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THE UK Supreme Court ruled in October that Ashers bakery 
was within its rights to refuse to bake a cake with the mes-
sage ‘Support Gay Marriage’ because the opinion was con-
trary to their beliefs. It ruled that the European Convention on 
Human Rights protected the right not to express an opinion 
they did not hold. In making this judgment the Supreme 
Court overturned the verdict of both the District Court and 
the Appeals Court in Northern Ireland. 

It is a curious decision that printing a message on a cus-
tomer’s cake implies compliance with that message. If a 
baker puts ‘Happy Birthday’ on a cake, does that mean that 
they are being forced to wish it to someone they don’t know? 
If a florist writes a sympathy card to go with flowers, does 
that mean that they are grieving with the relatives? 

Yet the implication extends much further. Freedom of ex-
pression is a right which depends on others. I can have a 
private rant in my bedroom but it is hardly freedom of ex-
pression in any meaningful sense. It is only becomes mean-
ingful in a social context if others facilitate or convey it: in 
print and social media, at public meetings, in art and litera-
ture, and whatever other public vehicles are available. An 
artist depends on the supplier of easels, paints, brushes, art 
galleries, etc. In theory, if this ruling were at all sensible, they 
could all refuse to do so if they don’t approve of the artist’s 
‘message’. Freedom of expression is not just about words. 

On page 2 of this journal it states that “the views of contribu-
tors are the opinions of their authors and not necessarily 
those of any Irish Humanist organisation”. As editor, I may 
not agree with what is being said but I am upholding the right 
to say it. Similarly, if I go on the radio, the station owner, the 
producer, the presenter, and the technical staff all facilitate my 
opinion. If this ruling were at all wise, any one of them could 
refuse to do so if they knew what my opinion was in advance.  

In a free society, we all help others to say what they want 
without agreeing with them. If we did not, it would be ‘every 
man for himself’. The irony of this decision, therefore, is that 
in no way was the customer Gareth Lee preventing the bak-
ery from having its freedom of expression, for it was not 
bound by a message on a cake: it was the bakery that was 
denying Gareth Lee’s freedom of expression. 

If the ruling allows certain providers of goods and services to 
choose which lawful message they are prepared to deliver  – 
a printer, say, but not a postal delivery officer  – then it effec-
tively enables the law to have its cake and eat it. 

Whether or not we agree that they had a legal obligation to 
comply, the fact remains that the bakery displayed intoler-
ance of a perfectly legal opinion. It’s hardly a good example 
of ‘loving thy neighbour’. Yet they are somehow applauded 
by many Christians as champions of free speech 
and tolerance. We truly live in humptydumptyland.

3

THE ARMISTICE on 11th November 1918 concluded what 
H.G. Wells called ‘the war to end war’. Of course, it was 
nothing of the sort. The century since 1918 has been the 
most murderous in recorded history, characterised by al-
most unbroken war. 

The raw horror of the battlefield led to the widespread con-
viction that it should never happen again. Yet within a gen-
eration even greater horrors were unleashed. After the 
deadly poison gas attacks of 1914-8, which left thousands 
of soldiers gasping for breath on the battlefield, the main 
powers signed the Geneva Protocol in 1925 outlawing the 
use of chemical weapons. Yet recently hundreds of children 
have died from poison nerve gas in Syria. And in nearly all 
wars today civilians are the main casualties, unlike WWI. 

The philosopher George Santayana said: “Those who can-
not remember the past are condemned to repeat it”. Time 
has proved this statement true. Why have we not learned 
the lessons of World War One? Indeed, why does humanity 
not learn from wars in general?  One reason is that we have 
not overcome greed. WWI was in no small way a war over 
colonies and the wealth that they gave to the rich coun-
tries. This greed is often dressed up in moral or religious 
terms. Jomo Kenyatta said that “when the white man came 
to our country he asked us to kneel down and pray. When 
we opened our eyes, all our land was gone”.  

The second factor is tribalism or nationalism. Even today 
nations who fought in WWI blame other countries for caus-
ing it. Ex-Prime Minister David Cameron said in 2013 that 
the UK went to war because of “the atrocities in Belgium 
and the threat of a Prussian dominated Europe. The world 
would have been a much darker place if Britain and the 
Allies had failed to act”. Thus countries like the UK still 
refuse to take any part of the blame. But, as Christopher 
Clark demonstrates in The Sleepwalkers, all the major 
powers must take some responsibility for a war most of 
their leaders didn’t really want. 

That leads to another factor: the stupidity rather than the 
wisdom of crowds. It is easy to pass the buck onto the 
politicians, but in 1914 millions were euphoric at the 
prospect of war. The mass of people acted stupidly in 1914 
(just as they did in the UK in voting for Brexit). Many still 
have an obsession to read about wars and the main bat-
tles. It is the biggest non-fiction section in most public  
libraries. This unhealthy fascination with war’s minutiae  
feeds the idea that, while war is hell, it is a necessary evil. 

Santayana also said that history is nothing but assisted and 
recorded memory. Alas, while remembering the bravery of 
those who fought, it is too easily forgotten that war is a failure 
of humanity. As Albert Camus put it, “peace is the only battle 
worth waging”. 

Selective Memory

Having their Cake and Eating It

Editor
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WAS  reflecting on the whole 
media hysteria on the allega-
tions of antisemitism against 

Jeremy Corbyn and the Labour Par-
ty and I thought how many people I 
had come across who had expressed 
hatred or prejudice against Jews and 
I can categorically state that only 
two individuals came to mind.  

The first was a young seventeen-
year-old National Front supporter 
who was a client of mine when I 
worked as a social worker in Lon-
don in the 1980s. The young fascist 
would often rant and rave about the 
‘fucking Jews’ when I visited his 
home which was covered in Union 
Jacks and the odd swastika and he 
would often tell me that the holo-
caust was all lies. In my professional 
capacity I had to remain detached 
to these irrational outbursts but 
would attempt to direct him to lit-
erature in the local library to check 
out the facts but he totally believed 
that the official accounts of the 
holocaust were fake propaganda. 
He was mainly influenced by his 
father, an NF member who had read 
David Irvine the holocaust denier.  

The other individual was a senior 
manager in the Civil Service – upper 
middle class, public school educated 
who constantly made disparaging 
remarks about Jewish people. 

In my involvement with various left 
wing groups in London, I never 
came across anyone who expressed 
antisemitic sentiments. In fact most 
of the liberal and secular Jews I met 
were themselves very critical of Is-
rael. Of course no organisation left 
or right is perfect but my experience 
and observations would confirm to 
me that far right orientated political 
organisations are mostly antisemitic 
and interestingly they are also the 
most Islamophobic, including large 
sections of the Conservative Party 
which was recently highlighted by 
the Tory Peer, Baroness Warsi. 

I totally agree with Noam Chomsky,  

Brian Eno, Yanis Varoufakis and  
others in their recent letter to the 
Guardian (online dated 30th Sep-
tember), highlighting the recent re-
port by the Media Reform Coalition 
which exposed the lack of impar-
tiality and accuracy in the reporting 
of allegations of antisemitism 
against Jeremy Corbyn and the 
Labour Party.The report shows that 
the popular media including the 
BBC have inaccurately distorted the 
reporting of antisemitism elsewhere 
especially in the far right which is 
ascendant in much of Europe. 

I was also saddened to learn that 
Uri Avnery had recently died at the 
age of 94. He was a journalist, 
politician and activist who was one 
of Israel's earliest and articulate 
advocates of cooperation with 
Palestinians and the creation of a 
Palestinian state. He moved away 
from Zionist beliefs in his youth 
and in 1993 he founded Gush 
Shalom [Peace Coalition], which 
became the first Israeli organisation 
to campaign for a boycott of goods 
produced in the West Bank Jewish 
settlements. He said that every set-
tlement was ‘a landmine on the road 
to peace’ and “the main reason for 
setting up settlements is to prevent 
the two-state solution – the only 
peace solution there is”. 

In one of his last articles this sum-
mer, Who the Hell Are We?, he 
wrote: “I am first of all an Israeli, 
after that a Jew”, in contrast to 
what Ariel Sharon wrote: “I am first 
a Jew and only after that an Israeli”. 
These quotes relate to the introduc-
tion of the Basic Law: Israel the 
Nation State of the Jewish People. 
This law, Avnery argues, goes 
against everything that David Ben 
Gurion promised in the Declaration 
of Independence in 1948 that there 
would be full equality between all 
citizens, without regard to religion, 
ethnicity or sex. Avnery says that 
this new law negates those rights 
and now in Israel there is no 
democracy, no equality, a state of 

Jews, for Jews by the Jews. Further, 
he denounces the newly enacted 
Basic Law as ‘clearly semi-fascist’. 

This new law has alienated the 
Druze community who have been 
robbed of their legal rights and 
sense of belonging and ironically 
many are members of the Israeli 
Army and security forces. It also 
totally ignores the 1.8 million Arabs 
who are Israeli citizens, including 
the Bedouin and – believe it or not – 
hundreds of thousands of Christians 
who are married to or in relation-
ships with their Jewish partners. 

Netanyahu is defending this law 
against mounting criticism from 
within and outside Israel but of 
course not the Trump Administra-
tion in America. Netanyahu has 
publicly declared that all the Jewish 
critics of this law are leftists and 
traitors who have forgotten what it 
is to be Jewish. This sounds a bit 
similar to the British media's attack 
on Corbyn and the Labour Party 
around antisemitism. Are Jewish 
radicals now the new antisemites? 

I wonder what the late President of 
the Irish Humanist Association, 
Justin Keating would make of all 
this and I finish my reflections by 
quoting from the book Nothing Is 
Written In Stone: the Notebooks of 
Justin Keating, on Zionism (p187):  

“I said earlier how much I admired 
the Jewish tradition, which arose 
from their precarious position be-
tween two great empires, for its 
anti-monarchy, the rule of law, its 
democratic and social structures, 
and above all, the concept of right-
eousness. I am anti-Zionist because 
I believe that Zionism has betrayed 
every one of those great and endur-
ing principals. I am anti-Zionist 
because I love Judaism. And finally, 
in pursuit of my axiom that nothing 
is anybody's fault, though I have 
criticised Zionist beliefs and actions, 
I feel that Zionists have been driven 
mad by the assault on their reason 
of more than a thousand years of 
Christian anti-Semitism, culminat-
ing in the almost unimaginable ob-
scenity of the holocaust. I hate what 
Zionists say and do. I think it is 
against their own interests: and I 
understand the source of their ac-
tions. So I do not hate them, but 
pity them very much. And I fear for 
them".                                            q             
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God’s Mysterious Way  

N 1773 William Cowper, the 
English poet and hymnodist, 
wrote a poem/hymn entitled 

Conflict: Light Shining out of 
Darkness. It’s not well known by 
that name but its first two lines are:  
“God moves in a mysterious way 
His wonders to perform”. 

From what we know of his life, 
Cowper was not entirely convinced 
by his own verse. Riddled with 
doubt and depression, he spent time 
in a private asylum. During a later 
period he thought he was doomed 
to eternal damnation. The poem 
only hints at the darkness and sug-
gests that we put our trust in God’s 
wisdom in the face of life’s troubles 
or inexplicable events. 

It fails to mention the flood where 
God was so angry with humankind 
that he decided to drown everybody 
bar one family and some animals. Or 
the plague that God sent on the 
Pharaoh and his household. Or that 
God killed everyone (men, women, 
children, infants, newborns) in 
Sodom by raining ‘fire and brimstone 
from the Lord out of heaven’. And 
God says that it's okay to beat your 
slaves; even if they die you won't be 
punished, just as long as they survive 
a day or two afterwards (Exodus 
21). The cruelty in the Old Testament 
inflicted by the Deity knows no 
bounds. All are strangely absent 
from Cowper’s poem. 

Of course, it depends on your  
vantage point. If you come out on 
top then indeed God is performing 
wonders by removing obstacles to 
your success. For example, it is be-
musing to see sportsmen praying to 
God for victory. Dwayne Bravo 
thanked  “Almighty God; without 
him nothing is possible”, after the 
West Indies had won the World 
T20.  How odd of God – the all-
powerful and all-wise controller of 
the universe – to give a damn who 
wins a cricket match. That He 
should busy himself with such trifles 
instead of ending starvation, geno-
cide or malaria is mysterious indeed. 

There are people who believe that 
disasters are God’s punishment for 
wrongdoing. After the Primark fire 
in Belfast in August (above), the Rev 
Colin Houston told Sunday Life 
that it was not a coincidence be-
cause it came just a month after the 
store had a pro-LGBT display in its 
front window for Pride Week. “God 
is not mocked”, he said, “they had 
two windows exploiting this and 
telling people to come in and buy 
their clothes”. 

Houston received support from  
Donald Morrison from Inverness in 
a letter to the Belfast Telegraph on 
18th September. He claimed that 
exactly the same thing happened in 
June, when a blazing furnace en-
gulfed the famous Glasgow School 
of Art. He added that the fires are 
“a powerful demonstration that 
God will not allow anyone to defy 
his authority, mock his laws, blas-
pheme his name and then brazenly 
imagine they can get away with it”. 

The God of Houston and Morrison 
is not a very pleasant character. In 
any case, the idea of a deity who 
uses fire to punish homosexuality 
derives from a misunderstanding of 
the story of Sodom in the Bible. 
From archaeological records, we 
know it was also a common prac-
tice in the Near East during ancient 
times to use homosexual rape as a 
way of humiliating enemies. When 
victorious soldiers wanted to break 
the spirit of their defeated oppo-
nents, they would “treat them like 
women” by raping them. The prac-

tice was not driven by sexual desire, 
but by brutality and hatred toward 
the enemy. Rape or other forms of 
sexual abuse is not consensual sex 
but physical humiliation of the  
‘other’ and happens today just as it 
did in ancient times. 

It is this motivation, not homosexu-
al desire, which stands behind the 
sin of Sodom. Perhaps the local men 
feared that the two strangers were 
spies. Perhaps the fact that Lot, 
himself a recent immigrant, had 
taken them in served to heighten 
their suspicion. Whatever caused 
their panic, a mob mentality took 
over, and before long the people of 
Sodom were at Lot’s house clam-
ouring to brutalise the strangers. So 
this is a story about attempted mob 
violence, not homosexual desire. 

The moral is more generally a con-
demnation of the mistreatment of 
those who are most vulnerable, in-
cluding strangers. Is it not ironic 
that the misinterpreted story of 
Sodom is now used by some Chris-
tians like Donald Morrison to justi-
fy condemnation of another vulner-
able group — namely gay people? 

And what about God’s mysterious 
way in these far from wondrous 
circumstances? Ah, but we earth-
lings are not capable of understand-
ing the ineffable mind of God. His 
goodness is something more all-em-
bracing than what we mean by that 
quality. Indeed, it is so all-embracing 
that it includes what we consider 
bad. Ah, but He gave us free will 
and the evil is all our doing. Really? 
The floods? The hurricanes? The 
famines? The earthquakes? A 
tsunami in Palu in the Philippines 
which kills thousands? Bone cancer 
in children? 

James Baldwin was right when he 
wrote in The Fire Next Time 
(1963), “if the concept of God has 
any validity or use, it can only be to 
make us larger, freer, and more lov-
ing. If God cannot do this, then it is 
time we got rid of him”.                q
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Ensuring Catholic Hegemony  
Literary Censorship in the Irish Free State  

N 1929 the government of the Irish Free State intro-
duced the Censorship of Publications Act, at the insis-
tence of the Irish Catholic Church, an institution that 

had the loyalty of over 90% of the population and that the 
fledgeling Irish Free State government depended on for its 
very survival. The church, whose communicants included 
all but one member of the cabinet, and the overwhelming 
majority in the legislature, provided the state with domestic 
legitimacy and was, in return, willingly ceded power by the 
government over educational and social policy. 


The church and its agencies utilised its power and influ-
ence to ensure that censorship, in all its forms, was 
brought into law. Having won censorship of the cinema, 
those who favoured the extension of literary and press 
censorship busied themselves with the more challenging 
task of ensuring its passage into law. The rationale pre-
sented for extending censorship was that it was a benign 
act with ‘Mother Ireland’ and the welfare of its people at its 
heart. However, it offered the church a powerful tool in 
maintaining and deepening its spiritual hegemony and 
political influence. This ensured that the church played a 
powerful role in the shaping of state policy without the 
rather messy inconvenience of running for office and taking 
responsibility for any negative consequences. 


Generally, scholarly exploration of the 1929 Censorship of 
Publications Act has focused upon its impact on creative 
writing and the banning of the advertising of contracep-
tion—both important aspects—but the prime focus of this 
legislation, the reporting of sexual scandal and crime, has 
received much less coverage. It carried the most severe 
penalties under the act, and its influence was to have a 
lasting impact on Irish journalistic freedom until the 1980s.


In 1925, Vice-President of the Executive Council and Min-
ister for Justice, Kevin O’Higgins, came under increasing 
pressure from the Catholic pressure groups, lay and secu-
lar, to censor what these groups called “evil literature”.  
Notwithstanding the introduction of film censorship in 
1923, O’Higgins asserted that existing legislation provided 
adequate safeguards, regarding literary and journalistic 
censorship and that there was no popular support for an 
extension of censorship. Notwithstanding this, following 
sustained lobbying in 1926, O’Higgins relented and estab-
lished the Committee on Evil Literature (CEL). The Commit-
tee’s report would provide the blueprint for the 1929 Cen-
sorship of Publications Act. The Committee’s report rec-
ommended that a model like that brought onto statute in 
England be adopted, but, importantly, they laid greater 
emphasis on controls of press reporting than English legis-
lation. Irish literary censorship, however, was to prove far 
more draconian than its English counterpart.


Concerns regarding British newspapers printing details of 
crime, particularly sexual crime, was highlighted in the 

evidence received by the committee and was of central 
concern to those who advocated the introduction of legis-
lation. British newspapers were read widely in Ireland de-
spite the church’s regular condemnation of their content. 
The supporters of censorship viewed its extension as a 
moral crusade for the sake of ‘holy Ireland,’ the preserva-
tion of its church, and the souls of its people. A point 
graphically made in the Christian Brothers submission to 
the CEL, which asserted: “Until this riddance takes place, 
there is no chance of building up a better or holier Ireland. 
At present the spiritualised Irishman is quickly passing 
away and all of the brute that is in him is being fed almost 
to the point of moral leprosy, to be followed by the tempest 
of fire from heaven”. The Catholic Bulletin, observed: 
“What Irishman ever foresaw or imagined an Ireland so 
debased and despicable as to be undistinguished from 
England in the matter of its newspapers and periodical 
literature?” It then asserted: “The mind of England has 
been trained to criticise and think for itself; that of Ireland 
to believe and accept what it is taught.”

After the publication of the Report of the CEL, legislation 
was drawn up to introduce a censorship bill. The debate 
regarding this bill in the Dáil is illustrative of the tensions 
borne of the intellectual and religious divide in the Free 
State. During the Dáil debate in early 1929, some Deputies 
laid down amendments, which were accepted by Minister 
for Justice Fitzgerald-Kenney. These modified the bill to 
require a higher bar for censorship and to change the refer-
ral mechanism, in a way that would undermine the control 
of the church in this regard. Importantly, the church didn’t 
achieve its primary goal of having blasphemy included in 
the Act. The amendments to the bill troubled the Catholic 
hierarchy and those who shared their worldview. By Feb-
ruary 1929, the newspapers were carrying articles report-
ing sermons by Catholic bishops in which they expressed 
their concerns for the progress of the bill. 

The zeal of some Catholic activists appears to have had an 
impact on members of the legislature. With a few notable 
exceptions, many were afraid to oppose the bill for fear of 
being vilified by a Catholic press, whose venom on the 
issue knew no bounds. This was illustrated in the pages of 
the Catholic Bulletin that referred to those who didn’t fol-
low the church line on censorship as “those low creatures, 
vulgarians, wastrels, materialists, mere Irish scum.”

It was not only members of the political class who were 
silenced by the pressure imposed by the church and its lay 
organisations. Although it is reasonable to assume that the 
secular Irish newspaper industry had a vested interest in 
maintaining freedom of speech, their pages were, by and 
large, curiously devoid of comment during the debate. 
Three factors can explain this silence of Irish newspapers: 
firstly, the potential rewards promised by the removal of 
British competitors; secondly, a leading light in the censor-
ship camp, the Jesuit R.S. Devon, had assured the Irish —>              
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newspaper industry that its “liberty would not be affected”, 
as it was not guilty of the vices of the foreign press” – an 
assurance that was to prove hollow within weeks of the 
implementation of the Act ; and thirdly, any resistance by 1

Irish newspapers against censorship could lead to boy-
cotts of sales and reduced advertising revenue, thereby 
ensuring that opposition to censorship remained on the 
margins. 


The substance of the 1929 Censorship of Publications Act 
was met with some disappointment by the church, which 
immediately began an offensive to expand the scope of 
the censorship, as it did not include their prime objective. 
This was the banning of publications that advocated athe-
ism or spiritualism, challenged Catholic theology, or 
brought the Catholic Church into disrepute. By the 
mid-1920s the Common Law offence of blasphemy was 
largely redundant, having fallen out of use and therefore 
church activists concluded that the 1929 Act “was not all a 
Catholic country would desire”.


In October 1929, F. O’Reilly, the Executive Secretary of the 
Catholic Truth Society, made a complaint in a personal 
capacity to the Minister for Justice, Fitzgerald-Kenney (the 
Censorship Board had not yet been ‘convened’), against a 
book by Warwick Deeping called Ropers Row. O’Reilly 
claimed that it advocated birth control. The Minister reject-
ed O’Reilly’s request to ban the book. Unhappy with this 
response, O’Reilly wrote to Cosgrave, President of the 
Executive Council, in threatening tones, indicating that 
unless Cosgrave used his authority to have the decision 
reversed he would publish their correspondence  –  a clear 
threat that the might of the Catholic press would be un-
leashed against the government. Cosgrave obfuscated on 
the issue, instructing Fitzgerald-Kenney to refer it to the 
soon to be constituted Censorship Board, a decision de-
cried within the Ministry of Justice for the precedent it 
would set. In November 1929, the CTSI responded to this 
news by informing the President that they would let the 
matter rest as “He [Cosgrave] has done all in this matter 
that we requested him to do”. In May 1930, Deeping’s 
Ropers Row became one of the first thirteen books to be 
banned by the Censorship Board. Its decision was not 
surprising, as from the time of its formation in early 1930 
up until the mid-1950s, the CTSI and its allies the Knights 
of Saint Columbanus held a working majority on the Board.  


Following their initial successes, censorship activists were 
untiring in their efforts, placing pressure on individuals and 
companies to enact the law, as they believed it should. The 
CTSI was untiring in its attempts to re-invigorate the laws 
regarding prosecution of what it regarded as blasphemy. 
Unable to have the Act amended, pressure was put on the 
government to collude in legally dubious ways to challenge 
‘blasphemy’.


The misuse of the 1929 Censorship Act to suppress per-
ceived blasphemy, with government collusion, is illustrated 
by the banning of George Bernard Shaw’s The Adventures 
of the Black Girl in Her Search for God, claiming its general 
tendency was indecent.” In June 1933 representations 
were made to the Minister for Justice to lift the ban, claim-
ing the justification used for its banning was not sustain-
able. Both the Department of Justice and the Attorney 
General office agreed that the book was not indecent with-

in the terms of the act, but acknowledged that it was a 
clever attack on Christianity and therefore blasphemous. 
However, as the government did not want to ‘upset’ the 
Censorship Board, it was decided that Shaw’s book 
should remain banned on the unjustifiable grounds that it 
was indecent. This afforded Catholic activists a de facto 
route to ban books they viewed as blasphemous, irrespec-
tive of the letter of the law, with the collusion of the Irish 
state. It added to the already significant armoury available 
to the church in utilising its power and authority to pursue 
its religious and political ends. 


The economic, social and moral power exerted by the 
church cannot be overstated. This power was used to 
alienate people from their communities, ruin businesses 
and careers and even alter the course of elections and on 
occasion incite the use of physical force. All activities that 
zealots justified as censorship was envisioned and cam-
paigned as a building block of what they hoped was a road 
to the establishment of a Catholic-compliant state consti-
tuted democratically but directed doctrinally.


The CTSI was to remain actively engaged in ensuring that 
censorship was enforced rigorously over the next 40 years.  
Such was the authority and power of the church that it was 
able to stifle debate on issues of profound importance for 
decades to come, including, child abuse, sexual crime, 
corruption, inequality, education and healthcare; thereby 
retarding the development of Irish democracy and the pro-
tection of the most vulnerable. 


The study of the genesis, lobbying, and passage of the 
legislation is illustrative of the power of well-organised reli-
gious groups in society to bring pressure to bear on elect-
ed governments to legislate in favour of their religious mis-
sion.  A power that is particularly acute in weak, insecure 
states in which a religious organisation enjoys the unques-
tioned support of the majority of the populace. The appli-
cation of religious authority in these circumstances served 
to deny the emergence of a plurality of voices in parliament 
and the nation’s press regarding freedom of speech, the 
issue of fundamental importance to Irish democracy. The 
study is also illustrative of the deadening impact on 
democracy of allowing an unelected religious pressure 
group to impose its will through legislation: in this case, 
legislation that did exactly the opposite that it was argued 
to achieve—namely, to protect vulnerable members of 
society. Censorship in the Irish context protected the view 
and interests of the Irish state and the church by presenting 
to domestic and international observers a view of Ireland 
and Irishness that both institutions wished, an agenda pur-
sued at the cost of facing the reality of abuse in Ireland—
political, economic, and sexual.


The themes presented above are more comprehensively ex-
plored by the author in two peer-reviewed articles:   
Keating, A. Censorship: The Cornerstone of Catholic Ireland. 
Journal of Church and State, Volume 57, Issue 2, 1 June 
2015, Pages 289–309 

Keating, A (2014) The Uses and Abuses of Censorship:  God, 
Ireland and the Battle to Extend Censorship Post 1929,  
Estudios Irlandeses,  Number  9,  2014,  pp. 67-79.  

This article is free of charge at http://estudiosirlandeses.org/
wp-content/uploads/2014/02/Anthony_Keating_9.pdf          q                                                                        

 In the October of 1929 D.C. Boyd, the editor of the Waterford Standard became the first and last Irish Editor to be prosecuted under the 1

Act, for his reporting on the trial of a wealthy local businessman for raping a child in his employ. The trial judge announced triumphantly 
on Boyd’s conviction that “this was just the sought of thing” that the Act had been introduced to curb and fining Boyd £25 pounds he was 
at pains to point out that he had the power to fine Boyd £500 (£21000 today) and to impose a six-month prison sentence on him. The 
absence of any subsequent prosecutions against editors is illustrative of the deterrent affect of the Act and Boyd’s prosecution.   
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Evolution and Humanism  
Part 1: “Man’s Place in the Universe” 

n this article, presented in two parts, I want to explore 
a frame of reference for considering our place in the 
universe and the implications for us as individuals in 

societies. This is ambitious and many ideas will be no 
more than hinted at. My hope is that readers will want to 
fill in the gaps for themselves and, more importantly, will 
want to test the frame I suggest. Most of the ideas are 
drawn from those of Julian Huxley, a great biologist, con-
servationist and humanist. In particular, I refer to his essay 
‘The Humanist Frame’ from Essays of a Humanist (1964). I 
make no apology for the use of fairly extensive quotations 
from that essay. It would be presumptuous to attempt to 
improve on his choice of expression in most instances.


In this first part, I examine our place 
in the universe and use the title of a 
book by Julian Huxley’s grandfather, 
Thomas (‘Darwin’s Bulldog’) Huxley. 
This will involve a consideration of 
the mind-boggling scale of the uni-
verse and our own relative insignifi-
cance. However, an evolutionary 
perspective leads to the recognition 
of the value of individual humans.


The second part will examine how 
the conclusions from the evolution-
ary perspective can be used as a 
framework to examine different as-
pects of human life, such as conser-
vation, art, religion and education.


Introduction 
When we talk about the philosophical origins of Human-
ism, we usually refer to the Greeks and the Enlighten-
ments. Part of my aim is to show that one more Enlight-
enment, that is, the revolution caused by Darwin’s idea of 
evolution by natural selection, creates a new frame for 
considering the roles of humankind and individuals. 

Perhaps the greatest challenge for humanists is to devel-
op a coherent system of ethics: guidelines for the moral 
decisions which we all have to make, and — as human-
ists — assume responsibility. I’ll argue that this ‘evolu-
tionary humanism’ provides a valuable frame for the 
process which will assist our thinking about a wide range 
of concerns at personal, societal and global scale. Ar-
guably, such a coherent frame has been missing from 
‘post-religionist’ thought. 

I’ll look at mankind’s place in the universe and then go 
on to consider the effects of the idea of evolution. Dar-
win’s idea of evolution by natural selection has been de-
scribed as the greatest idea ever. It explains the precise 
adaptation of organisms to their environment and also 

the increasing complexity of organisms. It is truly revolu-
tionary and changes our view of ourselves, our societies 
and our world. And, of course, it does away with the 
need for a supernatural designer or creator. 

Julian Huxley in the 1950-60s tried to develop a com-
plete evolutionary framework for thinking about biology 
and especially about all aspects of mankind. This he 
called Evolutionary Humanism. It is this framework, as 
set out in his Essays of a Humanist, that I want to ex-
plore. This means Huxley’s thinking is at least 50 years 
old now and the world — and our view of it — has 
changed in many ways. Huxley was a product of his time 

— albeit a very advanced one — but 
we are entitled to be critical and to 
ask how valuable his ideas are today. 
(Huxley’s use of the masculine pro-
noun is characteristic of his time and 
jars our modern sensibilities, but it is 
impossible to rewrite without doing 
great violence to his prose.) 

Because evolutionary humanism is an 
essentially scientific approach, it is a 
robust model. That is, it is consistent 
with present knowledge and can al-
ways accommodate new knowledge. 
At the same time it makes no claim 
to absolute truth. This is the key fea-
ture of the scientific method: rigour 

in testing ideas, followed by their rejection or modifica-
tion in response to systematic observation and testing. 
Contrast this with revealed dogma and faith-based sys-
tems which demand to be excluded from rigorous ques-
tioning and where any falsification of any part of it 
weakens the whole edifice; at the same time religions 
claim absolute truth. 

What do we know about ourselves? 
Before I get to Huxley’s ideas, let us review what we 
think we know about our universe and ourselves, the 
Earth, our species and ourselves. I’ll start with a ‘physi-
cal’ look then take a more biological view. 

The universe is about 14 billion years old and a few 
decades ago it was recognised that it is expanding at an 
ever-increasing rate. The Earth is about 4.5 billion years 
old and the well-known image of Sagan’s ‘pale blue dot’, 
taken from Voyager 
about 6 billion km 
away, powerfully 
reminds us of 
Earth’s fragility, 
smallness and  
remoteness.       —>
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Earth is tucked away in a remote corner of our galaxy. 
Recently many more galaxies have been detected and late 
in 2017 ‘trillions’ of new galaxies were inferred. If each 
galaxy has a million stars, there will be many more plan-
ets and that increases the likelihood of other planets with 
life-forms at least as advanced as ours. 

This may make you feel a bit less lonely but meaningful 
communication is probably impossible. Any planets with 
advanced life-forms are hundreds of light-years away. A 
message sent today to a planet 500 light-years away will 
arrive in 2618 and an immediate reply will arrive in 
3118. How different will our language and our technol-
ogy be by then? (Compare the language and technology 
of 1618 — the time of Francis Bacon — to the present 
day.) For all practical purposes we are alone and we are 
going to remain alone. 

From this cosmological perspective, humanity is fleeting 
and trivial and the individual human being is utterly in-
significant. This is clearly a problem for humanists and 
I’ll look at that big question later. 

Stages in Evolution 
Huxley considered that there were 
three stages in evolution: inorganic, 
organic and cultural (he sometimes 
used the term ‘psychosocial’). The 
inorganic stage was the evolution of 
non-living things: the galaxies, plan-
ets, stars and the chemical elements. 
The very light elements (Hydrogen, 
Helium) formed first and then, as 
massive objects collided, the heavier 
elements, such as Iron, Carbon and 
even Gold. We are indeed stardust! 

In the organic phase, life appears and 
evolves increasing complexity from 
slimes, bacteria and single–celled or-
ganisms to complex organisms with 
trillions of cells specialised for many 
different functions: organisms evolved 
to live in different ways in different habitats. Darwin’s 
great idea — evolution by natural selection — showed 
conclusively that humans evolved from earlier organisms 
and share ancestors with all living organisms. In this 
sense humans are part of nature and not placed above 
them by some supernatural agency. This is an important 
change of perspective for humanity. 

Huxley’s third stage of evolution is cultural evolution. He 
recognised that humans have two characteristics devel-
oped to a greater extent than in any other organism, 
namely mind (or consciousness) and language. These 
allow the rapid transmission of detailed information and 
skills. Further, it gives a sense of time: the past can be 
recalled and transmitted and the future predicted to some 
extent. The transmission of ideas occurs at ever-increas-
ing rates, from face-to face speech, to writing in manu-
scripts which can be read and copied, to almost instanta-
neous global transmission via the Internet. Dawkins has 
written about this extensively and created the word 
meme, to emphasise the connection between genetic evo-
lution and memetic or cultural evolution. His analysis 
leads to the conclusion that memes from simple ideas to 

complex social interactions — including international 
bodies — can be created and evolve in their turn. And of 
course they may be found wanting and become extinct. 

The Value of the Individual 
From Huxley’s analysis we may conclude: 
1. Evolution tells us we are part of nature. 
2. Language leads to cultural evolution. 

From these conclusions we may infer that cultural evolu-
tion gives mankind power — and hence responsibility 
— over our own lives, our ‘destiny’ and that of the planet 
and all its inhabitants. 

This in turn means that each individual has value in the 
context of human society and our ‘destiny’. This is why 
Huxley describes Homo sapiens as the ‘sole agent for the 
future evolution of this planet’. He goes on: ‘it will only 
be by right use of that mind that he will be able to exer-
cise that responsibility rightly’. And: ‘He will only suc-
ceed if he faces it consciously and if he uses all his mental 
resources — knowledge and reason, imagination and 

sensitivity, capacities for wonder and 
love, for comprehension and compas-
sion, for spiritual aspiration and 
moral effort.’ (In this awesome role 
we are alone: there is no ‘outside 
help’ from the supernatural.)  

Given this crucial role, it is essential 
that each human should be fulfilled 
as far as possible. Huxley again: ‘The 
well-developed well-patterned indi-
vidual human being is, in a strictly 
scientific sense, the highest phe-
nomenon of which we have any 
knowledge; and the variety in indi-
vidual personalities is the world’s 
highest richness’. This places an oblig-
ation on each individual to ‘do some-
thing to develop his own personality, 
to discover his own talents and possi-
bilities, to interact personally and fruit-

fully with other individuals, to discover something of his 
own significance.’ In so doing the individual ‘is realising an 
important quantum of evolutionary possibility; … con-
tributing personal quality to the fulfilment of human ‘‘des-
tiny’’.’ 

AC Grayling in his 2003 book What is Good? — and 
answering a slightly different question — offers the fol-
lowing. ‘To the question “What is good?”, then, the an-
swer can only be: ”The considered life — free, creative, 
informed and chosen, a life of achievement and fulfil-
ment, of pleasure and understanding, of love and friend-
ship; in short, the best human life in a human world, 
humanely lived.”’  

Perhaps understated in these attempted definitions is the 
social aspect of man’s existence. It is implied in each and 
clearly understood by the authors. Humans are essential-
ly social beings. 

In Part 2 I’ll go on to consider the application of  
Huxley’s Humanist Frame to specific areas of human life, 
namely conservation, art, religion and education.             q
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A Man Said to the Universe 
A man said to the universe:  
“Sir, I exist!" 
“However,” replied the universe,  
“The fact has not created in me  
“A sense of obligation.” 

Stephen Crane  

A possible response: 
The Universe may 
Be as great as they say 
But it wouldn’t be missed 
If it didn’t exist. 

Piet Hein, Danish mathematician, 
designer and poet 
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The Right to Die 
 

READ recently that Bishop 
Desmond Tutu, the South 
African anti-apartheid 

activist, has stated he would 
like the option of ending his 
own life through assisted dy-
ing. In an article published on 
his 85th birthday, the emeritus 
Archbishop of Cape Town 
reiterated his support for as-
sisted dying, first expressed  in 
2014. He urged politicians, lawmakers and religious 
leaders to take action on the issue. 

“Just as I have argued firmly for compassion and fair-
ness in life, I believe that terminally ill people should be 
treated with the same compassion and fairness when it 
comes to their deaths”, he wrote in the Washington 
Post.  “Dying people should have the right to choose 
how and when they leave Mother Earth. I believe that, 
alongside the wonderful palliative care that exists, their 
choices should include a dignified assisted death”. 

I was moved to write on assisted dying in this issue be-
cause I was recently reminded of an article I first read 
two years ago. So much of what we absorb each day 
through books, television and the various media is 
quickly forgotten. I couldn’t tell you without thinking 
very hard what the big news stories were two years ago, 
but I can vividly remember sitting on the Luas one 
morning in September 2016 and reading an article in 
the first issue of the now deceased Humanist Times. The 
piece was by novelist Kate Beaufoy, who had recently 
published her book The Gingerbread House. It de-
scribed an evening 25 years earlier. Kate received a 
phone call from her mother Hillary in Belfast. They 
spoke at length before Kate’s duties in getting her 
daughter to bed brought the call to an end. It was the 
last time they spoke. 

Unbeknownst to Kate, Hillary had been diagnosed with 
cancer and had been told she had six months to live. 
“Being a card-carrying member of Exit, the Right-to-
Die organisation, she had determined to take control of 
her own death. She had filled her house with flowers, 
put Mozart on her CD player, and poured herself a nip 
of whiskey (as prescribed by the Exit booklet) to help 
the pills do the work”. The phone call had been her 
mother’s “goodbye” call. 

Hillary left letters for her children, expressing both her 
love for them and a desire to take control of her own 
situation while that was still an option. What was diffi-
cult for Kate and her siblings was not so much what 

their mother had done – they 
were cognisant of her views 
and respected them – but that 
she had had to do what she 
did on her own. As most read-
ers will be aware, had Hillary 
told anyone of her intentions 
she would have potentially 
legally implicated them in her 
death. 

Instead, she had to ingest dubiously efficacious drugs 
procured in a foreign country. She could not confide in, 
nor properly say goodbye to, any of her children, or 
indeed her grandchildren or friends. She had to do 
everything in a hurry: “she even apologised [in the let-
ter] for not having had time to clean out the fridge”. I 
read the article a second time later that same day and it 
stuck with me for a long time afterwards. 

PERSONAL RESONANCE 

My own mother died of cancer three years ago. Noth-
ing about cancer is easy, for the person diagnosed, or 
their loved ones. But I’m grateful for a number of 
things, including that there were several years between 
the time I became aware of my mother’s diagnosis and 
when she finally slipped away from us. I had some time 
to prepare myself mentally for her death. I was 27 when 
she was first diagnosed and had never properly consid-
ered my parents’ mortality before then. To the extent 
that there was opportunity to “say goodbye” to her, I 
took it. I also had the opportunity to sit with her and 
hold her hand in the hospital over the last couple of 
weeks as the inevitable approached. And I’m grateful 
that when she did pass away, she did so with her hus-
band and her four children sitting around her bed. 

My mother was a religious woman for most of her life 
and, excluding a brief period when she turned away 
from the Church in disgust at the content of the Mur-
phy report (and others), she maintained her faith until 
the end. I’m completely unaware of what her opinions 
were on assisted suicide, and if she ever had an inclina-
tion (I doubt she did) to do anything other than face 
what was coming to her and deal with it as best she 
could, she certainly never expressed it to me. 

I often think of her last weeks, and I think of my uncle 
who died much more recently after many years of de-
clining health. His situation was very different to my 
mother’s. She was awake and with her full mental ca-
pabilities, if not very energetic, until her last day or two. 
My uncle, however, endured (and that can be the only 
appropriate word) a long decline in his health          ––>
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over his final decade or so. For many years he essentially 
required round-the-clock care, and in his final weeks the 
dementia had taken hold to the point that he didn’t re-
spond with any show of recognition to his children or 
wife. 

The gregarious, witty, funny and life-loving man I re-
member from my youth until around my mid-20s was 
long gone by the time he passed away a few weeks ago, 
and the feeling among his family was that his death was 
a mercy to him. 

I don’t pretend to know how things might have been 
different in other circumstances for either my mother or 
my uncle. I don’t pretend to know whether they would 
have planned or done things any differently had certain 
other options been available to them, and I suppose it 
doesn’t matter. 

But I do know what I would want for myself, whatever 
the exact situation: I would want control. I would want 
the right to decide. I would want the right to state my 
wishes for what should happen in the event of severely 
declining physical or mental health. And I would certain-
ly not want to run the risk of criminalising my family or 
friends for carrying those out wishes. 

As stated by Bishop Tutu, this is primarily an issue of 
compassion. It has long been a subject of disbelief for me 
that, as a society, we will readily put suffering animals 
“out of their misery” but do not afford the same right to 
end suffering to our fellow humans, even when they vol-
untarily request it. 

CHATTING WITH KATE 

I was fortunate enough to have lunch recently with Kate 
Beaufoy, and we spoke briefly about her article of two 
years ago, as well as some other great pieces she has writ-
ten (in particular, I recommend searching online for her 
article in the Daily Telegraph on 5th February 2017, 
about caring for her aged mother-in-law). Knowing that 
she would be attending the lunch gave me cause to dig 
out that inaugural issue of the Humanist Times and read 
her article again, and it started me thinking. 

A number of media commentators have asserted over the 
last 12 months that assisted dying is likely to be the next 
big social debate in Ireland. A recent piece by William 
Reville in the Irish Times dealt with the assisted suicide 
in Switzerland of 104-year old scientist Dr. David 
Goodall (below), another member of Exit International. 

At the time of his death, “Goodall was frail and confined 
to a wheelchair. He had poor sight and hearing, but he 
was lucid, in no pain and not terminally ill when he took 
his life. He was simply tired of living”. At a press confer-
ence shortly before his suicide, Goodall said: “My ability 
and eyesight are declining and I no longer want to live 
this way… I’d like to be remembered as an instrument 
for freeing the elderly to choose their own deaths”. 

Reville, an emeritus professor of biochemistry at Univer-
sity College Cork, does not favour assisted suicide as he 
believes it “contradicts the intrinsic moral value of hu-
man life”, though he does acknowledge that “assisted 
suicide in certain circumstances for the incurably ill is a 
difficult ethical question”. 

He cites Christian teaching, which rules out suicide, but 
what about (as Reville himself acknowledges) people 
whose own personal ethics do allow suicide, including 
those who are not Christian or who profess no religion? 
Should they be forced to live by Christian ethics on an 
issue that many would argue should be about personal 
autonomy? Especially if that means an undignified and 
unwanted existence?  

Certainly, as a humanist, I abhor any law which restricts 
freedom of choice based on religious morality, and I be-
lieve that statute books should not endeavour to reflect 
the moral code of any particular religion but (where rele-
vant) should be based on an impartial and scientific ap-
proach. 

If indeed this is to be the next great social debate in Ire-
land, the fact that Christian morality does not allow for 
assisted suicide should play little part in the debate. If 
indeed the best argument that people can present against 
allowing assisted dying is that a God whose existence no 
one can verify disapproves of the idea, and that a certain 
interpretation of a book written thousands of years ago 
by desert-dwellers in a dusty backwater of the Roman 
Empire says that it should not be allowed, it seems to me 
that the debate has already been won.                                  q                                                                           
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Damned Statistics 
Bob Rees 

HE death of a small child is a 
calamity. We feel so sorry for 
the parents and the family, 

knowing that it will haunt them for 
the rest of their lives.  If we hear of 
fourteen avoidable deaths of young 
children, we are naturally outraged, 
demanding urgent action at the 
highest level. Yet when we hear that 
a thousand times that number, four-
teen THOUSAND children under 5, 
die EVERY DAY as a result of mal-
nutrition, it is just another unimag-
inable, meaningless statistic put out 
by the United Nations Food and 
Agriculture Organisation.   

They tell us that 162 million more 
innocent kids are stunted, and a 
further 99 million are underweight 
… just more sterile statistics that 
somehow leave us unmoved.  Stalin 
reputedly said, “One death is a 
tragedy, a million deaths is merely a 
statistic”, and he knew.  

I hesitate to suggest that inequality 
on such a scale between the devel-
oped and the developing world is a 
problem that needs to be addressed 
by a body somewhat less compla-
cent than the United Nations, which 
seems content to produce little more 
than incredible statistics. 

Inequality within nations is also a 
serious problem, but it is one that 
should be resolvable by government, 
given an understanding of the  
causes and the will to tackle it in 
this populist age, where we tend to 
compare people in terms of superi-
ority and inferiority, and where 
‘inferior’ minority groups are 
viewed with contempt.  

There is compelling evidence that 
unequal societies destroy minds, 
bodies and whole communities.  
Material inequality affects how 
people think and feel, while  a low 
social status causes stress, anxiety 
and depression. As Kate Pickett and 
Richard Wilkinson show in their 
book The Spirit Level, unequal soci-
eties are characterised by high levels 

of personal debt, poor physical 
health, drug abuse, street violence, 
child abuse, bullying, mental illness, 
insecurity, hopelessness, and burst-
ing prison populations. But this is 
not the Third World; it is the USA, 
the UK, and increasingly homeless 
Ireland, where Garda statistics show 
that crime is progressively ‘normal’.  

In 1965, executive salaries in the US 
were roughly 20 times those of their 
workers. They rose to 58 times in 
1989, and 312 times in 2017, when 
executive  salaries increased by 
17.6% while those of their workers 
rose less than 0.3%. Result: you 
may expect to live for over 97 years 
in Farrington (N. Carolina), but 
only 56 years in unequal Stillwell 
(Oklahoma), no better than Soma-
lia. In the USA, the top 1% of earn-
ers take 20% of the cake (i.e. the 
national income), whereas in Den-
mark they get only 6%.  

And it’s getting worse in some West-
ern countries:  In the UK, the top 
1% more than doubled their share 
of the cake (from 6% to 14%) since 
1980, while that of the top 1% in 
Holland remained the same, at 6%. 
Coincidentally, mental illness in UK 
is twice that in Germany, and there 
are three times as many people with 
gambling problems in USA, pro 
rata, as in Holland. All this is inde-
pendent of racial and gender issues.  
More indigestible statistics, but they 
reinforce the arguments being made 
by concerned sociologists, psychia-
trists, and security personnel. We 
have a growing problem. 

Contrary to popular belief, humans 
are not inherently competitive or 
self-interested, and inequality is not 
caused by differences in ability, ef-
fort or motivation. A brilliant scien-
tist is not necessarily good at nego-
tiating a high wage for himself, 
while a CEO who pays himself mil-
lions is statistically more likely to be 
less competent than a more modest 
CEO.  There’s a lot of luck attached 
to success, just as most of those who  

find themselves at the bottom of the 
stack were simply unfortunate to 
have been born into poverty. Finan-
cial success is not necessarily virtu-
ous – often quite the reverse.  But 
the gap between Park Lane and Skid 
Row is now unimaginably wide … 
and getting wider all the time. 

A recently-published study (by 
Sandy Brian Hagar of the University 
of London) identified three factors 
that influence inequality:  

Political System   
Proportional representation tends 
to promote left-wing parties,  
whereas majority rule systems suit 
right-wing parties. Also, countries 
with presidents and two chamber 
legislatures facilitate gridlock,  
enabling special interest groups to  
block progressive reforms. 

Trade Unions  
They act as a check on top  
incomes, especially when they join 
forces with left-wing parties. By 
maximising workers’ pay, they 
leave less for executives and share- 
holders. Rates of unionisation are 
consistently related, statistically, to 
lower top income shares. 

Tax levels  
It is a fact that, as top rates of  
income tax are reduced, top rates 
of pay before tax tend to increase, 
and there are plenty of statistics to 
demonstrate this phenomenon. In 
the USA for example, while tax 
rates for the top 1% of earners 
have been halved, their share of the 
pie has more than doubled. Clearly, 
national tax policy contributes to 
income inequality. 

As humanists, we didn’t need 
university statistics to tell us these  
things. They seemed obvious.        q
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T “There are three kinds of lies: lies, 
damned lies and statistics” 
(attributed to both Benjamin Disraeli 
And Mark Twain)
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Better Together 

N the last couple of years I have 
necessarily developed an interest 
in care for the elderly. This is 

because I am the sole family member 
able to care for my parents since 
both developed Alzheimers. 
  
Naturally, I follow imaginative ideas 
which make life fuller for people like 
my parents. One such is the TV pro-
gramme following a project which 
introduced four-year-old children to 
elderly people in homes, to the mu-
tual benefit of both parties. But the 
one that really caught my eye in-
volved humanists – albeit in Holland 
rather than the British Isles. 
  
A Channel 4 report a few months 
ago covered an interesting scheme 
whereby a shortage of affordable 
student accommodation and the 
increasing social isolation of older 
people were both addressed in one 
Dutch city. In a nutshell, students 
were offered accommodation in a 
large retirement complex under a 
scheme whereby each was paired 
with a specific older resident. They 
agreed to socialise for a specific 
amount of time daily and to build 
long term friendships. 
  
My interest went beyond the obvious 
gains for both parties. What was also 
recognised is an increasing problem 
when housing, social care and plan-
ning are centred on short term profit, 
not human needs or the long-term 
development of vibrant communities. 
In short, society as a whole is becom-
ing ghettoised, with more and more 
of us living within smaller and small-
er ghettos and talking less and less to 
anyone who is different. Retirement 
villages and gated communities 
would be two obvious examples. Dig 
further and I am sure many more 
would become apparent. 
  
What further intrigued me is that Jon 
Snow specifically mentioned that the 
Dutch Housing Association was a 
humanist one which hoped to repeat 
the idea elsewhere. There seemed to 
be a challenge for other humanists 
here. 

 Out of interest, I decided to see if 
humanists closer to home are in-
volved in housing issues. I have 
heard the odd mention of a humanist 
housing association in the UK, but 
this was a historical phenomenon, 
not a current project. 
  
The Humanists UK website explains: 
“At a time when sheltered housing, 
adoption and counselling services 
were dominated by religious organi-
sations the Humanist Housing Asso-
ciation provided accommodation for 
elderly humanists, the Agnostics 
Adoption Society opened adoption 
to the non-religious, and the Human-
ist Counselling Group was a key 
pioneer in non-directive counselling. 
When such services became generally 
available the first two bodies were 
merged with other providers and the 
third was wound up.” 

The time referred to was the 1950’s 
and 1960’s. A charity latterly known 
as the St. Pancras & Humanist 
Housing Association was finally dis-
solved in 1992, with the supporting 
‘Friends of’ charity following in 
2003. All funds and services – as far 
as I can tell –passed to what is now 
Origin Housing – not a charity but a 
much larger concern formed from 
the amalgamation of numerous 
(mainly religiously-based) charities 
which had passed their sell-by date. 
The reasoning seemed to be that 
older prejudices against the non-reli-
gious were waning and – in particu-
lar – that the pre-Welfare State days 
when religious charities ran what 
later became state social services 
were now over. 
  
This decision seems to have predated 
the more recent development of a 

religiously-dominated “third sector” 
whereby local and national govern-
ment are increasingly dismantling 
those state social services. Under the 
pretence of privatising them for eco-
nomic reasons, they actually hand 
them over to church organisations 
who for over a decade lobbied quiet-
ly for just such a move. 
  
In short, this is a return to the Ed-
wardian model of charity and help 
for “the deserving poor”. Humanist 
organisations who were nowhere 
near as close to government as the 
major churches may not have been 
able to foresee the problem. Never-
theless, it is now very real, and very 
unfortunate. 
  
Meanwhile, I suspect that, like my 
own Isle of Man group, local and 
national groups throughout Ireland 
are discussing ways to attract more 
people from specific sectors of soci-
ety.  In particular, I will dare to guess, 
we seek younger members to ensure 
humanism thrives for another gener-
ation. In addition, we seem to focus 
more and more on what I would 
have to dub “missionary work”, and 
on getting humanists added to the 
roster of state-sponsored religious 
chaplaincy schemes. 
  
This may all be very well. But per-
haps we could go further and think 
bigger. What, specifically, are human-
ists doing to counter the social isola-
tion of both specific individuals and 
entire communities? I accept we have 
championed minorities in their at-
tempts to gain equal treatment. But 
on a larger scale are we helping to 
get people from differing back-
grounds to work together on projects 
to the long-term benefit of entire 
communities? 
  
A philosophy which centres on the 
very word “human” ought to have 
the capacity to encourage communi-
ty (i.e. very different people growing 
and working together). So I hope 
that all of us can follow the excellent 
example of our Dutch friends and 
seek out opportunities to do so.      q     
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The Heart of Humanism  

hange happens with or without the caring to influ-
ence it.  Should Humanists not be at the Irish table 
to help guide a nation whose thinking is currently 

in transition in the right direction? 

A nation freed of its conservatism and with its financial 
position secure is in a watershed situation at present, in 
which, having declared Ireland to be no longer a religious 
country, it is searching for a new identity.  The Irish Peo-
ple now need to be asked to carefully consider what kind 
of society we want to live in for our future.  

If we have rejected religion because of an old societal 
bully’s fundamental dishonesty, from where should we 
take our national values and aspirations going forward? 
Should we continue towards adopting America’s shallow 
materialism with its government’s mockery of democracy 
and of the people’s welfare and education?   

Should we trust our senior civil servants and politicians 
to continue to think and speak for us, or the extremely 
wealthy individuals who control our media and public 
functionaries and services? Should our moral compass 
come from the Masters Race of ‘experts’ that daily prat-
tles empty propaganda at the nation to distract from the 
corruption taking place at the top of our society?  

Or should an organisation which has formulated a sub-
stantial, wholesome philosophical approach to life not 
offer a Humanist solution to a nation eager to hear seri-
ous discussion of its problems from the perspective of the 
people’s honest reality? Should Irish Humanism not sug-
gest to the nation that as materialism, religion and the 
pursuit of wealth way beyond our needs have brought 
with these distractions an uncaring culture of hypocriti-
cal values, many need to devote less time to our material 
comfort and more to our spiritual enrichment?   

Should an obviously caring organisation not offer itself 
to the nation as a conduit or medium, through whose use 
– by raising the right questions – intelligent Irish people 
would be enabled to look to our warm, loving hearts to 
work out for ourselves what is and what is not important 
to us for our future?   

An organisation richly deserving of better support, and 
which needs new blood to ensure its future, shouldn’t 
dismiss the huge numbers of Irish citizens who have de-
clared, by means of the Abortion Referendum, that our 
hearts and minds are open to be won by thinking worth 
the people’s trust. Including the 40% of the electorate 
which doesn’t vote, almost 80% of the population is 
there for the taking, by, please allow me to suggest, a new 
umbrella movement, encompassing journalists, politi-
cians and caring groups and individuals, who between 
these bright people could easily offer the nation life 

thinking and political objectives recognisable as worth 
the immediate and long-term investment of every citi-
zen’s belief and support.   

There is a glaring vacancy in Irish politics for a move-
ment dedicated to championing the equal entitlements of 
the citizen, the rights of the child, and the spiritual well-
being and self-esteem of the people who are the legal 
power of this, and every, democratic republic.  

HEART would be an Evolutionary movement whose 
anchor philosophy is Humanism, and whose objective 
would be to establish Ireland as an honest, egalitarian 
society, by encouraging our hubristic public functionaries 
to submit, as contracted, to the will of the people 
through the liberal use only of man’s best weapons of 
mass construction, truth and honesty. HEART would 
avoid the coal face of politics by addressing itself only 
directly to the legal power. Would initiating the forming 
of such a positive movement, which everyone could join 
straight away, not give Irish Humanists a very special 
purpose for your immediate future? 

If your first reaction is an understandable reluctance to 
change a direction with which you might be content, 
please consider the tragedy it would be for Ireland if an 
organisation’s future is not insured whose honesty, in-
tegrity, clear thinking and substantial understanding of 
life are badly needed by young people currently suffering 
high levels of confusion, depression, spiritual emptiness 
and thoughts of suicide because of their society’s ongoing 
culture of playing cynical games with life, politics, our 
children and ourselves. Instead of giving schoolchildren a 
heavy burden of misleading nonsense to carry through-
out an already challenging life, a more evolved Irish edu-
cation system could empower our young from an early 
age for their journey ahead, by equipping them responsi-
bly with truthful life information, by informing them that 
wide, eclectic reading will enrich their life, and by mak-
ing them aware that they have the option to choose to 
engage honestly with the only life they have.  

Instead of the outrage of the government funding schools 
that politically condition children to accept a ruling class 
with entitlements often vastly superior to those of the 
citizen, it should heavily tax all institutions in Ireland 
which indoctrinate children to accept an elitist hierarchi-
cal order. Ireland doesn’t need a President as the elevated 
office borders on fantasy, belittles the citizen and sends 
the wrong message out to the world.   

If we need a hospital or school opened, I’m sure that 
many decent Irish celebrities would be delighted to repre-
sent us for reasonable payment. The people shouldn’t 
ever again think of protesting against the outrageous 
arrangements of our servants as to do so is beneath  ––>
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the dignity of our legal position. Every Irish child should 
be made aware at his school of how important he or she 
will be to his country as an adult citizen, and of the per-
sonal and collective responsibilities which his management 
will expect him to accept in maturity. It simply beggars 
belief that this nation has no one in power fit to ask those 
living a chaotic life to behave properly, or fit to explain to 
confused adolescents the difference between their day-to-
day reality and fantasy, meant either as a means of tempo-
rary escape from an often harsh life, or of preventing man 
and woman from knowing our equal status, rights, enti-
tlements and responsibilities as human beings.   

What was enormously encouraging about the positive 
Abortion Referendum result was that it told us that the 
thinking of this small nation is not only already ahead of 
that of its leaders, but ready to soar to heights at which it 
will soon be far above that of every other on the planet. 

Ireland has been gifted with a rare opportunity. A nation 
long fragmented and negatively manipulated by its Church 
and State now needs to hear it suggested that all citizens 
and sub-sections of Irish society could unite in national 
solidarity, with Ireland very soon becoming the solid glob-
al moral conscience, guide and role model for the right, 
honest way forward for humanity for which a great many 
abused, informed people worldwide are currently extraor-
dinarily hungry and waiting as our national objective in 
common.   

If Humanists agree that this 
would be something worth at 
least suggesting to the nation, 
then what other Irish or 
global organisation is better 
able to say it than one which 
has formulated the template 
for the right, respectful egali-
tarian way in which every 
country should do its politics, as well as the right, loving, 
caring, giving, empathetic, understanding way in which 
equally entitled human beings should share a given space 
and relate to one another?   

HEART might begin its life by urging religious and non-
religious Irish people to unite to show the world that unity 
is possible. Together we could make a generous national 
gesture for the sake of oppressed, confused children all 
over the world, and we could make it in the name of 
young citizens found in convent septic tanks who never 
got the chance to live their life. We could tell our young 
how fortunate they are to be living the only life of which 
man can be sure. A mending of the hurt and damage 
caused by the power agenda of international tyrants has to 
start somewhere, and no nation is better positioned to 
begin a much needed global healing than the Irish. 

To strengthen the global organisation’s position, Irish 
Humanists might begin to see its principled core human 
values and philosophical approach to life as right for man, 
as reflective of the standards of integrity which every 
moral individual should want for himself and from those 
whom he allows to influence his children. It might accept 
and announce by means of the FutureLearn online course, 
that religion is beyond its future discussion, as the whole is 
anti-intellectual, an insult to intelligence, and a negative 

construct or fabrication which intelligent people wouldn’t 
accept unless they were controlled through oppression.  

Superstition is not the same as science, and shouldn’t be 
given the same status or share the same platform in an 
evolved society. Unlike religion, which emanates from 
cynical man’s excessive greed and exploitation of a natural 
fear of the unknown, Humanism emanates from loving, 
caring man’s instinctive curious constant effort to under-
stand everything possible about his real existence, to relate 
positively to his fellows, to engage honestly with his life, 
and to use his time wisely to do everything he can to make 
life a little easier than it was for him for the generations 
which will surely follow his. To choose to take a Humanist 
position is deeply fulfilling and rewarding, and everyone 
suffering from ‘depression’ during this age of materialism, 
avarice and over-focus on the self should be offered it as a 
positive, enabling alternative choice to squandering our 
time in playing destructive games with the self.   

Yet the organisation’s image could be improved.  Many 
young people are wary of Humanism as they see the mar-
riage and burial services which it offers the public as mir-
roring religion. As they are undermining and trivialising a 
substantial loving global message, should the organisation 
not display more confidence in its terrific product by con-
sidering altoget1 her dropping these ceremonies whose 
only use to it is that they make pin money for celebrants? I 

know that this is an enormous 
ask of Humanists, but some-
one with a burning interest in 
strengthening the Irish organi-
sation for a specific purpose 
does ask it, because there is so 
much to be gained. Human-
ism would be taken far more 
seriously here if the organisa-
tion announced that it is 
above all financial considera-

tions and explained its reasons for the change.   

The Irish organisation might also decide to, from now on, 
put its internal energy only into discussing the way for-
ward for man, or the essence of man’s positive politics. 
Innovative people with a vision for humanity only get a 
short period during which to try to cause improvement, 
and one lesson that years of trying to increase awareness 
of our societal problems has taught me is that everyone 
already knows them, including the small section of Irish 
society that currently seems determined to add to ours.   

The caring shouldn’t feed into this negative global agenda 
by allowing ourselves to be labelled as atheists or the po-
litical left  – which inaccurate names enable tricksters to 
suggest to the public mind that the only thinking which is 
interested in the people’s rights is wrong-footed, or oper-
ates outside laws which everyone else accepts. Those who 
have taken the trouble to work out the optimum position 
that life has to offer should be above discussing the worst. 

Get out of your comfort zone and let the Irish public 
know that Humanism IS the people, its reality IS the 
people’s reality, and its central balanced egalitarian polit-
ical thinking is what most people want. If, like me, you 
have difficulty in finding a national platform, HEART 
might set up its own broadcasting station, which        –->
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wouldn’t cost much. At this year’s summer school alone 
there was more than enough bright opinion to many times 
over fill the daily programme of a radio station dedicated 
to honest intellectual discussion. Many other issues for 
Ireland and for man need to be discussed, such as the emi-
nent possibility of one moral nation deciding to cap the 
obscenely excessive wealth which individual citizens and 
organisations are allowed to accumulate before the state 
sees fit to tax it from them.   

It could be suggested to Irish clerics that, as we were all 
childhood victims of a long cycle of religious abuse, decent 
Irish people could decide that their and Ireland’s future lies 
in spreading honesty and equality across the globe, and in 
supporting humanity’s young instead of a fraudulent or-
ganisation to which we owe no allegiance.  

RTE’s leading lights need to be asked if they truthfully 
believe the religious nonsense which they force feed the 
public, and the global misleader on whose recent visit to 
Ireland so much public money was wasted needs to be 
asked to produce evidence to the nation’s satisfaction that 
the questionable products which his organisation has sold 
the Irish for so long actually exist, or if he can’t, to soon 
return church, school, hospital and graveyard properties to 
the state, from whence they will revert back to communi-
ties that paid for them with heartbreak which might never 
be mended.   

Also, adolescents suffering appalling sexual confusion 
caused by the dysfunctional nature of our society in a 
new, modern form need to know that the understanding 
of one nation is strong and clear enough to resist the 
continual grooming of its children’s thinking by societal 
bullies. If the Irish and global cycle of cynicism is ever to 
be interrupted, the world needs one nation focused on 
promoting the honest understanding of man’s issues and 
the human condition which only regular honest discus-
sion of evidential, truthful facts through a medium acces-
sible by the caring will deliver.   

The Humanist organisation is perhaps the only organised 
thinking on earth capable of easing the burden of confu-
sion which states and parents keep heaping on the 
young, by clarifying instead of debilitating their thinking. 
You have done yours; is it not now time to act on behalf 
of young people worldwide, powerless to act against 
controllers who might be their state or close family 
members? 

We live in a great little country, of that there is no doubt. 
But can Irish Humanists join me in envisioning the out-
standing society which we could have if people of the cali-
bre of those whose wisdom enthralled my husband and 
me at this year’s summer school at Carlingford simply 
became better organised?   

Please don’t take too long to think about what I have said 
above as opportunities like the one which the Irish have at 
present are not often presented to us, and should you not 
seize yours to re-launch and spread Humanism’s very posi-
tive message?  With the internet at our disposal, a renais-
sance of man’s thinking is now possible like it never was 
before, and please bear in mind while deciding your fu-
ture, short of bringing the dead back to life there is noth-
ing that can’t be done if the collective will is there.            q                                                             
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Letters  
& Emails  
PIP Refusals 
MEDIA headlines ring out fast and furious. Personal 
Independence Payments (PIP) refusals leave the dis-
abled dying with refusals to pay disability benefit be-
cause someone charged with reporting on their ability 
to perform tasks has not appreciated that they may 
have enormous limitations to their daily life. Whether 
we are talking about Colm Davis who was awarded 
an OBE for services to Special Education last year or 
other claimants, the continuous rejection of the true 
condition of claimants has to be looked at.  

It is outrageous that such people have to hit the 
headlines of our newspapers describing what should 
be confidential information in a way that breaks every 
reader’s heart. These people are suffering because 
too many of us fair-minded readers have done noth-
ing. Refusals of disability claims that have gone on to 
appeals have cost us tax payers £66 million – while 
those who have life limiting medical conditions remain 
at home with their letters suggesting that there is 
nothing very much wrong with them.  

I have put together a functional assessment pro-
gramme to be used by GPs which is a quick guide 
and is based on a points system, covering aspects of 
day to day life. Fifteen points would qualify for a high-
er rate of Disability Allowance while fewer points may 
qualify for a lower rate. Those terminally ill as con-
firmed by the GP would get an immediate benefit. 
Yes, that’s right — the GP needs to be brought back 
into the situation because they are the only ones who 
have records and it should be part of their job to 
make assessments. This work should be paid for not 
by the patient but by the Department.  

It looks now that in order to take up this challenge on 
behalf of those who are suffering and have been 
turned down, we need to address this issue with the 
prime minister. After all, it is her government which 
has endorsed the agency that has cost us millions 
and denied disabled persons the right to benefit. If 
this treatment is acceptable to our ministers it is not 
how we want to live. How can we live if we can’t even 
give to those much poorer than us.  

For further information with reference to my Function-
al Assessment plan for GPs please contact me by 
email: roisinrogers123@virginmedia.com  

Dr Rosaleen Rogers,  
5 Glenvarna Court,  

Newtownabbey,  
Co Antrim 
BT36 5JD 

02890284782 
07850035120 



The Irish Freethinker and Humanist • November-December 2018 

After Θ God  

LL happy families are alike: each unhappy family 
is unhappy in its own way,’ wrote Tolstoy, his 
first words in Anna Karenina. 

‘There’s no point talking to her,’ my father once said to 
me after I emerged frustrated from an attempt to en-
gage my mother in a rational conversation. ‘You can’t 
reason with her,’ he continued. ‘Nobody can.’ 

I was sad that my father’s marriage had brought him to 
that conclusion. 

Often when my mother was talking ‘at’ my father, he 
would surreptitiously turn down his hearing aid or, if he 
was watching television, turn up his long-cabled stetho-
scope-like device to hear the television better. She never 
seemed to notice. I’d often seen people’s eyes glaze over 
while my mother spoke ‘at’ them in meaningless mean-
dering soliloquies. And yet others remember her fondly 
as ‘holding court’ in their home. She was a different 
person to different people. She reminded me of Eleanor 
Rigby, with not just one face but many that she kept in 
a jar by the door. 

My relationship with her was the most complex one of 
my life. I loved her and I feared her. Flesh of her flesh, I 
was her favourite. She mollycoddled and suffocated me. 
She manipulated me. There was a strong unhealthy 
bond between us. She undermined me, controlled me, 
left me doubting my perceptions, feelings, thoughts and 
memories. I couldn’t breathe with her suffocating ‘love’. 

I would tell her something that I knew had happened 
and she would say it hadn’t happened. I’d tell her my 
thoughts and she’d say I was mistaken. I’d share a feel-
ing and she’d ignore it or say it was ‘wrong’. She had 
me doubting my eyes, ears, touch, taste, smell and 
memory. Instead of encouraging me to think for myself, 
she gnawed away at my perceptions, understanding, 
judgements and decision-making; crippling my confi-
dence in myself. 

One day in my mid-to-late teens my dad began to open 
up to me. We were alone in the living room, just him 
and me. 

‘Joseph,’ he said. 

I knew by his awkwardness, anguished face and the 
considered intention in his voice that this was a conver-
sation he had wanted to have with me for a long time; 
one he’d been waiting for me to be old enough to re-
ceive like a man. 

‘What?’ I asked, apprehensively, knowing it was some-
thing about my mother. 

He stood at the edge of his personal parental precipice,  
sighed and spoke. ‘Joseph…the things that woman did.’ 

I knew in every bone and sinew of my body the tension 
I had felt at home from my earliest childhood. My fa-
ther torn between his sons Paul and David and his new 
wife, my mother Pauline. My mother’s hysteria, my par-
ents’ fights, my mother’s accusations against my broth-
ers, my father beating them. Paul often running away 
from home and, that last time, my mother, steely eyed, 
bitter and angry, looking out the kitchen window to-
wards the garages and sheds that filled the back gardens 
and the concrete lane behind our house and saying to 
me, devoid of compassion, ‘I know he’s around here. 
He’s doing this to get at me. He won’t win.’ 

And then those words that seared my soul and scared 
me, intended as a warning to me. ‘Joseph, once I turn 
against anyone, that’s it. I hope you never turn out like 
those two brats.’ And Paul banished from the house 
forever the same day that he had returned, warning me 
that her threats were real. And David, vanished, his 
whereabouts still unknown. 

I remembered all that and I feared hearing worse now 
from my father. I was on a precipice of my own, unsure 
whether to welcome my father’s instigated confidence 
or defend my mother, fearing what he was about to 
reveal would irreparably damage whatever relationship 
I had with her. 

‘What things?’ I asked, my tone askew, liking the man-
to-man moment, yet defensive of my mother and pro-
tecting myself from having to deal with whatever he 
wanted to tell me. 

My father hesitated, wrong-footed by my attitude. ‘I’ll 
… tell you another time,’ he uttered, his courage gone. 
And then I said something that I regretted. ‘If you don’t 
tell me now, I never want to know.’ 

He said nothing more. 

When he died, I had a recurring nightmare. My father 
was about to speak to me, to tell me what he had wait-
ed and wanted to tell me, and each dream ended with 
the silence of the grave. 

My relationship with my mother convinced me that 
happiness wouldn’t lie in the arms, mind or heart of a 
woman. My dad wasn’t happily married. His marriage 
was a lonely façade. Our family wasn’t happy. Women, 
marriage and family didn’t feel to me like the path to 
fulfilment. Priesthood seemed a better, wiser choice. 

© Joe Armstrong 2018 
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IT’S no secret that it’s 
been a great summer for 
swimming.  On our small 
island we are never more 
than an hour or so from 
the coast.  Not that I’m 
solely a fair weather 
swimmer, though this 
summer has made it easy. 
I’ve been swimming in our 
Irish seas for a few years 
but it did take time to 
make the plunge. Having 
lived the first half of my 
life near the centre of 
North America, I grew up 
swimming in chlorinated 
pools, freshwater lakes and rivers. 
It took a few years to move beyond 
the dipped toe in our salty seas, but 
once I embraced the cold waters of 
Galway Bay I was converted. I’m 
certainly not the first to make this 
confession.   

My swims initially consisted of a 
weekend afternoon; post Prom 
walk; an after-work meeting with 
friends at Blackrock on the cycle 
home on a warm day; the odd early 
morning swim as I cycled to work 
along the sea-front. “You swim in 
the sea and then cycle on to work?” 
the astonished say. “The odd time”, 
I reply, not revealing how odd the 
event is, but it has happened.  Rare 
 – but worth the bragging rights!   

I think the difference this summer 
was that my partner of 30-plus 
years finally embraced the sea and 
it became our own private ritual, 
among the many locals who also 
have their own sea-based rituals. A 
post-lunch text – “meet you at 
Blackrock at 5:30” – brings a spring 
to the step as the afternoon ebbs.   

But then we shifted west, down the 
coast to Silverstrand beach on the 
road to Barna; driven out partly by 
the come-lately summer hordes. 
Our routine became a cycle home, 
a quick change to swimming togs,  
and a hop in the car. Silverstrand  

(above) also offered ease of parking 
just a 5 minute drive from home. 
Swimming at Blackrock had be-
come a bit of a chore – swim out to 
the first buoy, the second buoy…  I 
felt I had to have a plan, it had to be 
productive. At Silver Strand I left all 
plans behind me.  We were always 
hoping the tide was in – easy ac-
cess and less time to change our 
minds as we waded out. If the tide 
was out, it was some trek to get out 
beyond our knees in water depth. 
But once we waded out far enough, 
and dived in, we were always reluc-
tant to come out. Being a team ef-
fort, if your resolve wavered the 
other convinced you it was worth it.  

We were greeted by easy wavy-
water days, when we’d swim back 
and forth sensibly along the shore; 
wild days when the wind blows and 
the waves roll and we jump among 
them like children, wondering when 
last we’d had such fun. And the 
odd calm days, when the sea is like 
glass and I’d finish my sensible 
swim and float… I’d float and look 
at the sky, the clouds, the beautiful 
black hills of the Burren, and be-
yond to the Aran Islands. 

I’d float and think about the years 
and years and thousands of years 
this sea has lapped against this 
shore. And I’d think about this sea, 
and how the water I float in might 
have touched shores in Iceland and 

Greenland and my own 
homeland so far away. 
I’d think about lives lost 
on the sea, long ago and 
yesterday. Lives seeking 
better ways, better 
choices, some hope. 

And I think of my own 
parents who crossed this 
sea for their own ‘better 
ways’ with their own 
hopes, and how I came 
back, across it once 
again, with the same aim.  

And as I float there, I feel 
so much a part of humanity, what 
came before, what will follow, and 
yet so much a tiny speck amidst all 
that has come and all that will go. 
And surprisingly, I find a great com-
fort in that feeling as I float there.  

On a recent and rare partner-less 
evening, I raced down to Silver-
strand to have an autumnal post-
work dip. I came across a fellow 
swimmer. Having emerged from the 
sea at the same time, we chatted 
as we dried off – as you do. It’s only 
cordial. Solidarity in actions of this 
sort encourages cordiality, I believe, 
even among strangers. 

In an accent that was as similarly 
‘non-Irish’ as my own, she shared 
the philosophy of her daily practice: 
“Each evening when I come down 
to swim, and I come out of the wa-
ter, I know I can get through anoth-
er day. Anything else is easy after 
this”.  

The seasons have turned, there is a 
bracing wind in the air, but the en-
ergy I receive from the water offers 
a connection; to what I’m not sure - 
the earth, the past, to my own self, 
maybe. Whatever it is, I welcome it. 
Today I noticed the scattering of 
chestnuts along the ground amid 
the crunchy leaves. A clear sign 
autumn is upon us. But today we 
swam.                                              q
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Same Love and the  
Irish Education System 

ack in 2013 when I was 
teaching 4th Class, the song 
‘Same Love’ by Macklemore 

& Ryan Lewis was very popular in 
Ireland. It just so happened that 
my class were learning about de-
bating, and engaged in tackling 
numerous motions. 

Knowing that the song was very 
popular and knowing that the kids 
all knew about it, while also not 
knowing how “safe” it was for me 
to bring this song in to the class 
myself in order to discuss its con-
tent, I decided to invite the children 
to bring in any music they wanted. 

The only guideline was that the 
music or song had to have a mes-
sage: a positive, life-affirming mes-
sage and whichever child supplied 
the sample song must also provide 
the explanation as to what was 
being communicated. If anyone 
were to bring in a song we would 
listen to it first and then discuss its 
message. The very next morning 
the class presented me with the 
song ‘Same Love’. They all knew 
what the song was about and judg-
ing from the mischievous grins and 
smirking sideways glances at one 
another, presumed that I did not. 

I was very aware that how I acted 
and reacted over the next few mo-
ments would potentially influence 
these impressionable children. As a 
teacher you are constantly mod-
elling behaviour for students, 
whether you’re aware of it or not; 
just as how as a parent you are 
constantly modelling behaviour for 
your children, whether you’re aware 
of it or not. 

I played the song and we all lis-
tened quietly together. Initially there 
were some very nervous sniggers 
from children who were clearly 
aware of the rarity of such content 
appearing in the school and who 
were also uncertain as to how I’d 
react. 

Once the class observed me listen-
ing intently and calmly to the song, 
allowing it to be played, they too 
listened carefully. Afterwards I 
thanked the child for bringing in a 
song that had such a clear and 
powerful message. I then asked the 
class what they thought the mes-
sage was. 

They accurately reported that the 
message of the song was that love 
is love; regardless of whether 
you’re gay or straight. I then asked 
the class if they all understood 
what the word “gay” means. They 
did and explained it by saying “it’s 
when two men are boyfriend and 
boyfriend”. I then asked if they 
know what it’s called when two 
women are girlfriend and girlfriend. 
They did. 

Later that day, I put a motion on the 
board entitled “Same-sex couples 
should be allowed to marry” and 
assigned students “for” and 
“against” the motion as no group 
volunteered to argue against the 
motion. 

Three minutes into the 12 minute 
preparation time I had allocated to 
the groups to brainstorm their ar-
guments, the “against” group ap-
proached my desk, completely ex-
asperated and said: “Teacher, this 
is too difficult, we can’t think of any 
reason why people who love each 
other shouldn’t get married”. 

I said: “Neither can I. Let’s leave it 
and debate something else.” (FYI: 
under Section 37.1 of the Employ-

ment Equality Act, at that time, I 
could technically and legally have 
been fired for this because I worked 
in a [publicly-funded!] Catholic 
School. That law has since been 
amended. Slightly). 

Justin Keating was a minister in the 
Cosgrave coalition government 
from 1973-77, and a former Hon-
orary President of the Humanist 
Association of Ireland. Justin’s 
memoirs, Nothing is Written in 
Stone, are not only an excellent 
read but a worthy celebration of a 
far-sighted individual whose mus-
ings were so often ahead of his 
time. One of the many standout 
paragraphs (abridged) reads: 

“Summing up, I think that schools 
should be completely secular.  Reli-
gion belongs elsewhere.  They 
should be run by parents and 
teachers, with oversight from the 
Department and an input from 
teacher’s unions, and should have a 
fairly fixed core curriculum and a 
great deal of local freedom about 
the rest.  The present managerial 
system should be abolished.  Class 
sizes need to be smaller.  Pre-
school should be well provided for 
and free.  University staff have oth-
er earning methods and so do not 
need more pay than other levels of 
teachers.  Primary teachers, who in 
many ways are the most important, 
need the same pay as secondary 
teachers. Girls and boys should be 
educated together. Irish, while be-
ing encouraged for those who want 
it, should not be compulsory.  All 
education, including university, 
should be free.  The regional tech-
nical colleges and special skills 
schools, including apprenticeships 
in practical skills, need more en-
couragement and money.  And that 
is enough to be going on with.  A 
country that neglects education 
shoots itself in the foot, or some-
where even more important”. 
Eve Darcy is an Irish comedian and 
National School teacher               q
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Poetry  
Corner 
Taste me in your Tears 
NO mausoleum build 
To House my ashes; bury 
Them beneath our trees… 

Then… 

When the blackbird sings 
In the trees above my grave, 
Please listen for me… 

When the setting sun 
Tips our trees with golden fire 
Please watch them for me… 

When the gusting wind 
Blows falling leaves in your face, 
Please feel them for me… 

When the gentle rain 
Brings out the woodland scents 
Breathe in my presence… 

When the trees we reared 
In love invade your senses 
Taste me in your tears.                                              

Michael Scott  
(photo Kathleen White) 

Michael Scott, who died on 22nd 
July aged 79, was a retired consul-
tant cardiologist at Belfast City 
Hospital and a Fellow of the Royal 
College of Physicians of Ireland. 
He was a freethinker who regular-
ly attended humanist meetings 
over many years. He was also a 
lover of poetry and nature. He 
planned an arboretum in the ex-
tensive grounds attached to his 
home at Laurel Vale, Drumbeg. 
Together with his wife Maureen 
they planted 3000 trees from all 
parts of the world. Each year other 
residents of Drumbeg were invited 
to visit the grounds to learn more 
about this fascinating pastime.  

Regatta Day  –   
Carrick-on-Shannon 

ON the annual Regatta Day 
the magnificent Shannon river 
held rowing boars afloat as 
athletic bodies moved oars 
giving regular waves to the 
dark water drifting under 
the bridge that divided  
Leitrim and Roscommon. 

Turning with pitchforks 
meadows that my father 
had cut into long swards 
with the mowing machine, 
we left all behind and made 
wishes that the sun would 
transform green damp green 
grass into rattling hayseed. 

Getting into our Sunday 
clothes in the afternoon 
with sixpenny pieces, we 
shared a bicycle the four 
miles to the town, spending our 
money on ice cream wafers 
that were cool and sweet,  
giving us new stamina after 
our journey and arduous work. 

Flooded Homes 

FLOODS are taking over 
family homes in towns 
and fields of farmers 
around the flat lands      
at the centre of Ireland. 

Sheds of silage covered 
with water and hungry 
cattle wait to be rescued. 
On television we watch 
horses swim behind boats, 
reaching higher spaces. 

Contents of shops have 
to be moved and placed 
in dry places and saddest 
of all families must move 
out or they will drown here. 

In the nineteen forties, 
my father cleared streams 
and rivulets alongside 
hedges with his own tools 
in the dark winter months. 

His daylight hours given 
to clearing the bracken 
that fell from ash trees, 
allowing free flowing water 
saving fields from flooding. 

Mary Guckian 
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Marilyn Monroe and her  
Growler Bear 

MY name is Growler bear  
I have a Mummy and a Dad 
My Mummy’s name is Jessica and  
Keith he is my Dad 
Friends they love us all you see  
But when I am out of order 
Mum tells Dad and he says   
“Just wait till you get older” 
Marilyn bought me in a shop  
To sit upon her bed at night  
When her boyfriend lets her down 
She talks to me instead 
I never smile or flash my eyes  
I am just not that kind 
I listen to Marilyn and cuddle up 
When she has a troubled mind 
My daddy tells me to behave and stop 
eating the honey 
Recently I got fed up and knocked over 
my cup 
When Marilyn said she was lonely,  
Suddenly my world fell apart 
Marilyn lay there motionless  
It did give me a start 
She was young and beautiful  
It did give me a start 
She was only 36  
I turned to dad asking him 
Please Marilyn do fix 
She seemed to have the telephone in 
her hand 
Obviously she had spoken to a friend 
Who did not understand 
Marilyn she was dying and  
Her I would miss 
Earlier that night friends out of sight 
I gave her a ‘goodnight kiss’ 
Now Marilyn would be no more 
Our friends they looked so sad 
I cried too and before I knew 
They had fetched my mum and my dad 
What`s up asks dad you look so 
strange 
Come tell me if you can 
Taking a deep breath  
I said she is dead 
And I was her biggest fan 
(to be continued)  

Dr Rosaleen Rogers (pen name  
Dr Rosaleen O’Brien) 
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Colin Corkey Vigil

IT is often the case that circumstances and availability of 
material combine to provide the necessary prerequisites 
for a painting to come about. In this instance photograph 
albums of family relatives long since departed, a quantity 
of glacial boulder clay from the shores of Donegal, and 
some sheets of reclaimed lead from the roof of an old 
church lie at the source of the inspiration behind this work. 
Three photographs, half-embedded in the clay, are sepa-
rated from the upper part of the painting by a horizontal 
band of lead plaques. The cormorant/figure stands mo-
tionless, waiting, gazing into the western horizon. These 
mysteriously intriguing prehistoric-like creatures, ‘ravens of 
the sea’, have always held a deep fascination for me. Is it 
possible they inhabit the souls of loved ones departed?  In 
Paul Muldoon’s poem Lull we read,


“I know that eternal interim; 
I think I know what they’re waiting for”. 

In an age where science feeds an insatiable social ap-
petite for certainties there will always be questions that 
can never receive empirical answers, but can only be 
acknowledged and seriously considered within a reli-
gious or spiritual context.


Painted in acrylic and mixed media which includes old 
photographs, sand, clay and reclaimed lead, and mea-
sures 74cms by 61cms.    


                                                                                                 
Contact: colinmcorkey@icloud.com


(Colin Corkey will be participating in a two-person art 
installation along with painting colleague Leslie Nicholl to 
commemorate the end of World War One.  The venue is 
North Down Museum, Bangor, Co. Down and it runs from 
8th Nov.’18 until end of Jan.’19 - ED.)
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Tyrant: Shakespeare on Power 

HY does a nation abandon its ideals 
and even its self-interest and allow 
itself to be drawn to a demagogue 

manifestly unsuited to govern, dangerously 
impulsive, cruel, conniving and indifferent to 
the truth? It’s a highly topical question and 
the stated aim of Stephen Greenblatt at the 
beginning of Tyranny: Shakespeare on Power 
(Bodley Head). He doesn’t really provide a 
satisfactory answer apart from the obvious 
one. The age of Shakespeare and the centuries 
before him were far from being democratic. 
People had no choice in the matter. Even to 
criticise a monarch would be dangerous, for 
there was no freedom of speech. Laws passed 
in Henry VIII’s reign made it treason to refer 
to the ruler as a tyrant.  

The 1597 performance of a satirical play called The Isle of 
Dogs  – deemed to be seditious and full of ‘slanderous mat-
ter’ – led to the arrest and imprisonment of Ben Jonson, one 
of its authors. We don’t know what so offended the authori-
ties  – one theory is that it labelled the queen’s Privy Council 
as her lapdogs (the Isle of Dogs may be so-named because 
Edward III kennelled his greyhounds there). An order then 
went out for the closure of all London theatres for two 
months as a punishment and an example of what would 
await any future displays of “slanderous” material. 

Clearly, as Greenblatt says, a dramatist took his life in his 
hands if he reflected critically on contemporary politics. 
What he doesn’t explain is the curious fact that, whereas up 
to 1597 all the plays had been published anonymously, the 
very next year the name ‘W. Shakespere’ appeared on the 
title page of Love’s labour’s Lost, the first use of the name in  
a published play. Surely it was now even more necessary to 
maintain anonymity? Or was it? In a climate of Catholic 
terrorism and artistic repression, anonymity actually attracts 
attention. Authorities will be keen to know who is hiding 
behind the mask. But suppose the stated name is that of a 
nonentity who is not known as a writer. Then the authorities 
may decide that pursuing him is not worth the fuss, especial-
ly as he is not likely to influence anybody of any impor-
tance. Could ‘Shakespeare’ be a mask name? 

Another factor is that the subject matter of the plays was 
never contemporary, at least on the surface. As Greenblatt 
says, the author carefully kept at least a full century between 
himself and the events he depicted. Through historical dis-
tance or the artifice of fiction, he could be ruthlessly honest. 
By using oblique angles he could hold a mirror up to the 
nature of his own times. 

There was only one notable exception to this lifelong strate-
gy of indirection. Henry V, first written in 1599, depicts the 
military success, almost two centuries earlier, of an English 
army that had invaded France. Near the end, the chorus 

invites the audience to imagine the glorious 
reception the victorious king received when he 
returned home. Then it conjures up a compa-
rable scene it hopes to witness soon: 
Were now the General of our gracious Empress, 
As in good time he may, from Ireland coming, 
Bringing rebellion broached on his sword, 
How many would the peaceful city quit 
To welcome him! 

The ‘General’ in question was the Earl of Es-
sex, who was at that time leading English 
forces against Hugh O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone. 
But Essex made a truce with O’Neill and, 
against the Queen’s orders, returned home. 
He then staged a failed coup, was arrested, 
tried and executed on 25th February 1601. 
His close friend Southampton, also an inti-

mate friend of ‘Shakespeare’ and Francis Bacon, was sen-
tenced to the same fate but his sentence was commuted to 
life imprisonment. Yet again ‘Shakespeare’ was left alone, 
which is puzzling especially in view of his friendship with 
Southampton and the fact that the day before the attempted 
coup a number of Essex’s supporters, led by his steward Sir 
Gelly Meyrick, commissioned the Globe Theatre to put on a 
performance of Richard II, which is about the deposing and 
killing of that king. The clear intention was to incite the 
London crowd by showing that a coup d’état could succeed. 
The parallel between Richard and Elizabeth was drawn by 
the Queen herself who later told William Lambarde, Keeper 
of the Rolls, that “I am Richard II, know ye not that?” And, 
she added, “this tragedy was played forty times in open 
streets and houses”. Yet she and her government chose not 
to punish the players or the dramatist. Strange indeed. 

Greenblatt then turns his attention to the three parts of 
Henry VI and suggests that in the depiction of the Houses of 
York and Lancaster we are invited to “watch the invention 
of political parties and the transformation of aristocratic 
rivals into political enemies”. In the Duke of York he sees an 
exemplary populist who broods to himself: “I will stir up in 
England some black storm’. He finds the perfect person to 
be his agent: “I have seduced a headstrong Kentishman, 
John Cade”. York will use him to stir up the grievances of 
the ragged mob and cause a rebellion which he will then 
exploit to advance his own interests. Cade himself “promises 
to make England great again. How will he do that? He 
shows the crowd at once: he will attack education. The edu-
cated elite has betrayed the people”. Sounds familiar? He 
tells Lord Saye, the treasurer, that “I am the besom (broom) 
that must sweep the court clean of such filth as thou art”. 
Echoes of a recent promise to ‘drain the swamp’, perhaps? 

It doesn’t turn out the way Cade or York planned. The re-
bellion failed and Cade was killed in 1450. York himself 
was killed at the Battle of Wakefield in 1460. His son, how-
ever, did ascend the throne, if briefly from 1483-85,      ––>
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as Richard III, after declaring his 12-year-old nephew Edward 
illegitimate (and possibly having him and his brother killed). 
In this chapter and the next Greenblatt pulls no punches in 
fitting his analysis into contemporary events. It is clear, if it 
wasn’t already, that he is writing not just about a 15th centu-
ry tyrant but also that he is a proxy for the current inhabitant 
of the White House. Richard has limitless self-regard, a plea-
sure in inflicting pain and a compulsive desire to dominate. 
He is pathologically narcissistic and supremely arrogant. He 
has a gross sense of entitlement, never doubting that he can 
do whatever he chooses. He expects absolute loyalty, but he is 
incapable of gratitude. The feelings of others mean nothing to 
him. He has no natural grace, no sense of shared humanity, 
no decency. He is a bully and dominates and despises women. 
It is a one-sided view of the man who is depicted by the 
dramatist as also having some admirable qualities. But 
Greenblatt is not really describing Richard III but rather the 
character of Donald Trump as he sees him. Let us hope that, 
like Richard III, he too is brought down. 

The chapter entitled ‘Enablers’ gets closest to explaining the 
success of a tyrant. First, a few people are genuinely fooled, 
believing in his pledges and taking at face value his displays of 
emotion. Fear is an obvious factor too. “I’ll make a corpse of 
him that disobeys” (Richard III, 1.2.37). Then there are those 
who cannot keep in focus that he is as bad as he seems. An-
other group thinks that things will continue normally because 
he is restricted by others around him. A more sinister group 
think that they can take advantage of the tide of evil and seize 
something along the way for themselves. The tyrant will al-
ways find willing executioners who would, in Hamlet’s 
phrase, “make love to this appointment (Hamlet 5.2.57). 

In his chapter on Macbeth, Greenblatt demonstrates that 
psychopathic tyrants lose friends, become lonely and para-
noid and develop an emptiness at the centre of their being. 
Macbeth is actually the classic example of Francis Bacon’s 
analysis in his essay Of Great Place: “it is a strange desire to 
seek power and lose liberty; or to seek power over others, and 
to lose power over a man’s self”. 

Richard III and Macbeth are criminals who come to power 
by killing the legitimate rulers who stand in their way. Both 
are ultimately removed by force.  Greenblatt doesn’t mention 
that James I wrote a treatise on the True Law of Free Monar-
chies (1598) in which he outlined the theory of the divine 
right of kings, arguing that only God could remove a 
monarch. But what if the king is a child killer like Richard III 
or a paranoid mass murderer like Macbeth? Is it not right,  
the author suggests, that they are forcibly deposed? That in 
Macbeth the dramatist is specifically responding to James’s 
treatise is clear from the fact that it is the Scottish play, prob-
ably first performed in 1606, and includes Banquo, believed 
to be the first in James’s line. Shakespeare significantly makes 
him a good and innocent man whereas Holinshed and others 
recorded him as Macbeth’s accomplice in the murder of Dun-
can. This sop to James allowed the author to call into ques-
tion the divine right of kings theory, and get away with it. 

Greenblatt has written a readable and perceptive book but it 
only touches the surface of Shakespeare’s political analysis. It 
does not answer the vital questions. How did the playwright 
acquire such intimate knowledge of the corridors of power? 
Greenblatt doesn't touch on Hamlet, which is merciless in its 
dissection of Elizabethan politics. And why did the thought 
police leave him alone despite his penetrating criticisms?     q 
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Books in Brief 
MARY Robinson has served as 
the first female president of Ire-
land from 1990-1997, and as 
United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights from 
1997-2002. She is now president 
of the Mary Robinson Founda-
tion – Climate Justice, a centre 
working to secure global justice 
for those people vulnerable to 
the impacts of climate change 
who are usually forgotten – the 
poor, the disempowered and the 
marginalised across the world. 

In this lucid and concise work she and journalist 
Caitríona Palmer profile a dozen admirable individuals, 
mostly women, who are coping with climate disasters in 
vulnerable areas and pointing the way to a sustainable 
future. They include Vu Thi Hien, who works on forest 
preservation in Vietnam, and Australian skincare en-
trepreneur Natalie Isaacs, who tackles plastic waste. 

Robinson believes that individual local action can de-
velop into a global movement which proceeds from the 
realisation that climate change, human rights, justice, 
equality and individual empowerment are all inextricably 
linked. It is a pity that her optimism hasn’t yet rubbed off 
on her home country which ranks worst in Europe on 
climate action. The world itself continues to bury its 
head in the increasingly hot sand. In October the UN 
warned that only a dozen years remain for global warm-
ing to be kept to a maximum of 1.5C, beyond which 
even half a degree will greatly worsen the risks of 
drought, floods, extreme heat and poverty for hundreds 
of millions of people. 

JOURNALISTS Deric  
Henderson and Ivan Little 
have compiled a book of 
short essays by 68 fellow 
journalists in which they tell 
their stories of working in 
Northern Ireland during the 
Troubles. Beginning in 1968 
with an eyewitness report of 
the day that civil rights pro-
testors clashed with the po-
lice in Derry, the stories take 
in some of the most horrific 
atrocities: Bloody Friday, 
Bloody Sunday, Claudy, 
Greysteel, Kingsmill, Darkley 
and Omagh.  

The journalists include Eamon Holmes, Gloria Hunniford 
(on the Abercorn restaurant bomb) and Wendy Austin 
(on the La Mon bomb). Kate Adie recalls how she found 
a shot man dead under a Christmas tree and his young 
son beside him telling her: “Daddy won’t get up”.  Mar-
tin Bell recalls being sent a memo from a group of loyal-
ists in Dungannon who warned that they were going to 
send him home in a coffin. And in a surreal moment one 
‘citizen of Belfast’ rang up the BBC to complain that an 
explosion in his street had not been shown on TV. 

Reporting the Troubles is published by Blackstaff Press; 
Climate Justice is published by Bloomsbury 
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Humanist Meetings in Ireland

Waterford

Dublin

Belfast

Sligo

Galway

Limerick Kilkenny

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Cork

Coleraine


