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SPECTRE is haunting planet earth  – the spec-
tre of environmental annihilation. Intolerable 
heatwaves; uninhabitable countries; drowned 

cities; stagnant seas. Climate models predict that we 
are currently on track for a heating of between 3C and 
4C by 2100. Humans would be forced away from equa-
torial regions and the vast majority of humanity would 
live in high altitude areas, where agriculture would be 
possible. By 2100 there will be about 11bn people, 
about 2bn of whom would be refugees. The 4C 
warmer world would be survivable, but it would be 
eminently poorer than the one we currently enjoy. 

There are signs that these dismal prospects are finally 
ringing the alarm bells. Greta Thunberg (below), the 
Swedish teenager who initiated the school strike for 
climate movement, has played a part in awakening the 
general public to the climate 
crisis. In March about half a 
million students in 112 coun-
tries joined her call in striking 
and protesting. A similar event 
involving students from 125 
countries took place in May.  

Green parties across Europe 
have reaped the benefit. They 
recorded their highest ever 
score in the European Parlia-
ment, winning 69 seats, up 19 
from 2014. In Germany, the Greens doubled their tally 
to finish in second place behind Angela Merkel’s cen-
tre-right CDU. Opinion polls since have shown the 
Green Party as ahead of Merkel’s. Greens also finished 
second in Finland, on 16%; third in France and Lux-
embourg; and strong performers in Belgium, the UK 
(12.1%) and the Netherlands (however, they only won 2 
seats in the whole of central Europe). 

In the local elections in Northern Ireland in May, the 
Green Party, though still among the smaller parties, 
was a big winner, doubling its representation from four 
seats to eight. The party’s Áine Groogan topped the 
poll in the Botanic area. In the EU election in the Re-
public, the Green Party achieved the greatest electoral 
success in its history, with 11.4% and 2 of the existing 
11 seats. In the Irish local elections the party won 49 
seats. Their support in Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown 
stands at 20%; in Dublin city it is 15%; in Fingal it is 
14%; and in South Dublin it is 10%. 

The Green Party’s leader Eamon Ryan (top right) argues 
that the  party’s surge (up from 4.9% in the last election 
in 2014) is more than just a moment. “There are few 
people out there who do not recognise the urgency of 
climate change and what we need to do”, he says. 

Of course, there is much rhetoric around green issues 
and very little action. The green agenda in the Repub-
lic includes: net zero emissions by 2050; a medium-
term ban on fossil fuels; shutting Moneypoint and 
peat-burning power stations; emphasis on public 
transport, walking and cycling; radical changes in 
agriculture and land use; less meat consumption; af-
forestation; and dramatic waste reduction. 

The task is formidable. Eamon Ryan points to the refusal 
of the Fine Gael government to stop issuing licences for 
gas and oil exploration and also their obstruction, along 
with Fianna Fail, of a move to commit two-thirds of capi-
tal spending on transport to public transport rather than 
roads. Ryan welcomed the Climate Action Plan, pub-
lished on 17th June, but said that the Government is 
continuing to fudge any commitments on bringing 

down carbon use. 

Here’s the rub. Like many 
politicians, millions talk 
about the need to tackle the 
climate crisis, but all too of-
ten it is mere virtue sig-
nalling. When it comes to the 
crunch and they are asked to 
pay the price, they adopt the 
attitude that whoever pays 
the cost, it won’t be them. 
And will they give up their 

cars, fly less on foreign holidays, use less heating and 
eat less beef? 

The results of the recent Australian general election 
demonstrate the immensity of the task facing envi-
ronmentalists. Droughts and record heatwaves are 
now a serious problem in that country. In a public 
opinion poll earlier this year, more than 60% of Aus-
tralians said that global warming requires action now 
“even if this involves significant cost”. In the election 
the Labor Party, which was expected to win, said that 
it would target a 45% reduction in carbon emissions 
by 2030. The Liberals and their coalition partners  
warned that this plan would entail higher energy 
prices. They were returned to power for a third term. 

There is an even greater fear. It is that as people in rich 
countries become fully aware of the climate threat, 
they turn to politicians who deny the problem but ad-
vocate xenophobic and anti-immigration policies to 
keep out the refugees from hotter climes that will try 
to land on the shores of more temperate zones. In 
short, they will not vote for the likes of Áine Groogan 
and Eamon Ryan but for the Trumps, Johnsons and 
Farages of the future. It really doesn’t bear thinking 
about.                                                                        q
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Obituary for Sinn Féin? 

HE results of the local and 
European elections on 23 May 
2019 are a disappointment for 

Sinn Féin but, despite the gloating 
of some elements in the media, they 
are by no means a disaster. Mark 
Twain once said about a premature 
obituary of him: reports of my 
death are greatly exaggerated. One 
might paraphrase here by stating 
that reports of the imminent demise 
of Sinn Féin are somewhat opti-
mistic. When one keeps a cool head 
in analysing the data, proportionate 
conclusions paint a different picture. 

First of all, the turnout for these 
elections was typically low at 
around 50%. Secondly, people are 
aware that they are electing candi-
dates who have very little power at 
either level concerned. 

There is thus all the difference in the 
world between a local or European 
election and a general election inso-
far as people know fully well that 
they are not electing a new govern-
ment. The elections in question con-
sequently provide an opportunity 
for protest votes and can be useful 
in that respect in providing an out-
line of the concerns of the elec-
torate. However, the last opinion 
polls on the question of a general 
election have still to be kept firmly 
in mind when assessing where we 
are at as regards underlying party 
support. 

Everybody has agreed that the out-
standing feature of the recent elec-
tions was the support recorded for 
the Greens. This can be seen as both 
a simple protest vote and the ex-
pression of a genuine concern about 
a fundamental issue for the whole 
of humanity vis-à-vis climate 
change. It was probably particularly 
influenced by international reports 
of late which forcefully highlight the 
seriousness of the situation and it 
was further brought home in a very 
direct way by the demonstrations in 

this and other countries by the 
school-going population. However, 
it would be facile to assume that the 
Green Party will thus maintain the 
same level of support in a general 
election, especially because that leads 
to government formation and there 
is much more than climate change 
that one has to have a policy on. 
Nonetheless, the impact on the next 
general election will surely have to be 
that all parties address much more 
seriously the question of climate 
change, and that is a good thing. 

When all the data is then taken into 
account, the position is that the 
three largest parties remain as Fine 
Gael, Fianna Fáil and Sinn Féin. In 
the local elections, Sinn Féin (at 
10%) is four points ahead of both 
the Labour Party and the Green 
Party. In the European election, it is 
ahead (at 12%) of the Labour Party 
by nine points and the Green Party 
by one point. 

In 2011, the structure of Irish poli-
tics was radically altered when Fine 
Gael became the largest party, fol-
lowed by Fianna Fáil and followed 
again not far behind by Sinn Féin. 
In the latter instance, this involved 
the displacement of the Labour Par-
ty in the context of the landscape 
transforming from one principally 
consisting of 2 1/2 parties to one 
thus being mainly constituted by 3 
parties of near to equivalent size.  
We now also have the state of af-
fairs whereby the conservative par-
ties (Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil) 
make up about 50% of the elec-
torate whereas for most of the post-
war period they could claim around 
70%. By now, this overall structure 
appears to have become definitely 
established. As for the last opinion 
poll about a general election, which 
was taken just before the May 23 
elections, SF was recorded as having 
up to 19%. 

When all is said and done, therefore, 
it is unwise to confidently assert 
that Sinn Féin has suffered an un-
derlying permanent reverse. 
And, in considering Sinn Féin, hu-
manists should also remember its 
progressive stances on same-sex 
marriage, abortion and liberalisa-
tion of divorce. It is also firm in its 
generally secular attitude to Irish 
society and the outlook that religion 
should be a private matter. There 
were atavistic elements within it, 
but these have recently cleared out 
to form a new party called Aontú. 

For the Left in general, the most 
significant question that seems to 
have been missed as regards these 
elections is why conservatism (i.e. 
FG & FF) remains so strong in Ire-
land at around 50% of the elec-
torate, even if it has declined from 
around 70% in most of the post-
war period. Contemplation of that 
fact is of more relevance than a pos-
sibly temporary setback for Sinn 
Féin.                                               q
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Humanism and the New Ireland

THE history of humanist, 
secularist or atheistic 
organisations in Ireland 
is a long and varied one. 
Members of the Ratio-
nalist Press Association, 
which existed in Dublin 
in the 1940s, discussed 
issues considered so 
abhorrent in contempo-
rary society that it had to 
exist in secret, and one 
member who travelled 
to Switzerland to attend 
a conference of atheists 
felt the need to do so under an assumed name.


In Northern Ireland, humanists have spent decades offer-
ing a sort of ‘third way’ between the pillars of Catholi-
cism and Protestantism that were doing so much to drive 
a wedge through the middle of that society.


When the Humanist Association of Ireland was founded 
in 1993, homosexuality had only recently been decrimi-
nalised in the Republic of Ireland. Referendums in De-
cember of the previous year had allowed for the dissem-
ination of information about abortion services in other 
countries, and legalised divorce was still years away. In 
the north, an IRA ceasefire was still a year away, and the 
Good Friday Agreement which followed in 1998 could 
scarcely have been predicted.


The Ireland of 2019 is remarkably different; socially, polit-
ically and religiously. The last four years have seen refer-
endums in the south to legalise gay marriage and repeal 
the Eight Amendment which effectively prohibited abor-
tion in all circumstances. About one tenth of people in 
the Republic do not identify themselves as having a reli-
gion and the north of Ireland is seeing a gradual but no-
table move away from its traditional political structure, 
with gains for the Alliance Party and Greens in particular.


However, as we move towards a more inclusive, pro-
gressive and secular island, humanism and Irish society 
in general still faces many challenges. There is a real 
danger that the north of the island could be left behind in 
some of the social progress being made. Brexit threatens 
the political and economic security of the island, whilst at 
the same time perhaps making Irish unity a realistic pos-
sibility for the first time in decades. Education remains 
largely segregated according to religion in both jurisdic-
tions, and Ireland remains a laggard in terms of environ-
mental and climate policy.


The 2019 All-Ireland Humanist Summer School, which 
takes place in Tullamore on the second weekend of Sep-
tember, will explore these issues and more, looking at 
our environmental obligations, Church/State relations, 
and what the future Ireland holds for young people. 

There will also be poetry 
readings and plenty of 
other entertainment and 
opportunity to socialise.

 
With the timetable for 
the 17th iteration of Irish 
Humanism’s marquee 
event almost firmed up, 
the programme is gear-
ing up to be the most 
packed and intriguing in 
the event’s history.


The Saturday morning 
will see HAI CEO Noeleen Hartigan address the role of 
humanism in shaping a more secular Ireland, and she will 
be followed by Green Party leader Eamon Ryan TD, who 
will speak to Ireland’s environmental obligations and the 
potential for Ireland to play a positive role on the in-
ternational stage.


After a break for tea and coffee, Liam Herrick, Director of 
the Irish Council for Civil Liberties will give his thoughts 
on the future for civil society organisations in Ireland, and 
we will have a speaker from the Alliance for Choice who 
will speak to the question of whether Northern Ireland is 
being excluded from the more socially progressive Ire-
land that is emerging and what can be done to change 
this.


After lunch, Irish Times Religious Affairs correspondent 
Patsy McGarry will deliver his talk, Accommodating Be-
liefs and Unbelief in a Diverse Ireland, and he will be fol-
lowed by Martina Fitzgerald, former RTE journalist and 
author of the brilliant Madam Politician. The afternoon 
will conclude with a short poetry reading from the won-
derful Sarah Clancy.


The Sunday morning session is just as jam-packed and 
will feature Brian McClinton, editor of this very publica-
tion, addressing the important topic Whither Irish Hu-
manism? He will be followed by Caitriona Twomey on 
Diversity and Inclusion, USI President Síona Cahill on 
what young people want from the new Ireland, and Colin 
Harvey, Professor of Human Rights Law at Queen’s Uni-
versity, who will conclude the event with a talk on Uniting 
Our Shared Ireland.


The Summer School is also a great social occasion, and 
there will be a three-course meal, followed by the tradi-
tional entertainment, on the Saturday evening at our 
venue, the Bridge House Hotel in Tullamore. More infor-
mation, and an almost final timetable, can be viewed at 
irishfreethinkers.com and humanism.ie.


Prices are €30/£26 for the Saturday, €15/£13 for the Sun-
day (with concessions available for OAPs, students and 
the unemployed), and €35/£30 for the Saturday dinner.   q




 

Where do We  
Go from Here? 

                        
…in Northern Ireland?” The words of the big man 
himself, Rev Ian Paisley, back in 1976. That was before he 
entered “Never, Never, Never” land in 1985.  By the time 
he made his inaugural speech as First Minister of Northern 
Ireland in 2007, he believed that “Northern Ireland has 
come to a time of peace, a time when hate will no longer 
rule. How good it will be to be part of a wonderful healing 
in our province.”  


There is no doubt that Paisley was a complex man  whose 
views evolved over time. But Ireland, north and south, has 
a complex and often tragic history. In the North, genera-
tions of sectarian strife; in the South, the two main political 
parties have little differences in their political and ideologi-
cal outlook, but still mistrust one another because of the 
stance their respective great-grandparents took in the civil 
war that quickly succeeded the war of independence and 
resultant partition. As Irish men and women – and even 
Ian Paisley accepted he was an Irishman – we share at 
least two things in common: we love being right (in our 
own opinion anyhow) and we’ll argue (occasionally at 
gunpoint) with anyone who thinks we’re wrong. In other 
words, we’re several distinct tribes who inhabit a 
green, rainy, stunningly beautiful and occasionally unruly 
wee island. So, 43 years on, where exactly are we, and 
where do we go from here, North and South?

 

There’s a new woman on the block these days,  and her 
name is Naomi Long,  leader of the Alliance Party.  The 
media scrum at the EU election count centre in Magher-
afelt heralded the entrance of the new leading lady.  She 
looked delighted, she looked humane, she personified 
everything that Northern Ireland can and should be. Whilst 
politics at Westminster was in a state of meltdown over 
Brexit, Northern Ireland suddenly seemed a place of calm 
serenity. The DUP congratulated Ms Long, Sinn Fein con-
gratulated Ms Long, the official Unionists looked shaken 
and stunned. The tectonic plates were shifting. Three 
women MEPs representing Northern Ireland. Well, this 
feminist groupie thinks that’s just wonderful!

 

Meanwhile, the Green Party were making giant strides in 
the local government and EU counts in Dublin, thereby 
terrifying beef and dairy farmers west of the Shannon. The 
Healy-Rae TDs from Kerry, who wear cloth caps and 
wellies even to the bathroom, were soon out defending 
the right of small farmers in rural Ireland to cash their EU 
cheques, drink several pints of stout in pubs and drive 
home afterwards without being arrested by the Gardai or 
harassed by Green Party activists. 


Fortunately, Ireland’s international reputation was rescued 
when Mairead McGuinness was re-elected as the quiet,

dignified spokesperson of Irish interests on Brexit. The
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sooner Mairead and Naomi get together for a wee chat on 
mutual concerns, the better for us all. 


Brexit and the Northern Ireland border are inextricably 
linked. If the border hadn’t existed, it is likely that Brexit 
would have already taken place in March 2019. Sooner or 
later, some bright spark politician in Britain will spot that 
connection; the Irish Border has stymied an agreed Brexit; 
Northern Ireland costs the UK billions of pounds per year 
and is holding up Brexit. That’s inconvenient if looked at in 
a dispassionate fashion. The Union between Great Britain 
and Northern Ireland is dependent on two majorities – a 
majority in Northern Ireland who vote for that Union, and a 
majority of people in Britain who accept the right of North-
ern Ireland to be included as part of the UK. The people of 
GB have never been consulted on that issue. A referendum 
would be an interesting process. The DUP need to be very 
careful not to offend political opinion in London too much; 
with the demise of Mrs May, they may well already have.


When Sky TV polled customers in the Republic in February 
whether they wanted a United Ireland, the “yes” response 
was 73%;  but that’s equivalent to asking children if they’d 
like sweets for Christmas. The pertinent question should 
have been: “which is more important to you, Irish Unity or 
peace in Northern Ireland?” How would that vote go, North 
and South? 90% plus for peace?


Who wants the Irish border? It was put there in the first 
place to stop a North-South Unionist – Republican civil 
war,  but almost immediately caused another Civil War in 
the South. It has been a destabilising feature of politics in 
Northern Ireland from the word go. Elections in NI have 
rarely been about bread and butter issues  –  just sectarian 
head-counts. Unionists didn’t want a border: they wanted 
the whole island to remain British. Irish Republicans never 
wanted the border and still hate it. And now Brexiteers in 
GB are being boxed into the European Union by the same 
emergency compromise border deal that was cobbled to-
gether in 1921. Everyone needs time to get their heads 
around the complexities of the current crisis.  


The first thing that a new British Prime Minister has to deal 
with is sorting out with Europe and the Dublin Government 
new arrangements regarding the Northern Ireland 
border, arrangements that must comply with the terms of 
the Good Friday Agreement.  Perhaps the solution that 
suits all parties best is that NI becomes a self-governing 
protectorate of GB,  the EU and ROI,  administered from 
London, but remaining in the EU. That would actually place 
Northern Ireland in a unique and privileged position in 
terms of international trade;  the economy would take off 
on both ends of our island. Irish unity will happen some 
day, but surely the first sensible essential steps towards 
that is when the walls of mistrust between communities 
are finally dismantled. That process must start from the 
grass-roots up, but it has yet to get off the ground. When 
neighbours can finally speak rationally and with compas-
sion to one another,  great things can happen. If Ian Paisley 
can change his mind, anyone can.

 

Whatever the future, I am proud of the young people who 
voted for change and a brighter,  saner tomorrow.  May 
they succeed where previous generations have failed. 
“Young people of Ireland, I love you”… now, who was it 
said that?  Maybe some oul mate of Ian Paisley?           q


     Tom White
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After the Elections 

REAT timing – the soccer leagues all decided, no 
more tables to scrutinise – and up come the elec-
tions: counts to check, transfers to follow, elimina-

tions to predict – and finally the winners. Some got promo-
tions: two I4C TDs became MEPs. Some only just turned 
pro: like Holly Cairns, our one progressive candidate in 
Bantry who ran for the SocDems. In her 20s, this was her 
first campaign. The Greens hadn’t been able to find anyone 
to run for them so, supported by the local wholefood cafe 
and shop, she hoovered up all of the alternative greenish/
reddish vote, lasted to the last count – and lost by one vote: 
1864:1865. Photo finish. No extra time, no replay. But: a 
total recount – given how easily errors can be made under 
our intricate STV system. And, indeed, the result was over-
turned – unanimous judgement: Holly shades it with 
1865:1864. Of course we all commiserated with her for that 
ordeal – but she got the seat on Cork County Council – 
while the poor independent guy she eked out went thru the 
same roller coaster of anxieties and hopes and got nowhere. 

It’s fun to follow those count fig-
ures, though. And the commenta-
tors always use that martial ter-
minology: candidates ‘battling it 
out at the counts’ – while all they 
do is watch pieces of paper being 
checked, sorted and stacked. Here 
in Ireland South, these ballot papers were two feet long to 
accommodate the 23 Euro election hopefuls – some of 
course total no-hopers.   One of them ended his incoherent 
mailing with “To hell or Dublin”. No one’s figured out yet 
what that’s supposed to mean... Well, the lone loonies were 
quickly eliminated – giving the ‘war correspondents’ a heavy 
body count. 

It all culminated in some Battle of the Somme scenario: a 
stalemate of the last two, the Greens’ Grace O’Sullivan  and 
Sinn Fein’s Liah Ni Riada – with just 326 votes between 
them. Therefore great fun for the anoraks: a total recount of 
the 719,000 ballot papers! And great disappointment when 
Sinn Fein withdrew their recount request once it was clear 
they were losing ground there. But the war wasn’t over yet! 
A new frontline was opened: the battle for the 4th seat, cru-
cial because we’re only a 5-seater if Britain leaves the EU 
and Ireland is allocated extra seats. So the first four are go-
ing to Brussels anyway while the fifth will likely/hopefully/
possibly be lost in a second UK remain/leave referendum. 
Well, Grace won that one too – she beat Fine Gael’s Deirdre 
Clune on Ni Riada’s transfers and thus secured promotion 
from Seanad Eireann to the Europa League.  

Transfers also tell us about a party’s supporters. In Mid-
lands-North-West PbP passed more votes on to right-wing 
populist Peter Casey than to the Greens or Sinn Fein. Big 
parts of ‘the masses’ clearly aren’t pining for freedom – only 
for stuff that’s for free... And the two big conservative par-
ties got over 52%. Add to that the FF ‘gene pool’ hicks, the 

Healys Rae, the Lowryites, Casey, rural Shinners, Aontu and 
assorted rightist head bangers and you get to a 2/3 of the 
voters. As always... Yes, there was a little Green gust, more 
than quadrupling their council seats (from 12 to 49) – but 
that still leaves them far behind Sinn Fein (and way behind 
the German Greens who are now the biggest party in the ten 
biggest cities there).    

So this is the way our democracy decides who’ll represent 
us. Or our interests, prejudices, beliefs, utopias – or simply 
our being pissed off with the system and ‘their’ machina-
tions, corruptions and lies. Maybe we just get what we de-
serve. After all, anyone over 18 can vote whether they read 
the papers, understand STV, can name a politician, pay taxes 
or not. They can believe in alien abductions, white suprema-
cy, the Immaculate Conception, 70 virgins for Jihadis, fairies 
– they do get their say. And somehow this decides between 
Trump and Clinton, Corbyn and Boris, Varadkar and Mar-
tin, Le Pen and Macron. Weird stuff. And in the USA and 
elsewhere corporate donations and bribes make all the differ-

ence because politicians’ greed and 
voters’ gullibility can be exploited. 
Yes, the whole show is run and 
watched and cheered on and paid 
for by humans, so what do you 
expect? 

“The worst system bar all the others” – that’s what 
Churchill is reputed to have called it. And what alternatives 
are there in the real world? African dictatorships? South 
American juntas? Strongmen like Putin, Duterte, Erdogan, 
al-Assad? Iranian Mullahs, Chinese party cadres, Saudi roy-
als? Those who hate ‘Europe’, all they see is its corruption, 
neoliberalism, corporate lobbying and general heartlessness 
– yes, all true. But don’t blame it on unelected, unaccount-
able bureaucrats. Every position and job in Brussels as in 
Dublin is ultimately derived from elected MEPs or national 
parliaments who elect governments who send officials there 
who employ staff. No Trump or Kim there who can simply 
appoint family members. If you don’t like what they do it is 
to a great extent due to your failure to convince a sufficient 
part of your electorate of your views. But it’s possible: Clare 
Daly, Mick Wallace, Ming Flanagan and two Greens are 
now MEPs. And all Northern Irish MEPs are women. So 
much for our transfers and recounts! 

That any of this will stop global warming, eradicate poverty 
and hunger, shut down the drugs, arms and gambling indus-
tries is doubtful. But what else could, apart from benign 
compassionate aliens turning up and sorting us out. Until 
then, let’s respect the imperfect system we’ve created for 
ourselves, for where on this planet would you rather live as 
to freedom of press, opinion, movement and religion, as to 
workers’ and womens’ and minorities’ rights, as to health, 
education, housing, public transport, social welfare and 
pensions? Of course some of it is quite bad – but where is it 
better???                    q
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No Place to Go 

HE growth in homelessness in Ireland over the last 
few years has been well documented, and our ac-
commodation crisis has been a major thorn in the 

side of government as it celebrates other economic and 
social gains since Fine Gael came to power in 2011. 

The figures make for stark reading. Compared to the end 
of 2014, there are five times as many people homeless in 
Ireland; more than 10,000 people, including more than 
1,700 families. 

The fact of homelessness for any person is a tragedy, but 
it is all the more so when it is children who are afflicted 
by such circumstances. It is intuitive to all of us that 
homelessness can have a profound negative impact on 
human wellbeing, particularly so when it is experienced at 
a formative stage in life. But earlier this year, the negative 
effects of child homelessness were laid bare in a report 
from one of the island’s main children’s hospitals. 

Dublin’s Temple Street Children’s University Hospital 
reported that 842 homeless children presented to their 
Emergency Department in 2018. This was an increase of 
29% on the previous year. 26% of these homeless chil-
dren were less than a year old. According to Dr IK 
Okafor, Lead Emergency Medicine Consultant at the 
hospital, their presentations were ‘varied and complex’ 
but “in the majority they stem from the fact that these 
children are living in completely unsuitable, cramped and 
temporary accommodation”. 

The most recently available figures on homelessness 
show that 3,821 children were considered homeless in 
Ireland in March 2019, a 50 per cent increase over two 
and a half years and – even more shockingly –  more 
than four times the 880 children that were homeless at 
the end of 2014. 

Temple Street’s report points to research showing that 
homelessness influences “every facet of a child’s life from 
conception to young adulthood” and that “the experi-
ence of homelessness inhibits the physical, emotional, 
cognitive, social, and behavioural development of chil-
dren”. They also point out that the impact of homeless-
ness begins “well before a child is born” as poor nutri-
tion during pregnancy impacts negatively on children’s 
future health and homeless women face many obstacles 
to healthy pregnancies, including a lack of prenatal care. 
Children born into homelessness are more likely to have 
low birth weights. 

Homelessness also exposes infants to environmental fac-
tors that can endanger their health. Homeless children 
begin to demonstrate significant developmental delays 
after 18 months which are believed to influence later 
behavioural and emotional problems. Homeless 
preschool age children also are more likely to experience 

major developmental delays and to suffer from emotion-
al problems. By the time homeless children reach school 
age, their homelessness affects their social, physical and 
academic lives. 

Anne Marie Jones, Head Medical Social Worker at Tem-
ple Street, noted her concern at the launch of this report. 
Speaking about the impact of homelessness on children 
and especially those who were seen in the Temple Street 
Emergency Department during 2018, she described the 
situation as ‘shameful’ and noted that “when these chil-
dren leave our Emergency Department, they stay in tem-
porary accommodation with cramped conditions and no 
appropriate cooking, washing or play facilities. This re-
sults in accidents or traumas that wouldn’t normally 
happen if these families were housed in a family home”. 

She further reported that the United Nations Committee 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights encourages us to 
take a wider interpretation of housing which is more than 
merely a roof over a child’s head. “Children have the right 
to live in a home with security, peace and dignity. Children 
are not inactive onlookers but are deeply and often irrevo-
cably affected by the impact of being homeless. We need to 
show unrivalled support for these children and acknowl-
edge that having a place that they can call home is one of 
the most fundamental of human rights”. 

Temple Street Children’s University Hospital is joining 
the national campaign in partnership with charities and 
support agencies that advocate for and assist families 
entering into and experiencing homelessness to call for 
action to end family homelessness. 

In January – in fact the same week as this report emerged 
– a ceremony at Dublin’s Mansion House commemorat-
ing the 100th anniversary of the first meeting of the Dáil 
took place. Many of Ireland’s political leaders acknowl-
edged the failure of the State to fulfil the First Dáil’s 
pledges to protect children from poverty. The Democratic 
Programme adopted by the first Dáil promised that “no 
child shall suffer hunger or cold from lack of food, cloth-
ing, or shelter, but that all shall be provided with the 
means and facilities requisite for their proper education 
and training”. A century later, we are still waiting.           q                                                                                                                                                                                   
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RECENTLY I bumped into a relative I hadn't seen for a 
few years and he told me that he had recently visited the 
Orange Museum in Castlereagh, Belfast. Knowing my 
freethinker take on things he was lauding the exhibition 
and that King William III had established civil and reli-
gious liberty and that " William of Orange" overthrew the 
Pope and Popery at the Battle of the Boyne.  

When I challenged him about this version of the historical 
events and informed him that Pope Innocent XI had not 
only blessed William but supported his army financially 
and politically under the League of Augsburg, he re-
sponded by saying that there was no mention of this in 
the exhibition and my view was typical of atheists.Well 
let’s examine the historical facts. 

Anyone who has read credible historical books about the 
Williamite period knows that the only religious sect al-
lowed freedom of worship in Ireland at the time was the 
Anglican Established Church. The only religion given lib-
erty was the Episcopalian religion of the state. Dissenters 
and Catholics were given no freedom of religious worship 
and the same Penal Laws which banned the Catholic 
religion also banned the majority of Protestant religions in 
Ireland such as Presbyterianism.  

Between 1717 and 1775, 250,000 Ulster Presbyterians left 
Ireland to find religious freedom denied to them, mainly to 
the New World in America. For those Presbyterians who 

remained, min-
isters could be 
jailed for three 
months for  
delivering a 
sermon; there 
were £100 fines 
for celebrating 
the Lord's 
Supper; exclu-
sion from all offices in the law, army navy, customs and 
excise; and three months’ imprisonment if any Pres-
byterian was found teaching children. From what I could 
gather from my relative, there was no mention of these 
restrictions on Protestant civil and religious liberties in any 
of the material he had observed in the Orange Museum. 

The Orange marching season starts again in July and the 
Orange Order tries to make out it has now changed into 
some folkloric institution, content to bang drums, wear 
sashes and uphold the traditions of 'Protestant Culture'. 
We are told that the July marches are just a big Folk Fes-
tival. Sadly this is not the case and while some conces-
sions have been made to particular parade routes  the 
emphasis still appears to be: “we are the conquerors, you 
are the conquered and we will march where we want”. 

It is sad that people like my relative can be manipulated 
by a misunderstanding of history. Instead of being shown 
the reality of a common past, many Protestants/Loyalists 
have been deliberately subverted into believing a mythol-
gical history. 

Truly, Napoleon was right when he cynically remarked: 
“What is history but a myth agreed upon?”                     q
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Ireland’s Starvation Order 
Part Two And Three

Dr Rosaleen O’Brien

Thatcher’s Confession 

FORMER Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher admitted to 
Officials from the Republic that UK got it wrong about the 
Northern Ireland border back in 1921. These were nothing 
short of extraordinary admissions made to Garrett Fitzger-
ald the Taoiseach in previously classified papers made 
public for the first time.   Under the 30 year Rule a lot of 
secret information was declassified.   Both leaders were in 
close contact during 1986 and the UK and the Irish Repub-
lic attempted to stand behind the  Anglo-Irish Agreement in 
the middle of growing Unionist anger   The Agreement had 
granted the Republic of Ireland a role in Northern Ireland 
politics for the first time. 


The Prime Minister and the Taoiseach met in London on 
December 1986 and Mrs Thatcher admitted a number of 
admissions regarding the security of the Border.   “You the 
Republic have not got the resources to maintain protection 
on the other side of the Border” she said.   She expressed 
feelings of frustration because the SDLP had not reacted 
as she hoped that they would.   Mr Fitzgerald suggested 
that all UDR patrols ought to be accompanied by the po-
lice, but warned that both patrols had an impossible job in 
hand. It was at this stage that Mrs Thatcher admitted: “Yes 
we got it wrong in 1921”. The Prime Minister went on to 
wonder if it was right to send young men to their death in 
Norther Ireland!


Doctor Rosaleen Rogers 
Roisinrogers123@virginmedia.com

Copies may be obtained at:
info@bookprin*nguk. Com  
Book references:  
BPUK427701 and BPUK 414962 

Orange Myths 
Roger Kelly



Trump and Johnson:     
Two of a Kind              

E is a habitual liar, a cheat, a shameless misogynist 
and womaniser, a racist and xenophobe who 
hates the EU  – and a conspiratorial narcissist to 

boot. Of whom is this a description? The answer is that 
it could fit either Donald Trump or Boris Johnson. 
Matthew Parris’s recent description of Johnson in The 
Times as ‘a nasty piece of work’ could equally be applied 
to Trump. The same is true of Max Hastings’ description 
of Johnson as ‘a serial bonker and manic self-publicist’. 
You couldn’t trust either of them as far as you could 
throw them.  

According to a new book, Commander in Cheat by Rick 
Reilly, Trump even cheats at golf, a game where honour 
is more important even than winning. A ball that Trump 
hits into the woods, the water or a bunker will appear 
miraculously on the green. At Winged Foot, where 
Trump is a member, the caddies saw him kick the ball 
back onto the fairway so often that they took to calling 
him Pele. “To say that ‘Donald Trump cheats’ is like say-
ing ‘Michael Phelps swims’”, Reilly writes. 

According to Sonia Purnell, author of Just Boris, Johnson 
is the most ruthless, ambitious person she has ever met. 
The greater the proximity to him, the less you like him. 
He is both a serial liar and a serial womaniser. Purnell 
recalls that on one occasion he was caught by the News 
of the World, leaving the flat of one mistress, 29-year-old 
reporter Anna Fazackerley, going to the flat of another 
mistress, the Spectator communist Petronella Wyatt, and 
then calmly going home to his wife.  Another mistress, 
Helen Macintyre, persuaded her financier boyfriend 
Pierre Rolin to donate £80,000 towards Boris’s Olympic 
tower fund and then passed off Boris’s baby as his, while 
making him pay £30,000 for a private birth. 

Weirdly, one of these men is President of the United 
States and, by the time you read this piece, the other 
could be Prime Minister of Britain. We are indeed living 
in a bizarre and dangerous period where the world has 
gone mad for authoritarian nationalists and self-serving 
showmen. How has it come to this? Why are so many 
seeking magic solutions to complex problems in larger 
than life bluffers and chancers? Are persons of moral 
turpitude now to be regarded as the ideal role models for 
the young people who aspire to a career in politics?       q       
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The Bear Pits of 
Public Debate 
DEBATE is often said to be the essence of liberal 
democracy as ideas do battle in public, enabling us to 
make informed judgments. We expect our political lead-
ers to debate with one another and we are encouraged 
to participate in debates in the media. In that way en-
lightenment spreads and we are all happier for it. 

Alas, the reality is very different. It is a cliché to say that 
most public debates generate more heat than light. In 
broadcasting the aim is to get the blood up, as Pat 
Kenny openly admitted about his Big Debate on Brexit 
in May on Virgin Media One. His colleague Ivan Yates, 
co-host of The Tonight Show, added that a little bit of 
‘chaos’ helps and “we try to engineer as much mayhem 
and bloodshed as possible” (Irish Times, 7th May 2019). 
It’s the same on Radio Ulster’s Nolan Show. He likes 
nothing better than a punch-up: it’s entertaining and 
makes his bear pit ‘the biggest show in the country’. 

As George Monbiot pointed out in The Guardian (22nd 
March 2019), the more disgracefully you behave, the 
bigger the platform the media will give you. Content 
and facts don’t matter; all that counts is impact. So 
blusterers, braggarts and bigots are being rewarded 
with platforms that distort our political debate. 

There is also a presumption that extreme positions are 
all that matter and balance means allowing both of 
them to slog it out. Voices that lie somewhere in be-
tween or seek compromises are squeezed out. Thus 
you are either a unionist or a nationalist. You can’t be 
seeking a position beyond these identities. Or you are 
either anti abortion or pro abortion. Suggest that a foe-
tus has no rights until viability at which point it acquires 
rights and you hardly get a public say. Suggesting that 
the putative father also has some rights (or else he has 
no responsibilities) complicates the issue too much 
further for the media’s liking. 

Another kind of failure is to set up a debate where 
there is no real argument. George Monbiot refused the 
challenge of a debate on anthropogenic global warm-
ing with Ian Plimer, a climate change denier. “It takes 
30 seconds to make a misleading scientific statement 
and 30 minutes to refute it”, Monbiot wrote. Public de-
bates favour simplifications and distortions and disad-
vantage detailed explanations of complex truths. 

Then there’s stereotyping. The loyalist blogger Jamie 
Bryson complains that the BBC only contacts him to 
speak on flags, bonfires and paramilitaries. A humanist 
has some sympathy with this complaint. We tend to be 
asked exclusively to participate in debates about reli-
gion, thus contributing to the impression that we are 
obsessed with bashing god when in fact we have posi-
tive opinions on a wide range of topics. 

The Roman humanist Cicero distinguished two kinds of 
public rhetoric: the contentio and the sermo. The former 
was adversarial and appealed to the emotions, while the 
sermo set aside emotion in favour of an intimate philo-
sophical conversation aimed at discovering the truth. 
The media is too fixated on contentio at the expense of 
sermo. It may entertain but it does not educate.                q 



 Hot     Topics                                       Hot     Topics 

ALLIANCE SURGE 
THE Alliance Party of 
Northern Ireland is at last 
getting somewhere.  
Founded in 1970, the party 
has generally been in fifth 
place behind the main

parties. But in the recent 
European elections it had 
the highest number of votes 
overall and was third in first 
preference votes, winning 
one of the three Northern 
Ireland seats. This success 
came three weeks after it 
secured 11.5% of the vote 
in the local government 
elections  – almost double 
its share five years ago and 
its largest since 1977.


The European success was 
partly the result of the fact 
that it was the most likely 
Remain party to take the 
third seat. Many pro-Re-
main unionists probably 
abandoned the equivocat-
ing Ulster Unionist Party 
and gave it their vote, and it 
received thousands of low-
er preference votes from 
the SDLP and the Greens.


Naomi Long is less dour 
and more forceful than 
many previous Alliance 
leaders and embodies the 
exasperation that many feel 
about the absence of pow-
er-sharing. There is a strong 
ethical dimension to her 
approach which strikes a 
chord in the midst of the 
widespread cynicism within 
both main parties.


Above all, perhaps, the 
Alliance party is the most 
progressive of the main 
parties and represents the 
voice of compromise and 
reconciliation. Just as the 
English are becoming more 
extreme in their politics, 
Northern Ireland  – which 
has had decades of ex-
tremism – is moving in the 
opposition direction. In-
creasing numbers are anx-
ious for a progressive politi-
cal, social and environmen-
tal agenda. 


They are also less and less 
fixated on nationalism, 
whether British or Irish, and 
are more open to a party 
that is pragmatic on the 
border issue, which is sec-
ondary to the more passing 
problems of the day. Of 
course, Northern Ireland 
has had glimpses of a new 
dawn before. We may hope 
that this surge is more than 
a flash in the pan.


VICTORY FOR PRESS 
FREEDOM 

IN August 2018 journalists 
Trevor Birney and Barry 
McCaffrey were arrested in 
for their work on a docu-
mentary about the Loughin-
island Massacre. On 18th 
June 1994 six Catholic men 
were shot dead in the vil-
lage of Loughinisland, Co 
Down, when UVF gunmen 
opened fire in a village pub 
as their victims watched a 
World Cup football match 
between Ireland and Italy.


Patrick Mayhew, the then 
secretary of state for North-
ern Ireland, visited the 
scene and reiterated the 

police pledge that they 
would ‘leave no stone un-
turned’ in seeking the 
killers. But no one has ever 
been charged with the 
atrocity after 25 years.


Allegations that police dou-
ble agents or informers in 
the UVF were linked to the 
crime and that police pro-
tected them by destroying 
evidence and failed to in-
vestigate properly have 
been rife ever since. In 2011 
the police Ombudsman 
concluded that there was 
no evidence of collusion, 
but the report was widely 
branded as a whitewash.


The Ombudman’s own 
investigators demanded to 
be dissociated from the 
report. It was quashed and 
a new Ombudsman, 
Michael Maguire, ordered a 
a new inquiry. In June 2016 
his report concluded that 
there had been collusion 
between the police and the 
UVF but found no evidence 
that police had foreknowl-
edge of the attack.


In August 2016 Alex Gib-
ney, the Oscar-winning 
director, announced that he 
was making a documentary 
film about Loughinisland. 
He was brought in by the 
producer Trevor Birney, 
along with fellow journalist  
Barry McCaffrey. The film, 
entitled No Stone Unturned, 
was premiered at the New 
York Film Festival in Octo-
ber 2017. It named three 
main suspects and                            
claimed that one of the 
killers was an informer.


This is the background to 
the arrests. The PSNI stat-
ed that it was in connection 
with the theft of material 
relating to the Ombuds-
man's investigation, han-
dling stolen goods, and 

possible breaches of the 
Official Secrets Act and 

data protection laws. About 
100 police officers from the 
PSNI and Durham Con-
stabulary raided the journal-
ists’ homes and offices, 
seizing documents and 
computers. The two jour-
nalists then had a harrow-
ing 10-month ordeal of 
police bail and having to 
fight through the courts to 
clear their names.


In May the High Court 
quashed the search war-
rants. The Lord Chief Jus-
tice commented that it was 
unclear what crime the 
police thought they were 
investigating and the ar-
rests were ‘inappropriate’. 
The police then dropped 
the case.


Clearly, this was a victory 
for press freedom, though 
justice for the victims of the 
atrocity is still denied.


‘BLOODY’ MONA LISA 

AT last someone has ex-
posed the Mona Lisa for 
what it is: the most overrat-
ed painting of all time. In 
May Germaine Greer re-
ferred to ‘this half-dead 
woman’. She added: “As 
for the famous smile, this is 
what I call the Leonardo 
smirk. You find it every-
where”. She rightly says 
that Leonardo disappoints 
as an artist, though he de-
serves respect as an exper-
imenter. Certainly, he is 
inferior to the man whom 
Miss Jean Brodie called 
‘the divine Michelangelo’. q   
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Modern Slavery 

N October 2015 the UK 
government passed a  
major piece of human 

rights legislation, but most 
people don’t seem to know 
about it. Humanism as a 
movement is not as engaged as 
it might be either – at least as 
far as I can tell from various 
websites. 
  
The Modern Slavery Act  – as 
the name suggests – was intend-
ed to tackle slavery and trafficking. It builds on clauses 
of the 2009 Coroners and Justice Act which outlawed 
forced labour and domestic servitude. The biggest game-
changer in the Modern Slavery Act itself is Section 54, 
which requires all companies with a turnover of £36 
million or more to make an annual statement on their 
efforts to eliminate slave  labour from their supply chain. 
  
Baroness Lola Young, who played a key role in Section 
54, believes it addresses the concerns of the growing ethi-
cal consumer movement and some investors, especially 
following tragedies such as fires and building collapses in 
Bangladesh garment factories around a decade ago. Some 
high street brands have also embraced the concept. How-
ever, Young sees need for further tightening of the law. 
  
One serious failing is that companies are only required to 
make an annual statement (which may simply be that 
they have done nothing), but not actually to amend poor 
practice or their failure to do anything at all. Linked to 
that, many big names just provide a bland statement 
drafted to a common formula by outside consultants, 
rather than audit their own practices. 
  
When Section 54 was being drafted Young also argued 
for the inclusion of public bodies. This never happened, 
so she tried again in 2016 with a Private Members Bill – 
again without success. Her amendment would have re-
quired public bodies to publish an annual statement. It 
would have further required the government to publish a 
list of companies who should be complying with the law. 
  
As part of Fashion Revolution Week, on 22nd April this 
year, Traidcraft Exchange took up the baton again with a 
petition requiring the government to create a central 
database making it immediately obvious to consumers 
which brands are trying and which – frankly – are still 
dabbling in the slave trade. 
  
But isn’t it interesting that the fashion industry (by popu-
lar belief so ephemeral and hedonistic) is leading this 
revolution? For the reality is that modern slavery quietly 
affects much of our everyday lives while we are not 
noticing or acting. 

For example, during the Lon-
don Olympics the cleaning con-
tracts for stadiums and athlete 
accommodation were filtered 
down through a chain of sub-
contractors. It eventually 
emerged that the actual clean-
ing was being done by bonded 
labourers living in a temporary 
shanty village, which evaporat-
ed within days of the closing 
ceremony almost as quickly as 
the undocumented workers 

were spirited out of the country. Despite copious first-
hand testimony gathered by activists, this story only ap-
peared for one day in a couple of newspapers, with no 
follow-up or questions to the Olympic organising bodies 
or their government colleagues. 
  
It was Fashion Revolution Week which more recently 
informed my knowledge of the Modern Slavery Act, but 
by curious coincidence I was becoming increasingly 
alarmed by personal interactions and stories from 
friends, all suggesting that what one might term a ‘grey 
economy’ in the local service and hospitality sectors in 
particular was fast expanding. 
  
A certain vagueness has existed for decades in Manx 
hotel and restaurant work about both cash-in-hand work 
and undocumented workers. Until the development of 
offshore finance from the 1970s it was quite usual for 
women and young people to supplement the main (usu-
ally male) breadwinner’s income with seasonal hotel 
work in the summer and at weekends throughout the 
rest of the year. From the World War Two internment 
camps onwards, this summer labour force was increas-
ingly supplemented by cheap foreign labour. Almost all 
were casual, cash-in-hand arrangements which our then 
very underworked tax department rarely questioned. 
  
When I first encountered it in the early 1980s, this in-
formal system had developed into a network of down-
market boarding houses filled with a mixture of Eu-
ropean seasonal workers (mostly Italian and Spanish) 
and Thatcherite cast-offs from the UK’s former industrial 
centres staffing upmarket restaurants and hotels. In theo-
ry, this cheap labour supply was monitored by the is-
land’s work permit system (which requires employers of 
non-locals to obtain a work permit until they have met a 
five years residency requirement). In practice this was 
impossible to enforce if workers were not even on the 
official payroll, taxed and nationally insured. The same, I 
suspect, was true of any traditional UK seaside resort 
during their declining years. 
  
I moved ‘upmarket’ in my employment and thought little 
more about it. Then, recently, a volunteer for a        –—>                                                                                                                                       
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homelessness charity mentioned problems he had finding 
temporary accommodation for undocumented restaurant 
workers who were thrown into the street by employers 
after questioning well below minimum wages. Even more 
recently, I also couldn’t help noticing that contracted out 
cleaners at some island office blocks were ferried to-and-
fro by minibus, spoke no English and all communication 
was through their management.  
  
Both phenomena brought to mind a curious incident 
about a decade ago, when I was made aware of some 
unidentified Muslims facing a potential court case, but 
unable to use the local bail hostel as it was run by a reli-
gious organisation and an unspoken condition of resi-
dence was willingness to attend a prayer meeting. I had 
few other details at the time, but later heard from reliable 
sources of raids being conducted on small local restau-
rants, where undocumented workers were discovered. It 
was suspected that such workers were then quickly de-
ported to their UK point of first entry in order to avoid 
the first Manx asylum applications, though neither I nor 
any local journalist was able to confirm this. 
  
Considered singly, such incidents suggest illegal and im-
moral behaviour by a few individuals which ought to be 
dealt with by the courts. Considered together, one might 
wonder if the problem is systemic – a side-effect of glob-
alism combined with a free-market drive to bring down 
cost at any price. Two serious questions might be: (1) are 
governments quietly colluding; and (2) even if that is not 
the case shouldn’t they at least be trying to end such hu-
man misery? 
  
With such questions in mind, I researched the Manx 
government’s policy on modern slavery. It is usual for the 
island to adopt variants of many UK and EU laws and 
regulations, but I was surprised to find that the UK’s 
Modern Slavery Act is an exception. There is no trace of 
any equivalent - or of the Coroners and Justice Act 
which introduced the concept - on the Isle of Man’s leg-
islative website. Neither (from enquiries made by others) 
does it appear that any Manx politician, civil servant or 
government body has raised the topic. 
  
I raised my findings with others in the island’s tiny social 
justice movement, some of whom made their own en-
quiries with similar results. We are agreed that the next 
step is to suggest that at least Manx government bodies 
could embrace some equivalent of the MSA Section 54 
(making an annual statement on their efforts to eliminate 
slave labour from their supply chain). 
  
The Manx public sector is quite large, so the practical 
trickle-down effect of this would be that private suppliers 
- from the service sector through to “upmarket” suppli-
ers such as legal and accountancy firms - would have to 
start considering the same. I feel sure this will be resisted. 
After all, if you charge £1,000 an hour for your services 
while your cleaner gets less than £5 would you want the 
public to know about it?  
  
Sadly, while local Christian friends are eager to join in 
this campaign the response from fellow humanists thus 
far has been disappointing. Relatives involved in the Sal-
vation Army have offered – free of charge – to arrange 
for the head of the Salvation Army’s people trafficking 

unit to come over and address any public meeting that 
might be convened. Indeed, even as I write, one 95 year 
old Salvationist family friend, Harry Read, has just re-
peated the parachute jump he made during the Nor-
mandy landings to raise funds for that unit (see https://
www.justgiving.com/fundraising/harry-read for more). 

In comparison to this nonagenarian Salvationist’s cheery 
humanity, I find humanist apathy a little embarrassing, 
and hope it is only a temporary local phenomenon. Per-
haps readers of this article will consider some serious 
campaigning to eliminate slavery from our societies. At 
the very least, please go to https://action.traid-
craft.org.uk/who-made-my-clothes and sign their petition 
requiring the UK government to add the public sector to 
Section 54 audit requirements.                                         q  

Stuart Hartill is a member of the Isle of Man freethinkers                                             
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Paradoxes of Humanism 

Bob Rees 

HEN a person holds an 
irrational opinion, he must 
occasionally defend that 

opinion against reasoned criticism 
from others. The harder he finds it 
to defend, the more he must ratio-
nalise that the opinion is right, in 
order to protect his own self-esteem. 
The more ridicule he faces, the more 
dogmatic his opinion will become. 
Thus irrational belief begets greater 
belief, a well-known phenomenon 
called the Escalation Effect, where 
religious passion becomes religious 
fervour in the face of criticism, and a 
tentative Brexiteer will become ever 
more determined when challenged.  

Those people who came to human-
ism for predominantly emotional 
(as opposed to purely rational) rea-
sons may be subject to the same 
phenomenon when trying to justify 
their stance logically. 

There is also the Echo Chamber 
Effect which occurs when a group 
of people with similar beliefs debate 
topics of mutual interest amongst 
themselves. By definition there is 
never a dissenting voice in such a 
group, and so they collectively con-
vince themselves that their opinions 
are right, as they tend to over-confi-
dence and extreme views. This 
might happen in a political party 
conference or in a social media chat 
group, and it is also something we 
humanists should be aware of at 
our meetings. 

Consider a left-leaning secular hu-
manist who campaigns actively for 
equal human rights for everyone 
everywhere, regardless of race, na-
tionality, gender, age or whatever. 
But at a humanist meeting, his gen-
uine concerns about the practical 
problems presented by global over-
population, militant Islam, excessive 
immigration, quotas for women/
blacks/gays and similar problematic 
consequences of human rights for 
everyone everywhere may be misin-
terpreted  by his politically ultra-
correct peers in  the echo chamber 
as conservative, even fascist! He  

may have been an active champion 
of equal rights for all LGBTs, but 
now that they have equal rights he 
may see no further point in march-
ing in Pride rallies, again attracting 
opprobrium from the humanist 
echo chamber. 

Humanists believe that we should 
be tolerant of whatever fanciful 
religions, crazy political affiliations 
and weird cultural practices our 
neighbours choose to live by, pro-
viding they don’t interfere with the 
rights of others. But if we promote 
unlimited tolerance even of those 
who are intolerant, and if we are 
not prepared to fight to defend our 
tolerant society against those who 
are intolerant, then we, along with 
tolerance itself, will be defeated. 
Paradoxically then, for the sake of 
tolerance, we must be intolerant of 
the intolerant. 

The same goes for freedom, in the 
sense of the absence of any legal 
constraining force. Such freedom is 
subject only to the law of the jungle, 
and clearly, it leads immediately to 
the enslavement of decent tolerant 
people by the strongest, most brutal 
bullies. This paradox of freedom 
applies equally to economic affairs, 
where widespread deregulation of 
financial institutions has already led 
to outrageous inequality and finan-
cial straits for the masses. To protect 
our freedom, then, we must pass 
laws constraining it. 

These paradoxes attracted the atten-
tion of the 20th century philosopher 
Sir Karl Popper (famed for his no-
tions about scientific truth, pictured 
below). He agreed that “freedom 
defeats itself if unlimited”, and he 
saw the necessity for legislation to 
limit our freedoms in order to pro-
tect them. But he saw another prob-
lem: “Unfortunately, politics and 
the legal system are the servants of 
the ruling class” (another Karl, 
Marx, had earlier pronounced the 
inevitability of class warfare). ‘The 
ruling class’ quickly reduced the 
pressure just enough to avoid con-
frontation, by passing such piecemeal 
laws against their own freedoms as 
were needed, for example, to limit 
workers’ hours, recognise trades 
unions, provide for workers’ sickness 
and disability and even to introduce 
progressive taxation.   

We have depended since on the 
goodwill of our rulers to provide ad 
hoc laws to limit our freedoms in 
order to protect them, but also to 
limit their own powers using consti-
tutional checks and balances, thus 
effectively protecting themselves 
against the possibility of a populist 
revolt against the ruling elites. 

Popper similarly argued that “He 
who teaches that not reason but 
love should rule opens the way for 
those who rule by hate”. Most, but 
not all, humanists would agree that 
we should be guided by reason over 
emotion, no matter how well-inten-
tioned that emotion might be. Simi-
larly “It is our duty to help those 
who need help, but it cannot be our 
duty to make others happy, since 
this does not depend on us … the 
greatest happiness principle can 
easily be made an excuse for a 
benevolent dictatorship.” (Popper). 

It seems that the road to Hell is 
paved with good humanist inten-
tions. Clearly, our enthusiasm and 
idealism must be tempered by prac-
tical caveats, if we are to avoid the 
unintended consequences of the 
paradoxes of our humanist stance.  q
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After Θ God  

EATED in the front room at home, I told my 
mother what she had long suspected, that I wanted 
to be a priest. 

‘You know not marrying will be a sacrifice,’ she said. 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Your dad and I don’t, you know, do it often but it’s 
pleasurable.’ 

I was astounded by her candidness, her raising the topic 
of sex, the unexpected disclosure about her occasional 
sex life, and her first ever acknowledgement to me that 
sex could be positive. I couldn’t tell from her response 
whether or not she supported my decision but it was 
one of the rare, semi-normal adult conversations we’d 
ever had, despite her cryptic ambiguity. 

My father was pleased with the news and he recounted, 
‘Once Good Pope John was asked if becoming pope 
was the happiest day of his life. The Pope said no. The 
happiest day of his life was the day he was ordained a 
priest.’ 

My dad was relieved too that he wouldn’t have to fund 
my third-level education from what remained of his 
modest retirement lump sum. I would be financially 
independent of my parents: the Marists would feed, 
clothe and educate me. It is an amazing boon to realise 
that you will never want for food, shelter, education or 
healthcare. The vow of poverty can be appealing and 
liberating. 

I got the bus to Mount St Mary’s, Milltown, in Dublin, 
the Marist Fathers’ House of Formation. I had to ask 
the bus conductor where to get off and handed him the 
leaflet headed ‘Open Day for Young Men’ with the ad-
dress on it. 
‘Are you joining?’ asked the conductor. 
‘I hope so.’ 
‘You’re very young.’ 

I walked through those gates feeling in my gut that this 
was the place where I would grow. And it was. My daft 
religious beliefs had brought me to this place. From the 
get-go, I loved the buzz and vitality in the community 
and I was confident that this would be the making of 
me. Community life would often be challenging, occa-
sionally intimate, generally vibrant, sometimes boring 
but it was shot through with meaning and significance. 
We felt we were doing something good and worthwhile 
and that our lives had a great purpose. This would be-
come my home, my fraternal family and where I be-
longed. We were idealistic and wanted to do great 
things with our lives. Of course there would be rows, 
tensions and fallings out too. 

After my first glimpse on that open day of the Marist 
community at Milltown I wrote my letter of applica-
tion. The Provincial replied in April 1980 praying that 
someday I would praise the Lord from their altars. 
I wrote to my Uncle John who replied on 19 May 1980 
from Durbanville, South Africa. 

‘Moladh go deó le Dia! Praised be to God! This is the 
good news I was hoping for. Thanks be to the good 
God. Now I know I will have someone coming after me 
and I rejoice in it. How happy your Dad and Mam 
must be. May God make you a holy and devoted priest. 
I thought it might have been Clonliffe. Nevertheless 
that is your choice and may God direct you. 

‘I hope to be over in July please God so we will see you 
safely across the Monastic threshold. We had an old 
priest in the old days who was one of the first to join 
that congregation in Ireland. He always wanted to go to 
the foreign missions but they sent him teaching instead. 
So he joined the Carmelites. I was with him in his last 
moments – lived and died a saint. 

‘God bless you Joe and grant to you many great graces. 
Love to all, John.’ 

I did the entrance psychological tests and medical and 
in a telephone call with Father John Hannan, Superior 
at Mount St Mary’s, he confirmed I’d been accepted 
into the novitiate beginning on 23 September 1980. 
His subsequent letter said I had all that was needed 
with the God’s help to be a very good Marist. He was 
happy that I was willing to give my life to the Lord  
Jesus. 

He enclosed a list of requisites which included my par-
ents’ marriage certificate. Yes, in 1980 it still remained - 
as had been the case since the 11th century and con-
firmed in the 1917 Code of Canon Law (Canon 984)  –  
an impediment to ordination to the priesthood to have 
been born out of wedlock, a prohibition only removed 
as recently as 1983. 

I do not regret joining the Marists. It was my best op-
tion at that time of my life. I entered as a boy and I 
grew up in the congregation until, to grow further and 
to be true to myself, I needed to leave: the hardest thing 
that I ever did. 

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

involved rethinking everything 

Joe Armstrong



Arguments for the Existence of God 
1. The Ontological Argument 

Brian McClinton 

HERE are a number 
of traditional ‘proofs’ 
of the existence of 

God. It might be supposed 
that one would be enough, 
but perhaps there is safety in 
numbers. Aquinas (1225-74) 
listed five 'proofs': the un-
moved mover, the uncaused 
cause, the cosmological ar-
gument, the argument from 
degree and the teleological 
argument. However, the first 
three are essentially varia-
tions on the same theme. So 
we shall propose a some-
what different list of five in 
this series.  

The first, which the German 
philosopher Schopenhauer 
called a ‘charming joke’, is 
the ontological argument, 
which tries to prove the 
existence of God by abstract 
reasoning alone. Ontology 
studies the nature of being 
and the word derives from 
the Greek ontos, which means ‘being’ or ‘existence’, and 
logos, which means plan. It maintains that God’s essence 
proves his existence, that indeed existence is part of the 
definition of God and that God must therefore exist. It is 
an a priori argument, i.e. it rests independently of experi-
ence on purely logical considerations and if valid would 
achieve the kind of certainty exhibited by mathematical 
rules. St Anselm (1033-1109) formulated the argument in 
his Proslogion as follows.  

1. God is a being than which nothing greater can be 
conceived. 

2. Things which exist in the mind could exist in reality. 
3. Things that exist in reality must be greater than things 

which exist in the mind. 
4. Therefore God exists in reality and in the mind. 

If we assume that ‘nothing greater’ implies ‘perfect’, then 
another way of putting it is to say that the most perfect 
and real conceivable being is the idea of a being which 
must and therefore does exist because a non-existent 
could never be the most perfect and real conceivable be-
ing. In other words, existence is a perfection and since 
God is perfect he must exist.  

Descartes (1596-1650) also accepted this argument. The 
existence of God is part of his essence, he wrote in the 

Meditations, because “exis-
tence can no more be sepa-
rated from the essence of 
God than can ... the idea of 
a mountain from the idea of 
a valley”. 

The argument is fallacious. 
It is not one of the 'proofs' 
offered by Aquinas, who 
rejected it on the grounds 
that it is not self-evident that 
God exists. He suggested 
that we cannot know the 
nature of God and, there-
fore, cannot conceive of God 
in the way Anselm proposed. 
David Hume also rejected it 
on the grounds that we can-
not prove a matter of fact by 
a priori reasoning. We sim-
ply cannot deduce from a 
mere concept an existing 
reality which corresponds to 
that concept. He also sug-
gested that any concept of 
God we may have, we can 
conceive either of existing or 

of not existing. Existence is not a quality or perfection, so 
a completely perfect being need not exist and it is there-
fore not a contradiction to deny God's existence. 

Hume is correct. We can all dream dreams of perfect 
love, perfect happiness, perfect peace, and so on, but it is 
invalid to suggest that they exist outside our imagination. 
Arguably, a perfect being is in the same category: it is a 
dream, not a reality. Kant in the Critique of Pure Reason 
disposed of the argument by saying that existence is not 
a real predicate. “Our consciousness of all existence be-
longs exclusively to the field of experience; any alleged 
existence outside this field is of the nature of an assump-
tion which we can never be in a position to justify”. He 
later adds: “We can no more extend our stock of insight 
by mere ideas than a merchant can better his position by 
adding a few noughts to his cash account”. 

And there it ought to rest. But theists don’t give up that 
easily. Modern attempts to rescuscitate Anselm tend to 
focus on his reply to the Benedictine monk Gaunilo of 
Marmoutiers, a contemporary of Anselm, who wrote a 
response to Proslogion called Reply On Behalf of the 
Fool (in his argument Anselm had addressed the fool, 
who in the words of Psalm 14, “hath said in his heart, 
there is no God”). Gaunilo, in common with many the-
ologians of the time, rejected the notion that we       –-->  
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T The term ‘God’ is open to many definitions. For Don 
Cupitt in The Sea of Faith, it is ‘the sum of all our 
values’. This is a long way from the Judaic-Christ-
ian conception of an infinite personal spirit who 
created out of nothing everything other than him-
self, who is himself eternal and uncreated, omnipo-
tent, omniscient and all-loving, and who made his 
creatures for eventual fellowship with himself. Other 
definitions include: whatever entity (entities) creat-
ed the universe; the prime mover; the uncaused 
cause; the totality of everything that exists; the all-
pervading universal force in and of all things which 
coordinates evolution; or even the partner of our 
most intimate soliloquies. 

The statement that 'God exists' is also problematic 
in its verb. Some theologians would argue that the 
term ‘exists’ can be applied only to entities within 
the created realm, so that it is wrong to assert of 
the ultimate creator that he ‘exists’. Thus, accord-
ing to Paul Tillich and others, the question of the 
existence of a god can be neither asked nor an-
swered. However, we shall not adopt this benumb-
ing approach but instead assume that we are refer-
ring to the Judaic-Christian god and that either He 
exists or He does not. 
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mere mortals could have any possible conception of 
God or understanding of His nature. St Anselm, he be-
lieved, was trying to do just that by going beyond what 
we understand by sensible experience. So he tried to 
show that such logic would force one to conclude that 
many things exist which it is certain do not. The argu-
ment could be used to prove the existence of anything. 
Imagine, he says, there is a ‘lost island’, the greatest or 
most perfect island conceivable because of its abun-
dance of food, supplies etc. The following syllogism in 
abbreviated form could be applied: 

1. We can conceive of a perfect island. 
2. A perfect island must be more perfect in reality than 

in the mind. 
3. Therefore a perfect island exists. 

Anselm wrote a short Reply to Gaunilo. The island, he 
said, cannot be defined as perfect or that than which no 
greater island can be conceived because you can always 
better an island (by adding more sand, more beaches or 
more palm trees, etc), whereas you cannot better God. 
Moreover, Anselm continues, if Gaunilo refers to chap-
ter III of the Proslogion, he will see that the island is a 
contingent thing whereas God is a necessary being.  A 
contingent thing or being logically might not have been 
and depends for its existence on other things or beings. 
If our parents had never met, we would not exist, for 
example. A necessary thing or being, on the other hand, 
could not be other than what it is: 2 plus 2 must always 
equal 4. It should be obvious by now that Anselm, and 
indeed any other defender of this argument, is merely 
playing with words. Existence has become part and 
parcel of the meaning of the term ‘God’. Anselm is now 
saying that: 

1. God is a necessary being. 
2. A necessary being must 

exist. 
3. Therefore God exists. 

No matter how it is dressed 
up, this is a silly argument 
which demonstrates that God 
is nowhere except in some 
people’s heads, but modern 
theists who desperately hold on like grim death to all 
the traditional arguments lest admitting the falsity of 
one becomes the thin end of a total theological freefall, 
cannot let go of it. So they have devised definitional 
ontological arguments, conceptual ontological argu-
ments, modal ontological arguments, experiential onto-
logical arguments, mereological ontological arguments, 
and so on. It should now be obvious that they all as-
sume in one or more of their premises what they seek to 
prove. Parodies of the argument are legion, but suffice 
to say that it could be used to ‘prove’ the existence of 
the Devil. 

1. The Devil is a being than which nothing worse can 
be conceived. 

2. Things which exist in the mind could exist in reality. 
3. It is worse for a thing to exist in reality than in the 

mind. 
4. Therefore the Devil exists in reality and in the mind. 

In the next issue: The Cosmological Argument
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Crick's Hetairae Fund 

FRANCIS Crick, who won the Nobel Prize for elucidat-
ing the structure of DNA, was one of the most brilliant 
minds of the last century. He was also abrasive and a 
thorough-going atheist. He had accepted a founding 
fellowship of Churchill College, Cambridge. It was a 
new College specialising in science and had been 
designed without a chapel — perhaps accidentally. A 
fund was created to build a chapel in the College and 
Crick resigned his fellowship. His correspondence 
with Sir Winston Churchill demonstrates Crick’s power 
and wit in argument. (It is summarised in Francis Crick 
— Hunter of Life’s Secrets by Robert Olby, 2009.) 
  
Churchill replied to Crick’s letter of resignation that he 
was “puzzled at your reason… A chapel is an amenity 
which many of those who will live in the College may 
enjoy, and none need enter it unless they wish”. 
  
Crick replied as follows. 
“It was kind of you to write. I am sorry you do not un-
derstand why I resigned. 
      “To make my position a little clearer I enclose a 
cheque for ten guineas to open the Churchill College 
Hetairae fund [Hetairae were high-class prostitutes in 
Ancient Greece]. My hope is that eventually it will be 
possible to build permanent accommodation within 
the College, to house a carefully chosen selection of 
young ladies in the charge of a suitable Madam who, 
once the institution has become traditional, will 
doubtless be provided, without offence, with dining 
rights at the High Table. 
      “Such a building will, I feel confident, be an ameni-
ty which many in the college will enjoy very much, and 
yet the institution need not be compulsory and none 
need enter it unless they wish. Moreover it would be 
open (conscience permitting) not merely to members 
of the Church of England, but also Catholics, Non-
Conformists, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, Zen Buddhists 
and even to atheists and agnostics such as myself. 
      “And yet I cannot help feeling that when you pass 
on my offer to the other Trustees — as I hope you will 
— they may not share my enthusiasm for such a truly 
educational project…. they may even feel my offer of 
ten guineas to be a joke in bad taste. 
      “But that is exactly my view of the proposal of the 
trustees to build a chapel, after the middle of the 20th 
century, in a new College and in particular one with a 
special emphasis on science. Naturally some mem-
bers of the College will be Christian, at least for the 
next decade or so, but I do no see why the College 
should tacitly endorse their beliefs by providing them 
with special facilities. The churches in the town, it has 
been said, are half empty. Let them go there. It will be 
no further than they have to go to their lectures”. 
  
Churchill returned Crick’s cheque ‘with comps’. A 
chapel was eventually built, but outside the walls of 
the College after a rearguard action by the fellows. 

Alan Tuffery 



ECENTLY on display in 
Lisburn Museum was an 
exhibition entitled Troubles 

Art [it has moved to Enniskillen 
Castle Museum until December – 
ed.]. Each of the works on show 
has something to say about the 
suffering or the loss, violence or 
imprisonment, and much more 
than this, e.g. the resilience and 
humour of ordinary people in the 
midst of turmoil. 

Artist Jack Pakenham is represent-
ed by a painting entitled Your 
Move (right). It’s the first painting 
one encounters and it portrays a 
small group of sinister individuals 
seated around a table on which 
rests a monopoly board of city 
streets. One message that comes 
across here would be the deliber-
ate, cold, calculated planning that 
will lead invariably to indiscrimi-
nate or innocent suffering.  The 
narrative predominates throughout 
the exhibition and Your Move is 
well placed to initially set the tone. 

Funeral of a Victim by Gladys 
Maccabe portrays a very pertinent 
and all too common a subject of the 
time. The unnamed victim represents 
thousands. In her distinctively ‘sketchy’ and assertively 
loose graphic style she accurately records what she and 
all of us who have lived through those years have seen 
all too frequently. 

In A Year in a Black Taxi, Brendan Ellis shows a series 
of twelve monochromatic images documenting his per-
sonal observations of city taxi travellers through the 
course of a year. Lurking behind the ordinary, everyday 
human side I would detect traces of Germanic and 
Northern European angst prevalent in the first half of 
the 20th century and which would have had a certain 
influence on Ellis’s work. 

As a medical illustrator in Belfast during the height of 
The Troubles Helen McIlhenny/Mahood was asked by 
senior medical staff at the time to create the graphic 
image Injuries Caused by Proximity to an Explosion. 
This was commissioned in order for them to teach col-
leagues about the types of injuries they were going to 
have to deal with as the bombing increased during the 
70s. It is a relatively small image but one that shows just 
what terrible injuries were inflicted on innocent people. 

The photographic diptych Maze Demolition by Dona-
van Wylie ‘tells it as it is’, or at least on first viewing. 
The desolate subject matter, the rubble, the barbed 
wire, and then we are confronted with that apparently 
impregnable wall. Does this tell us more about our so-
ciety both then and now? All these paintings in the ex-
hibition are open to interpretation. As viewers we make 
our own personal responses.  Each asks for time, con-
sideration and contemplation, and maybe Wylie’s pho-
tographs require as much and possibly more. 

More akin to a visual diary Geordie Morrow shows a 
modest watercolour entitled Compound Cleaning. 
Painted with sensitivity and honest clarity it shows 
something of the humdrum, day-to-day chores of 
prison life which he experienced as a prisoner himself 
in Long Kesh during the 1970s. 

A painting to which I returned again and again was Pat 
Coogan’s 6.10pm. It is a work that reveals a highly 
developed sense of composition and structure. In it we 
are faced with the stark derelict frontage of a terraced 
house. A quiet, ominous presence prevails.            –—>  

18

 Irish Freethinker and Humanist • July-August 2019

Troubles Art 
Colin CorkeyArt

Your Move (1976). Jack Pakenham. BELUM.U2018.14. Ethel Pakenham Bequest © Jack Pakenham R.U.A.
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Nothing’s happening, no one’s about. Then one begins to 
notice, for example, a girl, running, fleeing almost out of 
the picture, away to the right-hand side. Another figure 
appears, closer to the viewer, lurking, virtually hidden 
behind a side wall. High above him on the house wall 
one can just about detect the name of the road, Hope 
Street.  

Coogan’s handling of paint over big surfaces is second to 
none along with his ability to focus in on some seemingly 
discarded street debris. Amazingly this is in complete 
harmony in a compositional sense with the overall geo-
metric format of this quite substantial painting.  More 
than the other works on show I felt that the narrative in 
this case is left largely to the viewer.  It is a ‘clean’ paint-
ing with no ‘untidy’ distractions which accentuates the 
hidden tensions, somewhat reminiscent of the great 
American Surrealist artist Edward Hopper.   

As I turned a corner I was immediately confronted with a 
visually powerful, heavily textured, dark surface that 
provided the background, or more accurately, the 
‘ground’ for an arc of stripes of intense colour that 
sweeps across the painting. In Joe McWilliams’s Ren-
dezvous with a Rainbow the impact of formal abstrac-
tion is what makes this painting a showpiece. The stripes 
of colour of course represent the rainbow and gradually 
one reads into the narrative of the picture to discover 
that the shadow cast of an open car door in turn opens 
up the suggestion of sinister goings-on in a side street. 
For me this work stands out in the whole exhibition as 
the one in which the abstract language narrowly out-
weighs any inherent narrative while in the same instance 
it speaks directly of its time. 

The exhibition as a whole reflects strong personalities, 
influential in the Northern Irish art scene of the 70’s and 
80s. However, it lacks the impact of a three- 
dimensional inclusion, but breadth and depth within the 
two-dimensional field is well catered for. 

Artist and photographic printmaker Victor Sloan is rep-
resented by a rather menacing but intriguing screen print 
appropriately entitled Wheel of Death, while perfor-
mance artist Alistair Maclennon and and printmaker An-
thony Davies show drawing and etching respectively. 
 Maclennon’s Victim emits a certain vitality in this strongly 
aggressive pastel drawing. Aggressive vitality is equally 
evident in Davies’ competent and controlled print. 

I couldn’t leave the exhibition without another look at 
Rita Duffy’s painting The Security Barrier (opposite). ‘All 
human life is there’ comes to mind as she embraces the 
whole gamut of society in her crowded Belfast city street. 
This work probably emphasises more than any the stoic 
resilience and humour of Northern Irish people. This is a 
painting whose rich ‘tapestry’ entertains wherever we 
look. Even the city pigeon has its place!                                q                                                         

Troubles Art is a touring exhibition that forms part of the 
Making the Future project, supported by the European 
Union’s Peace IV Programme. From July-December the 
exhibition is in the Enniskillen Castle Museum.                   u
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The Security Barrier (1983). Rita Duffy. BELUM.U2012.3.396. 
© By courtesy of the artist

HUMANIST ASSOCIATION OF IRELAND 

MEETINGS 

July: Sunday 7th, Summer BBQ, The Royal St 
George Yacht Club, Dun Laoghaire, from 14.30 
AS THIS EVENT IS SUBSIDISED BY THE HAI, IT IS 
SOLELY FOR MEMBERS AND THEIR GUESTS. 

Price: 
€15 for members 
€20 for non-members (must be accompanied a 
member). Max one guest per member.  
Concessions for children and vegetarians: €8 
  
August: There will be no national events in August 
  
September: Saturday & Sunday, 7th & 8th 
All-Ireland Humanist Summer School in at the 
Bridge House Hotel, Tullamore, Co. Offaly 
This is a two-day theme-based event with guest 
speakers, discussions and plenty of socialising 
and entertainment. This year’s theme is  
HUMANISM AND THE NEW IRELAND (see p5). 

October: Sunday 6th: Travelling Sunday Meeting 
in Waterford city – Further details to follow 
November: Sunday 3rd: Sunday Seminar in Dublin 
– Further details to follow 

December: Sunday 8th The traditional Christmas 
social gathering – Further details to follow



The Rise of National Populism 
Bob Rees 

S long ago as 400BCE, when 
notions of democratic govern-
ment were first mooted, Plato 

warned that, if it was unqualified, 
democracy would soon degenerate into 
immoral, destructive mob rule driven by 
emotion and ignorance, rapidly leading 
to tyranny by a despotic ‘saviour’.  

The Terror following the French Revo-
lution of 1789 is a good example of 
unqualified rule by the people, when the 
guillotine and mob killings replaced all 
traces of justice.   Clearly there must be 
checks and balances in the way a work-
able democracy must be organised. 

To be practical, a democracy must be 
representative, with a handful of edu-
cated mature individuals representing 
the interests of the masses of ordinary 
people. One such check limits those of 
the masses who should be entitled to vote: the wealthy 
landowners used to argue that the poor and unproper-
tied were not fit to vote because they were probably une-
ducated and even illiterate. So they gave themselves a 
monopoly on power based on their assumed mental su-
periority. The Great War demolished this myth and in the 
UK the property qualification was abolished when the 
war ended in 1918, and unpropertied soldiers who had 
risked their lives to defend democracy demanded suffrage 
for all mature male citizens. 

The trouble was that most working men knew little or 
nothing of the workings of government, and cared even 
less. But if democracy is to work properly, the electorate 
need to be educated, reflective and informed. Yet even 
today, when most common people are educated and lit-
erate, they are very easily hoodwinked. Partisan news 
and social media, and distractions like football and fash-
ion enable skilful demagogues to manipulate the mass 
sentiment of ordinary people to create an uninterested, 
misinformed electorate that either doesn’t bother to vote, 
or votes with the crowd. “The strongest argument 
against democracy is a few minutes’ conversation with 
any voter” (Winston Churchill). “Democracy is the pa-
thetic belief in the collective wisdom of individual igno-
rance” (H.L. Menken). 

And, as Roger Eatwell and Matthew Goodwin argue in 
their book on National Populism, published by Pelican, 
during the past forty years or so, liberal democracy has 
evolved in ways that have further alienated the common 
people. The following are some of the reasons. 

1. Cultural Concerns  
Governments are increasingly staffed by 
academic graduates who are mostly 
well-educated, well-off, politically-cor-
rect and liberal in their views, protecting 
business interests that affect the econo-
my and defending minorities such as 
women’s rights, LGBTs, and immi-
grants, but blithely ignoring the masses 
of ordinary working-class citizens.  

This has skewed government policy-
making toward the ‘haves’ and toward 
more liberal policies which are of little 
concern to the less-well-educated work-
ing classes. Politics has become volatile, 
fragmented and unpredictable, where 
traditionally left wing parties have ig-
nored workers needs and turned to 
post-materialist matters like feminism, 
climate change and multiculturalism.  

This increasingly elitist nature of liberal politicians and 
parties is alienating the masses, whose traditional party 
loyalties can no longer be depended on, and where pop-
ulist demagogues have a ready audience. It is surely no 
surprise that poorly-educated people view mass immigra-
tion as a threat to their culture and identity (as well as 
their jobs), when their community is packed with 
strangers who do not share their language, culture, histo-
ry, behavioural norms, religion, interests or morals. This 
is more nimbyism than racism.   Workers are not unsym-
pathetic to refugees from war-torn countries, but they see 
them as contributing to housing shortages, reduced man-
ual wages and unemployment which is already threat-
ened by mechanisation, automation and computerisation. 
  
2. Loss of Sovereignty  
There has been a seepage of power away from national 
governments to transnational organisations (IMF, UN, 
WTO, EC, NAFTA, NATO), needed to manage global 
affairs like trade, climate change, and refugees for exam-
ple, but which necessarily override national sovereignty,  
and which, to suspicious working people, look like vehi-
cles for spreading capitalism and US influence.  

We live in a post-democratic world where power has 
shifted to unelected small highly-educated technocratic 
and economic elites and lobbyists, often foreign, which 
operate behind a democratic façade, but which seem to 
be contemptuous of democracy. To those masses of or-
dinary patriotic people (90% of whom would willingly 
fight for their nation), this loss of sovereignty is intoler-
able.                                                                          –––>
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The EEC, for example, was well intentioned, but it was 
introduced by stealth and developed by specialist elites 
who failed to communicate with ordinary people. The 
Maastricht treaty introduced the notion of EU citizenship 
but it also threatened national constitutions, so the Lis-
bon Treaty was dealt with behind closed doors. In the 
UK, for the past 20 years, the right wing of the Conserv-
ative party has missed no opportunity to blame the EC 
and pour scorn on it for their own shortcomings. Hence 
Brexit. It is undeniable that among the main factors that 
have led to national populism are the unbridgeable con-
tradictions between national and global governments, 
markets, and regulations. 
  
3. Economic Inequality 
In the years after 1980, UK PM Thatcher and US Presi-
dent Reagan rubbished Keynesian economics, attacked 
trades unions, and promoted global neoliberalism. It was 
an overt attack on the security and well-being of the 
working classes. The loss of their Unions left them feeling 
helpless and invisible, and the deliberate decimation of 
manufacturing industry (in favour of ‘financial services’) 
in the UK led to a reaction against the political main-
stream which Tony Blair’s Labour government made no 
attempt to ameliorate.  

Then the 2008 Financial Crisis threatened national sov-
ereignty in poorer countries, whose governments were 
obliged to beg from the 
Troika (European Com-
mission, ECB and IMF) 
for bail-outs for the clear-
ly guilty, but too-big-to-
fail banks, in exchange for 
severe austerity for the 
ordinary people, including 
massive cuts in welfare 
and new and higher taxes. Not unnaturally, disaffected 
workers saw this as ‘unfair’, and by 2015, half of them 
had stopped voting in elections. 
  
Similarly, increasing income inequality (CEO’s are now 
paid as much as 350 times as much as their workers) and 
insecure employment (zero-hours contracts and the like) 
leave those without professional qualifications fearing 
for the future. The compulsory free movement of labour, 
a consequence of EU membership, saw a massive ingress 
of low-skilled workers from Eastern Europe, threatening 
traditional jobs and pay rates, and this has been com-
pounded by mass immigration of refugees from war-torn 
Africa and Asia.  

Multinational business and global finance also threaten 
the national identity and therefore the ordinary people’s 
unity. Their proud patriotism has lost its meaning, while 
the growth of neoliberal economics has increased pres-
sure on governments to cut taxes, shrink welfare, priva-
tise state assets, deregulate business and finance, and 
maintain high unemployment to depress wages, which 
threatens us all. And on top of that, computerisation and 
automation threaten the jobs, especially of manual 
workers. 
  
Together, these worries about culture, economics, jobs, 
immigrants, Islam, multiculturalism, austerity and patrio-
tism all interact together to make fertile ground for Pop-

ulism. It is often seen by humanists as a form of racism, 
extreme nationalism, even fascism. Humanists like Roger 
Kelly (Irish Freethinker No 176) are appalled by pop-
ulists’ wilful ignorance, their militant ultra-rightist atti-
tudes, and their dogged seemingly irrational stances on 
topics such as Brexit and Trump.   But I think that to ac-
cuse to them of racism and fascism is unfair. Venezuela’s 
Chavez, and Syriza in Greece and the Spanish Podemos 
party are all left-wing, and bearing in mind that populists 
themselves are mostly those without higher education 
who tend to be socially conservative (i.e. valuing stability, 
tradition, and social hierarchies), their primary fears in 
this changing world are about what the future holds for 
them and their families, rather than about the plight of 
endangered species or refugees’ rights. They want a 
change from the status quo. 
  
Admittedly, populist leaders are mostly narcissistic dem-
agogues known for their xenophobic diatribes against 
immigrants, especially Muslims, minorities, the media 
and established politicians, whom they call ‘unresponsive 
elites’. Like propagandists, they claim to speak on behalf 
of the masses, stressing their affinity to ‘us real 
people’ (workers) versus ‘them’ (academics)’, using ‘good’ 
versus ‘evil’ terminology. But they are not preaching fas-
cism or militarism, even though they sound scary enough 
to liberal ears. As for their followers, all they really want 
is fair treatment … because liberal democracy has failed! 

  
When, in 1992, Francis 
Fukuyama famously de-
scribed capitalist democracy 
as ‘the end point of man’s 
ideological evolution’, ‘the 
end of history’, he was 
clearly wrong. It is the fail-
ure of elected left-wing po-

litical elites to recognise this that has laid the path to 
populism by the masses of ordinary people. Academic 
left-wing politicians have let them down, and populist 
politicians have been quick to persuade them that they 
belong with ‘us’ down-to-earth doers rather than ‘those’ 
pie-in-the-sky talkers. 
  
Populism is not just a flash in the pan. It is already drag-
ging Western liberal democratic politics to the right, and 
until the root causes are addressed, it will continue to do 
so. But the humanist reaction to the populists, that they 
are blind, arrogant, stupid racists suggests to me that 
humanists have not understood them. We tend to see 
them as wilfully-ignorant, self-destructive protesters re-
belling against the system, rather than against the remote 
holier-than-thou liberal politicians posing as socialists 
who we see as good guys, but who they feel are not treat-
ing them fairly, and who ‘don’t care what people like me 
think’. They resent being lectured to by ‘posh’ people. 
  
In these times of change, it boils down to a growing   ed-
ucational divide between the masses of insecure working 
people and those other masses of relatively well-educated 
middle-income people who enjoy the attention of the 
elitist politicians who are drawn from their ranks.   But 
we should recognise that we humanists are also mostly 
university-educated and financially secure, and populist 
voters aren’t.                                                                   q                                              
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Self-Help for Reactionary Male Assholes 

Brian McClinton 

HIS book describes itself as ‘the 
multi-million copy bestseller’ –
which proves precisely nothing. 

After all, 17.4m Britons voted for Brexit 
chaos and 62.9m Americans voted for 
arch-bullshitter Donald Trump. Just to 
emphasise the point, 10 million copies of 
Mein Kampf were sold in Germany. 12 
Rules for Life is not as extreme as 
Hitler’s opus horribilis, but at times it is a 
close run thing. 

Immediately, you ask: why a dozen rules? 
The God of the Old Testament had only 
10. That Peterson has two more suggests 
that it is not enough for him to have one 
over on the Almighty. In the title alone he 
displays his main thesis that life is a series 
of contests for dominance. Sounds Hit-
lerian? Here’s Mein Kempf: “He who 
wants to live should fight, therefore, and he who does 
not want to battle in this world of eternal struggle does 
not deserve to be alive”. 

Now I know that there are those who will strongly 
protest that I am being grossly unfair to Mr Peterson. But 
in chapter 2 he tells us that order is male and chaos is 
female because the primary hierarchical structure of hu-
man society is masculine, as it is among most animals. 
Order is God the Father, the eternal judge, ledger-keeper 
and dispenser of rewards and punishments. Order, he 
further tells us, is safety and light and consciousness, 
whereas chaos, associated with the feminine, is frighten-
ing and unconscious and dark (how’s that for 
misogyny?). Life in Peterson’s view is an endless series of 
ruthless dominance contests in which the strong triumph 
and obtain access to fertile, desirable females and the 
weak submit, and don’t. This Nietzschean strongman 
pose is not a million miles away from Hitler’s worldview. 

Peterson, a professor of psychology at the University of 
Toronto, first achieved notoriety in 2016 when he pub-
licly denounced the C-16 bill introduced  in the Canadi-
an parliament to add gender identity or expression to the 
Canadian Human Rights Act. He argued that it would 
criminalise free speech and said that he would refuse to 
use gender-neutral pronouns if requested by a non-binary 
student. But he misrepresented the bill which was about 
discrimination in jobs and would not characterise pro-
noun use as hate speech. Nevertheless, he received sup-
port on social media which subsequently snowballed 
when young men found that his reactionary ideas res-
onated with their own. Here too was someone who ad-
dressed the crisis in masculinity by suggesting that the 
old ideas of male supremacy are right after all. He was 
telling them to be a macho male asshole, and proud of it. 

This is not just an impression. The very 
first of his 12 rules in this book of bull-
shit – “Stand up straight, with your 
shoulders back” – is riddled with this 
idea of dominance (posture itself can be 
an expression of dominance). Indeed, the 
12 pieces of advice are just a front for 
Peterson’s minestrone of observations (to 
borrow a phrase) on life, the universe 
and everything. 

Some of Peterson’s advice is common-
place or banal: don’t lie, look after your-
self etc. In headline form many of the 
rules make good sense. For example, rule 
7 is: “Pursue what is meaningful (not 
what is expedient)”. Drilling down be-
neath the biblical stories he recounts ad 
nauseam reveals that what is meaningful 
to him is a kind of Christian mysticism: 

“meaning is what manifests itself when the many levels 
of Being arrange themselves into a perfectly functioning 
harmony”. As he tells us in Rule 4, atheists, however, are 
not only wrong but they are also wrong to even think 
they are atheists. He doesn’t like Marxists or Postmod-
ernists either (he often conflates the two). 

Francis Bacon wrote that men look for knowledge and 
wisdom in their own lesser worlds, and not in the greater 
or common world.  Rules for life should not primarily be 
looking inward – the world outside is more important. 
They should be intellectual as well as emotional. Think 
for yourself, question everything, be sceptical yet open-
minded, respect truth and reason, take responsibility for 
your actions, treat others as equals, seek the greater good 
of humanity, and respect life and nature. 

One of the snags about writing a book of rules is that 
you are likely to break your own rules along the way. 
“Beware of single cause explanations and beware of 
people who purvey them”, Peterson writes. To which 
there is an obvious reply: “physician, heal thyself”.       q 

22

 Irish Freethinker and Humanist • July-August 2019

T

Books
12 Rules for Life: An Antidote to Chaos  

• Jordan B. Peterson •  Allen Lane • 2018 • Penguin • 2019

Irish Freethinkers and Humanists 

Monthly meetings 

Second Thursday  

Holiday Inn Express,  

University St, Belfast, 8pm 

Next meeting: 12th September 



The Irish Freethinker and Humanist • July-August 2019  

                                                                      Prospero’s  
              Diary 

END SEGREGATED PUPILS AND TEACHERS 
A REPORT by Ulster University’s School of Education 
has has found that teachers' education and training 
and legal exemptions from anti-discrimination pro-
tections lead to significant separation along Protes-
tant and Catholic lines. Along with segregated educa-
tion, the report says that legal discrimination is caus-
ing the ‘cultural encapsulation’ of teachers in North-
ern Ireland along religious sectarian lines. The publi-
cation of the paper, on teachers' employment mobili-
ty, was supported by UNESCO and the Integrated 
Education Fund.  

Not surprisingly, the report found that teachers from 
Protestant and Catholic backgrounds follow career 
paths which are ‘community consistent’. The former 
tend to work in controlled schools, which are per-
ceived as de facto Protestant, and the latter tend to 
work in maintained (Catholic) schools. 17,000 public 
sector workers are employed as teachers in Northern 
Ireland, but they are excluded from the protections of 
The Fair Employment and Treatment (Northern Ire-
land) Order 1998 (FETO). This exemption is clearly 
an anachronism and should end. It is hypocritical for 
a teacher to tell pupils that discrimination is wrong 
when they themselves may have obtained their posi-
tion or been denied another because of it. Of course, 
this is only one step in the right direction: segrega-
tion of pupils along religious lines and collective 
worship must end, and Philosophy, Religion and 
Ethics should replace RE. 

WHY NOT REMEMBER PEACE? 
WHEN will it ever end? Since 2014 the British people have 

been subjected to endless remembrances of wars: the 100th 

anniversary of the start of WW1 (2014); the 100th anniver-

sary of the Battle of the Somme (2016); the 100th anniver-

sary of Armistice Day (2018); and now the 75th anniversary 

of D-Day. There were previously D-Day’s 50th, 65th and 70th 

anniversaries. Next year will be the 75th anniversary of VE 

Day. And so it will continue. “Lest we forget” is nothing less 

than project fear: walk into any public library or bookshop and 

look at the rows and rows of war books and rest assured that 

many people, far from forgetting, seem to have an unhealthy 

obsession with continually reliving these horrible events. 

Why? An answer might be that we need to learn the lessons. 

But it seems that many rarely do. What the UK should be re-

membering is the last 70 years of peace in Europe, achieved by 

a European Union whose political institutions have worked to 

prevent economic quarrels from developing into full scale con-

flicts. Instead the UK’s blinkered nationalism is seemingly about 

to drag the country out of the EU into the mire of unimpressive 

isolationism, fostered by myths about past military glories. And 

where in all the D-Day remembrance was it stated that Britain 

played a minor role in defeating Hitler and that it was the Rus-

sians with 27 million losses who deserve most of the credit? 

WE tend to think of Trump as aggressive in his treatment of 

the rest of the world, but he has a long way to go to catch up 

with his national security adviser John Bolton. He was a sup-

porter of the Vietnam war.  He was also an advocate of the 

Iraq War and continues to support the decision to invade that 

country. He is an advocate for regime change in Iran, Syria, 

Libya, Venezuela, Cuba, Yemen and North Korea – to name 

but a few. He orchestrated the US withdrawal from the In-

ternational Criminal Court in 2002. There is no doubt that he 

played a key role in US withdrawal from the Iran nuclear 

agreement, and in the recent bellicose rhetoric and threatening 

military manoeuvres that have now put the US closer to war 

with Iran than it perhaps has ever been. The crisis has been 

manufactured by America: even a British general operating in 

the region has stated that he sees no evidence of an increased 

Iranian threat. Trump himself has now stated that he is not 

seeking regime change in Iran. Beside Bolton, Trump – believe 

it or not  – is a  dove! 

FOOTBALL’S ENDLESS HIGHS AND LOWS 
THERE is definitely too much football about. After the 
league finished in May, there was the Champions’ 
League, the Euro qualifiers, and then the Women’s 
World Cup. There was once a tradition that it took a 
summer break. Not any more. The UK top division 
used to start in September; now it starts in early Au-
gust. It is also a game that veers from the pinnacle of 
excitement to unrelenting tedium.  

Perfect examples were the last three matches of the 
European Champions League. We had two cracking 
semi-final second legs in which – against all odds – 
Liverpool and Tottenham climbed mountains to come 
back from first leg defeats. We witnessed flashes of 
genius, especially from Liverpool’s Trent Alexander-
Arnold. His sneaky corner kick leading to the team’s 
fourth goal will live long in the memory. Alas, the 
final was a different story. It was 95 minutes of utter 
boredom. You have to feel especially sorry for Spurs 
fans, many of whom forked out thousands to be there, 
only to see their team respond poorly to Salah’s 
penalty goal right at the beginning. If anything, Liver-
pool were even worse, even though Origi sealed the 
win near the end. Ah, well, such are the highs and 
lows of the beautiful game. And the better team on 
the night doesn’t always win.                                    q
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