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HE Irish are a fair people, they never speak 
well of one another”. Thus spoke Samuel 
Johnson, the 18th century English writer. 

There is also an Irish proverb which states that 
the reason the Irish are always fighting each other 
is that they have no other worthy opponents. 

Are we Irish about to renew our endless quarrel?
This August marked 50 years since the start of the 
Troubles. We have seen twenty years of relative 
peace. Both the Alliance and Green parties made 
significant gains in the May local elections. In the 
European election non-aligned parties took 21% 
of the vote, their highest share since the 1960s. 
Naomi Long, the Alliance Party leader, won a seat 
with 18.5% first preference votes. These changes 
reflect the rise of the 'neithers'. ARK's most re-
cent Life and Times Survey on social attitudes, 
published in June, found that half the population 
of Northern Ireland describe themselves as 'nei-
ther unionist nor nationalist', up from 33% in 1998, 
the year of the Belfast Agreement. 

In the youngest age group, 18-24 year-olds, 59% 
said they were neither unionist nor nationalist. 
Many of them reject the tribal identities of Orange 
and Green and look enviously at the more liberal 
attitudes to same-sex marriage and abortion in 
the Republic. Yet herein lies the contrast. It is 
many of the young who are also major agents of 
polarisation, with recruitment believed to have 
risen in the republican and loyalist paramilitaries. 
When journalist Lyra McKee was murdered in 
April by the New IRA, two of those arrested (and 
later released) were teenagers. One of them, the 
prime suspect, is now believed to have gone into 
hiding. 

Certainly, social factors play a big part in this di-
vergence. Young 'neithers' tend to have had a 
good education, have good jobs, have lived 
abroad and are women. On the other hand, high 
rates of unemployment - especially among urban 
male youth - creates a steady supply of fresh re-
cruits to paramilitaries. Many of the left behinds in 
the Catholic and Protestant working class are 
turning against a system that is doing nothing for 
them. 

Young people under the age of 25 have no memo-
ries of the Troubles. According to some re-
searchers, this leads to a ‘loss of memory of 
harm’, with young people being prone to a sectar-
ian view and a romanticising of the conflict. They 
only see harm as occurring from one side and 
caused by enemies. Many murals depict a jaun-
diced view of history and encourage vulnerable 

youth to turn to violence towards those who are of 
a different religion, or live in a different communi-
ty. 

Another important factor is the political vacuum.  
When normal politics is absent, violence tends to 
fill the void. The devolved power-sharing execu-
tive collapsed in January 2017 and shows no sign 
of an imminent return. Moreover, later that year, 
after the general election in which the May gov-
ernment lost its overall majority, the DUP made a 
confidence and supply agreement with the Con-
servatives to keep May in power. This ended the 
British government’s neutrality between unionists 
and nationalists declared in 1991. So the overall 
balance of power in the province has been 
skewed towards the unionist community and their 
representatives. Many militant republicans who 
supported the peace process because they be-
lieved it established equality for nationalists are 
totally disillusioned and may contemplate a return 
to the ‘armed struggle’. 

Then there is Brexit. Since the Belfast Agreement 
the Irish border has been allowed to exist and not 
to exist at the same time. Nationalists are allowed 
to see no border and unionists to see a border. 
This constructive ambiguity will disappear with a 
no-deal Brexit. There will be a winner and a loser, 
and again it will appear to be nationalists, who will 
feel that their relationship with the rest of Ireland 
has been undercut. If cameras were to be in-
stalled on a hard border, they would inevitably be 
smashed, and eventually the police or army would 
have to protect the frontier. Psychologically, like 
Brexit itself, a manned border only emphasises 
the fact that Northern Ireland is again a separate 
entity from the rest of Ireland. Checkpoints and 
military installations are therefore likely to be seen 
as provocations and may, sooner or later, lead to a 
revived physical force republican movement. 

Finally, nationalists and republicans might de-
mand another referendum on Irish unity, which a 
Conservative (and unionist) government might 
reject. This refusal would almost certainly exacer-
bate republican resentment and could then in-
crease the possibility of republican violence. 

These are all real threats to peace and there is 
clearly a responsibility on politicians in Ireland and 
elsewhere to examine potential threats and to un-
derstand the forces driving violent extremism, 
especially among the young. Tackling hardship 
and deprivation is essential. As for sectarian 
schooling, integrated and comprehensive educa-
tion was never more needed than right now.         q 

Could the Troubles Return? 
The Editor
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Humanism and the New Ireland 
Tullamore Co Offaly, 7th-8th September: Programme

09:45 Welcome & Introduction – Steve Rawson (Chair, HAI)

09:50 Sustainability in the “New Ireland” - Eamon Ryan (Green Party leader)

10:30 Equality of Access to Education in Ireland – Paul Rowe (Educate Together)

11:20 Break for tea/coffee, scones and biscuits

11:45 Shrinking Space for Civil Society: Ireland and the Global Context - Liam Herrick (ICCL)

12:30 Inclusion and the Spirit of Giving in the “New Ireland” - Catriona Twomey (Cork Penny Dinners)

13:15 Lunch in the town

14:30 Accommodating Beliefs and Unbelief in a Diverse Ireland - Patsy McGarry (Irish Times)

15:20 The Changing Role of Women in Political Leadership - Martina Fitzgerald (Journalist, author)

16:10 A Poetry Reading by Sarah Clancy

16:30 Closing Remarks from Steve Rawson

Social Evening and Dinner from 18.30 at Bridge House Hotel

Entertainment will follow a three-course meal.

Informal gathering in Tullamore for drinks on the Friday evening. Details TBC

Saturday 7th September

09:45 Welcome & Introduction – Roger Kelly (Chair, Irish Freethinkers and Humanists)

09:50 A surprise slot! To be confirmed on the day

10:05 Irish Humanism: Where to from here? - Brian McClinton (Irish Freethinker and Humanist editor)

10:45 The New Ireland: What Young People Want - Siona Cahill (activist, former USI President)

11:25 Break for tea/coffee, scones and biscuits

11:55 Northern Ireland: Excluded from the More Progressive Ireland? – Naomi Connor (Alliance for Choice)

12:35 Uniting Our Shared Island - Professor Colin Harvey (Queens University, Belfast)

13:15 Closing Remarks from Roger Kelly

Sunday 8th September
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“BUT man, proud man,  
Dress'd in a little brief authority, 
Most ignorant of what he's most assur'd— 
His glassy essence—like an angry ape 
Plays such fantastic tricks before high heaven 
As makes the angels weep”   

– Shakespeare: Measure for Measure 

id you know that in a deal believed to be worth 
£500,000, Boris Johnson was writing a book on 
Shakespeare when its progress was halted by his 

appointment as Prime Minister? His publisher, Hodder 
& Stoughton, has now said that they have “no plans” 
to publish Shakespeare: The Riddle of Genius “for the 
foreseeable future.” 

Johnson would be well aware that the mastermind be-
hind the immortal works knew a thing or two about 
the arts of government. He wrote as if he lived and 
breathed politics and moved effortlessly in the corri-
dors of power. Many of Shakespeare’s leading charac-
ters relish the language of ambition and political in-
trigue, yet he was also acutely aware of their often fatal 
flaws. 

Take his Richard III. He has limitless self-regard and a 
compulsive desire to dominate. He is pathologically 
narcissistic and supremely arrogant. He has a gross 
sense of entitlement, never doubting that he can do 
whatever he chooses. The feelings of others mean noth-
ing to him. He has no natural grace, no sense of shared 
humanity, no decency. In short, he is a self-serving bul-
ly: “I, that have neither pity, love, nor fear… I am my-
self, alone” (Henry VI, Part 3). 

This could be a perfect description of Donald Trump. 
Or for that matter Boris Johnson himself, of whom his 
Eton master, Martin Hammond, wrote in 1982 of the 
seventeen-year-old: “I think he honestly believes that it 
is churlish of us not to regard him as an exception, one 
who should be free of the network of obligation which 
binds everyone else”. 

Listening to Johnson’s maiden speech as Prime Minis-
ter in the Commons in July and comparing it to Jeremy 
Corbyn’s reply, I couldn’t help thinking of the contrast 
in Julius Caesar between the funeral orations of Mark 
Antony and Brutus on Caesar’s death.  

The essential difference is that while Brutus appeals to 
reason and logic, as Corbyn did, Mark Antony, while 
denying any ability to “stir men’s blood”, appeals to 
emotion in a rabble-rousing speech full of rhetorical 
flourishes, just like Johnson. Coincidentally, Johnson 
has actually published a collection of his writings un-
der the title of Mark Antony’s opening, Lend Me Your 
Ears. 

  

There is also  – provided  the parallel is not too closely 
drawn  – a certain similarity of character. Brutus, “the 
noblest Roman of them all”, is a gentle man of high 
ideals who is too good for this world, rather like Cor-
byn, while Mark Antony shares Johnson’s cunning op-
portunism and is also a pleasure-seeker, “given to 
sports, to wildness and much company”. 

The truth is that Richard III, Macbeth, Claudius, Iago 
and almost any other of Shakespeare’s Machiavellian 
villains share affinities with Johnson. They display naked 
ambition and exploit people and events to serve their 
own ends, just as Johnson has used Brexit as a power-
play to become Prime Minister. 

But hold on a minute. Surely, this can’t be right. Shake-
speare’s bad men are generally humourless characters, 
whereas ‘Boris’ is a fun guy. Is he not more like the 
clowns in the plays or even Falstaff? Yet significantly 
Hamlet warns that “one may smile, and smile, and be a 
villain”, and Donalbain in Macbeth notes that “there’s 
daggers in men’s smiles”. 

Johnson’s jolly, eccentric showmanship enables him to 
voice sinister ideas and get away with it, like describing 
black people as “crowds of flag-waving piccaninnies” 
with their “watermelon smiles”, gay men as “tank-
topped bumboys”, or Muslim women wearing niqabs 
as “letterboxes”. 

With Johnson, it is the court jester with a dark side 
who has assumed the throne. He is, as his former Tele-
graph editor Max Hastings put it, “Machiavelli, dis-
guised as Bertie Wooster”. Indulging this lying charla-
tan because he is entertaining is therefore a dangerous 
act of irresponsibility in a world gone mad for racist 
and nationalist demagogues. 

There is little substance to the act. He probably be-
lieves in nothing much except his own self-agrandisse-
ment. Ultimately, in his case Macbeth was right. The 
nihilistic cult of Alexander Boris de Pfeffel Johnson is 
“a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signify-
ing nothing”.                                                            q
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Boris and the Bard 
Johnson’s Naked Shakespearean Ambition 

Boris Johnson’s self-portrait, aged fourteen
D

Brian McClinton



On Life, Death and Existence 
Peadar Conroy 

HE current state of scientific knowledge tells us 
that the known universe came into existence 13.8 
billion years ago. From this beginning and the ex-

pansion that followed, the foundation particles and the 
interactive forces that we are made from were formed. 
Over the next 9.3 billion years, successive generations of 
stars were formed and collapsed and produced the atoms 
of heavier elements necessary for us to exist. 

Some of the materials ejected from the explosive death of 
stars became our solar system 4.5 billion years ago and 
since then, the planet Earth has undergone continuous 
re-formation. 

Early life biochemistry was in existence approximately 
one billion years after the Earth was formed and has 
been evolving over the past 3.5 billion years. All life on 
Earth has this common ancestry, and now we humans 
have arrived at a point of development such that we can 
successfully enquire into the mechanisms of our exis-
tence. As Carl Sagan said about astronomers, “we are 
star-stuff contemplating star-light”. 

In order for life processes to change and develop and 
become more complex and diverse, it is essential to evo-
lution that living things exist for a short period of time 
and in so doing produce changes that improve the 
chances of survival in the offspring of succeeding genera-
tions. Life on Earth would not have developed much 
from the earliest forms if it were not for this process of 
generational change and the consequence of this nature is 
the necessary death of one generation to make way for 
the next. 

Therefore, the existence of living things is temporary 
while the existence of life on Earth is permanent.  In con-
sideration of human nature, each of us is a link in the 
chain of human existence and improvement, and we each 
contribute to the evolution of humanity. 

From the time that humans have had the capacity and 
leisure to be absorbed in intellectual pursuits, great ques-
tions of philosophy have been posed on ‘the nature of 
existence’ and ‘the purpose of life’. Science provides us 
with the explanation that the nature of the existence of 
organisms is the chain of being formed, living and repro-
ducing and dying, driven by the basic characteristic of 
the fundamental genes to continue; and the purpose of 
all life forms is to enable this continuity and evolution. 
For most organisms, the meaning of life is ‘feeding and 
breeding’. 

Of course, the advanced development of many organ-
isms, most notably humans, has to take account of con-
sciousness: the awareness of our surroundings, our self-
awareness and the ways in which we interact at so many 

levels.  Without human intellect, the great philosophical 
questions would neither be asked nor answered and most 
life on Earth would continue none the poorer for it. 

It is regrettable to add at this point that given the harsh 
treatment of the bio-environment by humans since the 
industrial revolution, other life on Earth might have been 
better served if human advancement had not been so 
successful. 

Human intellect adds complexity to our sense of our 
place in the world and encourages us to grant ourselves 
importance and primacy in nature and so generates the 
big questions. However, while it is understandable that 
we would like to carve out for ourselves a special place 
in nature, and in many traditions, believe in supernatural 
existence or reincarnation after death, the strong desire 
for open-ended existence does not make it so.   

The most reliable way of answering the difficult ques-
tions on life, death and existence is through science.  The 
scientific method is a great leveller and takes no account 
of the social or political status of the proposer of an idea. 
All ideas are tested objectively and rigorously and peer-
reviewed and always remain open to amendment. 

When one considers that modern humans may have been 
living on Earth for at least 200,000 years and Galileo 
Galilei, the father of modern experimental science, pub-
lished his first book in 1630, it becomes clear that we 
have taken a very long time to develop science and a very 
short time to make progress using its tools and method-
ology. Myth and legend had a long time to evolve into 
belief systems. 

It is important to be aware that each of us came into 
existence as a single human cell, formed uniquely from 
two ‘half-cells’ with powerful chemical firmware that 
enabled us to grow to a point of consciousness. This con-
sciousness was generated by complex biochemistry put 
together from compounds that were absorbed from the 
Earth (food and air). Therefore, our individual life had 
no prior existence. 

Similarly, when we reach the end of life, having had the 
opportunity to advance the species, and to make place 
for future generations, the same firmware that formed us 
will shut us down and consciousness will cease. There is 
no need to imagine a higher purpose than this that at-
tempts to place humanity on a superior level to the rest 
of nature. Our consciousness and intellect do not make 
us better than the rest of nature but they do enable us to 
strive to understand the mechanisms at work. From an 
individual’s perspective, there is no difference between 
being unborn and dead but there is a difference to hu-
man society and to life on Earth.                                ––>
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We live as individuals in a society 
and as part of the living part of 
Earth. We are travelling through 
space-time and leaving a trace. This 
trace will affect those who follow to 
a lesser or greater extent. The life we 
live and the decisions we take will 
leave their mark on our offspring, 
our communities and on the planet 
at large from our environmental im-
pact. It is important for us to be 
aware of our legacy as we go 
through life so that we avoid damag-
ing the process of evolution that has 
taken so long to reach our level of 
development and the biodiversity of 
life on our planet. 

We have no control over our concep-
tion, birth and conscious develop-
ment and we have no control over our ultimate fate in 
death. We have some control over what happens with us 
in between those points in space-time. 

We have developed the medical ability to enhance and 
extend our lifetime through the alleviation of the pain 
and discomfort and life-limiting effects of disease and 
injury. We need to be careful when considering the med-
ical management of ‘length of life’ over ‘quality of life’. 
The end of life causes a cessation of consciousness for the 
person concerned and therefore an end to thought and 
imagination and concept of a future. Certainly, for fami-
lies and loved ones surviving the deceased, there is the 
ever-present sense of loss but this has no effect whatsoev-
er on the person who has died and for whom there is no 
longer any existence. It follows that all we have to fear is 
the possible discomfort or pain or disability associated 
with death in old age or through disease and the anxiety 
we may experience for the grief or distress our loved-
ones will experience when we die. 

There currently exists a mainstream view in society that 
a person should not have the right to seek assistance 
from another to shorten their life, irrespective of their 
pain or discomfort. Consider the desire of a person to 
avoid prolonged suffering as they approach the end of 
their life and in so doing enhance the quality of their life 
overall, at the expense of a slight reduction in time. 

People live their lives differently and have varying priori-
ties depending on their culture, society and values but for 
many, life progresses through different stages ending in a 
final stage of retirement, associated with old age. The 
level of satisfaction and pleasure that people derive from 
their lives in retirement is variable and health-dependent.  
For some, especially in the later stages, it can be a time of 
great distress due to illness and disease. It is in this type 
of situation, in which a person may be suffering without 
hope of recovery to a better condition, that we need to 
consider the ethics of allowing the person to be facilitat-
ed in having their life shortened in the interest of pre-
venting further deterioration in quality.  

It is easy to understand that society at large needs to be 
careful that the life of a person in distress is not ended 
against their wishes or under undue influence for the 

advantage of others; and this 
concern looms large whenever 
the subject is discussed. However, 
it is possible to have the debate 
and to arrive at a set of checks 
and balances to guard against 
malpractice and still allow a per-
son the freedom to determine 
their time and place of death. 

A significant barrier to objective 
debate is the widespread belief in 
our society that human life is 
somehow special compared with 
other life forms on Earth. Of 
course, human life is special to 
humans and our societies and 
laws are set up to preserve life in 
general, but that is not the barri-
er referred. Instead, it is the belief 

held by many that human life is not as described earlier, 
but rather of a form that has a supernatural aspect to it, 
is eternal in some way and is not to be interfered with by 
other humans. That said, it is a curious anomaly that the 
same societies and governments permit the killing of 
healthy people as punishment for rule-breaking or for 
political advantage in war but will not allow the infirm, 
often in very old age, to be facilitated in having their end 
of life hastened for their comfort and at their request.   q    
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HUMANIST ASSOCIATION OF IRELAND 
MEETINGS 

  
September: Saturday & Sunday, 7th & 8th 
All-Ireland Humanist Summer School in the 
Bridge House Hotel, Tullamore, Co. Offaly: 
HUMANISM AND THE NEW IRELAND. 
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.

IRISH FREETHINKERS AND HUMANISTS 
MEETINGS 

Holiday Inn Express,  
University St, 
Belfast, 8pm 

12th September: Northern Ireland Civil 
Rights, Past and Present: Dr Sean Byers 

  
10th October: Nexus and the Legacy: Alan 

McBride (Provisional) 
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Better than We Think  

COMMON argument 
from those who oppose 
the increasing seculari-

sation of Western society is that 
humans need God and religion 
as motivations to act morally. It 
is a stance that has long irked 
humanists and atheists etc. as 
the implication is that those of 
us who are without a religion 
are less capable of living good 
moral lives. 

As my fellow humanists and 
freethinkers reading this will be 
quite aware, nothing could be fur-
ther from the truth. There are in-
numerable examples of religious 
people acting highly immorally in 
our society, just as there are of non-
religious people doing similarly. 

Humanists have faith in humanity 
and human values, and my experi-
ence has often been that my human-
ist friends have higher expectations 
of humanity than my religious ones. 
Two of my favourite topics to read 
about and discuss are morality and 
behavioural economics, so I was 
intrigued by a recent article in the 
journal Science. 

A common thought exercise to test 
attitudes and opinions on morality 
is the question of how people would 
react in a situation where they find 
a lost wallet: Does one go to all the 
necessary effort to return the wallet 
to the rightful owner, or keep what-
ever the contents may be for oneself. 
Alain Cohn of the University of 
Michigan and his colleagues con-
ducted the same behavioural study 
exercise in 40 countries on more 
than 17,000 people. What was the 
result of this “survey of civic hon-
esty”? 

The exercise was simple in its de-
sign. Dr Cohn’s research assistants 
entered public buildings like banks 
and museums in 355 different cities 
across the globe. They handed a 
dummy wallet to an employee at the 
reception, saying they had found it 
on the street outside, before making 

a hasty exit. Each wallet was a see-
through plastic card-case containing 
three identical business cards (which 
included an email address and a 
native, albeit fictitious, man’s name), 
a key, and a shopping list in the 
local language. 

Crucially, some wallets also con-
tained about $15 in the local cur-
rency, while others had no cash at 
all. The team then simply waited to 
see who would email the “owner” 
about returning the wallet. 

Contrary to what many might ex-
pect, in 38 of the 40 countries, the 
wallets with money in them were 
returned more often than those 
without. Overall, the cashless wal-
lets were returned 40% of the time, 
compared with 51% of the time for 
those containing money. 

While rates of honesty varied great-
ly between different countries, the 
difference within countries between 
the two return rates was remarkably 
stable at around 11 percentage 
points for most. In addition, wallets 
containing a larger sum of money 
(approx. $100) were even more 
likely (by about another ten per-
centage points) to be returned than 

those with less. So it seems the 
more that is at stake, the more 
likely people are to “act moral-
ly”. 

Interestingly, a majority of peo-
ple do not expect such integrity 
in their fellow humans. A con-
nected survey by Dr Cohn and 
his team found most people 
predicted that the more money 
there was in a wallet, the less 
likely it was that the “finder” 
would return it to its rightful 

owner. 

Honesty makes the world go round. 
If people didn’t trust in one another, 
at least to a certain extent, society 
could not exist as it does. However, 
a certain cynicism about the motives 
of others is probably good for sur-
vival, so the response to the second 
survey may be understandable. It is 
also true that 51% is not a particu-
larly high return rate, but then $15 
is not a particularly significant 
amount of money in most of the 
countries where the exercise was 
conducted. 

That said, it cannot be denied that 
the sense of inner satisfaction from 
“doing the right thing” is a power-
ful motivator. How this altruism 
evolved is much debated by biolo-
gists and anthropologists – particu-
larly when it extends, as in these 
experiments, to strangers whom we 
may have no realistic expectation of 
ever meeting. 

Be that as it may, as this study 
shows, such altruism is real and 
universal, and too often we take an 
overly sceptical view of our fellow 
humans. It would be interesting to 
see the results of such an exercise 
broken down according to religious 
persuasion (or lack thereof). How-
ever, an unbiased observation of the 
world around us would seem to 
suggest that regardless of one’s faith, 
all humans are capable of great acts 
of kindness or altruism, just as we 
are all capable of letting ourselves 
down from time to time.                q                                                                                                                                                                                     
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 Hot     Topics                                       Hot     Topics 

GILDED TRUMP 
THERE are few things 
Donald Trump enjoys more 
than seeing his name in 
big gold letters on a real 
estate project. Predictably, 
then, the American presi-
dent was pleased when in 
June Israel’s prime minis-
ter, Binyamin Netanyahu, 
unveiled the gilded sign for 
Trump Heights, a new 
town in the Golan Heights. 


If there’s one thing that has 
been clear from Trump’s 
two and a half year presi-
dency, it’s that he enjoys 
vacuous praise. But, even 
by his low standards, the 
inauguration of Trump 
Heights is a particularly 
empty gesture. However, 
perhaps there’s something 
appropriate in it. For 
starters, it has no plan or 
budget. It is illegal under 
international law (no coun-
try except the United 
States recognises Israel’s 
sovereignty over the Golan 
Heights, which it captured 
from Syria in 1967). 


The Trump administration 
also justifies it on the basis 
that Israel needs the land 
to protect itself from Syria. 
The haphazard nature of 
the project and the idea 
that countries can and 
should act solely on the 
basis of their own needs, 
without regard for the 
needs of other countries or 
international law, seems 
fitting given the man the 
settlement is named after.


CRICKET DIVERSITY

THE English ODI team that 
won the cricket World Cup 
in July includes a Barbadi-
an (Joffra Archer), a New 
Zealander (Ben Stokes), a 
South African (Jason Roy), 
and two sons of Pakistani 
immigrants (Mooen Ali and 
Adil Rashid). Its captain 
Eoin Morgan is an Irish-
man. He cleverly alluded to 
this diversity when asked if 


he thought that the luck of 
an Irishman got England 
over the line. He replied: 
“We had Allah with us as 
well”. This may have been 
a riposte to Jacob Rees-
Mogg, who had tweeted: 
“We clearly don’t need 
Europe to win”.

As well as the diversity of 
the English squad, the 
Ireland team represents 
the whole island of Ireland. 


RELIGION IN THE 
IRISH CENSUS 
THE Irish Census Office 
has stated that the 2021 
question on religion will be 
different from the present 
one. It is: “What is your 
religion?”. That is a leading 
question which implies 
that everyone has a reli-
gion. The new question is: 
“What is your religion, if 
any?” This is not really 
much of an improvement 
because it leaves the per-
son with no religion uncer-
tain about whether to re-
spond to the question.


It will still leave the number 
of non-religious underes-
timated. A much more 
obvious and direct ques-
tion would be: “Do you 
have a religion”? It could 
then be followed by: “If so, 
what religion is it?”, fol-
lowed by options.


Atheist Ireland suggests: 
“Do you practise a reli-
gion?”, followed by: “if so, 
what religion do you prac-
tise?”. However, the word 
‘practise’ is problematic. 
Many might regard them-
selves as having a religious 
faith even though thy don’t 
regularly practise it.


In 2016 persons indicating 
'No Religion' accounted 
for 9.8 per cent of the 
population, up from 5.9 
per in 2011. This was an 
increase of 198,610 per-
sons over the five years, 
bringing the total to 
468,421 and making ‘No 
Religion’ the second 
largest group in 2016. 


Many ignored the religion 
question altogether, and it 
seems reasonable to sug-
gest that the next census 
will continue significantly 
to underestimate the per-
centage of those who are 
not religious. This continu-
ing inaccuracy needs to 
properly addressed.       q
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IRISH CATTLE ROAST IN 30C TRUCKS 
CATTLE exports from Ireland to countries such as Tur-
key and Libya are banned in July and August under EU 
regulations that prohibit the transport of livestock in 
temperatures above 30C, but the ban has been cir-
cumvented by shipping the cattle to the Czech Repub-
lic and then transporting them by road through Bulgar-
ia into Turkey. 

Compassion in World Farming and the Animal Welfare 
Foundation (AWF) report that the animals are regularly 
packed inside over-crowded containers, unable to lie 
down or even stand in a natural position, and with little 
or no access to drinking water. In May pictures 
emerged of unweaned Irish calves being kicked and 
beaten at holding centres in France on their way to veal 
farms in Italy and Spain. 

The Irish government is under pressure to stop live 
exports on the grounds that animals are being subject-
ed to unnecessary suffering and acts of deliberate cru-
elty. But agriculture minister Michael Creed has said that 
the government will continue to prioritise the sector. The 
export trade continues to grow. 176,616 animals were 
exported in 2018 to countries in Europe, North Africa 
and the Middle East. The figure for this year is already a 
quarter of a million. Money is apparently more important 
than basic humanity.  



Religion in Ireland 
From Human Settlement to the Present 

Daltún Ó Ceallaigh 

HE evidence we have 
for the beginning of 
human habitation in 

Ireland puts it about 12,500 
years BP.¨ The earliest signs 
of religion date back ap-
proximately 6,000 years in 
the shape of dolmens, ap-
parently indicating a belief 
in an afterlife, which had 
probably been the case for 
millennia previously. Later 
constructs such as New 
Grange (c 5000 BP) indicate 
sun worship as the main 
religious focus. This form of 
worship continued as part of Celtic theology when the 
Gaelic order came to prevail from about  2,500 BP. 

Religion, as now, did not only deal with the theistic, but 
also with at least a de facto code of morality. This 
evinced a society which was freer in certain respects 
than that which came to be promoted afterwards by 
Christianity. It was apparent, among other things, in the 
right of women to divorce and a liberal attitude to sex-
ual behaviour. While Christianity eventually became the 
predominant religion in Ireland, what Christians call 
paganism did not disappear completely and persisted to 
some extent in the minds and lives of people. In fact, 
that is still true to this day. 

As for the arrival of Christianity in Ireland in the 5th 
century CE and its subsequent expansion, albeit often 
nominal, acquiescence in it was a regressive develop-
ment. What was thus introduced was a guilt-ridden and 
neurotic influence in the life of the people. One began 
with original sin, proceeded through life as a transgres-
sor, constantly begging forgiveness and doing penance, 
in the hope of eventual salvation so that the promised 
life after death would be spent in heaven rather than in 
hell, although there was a strong likelihood that a sen-
tence would first have to be served in purgatory. In oth-
er words, humans are born evil rather than good. And 
that is the basic philosophical dichotomy which has 
constantly had to be chosen from through-out history. 

Christianity is thus a life-denying and depressing creed 
which has only recently been put into serious retreat in 
Ireland. There are those who claim to be joyful and 
fulfilled 'in Christ', but, where this is actually the case, it 
is difficult to see it as being because rather than in spite 
of the core teachings of the faith in question. Moreover, 
there are too many examples of the damage which has 

been done to several people 
to regard this scenario as 
generally credible. 

The next major develop-
ment for religion in Ireland 
occurred in the 16th centu-
ry CE. It was then that Re-
formation Protestantism 
began to arrive on the is-
land. However, this was not 
a purely religious occur-
rence, but was largely a 
consequence of colonisation 
whereby the native Irish 
were dispossessed of their 

land by Protestant planters from Scotland and England.  

For those who were committed to the Reformation in 
purely religious terms, this was counterproductive as 
Protestantism and colonialism were seen by the natives 
as two sides of the same coin. Therefore it could be 
said, from a sincere Protestant point of view, that colo-
nialism possibly undermined the Reformation in Ire-
land. And, from then on, the religious question in the 
country was not merely one of belief and unbelief, but 
also of inter-communal sectarianism. 

To some degree, even Protestant theology was co-opted 
in order to justify the colonial project. That is to say, 
planter Protestants were the predestined elect and the 
native Irish were the predestined damned    – one could 
thus steal their land in good conscience. Furthermore, in 
human terms, Catholics were viewed in a racist way as 
superstitious savages in thrall to the Whore of Babylon 
(the Pope). As we all know, the traces of that phe-
nomenon unfortunately persist to this day. 

Apart from the effect of gradual demographic change in 
Ireland on religion, the next significant development 
was probably the growth of ultramontane Catholicism 
in the latter part of the 19th century. This led to the 
advancement of an authoritarian and domineering Ca-
tholicism regarding the faithful and, in particular, to an 
intensification of a puritanical ethos which seemed to 
concentrate mostly on sexuality (although, ultramon-
tanism also looked askance at the advance of republi-
canism with secularism as seen lurking not far behind 
it). It also had the regrettable consequence of a counter-
sectarianism in attitudes towards Protestants who were 
seen as destined for hell because they were outside the 
'One, Holy, Roman, Catholic and Apostolic Church', 
i.e. the ‘true’ church. On the political front,           –––>   
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the campaign for Catholic emancipation, which was re-
alised in some measure in 1828, had reinforced the jux-
taposition of Catholicism and nationalism. 

It has only been in the past 50 years or so that Christian-
ity in Ireland, in both its forms, has begun to seriously 
wane. There are probably a number of reasons for 
this. Generally, there are three conditions for the decline 
of belief in religion. These are material security, enhanced 
education, and scientific mentality. Material security 
refers to the situation whereby a society allows nobody 
to starve, while usually still being far from eliminating 
poverty. This contrasts with the life-threatening destitu-
tion which tragically can yet be witnessed in many parts 
of the world where religion clearly fills in as the opium 
of the people.  

Enhanced education refers to going beyond the three 
functional 'r's of reading, 'riting and 'rithmetic, at least 
by providing for compulsory secondary education and, 
preferably, free third level study. Scientific mentality 
tends to grow out of the preceding situation whereby one 
is increasingly inclined to seek a rational and evidenced 
explanation for things rather than a fantastical one. 

These conditions have largely come to obtain throughout 
Ireland in the course of the last half-century as in the rest 
of Western Europe. There is a reasonable if not wholly 
adequate level of welfare. Free secondary education was 
introduced in the Republic in the Sixties and, laterally, 
free third level education has become available there as 
well. It is also discernible that people nowadays are more 
inclined to in effect think scientifically than has been the 
case heretofore. The overall state of affairs is also influ-
enced by mass communications, both within the nation 
and internationally. 

Census data and sociological research clearly signal that 
people have moved markedly away from religious belief. 
We have remarked before on what we call total belief, 
partial belief, and non-belief. To briefly recap, total belief 
refers to the comprehensive acceptance of church teach-
ing, partial belief to disengagement ranging from as little 
as disagreement on the likes of contraception to just a 
vague endorsement of a hazily understood god, and non-
belief obviously refers to the simple rejection of all reli-
gion. As stated elsewhere, the most striking statistic re-
cently in this regard was the 66% vote for what was in 
effect abortion on demand within a certain timeframe in 
the referendum concerning same. That percentage was 
obviously made up of partial and non-believers in inde-
terminate proportions. 

One of the most notable changes that has occurred in 
people's lives as a result of religious decline has been 
sexual liberation. The repression of the erotic has always 
been a key element of Christianity. It finds its roots in 
Gnosticism, about 2000 years ago. This saw the world in 
terms of a duality of good and evil corresponding to the 
spiritual and the material. And sexuality in this outlook 
came to be regarded as the ultimate in the materialistic 
and sinful. One of the most famous adherents of this per-
spective was the prophet Mani with his followers being 
described as Manichaeans. And one of the most famous 
adherents of Manichaeism was Augustine of Hippo, oth-
erwise known as St Augustine. When Augustine adopted 

mainstream Christianity, he brought into it his 
Manichaean predilections. He may have been a bit of a 
boyo in his youth, but he was determined that none of us 
who accepted Christianity would have that respite. 
  
The outcome of this anti-eroticism was to establish sexu-
al neurosis as a key component of Christianity. The sexu-
al instinct is the second most powerful instinct in hu-
mans, the first naturally being that for survival. The sex-
ual instinct is of course necessary for the reproduction of 
the species which is why it is such a potent factor in our 
lives. However, humans, as in other responses to nature, 
have not accepted sexuality as confined to biological pur-
pose and thus just a matter of reproduction, although such 
mechanical adherence to this extreme naturalistic position 
is seen as adherence to god's commands by Christianity.  

Beyond reproduction, sexuality, or more precisely the 
erotic, is viewed by humanists both as a simple source of 
mutual pleasure and, more profoundly, the ultimate in 
the expression of love, whether or not offspring are in-
tended or result because of it. Indeed, the nearest that 
one can experience physiologically to a sense of genuine 
transcendence is in the orgasmic act of love. 

One of the most pernicious effects of religion is to en-
courage an mindset of at least pleasure negation and at 
worst debasement of the physical expression of intimacy. 
In fact, if we are to cast off this anti-erotic perversion, we 
will be returning at last to one of our Celtic roots. There-
fore, and also taking account of female liberation in re-
cent times, progress in this area amounts, as paradoxical-
ly happens on occasion in history, to us coming full cir-
cle. 

In summary, Christianity can be viewed as a generally 
damaging episode in the twelve-and-half thousand year 
history of our homeland. But at least in the new mil-
lennium we are witnessing it receding into the past.      q 
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cism was to establish sexual  

neurosis as a key component of 
Christianity 

“The nearest that one can experience physiologically 
to a sense of genuine transcendence is in the  

orgasmic act of love”. 



Dublin’s Humanist Councillor 

HE last time I spoke to Alan Edge (right) for the 
Irish Freethinker, it was about his campaign to win 
a seat in the South Dublin County Council elections 

in the Firhouse Boharnabreena constituency. This time it’s 
in his home, in the middle of a rain shower, in Bo-
harnabreena; so high up in the mountains, that my ears 
popped once or twice on the drive there. 

As someone who has only observed politics at the early and 
late stage, I was curious how the process, the journey, works 
for an independent candidate like Alan, who was successful. 

“It got pretty crazy near the end. The last few days were 
exhausting. Everybody was out canvassing.” 

It was physically and emotionally exhausting with some 
bad weather thrown in, making it difficult to get people 
out to vote. 

“You find out who your friends are.” Alan observed to-
wards the very end of campaigning, as old friends ap-
peared out of the woodwork to aid with the final push.  

He spoke about how the jury is always out in relation to 
what you can and can’t do on polling day. (Having spent 
20 years myself as a broadcaster on radio, the “E” word 
would never pass my lips on the big day for fear of repri-
mand). There is a broadcast media blackout that doesn’t, 
however, apply to social media. It doesn’t apply to con-
tacting people and bringing people to their voting station 
on the day itself. Alan, however, declines to engage in the 
last two as he feels people need a little breathing room to 
“do” their democracy. “It felt intrusive to be hanging 
around the polling station, he said.  

While we’re sitting in the kitchen, having a cuppa, I jok-
ingly remarked how I imagined that during his campaign, 
Alan would have hung a map on the wall, between the 
window and the fireplace; marking where he and his cam-
paign team had been, perhaps where they had done well. 
Planning a pincer movement of campaigners as the “fog of 
war” hung over them. Truth be told, there had been a map 
with several coloured highlighters that, depending on how 
the canvassing that day had gone, Alan filled in, akin to 
therapeutic colouring-in.  

By the time polls closed at 10pm on the day, once there’s 
nothing else the candidates can do, he speaks of a weight 
lifted off his shoulders. Lest you feel he got a good night 
sleep that night, think again. There was an early start the 
next day for the tally in the RDS. For his first “go” at poli-
tics as an independent, he felt he needed to go to the RDS 
and look over the first tally. An experience which jarred 
heavily with him – partly because of the newness of the 
experience. Partly because there was no coffee available at 
that early hour!  

He remembers the day the votes were counted as a day in 
which he and his compatriots almost ate themselves to 
death in order to pass the time. One kind soul brought 
him a vegetarian lasagne which was eaten out of a Tup-
perware container in the back of someone’s car. 

Alan’s far too decent to have even been gleeful when 
some of his competitors were knocked out along the 
way. He did win over a sitting councillor who he knew 
quite well. 

“If you haven’t got something positive to say and if your 
campaign is based on their crap, then it’s not going to be 
very successful. You have to campaign based on what 
you’re offering.” 

From a lead of one hundred and something votes down to 
the ultimate 38 vote lead, the gap between Alan and his 
final counterpart was very tense. Distant cheers as other 
people were successful and cheers rang out, adrenalin lev-
els would peak, and then level off as they realised he was 
still in with a chance. As the day wore on, Alan’s mother 
was in bits. Katherine Zappone was also in bits. Soon 
enough it changed to both Katherine and his mother 
screaming their heads off as his winning result was an-
nounced  – an image that seems to have stayed with Alan 
as a smile spread across his face remembering the moment 
his team cheered for his success.  

People were very quick off the mark to contact him about 
council matters, even before the induction happened. The 
Council ruling group gets decided very early on and Alan 
remained true to his independent roots and stayed away 
from coalitions.  

The similarities between Alan’s experiences from his time 
working at the criminal bar in the UK and his new role as 
a sitting councillor are somewhat similar. “Disagreements 
are carried out respectfully. We argue our case and we’re 
friends afterwards.” Notwithstanding, there was a bit of 
sabre rattling afterwards on social media.                    ––>                                                

12

 Irish Freethinker and Humanist • September-October 2019

T
Ruth Scott



                                                                                             The Irish Freethinker and Humanist • September-October 2019

I AM sure many of us on reaching our 60s, just before the 
biblical three score and ten, began to contemplate making 
arrangements for our final journey at life’s end and started 
to investigate funeral plans. While humanist groups have 
historically provided support to individuals and families 
through chaplaincy/pastoral care services and celebrant/
ceremony services during the various stages of poor 
health and subsequent death, I recently on a visit to Lon-
don was introduced to a person who was involved in set-
ting up what has become known as a Coffin Club. Basi-
cally the purpose of such a club is to offer people the op-
portunity to participate in coffin design workshops and 
talks to avoid sombre funerals and make them colourful 
celebrations of life.


The person I spoke with had been a humanist funeral cel-
ebrant for many years and was struck by the high costs of 
funerals and the anxiety affecting people about how they 
were going to afford a funeral. Most of us are unaware that 
you don't have to pay hundreds of pounds for a coffin and 
while most active humanists would be aware, there are 
many people who don't know that you don't need to be 
buried in a churchyard or have a funeral in a church but 
that you can have a funeral in your own back garden for 
free and build your own coffin.


While coffin-building seems to be a big part of a Coffin 
Club, it was explained that more importantly it offers talks 
and speaker  sessions, to help people  navigate what  can 


seem a very daunting terrain.Those who wish to buy and 
decorate their coffin pay around £250 for Dutch flat-
packed models which are easy-to-build boxes and are 
suitable for both burial and cremation.


I was informed that a Coffin Club course typically runs for 
six weeks and each session lasts about 2/3 hours includ-
ing talks by invited speakers, such as hospice workers, 
crematorium managers, funeral directors and humanist 
celebrants. To attend these weekly discussions, without 
the coffin building, costs £50 and members on benefits or 
on low incomes being able to attend free.


The North London Club had its launch in June this year. 
Age was not viewed as a hindrance as apparently lots of 
people in their twenties attended.


Interestingly, the actress Miriam Margolyes of Harry Potter 
fame, who is 77, deeply feared her own death but after 
completing the Coffin Club course, it demystified a lot of 
her anxieties and now she is a proud patron of the Coffin 
Club model.


The main objective of the Coffin Club is to empower peo-
ple to take control of the final send off. It seeks to educate 
and inform everyone about the options and choices that 
are available. By providing safe spaces for free discussion 
about something that can be a taboo subject, demystify-
ing funerals enables people to think creatively and ask 
questions and change the face of the end of life.


For humanists in Ireland Coffin Clubs could be an addition 
to the work undertaken by pastoral care volunteers and 
celebrants involved in supporting people in the end-of-life 
journeys and it certainly adds a bit of fun and colour to an 
often bleak and morbid occasion.                                  q
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We discussed how social media can be used as a batter-
ing ram for social media users who flat out refuse to 
read between the lines, interpret the nuance as it were. 
Oversimplification is a concern of Alan’s and he men-
tioned how, for example, Simon Harris is lambasted on 
social media and though he has no time for FG, he feels 
that Simon Harris is doing his job. 

Rule no.1 is you cannot give people the argument they 
are looking for on social media. You have to take a big 
breath is what he says, perhaps to remind himself as 
opposed to speaking of experience. 

Something that is indeed very topical is scaremongering. 
Alan talks about private facebook groups who are tak-
ing the place of actual journalists with no rigorous stan-
dards or sources. Made up doctors’ groups who sound 
plausible. Some people are happy to hang their hat with 
this system of vague rumours but it can be terribly diffi-
cult to differentiate the truth when these inaccuracies 
take root. 

He takes a position regarding secular education, posting 
about it on his own social media, and would look for-
ward to a campaign for a secular constitution. 

When the various roles were being ascribed in the coun-
cil chambers, they included education and training 
boards where there is still quite an influence of the 
church. He remembers thinking that it could be awk-

ward or, depending on how you look at it, an opportuni-
ty. There are positions it’s possible to take and he seems 
keen to become engaged in these discussions to challenge 
the long-standing norms. The natural quirks of politics 
being that he works with people of faith, of different 
faiths and “it’s a lovely thing to realise that we can do 
something together… because they want to make things 
somewhat better.” Even if they disagree on certain 
things? “Most definitely”, says Alan. 

At this point Fionn the cat has been picked up and pet-
ted. In fact, I had recorded our conversation to ensure I 
didn’t forget anything and listening back, I can hear the 
cat purring and meowing, and the dog whimpering occa-
sionally. I haven’t the column inches to tell you the hilar-
ious stories of him rescuing a vole, a country mouse and 
a bat that found its way into the house. On different 
occasions!  

As I leave his lovely home, he points out the crab apple 
tree. I’m hoping for a pot of crab apple jelly from his crop. 
This year or next. I’m not fussy! He points out where he 
buried a former cat and where he put that rescued vole 
outside after it broke into his house one summer. 

Alan will be sitting for 5 years on the South Dublin 
County Council and he hopes to continue his celebrancy 
alongside his busy Council job, seeing the two as com-
pletely able to coexist.                                                                q                                                                   

Roger Kelly



Arguments for the Existence of God 
 2. The Cosmological Argument  

Brian McClinton 

N the last issue we con-
sidered the ontological 
argument for the exis-

tence of a god. A second so-
called 'proof' is the cosmo-
logical argument. The term 
originates with Kant and 
derives from the Greek 
kosmos, meaning ‘cosmos’ 
or ‘universe’, and logos 
meaning ‘blueprint’ or 
‘plan’. It is basically the 
argument that the world is 
unintelligible without the 
existence of God – that 
indeed the world’s very 
existence also proves God’s 
existence. It is sometimes referred to as the first cause 
argument, though there are a number of different formu-
lations. A simple version would be to state that: 

1. Everything that exists has a cause of its existence. 
2. The universe exists. 
3. Therefore the universe has a cause of its existence. 
4. That cause is God. 
5. Therefore God exists. 
 
The first cause argument goes back to Plato in his Laws. 
In order for there to be causes undergoing and transmit-
ting changes, there must be an uncaused cause to origi-
nate the movement. Plato further suggested that the only 
kind of reality with the power of spontaneous movement 
is soul. In the Metaphysics Aristotle writes that change 
implies an ultimate unchanging source of movement be-
cause there cannot be an infinite regress of causes. “If 
there is nothing eternal, then there can be no becoming: 
for there must be something which undergoes the process 
of becoming, that is, that from which things came to be; 
and the last member of this series must be ungenerated, 
for the series must start with something, since nothing 
can come of nothing”. 

Another formulation is the argument from contingency, 
which is the third of the ‘Five Ways’ or arguments for the 
existence of God outlined by Aquinas in his Summa The-
ologica and draws on the distinction between things that 
exist necessarily and things that exist contingently. He 
suggests that there must be a good reason why things 
exist or, as Leibniz put it in his Monadology (1714), there 
must be a ‘sufficient reason’ why something exists. The 
argument assumes that each item in nature points be-
yond itself  – logically, it could have not have been, and 
its existence is contingent on something else for its suffi-
cient explanation. Therefore, either the regress of expla-
nations run out to infinity, with the result that nothing is 

ever finally explained, or 
else it must terminate in a 
self-sufficient or necessary 
being which neither needs 
nor is capable of further 
explanation.  

This formulation could be 
expressed as follows: 

1.Everything that exists 
contingently has a reason 
for its existence. 
2.The universe exists con-
tingently. 
3.Therefore the universe has 
a reason for its existence. 

4. The reason for its existence is a necessary being which 
is not contingent, i.e. God. 

5. Therefore God exists. 

This argument is easily challenged. What, for example, 
does it mean by a ‘necessary being’? Logically the word 
‘necessary’ is only applied to analytic propositions which 
it is self-contradictory to deny. And why cannot the uni-
verse be its own reason for existing? Hume makes this 
point in his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion 
(1779) when he says that if you explain each individual 
contingent thing in the universe you are actually explain-
ing the universe, and it is a fallacy of composition to 
suppose that you still have to explain the existence of the 
universe as a whole. 

Kant also questioned the term ‘necessary being’ and sug-
gested that it renders the cosmological argument the first 
step of the ontological argument or a concealed version 
of it. We never have any justification for assuming that 
the series of contingently existing things terminates in 
something absolutely necessary. Even if we could legiti-
mately form the idea of something absolutely necessary, 
we can never prove the actual let alone necessary exis-
tence of such a thing from its concept because, once 
again, being is obviously not a real predicate. Being or 
existence is not something we can properly include in a 
concept but is actually something we add to a concept 
when we say that the concept has an object. Kant is of 
course absolutely right: we cannot prove the existence of 
a god from His concept alone. Indeed Kant insists cor-
rectly that all the traditional arguments illicitly assume 
the existence of something that is a mere idea.  

In his book Think, Simon Blackburn mentions the story 
of the Indian philosopher who, when asked what the 
world rested on, replied ‘an elephant’, and when asked 
what the elephant rested on, replied ‘a tortoise’;         ––> 
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and when asked what the tortoise rested on, begged to 
change the subject. Is it easier to assume that the universe 
is self-caused or that the universe is caused by a god who 
is self-caused? Applying Occam’s Razor – the principle of 
reducing assumptions to the absolute minimum – the 
former is the more appropriate assumption, whereas the 
latter makes another unsupportable statement.  

The same point applies to the contingency argument. It 
may be the universe itself which neither needs nor is ca-
pable of further explanation. As Bertrand Russell sug-
gested in Why I Am Not a Christian (1967), “I should 
say that the universe is just there, and that’s all”. Or, as 
Hawking puts it in A Brief History of Time, “if the uni-
verse is really completely self-contained, having no 
boundary or edge, it would have neither beginning nor 
end; it would simply be. What place, then, for a creator?” 

In The Kalam Cosmological Argument (1979) William 
Lane Craig adopted an argument presented by the Kalam 
school of philosophy in medieval Islam which assumes 
that, since actual infinity is not possible, the universe 
must have begun in a moment of time, which is caused 
by God. This approach highlights the paradox of the 
entire cosmological argument, based as it is on the an-
cient idea that nothing can come of nothing. For it argues 
the precise opposite, namely that God created the uni-
verse out of nothing.  

Superficially, the Big Bang might assume a creator, but 
most scientists think that it occurred ‘out of nothing’, or 
even that it is part of a series of events in which the uni-
verse expands, then shrinks, and then the process repeats 
itself forever in an oscillating universe. There may also be 
other Big Bangs in other universes and indeed we may be 
part of a multiverse or infinity of universes. 

We might also add that a 'first cause' or ‘prime mover’  is 
not an ultimate explanation of anything unless we can 
explain this unmoved mover and its motives for creating 
the universe in the first place. Why is the first cause as-
sumed to be a personal being called ‘God’?  

What did God seek to achieve? Why was God not 'self-
sufficient'? Does God have 'human' desires? Is God, in-
deed, in any way like ourselves? Was God lonely before 
and created us for companionship? Or as a toy? Or even 
as a victim? Unless we can answer at least some of these 
questions satisfactorily, a god as prime mover really ex-
plains very little of any significance.  

         In the next issue: The Teleological Argument 
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Redemption? 
 

Oh how our mystics got scared 
Way back in their lonely cells, 
Their hungry vigils marred 
By demons, doubts and hells 
As abysmal and dark 
As the visions were bright - 
But that luminous spark 
Lost in the soul’s deep night. 
  
Why is in strife and tension 
Our inner voice so slight? 
And can the soul’s ascension 
Be more than fancy flight? 
Will humans yet awaken - 
We haven’t fully grown, 
With faith so easily shaken, 
We must cleave to the known. 
  
No divine interventions, 
No wonders, so we must 
Forget the Faiths’ pretensions, 
Their dense dogmatic dust, 
And let our stunted spirits grow, 
Act wisely, good and just - 
Conscious waves of nature’s flow, 
The one thing we can trust. 
 

Driftwood

 

Beach combing at the edge of doom. 
Jetsam proves: we've made a mess 
of our attempts at lofty civilisation, 
leeching from and soiling ‘our’ Earth. 
  
We can sponge on for a while, 
have our final course, hunched 
under old plastic and planks, 
cooking scraps of far cities' swill. 
  
Washed up junk of where we'd got at, 
last meal ticket after glutton millennia 
of what was called history & progress - 
unbearable, unsustainable, rotting. 
  
Thanks for those scraps and fire wood, 
for fashion, face lifts, Alexa and golf. 
No more shopping now, only the wait 
for a greedy species' just deserts. 
  
Bonne apocalypse… 

Lothar Luken
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After Θ God  

HERE were as many as twenty novices in our novi-
tiate: seventeen from Ireland, two from England and 
one from Germany – numbers unimaginable today.


The ‘formation staff’ comprised Superior and Novice Mas-
ter Father John Hannan who had a background in psychol-
ogy and management and would later become Superior 
General of the congregation. He was assisted by Father 
Denis Green, whom I grew to love and who, decades later 
when in his 90s, helped me make my RTE documentary*. 
Then in his 60s, I’ve always thought of Denis as one of the 
youngest men I ever knew – creative and always open to 
new ideas.


Father Peter Allen was a handsome Englishman who had 
the distinguished air of a Benedictine abbot. He had a 
beautiful speaking voice and was an expert on liturgy and 
spirituality: he regaled us with stories of spiritual quest and 
adventure. Finally, German Father Bernd Kordes had an 
astute ability to listen one-to-one. His focus was relation-
ships: he facilitated group exercises, helping novices forge 
lifelong friendships.


We were told to respect the clausura, the separation be-
tween the scholasticate and the novitiate. Scholastics, stu-
dents who had completed their novitiate, studied philoso-
phy and theology. They slept in the middle wing of the 
sprawling seminary, sat on the right in the chapel, had their 
own common room and dined together in the refectory. 
Novices lived in the new wing, prayed on the left at chapel, 
ate with fellow-novices, and had a novitiate common room.


In 1980, there were some 40 men living in Mount St Mary’s, 
including priests, scholastics and novices. When I did my 
RTE documentary in 2012, there was a handful of mostly 
elderly priests, no seminarians and the chapel lay silent.


Lectures were held in a drab, high-ceilinged room, with old 
wooden sash windows. I remember Denis’s first lecture. He 
rubbed his eyes so hard with thick-veined hands that I 
wondered if his eyes might squish out. He was like a 
Shakespearean actor, employing dramatic variations of 
voice, volume and pace; still one moment, he moved about 
the classroom the next, with dramatic hand gestures, facial 
expressions and effective eye contact.


‘Brothers, do you want to know the purpose of your novi-
tiate? To know yourself. Make that your aim this year. We 
want you to enter into yourselves, attain a manly self-pos-
session. Contemporary man seeks truth and they will see 
through any hypocrisy.’


John Hannan distributed jobs between us, like librarian, 
‘infirmarian’, coordinators of external and internal manual 
labour, guest master, sacristan, master of ceremonies, 
manager of the ‘poustinia’ (a self-contained wing for re-
treats), security and lock-up, house maintenance, and Mon-
itor, whose task was to foster unity within the novitiate 
community and to liaise with the formation staff.


We prayed about three hours a day: an hour’s personal 
prayer, plus mass and the divine office at morning, noon, 
evening and night. There were also weekly prayer meetings. 
We had four silent week-long retreats over the one-year 
novitiate.


I loved the close bonds we were forming. I felt lucky, freed 
from the rat race to explore the meaning of life, get to know 
myself, learn how to love as Christ did, prepare myself to 
serve the real needs of people, and train to be a holy priest.


If at home I’d felt isolated, here in novitiate I was included 
and belonged. We shared a common purpose. My confr-
eres listened to me and I listened to them.


Shortly into the novitiate, on a religious feast day, alcohol 
was produced.


‘I don’t drink,’ I told Father Peter Allen. ‘I’m cautious of it. 
Two of my uncles were alcoholics.’

‘I respect your choice,’ he said, sipping his wine.

‘It’s not for life. I intend to drink. Maybe by Christmas.’

A few days later, alcohol was again produced. I had a beer. 
Peter Allen saw me.

‘I decided not to wait!’ I grinned.

‘Good for you! Given you’d decided, I wondered what you 
were waiting for.’


Conversations were stimulating. Strong characters 
abounded. Great ‘dirty’ jokes were told. Priests and stu-
dents challenged our religious ideas and pieties. The 
Church was criticised constructively. Theology, even in 
novitiate, involved questioning everything.


Self-knowledge was essential: humility was knowing your-
self as you were. Psychology was valued and personal mo-
tivation was explored. We were on the path to a healthy, 
realistic self-knowledge, an insightful understanding of our-
selves for personal growth.


After compline each night, the community gathered around 
the statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary in the dark vestibule lit 
by a solitary blue votive light. We sang the Salve Regina. I 
loved this: my brothers’ faces lit by the flickering light; the 
chapel’s aromas of polish, candle wax and incense; the 
ancient lulling Latin melody with its plaintive air; the intima-
cy with the imagined Mary, compassionate and all-accept-
ing mother.


But then came that feeling of loneliness as we retired alone, 
each to his solitary room.


* https://www.rte.ie/radio1/DocOnOne/
2012/1012/647201-radio-documentary-from-belief-to-
unbelief-joe-armstrong-catholic-priesthood/
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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



Jesus Doesn’t Love Me 
Bob Rees 

COUPLE of door-to-door 
Evangelical Christian mission-
aries recently tried to persuade 

me that Jesus greatly loves me, and 
that, as an unbeliever, I am missing 
out on the ecstatic experience of Jesus’ 
infinite love. Having nothing better to 
do, I invited them in and prepared to 
put my humanist ideals to the test. 

Evangelical Protestants believe that 
the Bible is inspired by God, and 
therefore every word is absolutely 
truthful. They spread the belief that 
Jesus is the saviour of humanity. A 
quarter of the population of America 
are evangelists, mostly apocalypticists 
who place their total faith in Jesus to 
‘save’ them from the ‘end times’, and 
increasing numbers of Americans are 
being ‘Brought to Jesus’ in this way. 
Worryingly, President Donald Trump 
is largely dependent on their support 
for re-election.  
  
I was quietly confident that reasoned 
humanism would win, especially as 
they seemed at first to know surpris-
ingly little about Jesus. I hit them with 
my theory that Jesus was influenced 
by Essene teaching, perhaps when he 
spent that time in the desert being 
tempted by Satan. Students tell us that 
in Jesus’ time, Judaism was divided by 
various sects such as the Pharisees, 
who were experts in the legal interpre-
tation of the supernatural aspects of 
the Old Testament; the Sadducees 
who were more secular in their inter-
pretations; and the Zealots, who 
sought to incite armed rebellion 
against the Roman Empire.  

There were also four thousand Es-
senes who were exceedingly virtuous, 
and who lived as mutually dependent 
hermits in remote communes. Many 
of them had renounced their wives 
and families, and given their wealth to 
the needy, devoting themselves to 
healing the sick. Hence my theory that 
Jesus clearly acquired some of his 
ideas from them. The Evangelists lis-
tened politely, but said nothing. 
Encouraged by this, I soon had my 
Bible out showing them passages indi-

cating that Jesus, if indeed he ever 
lived and allowing that he was still 
somehow alive, certainly had no love 
for Gentiles like me, because he was a 
Jewish xenophobe. When he sent his 
twelve disciples out to ‘heal the sick, 
cleanse the lepers, raise the dead and 
cast out devils’, saying ‘Go not in the 
way of the Gentiles and into any city 
of the Samaritans enter ye not. But go 
rather to the lost sheep of Israel’. 
(Matthew 10:5-6), and when a Greek 
woman asked Jesus to cure her 
daughter, ‘Jesus said unto her’, Let the 
children first be filled: for it is not 
meet to take the children’s bread and 
cast it unto the dogs.’  (Mark 7:27).   

Clearly, he was a Jewish racist who 
would have denounced Paul, the 
founder of Christianity, for taking the 
Christian message to pagan countries 
around the eastern Mediterranean. 
Jesus only loves Jews, but not even all 
Jews. 

One of my Evangelists mentioned the 
Sermon on the Mount (Matt Chaps 5, 
6 and 7) which supposedly stresses the 
‘best’ parts of Jesus’ moral teaching: 
but I pointed out that many of its 
requirements are humanly impossible 
to perform: never lusting or hating, 
turning the other cheek when at-
tacked, loving your enemies, not pre-
paring for the morrow ….. and goug-
ing out your right eye or cutting off 

your right hand are hardly practical, 
either. And Matthew 7:1: ‘Judge not, 
that ye not be judged’ is a recipe for 
disaster. However, in Matthew 5:33–
37, Jesus specifically forbade religious 
oaths (Irish law-makers, please note). 
But far from being a pacifist who 
loved his enemies, Jesus was hawkish 
and aggressive: ‘Those mine enemies 
which would not that I should reign 
over them, bring hither and slay them 
before me’ (Luke 19:27). ‘Think not 
that I am come to send peace upon the 
earth: I came not to send peace, but a 
sword. For I am come to set a man at 
variance against his father, and the 
daughter against her mother, and the 
daughter-in-law against her mother-in-
law. And a man’s foes shall be they of 
his own family”. (Matt 10:34-36).  
‘I am come to send fire on the earth ... 
Suppose ye that I am come to bring 
peace on earth? I tell you Nay; but 
rather division’ (Luke 12:49 – 51).  

Not much love here.  Nor much room 
for compromise when ‘He that is not 
with me is against me’ (Matthew 
12:30) –  a classic false dichotomy 
which ignores scores of alternative 
positions. 

None of this seemed to phase my 
Evangelist friends, who appeared to 
be otherwise well versed in the Bible, 
or at least in those specific parts of it 
which might lead to the conclusion 
that Jesus loves us, and which they 
were able to quote verbatim and at 
length. Clearly, we were each selecting 
just the bits of Jesus’ reported teach-
ings that supported our respective 
points of view, and the fact that those 
teachings were so confused as to si-
multaneously support our diametrical-
ly opposed viewpoints suggested to 
me that the Bible’s description of Je-
sus’ supposed life was inaccurate and 
contradictory, and certainly insuffi-
cient to convince me that, 2000 years 
later, Jesus still loves me. 

We were still on good terms when my 
visitors left, but we had succeeded 
only in further hardening each other’s 
prejudices. Religion is like that.        q
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Brains on the Dump 
A Short Story 

Nicholas Emmett 

 small boy named John bal-
anced a rock on the edge of 
an orange coloured balcony. 

It was heavy, and he was tired. 
Searching for it on the dump had not 
been easy. Nor had the struggle up 
the four flights of stairs, and he 
thinking, and thinking, about Willie 
Byrne. 
  
If Willie had only gone away after 
hitting him on the nose. Why did 
Willie force him down and rub his 
face in the cow dung that lay on the 
street, and stand there while the 
others laughed? Maybe if Willie had 
not made him look ridiculous he 
would not...    
  
His fingers tightened on the rough 
edge of the rock, while directly be-
low him, sleeping peacefully in a 
large green pram, lay the white 
swathed bundle of Willie's baby 
sister. 

                                                   
************ 

JOHN was nineteen when the 
gelignite blew him to pieces. How 
cold and wet he had been, as he 
prepared the booby trap for the 
expected jeep. How suddenly the 
cold vanished as the charge explod-
ed in his hands, causing the vague 
sense of identity that had been him 
to break into little bits. 
  
One bit, his brain, landed on the 
edge of the footpath, and there con-
sidered the course of events that had 
brought it to its present undignified 
position. There had been the man he 
had met at the bus stop in Dublin, 
and the agreement that something 
should be done for one's country. A 
large bare room had been entered, 
and his decision to join the organi-
sation accepted.  And there had 
been the training in the use of ex-
plosives...   
  
Here the brain tittered to itself as 
the thought occurred that the train-
ing of the gelignite had been faulty. 

 

************  
A LATE afternoon sun slanted 
painfully through the dusty streets 
as the machine came along. A shov-
el-like mechanism shot efficiently 
from the side, scooped up John's 
brain and deposited it inside with a  
lot of other brains.  
  
Trundle, trundle, it went into the 
approaching gloom, until it came to 
a broad river. Even now it did not 
stop, but trundled into the darkened 
water, for by now night was soaking 
darkly into everything. 
  
After some time there was a thud, 
and he knew he and the other 
brains had been dropped on the 
ground. Not that he cared, after 
such an eventful day, such tiredness, 
and now drifting into sleep. 
  
Strong sunlight woke him, and he 
looked around. What a strange 
place, what a big dump and all this 
lavatory and industrial waste, all 
shimmering stinking, fermenting, 
and bubbling in the sun.   
  
"Still it's life," said a voice behind 
John. "Insect life, wormy life, germy 
life, but still life.  
  
John spun his jellied remains 
around, and saw thousands and 
thousands of brains, all basking in 
the sunlight. The one that had spo-
ken was a large purple specimen, 
and now he was speaking again.    

 "I am foreman here," it said. " I 
will tell you, as economically as 
possible, our situation." 
  
"First, our comrades. They come 
from many places: some were good 
Arabs fighting the baddy Jews, some 
were good Jews fighting the baddy 
Arabs, some were good Catholics 
fighting the baddy Protestants, some 
were good Protestants fighting the 
baddy Catholitics. Or Viet Cong, or 
American, or Black White, etc,  etc. 

"We did not eat what we killed. We 
did not need it for food, or to feed 
our young,  or to use in any way 
whatsoever towards the increase of 
life. 
  
"Life, friend, that is the word. It is 
not the empty space between the 
stars, nor the unconscious 
mineral. But rather the movement 
of a single cell towards a single cell, 
towards a jellied fish, bronzed 
weapon, space ship potential.   
  
"Now comrade, you enter a sun-
bathed botanical garden and you 
have life, seeding, increasing, 
screaming its multi-coloured chal-
lenge towards the universe. We, on 
the other hand, resting on this un-
perfumed site, are the shrinking of 
life, on the way to the greatest hor-
ror of all, the non-consciousness. 
  
"And you, friend, and all our fellow 
members have offended. We 
stopped life without purpose, we 
stopped a cell on its journey from 
sea to star. 
  
John began to laugh, his jellied blob 
shaking with merriment.   
  
"What"? said the purple one. "You 
laugh". 
  
"Surely", said John," you see the 
absurdity of the whole business. 
What else can one do but consider 
the whole thing a joke?”.         q      
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The Hunger Striker’s Daughter 

HIS detail is from a painting that is part of a trip-
tych dealing essentially with memory, vulnerability 
and suffering, but also the resilience of the human 

spirit in a world of turmoil. Inspired by an old newspaper 
photograph from 1981, which I had kept from the time of 
the IRA Hunger Strikes, it showed a young girl with fami-
ly members arriving on the steps of a Belfast church to 
attend Requiem Mass for her father.


The image presented here is one of abject vulnerability, 
isolation, confusion in a chaotic world. Such an image 
may be indelibly imprinted in the memory bank or stored 
in the recesses of the subconscious. Those of us who 
have lived through the ‘Troubles’ know only too well how 
certain images from those years can remain implanted in 
the mind, fixed in time, as it were, a permanent reminder. 
Recognising the necessity of leaving the past in the past 
is indeed a prerequisite for a healthy and forward looking 
society, provided the events that have caused so much 
untold suffering have been appropriately dealt with. Sad-
ly more often than not whitewashing over past atrocities 
causing the onset of ‘historical amnesia’ would seem to 
be the norm.


In the aftermath of some rather violent wintry weather I 
chanced upon a battered sheet of aluminium, which had 
blown off an old roof, its scarred surface bearing the 
marks of the ravages of time. To me this reflected the 
turbulent, stormy skies to which it would have been sub-
jected over many years, while at the same time it 
seemed to serve as a suitably evocative integral compo-
nent of the painting.


Petrified, as old wood transforms into stone over time, 
so the painted image of the child is absorbed into the 
‘earthy’ surface. Like the frescoes of old where the pig-
ment is absorbed into wet plaster, so the painted image 
assumes a state of respectful preservation. 


Painted in mixed media, it measures 81 by 86 cms and 
was exhibited in St Columb’s Cathedral, Derry, in 2013 
as part of the UK City of Culture programme.


• A recent triptych by Colin Corkey, painted as a tribute 
to his great uncle Rev David Corkey, now hangs in the 
Lisburn Museum as part of the Peace Day Celebrations 
and commemoration after The 1st World War.                q 

Colin Corkey

T

Art



Angry Old Man with Gun 

Lothar Luken 

HIS is a book to struggle with. I al-
most gave up and treated Gray as he 
does Ayn Rand: “To examine her ar-

guments would be tedious, since they are 
thoroughly silly”. But I persevered, wading 
through more invective and a lot of irrele-
vant fillers that are simply gossip, like: 
“Rozanov (for a time married to a former 
lover of Dostoevsky’s)”, or “Not only did 
Rand smoke, she used a cigarette holder…”. 
So I resigned myself to his acerbic infotain-
ment style – and learned a good few things 
that would have deserved a more measured 
presentation. 

John Gray is a conservative English philoso-
pher (though he distances himself from the 
excesses of Neoliberalism) and his bêtes 
noirs are ‘progress’ and the idea that humans could be rea-
sonable. And he loves to show how any efforts by atheists to 
improve things are based on Christian ideas of ‘redemption’. 
Of course anyone living in a society tethered by Christianity 
will be tainted by it. Any philosophy or ideology will resem-
ble the others as they’re all about the same questions, the 
same humanity, the same planet. Only for Gray ‘humanity’ 
doesn’t exist” (echoing Thatcher’s ‘there is no such thing as 
society) and: “The idea that humanity is a collective agent 
… is a humanist myth inherited from monotheism”. I won-
der how he’d explain the fact that we are reading his books. 
They couldn’t be there without the collective development 
of writing, paper-making, printing, publishing, posting, 
philosophical terminology etc. And without them he 
couldn’t take us through his (arbitrary) seven types of athe-
ism – five of which he is ‘repelled’ by. 

He gives us, inter alia, the ‘New Atheists’, Plato, Russell, 
‘Faith in Science’, the irrelevant pre-Adamites and de Sade, a 
brief episode of millenarianism in one small medieval town, 
some deranged characters of Dostoevsky’s, the Nazis and 
Stalin. In the end it all boils down to his crude 1950s-like 
anti-communism. All efforts to work towards a better world 
will either end in failure or terror.  

That it was mainly soldiers fed up with being sent to slaugh-
ter by their Tsar, illiterate serfs oppressed by a decadent aris-
tocracy and workers ground down by factory jobs who 
rebelled and then followed the Bolsheviks doesn’t matter. 
But they could have explained to Gray what progress 
means. Whether they achieved it or not – it’s always worth 
trying. And it’s got to do with survival vs. starvation, with 
some civil rights vs. Tsarist, Nazi or other non-humanist 
dictatorships’ torture, censorship and police terror. The idea 
of change for the better is obvious and doesn’t have to flow 
from the Bible. In prominent interpretations it is quite 

against change anyway (“Give to Caesar…, 
the poor will always be with us, treat slaves 
nicely…”). That’s why the churches as a rule 
were always on the side of the rich and 
powerful. The poor and down-trodden could 
pray, beg for alms and wait for a miracle. 
Humanism means to take fate in our own 
hands and change conditions to be more 
healthy, nutritious, just and fun. There’s nev-
er a guarantee it will last, we’ll never reach 
perfection – and there’s always/still religious 
fanatics who give us the likes of Bin Laden 
and Modi, Netanyahu and Trump. 

Gray has to erect the straw man of historical 
determinism to disparage any idea of posi-
tive historical agency. But we CAN take our 
chances to come up with reasonable solu-

tions in the real world rather than go for holy-writ based 
escapism, acquiescence and penance. 

Yet that’s where Gray would like to go – one of his heroes is 
Santayana who ‘lived his avowed ideal’ – the pursuit of 
equanimity. Gray: “Those who seek inner freedom do not 
care what kind of government they live under as long as it 
does not prevent them from turning within themselves”. Is 
that why he’s such an ardent proponent of Brexit: his whole 
nation withdrawing into itself? Anyway, the professor has 
withdrawn already  but still shouts abuse at all those who 
work for outer freedom for themselves – and others! And so 
he gives us a long paragraph on why and how Lenin was 
embalmed,  but doesn’t probe into why and how young 
idealists turn into brutal dictators all over the world. 

Gray is sceptical about ‘human nature’ – “Humans think 
they are free conscious beings, when in truth they are delud-
ed animals”. Which then of course includes himself… But 
Gulags don’t disprove communism just as Magdalene 
Laundries of paedophilia stained clerical linen disprove the 
existence of ‘God’. Well, only of one who’s just and compas-
sionate. 

Strange how Gray believes we need the scriptures to know 
what’s good. There’s a dozen verses saying “God is slow to 
anger” – so His anger management is dodgy… but when 
His wrath does hit us we see Sodom nuked and the whole 
Earth flooded. Hey – no atheists are guided by that. They 
have their own moral sense which may coincide with some 
Christian values, but that’s only natural. Buddhism too, 
against Gray’s belief, has a morality: how else could the 
incremental ascent by the laws of Karma work? No law of 
eternal return – but steady progress – with bumps and falls 
and failures, yet with a chance to get there. By one’s works, 
and not ‘by faith alone’.                                                    ––>
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AS James O’Brien points out in the afterword to the Pen-
guin paperback edition of his bestselling onslaught 
against current bullshit by both politicians and the general 
public (well, at least some of them), it seems to have elud-
ed much of the British media and all of the ERG that the 
EU wanted to confine the retention of the Customs Union 
to the island of Ireland. They contended, quite reasonably, 
that the incompatibility of May’s ‘red lines’ with the Good 
Friday Agreement was a distinctly Irish problem and so 
demanded a distinctly Irish solution. But the DUP wouldn’t 
wear it, being adamant that there can be no divergence in 
law between the UK mainland and Northern Ireland (ex-
cept, of course, on matters of abortion, same-sex mar-
riage, RE in schools, privileges in local media, etc., etc.). 


So the EU agreed to extend the Customs Union to the 
whole of the UK.  This was a major concession, but it was 
barely understood and hardly ever explained in the UK. I 
might add that it is not beyond the realms of possibility 
that the Johnson government might agree to the original 
EU proposal and present it as an EU climbdown on the 
backstop, thus gaining a majority in Parliament and shaft-
ing the DUP. It would not be the first time that the English 
have sold the unionists down the river.


O’Brien, who presents a highly popular morning phone-in 
on LBC radio, describes himself as a very rare beast, a 
liberal talk show host.  By ‘liberal he says he means that 
he is cursed with a desire, even a duty, to understand oth-
er points of view. But it is clear that his liberalism is more 
than that. Reading his chapters on Islam, LGBT, Political 
Correctness, Feminism, Trump, The ‘Nanny State’ and the 
Age Gap, as well as Brexit, we can see that he is shooting 
down right-wing values from a left-liberal perspective.  

O’Brien quotes Orwell’s 1984 where Winston Smith de-
scribes the ‘two minutes hate’ that all residents of Oceania 
are compelled to conduct every day. He clearly feels that 
his phone-in listeners  – many of whose conversations are 
reproduced here  – are similarly manipulated by self-serv-
ing politicians and media owners and journalists, of whom 
Paul Dacre and Richard Littlejohn are particular bêtes 
noire. Yet he also says that many people embrace these 
manipulations enthusiastically. The only answer he can 
offer is that they enjoy being frightened, and dominant 
elements of the media stoke these fears because it has 
always been easier and more lucrative to sell tickets for 
the ghost train than for the speak-your-weight machine.


How to be Right is a highly enjoyable introduction to some 
of the key issues of the day. The way in which O’Brien 
calmly and incisively punctures his callers’ assumptions 
and dismantles their arguments is a delight in itself. His 
defence of fact and evidence-based reasoning, as op-
posed to fake news and concocted conflict, is also reas-
suring. His book entirely deserves its success: it is a tasty 
hors d’oeuvres that whets the appetite for more substan-
tial inquiries.                                                                                           q                      
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So in all cultures rules have appeared and been followed. 
Look at sports: anyone cheating will be dealt with. Look at 
any species of mammals – they all care for their young. If 
we rescue the spider from the bathtub or put the tortoise 
back on its feet we do so instinctively (and among animals 
almost uniquely!)and not out of fear or love of ‘God’. We 
have a natural urge to help or just hug someone in despair, 
though PC rules make this a bit risky these days… Goes to 
show that people make laws 
according to all sorts of 
considerations and needs 
and paranoias and grudges. 
It’s all a work in progress. 
And where Gray argues 
that slavery, though abol-
ished, has crept back into 
the world in other forms, 
the great difference he 
doesn’t acknowledge is: all 
these are illegal in most 
places.  

So after, “He doesn’t so much analyse as machine-
gun”(that’s from a review he proudly quotes on the back 
cover), one would hope for some positive suggestions at 
the ‘Conclusion’. But no – he just raves on. The last page 
tells us: “Without the faith that they stand at the head of an 
advancing species [the atheists] could hardly go on. Only by 
immersing themselves in such nonsense can they make sense 
of their lives. Without it, they face panic and despair”.  

Well, my panicky reader, do you recognise yourself there? 
At least there’s equal opportunity of abuse for both camps: 
For ‘Secular believers’, “religion is as inexplicable as origi-
nal sin. Atheists who demonise religion face a problem of 
evil as insoluble as that which faces Christianity. Contem-
porary atheism is a continuity of monotheism by other 
means. Hence the unending succession of God-surrogates, 
such as humanity and science, technology and”… so on.  

You see how he makes 
stuff up, provokes, insults, 
and this can be quite enter-
taining. But apart from 
withdrawal he has nothing 
to suggest. And he knows it 
and shows it: “For anyone 
weary of self-admiring 
world-improvers, there is 
something refreshing in 
Schopenhauer’s nastiness”. 
Or: “The vehemence of 
[Mill’s] attacks shows that 

Comte had exposed tensions in Mill’s thinking”.  

Yeah – Gray understands this – his mighty mind is not at 
rest, he doesn’t have answers, he despises humans, he’s lost 
and blasts around with his mental machine-gun (frequently 
just at straw men), he leaves us with a messy battlefield – 
and withdraws.                                                                 q 

Here’s what Humanists in the real world are about: 
Amsterdam Declaration of Humanists International 
[2002], para 2 of 7: “Humanism advocates the ap-
plication of the methods of science and free in-
quiry to the problems of human welfare. But Hu-
manists also believe that the application of science 
and technology must be tempered by human val-
ues. Science gives us the means but human values 
must propose the ends.”     

 A Voice of Reason 

   How to be Right • James O’Brien  

   W.H. Allen 2018 • Penguin 2019
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         Great Fleas and Lesser Fleas 

O Naturalists observe, a flea 
Hath smaller fleas that on him prey; 
And these have smaller still to bite ‘em, 
And so proceed ad infinitum 

Jonathan Swift: On Poetry: A Rhapsody, 1733 

IS the desire to exploit others the product of particular so-
cial structures or an enduring trait of human nature? That is 
a question posed by viewing Happy as Lazzaro (Lazzaro 
Felice), Alice Rohrwacher’s winner of the Best Screenplay at 
the 2018 Cannes Film Festival, now out on DVD. It is a film 
which seeks to recapture not only the essence of Italian neo-
realist cinema but also the allegorical fantasy that featured 
in some of the later works. 

The height of Italian neorealism covered the years 1943 to 
1954 and included: Visconti’s Ossessione (1943) and La 
Terra Trema (1948); Rossellini’s Rome, Open City (1946);  
De Sica’s Bicycle Thieves 
(1948) and Miracle in Milan 
(1951); and Fellini’s I Vitelloni 
(1953) and La Strada (1954).  
In contrast to the escapism of 
glossy Italian and Hollywood 
movies with their middle class 
heroes and happy endings, 
these directors took their cam-
eras to the streets, often used 
non-actors to show the ‘real 
Italy’, and focused especially 
on the post-war hardships of 
working class Italians. 

One deficiency of this approach, however, is that it generally 
restricts itself to the external struggles and surroundings of 
the characters and doesn’t sufficiently explore their thoughts 
and feelings. Nor does it take them out of their environ-
ment. Many of these directors were avowedly Marxist and 
we might suppose that they would issue a call to revolution: 
Visconti’s La Terra Trema was funded by the Italian Com-
munist Party, with which he remained affiliated. But Sal-
vador Dali sneered that Visconti was ‘a communist who 
only liked luxury’, and his later films largely focused on the 
decadence of high society. Fellini was already exploring be-
low the surface of his characters in La Strada, a transitional 
film in which the larger social concerns of humanity are 
giving way to the treatment of more individual needs. 

Another key transitional work is De Sica’s Miracle in Milan, 
which is  – as the director himself said  – a fairy story. He  
added: “its content is humanist, but its inspiration… is  
more closely related to the legends of the North, to Ander-
sen for example, than to the reality of our present-day Latin 
world”. An old spinster finds a newborn baby in a cabbage 
patch in her garden. She raises him and he becomes Totò the 
Good, the happy man who loves everyone. When she dies, 
Totò enters an orphanage. At age eighteen, he leaves and finds 
refuge in a hobo shanty town on the outskirts of Milan. 

Totò is penniless but, when he is frustrated in his desire to 
help people, the old lady, now an angel, gives him a magic 
dove with the power to work miracles. When oil is found in 
the shanty town, businessmen take over and the squatters 
are taken away to prison. But, in a final miracle, and long 
before ET, they grab brooms from street sweepers and ride 
them off “towards a land where good morning really means 
good morning”. Thus the poor literally rise above their 
poverty.  

I dwell on Miracle in Milan because it shares a number of 
similarities with Happy as Lazzaro. The protagonist has 
distinct affinities with Totò. He is a young, innocent, good 
person of unknown parentage who lives and works among a 
band of poor farmers. It is probably the 1990s, and these are 
overworked sharecroppers who grow tobacco in a rural es-
tate known as Inviolata (‘untouched’), which has been cut off 
from the rest of Italy by a flood. It is a feudal structure lorded 

over by the Marchesa Alfonsina 
De Luna (Nicoletta Braschi)  – 
‘the Queen of Cigarettes’  – 
who appropriates the fruits of 
the peasants’ labour and gives 
them barely enough to survive. 

Lazzaro (Adriano Tardiolo) is 
continually bullied and ordered 
about by the other farmers, but 
he always obliges and never 
complains. As one critic sug-
gests, he  has the beatific smile 
of a saint in a medieval fresco. 

He is happy because he is helping others. The Marchesa sums 
it up to her son Tancredi (Luca Chikovani): “Human beings 
are like animals. Set them free and they realise they’re slaves, 
locked in their own misery. Right now they suffer, but they 
don’t know. I exploit them, they exploit that poor man. It’s a 
chain reaction. It can’t be stopped”. 

Tancredi, who is spoilt and manipulative, befriends Lazzaro 
and persuades him to participate in a plot to fake his own 
kidnapping. But this brings in the police, who discover the 
sharecropping, which was made illegal years earlier (1982). 
The people are then forcibly relocated to the city. Lazzaro, 
however, has a fever, falls off a cliff, and is presumed dead.  

The story then suddenly acquires a large dose of magic real-
ism as Lazzaro, like his biblical namesake or  – better still, Rip 
Van Winkle – reawakens in the present as the fresh-faced 
young man he was more than two decades earlier. He walks 
into the city in search of his friends and sees a crowd of 
workers outbidding each other in a kind of auction by offer-
ing their services for less, and driving the wage down. The city 
is a shoddy artificial metropolis of shopping malls, motorway 
service areas, railways sidings and collapsed bridges. We are 
still in a world of gross inequality, poverty and privilege. The 
difference is that under feudalism man exploited man, where-
as under capitalism it is the other way round.                     ––>
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VIEW magazine was set up in 2012 in Northern Ireland. 
Since then we have published 52 magazines – both online 
and in print form. I am currently working on our 53rd 
edition which is looking at palliative care issues in North-
ern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland.


I am passionate about social affairs and offer a platform to 
the stories of marginalised people and groups whose 
voices often go unheard. We have adopted a theme-
based approach. Issues that we have covered in-depth, 
include domestic abuse; suicide prevention; maternal 
mental health; loneliness; homelessness and housing; and 
crime and justice.


We have sought at all times to ensure that equality, diver-
sity and inclusion are at the heart of our journalism. Every 
issue has a guest editor who has a deep knowledge of 
their subject. These have included women equality cam-
paigners and advocates for those with disabilities.


The guest editor of our issue on domestic abuse (https://
issuu.com/brianpelanone/docs/view_latest-_issue_46_-

domestic_viol) was Kelly Andrews, Chief Executive of 
Belfast-Lisburn Women's Aid. In her editorial, Kelly wrote: 
“I passionately believe no one should suffer in silence or 
isolation. We must speak out if we are ever to achieve our 
vision of eliminating domestic or sexual violence against 
women and children.”


The guest editor of our issue of VIEW which looked at 
Victims, Survivors and Legacy issues in Northern Ireland 
(https://issuu.com/brianpelanone/docs/view_issue_51

was Alan McBride who lost his wife and father-in-law in 
the IRA bombing on the Shankill Road, Belfast, in 1993.


In his editorial, Alan wrote: “I would like to appeal for a 
different kind of politics. It’s time to put the past behind us 
and to start and deliver the kind of Northern Ireland I and 
so many people like me voted for in the Good Friday 
Agreement.”


This issue on Victims, Survivors and Legacy was support-
ed by the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Foundation.


The type of journalism that we do is effective, I believe, in 
offering an insight into the lives of those communities who 
are often not adequately represented in mainstream me-
dia. One of my proudest moments was getting a young 
homeless man to agree to tell his story to us. His image 
appeared on our front cover - https://issuu.com/brian-
pelanone/docs/issue_21


The idea of VIEW was conceived at a kitchen table. Today 
we have more than 10,000 readers. Get in touch with 
VIEWdigital co-founder Una Murphy at 
unamurphy@viewdigital.org if you would like to become a 
VIEWdigital champion and help to fund our social affairs 
journalism.                                                                         q
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Lazzaro finds some of his people living in a water tower 
and making ends meet by looting and petty theft. He meets 
Tancredi again, now middle-aged and fallen on hard times 
after the seizure of his mother’s assets. Lazzaro  goes to a 
bank, demanding that they return the money. He is asked if 
he has a weapon and replies that he has a slingshot that 
Tancredi gave him years ago. At this point the bank’s cus-
tomers pin him to the floor and beat him savagely, pre-
sumably to death. A wolf which had appeared on the 
scene, then leaves, rushes through traffic and heads to-
wards the camera. 

This ending appears to be devastating. The film seems to 
suggest that we are incapable of seeing and appreciating 
pure goodness even it is right before our eyes and instead 
we destroy it. Lazzaro is clearly a Christ-like figure, or 
Holy Fool. In the Christian story Jesus was too good for 
the powers of the time and had to be killed. There is also a 
link in Happy as Lazzaro to St Francis: according to the 
legend, he tamed a wild wolf by promising that it would 
receive food every day as long as it agreed never to harm 
again. So if Lazzaro is St Francis, the wolf (who appears 
and is mentioned earlier) represents the rich and powerful. 

This is not to suggest that the film is religious. Near the end 
the former peasants enter a cathedral to listen to Bach’s 
version of Psalm 51: “Have mercy on me, O God, accord-
ing to your unfailing love; according to your great compas-
sion blot out my transgressions. Wash away all my iniquity 

and cleanse me from my sin; Create in me a pure heart, O 
God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me. Do not cast 
me from your presence or take your Holy Spirit from me”. 
Ironically, they are shooed out by nuns who inform them 
that it is a private function. Even the church has aban-
doned the poor. However, the organ stops but the music 
leaves the building and, carried on the wind blown by the 
peasants in unison, follows them out to the street, suggest-
ing perhaps that it is the poor who possess real grace. 

Alice Rohrwacher has explained that ‘Happy Lazzaro’ is a 
saying in Italy when you see somebody who is poor and 
therefore has nothing left to lose. So if you see a homeless 
person who’s actually singing and being happy, you say, 
“Oh look, a happy Lazzaro”. Yet happiness alone is not 
enough. Rohrwacher leaves the moral of the film up to the 
viewer, but it is clearly a Humanist work which rejects 
orthodox religion, yet goes further to suggest that individ-
uals, however good, will not by themselves change the 
world. Christians believe that Jesus changed humanity, but 
he didn’t. The world remained as cruel afterwards as it had 
been before. Indeed, if anything it became worse when 
Christians tried to impose their beliefs by force in the Dark 
Ages. The human spirit will only triumph if there is a col-
lective effort to defeat power and exploitation. 

Rohrwacher’s movie gem is therefore both humanist and 
socialist. Goodness must be harnessed to collective action. 
Then and then only will we all be as happy as Lazzaro.   q 
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