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HE Scottish planters who arrived in Ulster in the 
17th century were mostly Presbyterian, a reformed 
church governed by elected assemblies of elders 

or presbyters (from the Greek word ‘presbyteros’ mean-
ing senior or elder). As J.C. Beckett suggests in The 
Making of Modern Ireland, a greater part of both Antrim 
and Down were transformed into ‘a sort of extension of 
the Scottish lowlands’. 

Scottish Presbyterianism was founded by John Knox 
who in 1560, with five other ministers, drew up a Confes-
sion of Faith which was passed by the Scottish Parlia-
ment. It condemned the Catholic Church as the ‘kirk 
malignant’ and denounced the celebration of the mass 
as a blasphemy. An even more explicit statement of 
Scottish Presbyterianism was found in the Second Book 
of Discipline, drawn up in 1578, six years after Knox’s 
death. Here was expounded the doctrine of the Two 
Kingdoms, the earthly kingdom and the heavenly king-
dom. In matters of faith and morals, the Church as repre-
sentative of the heavenly kingdom had preeminence.  

The basic tenets of early Presbyterianism were: a theolo-
gy as much of the Old Testament as of the New; a self-
righteous hatred of Catholicism; a materialistic outlook in 
which God and Mammon go hand-in-hand; an ethic of 
thrift and hard work; a repressive, killjoy morality; an in-
difference or even hostility to culture in its highest ex-
pressions; and a belief in the subservience of the state to 
the church on matters of faith and morals. 

Ulster Presbyterians attacked Cromwell’s toleration laws 
in 1649 in A Necessary Presentation as ‘an innovation 
overturning of unity in religion, and directly repugnant to 
the word of God’. John Milton’s ire was raised. What 
particularly annoyed him was that these ‘blockish Pres-
byters’  from ‘a barbarous nook of Ireland’ were daring to 
“brand us with the extirpation of laws and liberties; 
things which they seem as little to understand as aught 
that belongs to good letters or humanity”. 

In the late 18th century a more liberal wing of the Pres-
byterian Church emerged. Indeed some of the Belfast 
Presbyterians were among the most enlightened people 
in Ireland and played a leading part in the foundation of 
the United Irishmen. Samuel Nielson, William Drennan, 
Henry Joy McCracken, Thomas McCabe and Henry 
Monro were all born Presbyterians; indeed, both Neilson 
and Drennan were sons of Presbyterian ministers. 

This more progressive moment didn’t last. When Henry 
Cooke in 1835 persuaded the General Synod of Ulster to 
make subscription to the Westminster Confession of 
Faith (1646), which defined the pope as the ‘Antichrist’, 
compulsory for all ministers and elders, he was re-estab-
lishing Puritanism at the heart of Presbyterianism after a 
period of relative freedom in the previous fifty years. 
Since then, while there have been periodic shifts towards 
liberalism, the reactionary faction has generally dominat-
ed. The creation of the Free Presbyterian Church in 1951 
under Iain Paisley moved the main church further back-
wards  in order to compete. 

In June, at its annual meeting in Belfast, the ‘blockish 
presbyters' decided to reaffirm ‘traditional values’ in the 
face of trends in the wider society. They voted for a new 
policy that anyone in a same-sex relationship cannot be 
a full member of the church and their children cannot be 
baptised. The church also voted to loosen its affiliation 
with the Church of Scotland over its stance on same-sex 
relationships which allows partners in same-sex relation-
ships to serve as ministers or deacons in congregations 
that approve of it.  By 255 votes to 171 it also voted to 
stop inviting Scottish Moderators to the Irish General As-
sembly, and refused to send the Irish Moderator to the 
Scottish Assembly. These isolationist measures have been 
described as a ‘theological brexit’ from the church of 
which Irish Presbyterians were a 17th century off-shoot. 

Clearly, Irish Presbyterianism has stepped back into the 
Dark Ages. It has become a cold house for gays. In fact, 
Presbyterians should put up a notice in every church 
door: “homosexuals need not apply”.  

The church claims that its position on marriage and hu-
man relationships is based on the teachings of the Bible, 
both the Old and New Testaments. The New Testament 
“unambiguously regards homosexuality as contrary to 
nature, understood as God’s created order”. 

This is fundamentalism gone mad. It is also based on 
ignorance. Homosexuality is common throughout nature. 
Most liberated Christians also know that not everything 
in the Bible should be taken literally. In Leviticus you are 
forbidden to wear clothes made of both linen and wool. 
In the same text, you mustn’t plant more than one kind of 
seed in a field. And you are forbidden to eat shellfish or 
pork. These prohibitions show that the Bible is of its time 
but certainly not for all time. 

To forbid the baptism of gay children seems both odd 
and cruel. Ministers baptise thousands of children of 
heterosexual parents who have no intention of bring 
them up as faithful Christians, yet they must deny it to 
those who want to do so because they happen to be gay. 
And why do they baptise the children of divorcees when 
‘Holy Scripture’ expressly forbids divorce. As Jesus says, 
what God has joined together, let no man put asunder”. 

Repeatedly, those who support these measures against 
gays say that they love them and welcome them to at-
tend services so long as they are not practising. That’s 
like saying that we welcome motorists so long as they 
don’t drive a car. It’s ridiculous. Is that what Jesus meant 
when he said: “love thy neighbour as thyself”? 

The criticisms of these decisions as intolerant, narrow-
minded and backward-looking are increasing daily. Sev-
eral prominent Presbyterians have resigned from the 
church, already struggling with numbers, down from 
370,000 in 1975 to 210,000 today. Of course, like martyrs 
of old, the reactionaries will stand their narrow ground. 
Indeed, they may go further and make the ordination of 
women the next target. Alas, the DUP are not the only 
dinosaurs on display in Northern Ireland’s jurassic park.  q 
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Implications of the Referendum 

RIDAY 25th May 2018 provided a resounding po-
litical earthquake in the annals of the Irish Repub-
lic. When this astonishing Referendum result be-

came clear,  the women of the Irish Republic (Mná na 
h-Éireann) at last became fully fledged citizens as they 
and their male counterparts overwhelmingly voted so 
that women can finally achieve integrity over their own 
bodies.   

By doing so, in the teeth of vehement opposition from 
the Catholic hierarchy, they inadvertently helped disman-
tle a major part of the basis upon which Unionism was 
founded.  “Home Rule Means Rome Rule”, the  popular 
Unionist slogan in the early 1900s,  gave rise to the more 
warlike “Ulster will fight, and Ulster will be right!” as the 
whole of Europe lurched towards the catastrophe of 
World War 1. Both slogans expressed the gut fears of 
Unionists, North and South. Their concern was that if 
the British authorities allowed the return of a constitu-
tional Government in Dublin, it would inevitably become 
a vehicle for Catholic Bishops to take control of Ireland.  

Their fears were justified as politi-
cal events unfolded in a painful 
and macabre way; the island of 
Ireland became sub-divided into 
two States, one of which imposed a 
rigidly Catholic ethos on its citi-
zens, and another which inflicted a 
rigidly anti-Catholic ethos, though equally religious-
based, on its subjects. The long struggle to achieve basic 
human rights for everyone on the island has been painful 
and often heroic. Only a few brave subjects and citizens 
have had the guts to publicly swim against the tide. 

With the decision of the people of the Republic to re-
move the damaging 8th Amendment from their Constitu-
tion, women in the South have shifted further from reli-
gious control and are now (ironically) better positioned 
in terms of their personal rights than their sisters in the 
North. Women living in Northern Ireland are still not 
provided with full reproductive health care. If the DUP 
have their way,  they will still have to travel to Britain in 
order to access abortion services, as women in the Re-
public have done for at least the last 35 years since the 
Amendment was inserted into the Constitution.  

Member groups of the Coalition to Repeal the 8th 
Amendment, which came together under the ‘Together 
for Yes’ banner, have committed to supporting the 
movement for change in the North. Government cabinet 
members were heard to say they would expect to see 
women travelling south and west to access the repro-
ductive health care that will be established in the Repub-
lic. “Ah,  sure. isn’t it easier to take a bus or a train than 
a boat or a plane, and sure, didn’t other nations open 
their arms to our women for decades; is it not right that 
we now do the same?” 

The Catholic Church is demonstrably no longer all 
powerful in the affairs of the Republic of Ireland.  The 
icy grip of a long age of cold, hard conservatism is be-
ginning to melt.  There is still a long road to travel,  but 
we’re winning at last. The liberal wing of Unionism in 
Northern Ireland is faced with a choice; to put up with 
the domination of the fundamentalist DUP and the pro-
spect of a locally undemocratic Brexit, or meet with their 
newly self-confident,  progressive and prosperous South-
ern neighbours in an open-handed and friendly fashion.  
After so many decades of suspicion and mutual mistrust, 
we may at last be able to build a better and happier fu-
ture through honest, friendly dialogue.  The great news is 
that our island is fast becoming a coercion-free zone. 

A handful of TDs (mostly independent), along with the 
members of the much reduced Labour Party, led the way 
in calling for a referendum when it was still an unpopular 
topic, studiously avoided by most politicians. Voices were 
raised following the tragic death of Savita Halapanaver, at 
Galway’s University College Hospital in 2012. The Cit-

izens’ Assembly process was seen by 
many in the ‘Repeal’ camp as a delaying 
tactic. However, the very liberal re-
commendations that followed, and the 
adoption of a slightly more conservative 
version of those by a Dail Committee, 
ensured there was no turning back.  

In the wake of both processes, leaders of all the main 
political parties in the South took what may have been 
political risks, considering their naturally cautious tenden-
cies, to speak out in support of amending the constitution. 
They all deserve credit in different ways. Mary Lou Mc-
Donald was a rock of common sense in the face of vilifica-
tion. Leo Varadkhar has done a sensible and professional 
job in helping steer the country through this divisive Ref-
erendum. Micheál Martin took a courageous personal 
stand on an issue which split his Fianna Fáil Party.  It is 
still possible that some of his backwoodsmen will seek 
revenge by toppling a decent man. That would be a 
tragedy; but given the painful history of our island, we’re 
well used to that. The pioneers on this issue, women TDs 
such as Clare Daly, Ruth Coppinger, Catherine Murphy, 
and Brid Smith (who spoke publicly of her own abortion) 
are being eclipsed by the ‘come-lately’ crowd; however, the 
late interventions by members of these larger parties were 
crucial in order to bring ‘middle Ireland’ along with them.  

The massive majority for change in this Referendum will 
cause political ripples for years to come. The people are 
leading; the politicians are merely following in the path 
they are blazing. Establishment politicians, who for years 
sought re-election by not offending the Church and 
status quo are beginning to realise that failing to put 
their heads above the parapet has political consequences 
too:  Suddenly,  it’s okay for calculating politicians to be 
seen to be brave.                                                             q
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A Mighty Landslide – 
but there’s still a Mountain 

per cent in a referendum is surely a triumph. 
It came after a long campaign, hard fought 

by both sides – and ‘we’ won it! There’s the hope and 
there’s the rub. Time is clearly with the ‘liberals’ – the 
younger the voters the more likely they supported a re-
peal of the Eighth amendment. Anecdotally, I saw this 
with our stall at the local market – I was there with four 
bright young women, while the ‘No’ stall opposite us was 
run solely by elderly people like me (including the Greek 
Orthodox guy who had written to the local parish and 
the drama group that a play by me should not have been 
staged at the hall because it was ‘blasphemous’). The 
young are unlikely to have their minds changed by Chris-
tian missionaries – and the old will just die. 

Yet their beliefs will linger on in the forthcoming legisla-
tion which is quite restrictive when compared to conti-
nental and UK laws. The twelve 
week cut off point is among the 
earliest in Europe, there is a 
buffer time and the Govern-
ment has made it clear that they 
won’t accept any amendments 
to add foetal disability (non-
fatal abnormalities) to the legit-
imate grounds for having an 
abortion. It is similar to the divorce referendum which 
had deliberately tight conditions so it could be carried – 
and which it only just about did.  

Well, further liberation is for another day – when demo-
graphics will have shifted further. Interesting indicator: 
the less controversial Equal Marriage Rights referendum 
was carried by 63% and 3 years later the Eighth was 
repealed by 66%. Here’s the trend: 
Referenda in Ireland 
1983 Right to life of the unborn - carried by 67% 
1986 Divorce – defeated by 63% 
1995 Divorce – carried by 50.3% 
2015 Marriage Equality – carried by 62% 
2018 Repeal of the Eighth – carried by66.4% 
  
Still, there’s the question of the voters’ main motivation. 
And there has been muddled thinking on both sides. I’ve 
heard even YES-campaigners call an embryo ‘a baby’, if 
not ‘a child’. Or warning people not to celebrate their 
victory too triumphantly. Or wanting to call the forth-
coming legislation the  ‘Savita Law’. So hard cases were 
very convincing and used to better effect by the YES-side. 
The NO-side, of course scared us with 6-month-old foeti 
being aborted and handed out little embryos, the size of 
my thumb, with a grave: “12 weeks, 12 weeks.” I kept 
my little plastic homunculus and on closer inspection I 
can tell you the good news: it’s a boy.  

A tiny embryo also appeared on a poster in town, headed 
‘Killing’ above two photos, one of a puppy, with the cap-
tion ‘cruelty’, and the other an embryo, captioned 
‘choice’. Both of course were depicted at the same size... 
while the puppy in reality could have gobbled up the 
little critter without even as much as chewing on it. 
Sounds cruel? Only if you believe this potential human is 
already a person – i.e. that a building site is a house, a 
tadpole a frog. But it isn’t. And therefore guilt is not an 
appropriate feeling to have about an abortion, although 
it lingers on in a collective unconscious deformed by 
Christianity (and Islam etc.). 

The other side of this coin is, however, more positive and 
clearly led many to their decision for YES – compassion. 
In this case arising from the real life stories of pregnant 
women and their personal hardships and despair, from 

the experience of sisters and 
friends or  indeed their own. 
Ironically some of those stories 
were – are! – caused by the 
Catholic attitude to unmarried 
mothers, ‘fallen women’ and 
their ‘bastards’... And just now 
another scandal has emerged 

from the sale of those babies to 
rich Catholic Americans with scores of falsified birth 
certificates. But the Church is fighting on and the Bishop 
of Elphin suggests that all Catholic YES-voters should go 
to confession – because they’ve committed a sin. Though 
we’ve also learned that by attendance at the big Family 
event the Church is organising in Dublin one can attain 
forgiveness of all one’s sins. And that would include not 
only advocating for but also availing of the right to have 
an abortion. Strange stuff you get into with infallible 
doctrines. 

The crucial concept still to be promoted is that a woman 
has the right to decide what’s happening in her body. She 
doesn’t have to justify this decision before any court of 
moral inquisition. How often have we heard some 
zealots say: they want to have an abortion for no reason 
whatsoever! Yes, precisely that is the point. You don’t 
have to be a hard case with a heart-rending personal 
story. There don’t have to be medical indications. You 
must simply be allowed to make a reasonable adult deci-
sion about your life. If you find it necessary to have an 
abortion you should get one – and without any lingering 
feelings of guilt. The repeal of the Eighth has made this 
easier. But we aren’t quite there yet. 

And next to take on in that matter are the (luckily 
dwindling minority of) knuckle-dragging troglodytes in 
Ulster.                                                                          q
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Do Both Lives Matter? 

HE week after the Republic of Ireland voted in a 
referendum to repeal the Eighth amendment, Lis-
burn and Castlereagh council debated the motion: 

“That this council believes that in pregnancy both lives 
matter, the mother and the unborn child. This commit-
ment to the rights of both should be reflected in the sup-
port provided to mothers and unborn children and their 
families throughout the pregnancy. This council calls for 
a prenatal Hospice Care facility or service in NI to be 
established to provide the best medical and emotional 
support for those who are faced with the diagnosis of a 
severe life limiting condition”. 

Councillor Mallon, who put the motion before council, 
thanked those who had sent him and his wife cards on 
the recent blessing of their baby daughter and talked 
about how beautiful the first sight of her had been at the 
twelve week scan. 

I attended the debate to hear Alliance councillor Amanda 
Grehan read aloud the story of how my oldest son and 
his partner terminated their 
much wanted pregnancy at 28 
weeks when their unborn son 
was diagnosed with the fatal 
foetal abnormality (FFA) of 
Thanatophoric Dysplasia. 
Amanda was visibly moved 
and I couldn’t help but notice 
the council chamber was completely silent and still 
throughout the reading. 

SDLP councillor Johnny McCarthy, who himself has 
spina bifida and uses a wheelchair, said he would like to 
make the amendment of removing the words ‘both lives 
matter’ on the grounds they were anti-choice and dis-
criminatory. Alliance councillor McIntyre said we need 
to look at the nuances of crisis pregnancies and create 
new guidelines for doctors who can’t even refer women 
to a website for information. He quoted a UN Commit-
tee that had concluded that NI subjects women to a sys-
tematic abuse of their rights, which in 2015 left more 
than 1400 women forced to acquire abortion pills from 
one provider alone and every year forces more than 100 
to go to England to access safe terminations. He thought 
the motion offered women only a very narrow choice to 
deal with FFAs and pregnancy as the result of rape. 

A DUP councillor talked of ‘the right to life ... that begins 
at conception’ and should be protected until it dies natu-
rally. He referred to abortion as a ‘Holocaust’ and went 
on to talk about his Uncle Samuel, who had Downs and 
was very much a part of the family circle. 

I found this all very difficult to listen to as I had made it 
clear in my article read by Amanda that my son and his 
partner were offered an amniocentesis to see if they were 

carrying a Downs baby, which they refused due to the 
risk of miscarriage. One of my sister’s grandchildren has 
Downs and we know how much he is loved so they had 
no fear of bringing a child with that condition into the 
world. Despite their difficulties Downs people can live 
fulfilling, worthwhile lives. 

Yet the reality of their situation turned out to be very 
different. Their little boy had very short arms and legs, 
an underdeveloped rib cage that prevented his heart and 
lungs from developing and a clover-shaped skull that 
would most likely have caused him to be brain damaged. 
The pregnancy, even in NI, probably couldn’t have gone 
to full term as the baby’s head would have grown too 
large for normal delivery so he would have been induced 
early to save his mother.  But that would have meant 
waiting at least another seven weeks. All that time she 
would have had to carry her baby knowing the majority 
of babies with this condition die of asphyxiation or heart 
failure at birth or shortly afterwards.  

Even if he could survive a 
couple of years, which has 
happened occasionally, he 
would never walk, talk, feed 
himself or do any of the 
things a normally developing 
child does. And then they’d 

have had to watch what 
should have been their little toddler die. If he could have 
survived beyond that stage he would have needed full 
time care around the clock, putting the parents under 
physical and financial stress and affecting any other chil-
dren they might have subsequently. I’ve known couples 
in this situation, and with the best will in the world the 
other children suffer. 

If you believe in God I suppose carrying on with the 
pregnancy makes a sort of sense – you believe the ulti-
mate father knows best. If you don’t you are left with 
nothing but the heartbreak and finding the kindest way 
of ending it. My son and his partner chose termination 
with not only the family’s backing, but with outright 
encouragement. We are sure that was the best outcome 
for the baby and them. 

In a phone-in on the subject I asked former DUP MLA Jim 
Wells what he suggested should be done with pregnancies 
that are almost certainly going to end in the death of the 
baby and possibly the mother, and he said the law allowed 
for that in NI. But no doctor here offered any such help to 
my son’s partner apart from saying they would keep 
watching the size of the baby’s head and, as I’ve explained, 
that would mean waiting for weeks, which would result in 
an even later termination of the pregnancy. No doctor in 
NI will take the risk of making the decision to induce the 
baby at diagnosis of FFA because they would be found  >>
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guilty of carrying out an abortion even though FFA is 
recognised in medical literature.                                   

Another famous anti-abortionist Jacob Rees Mogg 
boasts he has never changed a nappy despite being a 
father of six children. He prefers to let ‘Nanny do it’.   
I don’t know any ordinary, working class people who 
have nannies. This is a man who lives in his mother-in-
law’s ancestral home, a palace, by the way, that reported-
ly has 350 rooms and five miles of corridors, but has 
voted for reducing housing benefit for social tenants 
deemed to have excess bedrooms. He’s also voted against 
investigations into the Iraq War, same sex marriage, gay 
rights and laws to promote equality and human rights to 
name but a few of the things that would make life diffi-
cult for ordinary, less wealthy folk.  

It seems Mr Mogg is only interested in life before birth. 
Afterwards your health and well-being is none of his 
concern. He claims his views on abortion and marriage 
are from his strict Catholicism, but wasn’t there some-
thing in the Bible about rich men and needles? He owns 
15% of Somerset Capital Management, but doesn’t have 
to declare the dividend he earns from it, but the firm, 
which he co-founded, has paid its partners £59.9 million 
since he was elected in 2010. He has revealed he is paid 
up to £29,255 a month for 30 – 35 hours work (Greg 
Wilford, The Independent, 20.8.17). Apparently Biblical 
teachings only apply to women and the poor. 

It’s all very well for those who say life begins at the mo-
ment of conception and termination shouldn’t be permit-
ted in any circumstances  – I don’t see them queueing up 
to take over the night shift when the poor parents are 
utterly exhausted from trying to look after a child or 
children who need round the clock care. Once these 
children are born there’s precious little help for them and 
their families. And austerity, which the DUP, also anti-
choicers, enacted on behalf of the Westminster Govern-
ment, has made the situation even worse. 

I’d like to see a referendum on abortion and equal mar-
riage in NI as I believe the results would be similar to 
those seen in the Republic of Ireland. Those who don’t 
believe in abortion or equal marriage don’t have to take 
part in it. Nature ends something like one in three preg-
nancies through miscarriage, which is heartbreaking too 
when the baby is wanted, so perhaps those who feel the 
foetus is a life from the moment of conception should 
put their efforts into supporting investigation into why 
those lives are lost? Or perhaps they should ask them-
selves, if they are so concerned about sentient life, which 
an early foetus isn’t, should they protest outside abat-
toirs?                                                                             q 
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Arlene Foster’s Folly  

 RLENE Foster's recent 
comments that her unionism 
is inclusive and welcoming, 

unlike Irish nationalism which she 
describes as narrow and exclusive, 
reminded me that in 2002 David 
Trimble also made disparaging re-
marks about the Irish Republic as a 
‘pathetic, sectarian, mono-ethnic 
and mono-culture state’. 

The recent legalisation of same sex 
marriage, the repeal of the Eighth 
Amendment, and the mixed ethnic 
and cultural background of the new 
Taoiseach in the Republic exposes 
this unionist delusional nonsense. It 
also exposes their hypocrisy. Witness 
the extract, bottom right, of the 
speech by Arlene Foster (then Kelly) 
to the 1992 Young Unionist Confer-
ence in which she criticised the Re-
public for precisely those policies 
which her party now stoutly defends. 

The reality is that Mrs Foster and 
the DUP's brand of unionism is es-
sentially a form of Ulster national-
ism which is inward looking and 
has never got close to having the 
courage to reach out to the ‘other'. 

It is laughable when one considers 
how Mrs Foster’s talk about her 
commitment to diversity is mea-
sured against the DUP’s actions and 
comments of the last few years. The 
rants about crocodile-baiting, RHI 
exposures, currying my yoghurt 
insults, and flag waving sectarian 
displays from a variety of its prom-
inent public representatives, confirm 
the DUP’s almost unmatched gift of 
weaving bigoted insults into the ear 
of public consciousness. They are 
certainly not very inclusive and wel-
coming. Further, where is the plural-
ism for members of the LGBT 
community who are still being de-
monised and denied marriage equal-
ity by the DUP? 

Can any form of nationalism  – 
whether British, Ulster or Irish  – 

lead to a more progressive, inclusive 
and multicultural society? 

Generally speaking liberals and left 
orientated people view nationalism 
as regressive and insular. In relation 
to the struggle for Irish indepen-
dence, when James Connolly joined 
forces with Pearse and the Irish Re-
publican Brotherhood he was heavi-
ly criticised by other socialists and 
liberals at the time who failed to 
grasp his anti-colonial/imperialist 
analysis. Connolly (above) was al-
ways circumspect about the Irish 
capitalist class but was adamant 
that for Ireland to gain the freedom 
to run its own affairs it had to ob-
tain its national independence first. 
He had always warned about 
Britain’s plan to partition Ireland 
and if that happened it would lead 
to a ‘carnival of reaction’, and this is 
precisely what happened with a 
dominant Catholic state in the 26 
counties and a sectarian protestant 
state in Northern Ireland. 

Historically, German and British 
nationalism were forged in the mi-
lieu of imperialism based mainly on 

a conviction of their superiority 
over other races and ethnicities. The 
development of Irish nationalism 
was not based on these foundations 
but on the fight for self-determina-
tion and independence. In many 
ways, Irish nationalism has grown 
over the last 100 years in that the 
Irish Republic is one of the oldest 
continuous democracies and an 
exemplar of parliamentary democ-
racy. While the Republic of Ireland 
at the beginning was overwhelming-
ly dominated by the Catholic 
Church, particularly on social and 
moral issues, it has developed into a 
more moderate and liberal society, 
unlike Northern Ireland which still 
seems to be living in the Dark Ages 
at times. 

I would argue that nationalism is 
not all the same, just as liberalism, 
or conservatism and Irish national-
ism and Ulster unionist/nationalism 
are not two sides of the same coin, 
as some political commentators 
make them out to be. 

Liberal nationalism is opposed to all 
forms of imperialism and colonial-
ism. It also advocates universal self-
determination for all nations to 
build a better society centred upon 
liberal values of inclusion, openness 
and tolerance. This is in stark con-
trast to a system where nationalist 
sentiment takes on a chauvinistic 
and exclusive character. That sounds 
a bit like Mrs Foster’s DUP to me. q                      
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CATHOLIC IRELAND IS 
DEAD AND GONE 

IN the aftermath of May's 
referendum in the Republic 
of Ireland, a Dublin priest 
told his congregation that 
those who had voted "Yes" 
had no business receiving 
Holy Communion. 

This follows several con-
troversial instances where 
people walked out of 
mass with their children, 
rather than allow them to 
hear anti-abortion ser-
mons and speeches from 
the pulpit, including – in at 
least one instance – at a 
First Holy Communion 
ceremony. 

The Catholic Church is 
as entitled as any other 
organisation to enforce its 
rules with its members as 
it so chooses, and its 
teachings on the issue of 
abortion are very clear. 
Rather than complain 
about any of the above, 
surely it is time that cul-
tural (or casual) Catholics 
had a good look at the 
institution of the Roman 
Catholic Church and what 
it stands for, and asked 
themselves whether it 
truly represents them and 
their world view. 

If you believe that women 
should not have to endure 
a constitutional status that 
equates their rights to 
those of a foetus, are you 
really a Catholic? If you 
don't want your children 
listening to often poiso-
nous rhetoric about abor-
tion and the women who 
procure them, why are you 
indoctrinating them into a 
religion with such social 
teachings? 

This is, after all, the same 
organisation that opposed 
contraceptives, divorce, 
the decriminalisation of 

homosexuality, and the 
removal of the marriage 
bar, all in the last 50 years. 
Having opposed civil 
partnership for same-sex 
couples in 2010, they tried 
(and failed) to convince 
the electorate in 2015 that 
civil partnership was quite 
enough, and full marriage 
equality was not required. 

Why not leave the Church 
and its congregants to 
their own devices? There 
are many communities 
and world views that take 
a far more compassionate 
and less dogmatic ap-
proach to life. 

UNIONIST RULE IS 
ROME RULE 

BACK in 1992, as quoted 
on page 8 opposite, Arlene 
Foster said that the Irish 
Constitution “is riddled 
with Roman Catholic so-
cial and political doctrine. 
A few examples include 
the Republic’s stand on 
divorce and abortion; and 
the place given to women 
in the 1937 Constitution is 
downright insulting…we 
must expose the Repub-
lic’s Constitution for all that 
it is; this is, an archaic 
crutch to the Roman 
Catholic church”. 

Fast forward 26 years and, 
irony of ironies, the shoe is 
now firmly on the other 
foot. The crutch to the 
Catholic Church is union-
ism, particularly the DUP’s 
version. It is the bulwark of 
Catholic social doctrine 
against abortion, same-
sex marriage and similar 
issues. Some Duppers 
even claim that Catholics 
are seeking to join their 
party. Instead of “no Pope 
here”, loyalists should be 
proclaiming “Pope wel-
come here”. Home Rule is 
no longer Rome Rule; 
unionism is. 

KANT AND ABORTION 

A KANTIAN ethic can be 
used to support abortion. 
The great Prussian 
philosopher’s moral phi-
losophy centres on what 
he called the categorical 
imperative. It comprises 
absolute and unconditional 
maxims, as opposed to 
hypothetical imperatives, 
which depend on circum-
stances.  

The first maxim of the cat-
egorical imperative, some-
times called the Formula of 
Universal Law, is that we 
should act according to a 
principle that we would 
make universal.  

Opponents of abortion 
often make the mistake of 
arguing that if we were to 
universalize abortion, then 
the human race would 
become extinct. But abor-
tion is an action not a prin-
ciple, and we have to ask 
instead on what universal 
principle it might be based. 

Here we turn to the second 
formulation of the categor-
ical imperative, sometimes 
called the Formula of Hu-
manity, which is that we 
should treat ourselves and 
other rational persons as 
ends in themselves, and 
not as a means to an end.  

Arguably, treating women 
as effectively vessels of a 
non-sentient foetus, with-
out freedom of choice and 
control over their own 
bodies, is a classic exam-
ple of using them as 
means, not ends. It violates 
the categorical imperative. 
  
The UN’s Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights is 
an excellent enactment of 
Kant’s categorical impera-
tive. Recently it declared 
that the UK is violating the 
rights of women in North-
ern Ireland by restricting 
their access to abortion, 
and in castigating the gov-
ernment the UN was act-
ing perfectly in accordance 
with Kantian philosophy. 
So was the Supreme Court 
which in June found that 
the province’s abortion law 
was incompatible with the 
right to respect for private 
and family life as guaran-
teed by the European con-
vention on human rights. q  
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Freedom or Discrimination? 

VERY true liberal democracy has legislation up-
holding the right of religious organisations to free-
dom from government interference. And this is no 

bad thing. 

However, problems can arise when this comes into con-
flict with other laws that aim to defend citizens, religious 
and non-religious, from “unfair” discrimination on the 
grounds of their beliefs or faith, or lack of either. 

In some countries, religious bodies and groups represent-
ing those of faith claim some exemptions from equality 
legislation, including when they are recruiting employees. 
But questions are increasingly being asked about how far 
such exemptions should be allowed. 

In recent years, there have been a number of high-profile 
instances of religious-run schools sacking teachers for 
certain “behaviours”, including entering same-sex mar-
riages, living with a same-sex partner as a couple, and 
becoming pregnant outside of marriage. Arguments are 
often made that these activities are setting an example 
quite the opposite to what the proprietors or trustees of 
these schools wish for their children. 

These instances, and the legal cases that have followed 
them, have produced mixed results, with some appeals 
being upheld, and some “victims” being awarded com-
pensation. But in 2012 a teacher laid off from a school 
linked to a Lutheran church in Michigan lost her unfair 
dismissal case on the grounds that she was “technically a 
minister” and her employer was therefore exempt from 
certain equality laws. In another case in 2014 the Eu-
ropean Court of Human Rights backed the Spanish 
Catholic Church in its stance against a priest who had 
married and joined a campaign aiming to change the 
rules on clerical celibacy.  

It would seem axiomatic that certain tenets of faith-
based employers be observed by certain employees. It’s 

completely reasonable, for example, that a young woman 
entering a convent as a novice should believe that Jesus 
Christ is the Lord and Saviour of the world, however 
unlikely such a thing may seem to non-believers. 

Yet there is increasing debate on where the line is to be 
drawn, and much of it is taking place in court rooms 
across a number of Western democracies. In April this 
year,  the European Court of Justice (ECJ) issued a pro-
nouncement that may make it somewhat harder for 
faith-affiliated bodies in Europe, such as charities or col-
leges, to favour their own adherents, at least when hiring 
for roles of a fairly secular nature. 

The case arose when a Protestant-affiliated NGO did not 
offer a job interview to Vera Egenberger, a well-qualified 
expert in her field, because she was not a member of 
Germany’s Evangelical Lutheran Church. Ms. Egenberger 
felt the faith-requirement  was unreasonable, and the 
German Federal Labour Court, torn between two almost 
irreconcilable legal norms – the religious freedom laid 
down in Germany’s constitution, and the equality direc-
tives of the EU – turned to the ECJ for help. 

The ECJ’s ruling essentially interprets Germany’s national 
law as being too easy on religiously affiliated employers – 
who incidentally control more than a million jobs in the 
country – and implies that the current state of affairs al-
lows religious recruiters to discriminate unnecessarily. 

GREY AREAS 

VERY often the question rests on whether the require-
ment for religious belief is so strong that the job would 
be compromised if a person of a different belief system 
were hired. At its most extreme, it is clear that religious 
organisations should not be forced to hire militant athe-
ists as priests, rabbis or imams. But such extremes are not 
up for debate, and there are many grey areas in the cases 
that are. 

It seems that, in Germany at least, the onus is now on the 
employer to show why it is objectively necessary to im-
pose a faith test for jobs. But for this author, there is a 
relatively straight-forward criterion to apply. It is a sim-
ple enough condition of living in a liberal democracy that 
government should not aim to promote or favour any 
one religion or faith over another. Therefore where pub-
lic funds are being spent, there should be no allowances 
made for religious exemptions: 

• Where a religious-ethos NGO receives taxpayer money, 
they should not be allowed to discriminate on the 
grounds of faith in their hiring policy. 

• Where a religious ethos school (a problematic entity in 
and of itself, in my opinion) receives public funds – >>>                                         
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• whether that is for building, maintenance, or the pay-
ment of teacher salaries – there should be no discrimi-
nation allowed in the hiring policies. 

• Bodies that discriminate on the grounds of faith (or 
indeed any other grounds proscribed by legislation) 
should not receive a cent of public funding, in order to 
maintain religious equality and not promote one faith 
over others (or none). 

Two axioms in philosophical and sociological debate are 
at stake: the right of faith-based organisations to be left 
alone to go about their business as they see fit; and the 
right of individuals not to have to endure discrimination 
on grounds of gender, race, sexual orientation or, most 
prevalently in the cases being discussed, religious belief or 
lack thereof. The aforementioned solution should leave 
little room for conflict. 

Until now, religious groups in Western countries have 
generally managed to convince lawmakers and judges 
that devoting one’s life to a faith-based institution is not 
employment in the usual sense but rather a vocation. 
This is in part why the European Court of Human 
Rights vindicated the Romanian Orthodox Church in its 
refusal to recognise a trade 
union founded by its priests. 

It has long been the case that 
religious and faith-based bod-
ies, where it suits them, wish 
to exist in their own sphere, 
exempt from some of the laws 
that govern the rest of society. 
Let them. At least to the extent 
that their actions and activities 
don’t inhibit the freedoms of others. There should be 
only one requirement: if churches and their affiliated 
organisations and institutes of education wish to remain 
separate from the rest of society in this manner, they 
should do so funded by their own money, and not that 
of the government (essentially of taxpayers) or any pub-
licly funded institution. 

PRACTICAL MATTERS 

THERE is no good argument why, in a secular society, 
taxpayers’ money should be used to fund an activity 
with a religious ethos, whether that be education, or the 
distribution of aid in the Third World or anything else. 
But given historical considerations and the context Ire-
land finds itself in (with more than 90% of primary 
schools under the control of religious institutions), it is 
clear that immediate and sudden withdrawal of funding 
for such schools is not a practicable solution. 

What is certainly necessary is an increased urgency in the 
divestment programme whereby the Catholic Church in 
particular should relinquish patronage of a number of 
schools and, without question, there should be no possi-
bility for discrimination in the hiring process against 
homosexuals, unmarried parents, or non-religious people 
as teachers or other staff. 

Vocation might be an accurate description for some 
“employees” who fulfil a special role like the aforemen-

tioned priests. These people generally purport to feel a 
deep impulse to live out their lives according to a certain 
specific vocation. The ECJ’s decision implies a belief that 
this concept should not be abused to make millions of 
worldly jobs (involving say, clerical work or basic class-
room education) subject to a faith test. 

As acknowledged earlier, religious organisations should 
be allowed to conduct their business, free from outside 
interference, for the benefit of their members – in so far 
as they do not interfere with the well-being or freedoms 
of those who do not share their views.  

To this end, the maxim that the best – indeed the only – 
way to guarantee complete religious freedom is with a 
fully secular state holds true. That should mean no state 
funding to any organisation that claims (as most liberal 
Western democracies allows them to do) tax-exempt 
status on the basis of being a religious organisation, or 
to its affiliates. 

Those who claim tax-exempt status, or avail of public 
funds, should accordingly abide by the laws of the state 
and the societal norms of the the country in which they 
are based, which, in most liberal democracies, generally 

forbid discrimination on the 
grounds of gender, race, 
sexual orientation or, most 
prevalently in the cases be-
ing discussed, religious be-
lief – all grounds (with, 
broadly, the exception of 
race) on which almost every 
religious organisation wish-
es to discriminate. 

Let religions and religious bodies discriminate against 
outsiders all they wish. Let them promote their often 
antiquated, closed-minded and occasionally bigoted 
views in the name of religious freedom, or freedom of 
speech, or whatever it is they claim. But they should not 
receive a cent of public funds to enable them to do so.  q                                                                                                                       
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Freethought and Authority 

AN is born free, yet everywhere he is in chains. 
Rousseau’s dictum is relevant, though not in the 
sense he intended. There is no such thing as an 

immutable human nature: as a species we are free to 
think our own thoughts and to make our own destinies. 
Yet many are incapable of grasping what rightly belongs 
to them. They fall easily into the embrace of bad ideas 
and obsolete tribalisms. Why do they prefer the darkness 
of ignorance and sectarianism to the light of freedom and 
tolerance? 

Our opinions are often formed from our background, 
parents, peers, teachers and religious leaders, rather than 
our own independent analysis. As well as this socialisa-
tion, laziness is clearly a factor. The mental universe of 
the ‘average’ person consists of beliefs which have been 
firmly accepted without questioning. There is instinctive 
hostility to any idea which would upset the established 
order of this familiar world. A new idea involves a rear-
ranging of the mind, and this process is laborious, requir-
ing a painful expenditure of mental energy. New ideas 
seem evil because they are disagreeable. 

Fear is also relevant. Challenging the beliefs of family, 
friends, peers, teachers, or any authority requires moral 
and intellectual courage, especially if the accepted beliefs 
of the tribe are strengthened by superstition. If the cus-
toms, prejudices and traditions of the group are associat-
ed with religious belief and are supposedly under divine 
patronage, then criticism of this order of things is regard-
ed as a form of impiety which is likely to incur the wrath 
of the divinity himself. The individual may actually ‘see 
through’ all this humbug but may lack the courage of his 
convictions or absence of them. There are many people 
in our society who are afraid to take responsibility for 
their own thoughts and so submit to this power, even 
though they know it to be false.  Religious belief bestows 
respectability so that to be an atheist or an agnostic  is to 
be treated as outside ‘proper’ society. 

Humanism is therefore, first of all, a challenge to author-
ity.  If power is the ability to get things done or affect the 
behaviour of others, then authority is the right to exert 
this influence. In Leviathan Hobbes wrote that “by au-
thority is always understood a right of doing any act”. In 
The Social Contract Rousseau stressed the importance of 
authority as a source of power: “The strongest is never 
strong enough to be always master, unless he transforms 
strength into right and obedience into duty”. Even a 
regime which has used force to displace another will 
want  to  transmute its coercive   power into authority,  
by invoking legal and moral rules on its behalf in order 
to achieve the deference and co-operation of the people 
and establish its legitimacy in their minds. 

Yet where does this right to command or achieve com-
pliance come from? Three obvious sources are hierarchy, 
representation and expertise. The first relates to a per-
son’s position in the structure of power. The managing 
director of a firm, a school principal or a head of gov-
ernment are obvious examples. But we would hardly 
suggest that such hierarchies confer unlimited authority. 
Has a managing director the right to hire and fire work-
ers at will? Has a school principal the right to dictate to a 
pupil the length of his hair or her skirt? Has the head of 
government the right to introduce policies which are 
opposed to those on which he was democratically elect-
ed? In fact, hierarchy itself is highly problematic, and 
even if effective organisations need some such structure, 
we are rightly reluctant in a democratic age to confer too 
much authority to those at the top. 

Authority might also be related to the possession by 
someone of a conferred right or title to speak or act on 
behalf of others. Thus a lawyer might say that he has ‘the 
authority of his client’ to accept or reject offers made by 
another party. This is authority enjoyed by representa-
tives, be they politicians, lawyers, union negotiators, and 
so on. Yet here again we do not normally think that the 
representative has the right to do whatever he likes. His 
‘authority’ is likely to be strictly circumscribed. 

A third source of authority is perceived expertise. We 
accept that the pilot of our aircraft has a right to fly the 
plane because he has the necessary training and experi-
ence. But there are problems even in this area. We may 
defer to the authority of politicians on the grounds that 
they are ‘professionals’ with detailed knowledge of public 
affairs, but would we be wise to place our trust in them 
on a par with that of an airline pilot or surgeon? Similar-
ly, a literary critic might be described as an ‘authority’ on 
Shakespeare or an historian an ‘authority’ on the French 
Revolution, but this hardly implies that we should al-
ways defer to their judgment on these matters. 

In fact, a settled scholarly tradition can actually inhibit 
free thought and the search for truth because it tends to 
be highly contemptuous of heretical opinions which it 
may then seek to marginalise. The bitchiness of scholars 
towards those whose views on their particular  spe-
cialisms differ radically from their own is at times  mani-
acal. Authority can thus be a threat to reason and critical 
understanding since it demands unquestioning obedience 
and an abdication of the individual’s responsibility to 
seek the truth for himself. It is especially in this area of 
intellectual authority that the Humanist makes his stand. 
This doesn’t mean we are not sceptical of other forms of 
authority. Indeed, too much deference in one area tends 
to lead to similar obedience in other areas.                 >>>
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In The Authoritarian Per-
sonality (1950) Theodore 
Adorno and others claimed 
to find evidence to indicate 
that individuals with fascist 
tendencies had a strong 
propensity to defer to au-
thority. In Obedience to 
Authority Stanley Milgram 
showed from his experi-
ments in the US that those 
with a strong inclination to 
obey authority can more 
easily be induced to act in a 
barbaric fashion. 

Humanists, therefore, have every good reason to be 
highly suspicious of authoritarianism. Of course, our 
rejection of deities is itself a major challenge to authority, 
in this case the ‘authority’ of clerics and priests. We be-
lieve that they are fundamentally mistaken, and the fact 
that there have been millions of them throughout history 
and at times only a handful of disbelievers or dissidents 
has not altered our position in the slightest. For we 
know that truth is determined not by the weight of ‘au-
thoritative opinion’ but by the evidence. We know, as 
Francis Bacon put it, that all too often authority is taken 
for truth, not truth for authority. 

We know too, as La Bruyère realised, that the opposite 
of what is generally believed is often the truth. The shape 
of the earth and its movement round the sun are obvious 
examples, but there are countless others from our own 
time. Only a minority believed that a recession was com-
ing in 2008 and only a minority believed that Trump 
would win the presidency. In such cases, the minority 
were right to be sceptical of so-called ‘expert’ opinion. 

Why – despite the claims of scepticism – do so many 
people put their faith in authority? The sociologist Max 
Weber in his Theory of Economic and Social Organisa-
tions identified three sources and types. First, there is 
traditional authority. The authority  is accepted as legit-
imate because it is based on long-established customs 
and traditions. It ‘has always existed’ and been accepted 
by earlier generations. In other words, it is sanctioned by 
history. The tribal chief is often cited as an instance of 
traditional authority, but we can find examples nearer 
home. Ireland is steeped in respect for this kind of au-
thority. Orangemen insist on their right to march down 
the Garvaghy Road because they have been doing it for 
nearly 200 years; while the IRA’s ‘war’ was sanctioned 
by a long tradition of armed resistance to English rule. 
The fact of doing something wrong for centuries is no 
sound reason for doing it again. But we live in a land 
where the dead weight of traditional authority has poi-
soned and devoured us, where the crushing creeds of 
Orange and Green, Protestant and Catholic, have held 
bigoted sway for centuries. 

Weber’s second type is charismatic authority. This rests 
on “devotion to the specific and exceptional sanctity, 
heroism or exemplary character of an individual person, 
and of the normative patterns or order revealed or or-
dained by him”. Authority in this sense derives from the 
power of an individual’s personality – his ‘charisma’. 

Weber was thinking of reli-
gious or political leaders 
like Jesus and Napoleon. 
More recent cases might be 
Hitler, De Gaulle, Thatcher 
or Putin in politics and cult 
religious leaders like Jim 
Jones or David Koresh. 

Yet our examples show all 
too clearly the dangers in-
herent in charismatic au-
thority. Why should the 
strength of an individual’s 
personality give him or her 
the right to command oth-

ers, especially if the power which is derived from it is 
unchecked? Hitler led his nation in an orgy of destruc-
tiveness which ultimately resulted in his and its own 
destruction. Thatcher was allowed to impose a market 
ideology and a centralised state which emasculated 
Britain’s fragile civil liberties and increased poverty on a 
massive scale. The dangers are even more apparent in 
charismatic religious figures. 

Ulster has had its share of messianic leaders. Paisley, the 
biggest vote-getter in  modern  Irish  history,  immediate-
ly  springs  to  mind, and his demagogy is well docu-
mented. But less often cited is Gerry Adams. In a profile 
of the former Sinn Fein leader in the Sunday Times, 
James Dalrymple was struck by ‘the almost religious 
aura that now surrounds him’. The setting was Dublin’s 
Glasnevin cemetery on Easter Sunday, and the passage is 
worth quoting at length: “Men and women, both young 
and old, reached out just to touch him as he passed. A 
crippled child in a wheelchair was brought to him and 
he kneeled down to talk to him. ‘Lift him up, Gerry’, said 
the boy’s mother almost beseechingly. ‘Just lift him up 
and hold him, please’. Another child, a three-year-old 
with Down’s syndrome features, was pressed into his 
arms and Adams whispered soft words into his ear. For 
nearly an hour after the political harangue had ended he 
was jostled, pressed and imprisoned in a mass of human 
bodies who had come, it seemed, to see, to touch and to 
pay homage”. 

No; charismatic authority is definitely not for us Hu-
manists. It is not the kind of hero worship that we would 
wish to encourage. In religion and politics it is usually a 
malign force which brings out the worst in people and 
often impels them to commit brutal acts. 

Weber’s third type is legal-rational authority, which he 
believed had come to dominate in modern society. It is 
authority based on impersonal rules which can be justi-
fied on rational grounds. A politician in a liberal democ-
racy, for example, would exercise his power within a 
framework of laws, usually determined by formal, con-
stitutional rules which restrain or limit what he can do. 
The authority is attached to the office, not the person, so 
it is less likely to be abused or to give rise to injustice. 

Clearly, some countries suffer from an overdose of tradi-
tional and charismatic authority and a lack of legal-ra-
tional authority. Yet dangers lurk even in this direction. 
A written constitution is no guarantee that a            >>>
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government will act with restraint  – Stalin’s 1936 Soviet 
Constitution was one of the most liberal in the world 
but it was powerless to prevent his ruthless dictatorship. 
Nor is democratic election any guarantee that a govern-
ment will heed the wishes of the voters, as the Iraq War 
and many other recent examples have clearly demon-
strated. The fact of the matter is that the authority in-
vested in a government by the people may be abused, 
whether we are speaking of so-called liberal democracies 
or totalitarian dictatorships. 

It was the long  tradition of authoritarianism in both 
Germany and Russia that paved the way for totalitarian-
ism, and the revival of it today under Putin, Erdogan, 
Orban and other populist dictators. A more liberal tradi-
tion would have been less susceptible to tyranny. 

In Northern Ireland, the long adherence to two opposing 
authoritarian traditions and the absence of a culture of 
respect for individual freedom and tolerance is at the 
very heart of the malaise. Down the centuries we have 
had no lack of authoritarian figures – priests, teachers, 
parents, youth leaders, politicians – telling our young 
how to think and behave, and of course telling them to 
think and do as they have done. If you happen to live in 
a society where the ghosts of your ancestors are still ex-
horting you to fight old battles, then you are the victim 
of a congenital disease for which there is no easy cure. 
The authority of such demonic ancestral voices is not 
likely to be conducive to a healthy and stable society. 

For a Humanist, then, authority in whatever guise of 
from whatever source is a notion to be regarded with 
extreme caution. It is a matter not only of rejecting di-
vine authority but also of calling into question all the 
more earthly manifestations, whether they are ‘dead gen-
erations’, ‘the destiny of the nation’, ‘the covenant of our 
forefathers’, ‘the wisdom of our elders’, ‘our loyalist cul-
ture’, party ideologies or even the opinions of experts. As 
for the authority of parents, teachers and the state, it has 
to be earned – it should never be automatic or uncondi-
tional. Francis Bacon said that “truth is the daughter of 
time, not of authority”. Let us hope that the time is near. q                                                                               
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Blasphemy and Freedom of Speech  
ESPITE the UN’s Universal 
Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR), common 

decency requires some curbs on our 
freedom of speech. It is clearly dis-
courteous to insult people gratu-
itously, or to incite hatred against 
them on the grounds of their differ-
ent nationality, ability, colour or sex, 
which are accidents of birth. But 
when they differ on matters of opin-
ion and belief, humanists think that 
it is important to question, discuss 
and apply reason to all controver-
sial topics, in a quest for justifiable 
answers and true knowl-
edge. Even deeply-held po-
litical beliefs should be open 
to debate and even ridicule. 

This is fine until it comes to 
religion, where merely ques-
tioning some aspect of a 
belief system is claimed to 
be provocative, insulting 
and offensive to those rep-
resenting  the believers. In 
some countries, blasphemy 
law makes it a criminal 
offence so to ‘offend’ those 
who claim to believe in the 
rightness of their religion, and 
the wrongness of all the other reli-
gions. 
Humanists maintain that a belief 
should stand or fall on its merits, 
regardless of the individuals who 
hold it. There is no reason why any-
one should be offended by being 
asked to justify their stance. Blatant 
liars often claim to be personally 
offended that anyone might not 
trust their story, but the only way of 
reaching the truth is to consider all 
sides of the story. Most criticism is 
potentially offensive to those being 
criticised, even when it is intended 
to be constructive and helpful. 

The religions were invented and 
promoted by ordinary men; there’s 
nothing remotely 'sacred' about any 
of them; and humanists don't see 
anything wrong in holding and ex-
pressing this reasoned opinion. 
Naturally, the religious clerics don't 
like challenges and questions they 

can answer only with gobblede-
gook, and so they take a high moral 
stance, claiming in sanctimonious 
tones that their utterances come 
directly from God whose words are 
sacred. And in those States where 
the Church has influence, they pass 
heresy and blasphemy laws forbid-
ding criticism of priestly utterances.  

In such States, religious clerics hang 
on to their exclusive right to indoc-
trinate the masses with unfounded 
falsehoods, and to do so entirely 
without question, criticism or hin-

drance, usually at the taxpayers' 
expense. In a healthy society, our 
beliefs should be regularly exposed 
to question, criticism and disrespect, 
and it is surely a sign of weakness 
that politically powerful religions 
fear the sort of open debate that 
humanists cherish. Respect should 
be earned. 

In those countries where blasphemy 
is a criminal offence, it is left up to  
the blasphemees to determine   
whether or not they have been 
grossly insulted by an utterance. 
Anti-blasphemy legislation thus 
invites mischievous and malicious 
complaints, especially in a multi- 
cultural society where one religion's 
divine truth might very easily be 
another religion's heresy, thus invit-
ing inter-religious strife between 
those who are easily offended.  

“Experience shows that criminal 
laws prohibiting hate speech and 

expression will encourage intoler-
ance, divisiveness and unreasonable 
interference in freedom of expres-
sion. Fundamentalist Christians, 
religious Muslims and devout  Hin-
dus would then seek to invoke the 
criminal machinery against each 
other's religion, tenets and practices. 
That is what is increasingly happen-
ing today in India. We need not 
more repressive laws  but  more  
free speech to combat bigotry and 
promote tolerance” (Soli Sorabjee, 
Attorney General of India, April 
2003). 

Another problem is that a 
blasphemy law  contravenes 
Article 19 of the UDHR: 
“Everyone has the right to 
freedom of expression. This 
right shall include freedom 
to hold opinions and to 
receive and impart informa-
tion and ideas without in-
terference by public author-
ity and regardless of fron-
tiers”.  

Another is that such a law 
is gratuitously insulting to 

all humanists and their 
deeply-held belief as stated in Art.
19. Roy Brown of the IHEU wrote: 
“Freedom of expression is that right 
which- uniquely- enables us to ex-
press, communicate and condemn 
abuse of all our other rights. With-
out freedom of expression and free-
dom of the press, we give the green 
light to tyranny and make it impos-
sible to expose corruption, incompe-
tence, injustice and oppression”. 
(Hi! Magazine No 111).  

Freedom of thought and speech are 
fundamental to all the other free-
doms: absolute necessities in the 
humanists’ quest to make the world 
a better place for everyone.            q 

The above article is an extract from 
Bob Rees’s new book Secular  
Humanism: Skepticism and Reason 
(Choice Publishing), which is re-
viewed on page 20.
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After Θ God  

N a weekday evening, hundreds of men and boys, 
including my dad and I, were walking to our 
parish church for a men’s retreat. It was the parish 

mission at Our Lady of Consolation, Donnycarney, in 
Dublin. A massive church built in 1969, it was packed to 
the gills. A Redemptorist priest commanded our attention. 

‘Men, raise your hands up high.’ 
We did.   
‘Do you renounce Satan?’ 
‘I do!’ thundered the men. 
‘And all his works?’ 
‘I do!’ 
‘And all his empty promises?’ 
‘I do!’ 

I felt excited to be part of this, among ordinary Catholic 
men, tough manly men like my dad, professing our reli-
gion. Even to this day, I know it hurts some people who 
are dear to me that I am no longer a believer. It can feel 
like betraying the tribe, with its shared myths, rituals and 
beliefs. One elderly dear friend, who was like an adopted 
father to me, wept openly to me only in the past few 
years while expressing the hope that one day I would 
return to the faith. 

During Lent, we gave up chocolate and sweets and we’d 
say the family rosary every night. 

‘The family that prays together stays together,’ my moth-
er would say, missing the irony of my banished and van-
ished brothers Paul and David. 

My father would kneel bent over, his face buried in the 
seat of the rocking chair. He’d yawn loudly and rattle 
through the mysteries, fusing syllables. ‘HailMaryFullof-
gracetheLordiswithDee,BlessedartDouamongstwome-
nand…’ 

Each May, we erected a Marian altar at the top of the 
stairs, a tiny grotto with a plaster statue of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary, wallflowers from the garden and a candle. 
Around it we would recite the Hail Holy Queen, Mother 
of Mercy, our life, our sweetness and our hope, praying 
as poor banished children of Eve, sending up our sighs, 
mourning and weeping in this valley of tears.  

When I learned that Santa didn’t exist, my immediate 
thought, in light of the parental deception, was that God 
didn’t either. And yet, when the whole world around you 
seems to believe in God, you find yourself believing too. 

One day when I was in the living room, the Sacred Heart 
overseeing all, lost in the unselfconscious world of my 

boyhood, I practised saying mass, mimicking the words 
and gestures of a priest. Suddenly, I became aware of 
being watched in my reverie by my father and mother. I’d 
forgotten they were in the room. ‘We might have a priest 
in the family,’ said my father. I was mortified; uninten-
tionally having revealed my priestly ambition at so ten-
der an age.  

Some years later while I was in primary school I was 
seated at my desk, writing in a crowded classroom. A 
Christian Brother came up behind me, leant over my 
right shoulder and fondled me, his hand on the outside 
of my trousers. It was the first time ever I’d been touched 
sexually. Even as a young boy, I knew he shouldn’t be 
doing this and that he knew it too because he covered his 
abuse by pretending to be helping me with an exercise in 
my copybook. 

I told no one. In 1970s Ireland, who would believe a pupil 
against a Christian Brother? Corporal punishment was rife 
in Irish schools. We were often slapped with leather straps, 
for little reason. The sting on the palms of the hands after 
you were biffed was awful. Your hand would feel raw and 
glow red and you’d bristle with pain. Some Brothers 
sewed a coin into the end of their leather strap to make it 
even more painful. Others used rulers and canes. 

I witnessed one twelve-year-old boy being brutally beaten 
by another Christian Brother. His sole offence was not 
understanding a lesson. I had so wanted to leave the 
classroom and go and get somebody to stop the boy’s 
battering. But I lacked the courage or confidence to do 
so. Next day that Brother sought to justify his excesses 
on the grounds that the boy now understood what he 
hadn’t grasped the previous day. What would they do to 
me if I accused a Christian Brother, a member of their 
order, of sexually abusing me? 

The sexual abuse had a profound effect on me. Powerless 
over my abuser’s authority, I resigned myself to the sin-
gle-instance violation. I felt an inexplicable shame at hav-
ing been sexually abused by him. I wondered, of all the 
boys in the class, ‘Why me? Why did he single me out?’ 
His abuse undermined my boyhood confidence in my 
masculinity and my emerging sexual identity. I worried, 
‘What is it about me that he saw or identified that he felt 
he could just do this and get away with it?’ I felt confused 
and isolated and there was nobody I could talk to. 

© Joe Armstrong 2018 

NOTE: If you are affected by sexual abuse issues raised 
in this column, see www.connectcounselling.ie for a free 
phone counselling service for adults who have experi-
enced abuse in childhood.
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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
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Ireland’s Prisoner of War 

AM a Prisoner of War from Ireland`s infamous 
Emergency Powers. There was a ‘Flogging Order’ 
attached to the Starvation Order which meant I was 

warned to present myself at a given time for flogging. 

These Orders were Statute Law enacted by the Irish Par-
liament in 1945 and used against my sister and me  
because my relatives had joined the British Army. 

I recall suffering from rickets and was beaten for not 
walking straight. Life was dire and a decent future 
seemed so far removed from the misery and torture visit-
ed upon me. I have the marks of rat’s teeth where they 
came up through missing floorboards and attacked me. 
There were no vouchers for food or clothes for me and 
after each flogging I had to wash the blood off the con-
crete floor.   

My mother was under strict control of the Reverend 
Mother in the Convent in Templemore, and was seldom 
at home. She was made to cycle 8 or 9 miles to be com-
pany of a widow whose daughter had entered the con-
vent. 
 
My father stole food to keep me alive. He was sentenced 
to six months in Limerick Jail on bread and water, and 
on his release I didn’t recognise him because he was skin 
and bone – what a brave man and such a loving father! 

He lost his job and the Priests and Nuns suggested that 
he was a thief and a criminal. My mother ignored him 
completely and battered him routinely. I decided that he 
was still my father but I never understood then why he 
had to steal food.  The orders from the Catholic Church 
were that at the age of about twelve and a half I had to 
look after chickens, ducks, goats, and pigs, including 
going to the creamery a few times a week and bringing 
home buckets of milk and grain for the animals.  

I got up at five in the morning made porridge for us both 
while my mother and two brothers slept on. I laundered 
my father’s shirt, starched and ironed it so that he could 
carry out his wish and attend Mass.  I also made putty to 
fix the rotten window frames using linseed oil and 
potash, and used grease from the shed to clean my fa-
ther’s boots. I was refused ink to write my school home-
work as the local Priest always called me ‘the little fool’ 
and warned that I would never be any good and would 
not be able to write my name. I was a complete waste. 

I was refused to be allowed to sit my leaving Certificate 
for the above reasons. At the age of fourteen it was de-
cided that I should travel to Dublin and train as a Moth-
er`s Help for a Barrister and his wife and five children.  
As I had no Leaving Certificate it meant that I had to do 
all housekeeping  too. There was an agreement that after 
a year my wages would increase from a pound a week to 

one pound and five shillings.  The Catholic Church told 
my mother that she should remind my employers of the 
increase, I did not know what my mother had written 
but the Barrister’s wife told me to leave. With no refer-
ence and no money I just had to take any job that was 
available, which meant I had a roof and food but hardly 
ever any wages. Before this I had been instructed to send 
my mother half my wages – now there was nothing and 
mother was furious. 

After two years I decided to go home and see my father, 
but on entering the house my mother shouted, “Who is 
going to feed and house you”? Explaining that I would 
only eat a little – before I knew it a car pulled up outside 
and I was driven to St Luke’s Hospital, Clonmel, County 
Tipperary. My detention could have been for life.  

After three years of every kind of assault and torture 
imaginable, including torture with drugs, I escaped, was 
recaptured and after detention in the punishment block I 
was escorted to Dublin Airport – yes I was being forced 
to leave my homeland with a pound in my pocket. The 
rest is History...                                                                               q                                                                 
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MAGAZINE APPEAL 

We wish to thank subscribers who 

value this journal as a worthy champion 
of freethought and Humanism. Unfortu-
nately, subscriptions are insufficient at 

present to enable the 

Society of Irish Freethinkers to sustain 

it, especially in view of the rising cost of 
postage. In essence we need at least 
£3500 a year to keep it going and to 
carry out our other activities, and we 

are falling short. The magazine can only 
continue if we receive donations which 

can provide a firm foundation upon 
which to maintain production. If you 

can help, please send your contribution 
made out to Irish Freethinkers to: 

Brian McClinton, Treasurer North, 


25 Riverside Drive, Lisburn, BT274HE, 
or Bob Rees, Treasurer South, 


34 Dewberry Park, Portmarnock, Dublin 
D13 PP44

Thank You.
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The Index Librorum Pro-
hibitorum, first issued by 
Pope Paul IV in 1559, 
was the guide for many 
predominantly Catholic 
countries for 400 years 
until it was abolished in 
1966. Zealous guardians 
carried out the Inquisi-
tion, banning and burn-
ing books and some-
times also the authors. 
Writers whose works 
were banned included 
Galileo, Kepler, Bacon, 
Milton, Voltaire, Gibbon, 
Kant, Mill, Flaubert, Zola 
and Sartre.


John Toland’s Christianity 
Not Mysterious, though dat-
ed 1696, came out around 
Christmas 1695. Its aim was 
stated in the subtitle: to 
show that there is nothing in 
the Gospel that is contrary 
to reason. The book infuri-
ated the Church of Ireland 
hierarchy, who had it de-
clared heretical. On 11th 
September 1697 it was 
burnt in front of the Parlia-
ment House gate, although 
Toland himself evaded ar-
rest by fleeing to England. 
Toland thus became Ire-
land's first dissident writer. 

The Midnight Court (Cúirt 
An Mheán Oíche), is a 1000 
line Irish language poem 
written in about 1780 by the 
Clare poet and maths 
teacher Brian Merriman. It 
addresses several themes 
including the rights of 
women, late marriage and 
clerical celibacy. It was 
translated into English by 
Frank O’Connor in 1945 and 
promptly banned on the 
grounds of its sexual explic-
itness (only the translation 
was banned; the original in 

Irish slipped past unnoticed and was even available in 
government bookshops). It is now regarded as one of 
the greatest poems in Irish literature. 
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Books

Brave New World by 
Aldous Huxley (1932), 
widely regarded as one 
of the greatest books 
of the 20th century, 
was banned by the 
Irish Censorship of 
Publications Board, set 
up under the 1929 
Censorship of Publica-
tions Act with the 
power to prohibit the 
sale and distribution of 
any book or periodical 
which it considered ‘in 
its general tendency 
indecent or obscene’.

As well as Brave New World, books banned by the Irish Censorship of Books board include: East of Eden by 
John Steinbeck, The Heart of the Matter by Graham Greene and The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger. Oth-
er authors who have been banned include J.P. Dunleavy, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Robert Graves, Ernest Heming-
way, D.H. Lawrence, Wyndham Lewis, Thomas Mann, Somerset Maugham and Evelyn Waugh.  Irish writers 
who were victims of the Board include Brendan Behan (The Borstal Boy), Austin Clarke, Benedict Kiely, Brian 
Moore, Edna O’Brien, Kate O’Brien, Seán Ó Faoláin and Liam O’Flaherty. Contrary to widespread belief, 
James Joyce’s Ulysses was technically never banned in Ireland, but this was because it was not imported 
and offered for sale in the early years, for fear of such a ban and its attendant costs.
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Films

In 1923 the Irish Censorship of Films Act established a film censor with power to cut or refuse a licence to films 
which, in his opinion, were ‘subversive of public morality’. James Montgomery, appointed to the post, claimed 
that he acted as a ‘moral sieve’, keen to save the Irish from the ills of what he termed ‘Los Angelesation’. He cut 
all references to birth control, abortion, miscarriages and childbirth. He also famously remarked that sex in films 
was the morals of the poultry yard and that he knew nothing about movies, but he knew the Ten Commandments 
and he took them as his code. Any fictional or real religious theme or priest shown in a negative light was also 
deemed inappropriate and cut. 

In 1935 alone Montgomery cut 258 films and banned 58, including John Ford’s film of Liam O’Flaherty’s novel The 
Informer because it was a ‘sordid and brutal libel’; Josef von Sternberg’s Devil is a Woman because “the whole 
rubbish heap reeks with sex”; and Clarence’s Brown’s film of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina because “it may be ad-
vanced that suicide is the price of jaded lust, and that the film is therefore moral  – but that is not my view”. Mont-
gomery also banned Casablanca in 1942 because it could have infringed on Ireland’s neutrality during the war (his 
successor, Richard Hayes, passed it, but with various cuts because the woman played by Bergman thought she 
was a widow when she became involved with the Bogart character, but her husband was still alive). Among the 
many other notable films that were cut or banned by the Irish film censors were Gone with the Wind, Brief En-
counter, Psycho, Midnight Cowboy, The Graduate and The Wild Bunch. Monty Python’s Life of Brian was also 
banned in Northern Ireland for a time, and some DUP-controlled councils still refuse to allow a cinema to show it. 
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Secular Humanism 

Bob Rees • Choice Publishing • €10/£10 

ECULAR Humanism is a gen-
eral handbook which explains 
what Humanism is, how it 

works, and where it came from. It also 
outlines some of the moral dilemmas 
facing Humanists in the 21st century.  

Bob Rees, a longtime member of the 
Humanist Association of Ireland, and 
more recently southern organiser of 
the Irish Freethinkers and Humanists, 
points out that Humanism requires 
adherents who are capable of thinking 
for themselves, especially in matters 
relating to morality and social justice, 
and who have the ability to think in-
dependently of authority and popular opinion.  

Although we think for ourselves, we also consider all 
human beings are entitled to equality and dignity. We 
realise that we are entirely dependent on each other and 
we should help to achieve the best, happiest and most 
fulfilled possible lives for as many people as possible. In 
short, Humanists seek to make the world a happier 
place, now and into the future.  

Since there are so many misconceptions of Humanism, 
Rees is concerned to indicate what it is not. Humanism is 
not a religion. Humanists don’t worship other humans. 
Humanism is not all about weddings. Humanism is not 
negative and scary. Humanists are not unpatriotic. Hu-
manists groups are not just for middle class people. Hu-
manists don’t hate religious believers. Humanists don’t 
want to ban religious teaching and, contrary to what 
many people think, Humanists don’t know how the 
earth and living creatures came into existence. Then there 
are the common notions that Humanism is evil, that 
Humanists believe in nothing and that there is no spiri-
tual dimension to Humanism. Finally, it is simply not 
true that Humanists go around with no clothes on. These 
are naturists not humanists. Rees’s treatment of all these 
common myths is a model of lucidity and precision.  

Although Humanism is not just about bashing religion, 
Rees lists thirteen ways in which religion is positively 
toxic in its effects, including the censorship of  
knowledge, the suppression of rights, the promotion of 
social division, the sanctioning of violence, the support 
for tyrants and fascists, and the use of their power and 
influence to defend the status quo. Rees adds that secular 
Humanists are suspicious not only of religious  
fundamentalism but of all fundamentalisms, especially 
the cur- rent dominance of free market neoliberalism.  

An important part of the book is to offer the basis of a 
Humanist approach to how we should live morally. Rees 

argues that we are moral relativists 
and that when we argue that it’s not 
always wrong to steal or tell lies or 
even to kill, it depends on the circum-
stances. But we are absolutists when it 
comes to certain behaviours such as 
female genital mutilation, slavery or 
discrimination against women. The 
author then offers some useful tools 
for making a moral judgement, such 
as the golden rule, the Kantian univer-
sal test and the Kantian means and 
ends test. 

Part 3 examines some humanist points 
of view on issues such as abortion, 

assisted suicide, genetic engineering, animal rights, world 
poverty and inequality, war and terrorism, human rights 
and free speech. The Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights is discussed and a number of its shortcomings are 
outlined, including the contradiction between articles 26 
and 12 on children’s education.  

There is so much wealth of learning and understanding 
throughout the work, all expressed with admirable  
clarity and an airy lightness of touch. For example, there 
is a chapter on Humanist spirituality which is defined as 
that intangible aspect of a person which is the seat of the 
emotions and character and those things that make life 
meaningful and worth living. And the chapter on  
ceremonies begins: “Secular Humanism, as a philosophy, 
has absolutely nothing to do with weddings, christenings 
or funerals, beyond the fact that even secular humanists 
get married, have babies, and eventually die, and to mark 
these events, they usually hold some sort of ceremony”.  

The section on contributors to Humanism is a gem and 
contains some great quotes. For example, John Toland, 
the first man to be described as a freethinker, who was 
born a Catholic, defined Catholicism as “the insupport- 
able yoke of the most pompous and tyrannical policy 
that ever enslaved mankind under the name or show of 
religion”. While Jules Renard, the 19th century French 
writer, said that “I don’t know if God exists, but it would 
be better for his reputation if he didn’t”. And, for A.C. 
Grayling, “Humanism is the philosophy that you should 
be a good guest at the dinner table of life”.  

Bob Rees’s book is thoroughly recommended as a  
comprehensive, humorous and highly readable guide to 
Humanism in its many varied aspects.  

Secular Humanism can be obtained from: Bob Rees,  
34 Dewberry Park, Portmarnock, Dublin D13 PP44, price €12, 
including postage; or Brian McClinton, 25 Riverside Drive, 
Lisburn, BT 27 4HE, price £12, including postage. 
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Slieve League 
Colin Corkey 

HE imposing landscape of the Donegal coast has 
lived long in my subconscious ever since childhood 
holidays in the 1950s and 60s. My first face-to-

face encounter with Slieve League, or Sliabh Liag, an 
awe-inspiring, majestic, yet somewhat menacing place, 
presented an immediate challenge to me as a painter. 

The eminent art historian Kenneth Clark once stated 
that the future of landscape painting would only survive 
as a vehicle for the emotions. I knew at the outset that a 
straight naturalistic depiction of the scene would be 
grossly inadequate. To do justice to both sense of place 
and emotional response I needed to search for the ap-
propriate means of expression. I found it, not only in the 
traditional medium of paint but more importantly in the 
natural textural qualities of sand and tree bark which 
were added in to the mix as the work progressed. 

All too often one can experience something of a slight 
disappointment when one revisits a place in order to 
recapture that initial emotional thrill. However, some 
twenty years later on a visit to the self same spot that  
intense emotional exhilaration was rekindled. 

The painting measures 76cms by 94cms and was exhibit-
ed in the Royal Ulster Academy some years ago.            q


Below: detail of above 
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Health and Safety 

“Who controls the controllers?”  –  V. I. Lenin 

OU know those inner card-
board cores of toilet rolls – 
fierce handy for all sort of 

craftwork for the kids and used in 
play schools and crèches all over 
the country. Well – no more. A 
friend of mine who runs an after 
school class was told she couldn’t 
use them – “Health and Safety, 

e-coli risk, you know how it is...” 
And don’t we all!


I remember the days travelling through Ireland and climbing 
all those old castles and tower houses. Stone staircases in-
side thick walls, trees growing in corners, great views from 
the top – and not a bother. These places had been aban-
doned hundreds of years ago, lost their roofs and windows – 
and were still standing tall and intriguing to explore. Nowa-
days, they’re barred by iron gates and inaccessible – thanks 
to the Office of PUBLIC works... while everyone has a mobile 
phone now to call for help and there are rescue helicopters 
and mighty medical advancements in A&E – i.e. the risk factor 
is lower than ever.


There are thousands of examples like that. The rural Kinder-
garten where the inspectors condemned the briars in the 
bushes and an accessible cutlery drawer – just as the kids 
would have at home... A planning case in NI where a potter 
wasn’t allowed to store the wood for his kiln under the eaves 
– fire risk! After in hundreds of cultures over thousands of 
years this was just the done thing. My house couldn’t be let to 
the homeless because the kitchen ceiling is too low. People 
living in leaking caravans in soggy fields can’t move into a 
sound available dwelling – because it doesn’t have double 
glazing or a fancy bathroom. No more bedsits for our high-
falutin students either.


Just talk to anyone in catering – they’re haunted by evermore 
sophisticated regulations – like separate sinks and chopping 
boards, requirements to measure and log temperatures etc, 
all time-consuming and costly and of evermore marginal utili-
ty... How did we ever survive our grandmother’s kitchens or 
indeed our own... How much of it is actually counter-produc-
tive! (I remember working on scaffolding where the only harm 
I came to was running painfully into a crossbar because of the 
hard hat I had to wear in the heat and which added just that 
inch to my impactable height).


But no one will complain to and take on the inspectors – 
they’re only following orders and could surely find something 
to fine us or even close us down. And then there’s all the fil-
ing, the form-filling, the reporting that keeps social workers, 
police, medics etc. from doing their job of helping people. 
Phone calls unanswered, appointments cancelled, problems 
left unattended because of mounting mountains of paper work.


I’m sure all who read this will have their own stories of bu-
reaucracy going crazy. It’s just something we have to live 
with. Or do we? Who, actually, are those people who come 
up with all that restricting stuff, who throw all these regulative 
spanners into our wheels, who invent these bizarre rules? 
Sure, some of them are well-meaning, some are just a bit dim, 
fussy and inflexible – but a good number must simply be 
paranoiacs. I once had to endure a H&S training from work. 
The instructress asked what was the first thing we’d look for 

when getting into a new office. Oh, I knew what was coming 
but still quipped: “Where’s the coffee machine?” Wrong! Right 
answer: The fire escape. These are the people who bring us 
to schools where the kids are not allowed to run during their 
breaks – finally, after a few hundred thousand years of 
scratches and bruised knees, finally there’s safety!


So the nanny state is teaching us manners and keeps us on 
short leashes. Well, it’s real people (more or less) who come 
up with that stuff. They have their cushy jobs and can spend 
all day dreaming up new laws and norms and guidelines to 
sanitise and streamline and uniform everyday life, complicate 
the simplest jobs, clip our wings, cramp our style. But to 
whom are they answering, who can tell them they’ve gone 
too far, who can take them aside and suggest “come on, ease 
off, get a life.”


Easier said than done. Ministers don’t want to look irrespon-
sible. One might have a cousin who’ll profit from some new 
gear requirements. Insurance companies might have lobbied 
for it. All those complications create jobs…


But they also cost a lot and make all goods and services 
more expensive (just imagine what it takes to declare to din-
ers the exact amount of calories in their meal... and I, for one, 
surely don’t want to know). So here’s a case for a bit of com-
mon sense, a bit of imagination, a bit of populism. Any TD, 
MLA, MP out there to take up this case? It’ll get you lots of 
votes from us, the desperate and frustrated over-regulated!

 

To keep this campaign going, please share your own most 
outrageous examples of rule madness and email 

lotharluken@gmail.com                                                    q  
                                                                 

Computer Overload 

Nick Emmett 

BOUGHT my first computer in 1979. A friend told me to 
get one with the new hard disks, with memory. Before 
that, you had to put in a floppy disk to save work. The 

new type hard disk computer was expensive, but worth the 
money. The machine was a Commodore. I told a young 
Norwegian who worked in Intel in Ireland about the Com-
modore, and he said it was ’a Stone Age Computer’.


It was amazing how hackers in the seventies  – using 
phones, long before the public internet – could hack into all 
sort of things. When a phone company used methods to 
find out where they were hacking from, they involved a 
bounce from different addresses around the world.


I had an Amstrad next, and various other machines, but I 
mainly used them for word processing. I bought the first 
public inkjet. You could only use one sheet of paper at a 
time, but that was ok. 


Throughout the years I have had a variety of computers. 
They were mostly battered old machines which I had got for 
nothing. I still have them in the loft. In one of the first Star 
Wars films a species live by collecting and selling old com-
puters. They have a vast pile of them. It looks like a minor 
edition of the Space War collection in the loft.


I love books. My wife and I have an enormous collection. I 
have many books that I read again and again. I regard them 
as friends. I am eighty two, but I still get a feeling of excite-
ment when I enter a library.                                               >>>
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Of Mayflies and Moving On 
Mayflies

When you leave a path they get you good

It’s often not the one but the myriad for attack –

I step in under trees and shake.

 

Moths to a nightlight

Zigzag flight attraction

A wonder of persistence –

I light the naked flame.

 

Ants and their lines

Above tiny heads carrying great loads

Marching to their destination –

I stand, to admire them go.

 

Greenflies crowd, hug and smother

Broad bean fresh shoots and tender others

The ‘good guy’ larvae munch through breakfast, lunch and tea –

I will ring the good from bad.

 

Bees buzzing around a light bulb

Pollen searching overcomes the fears

Rich reward for the collective hive –

I know it is alone for me.

 

My father died seventeen days ago –

I love our memories. 

Not My Heaven and Not My Hell 
The third week in  –

How boring would heaven be?

When I’ve seen you

And you’ve seen me

 

The dearth, the dour

The repetitive chime

The sweetly sickening,

Sanitised, eternal playing out rhyme

 

All those things that make life rich –

Learning and challenges till death, from birth.

We must leave it all behind

For the wonder is only for our time here on earth

 

Titian in oils

King James’ intention

Wesley’s sung word

Neatly fills our minds of heaven’s perception

 

Better than hell? Maybe

By a short head

A pitiful, pathetic choice

Please sir, can’t I just be dead?

 

Please let me be

Lay me down to rest

Death a natural end to follow –

A life – free, mine, loved, full of zest

                                                                      Paul Wilkinson

23

Irish Freethinker and Humanist • July-August 2018

Poetry 
Corner

I regard computers as Frankenstein Monsters we have 
created. The old science fiction horror of the machine that 
takes over has not come true, but the machine is winning 
by making us passive. I hate to see lines of young people 
on their smart phones, instead of talking. I would never 
belong to social media like Twitter or Facebook. And I 
hate to see people waking around parks doing Pokemon 
instead of looking at nature.


When I was twenty, I and three other Irish guys travelled to 
Basel in Switzerland. The other three ranged from my age 
to twenty six. We cycled from Basel to Rome, and then 
back to Pisa in North Italy. Then we took trains and boats 
back to Ireland.We were working class Dubliners, with little 
money. We slept in youth hostels and once in hay stacks. It 
was a wonderful adventure. That is the sort of thing that 
young people should be doing, having adventures.


Douglas Adams ( author of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the 
Galaxy) has a question asked in one of his books. 

Humans ask the most powerful computer in the world,

“Is there a god?”

“I have not enough information to answer that yet”, replies 
the computer.


Millions of years later, when humans have colonised much 
of the Milky Way, a vast crowd gathers. They ask the 
question, “Is there a god?”.

The computer answers, “I don’t know, I spend my days 
watching soaps on television”.


I regard algorithms and computers as ’Idiots Savants’. 
Dustin Hoffman in Rain Man, was an ‘Idiot Savant’. He 
was a genius in mathematics, but was otherwise an idiot 
who had to be cared for in an institution. I once saw a 
wonderful programme by the BBC on three ’Idiots Sa-
vants‘. One was a young pianist who could play any piece 
of music after hearing it once. The second was shown a 
vast building in London for seconds. He drew every tiny 
detail. The third was asked what was the date of the sec-
ond Monday in June, in 1773. He answered at once. 


I believe computers are like this. They are wonderful at 
what they do, but they cannot think, nor will they ever be 
able to think. Humans think because they are part of na-
ture, not the centre of things. I have heard it said that when 
we have intelligent computers really working, we will be like 
gods. This ignores chaos theory as it can effect normal life.


For all our ability to talk, gather knowledge etc, what is 
most important in our thinking is that we are, through our 
connection with nature, also interconnected with the whole 
universe. Machines can never be connected in this way.


I have a wonderful book by Arthur Sharp published in 
1934 called The Rucksack Way. It is a perfect antidote to 
computers. He describes the joy of walking through 
forests, up hills, along peaceful tracks. He describes how 
writers like Robert Louis Stevenson loved walking in na-
ture in all weathers. He tells how to camp, how wonderful 
it is to have a pint of bitter and a corn beef sandwich in a 
country pub after a walk. He visits writers’ homes. There 
is a great feeling of joy in his descriptions of nature. The 
lines of young people on their mobile phones in buses 
etc, seem very tame in comparison. This man could sur-
vive in nature in many circumstances.


The scientists who first created the internet thought it would 
bring independence to people, that they would have their 
say. In fact it has brought a sort of slavery, with addictions to 
Facebook, Twitter, etc. And it has created many billionaires. q 


