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S a new decade dawns, the all-Ireland Humanist 
conference later this year will address the Hu-
manist challenge to inhumane ideas. It’s a huge 

topic: there are so many bad ideas floating around the 
globe at the moment and threatening to engulf the 
human race. Many of these ideas are mutually contra-
dictory or the theory and the practice do not coincide. 
Climate change denial is an obvious example. Most 
people no longer reject the science and fully accept that 
global warming is a real existential threat. But in prac-
tice there is a reluctance to change habits in order to 
tackle the crisis. Why? 

One reason is that there is still an adherence to posses-
sive individualism, the theory that individuals are the 
sole proprietors of their skills and owe nothing to soci-
ety for them. These skills are a commodity to be 
bought and sold on the open market. It is a society in 
which there is a selfish and unending thirst for con-
sumption which is considered the crucial core of hu-
man nature. The unspoken assumption is that selfish-
ness and greed are good. Humanism is a philosophy 
that challenges this worldview, arguing very strongly 
that we are social animals who care for one another 
and care for the planet and all the creatures in it. 

Possessive individualism is intimately related to free 
market capitalism which is basically the law of the 
jungle in which the wealthy become ever more wealthy 
and the poorest have to resort to food banks or the 
streets. It also means that minimal regulation leads to 
tower blocks going up in flames and planes falling out 
of the skies. This kind of economics delivers for the 
few, not the many. 

Another bad idea embracing large parts of the globe is 
ethnic nationalism. Here possessive individualism co-
exists with a strong sense of national identity (see page 
6). Nationalism is not necessarily bad if it is open and 
inclusive, but the dominant form today seems to be a 
closed and exclusive nationalism, which all too often 
has strong elements of racism and religiosity.  

Examples abound throughout the world: we see it in 
countries as far apart as Brazil, India, America, 
Myanmar and England. Humanism, on the other 
hand, is essentially internationalist: we believe that the 
characteristics that unite all humanity are more impor-
tant than the factors that divide us. Therefore solu-
tions to many of the world’s problems require in-
ternational action and cooperation. 

Another bad idea is the wave of populism engulfing 
large parts of the globe. This can be defined as a polit-
ical philosophy that appeals to ordinary people who 
feel that their concerns are disregarded by established 
elite groups. It poses ‘the people’ against ‘the elite’. 

Since ‘the people’ cannot themselves rule, a strong 
leader inevitably emerges who embodies ‘the people’ 
and understands their wishes. It is, of course, a myth: 
almost invariably the leaders are not ‘of the people’ or 
even for the people but for themselves and their own 
crazy ideas.  

Populist leaders communicate directly with their fol-
lowers through an anarchic social media. It exploits 
cognitive biases to the hilt, creating digital echo 
chambers and the weaponisation of the media by 
political actors. Both Trump and Johnson promise to 
make their country ‘great again’ by unleashing its 
potential. They become tantamount to Messiahs lead-
ing their people to the promised land, effectively 
telling the people to trust them and think like them. 
This approach is antithetical to freethinking and 
Humanism which place a stress on people thinking 
for themselves and taking individual responsibility for 
their actions. 

Humanists also stress the importance of reason over 
emotion. Yet another bad idea in the modern world is 
to treat politics as entertainment. A notable feature 
of leaders like Trump and Johnson is that they are 
showmen who appeal to emotion and appearance: 
the politics of optics, as it has been called, where se-
riousness and complexity are banished and replaced 
by simplicities, slogans and soundbites. 

There was a marked contrast in the recent UK elec-
tion between the campaigning of Corbyn and John-
son. Corbyn’s approach was to appeal to reason in 
set speeches; Johnson, however, toured the country 
chatting and joking with workers, taking selfies with 
them and assisting with their tasks. In so far as John-
son outlined a policy, it was largely a matter of re-
peating the same few slogans. This strategy was more 
appealing to people whose ‘intellectual' lives are de-
fined by talking about soaps, reality TV and football 
and who judge ‘important people’ entirely on the 
basis of their media image. This cynical and superfi-
cial philosophy can only be defeated by a commit-
ment to real philosophy, which should be a compul-
sory subject taught in all schools. 

A further bad idea is the growth of intolerance in 
which we seem incapable of living with opinions that 
differ from our own, and which threatens to lead us 
along a dangerous path that could even end with hu-
man annihilation. That is a measure of the task be-
fore us. Humanism is ready for that task. If ever the 
world needed its philosophy, the time is now. The 
imperative of the 2020s is to return humankind to the 
path of Enlightenment, reason, science and compas-
sion, and Humanism is ready to lead the charge.      q                                      
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On Being Human 
Peadar Conroy 

N a previous article 
(Life, Death and Exis-
tence), I looked at hu-

mans alongside all other 
living species, taking note 
of the commonality of our 
shared biology and evolu-
tion from a common ances-
tor. I suggested that in this 
context there is no special 
place for humans in the 
natural world and that 
searching for a purpose or 
a meaning or a supernatur-
al effect to justify our exis-
tence is futile. I would now 
like to turn to a consideration of difference between hu-
mans and all other species. 

The fossil record suggests that the earliest human ances-
tors emerged through evolution from primates about 2.5 
million years ago and, through different branches, now 
extinct as species, continued to develop into our modern 
form by about 0.2 million years ago. During this period 
of 2.3 million years, a significant feature of development 
was increasing brain size and complexity of function. 
Our ancestors slowly developed better consciousness – 
supplementing instincts hardwired for survival with more 
complex functions of abstract thinking.  Gradually, hu-
mans learned how to be creative, to use tools and en-
hance their survivability in a changing environment. 

While all other species continued their path through evo-
lution in which selection was determined by the organ-
ism’s suitability to their environment and to changes in 
that environment, humans gradually adapted the envi-
ronment to their needs.  The ability to be creative, to 
engage in abstract thought and to fashion the environ-
ment to meet needs is what sets humans apart from all 
the other species. 

Most species are adapted to a particular environment 
with specific characteristics of climate, terrain/marine 
and food supply. The organisms in that environment are 
closely connected by a food web and through interde-
pendence. Even small changes to that environment over a 
long period of time can have a significant effect on the 
balance within an ecosystem and may lead to extinction 
of a vulnerable species that has not adapted sufficiently 
well. If such a change occurs in a short period of time as 
we are facing with the threat of global warming, ecosys-
tems may be disturbed to the extent that a significant 
number of species may fail to survive the changes.  

The plight of the Polar Bear in the northern latitudes 
with diminishing ice is often cited as an easy-to-under-
stand example of how a single major factor could cause 

an extinction but there are 
many other possibilities for 
species that are less known 
and involve complex net-
works within fragile ecosys-
tems. 

Compare that to the human 
species and we find it is the 
other way around; we have 
learned how to modify our 
environment to enhance 
survivability. As toolmak-
ers, humans were aided in 
hunting by using weapons; 
as creative thinkers, hu-

mans could fashion clothes and shelter enabling migra-
tion to colder climates. Ultimately, in order to support 
increasing populations, humans invented farming, animal 
domestication and urban living.  This was extreme envi-
ronmental manipulation to match human needs and was 
the point of greatest divergence from all the other 
species.   

Over time, this was brought to the situation we have 
today in which humans’ ability to manufacture their en-
vironment is at a sophisticated level – many in the devel-
oped world live in individual rooms in individual cli-
mate-controlled buildings while connected to the rest of 
the world by the internet; some travel in air-conditioned 
cars or in aircraft that maintain a comfortable environ-
ment when the temperature and pressure on the other 
side of the wall is outside survivability limits.  A few have 
even created a living and working environment in space, 
orbiting high above the Earth. 

All this leads me to believe that except in the event of a 
major astronomical event adversely affecting the entire 
Earth’s biosphere, humans are the one species with the 
highest probability of avoiding extinction. 

Over the past 200,000 years of modern human existence, 
although humans were very successful in adapting to and 
managing their environment, they did not have a signifi-
cant adverse effect on other species until relatively recent 
times. Farming, although using basic implements and 
human/animal-power, was not very intensive so food 
production was constrained as was the associated head-
count it could support so the human population was 
reasonably stable and in balance with production.   

The year 1780 and the development of precision engi-
neering is the marker for the beginning of the Industrial 
Revolution. The invention of engines, the discovery of 
fossil oil and the mass production of machinery allowed 
food provision to reach ever increasing levels and in turn 
capable of supporting a growing human population.  ––>
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Aided by advancement in medicine, hygiene and diet, the 
resulting population instability has resulted in the clear-
ing of vast areas of land for agriculture, the addition of 
excess carbon dioxide to the atmosphere and the destruc-
tion of forests that could otherwise capture it.  The fol-
lowing figures give approximate values for world popu-
lation since 1800: 

1800, 1bn; 1900, 1.6bn; 1950, 2.5bn; 2000, 6bn;  
2018, 7.6bn. 

Just to take away one figure from this, the increase in 
human population in the last 18 years is the same as the 
entire world human population 118 years ago in 1900. 
We have had 200 years of a frenzy of consumption and 
economic growth and ravaging of the Earth’s finite  
resources. 

One aspect of being human, for a sizeable portion of 
the population, is being fiercely competitive and greedy, 
seeking to dominate and control. A quick glance at the 
colourful patterns on a political map of the earth shows 
how humans have banded together to mark off their 
territories and claim pieces of the planet as their proper-
ty. The tendency to seize territory and defend it from 
outsiders can be found in many species but no other has 
spread this as widely or as destructively as humans. In 
recent times, the development of global communica-
tions systems and efficient international travel has facili-
tated a route to globalisation, but it is being stifled by a 
concurrent rise in nationalism by those who want more 
of the pie for themselves and are prepared to ravage the 
planet to have their way. 

We must face up to the responsibility of bringing this 
under control. It has become a staple of economic 
thinking that there must be annual growth in economic 
output with the associated increase in consumption of 
natural resources. It is worrying to hear the heads of 
central banks warning of the dangers of a reduction in 
inflation. This is dangerous at a time of rapid popula-
tion expansion – it’s group-think and it’s out of 
control. As a species, we need to evolve an alternative 
way of living that is satisfied with a flat economy, a sta-
ble world population and better distribution of the 
available resources.  While population stability in other 
species is governed directly by food-supply and disease, 
advanced humans must rely on their collective action. 

A second aspect of being human is the capacity for 
purely intellectual activity in art, mathematics, science 
and humanities. The recognition of the threat posed by 
climate change and the environmental protection 
movement that is becoming established worldwide, 
across all cultures and socio-economic groups, is evi-
dence that science is taking hold across the globe as the 
mechanism for establishing the facts and creating 
workable solutions and at the same time diminishing 
the role of partisan argument as a means of establishing 
a position. Science has the potential to dislodge and 
transform the current embedded systems of belief, cen-
tred on the concept of the supremacy of the human 
species separate from the rest of nature as traditionally 
taught by many major religions, and lead us to a more 
secular global society, better connected, less differentiat-
ed and more cooperative. 

Science enabled the Industrial Revolution and followed 
through with rapid technological development. It 
should now provide the negative feedback needed to 
arrest the worst excesses of the exploitation of its inno-
vation. 
  
A third aspect of being human is observed mostly with-
in family groups where the bonds of love between peo-
ple are obvious and family members work together, care 
for each other and support each other. 

People who cooperate together form close relationships 
and the forces that bind them together are mediated by 
the frequent exchange of many small kindnesses. If we 
extend this idea to a community of families who coop-
erate and work closely together, we find a happy and 
productive group of people – a village. Why then does 
this not extend to large groups of communities? 
  
Let’s consider our early evolution, even prior to the 
emergence of humans, and look at how other species 
behave. One of the factors that assists survival is the 
ability to recognise one’s own kind and work together 
for mutual benefit and protection – the pride of lions, 
the pack of wolves, the herd, the flock, the shoal. For 
our distant ancestors, likeness was associated with safe-
ty while difference was probably associated either with 
prey or with predator. It is not unreasonable to think 
that we carry that instinct with us in our biology and 
that it forms one of many contributory factors in tribal 
conflict, inter-national warfare and racist behaviour at 
an individual level.   

This is further exacerbated by religious groups who all 
claim to have the ‘truth’ and all their ‘truths’ are differ-
ent and their faithful are encouraged to assert their pre-
eminent position and convince the different-believers 
and non-believers of their moral authority by whatever 
means is popular at the time.  

We must make every effort to overcome the instincts 
that were once useful in the ‘wild’ and instead use our 
intellectual capacity to see difference as diversity and 
replace competition with cooperation or at least gain a 
better balance.                                                                             q
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The Trouble with the Treaty of Lisbon 
Bob Rees 

OU may remember the 
Treaty of Lisbon, because 
Ireland was the only country 

in all Europe to hold a referendum 
on it. In fact, we held two referen-
dums: in June 2008 we voted on the 
28th Amendment to the Constitution 
needed to ratify the Treaty, but we 
voted against it, so we had to vote 
again in October 2009 to get the 
‘right’ answer. The treaty subse-
quently came into force in Decem-
ber 2009. It was full of obscure and 
boring stuff about the administra-
tion of the EC, but Article 17 has 
since turned out to be controversial. 

This Article provided “for the first 
time, a legal basis for an open, 
transparent and regular dialogue 
between the EU institutions and 
churches, religious associations and 
philosophical and non-confessional 
organisations”. Almost all the 
groups that had participated in the 
original consultation process had 
expressed a desire to deepen the 
dialogue with MEPs, dealing more 
directly with those parliamentary 
issues for which ethical organisa-
tions could make a useful contribu-
tion to the law-makers. This dia-
logue was the result of an earlier 
initiative by Jacques Delors entitled 
A Soul for Europe, which paved the 
way for including various ethical 
and so-called ‘spiritual’ aspects of 
European integration in parliamen-
tary discussions. 

An Irish MEP, Mairead McGuinness 
(Fine Gael and Christian Democrat), 
had been quietly working in Brus-
sels and Strasbourg since 2004, but 
in 2017 she was appointed as the 
First Vice-President of the EU with 
special responsibility, among other 
things, for implementing Article 17. 
It became her job to categorise the 
religious regimes of the 27 member 
states, and to initiate appropriate 
open dialogue between the EU and 
the churches and secular groups. As 
she saw it, “Dialogue with religious 
organisations is imposed by the 
Treaty, but even without this obliga-
tion, it would be essential that dia-
logue is held. Because of the diversi-

ty of religious practices, it would 
not be realistic to try to design the 
future of Europe without going 
through the religious communities 
on the ground. Respect for the per-
son is always central, and it is essen-
tial to guard against any ‘suspicion’ 
of other people”. She added: “Many 
states welcome new communities, 
and in Ireland, for example, where 
the Christian tradition is alive, the 
warmth of welcome for Syrian 
refugees is heart warming”, thus 
revealing certain Catholic sympa-
thies and a rosy notion of Irish hos-
pitality. 

Earlier this year, Vice-President 
McGuinness presented her “Report 
on Consultations with the Partner 
Organisations of the Art. 17 Dia-
logue with Parliament in Strength-
ening the Implementation of Art. 17 
of the FUE Treaty by Parliament”. 
She herself was concerned by those 
with no special knowledge who 
predicted the domination of Europe 
by Islam and Sharia Law. However, 
she recognised that not everyone 
shared her views, and she acknowl-
edged that “everybody comes to the 
negotiating table with his own val-
ues, his own beliefs”.  

In fact, the report prompted several 
MEPs to express “deep concerns”, 
claiming that it “appears to endorse 
the views of the churches”. In par-
ticular, a cross-party group of MEPs 
formed in 2009, and known as The 
European Parliament Platform for 
Secularisation in Politics (EPPSP) 
expressed the view that Art. 17 was 

“a severe violation of the principle 
of separation of politics from reli-
gion”, with French MEP Virginie 
Roziere reportedly calling the whole 
concept “completely crazy”. 

McGuinness (left) reassured them 
that “there would not be different 
levels of access for churches com-
pared with secular groups”, point-
ing out that both religious and 
philosophical opinions across the 
European Union had been consult-
ed, “including Catholic, Protestant, 
Mormon, Bahai, Hindu, Humanist 
and Masonic voices”. Unfortunate-
ly, that’s six religious, and only one 
secular viewpoint, each getting 
equal attention. The European Hu-
manist Federation represented Hu-
manism. But the EPPSP remain sus-
picious, especially of Vatican claims 
that their “ecclesiastic structures 
[presumably churches, schools, con-
vents etc.] with a presence in almost 
every town and village in the Eu-
ropean Union, will provide forums 
for dialogue on European initiatives 
and contribute to greater citizen 
engagement in European policies – 
for the common good”.  

The MEPs noted that Catholicism is 
the only centralised religion at the 
international level, and it is Catholic 
social doctrine that is implemented 
in almost all European countries 
and institutions, the Vatican already 
having a seat in the UN, with em-
bassies in most countries, and spe-
cial Concordats with some. 

When drafting its laws, the Eu-
ropean Parliament would undoubt-
edly benefit from a little ethical 
guidance from secular philosophical 
organisations, but in fact the main 
reason why secular groups seek a 
hearing is simply to try to counter 
some of the significant religious 
influence already present in Eu-
ropean politics, and which Article 17 
seems to be designed to maintain as 
a formal requirement. Why other-
wise would rational, forward-look-
ing European parliamentarians seek 
guidance from those purveying intol-
erant, archaic dogma?                     q
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