
WHAT IS A FREETHINKER? •  Brian McClinton

AS far as we know, the label ‘freethinker’ was first attached to an 
Irishman. In a letter to the philosopher John Locke dated 6th April 
1697 the Irish scientist and politician William Molyneux refers to 
John Toland as a ‘candid freethinker’. In 1708 another Irishman, 
Jonathan Swift, published Sentiments of a Church of England Man 
in which he complains of “the atheists, libertines, despisers of 
religion  – that is to say, all those who usually pass under the name 
of freethinkers”. 

In 1713 Anthony Collins published Discourse of Freethinking, 
occasion’d by the Rise and Growth of a Sect called Freethinkers. 
This book brought the word into established currency. It was 
followed by the appearance of a weekly Journal, The Freethinker, in 
1718. However, its contributors included the future Archbishop of 
Dublin, so ‘freethinker’ did not imply ‘atheist’ or non-believer, even 
though there was a common misconception that it did. And, of 
course, there have been freethinkers in all modes of thought and 
aspects of living in all ages, even if they have not been designated 
with that title.

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines a freethinker as “a 
person who forms his or her own opinions about important 
subjects such as religion and politics instead of accepting what 
other people say”. In his 1944 essay The Value of Free Thought 
Bertrand Russell wrote: “What makes a freethinker is not his 
beliefs but the way in which he holds them. If he holds them 
because his elders told him they were true when he was young, or 
if he holds them because if he did not he would be unhappy, his 
thought is not free; but if he holds them because, after careful 
thought he finds a balance of evidence in their favour, then his 
thought is free, however odd his conclusions may seem”. 



Russell makes it clear that a freethinker is not necessarily an atheist 
or an agnostic, as long as he or she satisfies this definition: “The 
person who is free in any respect is free from something; what is the 
free thinker free from? To be worthy of the name, he must be free of 
two things: the force of tradition, and the tyranny of his own 
passions. No one is completely free from either, but in the measure 
of a man's emancipation he deserves to be called a free thinker”. 

On the other hand, there is one thing from which the freethinker 
should not try to be free, namely what Russell calls the intellectual 
law. The freethinker should not be free to believe whatever he likes; 
instead he must submit to reason and evidence. This is not a form of 
mental slavery because his desire is to know, not to indulge in pretty 
fancies. The desire for knowledge, he suggests, has an element of 
humility towards facts. We might say that the freethinker respects 
truth and reason.

In his 1922 lecture Freethought and Official Propaganda (in 
Sceptical Essays), Russell distinguishes two senses of ‘free 
thought’. In its narrower sense it means thought which does not 
accept the dogmas of traditional religion. So a freethinker here is 
someone who rejects the tenets of Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, 
and all the other orthodox faiths. Historically, freethought has been 
identified in this narrower sense. One reason is that religious power 
has been the major obstacle to freedom of thought. For more than a 
thousand years, every Christian country in Europe condemned 
religious sceptics to be burnt at the stake. Another reason is that 
religious belief itself has tended to be based on faith and revelation 
rather than logic, reason and empirical evidence. 

In the wider sense thought is ‘free’ when it is not subject to some 
external compulsion or control. That is another way of agreeing 
with the dictionary definition above. Leo Tolstoy put it this way: 



“I divide men into two lots. They are freethinkers, or they are not 
freethinkers… Freethinkers are those who are willing to use their 
minds without prejudice and without fearing to understand things 
that clash with their own customs, privileges, or beliefs. This state 
of mind is not common, but it is essential for right thinking... A man 
may be a Catholic, a Frenchman, or a capitalist, and yet be a 
freethinker; but if he puts his Catholicism, his patriotism, or his 
interest above his reason, and will not give the latter free play 
where those subjects are touched, he is not a freethinker. His mind 
is in bondage.” (On Life and Essays on Religion, 1934).

Of course, we might well say, as Stephano does in The Tempest, 
that “thought is free” in the sense that we can think whatever we 
like as long as we conceal our thoughts. But this natural liberty of 
private thinking is of little value if we cannot communicate our 
thoughts to others. If our thinking leads us to call into question the 
ideas and customs of society, we generally wish  – unless we are 
hermits  – to convince people of our own rightness. Many heretics 
have even preferred to face death rather than conceal their 
opinions. Even if we do try to hide them, they are likely to be 
revealed by silence, chance words or behaviour. Therefore, in any 
significant sense, freedom of thought must include freedom of 
speech. 

Most human societies have been generally opposed to freedom of 
thought and free speech. Laziness is certainly 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 rearranging of the mind, 
and this process is laborious, requiring a painful expenditure of 
mental energy. New ideas therefore seem wrong because they are 
disagreeable.



Fear is another factor. 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 customs, prejudices and 
traditions of the group are associated with religious belief and are 
supposedly under divine patronage, then criticism of this order of 
things is regarded 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.

These psychological factors of mental laziness and fear are 
reinforced by the active opposition of powerful interests in the 
community, both secular and religious. Mainstream political 
parties generally avoid controversy and often prefer to follow 
rather than lead. Churches, especially in a country like Ireland, 
have traditionally been very conservative in their social, political 
and theological opinions. In some matters their Christianity is 
positively medieval.
A society which continually stresses the authority of tribe and 
community and their leaders is not likely to place much value on 
individual freedom of thought, especially if it results in scepticism 
and uncertainty. For freethinkers are indeed conscious that many 
questions are still open and under scrutiny. Freethought has not the 
certainty of faith but is not troubled by a state of doubt. On the 
contrary, much harm in the world results from ideas, whether 
religious or secular, which are held dogmatically and imposed on 
whole communities.



In his famous essay A Free Man’s Worship, written in 1903, 
Bertrand Russell argues that there is no objective meaning in life. 
We should stoically accept this fact, but strive nonetheless to 
actively create beauty, truth, and perfection. Man’s true freedom 
involves worshipping only “the God created by our own love of the 
good”. Thus we achieve some freedom from the eternal forces that 
will destroy us.

ANIMAL LIBERATION • Bob Rees

ANY people dismiss talk of animal ‘rights’ by arguing that 
rights carry responsibilities, and since animals are 
irresponsible, they deserve no more rights than vegetables. 
Nevertheless, very few people would deliberately bully or 
mistreat  animals just because we think we are cleverer than 
they are, and they can’t fight back, or because they don’t have 
'souls'. We know that animals can suffer and feel fear and pain 
and experience mental stress just like us. The animals may not 
be able to  describe it to us, but Charles Darwin, and more 
recently genome biologists, have shown us how closely related 
our human race is to other animals, and how much like 
humans many animals can be. Researchers test new drugs on 
animals precisely because they are so much like us.
 
Humanists are particularly reluctant to cause unnecessary 
suffering to sentient beings, but this raises a serious question: 
what animal suffering is ‘necessary’? When developing new 
drugs using painful/lethal tests on animals, we may argue that, 
providing the potential benefits in terms of reduced human 
suffering outweigh the costs in terms of the animal 
wretchedness involved, then the suffering is necessary. On the 
other hand, we would mostly agree that the cruelty involved in 



training circus animals; and in the fur trade; and in the ‘sport’ 
of hunting, are all unnecessary. And most of us would further 
argue that the suffering involved in kosher and halal slaughter 
is unnecessary.

What about the cruelty involved in all intensive factory 
farming: is that ‘necessary’? The UN Food and Agriculture 
Organisation reckons that around 60 billion land animals are 
slaughtered each year for food, (producing 315 million tonnes 
of meat) and they come mostly from intensive factory farms 
where the animals only ever experience pain, boredom, fear 
and anxiety in cramped artificially-lit indoor pens throughout 
their short, unnatural lives. Such cruelty on such a massive 
scale is ‘necessary’ only to minimise costs and maximise the 
profits of those in the meat trade. This turns out to be hard to 
justify.
 
Meat is an inefficient way of producing food for humans – 
30% of the earth’s land surface is devoted to raising livestock 
because it takes 25 kg of grain and 15,000 litres of water to 
produce just one kg of beef. If the same resources were devoted 
to producing grain for human consumption, we could feed an 
extra 3.5 billion people. Using the resources to feed livestock 
only drives up grain prices and causes water shortages at a time 
when millions of humans are starving to death and billions more 
are undernourished and living in conditions of water stress.
 
Another problem is that livestock, and particularly beef, are a 
prime source of so-called greenhouse gases. The carbon 
footprint of beef is around 25kg carbon dioxide per kg of meat 
(while that of potatoes, for example, is only 0.4 kg per kg.). 
Almost 20% of all human-produced greenhouse gas comes 
from livestock farming – this is more even than the emissions 



from all the ships, planes, trucks and cars in the world! In the 
immediate future, global climate change threatens human 
wellbeing and in the long term it threatens our very planet. Our 
grandchildren will not thank us.
 
Livestock farming is also unhealthy. We all know that a diet 
high in red meat increases our risk of heart disease, stroke and 
diabetes. But animal husbandry also reduces our resistance to 
infection because farmers use antibiotics to achieve rapid 
weight-gain in livestock and as preventatives to help them to 
control  infection in their herds. In the US, 80% of all 
antibiotics are used by farmers, and worldwide, as much as 
240,000 tonnes of antibiotics are fed to animals each year. 
Used in such quantities, it does not take long for bacteria to 
evolve to produce resistant strains. These are our  ‘last resort’ 
antibiotics that bacteria are still susceptible to. But last year, in 
the US alone, antibiotic-resistant bacteria killed 23,000 people, 
and we know that the number will be higher next year.
 
So meat production causes harm and suffering to sentient 
beings, humans as well as animals, worldwide; it is an 
inefficient way of producing food; it jeopardises our health; it 
seriously affects our environment; and it even threatens Gaia 
(the Earth seen as a self-regulating organism).
 
Humanism is supposed to be about promoting human 
happiness and wellbeing, minimising harm and suffering 
worldwide, and maintaining our planet in an excellent 
condition for future generations to thrive on and enjoy. It is 
surely time for those of us who call ourselves humanists to 
review our meat consumption. It’s a contribution we can each 
make as individuals, without campaigning or ballyhoo, as a 
matter of personal conscience.



BRAVE NEW WORLD • Roger Kelly

DRUGS DON’T WORK was a popular song a few years ago by the 
rock band The Verve. The actual sentiments of the song at the time 
were wrongly interpreted as a general condemnation of all drug- 
taking. However, it sadly reflected the band’s singer Richard 
Ashcroft’s reaction to the death of his father after extensive drug 
treatment for cancer. Of course, there are many drugs which have and 
are being developed that have saved and will continue to save 
peoples’ lives, so the major advances in drug research and 
development are proving that in fact drugs do work. It is worth noting 
that if Freddie Mercury of Queen had lived a few of months longer he 
probably would be alive today due to the advances in drug treatment 
for HIV/AIDS.

In the area of what is referred to as recreational drugs, society views 
their use as detrimental to the health of people and most are illegal 
to use or to purchase. This is not surprising considering the recent 
deaths of several young people in Northern Ireland as a result of 
taking Spice and other impure ecstasy tablets. However, having 
discussed the use of drug-taking with young people as a personal 
mentor for a counselling agency and also with my own offspring, it 
is clear that a significantly large number of young people regularly 
take a variety of substances, ranging from cannabis to ketamine, 
cocaine and ecstasy. Most of the time they are oblivious to the 
quality or purity of these drugs, especially working class young 
people who usually purchase from dodgy dealers often associated 
with paramilitary groups. This can also lead to further problems 
financially as a considerable number borrow money to avail of these 
drugs and then end up having to pay back five times the amount 
borrowed, resulting in criminal activity to pay off the loans.
Anecdotally there seems to be a lesser burden on more middle 
class young people, who mainly use cannabis and snort cocaine, 
which is said to be freely available around most trendy nightclubs 



in Belfast. They don't seem to be attracted to Spice as they seem to 
be aware of the impurities and health risks associated with it and 
due to their financial position can pay for cleaner drugs which 
carry less health risks, though this of course is not always 
guaranteed. 

It is interesting to note that already the Royal Society for Public 
Health [RSPH] are encouraging music festivals to provide drug 
testing facilities that are associated with recreational drug use. In 
fact, results of pilots, to be publicised later this month in the RSPH 
Health Journal, suggest almost one in five users (18%) opted to 
dispose of their drugs once aware of the true content. This approach 
if expanded would certainly save more lives.

I can think back to my own youth hanging around the rock/hippy 
scene with my old mate Gary Moore the late blues rock guitarist. In 
the late 60s and early 70s the use of cannabis was widespread 
among young people involved in the counter-culture at the time. It 
is  interesting to note that my other working class mates at the time 
didn't smoke cannabis but were into heavy drinking. For a period I 
looked down on them, and my hippy friends and me didn't really 
drink much and we viewed ourselves as cool and sophisticated 
smoking dope. Those class cultural differences seem to have totally 
changed, and from my observations and conversations all young 
people have easy access to cannabis. It is smoked fairly regularly in 
all social circles even though it is still illegal to do so.

It appears to me that the prohibition laws on drugs have failed to 
curb either the supply or demand, reduce addiction, cut violence or 
reduce illegal profits for organised crime/paramilitary groups. So in 
effect the so-called War on Drugs has failed. Drugs do work for both 
the wrong and right reasons.



I would argue that it is time to seriously consider legalising all drugs 
because:

*As already indicated most illegal and legal drug use is mainly 
recreational.

*Poverty and despair are at the root of most problematic use and 
these underlying causes need to be addressed to significantly 
decrease the number of problematic users.

*The market for drugs is demand- led and the use of illegal drugs 
creates a vacuum into which organised crime operates particularly 
among paramilitary groups in Northern Ireland. Legalising would 
force organised crime groups from the drugs trade and enable 
society to regulate and control the market i.e.through prescription, 
licensing, laws on sales to minors and advertising as is the case 
with alcohol. 

*Using illegal drugs is usually very expensive, especially for poor 
people, which often means that some dependent users resort to 
crime and violence.

Recent research has indicated that nearly half of all 16-year-olds 
have used an illegal drug and this is widespread. New legalisation 
should accept that drug use is normal and that it is a social issue, 
not a criminal one.

Society needs to be open and honest about the use of drugs, both 
positive and negative. A pragmatic legal market could be 
developed allowing licensed registered pharmacists to sell 
recreational drugs and sales would be limited to those over 
sixteen. If such a model was to be introduced or considered, the 
Christian moralists and big time drug dealers can be expected to join 
the prohibitionists in opposing such legislation.



It is my view as a freethinker that what is required is not 
decriminalisation but [re]legalisation. This would restore the right 
to consenting adults to take stimulants, empathogens and 
hallucinogens for recreational and medical use which I would 
argue would reduce drug-related crime to a level that has been 
unimaginable for much of the last hundred years. 

NOTHING IS WRITTEN IN STONE • Eamon Murphy

Justin Keating’s memoirs also tackle the (many) abuses of the 
Catholic Church, both in Ireland and abroad. Regarding the abuse of 
children and young women in the Church’s care, he asserts 
firmly that, in a way, “everyone knew” what was going on; his 
father, who was neither a malicious nor foul-tongued man (and 
indeed is described by Keating as the most honest man he ever 
knew) often referred to ‘the Christian Buggers’. Indeed, as someone 
who believed strongly in the collective responsibility of 
government, Keating believed he too bore  some of the blame and 
he was bitterly ashamed to have to say it.
 
Among Keating’s other significant moves was the introduction of 
the first legislation overseeing the exploitation of Ireland's gas and 
oil reserves – only for other less incorruptible politicians to undo 
most of his good work at a later date. He was instrumental in 
creating the National Film Studios of Ireland at Ardmore.
 
Impressively, to a fellow humanist like this reviewer, Keating was 
always willing to examine his beliefs and change them if necessary. 
In later life, he was able to admit that much of what he advised in 
his agricultural teachings (which was in large part the conventional 
wisdom of the time) was incorrect from an environmental point of 
view and that intensive farming was not environmentally 
sustainable. One idea repeated throughout the book in different 



forms is that “if you show me better, I must change”. Indeed, 
Keating hoped to go on changing throughout his life and it is 
reasonable, based on the content of the book, to assume that he did. 
“I believe each of us has a duty to rework our paradigm till the day 
we die”.

He also wrote on issues like sustainable energy, ecology, women’s 
rights and animal welfare; in many cases with ideas well ahead of 
his time. Nothing Is Written In Stone also contains his comments on 
important figures of Ireland’s recent history, as disparate as Charles 
Haughey and Dr. Noël Browne, and characters as wide-ranging as 
J.D. Bernal and Conor Cruise O’Brien. It is a truly absorbing 
chronicle of the ideas and opinions of a remarkable man, the likes of 
whose intellect and foresight is unfortunately so rarely seen at the 
highest levels of Irish politics.
 
The book also contains fascinating insights on the politics of 
Northern Ireland (particularly on the Arms Crisis), including what 
he refers to as the perils of nationalism (“I loathe terrorism only a 
little more than I loathe nationalism”), and on Zionism. It reads with 
a flow that should be unexpected given that the memoirs are, in 
effect, musings in a notebook that were originally in no particular 
order but were eventually compiled into a coherent and easily 
readable structure by the editors. 
It is honest yet warm in feel, and a highly recommended read. 
Nothing Is Written In Stone differs from most Irish political 
memoirs in that it is the opposite of a self-serving recollections of 
events that are usually already well chronicled. Instead, Keating 
aimed to draw the line between the events that shaped his life and 
the conclusions he drew from them. The introduction from the 
author states that it is that which he hopes we might find interesting, 
and most readers assuredly will.                          


