
Papal Bull 
Bob Rees 

OPE Francis has “single-
handedly destroyed 
Catholicism”, according to 

millions of traditional Catholics 
who consider him a heretical apos-
tate. They claim that by failing rou-
tinely to condemn atheism, Judaism, 
Islam, homosexuality and divorce, 
the present pontiff is splitting the 
Church apart. However, most pro-
gressive Catholics quite like him.   

The Pope claims to be God’s sole 
representative on earth, accountable 
to God alone, not to mere earthly 
institutions such as  governments or 
humankind, and God has never 
contradicted him. Despite Jesus’ 
“My kingdom is not of this world”, 
Jesus’ deputy is exceptionally pow-
erful. He claims to be the 269th link 
in an unbroken chain stretching 
back to Peter, the first Bishop of 
Rome. Except that the first Bishop of 
Rome was Linus, followed by Cletus 
and Clement … Peter was only given 
the title centuries after his death. But 
there have been more serious kinks 
in the chain. 

POWER 
Traditional Catholics claim that 
Catholicism has gone doctrinally 
unchanged since St. Peter’s time. But 
as Peter de Rosa points out in his 
book Vicars of Christ*, Jesus was a 
powerless Jew who despised priestly 
authority. He owned no property 
and advocated poverty, preaching 
doom to the wealthy. Yet today, 
Jesus’ deputy lives in a palace with 
eleven thousand rooms, the Vatican, 
with the even larger Castelgandolfo 
overlooking the Alban Lake, as his 
humble retreat. He wears purple 
silks embroidered with pure gold. 
His disciples, the Eminences, Excel-
lencies and most Reverends, also 
live in palaces and sit on thrones, 
enjoying wealth and privilege whilst 
claiming ‘to represent the Poor Man 
of Nazareth’. The popes’ cynical 
exploitation of Jesus’ name has 
therefore required that his humble 
message of peace and poverty has 
had to be radically reinterpreted to 

accommodate the aggression, greed, 
cynicism, and wealth of subsequent 
popes. 

Pope Gregory VII (1078 – 85) re-
invented Roman Catholicism by 
setting up a school of forgers to 
manufacture ‘early’ documents to 
‘prove’, for example, that even 
parish priests were superior in au-
thority to kings and princes; and, by 
confusing Canon and Civil law, he 
equated papal authority with that of 
God! Gregory’s forgeries influenced 
Thomas Aquinas who in turn influ-
enced the First Vatican Council 
which defined papal infallibility.   
Subsequently, Pope Innocent III 
(1198 – 1216) exploited the notion 
of unavoidable sin to enhance papal 
power over ALL people, emphasis-
ing Catholic intolerance. 

IMMORALITY  
Such incredible power attracted the 
wrong sort of people – greedy, ag-
gressive, competitive people. In 
1409, we had three rival popes  
(Gregory XIII, Benedict XIII and 
Alexander V), each infallibly claim-
ing supreme authority whilst busily 
excommunicating the others. A year 
later, John XXIII poisoned Alexan-
der V, and succeeded him. John was 
a former pirate, an atheist, mass 
murderer, mass fornicator with a 
taste for nuns, adulterer, simoniac, 
blackmailer, pimp … not untypical 
behaviour among popes of the 10th 
and 15th centuries. (In 1958, anoth-
er John XXIII was elected, conve-
niently facilitating the removal of 
the ex-pirate from the Church’s 
records.) 

Money   
The worship of money took over 
the papacy. John XXII (1316 – 34) 
amassed 25 million gold florins, and 
as much again in precious objects 
during his reign. To avoid odious 
comparisons, he announced in 1323 
that Jesus, too, had been a wealthy 
man, and this became official 
Catholic teaching. 

The papacy itself was now being 
auctioned off to the highest bidder.  
Every office in the Church has its 
price. Additionally, sales of bishops’ 
palliums brought in millions of gold 
florins; dispensations brought more 
millions (impossible rules ensured 
plenty of business), and pardons for 
priests’ concubines were another 
sure-fire source of wealth. Pope 
Sixtus IV (1471–84) took it further 
– simoniac extraordinaire, he li-
censed brothels, sold dispensations 
to adulterers and even murderers, 
and extended his indulgences busi-
ness to include the dead! And the 
catacombs became a veritable gold 
mine when he started selling sup-
posed relics of martyrs to wealthy 
pilgrims.  

On the spiritual side, Sixtus sanc-
tioned the start of the Spanish In-
quisition in 1478. He appointed 
Thomas of Torquemada, as Grand 
Inquisitor in 1483. During the next 
fifteen years, this devout Dominican 
friar fried over ten thousand unfor-
tunates and helped himself to their 
property.  In 1486, Pope Innocent 
VIII (1484–92) showed how to 
‘discover’ witches, who were mostly 
crazy old women with a bit of 
property to confiscate.   

In 1492, the papacy was purchased 
by Rodrigo Borgia – who had 
committed his first murder at    –->
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the tender age of twelve. As Pope 
Alexander VI (1492–1503), he 
raised extra money by appointing 
Cardinals for outrageous fees, and 
then he boosted  turnover by hav-
ing them poisoned. This had the 
advantage that he also inherited 
their estates. 

DIVISION 
In1517, Martin Luther nailed his 
Ninety Five Theses Upon Indul-
gences to the door of the church in 
Wittenberg. The Popes continued 
abusing their positions, oblivious of 
the fact that Protestantism had 
started spreading across north-west 
Europe. Luther could see that a 
divided Church was better than one 
where a corrupt Pope ruled in de-
nial of the Gospel.  

Despite the Council of Trent 
(1545–63), which had been set up 
to address papal abuses and the 
Protestant challenge, foul-mouthed 
chauvinist Pope Paul IV alienated 
Elizabeth I of England, and Pius V 
(1566–72) tried to unseat her. 
Thenceforth, English Catholics 
were seen as traitors, and Catholi-
cism became increasingly distrusted 
in country after country across Eu-
rope. At last Rome came to its 
senses. It initiated the Counter-Ref-
ormation, tightened discipline and 
after the 30 Years War (1618–48), 
in which eight million died, it be-
came relatively respectable … all 
thanks to Luther, its sworn enemy. 

ARROGANCE  
Yet popes were no less arrogant. In 
the Dark Ages, when people were 
ignorant, Innocent IV had described 
himself as ‘the bodily presence of 
Christ’, and Boniface VIII had de-
manded that ‘every human being’ 
must obey him, and Gregory IX 
had seriously claimed that he was 
no less than Lord and Master of the 
entire Universe! 

Ever since Pope Urban VIII’s inso-
lent condemnation of Galileo 
(1564–1642), popes have continued 
their battle against truth, free- 
thought and democracy, from the  
French Revolution, Darwin, and 
Freud, through to today’s opposi-
tion to womens’ rights and secular 
education. Progress and knowledge 
have become increasingly problem-
atic for them.  

After the Reformation, Clement XI  

(1700–21) had had to forbid 
Catholics from reading the Bible or 
discussing religion, claiming that 
Rome would teach Catholics all 
they needed to know … which was 
obedience to the pope. Then Pope 
Pius IX (1846–78) decreed his own 
infallibility in 1870 – henceforth, 
the Pope called ALL the shots, with 
no Councils, checks, balances or 
inconvenient references to the poor 
Jew. And Pius’ subsequent Syllabus 
of Errors condemned ALL progress, 
science and freedom. While he was 
at it, he also decreed that sex is sin-
ful, and that all critics of his dogma 
were either stupid or malicious. 

A HICCUP 
And then in 1958 came Angelo 
Roncalli, smiling, optimistic Pope 
John XXIII. He saw that the 
Church was in a hole of its own 
digging. It was time to listen and 
learn, and so he convened a Coun-
cil (Vatican II) to review the situa-
tion. The Council closed in 1962, 
having agreed to make the Church 
relevant to the 20th century. Pro-
gressive Pope John was hugely 
popular, but when he died in 1963 
he was succeeded by the humour-
less traditionalist Paul VI, who  
ignored everything the Council had 
agreed, and then proceeded as if  
Roncalli had never existed.   

Humanae Vitae, his 1968 encycli-
cal, decreed  – in the face of  an 
exploding world population – that 
artificial contraception was ‘shame-
ful and intrinsically vicious … an 
unspeakable crime’. The world was 
shocked, and many left the faith. 
People began to question other as-
pects of paternalist papal dogma. 
Topics like divorce, abortion, ho-
mosexuality are beyond the compe-
tence of celibate old men cut off 
from the ‘real’ world, and the papa-
cy, by proclaiming it-
self THE moral arbiter 
and then putting such 
obsessive stress on 
sexual matters it can-
not understand, has 
dug a particularly 
deep hole for itself. 

CELIBACY 
Jesus chose Peter, a 
married man, to be his 
chief disciple but, after 
the Council of Nicea 
in 325, priests were 
forbidden to marry 

after ordination because a wife 
would be legally entitled to the 
property of her priest husband 
when he died … and the Church 
wanted it. Unfortunately, the impo-
sition of celibacy made the clergy 
particularly promiscuous, and it has 
been suggested that the rite of ordi-
nation should include obligatory 
castration. 

Celibacy accounts for the Church’s 
outrageous attitude to women: infe-
rior … Satan’s temptresses … Eve 
the original sinner. It claims that 
God is masculine (what’s the point 
of that without a Mrs God?), Jesus 
was male, and he chose male disci-
ples … who were all circumcised 
Jews! 

We may reflect that the 10th and 
15th century popes were clearly 
debauched, but it has been the de-
vout reforming popes who have 
done the most lasting damage, es-
pecially when they imposed their 
dogma by force, as with Urban II’s 
psychopathic Crusaders, and Sixtus 
IV’s pious Dominican Inquisitors. 

Popes are very reluctant to contra-
dict the utterances of former popes, 
no matter how unfounded, crazy or 
harmful. Better to deny the Gospel 
than a megalomaniac predecessor, 
and this clearly constrains Pope 
Francis. As I said, Progressive 
Catholics quite like him, especially 
when they compare him with al-
most all his predecessors. But in my 
opinion, he still has a long way to 
go to match John XXIII …  
Roncalli, not the pirate. 
  
Most of the information has been 
distilled from the excellent Vicars of 
Christ by Peter de Rosa, published in 
2000 by Poolbeg Press, 123 Baldoyle 
Industrial Estate, Dublin 13.             q                         
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Repeal Europe’s  
Blasphemy Laws Now!  

AN I start by thanking 
Mairead and Jan Figel for 
having us here today. I think 

you should know that it’s very im-
portant to us, and that we value the 
chance to come here and speak to 
you about these important issues. As 
Ján Figel said, we value the partner-
ship with the European Union very 
closely, and we’re grateful to him 
and his team for the cooperation 
that we’ve had on these important 
issues. And it’s also very good to 
know that someone reads our re-
ports as well. 

Let me explain the con-
text. I am the Chief Ex-
ecutive of the In-
ternational Humanist 
and Ethical Union, 
which is a global umbrel-
la body for atheist, hu-
manist and non-religious 
organisations. We have 
over 150 national organ-
isations in over 60 coun-
tries around the world. 
What we do is to repre-
sent the diverse view-
points of our members at 
the United Nations, the 
African Commission, and  the vari-
ous different international and re-
gional bodies around the world. And 
of course along with our partners in 
the European Humanist Federation, 
we seek to represent and engage with 
the European Institutions. 

I’m grateful, as I said, for the chance 
to come and speak at this event. I’ll 
try to keep my remarks quite short 
so that we have some chance to 
discuss the issues. And I also I just 
want to preface this by saying that 
the sense of partnership we feel with 
the European Union is very strong, 
but we don’t often get the chance to 
come and speak to such an impor-
tant organisation. So if my com-
ments sound critical they’re the 
comments of a critical friend, and 
are meant to be constructive.  

The sense that I have when I do get 
the chance to speak to international 
delegates, members of parliament 
and so on, is that there’s somehow a 
controversy, or at least an anxiety, 
about recognising the rights of athe-
ists and humanists. 

The rights of religious people, both 
in a majority or a minority, are con-
sidered completely within the con-
fines of normal discourse, yet when 
it comes to the issue of atheists, 
apostates, and liberal reformers of 
religions, there’s somehow a feeling 
that this is a taboo subject that we 

have to be careful about and that 
has to be moderated very closely. I 
don’t think this is justified. I don’t 
think we need to have this anxiety, 
and I hope to convince you in the 
next few minutes to agree with me. 

So, let me first of all give you a 
broad overview of what we see as 
the position in terms of the rights of 
atheists and humanists around the 
world. As Ján Figel mentioned, we 
release this report annually, which is 
the Freedom of Thought Report. We 
launched the latest in December 
2017 here at the European Parlia-
ment. It covers every single country 
in the world and it gives an assess-
ment of the legal and policy frame-
work, in terms of how atheists and 
humanists are treated in terms of 
human rights. 

What we identified in 2017 is a 
trend. We highlighted seven coun-
tries in particular: Pakistan, India, 
the Maldives, Malaysia, Saudi Ara-
bia, Sudan and Mauritania. In at 
least these seven countries there was 
an active persecution of atheists and 
humanists, and in many cases this 
was  condoned by the governments 
of those countries. There is also a 
total of 85 countries which we cate-
gorise as showing ‘severe’ discrimi-
nation against non-religious indi-
viduals. And again the number of 
colleagues that we saw murdered in 
2017 was quite disturbing.  

I’m sure I don’t need 
to explain to every-
body in this room the 
tides of populism and 
nationalism that are 
growing in different 
parts of the world. Ján 
Figel mentioned India. 
I was moved to go to 
India in January this 
year to visit some col-
leagues. India is one of 
the most active coun-
tries in the world in 
terms of humanist, 

atheist, rationalist non-religious 
organisations. It was one of the 
founding members of the IHEU and 
about 20% of our members are 
based in India. So it’s a very impor-
tant country for us. But if you lis-
tened to the discourse coming from 
Indian politicians, and the Prime 
Minister, you would imagine that 
India is a completely Hindu country 
and that the rich historical diversity 
of freethought simply doesn’t exist 
there.  

I guess the message that we try to 
convey with these reports is that 
there is a different India that lurks 
beneath the surface. Our colleagues 
are doing great work in areas such 
as anti-caste discrimination and 
promoting women’s and children’s 
rights.Yet sadly while there I had ––> 
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the rather onerous duty of unveiling 
a portrait of six of my colleagues 
who had been murdered in the last 
few years. So these issues are real, 
and they’re happening today. 

The situation is therefore that athe-
ists, humanists and our colleagues 
suffer from what we call invisibility. 
In many countries, including Saudi 
Arabia and Pakistan, there is simply 
no category for our colleagues to 
exist. They are not able to register 
themselves or to identify themselves 
in line with their philosophical be-
lief commitments.  

There is also a second level of invis-
ibility, and this is the situation we 
have with the Bangladeshi bloggers, 
hacked to death because they were 
atheists. Not only in many coun-
tries is it impossible for you legally 
to exist but also you face the death 
penalty if you are open about your 
beliefs. Secondly there is the invisi-
bility caused by thugs and gangs 
and, in many cases, state-sponsored 
harassment if you identify yourself 
as an atheist or a humanist.  

So there are two forces at work 
here which cause the invisibility of 
our friends and colleagues in these 
countries. And that is what makes 
this a very important, but also diffi-
cult, subject to talk about because 
in many countries around the 
world we simply don’t know how 
many atheists and humanists there 
are, and it’s caused by this problem 
of invisibility.  

Again, it creates a vicious cycle into 
this anxiety and confusion or con-
troversy that people have to talk 
about the issue, and I hope that this 
meeting and the good work of Ján 
Figel and the External Action Ser-

vice, is a beginning of the process to 
de-stigmatise conversation about 
non-religious people. 

Also, the language matters. I note 
that Mairead and Jan used the very 
important term ‘freedom of religion 
or belief’, and they made an explicit 
point to mention the ‘B’ for belief 
part. It’s really important, I think, 
that people know that this means a 
lot to those of us who are engaged 
in this process. Freedom of religion 

or belief is a complicated right, it’s 
been further explained by the Unit-
ed Nations and so on, and it’s a 
qualified right, of course. You know 
we don’t have a right simply to 
expose our views in any way that 
comes to mind. We have to be 
mindful of the rights and duties of 
others, but we have to ensure that 
freedom of religion or belief does 
not simply come down to the 
common denominator of religious 
freedom. It has to include the right 
to dissent, the right to reform, the 
right to object, the right to criticise, 
and also – something we should say 
– the right to have no opinion at all, 
the right for a large group in society 
who are not inclined one way or 
the other about this important de-
bate, and that’s their right. 

So, those are some of the issues. 
What do I think the European 
Commission, the External Action 
Service, and all of you important 
people, can do more? Ján Figel 

mentioned blasphemy laws, and the 
impact that they have in many 
countries around the world. 

Do you know that there are about 
10 countries in the European Union 
which still have blasphemy laws? 
One of them Greece actually still 
applies and prosecutes people for 
blasphemy… [laughs] and yes, I 
don’t have to mention to Mairead 
that Ireland is one of the EU mem-
bers with a blasphemy law. And in 
my country of Scotland we still 
have a blasphemy law. Obviously 
there is not a grave situation facing 
atheists and humanists in Europe, 
as has been said. And the blasphe-
my laws, where they still exist, are 
mostly dead-letter laws in practice. 
But let me say this. 

Why don’t we make a commitment 
to call upon European governments 
to repeal their blasphemy laws? 
Not because we’re trying to pretend 
that humanists in Europe are going 
to be locked up  – let’s not pretend 
that – but to show moral leadership 
for the rest of the world. We can 
show that we stand with atheists 
and humanists who are being mur-
dered, censured, and put in jail. 
Why don’t we say that? Why don’t 
we call upon European govern-
ments to repeal these laws? There’s 
one suggestion. 

Also, to Ján and his team, and to 
other people from the European 
Commission, when you meet dele-
gates from other countries, includ-
ing some of the countries we’ve 
mentioned, ask them about atheists, 
ask them about humanists, and 
remind them that in many cases 
these people are invisible, lurking 
beneath the surface, unable to iden-
tify themselves.  

Make sure that, owing to some idea 
of controversy or because you want 
to be sensitive, you don’t simply 
turn a blind eye to this. Because my 
colleagues are there, they are real, 
they are at threat and they need your 
help. These are some things that we 
can do. 

I think I’ll leave it there for now, 
but again, thank you for the invita-
tion.                                               q 

Gary McLelland has been Chief 
Executive of the IHEU since 
February 2017.                                                                                                                       
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Self-Censorship in the Media: 

The Tip of the Iceberg 
Roy Brown 

EAR Friends, 
thank you for 
the invitation to 

this, my fifth All-Ireland 
H u m a n i s t S u m m e r 
School.  We have had 
some great meetings in 
the past and I was very 
much looking forward to 
seeing you all again.  
Our subject for the 
weekend has been ‘Hu-
manism, Freethought 
and Censorship’, and we 
have heard some excel-
lent presentations cover-
ing many of the chal-
lenges we face as Hu-
manists in politics, soci-
ety and the media.  When 
I was asked to give this 
talk I thought I should cover one particular challenge we 
face in trying to fight for truth and reason: the reluctance 
of many in the media to address what they consider to be 
“sensitive” or “controversial” issues. But the more I 
looked into the problem of self-censorship the more I 
realised that it is only the tip of an iceberg of misrepre-
sentation, distortion and downright lies that we are now 
faced with almost constantly in both the traditional and 
social media.  

I first became aware of the power of self-censorship at the 
time of the Danish cartoons affair about 12 years ago.  
The cartoons, published in a Danish newspaper, Jylands 
Posten, were the brainchild of the paper’s cultural editor, 
Fleming Rose. He had wanted to test the climate of toler-
ance among Muslims in Denmark. The trail of death and 
destruction across the Middle East that followed showed 
how seriously he had misjudged… Or had he? 

His action was certainly provocative, as he knew it 
would be, but what the reaction showed – the riots, 
deaths and burnt embassy buildings – was that today’s 
Islam has become a deeply intolerant religion quite un-
prepared to live at peace with others in an increasingly 
multicultural world.   
  
But even more worrying than the Islamic reaction to the 
cartoons was the response of the western media. None 
were prepared to reproduce the cartoons: no TV station, 
no newspaper and no magazine (with the honourable 
exception of Charlie Hebdo – remember them?) were 
prepared to show their readers what all the fuss was 

about.  Of course, the 
BBC and ITV, the Times 
and the Telegraph, all 
made excuses citing rea-
sons of “cultural sensitivi-
ty”. But this self-right-
eous cowardice was 
shown up for what it was 
by a cartoon that ap-
peared in – I think – Pri-
vate Eye. An editorial 
board are discussing why, 
for reasons of cultural 
sensitivity, decency and 
respect for minorities that, 
on balance, it might be 
better not to show the 
cartoons, when a junior 
reporter pipes up: “And of 
course they would kill us”.  

And you would have waited in vain to hear from the 
BBC tell us who was responsible for the London bomb-
ings in 2005. A former BBC reporter told me they were 
under instructions not to use the words Islam, Muslim or 
Islamic in connection with any terror attack. 

It was this kind of self-censorship, this refusal to accu-
rately report the facts, that opened the door to the nor-
malisation of intolerance and extremism, allowing to go 
unchallenged, for example, calls for gays, Jews, blasphe-
mers and apostates to be murdered.  

The New Media 
How the world of information has changed in just 12 
short years. Today, the traditional media no longer have 
a monopoly on reporting facts. A majority of us now get 
our news on line or via social media.  

The fragmentation of news sources has led to two closely-
related problems: the proliferation of fake news, and the 
rise of hate speech and intolerance. We now get our news 
and opinions almost uniquely from sources within our 
own tribe, whatever that tribe may be: sources that share 
our own opinions and values. Inventions, falsehood and 
unchecked assertions abound, masquerading as facts.  And 
even more worrying, where the social media have led, the 
worst of the traditional media have followed, starting and 
ending of course in America with Fox News, spreading 
fake news and Trump-inspired hatred in equal measure.  

Paradoxically, the spectacular rise of social media means 
that young people today are rather less well-informed ––>
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about what’s going on in the world than earlier genera-
tions. Many young people now get most of their news 
from their peers via social media, and most of what they 
get is personal, local, or relates only to their group. It 
also means that what they see and hear of the wider 
world is from sources that share their tribal views and 
are more likely to be selective, politically biased, mislead-
ing or downright false. Without the traditional truth 
checks on our sources of information, the majority of us 
(and not just in the West but worldwide), can now be 
lied to with impunity. The voting public are becoming 
increasingly ill-informed.   

It is difficult to see what can be done about it. There are 
two main problems: the sheer size and power of the 
multinational media giants which individual govern-
ments are unable to control, and the uncontrolled flow 
of fake news along with the true. Clearly international 
action is needed, but this could only come about if gov-
ernments – perhaps via the United Nations – were will-
ing to act.  But so many governments seem happy with 
the way things are – you need look no further than the 
United States and Donald Trump – that no concerted 
action to tame the monster – or the flow of fake news – 
seems likely in the foreseeable future.  
  
And what a monster it is. Mark Zuckerberg had a bad 
day a few weeks ago. His shares in Facebook took a hit. 
In one day he lost more money, 62 billion dollars, than the 
annual GDP of any one of 100 
of the world’s nation states. 
That’s not what he is worth – 
it’s what he lost in a single day! 

I’ve moved rather a long way 
from self-censorship to the far 
greater problem of the loss of truth.  How can the ordi-
nary man or woman in the street get facts they can rely 
on?  Might some form of censorship perhaps be the an-
swer? Unfortunately, the evidence suggests it can’t.  

Despite the decades-long post-war ban on hate speech 
and Holocaust denial in Germany, a nationalist move-
ment, the Alternative for Germany, has gained seats in 
the Bundestag for the first time since the Nazis, and its 
influence appears to be growing. It seems you cannot 
eradicate little Hitlers by refusing to give them the  
microphone. If people want a Hitler, you can’t prevent 
them from having one. And in fact, argued the film-mak-
er Hans Syberberg, “the repression of those views may 
only increase their seductiveness among those who feel 
left out of society already”. He foresaw the situation in 
Germany today: the suppression of right-wing national-
ism seems only to have seeded its rebirth. 

That’s the conundrum. Does tolerance normalise evil? 
Should the fire be snuffed out before it spreads, as Ger-
many and other European states tried to do? Karl Pop-
per in Open Society and Its Enemies (1945) certainly 
thought so: “If we extend unlimited tolerance even to 
those who are intolerant, if we are not prepared to de-
fend a tolerant society against the onslaught of the intol-
erant, then the tolerant will be destroyed, and tolerance 
with them.” He went on: “We should therefore claim, in 
the name of tolerance, the right not to tolerate the intol-
erant.” 

Yet he also cautioned that “we should not always sup-
press the utterance of intolerant philosophies. As long as 
we can counter them by rational argument and keep 
them in check by public opinion, suppression would 
certainly be unwise”. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, one of today’s staunchest de-
fenders of free speech is Mark Zuckerberg. He believes it 
would be totally counter-productive to ban Holocaust 
denial from Facebook. And he is defended in his view by 
Fleming Rose. Writing in World Post earlier this month 
Rose said that criminalising Holocaust denial makes 
“free-speech martyrs” of deniers. Because of the very 
distrust of elites that we are seeing today, censorship 
only serves to legitimise what is being censored. Bans 
turn disputes into “dogma”… that are beyond question 
no matter what the facts.  

Banning Holocaust denial in Germany has not worked. 
Nor does it seem likely that banning other kinds of 
falsehood on the grounds of the public good would 
work either – even if such a ban were possible in practice. 

It has long been a given among Humanists that freedom 
of expression is the sine qua non of the pursuit of truth; 
let good and bad fight it out in the market place of ideas.  
The problem is that this only works if you have a free 
market and a level playing field. But the market today is 
far from free, and as Paul Kurtz once famously said: “the 

press is only free if you own 
one” (He did). With such 
unimaginable levels of wealth 
concentrated in so few hands, 
how is the ordinary man or 
woman with good ideas ever 
going to get those ideas across?  

It would be nice if social media were the answer. But 
have you noticed how fragmented the internet has be-
come?  We seem to spend most of our time preaching to 
one another and very few other people seem to be listen-
ing. In an article in the WorldPost earlier this month, its 
editor, Nathan Gardels warned that it’s no longer fact, 
only narrative that matters. He says: “Open societies are 
headed toward a “catastrophic failure of the market-
place of ideas” with no one believing anything, or every-
one believing lies, depending on their tribal standpoint. 
What to do about “this coming info-pocalypse” will 
itself become the central issue of our time. In a post-
truth environment, it’s no longer facts that matter, but 
who dominates the narrative.  What Plato said long ago 
applies in spades to our own times: “Whoever tells the 
story, rules”. Or as my mentor in the United Nations, Joep 
van Aarendonk put it: “It’s ideas that rule the world”.  

So where is this all leading us? Well, you don’t have to 
look any further than America. Donald Trump has un-
derstood and exploited the unpalatable truth first noted 
by Adolph Hitler: “The bigger the lie the more people 
are likely to believe it.” Not since the Nazi Holocaust has 
any western government openly set out to demonise ‘the 
other’ in the way that Trump has done with immigrants, 
Muslims, the media, and America’s erstwhile European 
allies. Yes, we have seen ignorant American presidents in 
the recent past: Ronald Reagan and George W Bush 
spring to mind. Both were prepared to ignore the       ––>
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any western government openly 
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in the way that Trump has done



evidence before making what proved to be catastrophic 
decisions. But neither of these turned to the rhetoric of 
hate, or used lies, quite so prolifically as Trump.   

In her No1 New York Times bestseller, Fascism, A Warn-
ing, the former US Secretary of State Madeleine Albright 
defines a Fascist as someone who claims to speak for a 
whole nation or group, is utterly unconcerned about the 
rights of others, and is willing to use violence and 
whatever other means are necessary to achieve their 
goals. “Fascism not only endured through the twentieth 
century”, she warns, “but now presents a more virulent 
threat to peace and justice than at any time since the end 
of World War Two.  The US, which historically cham-
pioned the free world, is led by a president who exacer-
bates division and heaps scorn on democratic institutions”. 

Where will this lead?  Sadly we have ample evidence that 
hate speech leads to violence and mayhem. In India, 
Modi’s rhetoric has led to the deaths of thousands of 
Muslims, and it is still going on. Do you remember the Pol 
Pot regime in the 1970s and the deaths of two million 
people in the killing fields off Cambodia? Or the Hutu 
government-inspired 1994 genocide against the Tutsis in 
Rwanda in which 900,000 people died?  All of these were 
not only made possible but became inevitable because of 
government-driven hate speech. How long will it be, I 
wonder, before the first American reporter, “an enemy of 
the people” is shot down in the street?  

So let me come back to what can be done about it? We 
know that censorship of falsehood and hate speech will 
not work.  Hate speech (that is, incitement to hatred of 
any individual or group) is generally understood to be 
banned under international law. But the United States 
constitution goes further in protecting hate speech – 
which has allowed Trump and his allies to attack individ-
ual journalists by name.  

But how have the mainstream media reacted? In my view, 
woefully inadequately – and with self-censorship! The 
New York Times, when commenting on an obvious lie by 
Trump, reported the lie, but continued: “which is not ap-
parently supported by the facts of the case”. Excuse me?  
Surely “Liyer, liyer, pants on fiyer” would have been a 
more appropriate comment. Fox News of course merely 
repeated the lie without comment.  

Even if the Republicans lose both the Senate and the 
House of Representatives in the mid-term elections in 
November, and by some miracle the gulf now separating 
the democratic left and the ultra right in America doesn’t 
descend into violence, there is still an awful lot that will be 
lost. Ripping away environmental protections, denying 
climate change and demonising the other will leave scars 
that will persist for generations. And having given hate 
speech the cloak of respectability for the first time since 
the 1940s, far right groups in Europe, most notably, Ger-
many, Austria, Hungary and Poland have been quick to 
take advantage.  

The future for international relations is already looking 
bleak, with trade wars on the horizon. And there are no 
gods around to help us cure runaway global warming.  

So what, if anything, can we do about it? The first thing 
we can do, I suggest, is not sit idly by and watch it hap-
pen. Protest, protest and protest again! Call out every lie 
for what it is. Campaign in the media, blog about what’s 

happening. Get involved in politics. Think globally, as the 
saying goes, and act locally.  

The world is on a slippery slope to the normalisation of 
hatred and violence. Humanists must do everything in our 
power to resist.  Thank you for listening.                         q 

  

Poetry Corner 

Hold my Hand while We jump off this Cliff 
‘LET’S jump off this cliff – it’ll be fun! A right laugh!’

urged all the people (well, I mean just over half

of those who had bothered to speak up at all).

I peered down at the rocks; it was a long way to fall.

I said, ‘This cliff’s more than three hundred feet high

and my doctor tells me if I jump I will die.’

‘Cliff-jumping’s fine!’ they said. ‘Don’t trust doctors, trust us!

We read all about it on the side of a bus.’

Worried, I met up with my local MP.

I shared my concerns. He was forced to agree:

‘Why the rocks below would smash you to bits!

Where did you get this idea of jumping off cliffs?’

‘It was the will of some of the people,’ I said

and his expression changed to another instead.

‘I think,’ he revised, ‘you’re being melodramatic.

The problem is you. You’re undemocratic.’

On the clifftop, we waited. In silence we stood.

Then a voice: ‘Remind me, why is cliff-jumping good?’

But we looked down at our shoes, baffled and stumped.

Then, out of embarrassment, we held hands and jumped.


Brian Bilston  
Read more at brianbilston.com 

The Mental Institution 
THE building was not good the walls were dark Green

The walkways were well worn the worst you have seen

Far beyond these dark memories the truth I will tell

I won`t ever be taken again to that place they call Hell

I was detained at 16 because we were poor

With Green paint on the windows and bolts on the doors

I asked for cold water sure the nurse she near fell

Sure it`s all free Miss says she in this place they call Hell

What a dump to be thrown – just 16 and alone

It was even worst than it looked

Poverty stricken and nothing to eat

In the wink of an eye I was booked

Promised a nice cup of tea – I could smell the aroma

It was all lies as sure as the crow flies

I was drugged into an insulin coma

What was going on? How could this be?

Were the Doctors and nurses too blind to see?

Must face it my dear Suddenly it was all made clear

To everybody else except me

Jesus must have loved me – well He made me – well didn`t He

In His image and likeness I`m told

Now as I relate I know it is all too late

The torture has taken it`s toll

Such a dreadful place to fall flat on my face

My story to Irish Freethinker readers I will tell

With so many places in the Emerald Isle

As a Prisoner of War I ended up in Hell.

Rosaleen Rogers (pen name Dr Rosaleen O`Brien) 

The mental institution of the title was St Luke’s Hospi-
tal, Clonmel, County Tipperary; the author was admitted 
10th November 1960–1963; Prisoner of War no 9294                         
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Michael D and  
the Race for the Aras 

MICHAEL D. Higgins is, it is almost universally agreed, doing 
a wonderful job as President of Ireland. His approval ratings 
are positively stratospheric, although it was also not unheard 
of for approval ratings of above 90% for his two predeces-
sors, Mary Robinson and Mary McAleese.

      Polls and reports suggest he is respected for his intellect 
and oratorial skills. Voters have expressed admiration for the 
manner in which he has reached out to the victims of major 
tragedies, “literally embracing them on behalf of the people”.

      He is considered to have captured the public mood during 
the 1916 anniversary commemorations, and photos of him 
with his Bernese Mountain Dogs Bród and Shadow often go 
viral on social media.

      While some of his comments have implied criticism of 
government policy, his speeches attacking international capi-
talism and other perceived ills in the world have not put him 
greatly at odds with any of the main political parties, and even 
Sinn Fein, which has said it will run a candidate against him, 
would have to admit that the President’s centre-left and 
vaguely republican credentials mean they can’t oppose too 
much of what he says.

      On top of all this, the President generally articulates my 
own centre-left political views and my idea of what consti-
tutes social justice. I also think he’s doing an excellent job. So 
why am I annoyed that he looks a certainty to be sworn in for 
another seven year term?

       First of all, he’s going back on his word. During his cam-
paign ahead of the 2011 election he said he would be a one-
term President. It’s probably unlikely that this affected many 
people’s votes, but it’s still going back on a campaign prom-
ise.

Admittedly, it’s not a particularly important promise and cer-
tainly politicians have broken far greater and more significant 
campaign promises once in office. Except for the two 
things….

      First, the President is 77 years old and, if he sees out a full 
second term, will be 84 years old on retiring from the Aras. 
While his time in office to date has seen him act as a remark-
able role model for active ageing, he simply couldn’t have the 
same energy for the job in his early 80s as a younger candi-
date. 

      The second aspect of this broken promise that concerns 
me is my own personal feeling that seven years is a long 
enough Presidential term anyway, and that the job should 
probably be limited to one seven year term, or alternatively a 
couple of four (at a stretch, five) year terms.

      14 years is, for me, simply too long for one person to fill 
the role of national figurehead, regardless of how well they are 
perceived to be performing in that role. Irish politicians have 
had a propensity over the last century to simply re-anoint the 
incumbent, with Eamon De Valera in 1966 the only sitting 
President to face an election. Indeed they have a propensity 
to avoid Presidential elections if at all possible; in the 38 years 
from 1973 to 2011, there were only two Presidential elections.

      Had President Higgins been sworn in again unopposed in 
2018, as looked likely for a while, it was likely that come 2025, 
some Irish citizens would have been voting in a Presidential 
election for the first time at the age of 32.

     The office of President is supposed to be above politics. 
And while there have been accusations that Higgins has trod 
a thin line in this regard, he has generally managed to remain 
above, or at least appear to remain above, politics. But that is 
not to say he’s not capable of some political manoeuvrings. It 
has been well-known within Irish political circles for months 
that he intended to seek a second term. I personally suspect 
that he has been positioning himself for this for several years.

      Rather than announce that at the time he made his deci-
sion, his delay essentially stunted many opportunities for 

other potential candidates to prepare properly for an election. 
This kind of thing is to be expected from Taoisigh and Minis-
ters in deciding when a general election is to be held (though I 
don’t agree with the power that sitting Taoisigh have in this 
regard either, using, as they do, the decision to give them-
selves and their party as much of an advantage as they can 
leverage). But the President should be above this, and the 
move has been sly in the extreme.

      Simply put, I’m unimpressed. I’d rather not see President 
Higgins back in the Aras, fine and all a job as he has done in 
the last seven years, come November. But the very least that 
should be done is that people should be given the chance to 
decide, and Sinn Fein are to be applauded for forcing the 
issue. Regardless of the limited power which is possessed by 
the office of the President, I don’t believe it should be subject 
to coronation by politicians. It is supposed to be an office that 
represents the Irish people, and in that regard, the events 
portrayed above have certainly made it less so in my eyes.   q     


Suffer the Little Children 

EQUALITY, tolerance and understanding of others, no mat-
ter what their creed, colour or sexual orientation should be 
the guiding principals of morality, no matter where, in the 
21st century.


Judging by the 'great and good' within the Presbyterian 
Church Assembly, they have now gone about dragging us 
back beyond the 18th century by voting recently to forbid 
same sex couples having their children baptised. The next 
step might be to say that a child is not worth an education, 
or hospital treatment, if its parents are not married  – and, 
since the Presbyterians have also refused marriage to same 
sex couples, the child will be caught in that pernicious cycle 
as well. The Doctrinal Committee has come to this generous 
conclusion based on their interpretation of the Bible, even 
though this is an ancient polemic that offers unsavoury ad-
vice on a lot of things that no one in their right mind would 
inflict on anyone, never mind an innocent child.


Although I am a humanist, as a gay man I do sympathise  
with those committed Christians who also happen to be 
LGBTG. If their Christian profession is to be respected, they 
are entitled thereby to claim a right to the compassion and 
care of the Presbyterian Church in all its sacraments and 
ceremonies. I can only say that this Presbyterian doctrinal  
edict smacks of an insult to the 'gay' Christians sitting in the 
next pew – and the  shunning  of  their children.


All is not lost, however: the delegates at the General As-
sembly need not  fear  that this LGBTG contagion is likely to 
spread amongst them as it would seem that the representa-
tives of their fellow Presbyterians from Scotland were denied 
entry to the building on the grounds that at least one of 
them is a lesbian! I suppose it is akin to catching mumps!


Suffer the little children, indeed  – but  surely only if they are 
to blame for any of it. I wonder who, in the  Doctrinal  Com-
mittee, will feel empowered by God to throw the first stone 
at a child in their midst.


Richard P Craig,  
Bangor
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John Toland and the Irish  
Contribution to Free Thought 

Fergus Whelan 

T the end of the seventeenth 
century, an acrimonious contro-
versy arose amongst educated 

Protestants in England and Ireland. The 
issues in contention were: the role of 
reason in religious faith, the desirability 
or otherwise of toleration of Protestant 
Dissenters and the veracity or other-
wise of the doctrine of the Holy Trinity. 
  
The dispute took the form of a ran-
corous pamphlet war in which oppo-
nents of Anglican orthodoxy were de-
nounced as heretics, schismatics and 
infidels. Even liberal Anglican bishops 
were accused of Socinianism if they 
displayed any sympathy for religious 
toleration or if they suggested that An-
glican dogmatism should be tempered 
in the interest of religious unity amongst 
English and Irish Protestants.  

In 1696 Christianity not Mysterious, a book regarded as 
anti -Trinitarian, was denounced from the Protestant 
pulpits of Dublin, condemned by the Irish House of 
Commons and burnt by the public hangman.  The author 
John Toland (above), a native of Ireland, fled Dublin and 
the Kingdom to avoid punishment. In 1703 an inoffensive 
clergyman, Rev Thomas Emlyn, Minister to the Protestant 
Dissenting congregation at Wood Street, Dublin, was sent 
to prison for expressing anti-Trinitarian views. 

THE DEBATE ERUPTS 
In 1687 a small volume was printed in England entitled 
A Brief History of the Unitarians Called Socinians.  King 
James put no obstacle in the way of its distribution. Per-
haps this was because the soon to be deposed king had 
other things on his mind. It was of course published 
anonymously but the central figures involved were 
Stephen Nye and Thomas Firmin. 

By early 1690, many Anglican churchmen had rushed 
into print to confute Nye and Firmin. However, the dif-
ferent approaches to the defence of orthodoxy exposed 
to public view internal warfare within the Anglican 
Church. The defenders of the traditional doctrine ap-
peared unable to avoid a variety of conflicting explana-
tions. Edward Wetenhall, bishop of Cork and Ross, 
wanted to bring peace between the Unitarians and their 
Anglican critics and proposed that ‘the Trinity was be-
yond analysis or even discussion.’ However, Dr William 
Sherlock who published a tract in June 1690 was in-

clined to a more robust debate. He re-
fused to use the term Unitarians, prefer-
ring Socinians as it ‘indicated foreign-
ness and hinted at the sinister and per-
haps shocking nature of an alien, elu-
sive and damnable heresy.’  
  
“Run down the doctrine of the Trinity 
and there is an end to the Christian reli-
gion and with that an end to all revealed 
religion…Socinianism is the common 
banner under which all enemies of reli-
gion and Christianity unite…all the 
atheists and infidels and the licentious 
wits of the town are their converts”. 

Sherlock’s vigorous defence of the Trini-
ty made at least one convert for the 
other side.   Rev. Thomas Emlyn in 

Dublin later wrote : “when I read Mr 
Sherlock’s book and saw how far many had gone back 
towards polytheism I lost the Trinity”. 

JOHN LOCKE AND JOHN TOLAND 
John Locke published his Essay Concerning Human Un-
derstanding and Two Treatises on Government in 1690. 
The views he expressed greatly annoyed High-Church 
Tories when he said: “The heads and leaders of the 
Church, moved by avarice and an insatiable desire for 
dominion, making use of the immoderate ambition of 
magistrates and the credulous superstition of the giddy 
multitude, have incensed and animated them against 
those that dissent from themselves, by preaching… that 
schismatics and heretics… are to be destroyed”. 

In 1695 Locke published his The Reasonableness of 
Christianity which gave even more offence to the ortho-
dox. He argued that a priestly caste made itself indis-
pensable to the people be arrogating to itself exclusive 
powers from God. “The Protestant Reformation chal-
lenged not only Roman orthodoxy but also the very idea 
of orthodoxy. From its beginning the principle goal was 
to transform Christianity from a religion of priestly or-
thodoxy to one of freedom of conscience”. 
     
It was unfair for Edward Stillingfleet, the bishop of 
Worchester, to attack Locke not for what he wrote but 
for what somebody else had written. He attacked Locke 
alleging that he held Unitarian views because he believed 
him to the source of the ideas expressed in a book enti-
tled Christianity not Mysterious, written by John Toland 
when the author was just twenty-five years old          ––> 
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John Toland was born in Donegal in 1670. He was the 
son of a Roman Catholic priest.   In his teenage years he 
became a Protestant and was educated at Glasgow, Ed-
inburgh, Leyden and Utrecht. His first major work 
Christianity not Mysterious was published between De-
cember 1695 and June 1696. Here he “applied the Lock-
ean theory of the meaning of religious mysteries. Toland 
argued that since mysteries such as the Holy Trinity do 
not stand for distinct ideas, Christianity must either em-
ploy meaningless doctrines, or else be non-
mysterious” (David Berman: Berkeley and Irish Philoso-
phy, p83); for, writes Toland, “if we have no idea of a thing, 
it is…lost labour for us to trouble ourselves about it”.  

Toland arrived in Dublin in 1696 to find that a great 
clamour had been raised against his book. He was at-
tacked from the pulpits and in the press. His book was 
arraigned by the Dublin Grand Jury, none of whom had 
read one word of his work. Finally, it was declared 
heretical by the Irish House of Commons. It was to be 
burnt twice, once before Parliament and once before the 
civic buildings. Toland claimed that one member of Par-
liament suggested that the author should be burnt along 
with his book. This was no small matter as Thomas Ak-
enhead, an eighteen- year old student at Toland’s alma 
mater at Edinburgh had been hanged the previous Jan-
uary for mocking the doctrine 
of the Trinity. Akenhead had 
retracted but to no avail. All 
copies of Toland’s book were 
seized and further imports 
banned. Toland fled Dublin 
to avoid arrest and was never 
to return to his native land. 

THE PROSECUTION OF THOMAS EMLYN 
In June 1702 Rev Joseph Boyse, Minister to the Protes-
tant Dissenting congregation at Wood Street, challenged 
his assistant minister Thomas Emlyn. He had never ex-
pressed anti-Trinitarian views but Boyse had suspicions 
that Emlyn had lost his belief in the Holy Trinity. When 
Emlyn confirmed the suspicions, he offered to leave the 
congregation, which he had served for eleven years. 
However, this was not acceptable to Boyse, who decided 
to refer the matter to a gathering of the Dissenting min-
sters in Dublin who acted as a Dublin Presbytery. These 
ministers, in Emlyn’s words, “agreed to cast me off and 
that I should not preach more and this without having 
consulted my own flock”. 
  
When Emlyn wrote a defence of his views he was arrested 
and charged with blasphemy. His trial began on 10th June 
1703, and before the court sat Emlyn claimed that: “I was 
informed by an eminent gentleman of the Long Robe that 
I should not be permitted to speak freely but it was de-
signed to run me down like a wolf without law or game”. 
    
That was how the trial was conducted. There were seven 
or eight bishops present of whom two, Dublin and Ar-
magh, took the bench. Emlyn observed that a jury of 
tradesmen were being asked to decide on “abstruse 
points of divinity of which there were many disputes 
among the learned of the age”. 

The Queen’s Counsel behaved with ‘great heat and fury’ 
and when he made the ludicrous assertion that ‘pre-

sumption is as good as evidence’, he was seconded in this 
by the Chief Justice. Emlyn’s Counsels were intimidated 
and were ‘interrupted, contradicted and so brow beaten 
that they eventually withdrew.’ When Emlyn tried to 
speak for himself the Chief Justice ‘cried speak by your 
Counsel’ even though by this time he had none. The 
Chief Justice warned the jury that if they were of a mind 
to acquit the defendant ‘my Lord bishops are here’. 

Emlyn was sentenced to a year in prison and a £2,000 
fine. This was so outside of Emlyn’s means that it 
amounted to an indefinite prison sentence. He spent two 
years and one month in the common gaol. Boyse began 
to regret his role in the affair and worked for Emlyn’s 
release, finally achieving it in late 1705. Emlyn left Ire-
land never to return. 

In a caustic review of the affair the Whig bishop Ben-
jamin Hoadly concluded: “The non-conformist accused 
him, the conformist condemned him, the secular power 
was called in and the cause ended in an imprisonment 
and a very great fine, two methods of conviction about 
which the Gospel is silent”. 

CONCLUSION 
Today the Church of England is a broad, liberal, tolerant 

church that respects the free-
dom of conscience of its 
members. It seems closer to 
Locke than Sherlock. The 
Dublin elite burnt John 
Toland’s book and he was 
forced to flee his native land. 
Ever after he was condemned 

as a heretic, deist and an atheist.   His reputation has 
been rehabilitated in recent times and some of the most 
eminent philosophers of his own and other countries 
now hail him as the ‘The Father of Irish Philosophy’. 
Thomas Emlyn lost his congregation, his reputation and 
his liberty because of his Unitarian opinions. Yet he is 
remembered in Dublin to this day, more than three hun-
dred years after his persecution. For the Wood Street 
congregation from which he was cast out, is now based 
at Saint Stephen’s Green and calls itself the Dublin Uni-
tarian Church.                                                                q  
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It was declared heretical by the Irish 

House of Commons. It was to be burnt 

twice, once before Parliament and once 

before the civic buildings 

Fergus Whelan’s published books include Dissent into 
Treason: Unitarians King-killers and the Society of Unit-
ed Irishmen and God Provoking Democrat: The Re-
markable Life of Archibald Hamilton Rowan.  
This is an edited version of a talk he gave at the 

All-Ireland Humanist Conference in August 2018.



Bokanowsky is one of the many names in the novel 
which may, or may not, refer to real people.  Maurice 
Bokanowski was a French bureaucrat in the 1920s who 
sought ways to make governments more efficient. In a 
thesis in 1908 (the year of the first Model T) he posited 
the idea of a society of nations whose laws would govern 
states and ensure universal peace  – an embryonic world 
state. Bernard Marx, the main character in the early 
part, is probably a reference to Bernard Shaw and Karl 
Marx. Both were socialists and Shaw was also a femi-
nist, which fits the character. Mustapha Mond,  Resident 
World Controller for Western Europe, is partly based on  
Sir Alfred Mond, founder of the Billingham chemical 
plant. John the Savage is presumably an allusion to John 
the Baptist. Lenina Crowne, who is female, refers partly 
to Lenin, because he represents acceptance of totalitari-
anism. This name dropping is a device to make us think 
about the novel’s themes. It is also partly a tease. 

The truth is that the characters and the story are not 
memorable. One reviewer at the time said that “nothing 
can bring it alive”. Huxley himself admitted that he was 
weak at characterisation, but of course it is not his main 
concern in Brave New World. As for the story and plot, 
they too are unimportant. E.M. Forster, in his series of 
lectures Aspects of the Novel, 
first published in 1927, says: 
“Yes  – oh dear yes  – the novel 
tells a story… and I wish that it 
was not so”. The story is the 
highest factor common to all 
novels, but Forster wishes that 
it could be melody or percep-
tion of the truth, ‘not this low 
atavistic form’. Perhaps Huxley sought to prove the truth 
of Forster’s verdict. His interest is in ideas, particularly 
fantasy and prophecy, also subjects of Forster’s lectures.  

After the newly-born humans leave the Decanting 
Room, they enter the Nurseries or Conditioning Rooms. 
In one a Pavlovian technique of slight electrical shocks is 
employed to make babies dislike books and roses since a 
love of books and nature keeps no factories busy. Anoth-
er technique is hypnopaedia, a form of classical condi-
tioning where children are indoctrinated in their sleep by 
receiving information that is repeated over speakers po-
sitioned close to their cots. And, since the World State 
seeks to ‘form’ the people to be happy and obedient, 
sexual promiscuity is fostered by having the children 
play erotic games and teaching them that it is wrong to 
refuse the advances of others.  

Sex and indeed every physical desire are encouraged for 
all adults because they serve as distractions and pacifica-
tions, reinforcing conformity. Other principles to be in-
stilled include the Fordian notion that “history is bunk” 
since it is not good to compare the present with anything 
that might be considered better. It is also important to 
minimise painful emotions. Happiness can be stimulated 
by soma, a wonder pill which provides an escape from 
sadness or pain, calms the individual and produces a feel-
ing of well-being – it has all ‘the advantages of Christiani-
ty and alcohol; none of their defects’. Alternatively, feelies, 
the cinema of sensation, are movies that provide a sense of 
touch and sense of smell as well as sight and hearing 
through two metal knobs on the armrests. 

E.M Forster described Huxley as a ‘humanist who dis-
liked humanity”. This is harsh. Huxley saw with aston-
ishing clarity how the human race has an infinite capaci-
ty for self-destruction. Brave New World, a dystopia 
disguised as a utopia, is a counter to all those fictional 
utopias from Thomas More to H.G. Wells in which 
poverty, war and disease are practically eliminated but 
which fail to consider the price that may be paid. In 
Huxley’s World State concepts such as family and reli-
gion are banned and there is no freedom, art, culture, 
love, ideals, spirituality or even personality. Instead there 
are living automata amusing themselves with instant 
gratification, promiscuity and an idiot culture – much 
like today’s world of Big Brother, Love Island or social 
media servitude. In this sense the novel is more than a 
satirical fantasy: it is also a prophecy and a warning. 

Brave New World is often lumped with Orwell’s 1984. 
Yet, as Huxley himself wrote to Orwell, his disturbing 
vision of a scientifically engineered Dystopia is more 
prescient than Orwell’s imposed dictatorship. “An all-
powerful executive of political bosses and their army of 
managers control a population of slaves who do not 
have to be coerced because they love their servitude”. As 
Neil Postman suggests (Amusing Ourselves to Death), 

what Orwell feared were 
those who would ban 
books. What Huxley feared 
was that there would be no 
reason to ban a book, for 
there would be no one who 
wanted to read one. And, as 
Postman also says, what 
Huxley teaches is that in the 

age of advanced technology, spiritual devastation is more 
likely to come from an enemy with a smiling face than 
one from whose countenance exudes suspicion and hate. 
People come to love their oppression and adore the tech-
nologies that undo their capacities to think. Truth is 
drowned in a sea of trivia, distractions and irrelevance. 

The themes and predictions that Huxley packs into his 
1932 novel are astounding: society versus the individual; 
social class; the misuse of science (Hiroshima was only 
13 years away); genetic engineering, IVF and cloning; 
psychological conditioning; euthanasia; the hidden per-
suasion of advertising; pornography and the commer-
cialisation of sex; a drug that combines the best features 
of valium and ecstasy; viagra-type chewing gum; space 
travel; private helicopters; pop entertainment; 3D cinema 
screens; and much more. It is a gallimaufry of modernity. 

Orwell’s 1984 is a cautionary tale about what we in the 
western capitalist world avoided, whereas Huxley’s Brave 
New World is a satire on what we have experienced in-
stead: a consumerist, dumbed down culture living off an 
infantile happiness of sex, drugs and rock ’n roll. Yet iron-
ically the novel was banned in many countries, including 
Ireland, because it was deemed pornographic (the censors 
ignored Huxley’s attack on promiscuity and loveless sex). 
He believed that it might take 600 years for his ‘brave 
new world’ to become fully operational. In Brave New 
World Revisited (1958) he suggested that this was his 
only prophetic error and a better estimate was less than 
a century. The world isn’t entirely in his dystopia… yet. 
But it’s getting there and time is running out.                q    
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Huxley himself admitted that he 

was weak at characterisation, but 

of course it is not his main concern 

in Brave New World 
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After Θ God  

WOULD soon detect the foul breath of another par-
ticular Christian Brother. In my last year at primary 
school I went, like tens of thousands of school-

children before and since, to the Gaeltacht – an Irish-
speaking area – for a month to improve my Irish. 
In that short time, one Christian Brother became known 
by students for his interest in young boys. He had access 
to our bedrooms at night and I felt vulnerable that he 
was prowling around at lights out. If it took only a few 
weeks for us boys to suspect his sexual proclivities, it is 
difficult to imagine that the Brothers were not aware of 
them too. 

I shared a bedroom with four other boys, all of us aged 
about twelve. The others were in two bunk beds at the 
other end of the room but I was in a single bed near the 
door. One night, that particular Christian Brother came 
into our bedroom after lights out. 

‘I hope you have taken off your underpants,’ he said to 
me, as I lay in bed, light filtering in from the nearby open 
door. 
‘No, Brother.’ If I lied and he checked I didn’t know what 
he would do. 
‘That’s unhealthy. Get out of bed and take them off.’ 
‘Can I do it in bed?’ 
‘No. Get out.’ 

He could have let me remove them under the sheets. But 
he wanted to watch me strip naked in front of him. 
There was nothing I could do. Isolated from the others in 
the bedroom, I felt violated, forced as a young boy to be 
nude before him for his sick sexual thrill. I worried that 
he would fondle me like the other Christian Brother had. 

I got out of bed, turned my back to him, took off my 
pyjamas, removed my underpants and put my pyjamas 
back on. I can still sense him, inches from me, invading 
my personal space. I can hear and smell his noxious 
breath as he stands at close quarters behind me; sating 
his devious sexual desire watching a prepubescent boy 
naked at his behest. When I got back into bed and he left 
the room I cried, reduced for a second time to an object 
of sexual desire by a Christian Brother. 

* 
Sometime after my return home from the Gaeltacht, I’d 
another nocturnal visit from an adult while I lay in bed: 
my mother. 

‘Keep your hands joined like this on the pillow. Like 
you’re praying. Sinning alone is a mortal sin.’ 

She didn’t explain what sinning alone was but I guessed 
it meant touching my genitals. 

I was taught at home and school to obey Church teach-
ing without question. Nobody I knew questioned the 
faith. Freethinking was a sin. The Church had asked and 
answered every question under the sun over two millen-
nia. Obedience demanded submission of the mind and 
will to God. 

Sex was sinful and only permissible within marriage and 
only then for the procreation of children. Even marital 
sex was not removed from the stain of sin, and mothers 
had to be ‘churched’ after giving birth. Sin came into the 
world through sex. Babies were born with the stain of 
original sin and needed to be baptised. Only a Virgin 
Mother could lead to the birth of our Saviour, a God-
man born without the stain of Adam. Masturbation, sex 
outside marriage, homosexuality: all were mortal sins. 

All this induced in me a sense that sex was dirty and sor-
did. It was something forbidden, shameful and secret. A 
Christian Brother, dedicated to God, could grope you. 
Another could force you to strip. And my pious mother 
reinforced the Church’s official message to operate from 
the neck up. 

And so when the more natural thing for teenagers to do 
is to explore their sexuality, I found myself repressing 
mine. Aged 18, I chose the seemingly asexual vocation of 
the priesthood. So deeply had I repressed my sexuality 
that, following the entrance psychological tests, the Supe-
rior made me do a medical. A scholastic drove me to the 
surgery where an elderly doctor listened to my heartbeat. 

‘What a good boy,’ he said. Then: ‘Lie down and open 
your trousers please.’ 
He pulled my briefs to beneath the testicles and stimulat-
ed the penis. 
‘Excuse me – I had to check.’ 

In the Catholic Church, you need to have a penis to be a 
priest. No penis, no priest. Moreover, the man must be 
potent, the ecclesial authorities assured of his erectile 
functionality. If you have erectile dysfunction rendering 
you incapable of penetrative sex, you cannot be validly 
ordained. Male organ present and potent, but never, at 
least in theory, to be used for one of its primary func-
tions, one has fulfilled the sine qua non of becoming a 
Catholic priest. 

Women and eunuchs need not apply. 
© 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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Brave New World 
Brian McClinton 

LDOUS HUXLEY was born 
into a polymathic family in  
Surrey in 1894. He was the 

grandson of T.H. Huxley, the 19th cen-
tury biologist and advocate of evolution 
who coined the terms ‘agnostic’ and 
‘agnosticism’. His father Leonard was a 
classics teacher at Charterhouse, later 
biographer (including one of Darwin), 
and editor of Cornhill Magazine. His 
mother Julia was the niece of the poet 
and critic Matthew Arnold and grand-
daughter of Thomas Arnold, the histori-
an and headmaster of Rugby School, 
immortalised in Tom Brown’s School-
days. His aunt and Julia’s sister was the 
novelist Mrs Humphrey Ward. Julia, 
whose death when he was only 14 was a 
devastating blow, founded the indepen-
dent girls’ school Prior’s Field a few 
years earlier in 1902. His brother Julian Huxley and half-
brother Andrew Huxley became outstanding biologists. 
With this combined scientific and literary background, 
Aldous was truly a Renaissance man. His brother Julian 
summed him up well in a Baconian quote: “his unique-
ness lay in his universalism. He was able to take all 
knowledge for his province”. 

At first Huxley had ambitions to be a doctor, but at the 
age of 16 while at Eton he contracted the eye disease 
keratitis which left him practically blind for a couple of 
years. He had only partial vision for the rest of his life 
and read with great difficulty. In 1913 he earned a schol-
arship to Oxford to study English Language and Litera-
ture instead of Biology as he had originally intended. He 
read with the aid of a magnifying glass and eye drops 
that dilated his pupils. He graduated in 1916 with First 
Class Honours and in the same year published his first 
book, a collection of poems called The Burning Wheel.  

Huxley’s first job was as a farm labourer at Lady Mor-
rell’s Garsington Manor, where he met D.H. Lawrence, 
Bertrand Russell, Clive Bell and other Bloomsbury fig-
ures, as well as a Belgian refugee, Maria Nys, whom he 
married in 1919. He also spent a year teaching French at 
Eton, where one of his pupils was Eric Blair (later to take 
the pen name of George Orwell). During the 1920s he 
worked for a time at the Brunner Mond chemical plant 
in Billingham, County Durham, where his experience 
was an important source for Brave New World, pub-
lished in 1932. It was his fifth novel, Crome Yellow 
(1921), Antic Hay (1923), Those Barren Leaves (1925) 
and Point Counter Point (1928) having preceded it. 

Like those earlier works, Brave New 
World is a satire but it is much broader 
and darker and looks beyond the con-
temporary world to a dystopian future 
in which the human race is ruined by 
what it loves. The title is taken from 
Miranda’s words in Shakespeare’s The 
Tempest – “How beauteous mankind is! 
O brave new world that has such people 
in’t”. But here of course it is ironic. In 
the world of 500 years hence, mankind 
is neither beauteous nor brave. 

The novel begins in the World State’s 
Central London Hatchery and Condi-
tioning Centre in ‘the year of our Ford’ 
632, the number of years after Henry 
Ford launched his Model T in 1908, 
making it 2540 in the Gregorian calendar. 
Immediately we realise that mass pro-

duction is the order of the day, except that it is not of 
cars but of people. Students are being given a tour of this 
baby factory which produces human beings who are then 
conditioned for their predestined role in the World State. 
Human embryos do not grow inside their mothers’ 
wombs but in bottles.  In the Fertilising Room the eggs, 
selected from disembodied ovaries, are mixed with the 
sperm inside test tubes. The students are then shown the 
Bottling Room where the eggs are transferred into jars 
and sent by conveyor belt to the Social Predestination 
Room, where the embryos are designated into five castes: 
Alphas, Betas, Gammas, Deltas and Epsilons. Then they 
move to the Embryo Store where they are kept in a 
warm, humid environment under red lights and moved 
through a conveyor belt for 267 days, until they arrive at 
the Decanting Room to be poured out, into the daylight. 

The Aphas and Betas at the apex of the system include 
the scientists, politicians, and other top minds, while 
Gammas, Deltas, and Epsilons are at the bottom and 
represent the world's industrial working class. These 
lower castes are multiplied by the Bokanovsky Process, a 
system of cloning described in the novel as: “One egg, 
one embryo, one adult – normality. But a bokanovskified 
egg will bud, will proliferate, will divide. From eight to 
ninety-six buds, and every bud will grow into a perfectly 
formed embryo, and every embryo into a full-sized adult. 
Making ninety-six human beings grow where only one 
grew before. Progress”. It is also described as a series of 
‘arrests of development’ and ‘one of the major instru-
ments of social stability’. You have 96 identical twins 
working 96 identical machines, and so for the first time in 
history you achieve ‘Community, Identity, Stability’.     ––>
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Humanism in Romania 

Monica Belițoiu 

N December 1st, Romania will celebrate its 100th 
anniversary – 100 years since the big union that 
brought together people from all Romanian prov-

inces under one name and one country. 100 years in 
which the people of Romania fought in WW2, in the 1989 
Revolution and in the fight against a corrupt Government 
and Parliament. Over the years, those fights have changed 
them significantly. Some decided they had enough and 
left the country (almost 4 millions Romanians live in other 
countries); others have decided to stay and work toward 
shaping a better country.  
 
Some of the remainers started the new humanist move-
ment around 15 years ago. Sure, there were humanists in 
Romania in the past, but we did not have a ‘movement’ 
like the countries in the Western Europe, and it was prob-
ably due to the communist regime (and  dictatorship) that 
has plagued Romania from 1948 until De-
cember 1989. During that time, atheism 
was forced on people by State institu-
tions, so it is easily understood that after 
the 1989 Revolution many Romanians 
declared themselves believers (mainly 
Christian-Orthodox) and associated athe-
ism (and humanism) with communism, 
considering that non-believers were awful 
people. During the 1996 Presidential elec-
tion debate, one of the candidates (a sus-
pected atheist) gave a vague response 
when asked “Do you believe in God?” and 
many political analysts consider that was 
the moment when the candidate lost the 
election. After that episode, every time a 
politician refused to take an oath on the Bible it became 
national news.  

So for a long time the climate was not favourable for peo-
ple to come out as humanists or atheists. But once we 
entered the EU and it became easier to travel and to meet 
people from all over the world, things started to change. 
The Internet also helped a lot. Most Romanians have ac-
cess to high-speed internet, so they can communicate 
with people from all backgrounds and become less prone 
to prejudice.  

In 2003, a few public personalities and professors decided 
to form an association called The Solidarity for Freedom 
of Conscience, which is considered the first Romanian 
humanist NGO. After that, in 2008, The Romanian Human-
ist Association was founded, followed in 2010 by ASUR - 
The Romanian Secular-Humanist Association. Even 
though they have different projects (one tends to focus 
more on advocacy, the other on lobby and external col-
laborations, while ASUR focuses more on promoting sci-
ence and education, as a means to fight superstitions). All 
three NGOs have collaborated on many campaign in the 
past years and  working together to promote humanism 
around the country.  

One important event was ASURs national campaign from 
2010 ‘În plata Domnului’ which can be roughly translated 

as ‘God’s payment’, an awareness campaign that aimed at 
convincing the public institution to stop financing the 
Church. It was the first time that an NGO took such a pub-
lic stand against collaboration between Church and State 
and to our surprise, the press was favourable to the 
cause, and also the general public. This, in a country 
where the Orthodox Church has a huge influence and at 
that time had 75% public trust. Since then, the public trust 
in the church has continued to diminish, and in September 
2017 was at 50.6%, the lowest score since 1989.  

Another important event occurred in 2012, when Remus 
Cernea, at the time president of the Romanian Humanist 
Association, was elected as a member of the Romanian 
Parliament. It was the first time that an outspoken humanist 
was elected to the Parliament since 1989. As a parliamen-
tarian, he fought against discrimination, for LGBT rights and 

for better treatment of animals.  

Yet probably the most important recent 
success for humanists came in 2015, when 
Emil Moise, a professor who is a founding 
member of The Solidarity for Freedom of 
Conscience, managed to obtain a decision 
from the Constitutional Court of Romania 
that changed the status of the Religious 
classes in schools from opt-out to opt-in. 
So now, children who want to attend Reli-
gion classes have to make a formal re-
quest, as opposed to before, when Religion 
was almost mandatory (in theory, children 
could opt out, but in practice, most school 

directors refused those requests).  
 
In the meantime, we, as humanists, struggled to change 
public opinion towards non-believers, by creating positive 
campaigns and events. One such event was the Bucharest 
Science Festival, the largest festival that promotes science 
and scientific education. We also organise Evolution Days 
every year in February, and also a Curiosity Summer School 
(a summer school for young children, where the teachers 
are university students who use games and experiments to 
prove that science can be fun). But our most beloved 
project, by teacher, parents and children alike continues to 
be The Science Calendar, a poster that we offer free to 
schools around the country. For each day of the year, the 
calendar mentions an important scientific milestone 
achieved or a personality born on that day.   

We know that these are just some small steps and we are 
currently at an early stage in the development of a human-
ist movement in Romania. But we try to learn as much as 
we can from the successes and defeats of humanists in 
other countries and we hope the next 10 years will bring 
on a huge shift in society and humanism will become 
more and more appealing, not only to Romanians or Euro-
peans but to people all around the Globe.  

Here’s to our better future! 
Monica Belițoiu is Executive Director, ASUR -  
The Romanian Secular-Humanist Association 
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An Unexpected  
Road to Chaplaincy 

IFE, as has been noted by many, is strange, and its 
mysterious and sinuous paths unpredictable. Out 
of the many paths available even 8 years ago, one I 

would not have foreseen as mine would be that of ‘chap-
lain’/pastoral supporter in a hospital; yet every Friday 
morning now I go to Peterborough City hospital in the 
UK, and talk about life, the universe and pretty much 
everything; listening and talking to patients on two desig-
nated wards who wish to engage in conversation with me. 
I am even applying for a paid chaplaincy post! I’ll describe 
how I got on to this path and how I’ve followed it. 

I became interested in humanist chaplaincy in 2010 
when friend and HAI board colleague Nic Johnson fol-
lowed up on issues raised by HAI members about unre-
quested interventions by religious staff, sometimes with 
inappropriate ‘offers’ of prayers by nursing staff when 
they’d been in hospital. Nic had been the initiator of 
chaplaincy at Harvard University some years before 
moving to Ireland. He undertook to establish what sup-
port among members there would be for the HAI to  
offer the services of its volunteers in hospitals and pris-
ons in a chaplain/pastoral role in Ireland. 

HAI members were surveyed and support was over-
whelming for such a service to be investigated and dis-
cussed. To begin being able to offer such support we 
needed at least one person to be designated as HAI Hu-
manist chaplain. I was asked if I would be that person – 
to be ready to volunteer as a listening ear for any non-
religious patient in hospital; and also to support Nic on 
behalf of the HAI in the challenge of engaging with HSE 
officials and hospital chaplains to become part of the 
chaplaincy system (a big and daunting task!). There was 
an application process for the volunteer role created by 
Nic and his colleagues in the chaplaincy committee. The 
process was followed and I was accredited by the HAI 
board as the first HAI chaplain in 2010. 

This all sounds like a very smooth path but there were 
issues to iron out, for example using the word ‘chaplain’ 
was controversial but it was hard to find a better word. 
Overall, it was agreed that if we wanted the HAI to be 
part of the existing chaplaincy system it would be helpful 
to retain that term which was becoming more generally 
accepted as including non-religious people in organisa-
tions such as the military.  

Nic is writing a detailed history of the process in which 
he took the very active lead in engaging with HSE offi-
cials and hospital chaplaincy staff. I supported that 
process.  

Most people we met for discussions were courteous  – 
some probably pleasantly surprised that we didn’t have 
horns or bellow at them, but at the end of the day we 
were up against a long history of ownership of the sys-
tem, which included funding by the State, and reaction to 
change. It became clear that each institution we spoke to 
was unique, having its own structures and so on. It also 
became clear that Humanists were not actively encour-
aged to be part of any of them. As well as paid chaplains 
in a hospital (mainly, of course, Catholics, employed and 
paid directly by the HSE, whereas the Church of Ireland 
receive an allocation of funds to use as they deem fit), 
most other religions would have a designated person to 
come in by request, or patients would be visited by a 
minister known to them.  

The hospitals seemed happy to take a name and number 
to be on call for non-religious patients – people who 
would have no idea our service could be offered! But of 
course, as well as being there for non-religious patients, 
our aim was to be included in the chaplaincy system, so 
this ‘as and when’ approach would not have met all our 
aims. 

In order to have deeper knowledge of day to day care of 
the terminally ill, I engaged in palliative care training at a 
Dublin hospice. Nic and I attended symposiums set up 
by the Forum on End of Life (Irish Hospice Foundation) 
in 2009, and events organised by the ‘Spirituality Interest 
Group’ run by the School of Nursing and Midwifery. 
People we met attending all of these both were interested 
in our humanist views on belief and compassion for peo-
ple, and most reaction was positive. 

For my own part, I had had mixed reasons for being 
active in the initial stages of our HAI chaplaincy work, 
both to raise the profile of Humanism and its potential 
as part of chaplaincy structures, and to help create a base 
for non-religious people in need of emotional or spiritual 
(still looking for a better word!) support. When I re-
turned to England in 2014 to be near my family,  I knew 
I’d be ready for a more face to face, practical type of 
volunteering, and with my chaplaincy interest kindled I 
was delighted to see Humanists UK (previously the 
British Humanist Association) had a programme to train 
and accredit pastoral supporters in hospitals and prisons. 
I was so pleased that the work done in Ireland by Nic 
and the HAI had put me on this path; now I was ready 
to properly put my pastoral toes in the water, even with 
the possibility of meeting actual real patients!   

The process was relatively simple. I completed the      ––>
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written application giving Nic as one of my referees, and 
was interviewed by existing pastoral practitioners in 
Humanists UK to assess my suitability for working with 
vulnerable people. I joined one of their practical, experi-
ential training weekends being accredited by them in 
October 2015. After that, we newly accredited pastoral 
volunteers had to go out and find a hospital or prison 
for ourselves to be a friendly pastoral listener. I wasn’t 
quite sure about committing to the first step but at a 
routine appointment at my local hospital I decided to 
loiter with no obvious intent in the Faith Centre (not a 
usual haunt for the ungodly likes of me!), just looking at 
the pictures…. A friendly Muslim female chaplain ap-
proached me and asked if I needed anything. I explained 
my presence there and she said they’d be delighted to 
welcome me and I should contact the lead chaplain, a 
female Methodist minister, Helen.  

Several months later, once the preliminaries were done, 
they were happy to agree that my badge would say Pas-
toral Ward Visitor. I believe I was and am the first and 
only non-religious pastoral visitor/chaplain there. I did 
the in-house chaplaincy training with two volunteers 
from religious denominations, plus the obligatory NHS 
day training for all new staff and volunteers and I wait-
ed…and waited for my DBS (garda clearance) to get 
sorted, which it did eventually. I went on one ward visit 
with a Catholic volunteer to observe her but was happy 
to split up after 10 minutes and do my own thing. I had 
two wards nominated and my non-working Friday 
mornings were claimed! 

One of ‘my’ wards is geriatrics and the other, for renal 
patients, also usually has a fair number of older folk. I 
nearly always come away with a feeling that’s hard to 
describe; a mixture of being privileged to enter into peo-
ple’s lives and engage at an emotional level by what are 
often life’s normal stories. Some people I chat to are well 
into their nineties, and what some of them have seen is 
incredible, like living history projects, carrying their own 
journeys through life. I’m told by some patients in their 
90s, “well, I’ve had a good life, I’m ready to go”. Most 
of those look nowhere near that state, though! I’ve spo-
ken to religious people and to non-religious and, to be 
frank, I have no idea whether most are or aren’t! One or 
two in 16 months seeing me approach have said, “I’m 
not religious!” I simply assure them I’m not either. 

There are often patients who’ve started their lives in oth-
er countries; some who don’t speak much English but 
‘understand’ a smile and a nod. And I receive the same 
back: simple international language of the smile and 
possibly a small holding of their hand. Magic. 

When I arrive on the ward I usually ask the ward clerks 
if they can identify patients who might appreciate a chat 
to pass some time. I’ll also have taken the names of those 
who already engage with the religious chaplains and it 
means I’m aware of who has seen them, I don’t prioritise 
them. I introduce myself by name and as a voluntary 
pastoral ward visitor to anyone who is awake, makes 
eye contact, generally looks likely to engage, or looks in 
need of some quiet support. There’s usually a quick rap-
port building, it needs to be quick given the nature of the 
visit, and it’s down to judgement whether they are up for 
a good conversation or a quick hello. Some people practi-

cally pull up a chair for me and look like they’ve waited 
all morning just for me (or anyone!) to come! Some are 
more tentative and I’ve ended up standing for 30 minutes 
or so while they tell me about their lives, loves, work, sor-
rows, still not sure if they’d like to talk at the end! Most 
of the people who have a longer chat are so ‘nourished’ 
almost by looking over parts of their lives they’d forgotten 
or not spoken of for years. It feels truly rewarding. 

At the request of the lead chaplain, I spent some time with 
a woman who only had a day or so, maybe hours, to live, 
and just needed someone to be there, to hold her hand. It 
also meant a chance for her son to have someone to talk 
to when he arrived and share his love for his mum. 

Humanists UK have now trained over 200 pastoral sup-
porters and we can break into regional groups. We have at 
least 9 paid Humanist chaplains paving the way for fur-
ther development of chaplaincy, one being the head of one 
hospital trust’s chaplaincy service. There is resistance from 
some of course, and it brings about discussion about the 
whole purpose and challenges of the chaplaincy system. 
(See link below to Guardian article on this). I believe this 
is probably a common thread in Ireland as well. 

One need identified in the hospital I volunteer in is when 
there has been a neonatal death where the baby’s parents 
aren’t religious and don’t want a religious service but are 
suffering the obvious anguish of such loss and need to 
have a funeral. For the religious chaplains this is hard to 
do given their beliefs in an afterlife, and I was touched 
by the sadness felt by a chaplain explaining how hard it 
is not to send the baby ‘into the hands of Jesus’. Even 
though I don’t share that belief, I realise how important 
having someone who shares and understands their be-
liefs is for parents at such a time of deep loss.  

To sum up, I’ve found myself on a path which is truly 
rewarding, gives pleasure to others and me, reminds me 
each time that if nothing else we can keep the bit of hu-
manity in people alive even when they’re feeling  ‘done 
to’ in hospital, not necessarily agents of their own des-
tiny, which as Humanists we value. Being a Humanist 
for me means respecting the shared humanity (even if 
not the beliefs) of others, so I would encourage as many 
volunteers as possible to come forward and support the 
work of the HAI chaplaincy group. 

The HAI is still working on developing its integration into 
supporting people who need a non-medical, non-social 
worker, non-religious person to talk to, to journey with 
them, or pass some quality time, laugh or cry with them. 
Training links with Humanists UK have been made. If you 
like people and wish to support the volunteer work of the 
HAI  demonstrating the compassion element of Human-
ism I’d encourage members to support the chaplaincy in 
any way possible to make progress and wish the good 
volunteers all the best. 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/feb/22/spirit-
of-healthcare-the-nhs-chaplains-religion                       q    
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Being a Humanist for me means  

respecting the shared humanity 

(even if not the beliefs) of others



Humanism and Mindful Compassion 

Tom White 
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I CAN’T remember a time when I wasn’t sceptical. Per-
haps it might have had something to do with proving 
that Santa Claus didn’t exist when I was aged 7.  I de-
vised a simple test by pretending to be asleep one 
Christmas Eve night – no reindeer, no sleigh, no jolly 
old man in red. Of course, I enjoyed the toys just the 
same and kept my mouth shut for a few years. So 
when I got to grapple with the concept of an Old Man 
sitting on a throne in the clouds, I was ready for the 
fray. My local cleric came to visit the family shortly after 
my father died; he wished to confirm that we were stoic 
and resolute in the faith. I admitted that I was not. An 
earnest, inconclusive debate took place between the 
cleric and my seventeen year-old self from which he 
emerged, bloody but unbowed. “That boy has prob-
lems!” he pronounced to my mother as he left the 
house. In retrospect, I think what he really meant was 
that he had problems explaining the highly improbable. 
  
I discovered there were other 
people in the world who shared a 
common philosophy of scepti-
cism. And, by and large, I found 
these people to be likeable, hu-
mane and brave; because, after 
all, it takes a bit of guts to stand 
up to indoctrination from zealots. 
The human attribute I esteem 
most of all is moral courage. 
  
Three years ago, I was carted off 
to hospital by air-ambulance be-
cause my heart (specifically my 
aortic valve) wasn’t functioning properly. It took five or 
six weeks to recover from open-heart surgery, plus 
another week or so to recover from a subsequent 
stroke. Lying on one’s back in a hospital ward gives 
one time to ponder the meaning of life. Watching the 
highly skilled and committed doctors and nurses who 
helped me survive and eventually recover, it occurred 
to me that the thing that really makes life worthwhile, 
the thing that gives meaning to an otherwise cold and 
impervious universe, is compassion. Could any of us 
survive in a world entirely devoid of compassion? In-
deed, would any of us want to survive in such hopeless 
circumstances? 
  
The words “love” and “compassion” are often con-
fused.  “Love” is a polyseme (a word with several 
meanings), varying from intense sexual attraction to no 
score in tennis. “Compassion” according to the Cham-
bers Dictionary means “a feeling of sorrow or pity for 
the suffering of another,  usually with a desire to allevi-
ate it.”  To be a humanist, to be humane, is to act at the 
interface of compassion and reason  –  i.e taking the 
humanist philosophy into the real world of everyday life 
and putting that belief into practice. 
  
So how should we act to use our reason and compas-
sion to relieve suffering? There appears to be a  

convergence of elements of traditional religious prac-
tice and modern science which has an exciting poten-
tial for bettering the human condition. For over two 
thousand years, a strand of non-theistic Buddhism has 
concentrated on bettering the human condition by the 
use of meditation and compassion. More recently, psy-
chologists have begun to recognise the use of “mind-
fulness” in helping people escape from addiction and 
other forms of destructive and anti-social behaviour.  
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) was 
founded by Stephen C Hayes in 1982. The objective of 
ACT is not elimination of difficult feelings; rather, it is to 
be present with what life brings us and to "move to-
ward valued behaviour”. Acceptance and commitment 
therapy invites people to open up to unpleasant feel-
ings, and learn not to overreact to them or to avoid 
situations where such feelings are invoked. Its thera-
peutic effect is a positive spiral where feeling better 

leads to a better understanding 
of the truth. It would seem that 
Buddhist “meditation” and scien-
tific “mindfulness” are more or 
less one and the same positive 
practice.  
  
Naturally,  this convergence has 
been noted by both practising 
Buddhists and leading Psychol-
ogists.  For example,  Prof Paul 
Gilbert, a leading professional in 
this field, and Choden, a former 
Buddhist monk, have co-au-

thored a book called Mindful 
Compassion (2013).  Recent scientific research has 
shown that the ability to develop compassion towards 
oneself and others has a profound positive impact on 
our minds,  physical health, on our personal happiness 
and the happiness of those around us. Humanist re-
spect for the scientific process means that we need to 
be cognisant of and supportive towards the theory and 
practice of mindful compassion which this scientific 
research highlights. We should seek the best possible 
outcome for ourselves and for society in general, and 
this seems to be one area where positive progress can 
be made. 
  
One slightly disturbing aspect of this otherwise posi-
tive landscape needs to be mentioned, however. The 
more one takes the role of impartial observer of one’s 
own mind (which is what mindfulness and meditation 
largely entails) the more one realises that “my” solid 
identity  –  the “me” I had long assumed I was  –  is in 
fact merely a construct of all of the electrical impulses 
which have occurred in my brain in my lifetime includ-
ing the period I spent in my mother’s womb. Being 
alive in the company of caring and nurturing people is 
amazing; being “me” (my selfish ego) is nothing spe-
cial – perhaps even nothing at all! Food for thought, 
especially if one ever harboured grandiose thoughts 
about oneself.                 q 



     Carrickfad 

HE western coastline of Ireland has long been the 
inspiration behind much of my art work.  Whether 
it’s experiencing the relentless Atlantic breakers 

rolling in and battering against the rugged shores of 
Donegal, or quietly contemplating the ‘secret’ worlds of 
the rock pool, the possibilities for the painter are limitless.


The work featured here is a detail from a painting of a 
special place known as Carrickfad; special, because of 
happy childhood memories and has been the inspiration 
behind several paintings over the years. This is a promon-
tory of rock that reaches out into the Atlantic in Donegal 
Bay. Uncovered at low tide, there is only a relatively brief 
few hours to investigate and absorb the hidden worlds 
that lurk within these mysterious depths before the whole 
place becomes completely submerged.


The process of focusing in on a detail in such a painting 
draws a parallel with the experience of looking down into 
the actual world of the rock pool. As I looked into the


detail of this painting, little sandy coves, rugged shores 
and rock crevices with strange imaginary sea life were 
suddenly revealed.


During the creative process, whether in music, poetry, 
literature or painting, a window inevitably opens into an-
other mysterious world, infinite and inexplicable. As 

Picasso once stated, in response to a request for an 

explanation of his work, “Everyone wants to understand 
art. Why not try to understand the song of a bird?”.


The painting is in mixed media which included a combina-
tion of sand and clay from the shores of Donegal along 
with acrylic paint. Much of the surface was then subjected 
to fire resulting in some scorching and blistering. The 
work was cut into random sections and finally reassem-
bled in a new format. It was selected for the Royal Ulster 
Academy Summer Exhibition.


Contact: colinmcorkey@icloud.com
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Prisoners of Geography 

 HE subtitle to Prisoners of Geogra-
phy – the New York Times and Sun-
day Times Best Seller – advertises the 

book as comprising “ten maps that tell 
you everything you need to know about 
global politics”. In that respect, it purports 
to represent something of a beginner’s 
guide to geopolitics. Author Tim Marshall 
is a British journalist and broadcaster. A 
regular commentator of foreign affairs and 
international diplomacy, he is well-qualified 
to offer his views on the issues covered. 

Divided into ten chapters, Prisoners of 
Geography analyses the often-overlooked 
extent to which the decisions and actions 
of all political leaders are driven or con-
strained by geography. From the dawn of 
the age of human conflict on a scale greater than person-
to-person combat, mountains, rivers, valleys, seas and 
oceans have affected how wars are fought, how diploma-
cy is used, how trade is conducted, and a great many 
other things besides. 

What is sometimes forgotten is the extent to which such 
geographical factors, despite all the technological and 
military advances in recent decades and centuries, still 
affect the decision-making of modern-day political lead-
ers. Even in 2018, geography determines whether military 
conflict is desirable, winnable, or even possible. It deter-
mines how political actors prepare themselves for poten-
tial invasions by hostile neighbours, and inhibits even the 
most powerful military in history in its movements. 

If you’ve ever wondered why it is that India and China  – 
two huge and heavily populated countries, one an eco-
nomic powerhouse and growing military power, the oth-
er an aspiring one – have never fought each other in a 
major war despite sharing a 2,000 mile-long border, or 
why Afghanistan has earned itself the sobriquet ‘the 
graveyard of empires’, Prisoners of Geography sets out to 
explain the answers and more besides. 

Marshall’s ten excellently written analytical essays also 
explain why the United States was always destined to 
become the global superpower it is, and why despite its 
huge depth of mineral and energy resources, geography 
means that Africa will always struggle to develop in the 
way that other continents have. 

The ten chapters look in turn at Russia, China, the USA, 
Western Europe, Africa, the Middle East, India & Pa-
kistan, Korea & Japan, Latin America, and the Arctic, in 
an attempt to understand the geographical features that 
drive the thought processes of the leaders of these coun-
tries and regions; have driven and constrained their eco-

nomic development and integration; and 
have motivated and structured the military 
actions taken by these civilisations and 
nations over the last centuries and often 
millennia. 

Perhaps most impressive is Marshall’s 
analysis, as relevant now as any time in 
the last two centuries, of the geopolitical 
motivations of Russian foreign policy. He 
explains how and why Russia’s desire to 
project naval power across the globe is 
fundamentally at the heart of President 
Putin’s obsession with the Crimea, and 
how Russia’s wariness of the European 
Union and particularly NATO has driven, 
and is likely to continue to drive, their 
actions in former Soviet bloc countries like 

the Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova for decades to come. 

Similarly, he explains how Russia’s geography, and the 
ways it has been utilised by Russians themselves as well 
as their enemies over the centuries drives Russia’s view of 
its own place in the world, the threats (imagined or oth-
erwise) it faces in the modern era, and how that moti-
vates Russia’s dealings with its neighbours, particularly 
to the west. 

The implications for the West are also analysed, as they 
are when considering the geopolitical manoeuvrings of 
China as the Middle Kingdom seeks to assert itself as a 
country to rival what is still the world’s only true global 
superpower. 

The foreign policies of the various actors on the Korean 
peninsula is of greater than usual interest to observers in 
recent times, and Marshall also gives insight into the 
geopolitical factors that are at the heart of, and that are 
likely to preclude the finding of a solution to, the prob-
lems around the 38th parallel. 

This is a book that sits solidly on my list (and I enjoy 
making lists!) of the 10 books everyone should read in 
order to understand the modern world. 

Why is it that India and Pakistan are likely to always 
find peaceful coexistence difficult? What is it about 
Western Europe that made it so well-placed – not just on 
the map of the globe but with regard to the way its 
mountains, rivers, harbours and seas have been laid out – 
to become the most advanced of all the continents? Why 
will peace in the Middle East remain among the world’s 
greatest concerns, yet also its most intractable quandaries? 

Marshall provides insights to these questions and more in 
a book that is as insightful as it is accessible.                    q                                                                           
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Woody Guthrie and Old Man Trump 
Roger Kelly 

REEN Note is one of London's 
top live music venues, hosting 
gigs ranging from folk, blues, 

jazz, alt/country and singer-songwrit-
ers. It is in Camden Town, close to the 
Tube Station and if you are over in 
London check it out. 

In July I had the pleasure to take in a 
gig there by Will Kaufmann, a multi-
instrumentalist/singer and Professor 
of American Literature and Culture at 
the University of Central Lancashire 
in Preston, England. The exhilarating 
show he presents is called Woody 
Guthrie and Old Man Trump. His 
presentation, using visual images of 
historical events of the time and his 
singing of Woody's songs, is accom-
plished with great musicality, wit, 
honesty and compassion. 

For those who may not be familiar 
with Woody Guthrie, he was a radical folk singer in 
America best known for the magisterial portraits he 
painted of Dust Bowl America and his indictments of 
social injustice. Songs like This Land is Your Land, I 
Ain't Got No Home, Do Re Mi, So Long it's Been Good 
To Know Ya   and Vigilante Man may ring a bell as well 
as the slogan affixed on his guitar "This Machine Kills 
Fascists”. 

So what is the connection to Old Man Trump? Kauf-
mann, who has written several books about Guthrie, had 
been sifting through the Guthrie archives in Tulsa and 
came across pages of lyrics never set to music. He found 
the following lines, written in the early 1950’s: 

I suppose that Old Man Trump knows 
Just how much Racial Hate 
He stirred up In the bloodpot of human hearts 
When he drawed that color line 
Here at his Beach Haven family project. 

Beach Haven ain't my home 
I just can't pay this rent 
My money’s down the drain 
And my soul is badly bent! 
Beach Haven is Trump’s Tower 
Where no black folks come to roam 
No, no, no! Old Man Trump! 
Old Beach Haven ain't my home! 

'Beach Heaven' it turns out , was an apartment building 
erected by Fred Trump (Donald Trump's father, who died 
in 1999) in New York to house large numbers of veter-
ans returning from World War II. Guthrie who had 
served in the Merchant Marine, was one of them and 

moved into this housing scheme in 
1950. Fred Trump was a speculative 
developer who made his fortune 
through the construction of public 
housing projects but also through 
collecting the excessive rents on them. 
Fred Trump would later be investigat-
ed by the U.S. Senate Committee in 
1954 for profiteering from public 
contracts, not least by overestimating 
his Beach Haven building charges to 
the tune of 3.7 million US dollars. 
Kaufmann goes on to explain that it 
wasn't just a developer behaving bad-
ly but that 'Old Man Trump' failed to 
follow Federal guidelines against 
"inharmonious uses of housing” – a 
code for not renting or selling homes 
in white areas to blacks. Thus after 
moving in, Woody discovered that 
Beach Haven was an oasis with a 
colour line where "no blacks folks 

come to roam”, as he put it. 

Kaufmann clearly exposes the racist foundations of the 
Trump real estate empire. Donald Trump has tried to 
play down his father’s racist past but has regularly stated 
with pride: "My legacy has its roots in my father's lega-
cy”. Donald Trump has denied he is a racist but clearly 
he has inherited not only his father's money but a racist 
mindset which has recently been confirmed by a formed 
White House aide Omarosa Manigault-Newman, in her 
recent book Unhinged: An Insiders Account of the 
Trump White House (Gallery Books). As a black admin-
istrator, she regularly heard him using the word Nigger 
and other racist slurs. He of course denies these allega-
tions but like 'Old Man Trump’, the evidence is slowly 
mounting up on him.  

Kaufmann does refer to the casual racism of Woody's 
Oklahoma youth, having been influenced by his father 
Charley, who supported the Ku Klux Klan. He showed 
the infamous picture of the lynching bridge across the 
Canadian River in Woody's home town of Okemah, Ok-
lahoma and Kaufmann is sure that his father attended 
lynchings there. But, unlike Donald Trump, Woody by 
his late teens had rejected his father's racism. To have 
been brought up in such a racist environment, it was an 
extraordinary departure that Woody became such a 
strong anti-racist and he also became close friends with 
the black blues singers Sonny Terry and Brownie 
McGhee. 

Check out Will Kaufmann on Youtube and maybe the 
IFH and the HAI could plan to bring him over to Belfast 
and Dublin to perform his excellent show. If anyone is 
interested in organising this, please let me know at 
Roger.kelly.2@ntlworld.com             07778583435       q
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IF you are around London town, you might put on your 
itinerary a visit to the National Portrait Gallery where, 
running to 23 September 2018, you will find exhibited in 
this year’s BP Portrait Award in its 29th year a picture by 
the Irish Artist Conor Walton entitled The New Religion. 

The portrait is inspired by Renaissance altarpieces. The 
artist systematically replaced Christian iconographic com-
ponents of saints, martyrs, angels and the Madonna & 
Child. With the artist’s children in the place of musical an-
gels, the Saints are biological scientists Charles Darwin, 
Gregor Mendel, an Augustinian friar and founder of the 
modern science of genetics, and James Lovelock. The 
Neanderthal points to a chimpanzee Madonna & Child 
while in discourse with Lovelock who is holding the Venus 
of Willendorf. The infant chimpanzee offers a raised hand 
in blessing. The martyrs are the dodo, the rhino and the 
highland gorilla, all of which have suffered extinction or 
awaiting that fate. 

The portrait, whether you see it as anti-Christian or a reli-
gious renewal, blends the knowledge of evolution and bio-
logical discoveries/theories. It also has a strong ecological 
and natural ethical message akin to naturalism  – a very 
humanist trait.               

Terry Flynn                           

The New Religion


