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T should be no surprise to anyone that Mary Lou 
McDonald, President of Sinn Fein, has stated that, 
in the event of a no-deal Brexit, her party will push 

the British government to call a border poll. Even Karen 
Bradley, Northern Ireland Secretary, has warned the 
British Cabinet that a border poll on the reunification of 
Ireland was "far more likely" if the UK crashes out of the 
European Union without a withdrawal agreement. 

Brexit has put the whole issue of the border centre 
stage. Interestingly, it was never really discussed dur-
ing the referendum on whether to leave or not and that 
tells us an awful lot about what people in Britain 
thought or know about the border. This ignorance was 
highlighted again in the comments that the new leader 
of the so called Brexit Party, Catherine Blaiklock, said 
on the Stephen Nolan Show on Radio Ulster on 13th 
February. The remainers "had made up the border is-
sue” – and she added that she had never read the 
Good Friday Agreement. The Irish Question has come 
back to haunt the right wing Little Englanders. 

Historically, one of the reasons Britain forced partition 
in Ireland was because it wanted to get the Irish/Ulster 
question out of British politics. The original idea from a 
British perspective was that the border would be tem-
porary and eventually Ireland would work out its own 
solution and that it would be reviewed, but this never 
happened. In some respects the Irish/EU insistence on 
the Backstop is a result of Ireland not trusting the UK 
to stick by agreements. As already touched upon when 
partition was being discussed in the 1920s, a Bound-
ary Commission was to be set up either to get rid of 
the border or make Northern Ireland so small it would 
not be feasible. Diarmaid Ferriter, the Irish historian, 
has commented that “Lloyd George was speaking out 
of both sides of his mouth" regarding these promises. 

The recent Civic Nationalism Conference in Belfast’s 
Waterfront Hall on 26th January 2019 was a step for-
ward in examining the future of Ireland in the context 
of Brexit. While Unionist politicians were not invited to 
speak, there were civic participants from the unionist/
protestant tradition. Mary Lou McDonald’s contribution 
was very significant. She said: 

"The protestant, loyalists and unionist community are 
part of the fabric and diversity of our nation and they 
must be part of the discussion in shaping a new Ire-
land and be partners in building a new Ireland. Our 
shared and often troubled history can be reconciled”. 

This should be seen as a positive call to unionist politi-
cians to start engaging in such a debate. Interestingly, 
Peter Robinson, ex-leader of the DUP, spoke about the 
North being prepared for the possibility for a united 
Ireland at the MacGill Summer School last summer. 

Of course, regardless of a Brexit outcome, it is the 
right of all political and cultural organisations to cam-
paign for the reunification of Ireland as outlined in the 
Good Friday Agreement, and to ask the Secretary of 
State for Northern Ireland to call for one when a broad 
consensus would be building. The debate around a 
new Ireland and the appropriateness of when to ask 
for such a referendum needs to be expanded, and po-
litical unionism should be engaged with more mean-
ingfully. Of course this will be difficult. Negative ele-
ments within the Democratic Unionist Party, the Or-
ange Order and the likes of Jamie Bryson, the loyalist 
commentator, will surely attempt to sectarianise this 
process as they did in scuppering the possible political 
deal to restore Stormont in February 2018.  

All progressive parties to a debate need to get away 
form old binary perspectives around Nationalism/Re-
publicanism, Unionism/Loyalism and start focusing on 
the citizenship and equal rights that will be guaranteed 
to all traditions within a new Ireland. 

At this year’s all Ireland Humanist Summer School to 
be held in the Bridge Hotel, Tullamore, Co Offaly, on 
7th and 8th September it is planned to have a session 
where representatives of political parties from both 
North and South will be invited to give their vision of 
what a new Ireland could be like and what steps need 
to be taken to build confidence to achieve such an 
outcome.  

Humanists in Ireland who themselves come from di-
verse political and cultural backgrounds should not 
shy away from political issues and controversies and 
the Irish Freethinker can be a forum for debating such 
issues and I would encourage readers to contribute to 
this debate.                                                     
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Democracy, What Democracy? 
Bob Rees 

HE very notion of democracy 
presupposes that the voters 
are capable of reason and that 

they all have free access to all the 
relevant truthful facts. Without 
these basics, political debate is im-
possible, democracy is shackled, and 
the people are ruled by whoever 
controls the access to the truth. 
  
And it seems today that most im-
portant political debates are depen-
dent not on truth or factual knowl-
edge, but on fake news, false inter-
pretations of science, raw appeals to 
emotion and fear, and polarising 
rhetoric.  What we currently enjoy 
is not democracy, but an authoritar-
ian oligarchy characterised by low 
voter turn-out, a disinformed elec-
torate, campaigns dominated by 
money, and manipulation of the 
media by whoever controls that 
access to the truth. 
  
Political policies are now based on 
dogmatic beliefs using factoids and 
wishful thinking that supports the 
interests of those with power. De-
spite the sacrifices of their forefa-
thers who fought for their right to 
vote, citizens rarely bother to gain 
even a basic understanding of the 
issues that vitally affect their lives. 
They passively take whatever 
they’re given, thus abdicating con-
trol to those who would seek to 
exploit them. 
  
It is fashionable to blame Facebook 
and the social media ‘echo cham-
bers’, but democracy’s demise and 
the rise of fake news can be traced 
back to the Postmodernist era of the 
1960s, 70s and 80s. Postmodernists 
denied the possibility that an objec-
tive reality exists independently of 
human perception, claiming that all 
knowledge is subjective. Postmod-
ernism also devalued language:  
“anything could mean anything … 
there was no such thing as an obvi-
ous or commonsense reading, be-
cause everything had an infinitude of 
meanings. In short, there was no 
such thing as truth” (Michiko Kaku-
tani: The Death of Truth 2018). 

Back further, in the 1950’s, influen-
tial people were casting doubt about 
valid scientific data relating, for 
example, to the link between tobac-
co and cancer, and similar subse-
quent doubt campaigns relating to 
the safety of vaccines, asbestos, sec-
ond-hand smoke and acid rain have 
further devalued scientific knowl-
edge. Man-made climate change 
was first postulated in 1988, and 
97% of subsequent scientific papers 
have supported this thesis. Yet those 
opposing greenhouse gas regulation 
spend $900 million a year in the 
USA alone just to discredit the facts. 
They pressurise the media to present 
‘both sides’, so that factual empiri-
cal evidence is given equal air time 
with chancers  who capitalise on the 
fact that scientists can never claim 
absolute certainty. Ignorant people 
relish the concept that science is 
undependable and that intellectuals 
are wasters, and they readily allow 
sport and entertainment to override 
political debate with those who 
think differently from themselves.    
  
In WWII, propagandists on both 
sides exploited what we now call 
fake news and emotional appeals 
that had nothing to do with the 
truth. We can even go back to the 
1920’s, when Edward Bernays was 
pioneering his techniques for mass 
manipulation using what we now 
call Public Relations. No subsequent 
election or referendum has been 
complete without its spin doctors, 
who make no secret of the fact that 
their job is to misrepresent the facts 
to the general public, claiming that 
every story has several points of 
view. In The Power of Positive 
Thinking (1952), Norman Vin-
cent Peale wrote “Any fact facing 
us ….. is not so important as our 
attitude toward that fact. A con-
fident and optimistic thought 
pattern can modify or overcome 
the fact altogether”. 

George Orwell surveyed the de-
struction of objective truth and 
language and concluded that 
“History cannot be truthfully 

written” – arguing that “political 
chaos is connected with the decay of 
language”.  After all, our minds 
think in language, but if ‘war’ is 
now called ‘peace’, and ‘slavery’ is 
called ‘freedom’, it becomes impos-
sible to think logically. So it is with 
democracy. ‘Oligarchy’ is the new 
‘democracy’, and since we all know 
that ‘democracy’ is good, we find 
ourselves defending oligarchy. 
  
Consider Brexit. The UK is a polity 
with no formal Constitution to de-
fine its citizens’ basic rights, yet or-
dinary people were persuaded to 
vote in the 2016 Referendum 
against the protection they enjoyed 
from the EU and the European 
Courts of Justice and Human 
Rights: against essential safety regu-
lations; against labour laws prevent-
ing their exploitation by unscrupu-
lous employers; and against regula-
tion of the exploits of an irresponsi-
ble financial services sector, with a 
false promise of an extra £350 mil-
lion a week for the NHS and ‘free-
dom’ (from foreigners). A bribe of 
£1 billion to the Democratic Union-
ists was used to keep the oligarchs in 
control but touted as breathing new 
life into democratic politics. Democ-
racy is a fireproof concept, even 
when it isn’t democracy. 
  
But how can the call for a second 
referendum two years later, with the 
benefit of radically new information 
about what Brexit really involves, 
be condemned by the Prime Minis-
ter as ‘undemocratic’? After all, 
“When the facts change, I change 
my mind.  What do you do?”    
(J.M. Keynes).                                q 
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Ireland’s  
Golden Era 

HE following is an essay that set out as the author’s 
contribution to a local book club gathering having Fer-
gus Whelan’s Dissent into Treason in the spotlight.


Rather than a review of the book itself, I’ll offer, instead, re-
flections on a golden era of intellectual enlightenment. It was 
an era that would shape modern Ireland, indeed the modern 
world, leading, in time, on home base, inexorably to indepen-
dence and citizenship – but not before the momentum of the 
period, in Ireland, was eclipsed by reactionary forces of State 
and the Established Church by the 1800 Act of Union – i.e. 
barely before it had time to ignite our imaginations. 

Of course, the suppression of enlightened, philosophical de-
bate and momentum, by the state, but more determinedly by 
ideological, often religious, authoritarianism, is repeated 
throughout history and if, today, we might conclude that the 
table has finally turned, that a new Enlightenment is here to 
stay, look not just eastwards to Jihadist fundamentalism, but 
also to Trumpsville USA, where Evolution is popularly 
deemed ‘fake news’, and just ‘a theory’!  They haven’t gone 
away, you know! 

Our book, Dissent into Treason by Fergus Whelan, invited 
me to reflect, and in the process to draw towards a philo-
sophical conclusion of sorts. The reflections present in a 5-
point challenge that for the most part might be deemed con-
trarian; but firstly: 

A Preamble      
Whelan was a guest-speaker at the 2018 Humanist  Summer 
School in Carlingford by dint of its ‘freethinker’ theme-fo-
cus, and a coinciding predilection on the part of the speaker 
that would have him, inevitably, reflect positively on the 
legacy of radical, Donegal-born early 18th century philoso-
pher John Toland, who features in our book. Another fea-
turing character, of Unitarian persuasion, is Archibald 
Hamilton Rowan.  

By way of introduction to our author, I should relate about 
a book-launching a couple of years earlier of The God-pro-
voking Democrat, chronicling the life-path of the aforemen-
tioned Hamilton Rowan. At the podium was Michael Mc-
Dowell SC, (formerly, Tánaiste, Minister for Justice, Leader 
of the Progressive Democrats and Attorney General) ex-
plaining that the invitation to officiate arose on the back of 
a note, (a first for him), he had sent to Whelan, highly prais-
ing his earlier work Dissent into Treason and proposing 
that, on the back of this revealing tome, he is deserving of a 
place of distinction in the pantheon of Irish historians. 

Curiously, this book launch took place in the vaults beneath 
the Church Restaurant in Dublin’s Mary Street in what was 
formerly St. Mary’s Church.  It is where Handel once played 
organ, where Wolf Tone was baptised, where Arthur Guin-
ness was married, and where Francis Hutcheson, also featur-

ing in our book, is buried. How’s that for a ‘who’s who?’ 
Now, of course, if the first three are household names, 
Hutcheson, despite his relative anonymity, in many respects 
commands a greater claim to fame, acknowledged, as he is, 
as the ‘Father of the Scottish Enlightenment.’ He is, indeed, 
first-named with reference to this movement, in the Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 

In a curiously-shaped gallery adjoining the restaurant, and 
at the instigation of Whelan, hangs a plaque commemorat-
ing this County Down-born philosopher who mentored 
Adam Smith, moral philosopher/economist, and David 
Hume, philosopher, historian, essayist. And he inspired or 
influenced, among others, Benjamin Franklin (who de-
scribed him as ‘the ingenious Mr. Hutcheson’), Thomas 
Paine, author of The Rights of Man, Thomas Jefferson, 
who, along with Franklin, would import the Hutcheson-
inspired ideal, “the pursuit of happiness as an inalienable 
right”, into the opening lines of the American Declaration of 
Independence. That’s who Hutcheson was! Yet he is but one 
regular member of the cast in the illustrious if ill-fated Soci-
ety of the United Irishmen saga.   

Extraordinary, is it not, that an enlightened, progressive and 
statesman-like Jefferson would grace the White House all of 
220 years in advance of the self-serving, reactionary, un-
enlightened incumbent?   

The Link  
I suggested, above, that rather than revisiting parts of the 
book that you’ll have read for yourselves, I’d offer reflec-
tions. Hutcheson plays a dominant role in these, as a con-
duit linking the different strands. And this is so, inasmuch as 
it is as a moral philosopher rather than as a Churchman per 
se, or as a political activist or a statesman, that he would 
influence like-minded fellow-countrymen such as William 
Drennan and Thomas Russell, who would become founder 
members of the aforementioned Society of the United Irish-
men. And he’s the stand-out figure by dint of precocious 
insights into morality. It seems that, despite his eminence in 
Church circles, arguably he posited ethics and innate human 
morality on an even keel with divine grace. Contemporary 
moral theologians weren’t at all best pleased. He went 
against the grain in proposing that the mind is a clean slate 
when a human is born (no stain or no pre-disposition to sin 
or wrong-doing) and he disagreed with John Locke who 
held that “humans have no inherent moral character” – or, 
positively expressed, he counter-argued that human beings 
are capable of moral decisions without the need for religious 
instruction. More “not best pleasing!” 

The Book:  
(Contrarian) Reflections on a Golden Era  

1. A perception that the 1798 rebellion was simply the next 
episode in a recurring expression of Catholic unrest,      ––>
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Owen sent his essay below to Fergus Whelan, who replied:  
“It took me 10 years to write Dissent into Treason, my first published work; I 
had a busy career at the time. My starting point was that the Cromwellian 
dissenters based in Dublin also known as the king killers of Pill Lane were the 
grandfathers of the United Irishmen. That was easy to establish through the 
family records in the Unitarian Church. However, the exciting and interesting 
thing that emerged from my research was that Toland and Hutcheson were 
the shock troops of the Enlightenment on the European stage. Owen's con-
trarian summary is very pleasing to me because it places all my characters 
and the United Irish society  in their rightful place in the vanguard not just of 
local Irish politics but also European enlightenment”.Owen Morton
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this time round reinforced by sympathetic, maverick, if fair-
minded, Protestant support, is wide of the mark. Mainstream 
Protestants had little to gain in a severance from England, 
and, as such, it took a lot more than just ‘fair-mindedness’ to 
conspire to rebellion. And many Catholics, for their part, 
were caught betwixt & between – looking over their shoul-
der that French-aided rebellion, if victorious, along with it 
might bring contemporary secularism French-style,  – and an 
Irishman’s DNA wasn’t wired for nuanced religiosity, never 
mind secularism. This isn’t a put-down; it is, rather, a sympa-
thetic reflection on subjugation under the weight of English 
rule, not least in repressive Penal Laws instituted at the be-
ginning of the 1600s [Pursuant to the advancement of En-
lightenment ideals, a Frenchman would become a ‘citizen’ 
first; a ‘Catholic’ second. Contrast this with John A Costello 
who, in 1951, as Taoiseach, declared himself in the Dáil to be 
‘a Catholic first’ and ‘an Irishman second’. Consider, too, the 
prevailing ethos in 1949 that witnessed attendance at the 
funeral of our first President, a Protestant as we all know, by 
a solitary ‘liberal’ Government Minister.  

2. That the Dissenter demographic in Ireland in mid-to-late 
18th Century, if relatively modest numerically, was none-
theless more pervasive than our history books might have 
catalogued - in the event we were drawn to classify it as rep-
resentative of a homogenous collective of  maverick Protes-
tants (Presbyterians?). What about Unitarians, Quakers, 
Non-conformists, Non-subscribers, Deists, Non-believers, 
Agnostics, Freethinkers and (for the most part closet) Athe-
ists? McBride, in his foreword, asks how many of us really 
understand the third force in eighteenth-century Ireland, the 
Dissenter? “Drawing on the archive of the Dublin Unitarian 
Church, never before exploited by historians”, McBride con-
tinues, “Whelan provides a compelling portrait of Ireland’s 
enlightened vanguard.”  There was, indeed, something differ-
ent in the air.   

3. That the ‘something different in the air’ was this enlight-
ened vanguard. It would emerge in an alignment and an al-
liance on the part of Irishmen of influence, of education, of 
integrity, and of compassion, with a burgeoning philosophi-
cal/intellectual momentum that gripped Europe in the 
mid-18th Century – a momentum we know as The Enlight-
enment that brought ‘the Ancient Regime’, as represented by 
the Monarchy, the Aristocracy and the Church, unceremoni-
ously to heel. The over-riding aim of the Enlightenment, as 
we know, was the advancement of science, of reason and of 
tolerance at the expense of religion and of dogma.  And here, 
gentlemen, is where we find the green shoots of ‘Dissent’ and 
of ‘Treason’ around which our book revolves.   

4. As a corollary of 3, were it not for the intellectual forti-
tude of this vanguard, everything points to the likelihood 
that the Enlightenment would have caught the erstwhile 
‘land of saints and scholars’ napping. The vanguard in-
cludes the likes of Toland, Hutcheson, Abernethy, Lucas, 
Hamilton Rowan, Drennan, citizen (formerly Lord) Ed-
ward FitzGerald, all profiled in the book. Yet in a recent 
book chronicling religiosity in Ireland “from Patrick to 
present” and where an Irish Times reviewer opines that 
“the sheer audacity of this undertaking by Kevin (not Fer-
gus) Whelan is nothing short of breath-taking” we find, in 
the review, not a single reference to the 18th Century En-
lightenment. But then why would we, I might counter  – 
given my earlier hypothesis relative to an Irishman’s DNA.  
My vague recollection of school history mirrors this obfus-
cation.   

5. That the heroes of our book, collectively, serve as the in-
spiration, the embryo and the backbone of modern secular 
humanism. Remember, as I flagged earlier, Hutcheson argued 
the case of human morality as innate. In further support of 
the proposition, here is a short extract, again from an Irish 
Times review, of The Irish Enlightenment, by Michael 
Brown, on the part of Richard Kearney, professor of philos-
ophy at Boston College in Massachusetts: 

“Over the course of 600 pages of sumptuous scholarship, the 
author demonstrates the existence of a significant Enlight-
enment project in Ireland in the 18th century, a project 
premised on the basic humanist principle that “man, not 
God, is the starting point of understanding”. Brown con-
cludes that while the seeds of the 1798 rebellion germinated 
in the soil of the Irish Enlightenment, the Act of Union, 
which followed in 1800, fatally altered the question, from 
one of civility and tolerance to one of nation and sectarian-
ism.  And in this regard Whelan and Brown sing from the 
same hymn-sheet.   
 
An Irony 
In linking the Unitarian/Dissenter mind-set with the ethos 
and the values as outlined, we find a curious irony in the 
book - given scant regard on the part of Unitarians for the 
doctrine of the Blessed Trinity: on page 225 we read: “One 
writer has identified the traits, so common among dissenters, 
of advanced politics, rational religion, and mercantile en-
deavour, as ‘the Belfast Trinity’”. 
 
A Footnote   
Speaking at the unveiling of a memorial seat in Clochmor 
graveyard in Galway, (now President) Michael D. Higgins 
said that Noel Browne’s campaigns sought to usher-in what 
he (I can’t be sure whether ‘he’ alludes to Higgins or to 
Browne) described as ‘a decent, humanist, socialist life for all 
citizens’. What I can tell you, in furtherance of my over-rid-
ing thesis, is that Noel Browne was that solitary Government 
Minister who broke ranks in respectfully and honourably 
attending the Protestant funeral service of the late President 
Douglas Hyde. The ubiquitous, controversial Browne was 
also the Government Minister who drew Costello to the 
famous or infamous un-masking in the Dáil as regards pri-
oritising his allegiances.  

A (borrowed) Philosophical Conclusion  
Drawing the strands together and drawing towards a conclu-
sion, I’m minded that it was Bertrand Russell who opined that 
the Enlightenment was “a phase in a progressive development 
which began in antiquity; that reason and challenges to the 
established order are constant ideals throughout time.”  And 
so, encouraged by Russell, and inspired by our book-of-the-
month, when I review the characterisation of Irishmen of the 
era under review, as portrayed by Whelan, and in the context 
of the five ‘contrarian reflections’ as outlined, and then all of 
this against a backdrop that harks back to antiquity - to Plato, 
Socrates, Aristotle, Cicero*, and Marcus Aurelius, I am com-
fortable in the view that, whereas if not necessarily pervasive, 
human traits of curiosity, of decency, of morality, of integrity, 
of generosity-of-spirit are both innate and timeless. And as 
philosophers throughout history postulated, education is the 
key to nurturing them - a sentiment that agreeably brings to 
mind a modern-day Hutcheson in mirror-image, viz., Anglo-
Irish social philosopher Charles Handy.     

(* Hutcheson drew inspiration from Cicero).                           q                      
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The Religion of Veganism  

EGANISM is a post New Age 
religion and has by now reached 
the level of irrationality, zealotry 

and moralising that all faith based sys-
tems produce at their extreme ends. We 
all know how annoying this high-
horsery can be – and it makes it easy 
for people to dismiss the wider argu-
ment for reducing humankind’s con-
sumption of meat and dairy. 

As there is plenty of scientific and 
common sense consensus on the envi-
ronmental impact of animal husbandry 
and the perversity of ‘raising’ calves or 
sows or chickens in factory crates, I 
won’t go into this in any detail. Just a 
few caveats here: The flavour of the month in January 
was a Lancet study claiming we need to reduce to 10% 
the animal-derived food we eat at present if we want to 
save the planet. This is nonsense as it doesn’t allow for 
reducible factors like industrial and traffic contributions 
to pollution, food waste (1/3 in Britain, some think), the 
superfluous cosmetics industry, the wasteful annual fash-
ion diktats or the vast acreage producing tobacco, opium 
and cocaine. Not to mention the insane criminality of 
shifting trillions to arms-manufacturers. Were any of 
these factored in we could of course eat some more 
cheddar and pork chops. 

Then there’s that idea we should prepare to feed 10 bil-
lion humans in the near future. No! We should do our 
utmost to avoid such numbers. Feeding them is not the 
only problem: they need space, building materials, furni-
ture, textiles, infrastructure, even timber for coffins or 
pyres. They create sewage, rubbish, noise, chemical and 
nuclear catastrophes – and wars. No matter what they 
eat… 

There are also many cases of ‘apples and oranges’: the 
inputs for fruit and veg production are shown as im-
mensely more efficient as those for meat. But this in-
cludes citrus peels or banana skins which are thrown 
away – but not the handy skins of animals which give us 
belts, shoes and handbags, nor the blood for black pud-
ding, nor the bones for gelatin etc, nor that beneficial by-
product, manure, which actually helps grow tons and 
tons of veg. 

And the per calorie vastly greater area needed for grazing 
animals than for growing veg and grains? True, but the 
figures rarely take into account that animals graze vastly 
inferior lands, often, like Irish sheep, boggy mountains 
where you couldn’t do tillage, or semi-arid savannahs 
where nomads scratch out a living with their herds. And 
refusing to use wool and silk (oh,  the poor worms) im-
plies growing more water- and pesticide-heavy cotton. 

After  getting some  perspective, let’s 
now look at the agendas driving up the 
heat of this debate. At the extreme 
ends: a profit driven beef industry that 
destroys rainforests, treats its animals 
cruelly and comes up with an un-
healthy antibiotic soaked product ver-
sus a cult that wouldn’t even use honey 
or guide dogs in its belief that animals 
are equal to humans. In the middle: 
virtually all traditional cultures, family 
farmers and butchers providing grass 
fed meat, flexitarians, the Irish enjoying 
the occasional Ulster fry, the French 
with their cheeses, Turks with kebabs, 
Japanese with sushi – and all those 
with woollen jumpers, leather boots  

and pets – as they’ve been for thousands of years. Yes, 
they all have to adapt now, mainly because, with our 
ways and diets, we’ve managed to increase our numbers 
to over 7 billion (doubled since my birth), thereby releas-
ing far too much carbon, methane, CFCs etc. and plun-
dering and polluting the planet. But a lot of that change 
is non-dietary and we mustn’t let all the irresponsible 
non-food industries and behaviours off the hook. 

As to Vegans – they come in as many shades as  Muslims 
and Marxists. My first encounter with Veganism was 
through one of their mags which filled half its space with 
attacks on those unprincipled Vegetarians. Then I met 
Vegans in the flesh – oops – some just eating what they 
think best, others moralistic zealots. I listened to them 
and ate their bland food and tried to figure out what on 
Earth made them tick. 

The core is their concern for animals. This is shared by 
most people – up to a point. Common sense parts from 
Veganism where it comes to animal rights, a very recent 
invention, while we have eaten meat and clothed our-
selves in hides and fur for 1.8 million years. Then we 
domesticated animals, bred, fed, sheltered, harnessed, 
milked and butchered them. It was not in our nature or 
interest to be cruel to them. We made rules and laws and 
sometimes break or change them. And we have to defend 
rights – as in saving freedom of expression from media 
moguls, dictators and PC and Muslim inquisitors. Ani-
mals don’t have that: they fight over top dog status, 
mates and territory along inherited behavior patterns, as 
our ancestors will have done. So carnivores just kill and 
eat all the other species they find nutritious and tasty. 
That’s nature. And our most intelligent animal friends are 
omnivores like us: chimps, parrots and crows; and dol-
phins are 100% carnivores. 

So what urges Vegans to now give up on our alimentary 
nature? I suspect psychological issues. Self-hatred as hu-
mans  – with reason, considering our eco footprint –   –->         
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leads to exaggerated regard for animals, significantly with 
a generation that grew up far from wild or farm animals, 
but with plenty of cute, humanised talking animals, from 
The Wind in the Willows and Winnie the Pooh via Lassie 
and Flipper to Disney and Pixar. Who could shoot and 
skin and eat big-eyed Bambi? 

This new dietary virtue also fills the huge sin gap left by 
the erosion and rejection of Christian sexual morality: 
commanding that we have to be ashamed of our natural 
sexual urges, and even of some body parts, and roasting 
in hell for daring to enjoy them, burdened our whole 
civilisation with fear and guilt. Militant Veganism now 
substitutes this with another carnal appetite… and we get 
the same old repressive stuff: taboos, condemnation, guilt, 
holier-than-thou missionaries and apostles of doom 
threatening us with planetary apocalypse.  

By all means – if you want or need to have such a restric-
tive morality to make you feel better as a human – go 
ahead, just enjoy Vegan food and ethics. But, as I said,  
my beef is with the fundamentalist accusers and their 
quasi-rabbinical quest for perfection – like Vegan furni-
ture (no bone based glue nor bees’ wax), or not throwing 
egg shells on their compost. I only learned that earlier this 
month in one of those polite but moot discussions. But 
I’ve also traipsed into abuse during  my research and 
probing:  

Michael Warren: Carry on eating meat and you will help 
destroy the planet; you simpletons and meat eaters are 
like a cult that love murder i know which cult i would 
choose, Lothar your a dick x 

Here a flavour of the intensity of faith: 

Raine Dyani actually Lothar, it's wilful non-vegans who 
have the superiority complex. Thinking animals are here 
for our use and pleasure is about as extreme a superiority 
complex as it gets! You know we are not carnivores, 
right? We have not one nutritional requirement for any-
thing from an animal, neither their flesh nor their stolen 
breast milk or eggs. We enslave, rape, torture, kidnap, 
mutilate, exploit, and violently mass murder simply for 
pleasure and profit, and to do so is immoral. When one 
has a choice  – which we do  – how could continuing to 
harm and kill be considered decent and just? It isn’t. 

To explain: by ‘rape’ they refer to artificial insemination, 
‘breast’ refers to ‘udder’, while their ‘superiority complex’ 
is nicely illustrated here. Human superiority as a species is 
simply a fact and shown by how dangerous it has become 
to the rest of nature and ourselves –otherwise we 
wouldn’t have to protect the planet from ourselves. But 
does this have to go this far: 

 Vanessa Viret: Pets are discouraged unless adopted. 
Or even: 

Tania Daykin: Man animals using other animals as pets 
or guide dogs etc is also wrong. All animals have their 
own lives to lead; a man animal’s life is no more impor-
tant than any other animals life; all lives are equal. 

Well, to most they’re not. And what do Vegans do with 
mosquitoes, rats, ticks? What should Venus Flytraps or 
spiders do with insects, robins and badgers with earth 
worms, owls and cats with mice, and dolphins and hu-
mans with fish? And, by the way, these examples appear 
in some hierarchical order which we all intuitively under-
stand. Well, not all – some dislike the fact that inventive-
ness and cunning has put humanity at the top of the 
global food chain – but we are where we are. There’s no 
shame in this. But responsibility. And that’s why we have 
to get rid of factory farming and to save our family farms. 
That way we’ll eat less but more local and avoid those 
wasteful food miles. These are of course also clocked up 
by soy, mainly produced in monocultures in Argentina, 
Brazil and the USA, and often at the expense of rain-
forests. Yes, it ain’t easy… And consider: all our cute 
piglets and bouncy lambs and adorable pups would never 
have existed without our breeding and raising them. 

I’ll end with my favourite Vegan folly, a much applauded 
act of conversion and mercy. A guy takes over the family 
farm, has his Vegan Damascus and gives up cattle. Fine. 
But then he takes his herd to an animal sanctuary where 
they can live out their days. And so, after all the rationali-
sations on environmental impact, he has them take up 
grazing space which could grow veggies, has them drink 
all that water, and eat all that fodder, and fart all that 
methane – but without a single ounce of food or leather 
etc resulting from them – because their edible and useful 
bodies are to be buried and thus wasted.  

And worse: as this didn’t reduce demand for steaks and 
milk, it will just have had conventional farmers increase 
production to fill the gap. And so that nice guy’s heroics 
actually increased all those negative impacts from cattle, 
farts and all. Yes, for good people to do bad things it 
takes religion. 

So – let the faithful do whatever saves their consciences 
and souls and let’s all together contribute to what it takes 
to save our planet. Bon appetite. 

• Lothar Luken is formerly a director of Friends of the Earth 
Ireland, Editor of Earthwatch Magazine and member of the 
Coordinating Committee of the Irish Green Party.              q                                                                                                
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The Vegan Society definition of veganism:  
“Veganism is a way of living which seeks to  

exclude, as far as is possible and practicable, all 
forms of exploitation of, and cruelty to, animals for 

food, clothing or any other purpose. There are 
many ways to embrace vegan living”. 

Badgers and minks 
Raising mink in cages just to get their pelts for 
posh fur coats is pretty sick – though lucrative. 
Just ban that.  
I’m a fan of badgers and support Badger Watch 
Ireland. Years ago I brought home two road kills, 
skinned them and tanned the hides (no chemicals – 
just wood ash). Pragmatic Vegans like that –  
fundamentalists don’t. Doesn’t matter if it comes 
from mink farm, slaughterhouse or roadside ditch – 
no animal parts to be used! That’s faith. Can’t be 
reasoned with. 
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The Case for a Secular Morality 

RECENTLY had cause to recall a chat I had a few 
years ago over a cup of tea with a friend of mine 
who is a priest. Earlier in his life he spent more than 

a decade working as a missionary in Africa before re-
turning to Ireland to campaign on social issues in his 
own country – something he continues to do today de-
spite being in his 70s. 

The subject of his vocation came up and I said to him, 
“you joined the SMAs [the Society of Missionaries in 
Africa] to ‘spread the word’ in Africa! To be blunt, what 
are you doing in Ireland?” 

He told me that he realised several decades ago that what 
the SMAs were doing in Africa wasn’t sustainable for 
lots of reasons, “though there are many within my order 
who would disagree with me to this day”. 

He believed he was still “a missionary”, opining that 
missionary work was “the space where faith and non-
faith meet”. But he also said he believed that true mis-
sionary work wasn’t about proselytising; at least it 
should never be. For him it was about going about his 
life in a way where people could look at him and think, 
consciously or unconsciously, “that’s what a Christian is”, 
or “that’s what a Christian does” and see it to be a posi-
tive thing. In other words, true 
missionary work was about 
setting the right example. 

Regardless of what readers 
may believe to be the reality of 
religious missionary work or the activities or religious 
people generally – and I have a healthy scepticism myself 
– I liked the explanation. 

Setting a good example is something most of us, as secu-
lar humanists, try to do in our daily lives. This is a space 
where religious and secular approaches to life can over-
lap. My friend believes that the concepts of justice pro-
moted by the Abrahamic religions all stem from the same 
place: the idea of ‘right relationships’. Though most peo-
ple never consciously think of it this way, it is surely true 
that if people engage in cultivating just and right rela-
tionships between themselves and their families, their 
friends (and adversaries), their communities, the envi-
ronment and, where relevant, their God, it will move us 
further in the direction of a just and fair society; some-
thing that most religious people believe God wants, and 
something that most humanists believe is right purely for 
the sake of it. 

That still leaves the question of how one determines 
what a ‘good example’ looks like. I’m often asked by 
friends, curious about my expressed affinity for human-
ism, to give a concise explanation of it. There are many 
possible definitions of humanism, but the one I use most 

often is that as a humanist I aim to form my life’s moral 
and ethical code through my own lived experience, 
rather than from any supposedly divine book. I tell them 
that humanism is simply ‘being good, without God’. That 
satisfies most people, but there are always those who 
wish to delve deeper, and like most freethinkers I’m 
rarely reticent or afraid of a debate. 

Many of my Catholic friends (most of them in reality 
casual or cultural Catholics) will sometimes tell me that 
the Bible is an excellent moral guide if not taken literally 
and instead viewed as containing basic principles for 
living a good life. The problem then lies in deciding 
which parts of the Bible to take seriously; which to take 
as worthwhile parables and which to disregard. 

Christian fundamentalists view the Bible as an absolute 
moral guide. They can often quote liberally about the 
sinfulness of certain bugbears, chiding those who commit 
(for example) ‘homosexual acts’ or ‘fornication’, whilst 
often ignoring other more common ‘crimes’ – eating 
pork, not standing in the presence of the elderly, planting 
different seeds in the same field, or eating fruit from a 
tree planted in the last four years – that are also forbid-
den by ‘the good book’. 

How do they decide which of the 
activities proscribed by the Bible 
to admonish the rest of us for, 
and which to ignore? Well, pre-
sumably they do so according to 
some separate moral code. 

I recall Dr. Ben Carson, renowned neurosurgeon and 
one-time candidate for the Republican ticket in the U.S. 
Presidential election, being credited with saying that peo-
ple who believe in evolutionary theory (thereby including 
most humanists) cannot have a proper moral code. 

Humanists, atheists and agnostics are no strangers to 
such slights. It’s not quite a full decade since Cardinal 
Cormac Murphy O’Connor declared that atheists are 
‘not fully human’. Dr. Carson’s argument is that if one 
believes in evolution, and therefore does not ascribe a 
higher morality to a power greater than ourselves, then 
although such people are capable of living a moral life, it 
has no real logic behind it as the ethical code being fol-
lowed is ‘completely arbitrary’. 

This accusation of arbitrariness is interesting from some-
body who claims the Bible as his moral guide, given the 
randomness of the morality that is cherry-picked from it, 
not to mention some of the horrific efforts at moralising 
to be found within. But then Carson believes that prison 
can turn you gay, so there’s that. It seems Dr. Carson can 
separate conjoined twins at the head, but not fact from 
fiction.                                                                         ––>
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Most of us, Carson included, view the aforementioned 
Biblical instructions as nonsensical and irrelevant in the 
modern world. Indeed, as I acknowledged above, it is 
only fundamentalists who would try to interpret it liter-
ally, and the fact that there are far fewer of these people 
in Ireland compared to the United States is certainly 
something we can to be thankful for. Still, the less fanati-
cal Christians whom I count among my friends have yet 
to present me with a solution to the problem outlined. 

That problem is this: If the Bible really is an excellent 
moral guide if followed in principle rather than taken 
literally, how should we decide which parts of the Bible 
to pay attention to, and which to ignore? 

How do we decide where the Bible might be offering sen-
sible advice   – “love thy neighbour as thyself”, Mark 
12:31, or “thou shalt not kill”, Exodus 20:13 – and where 
it is unnecessarily censorious or sometimes abominably 
cruel: “Do not let your hair become unkempt and do not 
tear your clothes, or you will die and the Lord will be an-
gry with the whole community” (Leviticus 10:6)? 

Well, how else could we decide if not according to an-
other completely separate moral code? And where do we 
obtain that moral code but through that lived human 
experience that we humanists explicitly use to form ours? 
The fact is that most people, whether they claim to be 
humanists or not, don't need the Bible or any other book 
to tell them that killing or enslaving another person is 
wrong – though interestingly there are plenty of verses in 
the Bible to suggest that they’re often quite acceptable 
forms of behaviour – or that it is a good rule of thumb to 
treat others as we would have them treat ourselves. 

Instead we know these things from living in a world 
where people are negatively affected by the actions of 
others on a daily basis and through seeing the hurt or 
devastation wrought on people’s lives by the selfish and 
cruel actions of others. 

We know that murder is wrong because we understand it 
to be the taking of the one life that a person has, and we 
see and read almost daily via various media of the hurt 
visited upon those left grieving for the victim. 

We know instinctively that stealing is wrong because hav-
ing been the victims of theft at one point or other in our 
lives, we know how it feels and the effects it can have. 

We don't need the Bible or any religious texts to tell us 
these things. Moral philosophies and ethical stances for 
living have been available in secular forms for thousands 
of years, and the best and most obvious lessons are 
passed on to us by family, friends, colleagues and our 
own observances of the world around us. Who could 
possibly suggest that they did not first learn about ethics 
and moral behaviour through their parents and those 
around them when they were young? 

The American philosopher William James saw moral phi-
losophy as something akin to experimental science. To 
reach the truth, one had to apply principles to real situa-
tions, to trial and test in order to develop a moral charac-
ter. This scientific method will ring true for most human-
ists. 

What about religious moralists? Well as my good friend 
Bob Rees has noted on more than one occasion, you can 
teach an animal to behave well but that doesn’t make it 
moral. And for me, the idea of an ethical pathway for 
living being dogmatically prescribed in advance and 
handed down to be followed unquestioningly is not 
morality. I feel it appropriate here to invoke H.L. 
Mencken who said that “morality is doing right, no mat-
ter what you are told. Religion is doing what you are 
told, no matter what is right”. 

Ben Carson may believe that humanist morality is ‘com-
pletely arbitrary’ but it would seem to me that such a 
label is better applied to the religious version. Neglecting 
to ascribe morality to the unprovable existence of a high-
er power and instead relying on our own deductive rea-
soning as humans does not, in fact, make us immoral – it 
is what makes us human.                                                q
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The Irish Revolution and its Aftermath 
 A republican humanist perspective  

 
HE Irish Revolution may be said to have begun 
with the Proclamation of the Irish Republic in 
1916 and to have concluded with the respective 

establishment and confirmation of the Irish Free State 
and Northern Ireland in 1922. 

The Proclamation not only asserted the freedom of Ire-
land, but also laid the broad ideological basis of the new 
dispensation that was envisaged for an autonomous 
State. There were two references in it to an unspecified 
god (although clearly intended as the christian one), but 
these were rhetorical and did not signify the creation of a 
religious polity. The body of the Proclamation was defini-
tively democratic, liberal, and secular. 

The next important document to be issued in the free-
dom struggle was the Declaration of Independence by the 
First Dáil on 21st January 1919. This affirmed the 
Proclamation and elaborated on it accordingly. Again, 
there was a rhetorical reference to a god. In the case of 
both the Proclamation and Declaration, the assertions 
made were those of human rights, both nationally and 
individually, and were decidedly in the humanist tradition. 

The War of Independence also 
began on 21st January and 
lasted to the Truce of 11th July 
1921. It had of course been 
preceded by the Insurrection of 
Easter 1916. 

The question is often asked as to what mandate either 
the Insurrection or the War had. The allegations have 
been made that the insurrection had none and that the 
authority for the war is a dubious one. 

The first allegation is ridiculous and takes no account of 
political reality and national rights. The political reality 
was that the United Kingdom of 1916 of which Ireland 
was a part was not a proper democracy. There was no 
universal suffrage: only a limited percentage of adult 
males had the vote according to certain criteria of privi-
lege and no adult females were enfranchised at all. That 
was the basis on which the Irish Parliamentary or ‘Home 
Rule’ Party was elected to Westminster. Apart from that, 
when foreign forces enter one's country, people are enti-
tled to oppose them, in arms if need be, whether or not 
they are joined by other fellow citizens and in the face of 
collaborators. That is because a fundamental right has 
thus been violated and this entitles evocation of the prin-
ciple of justifiable resistance (for instance, although it can 
never be clearly established one way or the other, it is 
open to question whether or not the French resistance to 
Nazi occupation between 1941 and ‘44 had the support 
of the majority of the French people). In any case, the 

myth that has been created that the revolutionary fervour 
subsequent to Easter week 1916 was simply due to the 
stupidity of a British general in executing the leading 
rebels is challengeable in the light of various sources. I 
have written elsewhere of evidence from the time that, 
while captured rebels may have been jeered by some, 
probably the relatives of soldiers for whom remittances 
were being received, many other citizens, particularly of 
the urban working class and rural lower class, displayed 
their positive support for them. 

In regard to the War of Independence, it has been said 
that there was no clear democratic validity for it either. 
The Sinn Féin manifesto for the general election of 1918, 
in which that party received an overwhelming majority, 
stated that the independence of Ireland should be at-
tained “by making use of any and every means available 
to render impotent the power of England to hold Ireland 
in subjection by military force or otherwise.” For some 
people, this is insufficient to justify the war. However, is 
it seriously maintained that publication of a manifesto 
would have been permitted which explicitly called for a 
violent uprising? To hold such a view is either naïve or 

disingenuous. 

The Insurrection and the War of 
Independence by their very na-
ture involved the killing and 
wounding of enemy soldiers, 

paramilitaries (such as the Black and Tans), and collabo-
rators in the RIC. Violence of this sort is inherently terri-
ble, but nonetheless sometimes necessary, because of be-
ing left the only choice of subjugation or emancipation. 
All civilised people avoid such violence, if possible. But 
the human tragedy throughout history has been that 
sometimes it is unavoidable. That is something which 
humanists have to face realistically and ethically. The fact 
is that to be a humanist is not necessarily to be a pacifist. 
To suggest otherwise is not philosophically sound. If we 
are to be honest, most people are not pacifists; they simply 
differ on what circumstances justify violence. The Irish 
Revolution has been attacked hypocritically on grounds 
which appear to be pacifist but are in fact often cited by 
those who do not eschew violence in other situations. 

The Revolution was an episode of liberation and hero-
ism. No matter how much reactionary elements, at home 
and abroad, may try to deprecate it, the memory will 
endure as an inspiration and a vision of which patriotic 
humanists should be proud. 

The constitutional fruits of the Revolution were to be 
found in the Government of Ireland Act for Northern 
Ireland and the Irish Free State Constitution for the other 
26 counties on the island. The Act in, Section 5,          ––>                                                        
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prohibited discriminatory laws on religious grounds. But 
this did not prevent de facto discrimination and what 
came into being in Northern Ireland was an anti-
Catholic sectarian province of the residual United King-
dom. The Irish Free State Constitution also prohibited 
laws of a discriminatory nature against any religion. But, 
in contrast, that State did not become de facto sectarian 
in a Catholic supremacist way. The Roman Catholic 
Church definitely acquired a predominant influence in 
the State, but this was manifest in the area of moral rules 
and regulations (what has been termed confessionalism) 
rather than discrimination such as in jobs, housing, and 
so on, in respect of Protestants.  

In fact, many Protestants do not take issue with the Ro-
man Catholic church on matters ranging from moral 
censorship through contraception and divorce to abor-
tion (not to mention homosexuality) and have often 
campaigned alongside it in trying to resist liberalisation in 
these areas. With regard specifically to theism, neither the 
Act nor the Constitution embodied any such references. 

In 1937, a new constitution was introduced for the 26 
counties. This did contain a number of theistic references 
in the main text regarding oaths of office, albeit not spe-
cific to a particular denomination, which are unaccept-
able to humanists. The preamble was moreover explicitly 
christian and, indeed, trinitarian. In the latter instance, 
this was incompatible with Unitarian Protestantism. 
However, it possessed no definitive legal significance. 
Apart from that, there was an article referring to particu-
lar religions and speaking of the “special position” of the 
Roman Catholic church. In fact, this was cleared before-
hand with the main representatives of the Protestant 
churches in view of the fact that they were explicitly 
recognised as well in the article. The article was in fact 
declaratory and proved to be of no legal import. In any 
event, it was abolished in 1973. 

The position today has seen tremendous changes in both 
parts of Ireland in connection with sectarianism and con-
fessionalism. Both have been defeated in terms of laws 
and practices. Unfortunately, however, there is still much 
to be done in terms of general attitudes. At least, it can 
now be said that the Six Counties are no longer a Protes-
tant State for a Protestant people and the Twenty-six 
Counties can no longer be characterised as Home Rule 
equals Rome Rule. There have also been other tremen-
dous changes whereby Northern Ireland has sharply de-
clined economically and the Republic has grown expo-
nentially economically. All these developments are bound 
to have far-reaching implications for community rela-
tions both within the two polities and between them. 

This state of religion in Ireland today may be summed up 
under three headings from a religio-centric point of view. 
These consist of fundamentalist believers, partial believ-
ers, and nonbelievers. The fundamentalists are those who 

accept the overwhelming bulk or all of the teaching of 
their denomination. The partial believers cover a very 
wide spectrum ranging from only a limited rejection of 
church teaching to almost all of it. The non-believers are 
essentially humanists with either a small or a capital ‘h’, 
i.e. not all are actually in a humanist association. 

It is difficult to allocate proportions to each of the three 
basic categories. The last referendum in the 26 counties 
(on abortion), however, gives some indication of the size 
of the fundamentalist category there as opposed to others 
insofar as the former achieved about 34% of the vote 
and the latter about 66%. 

When it comes to disaggregating the others (i.e. partial 
believers and nonbelievers), this is much more difficult 
for a number of reasons. In the census returns, the non-
believers may definitely be identified as ticking the box 
for ‘no religion’. However, it might also be reasonably 
assumed that those who do not tick any box in relation 
to this question are also nonbelievers, although not ex-
plicitly so. Taking these two groups together, that gives a 
proportion of 10%. In the 2011 census, the figure for 
Northern Ireland was 17%. When it comes to partial 
believers, however, apart from the range in ‘partial 
belief’, one suspects that they include a certain number of 
closet nonbelievers who cannot bring themselves, given 
their background, to even clandestinely be explicitly clas-
sified as nonbelievers. 

As for the future, one can only view the decline in reli-
gion on this island and the substitution of what is in ef-
fect humanism as a positive development regarding social 
and political reconciliation and progress. It will not of 
itself eliminate tensions between nationalism and union-
ism insofar as they never had an exclusively religious 
raison d'être, but more basically derive from imperialist 
and anti-colonialist roots. However, much bitterness may 
thus be taken out of the situation. That is a fitting epi-
logue for the Irish Revolution.                                       q 
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