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HIS year’s All Ireland Humanist Summer School 
held in Tullamore, Co Offaly, had as its theme 
Humanism in a New Ireland. A wide spectrum of 

speakers highlighted the progressive liberal changes 
mainly in the Irish Republic around the Educate To-
gether movement, and the liberalisation of same sex 
marriage and abortion referendums. It was glaring 
that these developments were restricted to the south 
and that the Dark North had gotten a lot darker un-
der the pro-brexit DUP. 

In his talk Uniting Our Shared Island, Professor Col-
in Harvey, from Queen's University Belfast, stated 
that the discussion for Irish Unity was gaining mo-
mentum and that the Brexit chaos had added to the 
debate on the constitutional future. This did not 
mean that Irish Unity is any closer but suggests a 
willingness to contemplate this option especially if 
there is a no deal Brexit. 

Regarding Brexit itself, there appears to be little 
political support for no deal outside England. In fact 
the expressed wishes of large majorities of mem-
bers of the Scottish Parliament and National As-
sembly of Wales, and five of the main political par-
ties in Northern Ireland are opposed to a no deal. It 
is therefore highly likely that a no deal or a hard 
Brexit will lead to fresh calls for a border poll on 
Irish Unity and for a second Scottish independence 
referendum.  

If a border poll were to occur, ideally it would be 
best if 60/70 per cent of the North's population were 
to vote yes, but common sense – despite Seamus 
Mallon muddying the waters – indicates standing 
over the democratic norm of 50 per cent plus 1. 

Some Unionists and Loyalists seem confused by the 
Good Friday Agreement as they express surprise 
that Nationalists, Republicans, liberals and free-
thinkers dare talk about a United Ireland. The GFA 
acknowledges that a substantial section of the 
people in Northern Ireland share the legitimate wish 
of a majority of the people of the island of Ireland 
for a united Ireland and recognise the birthright of 
all the people of Northern Ireland to identify them-
selves and be accepted as Irish or British or both. 
The idea of a referendum or border poll is embed-
ded in the GFA and is formally endorsed in domestic 
and international law. This is something that the 
DUP and loyalist bloggers like Jamie Bryson fail to 
grasp. 

Prime minister Johnson's toxic language in the re-
cent Brexit debates and the use of traitor and no 
surrender reminds one of the inflammatory lan-
guage of the Reverend Ian Paisley during the cre-

ation of Ulster Resistance in the 1980s. It is worry-
ing that credence is given in the media to Bryson's 
comments as well as other banned loyalists paramili-
taries who use similar language to stoke up sectari-
anism around perceived sell outs etc. While a loyalist 
backlash against any agreed Brexit is possible, it will 
not be on the scale of the 1974 Ulster Workers’ 
Council or the creation of Ulster Resistance. 

Over the past two years, internal and external 
shocks such as RHI, Brexit, a Tory/DUP alliance, 
and the repeal of the Eighth Amendment in the 
south of Ireland have upset the politically stagant 
equilibrium in the North. Over this period the DUP 
has done more to antagonise soft nationalists, so-
cial liberals and even Unionist Remainers, helping 
to render Irish Unity a less daunting prospect for 
many. 

Nationalists and Republicans have a responsibility 
in framing the discourse and debate of the benefits 
of a New Ireland which will be inclusive to all. While 
such events as Féile an Phobail have provided a 
forum for political and cultural discussion across 
communities in Belfast, this year’s Wolf Tone con-
cert when several old IRA songs are sung with gus-
to can lead to negative perceptions for building an 
inclusive movement for progressive change.  

Likewise, the Orga Sinn Féin placard with the slo-
gan ‘Brits Out’ at this year’s Freshers’ Fair at 
Queen's University was insensitive and petty. 
Wouldn't it have been more intelligent and radical to 
have a placard saying ‘Brits in a New Ireland’ or 
‘Unionism in a New Inclusive Ireland’? Building a 
persuasive case for unity amongst the unionist 
community is imperative and the above examples 
are detrimental to providing guarantees on rights, 
equality and identity in a New Ireland. 

There will undoubtedly be a general election in the 
UK within the next couple of months and, whatever 
the outcome of Brexit, the Tories under Johnson will 
totally dominate the English electorate while the 
SNP will do likewise in Scotland. In Northern Ireland 
the main focus should be in opposing the DUP 
Brexiteers and creating a political pact between all 
the pro-Remain parties as recently suggested by 
Claire Bailey of the Green Party.  

Comments about Sinn Féin's abstentionist position 
is a diversion – has the SNP been listened to in the 
British Parliament regarding Brexit? The strategy 
should be to reduce the number of DUP MPs and, if 
a progressive pact is agreed, the DUP could lose its 
three Belfast seats. What a happy thought to finish 
on!                                                                                 q       

A New Ireland 
Roger Kelly

T



A Compassionate Future 
Tom White 

HIS year’s Summer School in Tullamore was ab-
sorbing and challenging, especially on Day Two 
when the debate moved to the political future of 

our island in the light of Brexit. No one in attendance 
claimed to know what will develop from the fluid, fraught 
political problems we are currently faced with, North and 
South. When our brains become overloaded with com-
plexity, there is an all too human tendency to revert to gut 
instincts – fear, fight and flight. This has been a recurring 
motif in Irish history and indeed world history. In crisis 
situations it is difficult to think of long - term solutions.  

The Good Friday Agreement came out of a crisis situa-
tion.  It brought peace to Ireland after decades of strug-
gle and suffering, and all sides grabbed the Peace divi-
dend and sighed a mighty sigh of relief.  Although the 
Agreement contained many forward-looking aspects, the 
natural human tendency on all sides was “to let the hare 
sit” on contentious and challenging issues;  these issues 
have been both home–grown (‘Cash For Ash’,  Parity of 
Esteem,  Irish Language) or imported,  like Brexit.  The 
political institutions underpinning Good Friday have 
now largely failed (no de-
bates at Stormont). When 
people give up talking with 
one another, they generally 
end up shouting at one 
another.  Most worrying of 
all, the Peace Dividend we 
so longed for and valued is 
beginning to look distinctly 
rocky.   

The political leaders of the Loyalist community in 
Northern Ireland (the DUP) found themselves in tempo-
rary nirvana after the last Westminster election.  Theresa 
May failed to secure a majority, and turned to DUP to 
help govern – a lurch to the right and a blatant act of 
treachery towards her Conservative long term support-
ers, the Official Unionist Party of Northern Ireland.   

For the Tories, the DUP represented ‘any port in a storm’, 
so the DUP got the chance to strut the world stage, 
whilst screwing a few extra UK taxpayer pounds to-
wards Northern Ireland. Stormont has been prorogued, 
now Westminster has also been prorogued; a bit of a 
pattern there, perhaps? Maybe the DUP might not be the 
best coalition partners for anyone to have?  

“We are where we are” - the old cliché; but where exact-
ly do we want to go?  South of the border, the women 
and young people of Ireland (and the EU) have slowly 
dragged what used to be a deeply conservative nation 
kicking and screaming into the 21st Century. Recent ref-
erendum triumphs in the Republic have masked the fact 
that what has been achieved has been one hell of a strug-

gle for progressives against the innate Catholic conser-
vatism enshrined in the McQuaid-De Valera Constitution 
of 1937.  Whatever the many shortcomings in the cur-
rent Irish Constitution, it sure beats the dreadful state of 
affairs at the moment in the UK which has muddled by 
for centuries of “precedent.” 

I believe it would be much better for citizens living south 
of the border to update and redraft the Irish Constitution 
to help make it a secular and inclusive document which 
everyone on the island could ascribe to and support.   
That one giant stride of progress would circumvent the 
constant effort of progressives having to fight referen-
dum causes to seek to amend a deeply flawed document. 

Arriving at a draft for a “Second Republic” will be a 
complex process, but that process would be greatly en-
hanced if Loyalists in the North were prepared to have a 
creative input to its drafting. Why should they do so?   

Demographics alone suggest that there will soon be a 
majority of people in Northern Ireland who favour a 

united Ireland; better surely 
to influence the outcome of 
what may well become 
inevitable than to have a 
fait accompli foisted upon 
Loyalists in the North.  
Better to walk through the 
door to reunification clear 
– sighted rather than blind-
folded. That’s prudent and 
rational.  

That’s not just a polite request to Unionists in the North; 
the fact of the matter is, progressives in the South need 
your input and help. The prospect of a United Ireland 
still has immense traction amongst conservatives South 
of the border, who will be more inclined to accept clauses 
which might otherwise be too radical for them if they 
believe a United Ireland is made more likely by their vot-
ing “Yes.”  

There’s a lot of challenges out there, North, South, East 
and West. In the midst of confusion, we can revert to 
tribalism, to shooting one another, or we can move on to 
a cooperative, shared future which supports the legiti-
mate aspirations of all the diverse communities which 
inhabit our island. Let’s choose the latter option, and let’s 
start the planning and work to put that in place NOW.  

Planning a Second Republic, with its constitution written 
from the grassroots up, is what is needed to give comfort 
and hope in our time of crisis. Let’s draft a new secular 
Constitution and let’s put that to voters, South and 
North.                                                                            q                 
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Humanism: A Universal Religion? 
Bob Rees 

ODERN humanists have 
been at pains to distance 
the movement from the 

traditional religions, emphasising 
the unbridgeable contradictions 
between the evolving scientific 
knowledge of humanists, and an-
cient dogmatic beliefs of the reli-
gious. They claim that there is no 
way that humanism could ever be 
confused with religion. Julian Hux-
ley (right) didn’t agree. 

Huxley (1887 – 1975), was a 
British evolutionary biologist held 
in high esteem by all humanists up 
to the present day. A fan of Dar-
win, he became first president of 
the IHEU (now Humanists In-
ternational) in 1952, and in 1963 
he took on the presidency of the 
BHA (now HUK). He saw Evolu-
tionary Humanism as the ultimate 
universal ‘replacement’ for the re-
vealed religions, which, he felt, had 
been debunked by modern scientif-
ic evolutionary discoveries.  

In his 1927 book Religion Without 
Revelation he wrote: “What the 
sciences discover about the natural 
world, and about the origins, na-
ture and destiny of man is the truth 
for religion. There is no other kind 
of valid knowledge. This natural 
knowledge, organised and applied 
to human fulfilment, is the basis of 
the new and permanent religion”. 

In The Humanist Frame (1961), he 
made it clear that the new religion 
he had in mind was evolutionary 
humanism, and in 1962, he wrote 
The Coming New Religion of Hu-
manism. He defined ‘religion’ as “a 
socio-cultural system of beliefs, 
behaviours and practices, morals, 
world-views, ethics and organisa-
tions that attempt to address the 
nature of existence, especially its 
transcendental and spiritual ele-
ments”, and ‘religions’ as “psycho-
social organs concerned with the 
problems of human destiny and 
involving the emotion of sacredness 
and a sense of right and wrong”. 

He conceded that religion of some 
sort is probably necessary, though 
not necessarily a good thing.  
However, a humanism-based reli-
gion would undoubtedly be a good 
thing because instead of worship-
ping supernatural rulers, it would 
sanctify the higher manifestations 
of human nature in art and love, 
and in intellectual comprehension. 
It would set us free “from sub-
servient fear of the unknown and 
the supernatural … showing us our 
destiny and our duty”.  

Huxley felt that science should be 
the ally of religion, not its rival, 
and he felt that evolutionary hu-
manism could provide a ‘scientific 
theology’, whereas religion is im-
prisoned in a theistic framework of 
fixed ideas. Evolutionary human-
ism offers a new look and a new 
freedom and a way out of the theis-
tic impasse, illuminating our exis-
tence and our destiny in a whole 
new way. 

In the Introduction to The Human-
ist Frame (which Alan Tuffery’s 
North Dublin Humanist Society 
Book Club read and discussed in 
September), Huxley claimed that 
“older ideas which attempted to 
organise dualistic beliefs around a 
core of ignorance” (i.e. theistic 
religions) had failed - the theolo-

gians’ assertions of divine incom-
prehensibility no longer satisfied 
modern man; and there was no 
need for further criticism of their 
dogma which had already discred-
ited itself. 

But when considering the steps 
necessary to realise his vision, he 
cautioned that any new manifesta-
tion of humanism that attempts to 
replace theistic religion must em-
phasise unity of mind with body. 
Theistic religions are compelled to 
operate in an unreal dualistic spiri-
tual-material world, but a unitary 
humanist religion could play a 
practical role in the real world.   

He also emphasised that the new 
religion must reject the absolutes of 
revealed dogma such as inner cer-
tainty, absolute validity of moral 
commandments, or of ultimate 
perfection, because such absolutes 
are barriers against the possibility 
of improvement. Like science, hu-
manism must at all times be free to 
refine itself to provide an ever-
evolving “new vision of human 
destiny”. 

Everybody can be motivated by the 
humanist notion that the primary 
aims of our existence are fulfilment 
and enrichment through the reali-
sation of life’s possibilities, thus 
helping to heal the rifts between 
religion, science and art.  However, 
we will have to refine our under-
standing of human motivation, 
because, henceforth, humankind 
will be in control of its own evolu-
tion, and we will have to balance 
our material and quantitative re-
sources between maintenance and 
utility (e.g. food, energy, industry) 
on one hand, and enjoyment and 
fulfilment (solitude, natural beauty, 
wonder and interest) on the other.  

Our habitable planet has maybe 
500 million years to go, barring 
accidents, and who knows what 
our race might achieve, when guid-
ed by humanist priorities of      ––> 
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scientific knowledge, creative imag-
ination, art and beauty? The central 
belief of Evolutionary Humanism, 
founded on scientific observation, is 
that existence can be improved, that 
vast untapped possibilities can be 
realised and that greater fulfilment 
can replace frustration. Humanist 
ideas offer a practical dynamic 
framework for guiding national and 
global policy and action. 

It may seem that the individual hu-
man is temporary and insignificant 
in the vast scale of things, but Evo-
lutionary Humanism considers that 
each of us is significant as a con-
tributor to society as a whole: whilst 
busily realising our personal possi-
bilities, we are simultaneously help-
ing to fulfil human destiny. The in-
dividual and society are 
interrelated. But if we are to appre-
ciate the beauty of this world 
(rather than the next), then we must 
combine all our resources of won-
der, intelligence, creative freedom, 
love, imagination and belief. 

Science has explained some ancient 
mysteries such as rainbows, earth-
quakes and heredity, but the key 
mysteries of existence remain un-
solved. Humanists are happy to 
accept that we don’t have the an-
swers to ‘why’ questions such as 
‘why do we exist?’, or ‘why is there 
something rather than nothing?’, 
because science doesn’t do ‘why’ 
questions, but Humanists suspect 
that there is no grand purpose, that 
it was all just a cosmic accident.  

We accept that there are lots of 
things we don’t know, whereas reli-
gious teachers conveniently ascribe 
all such matters to God.   Huxley 
felt that any new religion must 
prompt our sense of wonder and 
strangeness in the challenge of exis-
tence, keeping alive our sense of 
wonder and strangeness, but with-
out conceding to supernatural ex-
planations. Man’s emergent religion, 
like his science, must be a clear, self-
correcting system, free from mum-
bo-jumbo or dogma. 

Psychology and evolutionary biolo-
gy now provide coherent explana-
tions for Christian ethics and our 
sense of guilt, of right and wrong. 
Tradition (accumulated experience) 
depends on babies being genetically 
equipped as authority-acceptors, 
believing whatever they are told by 

their parents – providing baby with 
a conscience which will remain in 
place as the child matures to adult-
hood. The conversion from ancient 
religion to evolutionary humanism 
must not destroy that primitive con-
science as it releases the shackles of 
an imposed authority system, which 
involves a complete reformulation of 
religious ethics – not an easy task. 

Huxley believed that his mid-20th 
century world was ready to affirm 
this new kind of religion, but only if 
it could provide similar personal, 
social and emotional services as 
those already covered by the exist-
ing theist religions. For example, 
evolutionary humanism must pro-
vide for some ceremonial celebra-
tions of life, and indeed, many hu-
manist organisations have already 
reformulated traditional religious 
formats into popular, flexible hu-
manist templates.  

Of course, there are several other 
aspects of religion that humanism 
does not attempt to address: reli-
gions are founded on an ideology, a 
morality, a ritual, an intellectual 
framework of beliefs, myths, theo-
logical principles and mysteries, an 
ethical set of rigid moral codes and 
injunctions, and the means for ex-
pressing religious emotion, and 
Huxley felt that evolutionary hu-
manism must also find ways to 
replicate or substitute these things, if 
it is to supplant traditional theistic 
religions. Unfortunately, rigid dog-
ma, myths and mysteries are alien to 
humanism, and it is hard to see how 
they might be reconciled. 

Religious concepts like God, the 
soul, salvation, original sin, and so 
on all have a basis in our primal 
experiences of reality, but for the 
religious to embrace humanism, 
Huxley wrote that it would be nec-
essary to translate these ancient 
fantasies into notions that corre-
spond with today’s reality: we must 
reformulate traditional concepts 
such as Divine Law and God’s Will 
to make them consonant with scien-

tific knowledge. This is unrealistic  – 
he wants us to make sense out of 
nonsense! And anyway, there is no 
appetite amongst today’s humanists 
to change their simple lifestance into 
any sort of improbable religion-
lookalike. If we could raise a new 
generation from scratch, one that 
had never heard of the supernatural, 
then there would be no need to in-
troduce distractions such as notions 
of God or of life after death, before 
then attempting somehow to square 
them with humanist thinking, as 
Huxley demands. Clearly, an exclu-
sively secular education system 
would be a prerequisite for human-
ism even to get off the ground as a 
universal belief system. 

Sir Julian Huxley wrote his opti-
mistic predictions in the mid-20th 
century, but in 1931 his brother, 
Aldous Huxley (also a humanist), 
had already produced a more pes-
simistic vision of a ‘Brave New 
World’ whose genetically-engineered 
inhabitants were kept so sated with 
pleasure (sex and drugs) that they 
had no other interests at all, no reli-
gion, no literature, no sadness, no 
freedom, no interest in anything – 
just pleasure. Depressingly, in 2019 
we can see people who have no ap-
parent interest in anything much 
beyond entertainment (football and 
TV) and instant gratification (plea-
sure). “Many people would die 
rather than think”, said Bertrand 
Russell. “We are a people on the 
verge of amusing ourselves to 
death”, added Neil Postman. Such a 
people would definitely find Evolu-
tionary Humanism a real drag. TV 
and the social media are the new 
opiates of the masses.     

Humanism, like any personal phi-
losophy, needs its adherents to dis-
cuss and develop its tenets. Alas! We 
have many professing Irish human-
ists who claim that even this humble 
magazine is too cerebral, and that it 
needs to be dumbed down. What 
chance, then, for Julian Huxley’s 
brave new vision?                          q   
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The New Ireland:  
What Do Young People Want? 

Siona Cahill 

N Wednesday just past, I sat 
down with a journalist from 
The Economist magazine in 

the sitting room of my 83 year old 
granny. In the interview, we were 
being asked about cross-genera-
tional social change in Ireland over 
the last decade in particular, and 
whether that had a direct correla-
tion with the decline in the Catholic 
Church. 

When granny was asked why she 
still goes to mass every day, she said, 
“it’s something to do and gets me 
up in the morning”. She said she 
meets her friends for coffee after-
wards and, when asked, couldn’t 
remember the content of any recent 
sermons.  

She reckons many people became 
nuns because the women ‘were that 
way inclined’ to other women, and 
that men joined the priesthood for 
‘the education’, and that in order to 
survive, the church is going to have 
to start training female priests. In 
my head, at least as a child, her faith 
seemed a lot more devout than this. 

She remembers a time in the past 
when a friend of hers, in despera-
tion and exasperation, went to a 
priest in her home place in rural 
Leitrim for advice because her hus-
band wanted more children, but she 
felt her body wasn’t able, and that if 
they continued having children, she 
would have nothing to feed them 
but, in her own words, “the grass 
outside”. The priest’s response was 
that “she should go home and per-
form her wifely duties”.  

Granny still goes to mass despite it 
all, but for her it’s a social occasion, 
a community interaction, and pro-
vides structure to her day. It no 
longer governs how she thinks, and 
she’s not alone in that and will ac-
knowledge that openly. 

Granny was one of the first people I 
came out to as gay, and she voted yes 

in both recent referenda. This may 
not make her a radical. I love her 
but, in ways, by voting the way she 
did she was undoing votes she had 
cast previously - and that’s just it; she 
could change her mind over time. 

Much of what needed to happen - 
mind-changing, in my granny’s case 
– was a result of reasoned, well-con-
sidered information and the under-
standing that you didn’t have to do 
a thing yourself for it to be some-
thing that should be acceptable in 
the society you now live in. Because 
being ‘accepted’ is something very 
few of us will openly admit to want-
ing, but the need for belonging is 
ingrained in our makeup. 

And so I’ve realised, after a lot of 
reflection, that one of the things 
most young people want – including 
me – is acceptance. Not the kind of 
acceptance that means we’re all the 
same, but actually the kind that 
recognises that as individuals we are 
all on our own paths and we should 
be supported to strike out on our 
own and challenge where we’ve 
come from. 

‘Acceptance’ for being gay, for in-
stance, was something I craved for a 
long time before I felt like I was 
strong enough to ask for it, because 
of the overwhelming idea that it 
wasn’t something I deserved because 
of who I was, and what society – 
including my granny – believed.  

That elusive notion of belonging 
doesn’t just come with representa-
tion of women in media, or equal 
treatment at work, or your county 
flag in Croke park – a feat which, to 
be fair, would be a long time coming 
when you’re from Longford, bless 
the lads – but to feel belonging is 
also to recognise that the society in 
which you live needs to start meet-
ing your needs and expectations for 
you to feel really part of it, and that 
that often means unearthing much 
of what has gone before for some-
thing that needs to be re-thought or 
challenged, which doesn’t mean you 
hate Ireland.  

That was what both recent referen-
da created, more than anything. 
Because fundamentally, I don’t be-
lieve I should have had to ask any-
one for the right to marry, or should 
have to go door to door to door in 
my home county having conversa-
tions about wombs and childbirth 
and HSE consent policies and rape 
and incest and what a shame it was 
to get healthcare in England (of all 
places) in order to feel belonging.  

But if I’m being honest, whether I 
like it or not, the opportunity of 
constitutional change, the symbol-
ism of a defeat to hardline Christian 
think tanks, and the public conver-
sation and mobilisation of young 
people that came with both referen-
da, has sown fresh seeds and wa-
tered others when they were 
parched for “a new Ireland” – one 
that I would choose to live in. 

When the journalist sitting on my 
granny’s settee turned to me and 
asked me the same question – about 
what It was that I believed in – I 
said that I believe in people, and 
more than anything I believe in my 
generation of young people because 
I have seen them do great things. 

And I admit that belief is regularly 
questioned and shaken, but I have a 
visceral sense that we are           ––>
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stewards of this Earth and I think 
we need to do much, much better 
for each other and for the land that 
we’re lucky enough to have popu-
lated.  

Social change has come about in 
recent years in small part due to the 
decline of the Catholic Church, and 
the Church only has itself to blame. 
But that assumption is almost like 
the chicken and the egg, and to sug-
gest that it was the only reason for 
change would be an affront to my 
own personal activism and that of 
thousands of others. We did it be-
cause we felt alien from this country 
and I think we did it so we could 
finally begin to belong.  

o in this New Ireland: What do 
young people want in order to 
feel belonging and acceptance?  

Well brace yourselves, because what 
I’m about to say is extremely radi-
cal, and may shake you to the core 
of your foundations as freethinkers, 
philosophers, writers, humanists 
and adults. 

Young people – in a better Ireland – 
want: affordable housing; access to 
high quality education; fair and 
decent working conditions; an actu-
ally representative Oireachtas; a 
planet that’s not dying… and sex. 
Lots of consensual, safe, positive sex. 

And in all of that you’ll see, I’m 
sure, that young people don’t neces-
sarily want something so entirely 
different to what you want. The 
difference is that we have to live 
through the decisions that were 
made for us without us. But we’re 
demanding it now. We’re not wait-
ing ‘our turn’. 

Like we are toting our keep-cups 
and tote bags and striking about the 
planet in protests led by secondary 
school youth because most people 
before us didn’t think protecting the 

rainforest or not burning all fossil 
fuels to hand should be a priority. 

And of course the above list of de-
mands may appear reductive and it 
is, because of course young people 
aren’t a homogenous group or a 
single voting block and I also don’t 
speak and wouldn’t claim to speak 
for everyone my age and younger. 
But I also know that they registered 
in their thousands in order to have a 
chance to vote in the last two refer-
enda because I was there doing it 
with them. I felt the energy.  

I experienced first-hand the drive 
for a new Ireland that we knew 
could exist. One where people can 
change their minds, and ‘go on 
journeys’ to political realisations 
when confronted with more infor-
mation, and a new Ireland where we 
would stop shrugging off the past 
instead of putting a spotlight on it, 
and pointing out what was actually 
wrong, and talking about it, and 
making reparations so that we 
could move on and do better… but 
not forget; never forget.  

A Better Ireland not because it is 
inevitable that time means progress, 
but because we need to and we de-
serve it. 

If we take into account remarks 
from this Summer School’s very first 
speaker, Paul Rowe from Educate 
Together, it is not just in the educa-
tion system itself that young people 
have grown up in a changed and 
changing Ireland, and in turn de-
manded change while we were at it. 

The idea that Ireland might transi-
tion significantly from decade to 
decade or generation to generation 
is by no means a unique observa-
tion, but if we think that we should 
stand still now because we’ve asked 
for just enough, we will do our 
country, and our island, a massive 
disservice. It would also make me 
ask, what the hell would it all have 
been for if we pressed pause now? 

Young people now live public lives 
online that would have previously 
been unfathomable; lives that, de-
spite seeming more shared, are regu-
larly more lonely and dark and ex-
posed because of that sharing.  

Bare in mind that there are children 
born in the last few years whose 

lives will be played out and cap-
tured almost entirely digitally. In-
stead of pulling out dusty photo 
albums for boyfriends in years to 
come, Irish mammies will be 
scrolling through memes and shared 
videos of cute animals to find em-
barrassing toddler content for that 
special someone being ‘brought 
home’ for the first time.  

What does all this mean? It means 
that we’re switched on as a genera-
tion, and that does not get flipped 
back, and probably can’t be. And 
instead of mulling over the tragedy 
of it, we need to be preparing for 
what that means for our society. 

There are no absolutes here of 
course. Not every single young per-
son is mobilising and agitating, but 
most of us know it will be next to 
impossible to ever buy a house on 
the average industrial wage and 
there is a creeping bitterness and 
rejection in that fact that will make 
for a disaffected generation. 

And if you’re wondering why you’re 
not seeing people in their late 30s in 
particular taking over the streets 
demanding change, it’s because 
they’re attempting to just keep their 
heads above water, or because 
they’re not coming back from Aus-
tralia. We make light of the ‘avoca-
do eating’ of millennials as if some-
how it’s the brunches that have got-
ten us into this state. 

So here it is: The key issues young 
people are facing include: 

• Access to higher education for 
disadvantaged and marginalised 
groups, where - after Brexit - we 
will have the highest fees for third 
level in the EU, while investment in 
that sector has dropped dramatical-
ly since the recession and never re-
covered. The number of current 
students from the travelling com-
munity is still in single digits. Your 
postcode is an accurate indication 
of your trajectory. Grants don’t even 
nearly cover the cost. 

• Genuine equality of opportunity, 
social and economic, for Mná na 
hEireann (without pandering, with-
out being told to calm ourselves, 
without being made feel like we’re 
“whinging” or making work for 
everyone else). This means that I 
won’t, any time soon, be           ––> 
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shutting up about ‘women’s issues’ 
or gender equality, parity and the 
need to expand what we understand 
by gendered roles and norms in the 
first instance. 

• Access to accommodation and 
affordable housing as we battle a 
spiralling housing crisis. On the 
night of the census in 2016, there 
were 429 homeless students in Ire-
land. This made up over 8% of the 
total homeless numbers. There are 
people this week starting in college 
attempting to muster up €290 per 
week for accommodation. There are 
young people staying in digs for 
mad money who have one shelf in 
the kitchen, and have to entirely 
evacuate with their belongings every 
single Friday of term. There are 
young people who can’t afford to 
pursue the thing they love most 
because Dublin has shut them out. 

And what are we demanding? 

• Sexual consent education, and to 
do better than hauling in CURA to 
tell us that we’re loved no matter 
what but don’t you dare think about 
having a baby outside marriage. 

• Mental health supports that 
recognise the record anxiety and 
depression levels facing people be-
tween 18-24, and the male suicide 
rates which are devastating families 
and communities. 

• A future for a planet that we are 
unlikely to survive without, and 
quite frankly we’re embarrassed and 
ashamed that we’ve been put in the 
position of somehow saving it by 
people who were here before us. As 
if it’s some exciting Hollywood-style 
mission, instead the actual end to 
the planet. 

• And an improvement in the situa-
tion for the hundreds of people still 
living in Direct Provision within this 
state. To be silent and not to act is 
to be complicit. It is to shirk our 
responsibilities.  

Social change doesn’t happen by 
itself, or because it’s time naturally 
comes, or because of goodwill. I 
think that’s clear but is often not 
reiterated.  

It happens not just on the streets but 
by cross-generational dialogue that 
works together to demand it. 

We made grá the lawin 2015. We 
made mná the law in 2018. 

And we can’t think the process of 
ticking off boxes will continue, be-
cause with great respect to Patsy 
McGarry in his contribution, I dis-
agree with him that there isn’t a 
pushback happening from people 
who are comfortable now - who are 
saying this far (abortion and the 
gays) and no further.  

Things like climate change are going 
to need action beyond coffee in re-
usable mugs. New immigrants, as 
part of our society, will need more 
than ‘intercultural days’ in our 
schools to feel welcome and accept-
ed. Ireland won’t look the same as it 
did and it shouldn’t, because we’re 
not in a scene from The Quiet Man, 
and we never were in the first place.  

The next stage of change will unset-
tle the things we considered unique 
to Irish identity, and the conse-
quences of Brexit will rattle us more 
than anyone wants to talk about. 

So I was asked to consider what I 
thought and what it is in my experi-
ence that young people want in a 
new Ireland – a secular Ireland, as it 
were.  

There isn’t a simple answer to that 
question, but in order to feel be-
longing, to feel accepted in this Ire-
land, there is certainly a hell of a lot 
to be done.                                     q 

(The above is an abbreviated  
version of a speech delivered by 
Siona Cahill, activist and former 
President of the Union of Students 
in Ireland, at the 2019 All Ireland 
Humanist Summer School on 
Sunday 8th September 2019) 

DEFICIENCIES IN PATIENT CARE 

PRESS reports that hospitals are dis-
charging patients in the middle of the 
night are disturbing. This aspect of Pa-
tient care needs to be looked at. While 
some Patients may have their care needs 
in place, others may not. Are these the 
kind of headlines we want to read in our 
newspapers? 

For a start, targets in patient care are set 
too low in Northern Ireland.  England, 
Scotland and Wales have set targets at 
above 90% while Northern Ireland has 
set targets at 55% and has failed badly 
in such important issues as cancer care, 
A and E and routine surgery. 
  
There is confusion about how soon a 
patient should receive treatment for 
cancer once diagnosed. There is one 
school of thought that suggests that it 
should commence immediately after 
diagnosis. While others feel that exper-
imental therapies ought to count as 
treatment, sometimes it works and 
sometimes it does not. Then there is the 
‘watch and wait’, and bearing in mind 
that cancer is no friend of doctors or 
nurses and has no respect for waiting 
lists.  

I suggest that patients ought to take part 
in the decision-making process much 
earlier on rather than leaving it till later 
when the only choice is life changing 
surgery. Such patients can be seen hav-
ing been discharged from A and E after 
midnight and at the mercy of taxi driv-
ers who may or may not take the direct 
route. These situations can cause the 
frail patient who lives alone to face 
anxiety provoking situations. 

Rosaleen Rogers (Dr) Not GP, 
Newtownabbey 

BORIS AND THE BARD 

I liked the Boris and the Bard article in 
the last issue very much. Johnson seems 
more and more unreal. It was grand the 
way the vast genius of Shakespeare was 
used to illustrate just how odd he is. 

In the late 1800s, Wells and Shaw, both 
in the Fabian Society, wanted a form of 
leftish democracy. But both suddenly 
realised that most people don’t know 
what they are voting for. They wondered 
if benevolent dictators would be better. 
But where would they find them today? 

Nicholas Emmett, 
Oslo, Norway                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
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change will unsettle 
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ered unique to Irish 

identity, and the con-
sequences of Brexit 
will rattle us more 

than anyone wants to 
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Non-Religious Pastoral Care in NI 
Tom Woolley 

CCORDING to Barletta and 
Witteveen (*), the benefits of 
a holistic approach to health 

care includes positive outcomes for 
patients and financial benefits for 
hospitals and the community. Tradi-
tionally, holistic health excluded 
spiritual and religious aspects. This 
trend has changed in recent years 
with health care experiencing the 
integrated work of chaplains, pas-
toral carers and spiritual carers. 

While there has been growing 
recognition of the benefits of pas-
toral care in hospitals, hospices and 
other healthcare settings in the UK, 
this has been based on religious 
chaplaincy. However, many people 
in hospitals are non-religious and 
do not necessarily appreciate being 
confronted by a bible-wielding 
chaplain. In England and Scotland 
many humanists are now involved 
in providing pastoral care and over 
the past 18 months I have been in-
volved in exploring the potential for 
non-religious pastoral care in 
Northern Ireland, but this has raised 
many problems and issues which 
are discussed in this article. 

Humanists UK (HUK) has organ-
ised some training programmes and 
there are many humanists filling a 
chaplaincy role in hospitals through 
the HUK-sponsored Non-Religious 
Pastoral Support Network (NRP-
SN) in England. They work closely 
with religious chaplains as part of 
hospital and prison chaplaincy 
teams. HUK assumed that a similar 
approach could be adopted in 
Northern Ireland but may not have 
been aware of the way in which 
chaplaincy services are organised 
here. 

Having started to follow the HUK 
model, I have begun to think that 
the idea of humanists working 
alongside religious chaplains is not 
necessarily the best way forward. 
Instead we need an independent 
secular form of pastoral care that is 
funded by the NHS in the same 
way that religious chaplains are 
funded.  

There are different concepts of pas-
toral care. Essentially, trained carers 
should provide active listening for 
people coping with illness and other 
stresses and strains of life when 
things go wrong. Medical staff, 
however supportive, are usually too 
busy to sit and chat and in any case, 
they are there to solve the medical 
problems. Non-religious pastoral 
care will come without an agenda to 
convert or proselytise and my expe-
rience of meeting patients is that 
they are greatly relieved and pleased 
to have someone to talk to who is 
not pushing a religious agenda (and 
this even includes people with reli-
gious affiliations). 

However, in Northern Ireland the 
health service spends over £1 mil-
lion employing nearly 100 full and 
part time religious chaplains in hos-
pitals, of which the Belfast Trust 
spends nearly £half a million. The 
paid chaplains come from the four 
main churches: Church of Ireland, 
Methodist, Presbyterian and 
Catholic. Some are full time but 
many are part time and, when va-
cancies occur, the adverts make it 
clear that only priests from these 
denominations can apply. They are 
supported by religious volunteers on 
a part time basis. Hospitals also 
provide prayer rooms or chapels 
and Sunday services. Unpaid Volun-
teers from other religious groups 
such as Buddhists, Muslims, Hin-
dus, and so on also have a minor 
presence in some hospitals and may 
be called in when a patient requests 
to see someone from their faith. In 
response to a FOI request to Belfast 
Trust, hospitals pointed out that 
their chaplains are Christian be-
cause the majority of patients are 
Christian! 

Volunteers are managed through the 
Hospital Volunteer bureaus and 
required to undergo volunteer train-
ing. Many other volunteers will be 
found in hospitals, acting as porters, 
providing information and so on. 
However, when applying to do pas-
toral care volunteers have to be ap-
proved by the head religious chap-

lain. A number of humanists have 
been approved by some hospital 
trust volunteer bureaus and are 
available to give pastoral care on a 
voluntary basis. However, they had 
also to be approved by the head 
religious chaplain.  

When patients are admitted to hos-
pital, nurses complete a PAS (Patient 
Admission) form which takes the 
normal address and other relevant 
details. Patients are also asked for 
their religious affiliation and some-
times if they wish to be seen by a 
chaplain. Patients who have no reli-
gion are generally recorded as ‘other’ 
or no religion. Patients who have 
declared their non–religious status 
may still be approached by a reli-
gious chaplain as many of the chap-
lains believe that they can provide 
pastoral care to anyone. Occasional-
ly, non-religious patients are re-
ferred to a humanist or non-reli-
gious volunteer but there are exam-
ples of patients who have told me 
that they have requested a visit from 
someone non-religious, but this re-
quest was never passed on. 

Humanist volunteers are also work-
ing in Maghaberry prison and in a 
number of other locations such as 
hospices and nursing homes. Estab-
lishing this voluntary input has been 
a massive task and taken many, 
many hours of meetings and negoti-
ations. It has become apparent that 
nurses in wards are generally un-
aware of the availability of non-
religious pastoral care, indeed many 
are unfamiliar with the chaplaincy 
service in general. The Head Chap-
lain at the Royal Victoria Hospital 
provides occasional multi-faith train-
ing sessions for nurses and staff, 
which includes talks from a human-
ist and other religious groups.  

Religious chaplains in Northern 
Ireland are mostly members of the 
NI Healthcare Chaplains Associa-
tion (NIHCA) and this organisation 
has welcomed a Humanist member, 
though to date they have still not 
include a secular/humanist event in 
their programme. NIHCA,        ––>
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(which is also funded by the De-
partment of Health) organises train-
ing events and a course for new 
chaplains. However, NIHCA’s 
events and training tends to empha-
sise a religious and spiritual ap-
proach to pastoral care. Despite 
being well intentioned, there is a 
lack of awareness of a secular ap-
proach to pastoral care and an as-
sumption that religious chaplains 
can also minister to the needs of the 
non-religious. Indeed, at a couple of 
training events I have attended, the 
speakers made little attempt to hide 
their missionary purposes. One 
speaker, a chaplain from England, 
explained that the greatest theologi-
cal achievement would be to con-
vert a dying child in a hospice to 
Jesus and had a number of tech-
niques to facilitate it. New religious 
chaplains are being trained through 
a Clinical Pastoral Education course 
and are encouraged to join the UK 
Board of Health Care Chaplaincy. 

Section 75 of the Northern Ireland 
Act was established so that 
“government and public au-
thorities ensure equality of 
opportunity and good rela-
tions are central to policy 
making and service delivery. 
The Section 75 statutory du-
ties aim to encourage public 
authorities to address in-
equalities and demonstrate measur-
able positive impact on the lives of 
people experiencing inequalities. 
Public bodies are required to review 
their policies and ensure compliance 
with Section 75 but so far I have not 
been able to find a review of chap-
laincy services by Hospital Trusts.  

This raises the question as to 
whether spending over £1 million of 
public money on chaplains from the 
four main churches is providing 
equal opportunity to members of 
other religious faiths and growing 
numbers of non-religious people. 
Current data on religious affiliation 
is very out of date in Northern Ire-
land, but there is little doubt that 
cultural attitudes are changing, par-
ticularly among young people. Old-
er people (who will make up a large 
proportion of hospital admissions) 
are more likely to stick to tradition-
al religious affiliations.  

It is important for the Hospital 
Trusts to review current policies as 
the assumption that most patients 

are Christian, which is still preva-
lent, is long out of date. A patient 
that I have spoken to, who had ma-
jor cancer surgery, was presented 
with a stone from Lourdes by a 
nurse as he left hospital. She ex-
plained that this would speed his 
recovery. Other patients I have met 
claim to have been distressed by 
visits from religious volunteers who 
would not take no for an answer 
when their offers to read the bible 
or pray were rebuffed.  

Hopefully such incidents are rare 
and some chaplains that I have met 
seem professional and responsible, 
but nevertheless the numbers of 
referrals for visits for non-religious 
pastoral care in 2018-19 can be 
counted on two hands.  

Palliative and hospice care is an 
important and growing field of 
medical work as cancer and demen-
tia rates grow and at least 50% of 
patients die in hospital. Providing 
pastoral care to someone with only 

days or weeks to live is challenging 
and again it took many months 
before gaining access to one hos-
pice. It is possible to refer patients 
to a humanist celebrant to help with 
their funeral and this can provide 
great comfort to someone who does 
not want a sham religious service at 
the end. There are a number of im-
portant organisations developing 
palliative care across the island of 
Ireland such as the All Ire-
land institute of Hospice 
and Palliative Care, Voices 
for Care, Macmillan and 
Project Echo.   

Some non-religious patients 
also become interested in 
working as pastoral care 
volunteers themselves and 
it will be necessary to train 
more volunteers to meet 
the demand that will grow 
as more staff in hospitals 
become aware that non-
religious pastoral care is 
available. Some hospital 
trusts are currently review-

ing their chaplaincy provision to see 
if it provides value for money and 
patient surveys have been carried 
out (though not by independent 
bodies). There is a case to be made 
to the Department of Health that 
they should be funding a wider pro-
vision of pastoral care, particularly 
to non-religious people, as simply 
supporting the four main churches 
is not acceptable. Such a change in 
policy and funding is unlikely to 
take place while there is no regional 
Government, however. 

It is essential that there is an organi-
sational structure in Northern Ire-
land that provides support to volun-
teers. Pastoral care can be draining 
and volunteers need someone they 
can talk to if necessary. An overview 
of where volunteers are working 
and whether they are getting refer-
rals is necessary. Some limited sup-
port from London has been avail-
able through the non-religious pas-
toral support network but it has 
become clear that volunteers in 

Northern Ireland need their 
own organisation with signifi-
cantly increased resources. 

A further issue is whether 
non-religious pastoral care 
should be under the control of 
the religious chaplains. In 
England humanists work as 

part of the religious chaplaincy 
team but this may not be appropri-
ate in Northern Ireland. Instead 
secular pastoral support  should be 
independent and funded by Gov-
ernment. 

* (John Barletta and Kate Witteveen, 
April 2007, Australian Journal of Prima-
ry Health 13(1):97-105)                 q
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