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NOT GIVING UP
Up

Suicide prevention should be about creating lives worth 
living, writes Roger Kelly 

SUICIDE is a very emo- tional and sensitive sub- ject, not only for 
those feeling suicidal or having attempted it but also for part- ners, 
families and friends involved with those individuals. 

Once again Northern Ireland continues to have the highest
rate of suicide per head of population in the UK, accord-
ing to the latest figures released by the Office of Na-
tional Statistics. These figures show that during 2014 there were 
16.5 suicides per 100,000 in Northern Ireland. The stark reality is 
that more people have died here from suicide since the Good 
Friday Agreement in 1998 than were killed during the troubles. 

Historically, the UK decriminalised suicide in 1961 and the 
Republic of Ireland in 1993. However, despite growing 
secularisation, Ireland is still nominally a strong religious country 
and in many ways clergy across all faiths still view the sancti- ty 



of life as God-given, thus obliging a theological perspective of 
suicide as a sinful act. 

On a positive note, a recent study by G. Leavey (in the journal 
Mental Health, Religion and Culture, Routledge, January 2011) 
did show that 'hardline' views within the Christian tradition had 
shifted in the past 30 years and suicides are now generally treated 
like any other deaths. For example, the tradition of not allowing 
the burial of a suicide on conse- crated ground has been abolished. 

While this is to be welcomed, the above research also revealed 
that a large proportion of clergy still thought that contemporary 
society had lost its way, leading to a break- down of the traditional 
family structure and values and that sui- cide itself had become 
part of the cultural shift towards permissiveness. 

There seems to be a growing difference in the assumption that the 
primary cause of suicidal feelings are a result of mental illness, 
be- tween health professionals and activists in the health care 
sector. Recent research by Professor Siobhan O'Neill from the 
Ulster University Psychology Institute found that the main factors 
related to suicidal behaviour are strongly related to the experience 
of life crisis. Feelings of despair, hopelessness and entrap- ment 
best predict suicidal thoughts and behaviour, not the extent of 
mental illness. It can be argued that mental illness, for the most 
part, is entirely treatable and that the vast majority of sufferers can 
go on to live purposeful lives if the problems are detected early 
and interventions made effectively. 

Sadly the support systems for people with suicidal feelings are ex- 
tremely fragmented and the parlous state of the NHS and the 
general austerity climate has resulted in the savage curtailment of 
community and local authority funding and resources which are 
aimed at awareness, prevention and early intervention. 



It is also revealing that those who live in the most deprived areas 
of Northern Ireland have three times the average rate of suicide. 
Welfare reforms and removal of incomes from vulnerable 
marginalised groups who are already over-represented in suicide 
statistics can only worsen this trend. 

In Ireland as a whole there has been an additional 961 deaths from 
2008-2012 that can be directly attributed to the general economic 
recession and, importantly, the austerity measures implemented by 
Governments in response to the recession. 

In Northern Ireland suicide prevention recently became the 
preserve of the NI Assembly Department of Health. Yet almost 
70% of people who died from suicide had no health service 
contact in the year preceding death. Mental Heath is now the 
Cinderella of health care and until there is an inclusive, influ- 
ential suicide prevention movement, on a par with cancer care, 
then sui- cide prevention will remain in the poorly funded, poorly 
understood twilight zone of pessimism. 

Finally, suicide prevention is about much more than mental health 
and asking people to seek help if they are suffering. It should be 
about tackling the social injustices that create life crises and 
mental health problems in the first place and protecting people 
who are vulnerable. It should be about creating lives worth living. 

RHI and other Stories 
Shelley Leggett 

DUP leader, Arlene Foster’s Renewable Heating Incentive (RHI) 
seems to be going well. What with outhouses and barns in chicken 
farms all over the country filled with multiple boilers pumping out 
heat through doors and windows that have been (suspiciously) left 



open, Northern Ireland is enjoying higher temperatures (at the 
time of writing) than the south of England and most of Europe. 

Ah yes – the RHI. The scheme that gives and keeps on giving. 
Well, to a few at least. Quickly followed by 900 more when word 
got out that entrance onto it was about to end. Most of us thought 
the ‘renewable’ bit referred to the energy burnt and it’s 
‘renewability’. Turned out we were wrong. It, in fact, referred to 
the money spent on wood pellets for the boilers, because for every 
£1 spent on them £1.60 could be claimed back. Quite an incentive 
and one that found an upmarket car showroom selling top of the 
range cars in Belfast able to warm its well-heeled customers for a 
profit. 

Apparently the type of wood used to produce the pellets that are 
burnt in biomass boilers can be the deciding factor in whether they 
put out more or less emissions than coal, but, generally, trees 
themselves only release the carbon they’ve absorbed so are only 
putting back in what was already there, but the means by which 
they are cut down and transported leads back to the problem of 
carbon emission. Burning wood also produces nitrogen dioxide, 
which is 300 times more potent as a greenhouse gas than carbon 
dioxide. Although the amounts are small this gas stays in the at- 
mosphere for 120 years, so it’ll still be in the environment 100 
years after the RHI contract with consumers has finished. 

Arlene, having potentially succeeded in punching a hole in the 
ozone layer above NI, has now had to stand down in the wake of 
the scandal but claims it was all a plot by Sinn Fein to further the 
cause of a United Ireland. She, on the other hand, only wants to 
make life better for those living in Northern Ireland. Chickens will 
certainly be warmer...  

BUT seriously, being warmer is where any resemblance to decent 
life ends. 



‘Cage-Free’/’Free -Range hens come from the same hatcheries 
that battery hens come from, all of their brothers are killed by 
suffocation or being ground up alive, the girls themselves endure 
the same bodily manipulations and mutilations, and they ALL 
ultimately end up at the same slaughterhouses when their 
"production" declines (Peaceful Prairie Sanctuary). 

During their short lives they are debeaked at one day old and force 
molted to shock them into another laying cycle. They are fattened 
so fast their legs often break, and few get to scratch around in the 
dirt or engage in any normal hen behaviour. Extrapolate this out 
across the dairy industry in this country and then the rest of the 
world, and it’s easy to see the horrifying scale of the cruelty we 
inflict on defenceless animals. I started to watch a film called 
Vegetated, think- ing it would be about vegetables and how a 
vegetarian/vegan diet is better for you. In fact it was about the 
above prac- tices, but also included the barbaric treatment of pigs 
– animals that are thought to be more intelligent than dogs. It was 
clear they understood what was about to happen to them, and one 
made to run away only to be dragged back by one of his hind legs. 

I felt I ought to watch, but I couldn’t take much more after that. I 
was left in tears and wondering what sort of people can work in 
these torture chambers. I have no desire to upset those of you who 
still eat meat, but I believe that someday humans will look back to 
this practice in the way we now look back on human slavery. We 
wouldn’t put our beloved family pets through this treatment so 
why do we do it to these creatures? Is it because it’s done behind 
closed doors and is out of sight, out of mind? I think Linda 
McCartney was right – if slaughterhouses had glass walls we’d all 
be vegan. 

And, incidentally it is better for our health. A gastroenterologist 
told me that claims to the contrary are not borne out by what he 
sees in his clinic. 



Noel Browne 
IN 20th CENTURY Ireland, thinkers who challenged the status 
quo were rare. Two stand out, both from the south: Noel Browne 
and Conor Cruise O'Brien. Noel Browne (1915-97) began his 
political career as a campaigner for the eradication of tuberculosis 
in Ireland. Both his parents died from the disease when he was 
still a child, and he lost two of his own children to it. He also 
contracted the illness himself but recovered and worked in 
numerous sanatoria throughout Ireland and England, witnessing 
the ravages of the disease. He realised that politics was the only 
way that he could make an attack on TB, so he joined the new 
Irish republican party Clann na Poblachta and was elected to Dáil 
Éireann in 1948. 

His party formed part of a coalition government and Browne was 
appointed Minister of Health by party leader Sean McBride at the 
age of 32. He faced a formidable task in the south, where no 
health service existed and conservative atti- tudes resisted calls for 
change. The conservative Archbishop McQuaid was a bitter 
opponent of any health or social reform and even viewed the 
British National Health Service with deep suspicion. He said: “For 
the state to provide for the health of all children and to educate 
women in regard to health and gynaecological services is entirely 
contrary to Catholic teaching”. 

Dr. Browne, however, ignored the Church and published a bill that 
incorporated a ‘Mother and Child’ scheme, proposing free medical 
care, pre and post-natal, for mothers and children under the age of 
16. It also included sex education in schools. It was promptly 



attacked by the Church and by the medical profession because the 
doctors objected to loss of fees. The Irish Medical Association 
dramatically stated: “These powers would constitute a ready-made 
instrument for further totalitarian aggression. The right to provide 
for the health of children belongs to parents, not to the state”. 

As a result of the controversy, the party leader Sean McBride 
betrayed Browne and the Coalition bent to the will of the bishops. 
In April 1951 Browne resigned and the government collapsed. In 
the election which followed Browne successfully stood as an 
Independent. His ministerial experience had alien- ated him from 
the Church forever, but he was soon to find himself in conflict 
with the whole establishment in Ireland, as bit by bit he uncovered 
corruption in public life and servility to Catholic dogma in the 
highest places. 

In 1963, by now a confirmed socialist, Browne joined Labour but 
quickly became disillusioned with the party and in 1977 he 
founded the Socialist Labour Party. From 1978 until he retired in 
1983 he remained an Independent. His analysis of Irish society in 
the 1980s was summed up with the remark: “We took power from 
Britain and handed it over, effectively to the other imperial power, 
Rome”. The story of Browne’s life indeed reflects the fact that the 
Free State, later the Republic, became a theocratic Catholic state, 
opposed to social progress and intolerant of minorities and 
alternative views. He was one of the few people to challenge its 
values and was persecuted relentlessly for his effort to break the 
link between Church and state. In the 1970s the Church finally 
accepted the ‘free’ health provisions then adopted, and if the 
power of the Catholic Church in Ireland is declining, then it is a 
belated vindication of Browne. When he died in 1997 at the age of 



81, no bells did ring and no church did pray for him, as was his 
earthly wish.   BMcC  q 

Racism and Free Movement      Andy Barr 
I  FIRST came across racism in 1966, when I went to London to 
live. I had seen plenty of sectari- anism in East Belfast where I 
was brought up and I suppose you could argue it is one and the 
same thing, but racist hatred was first encoun- tered in London. 

I went to a football match – Millwall v Crystal Palace at 
Millwall’s ground, ‘The Den’. Crystal Palace had a Jewish 
footballer called Mark Lazarus who was subjected to the most vile 
hatred by Millwall supporters because of his Jewishness, but to 
my delight he scored the winning goal, a twenty yard pile driver. 
Another football example was going to Upton Park, West Ham’s 
ground, around the same time, to see West Ham v West Bromwich 
Albion. West Brom had three black players – unusual for that 
period – and monkey chants and bananas were thrown at the black 
players who again rose to the occasion and shut the West Ham 
bigots up with a superb winning display. Football has largely 
cleaned up its act from that time. 

I was burgled in London in the 1980s and the policemen who 
came to my home told me it was blacks who com- mitted the 
crime. In fact it was a white skinhead who lived a few doors from 
me, so it was certainly apparent that it is a fallacy that justice is 
‘colour blind and impartial’. Black defendants are stopped and 
searched seven times more often than their white counterparts. 

It came as a big surprise and disappointment, when I went to teach 
at a secondary school in Brixton and the black kids from a West 
Indian background used racist language to African students and 
even to each other. That was naivety on my part. The LGBT 



community probably suffer more prejudice than any other yet 
racism is not uncommon in its own ranks, but it “hurts more 
because it’s coming from people that you are meant to share a 
kinship with”. Being oppressed yourself does not mean you are 
incapable of oppressing others: far from it. LGBT people have had 
to struggle against bigotry and oppression for generations. It is 
tragic that they inflict and ignore injustice in their own ranks. 

Back in Northern Ireland after thirty years away, I come across 
racism all the time. I was having a few drinks with a couple of 
guys and one said he hated Pakistanis. I asked how many 
Pakistanis he knew and he said he didn’t know any. Where did he 
get these perceptions from? 

I received an email on three separate occasions complain- ing that 
‘illegal immigrants/refugees’ in Britain receive significantly more 
financial assistance from the Government than UK pensioners. It 
alleges that “if you cross the British border illegally you get a job, 
a driver’s license, pension card, welfare, credit cards, subsidised 
rent or a loan to buy a house, free education and free healthcare.” 
It also suggests that ‘illegal immigrants/refugees living in Britain’ 
are entitled to assistance of up to £29,900 per year, in contrast to 
pensioners who, it says, receive only £6,000 a year in benefit. It 
was obvious to me that this email was a fake, but most people 
seemed to believe it. 

Muslims are continually asked to explain the behaviour of their 
fellow Muslims on terrorist attacks in European cities and brutal 
beheadings in Iraq or Syria but imagine if, after Anders Breivik's 
carnage in Norway a few years ago, which he claimed to be in 
defence of the Christian world, British people were repeatedly 
asked whether they supported him? Lumped together in the same 
white religious group as the killer and constantly told they must 
renounce him, or explain why we should believe that their type of 
Christianity – even if they were non-believers – is different from 



his. “It's nothing to do with me”, most people would say. But 
somehow that answer was never good enough when given by 
Muslims over al-Qaida. 

A brown Muslim mayor was elected in London whose Muslim 
population makes up less than 10% which is surprising 
considering the general trend of the British popula- tion in their 
attitude to immigration. The vote for Brexit was fuelled by poorer 
voters feeling they had very little control over immigration and the 
Labour party is at risk of ‘getting hammered’ if it continues to 
advocate free movement of people post-Brexit. 

We know from 20 years of social science research that issues of 
culture and identity are just as important, if not more so, than 
questions of economic scarcity and perceived economic threat. 
Gordon Brown’s moment on the 2010 campaign trail occurred 
when he was overheard referring to a voter – Gillian Duffy, who 
had raised concerns about immigration – as a ‘bigoted woman’. 
But she was just a person with concerns about the big changes in 
her neighbourhood. Unless people’s concerns are addressed on 
this issue then how long before ‘send them back’ becomes a line in 
a manifesto that suggests voluntary repatriation for the last wave 
of European migrants? 

We should be wary of being seduced by the charms of people who 
trade in the politics of poison with slogans like “time to take our 
country back,” and for the leave campaigners, it must weigh on 
their conscience that their slogans have been easily adopted by the 
far right. But is it worth risking a fascist government by 
continuing to support free movement of people? 

POST TRUTH • Bob Rees



Post-truth: (adj) Relating to or denoting circumstances in which 
objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than 
appeals to emotion and personal belief – Oxford Dictionaries 

IT may be the new word of last year, but post-truth bully-talk is 
not new: indeed, atheists will point out that it is as old as 
Christianity itself, and Donald Trump’s clear disregard for 
objective truth and self-contradiction is merely its latest man- 
ifestation. 

70 years ago, George Orwell was writing about post-truth 
‘doublethink’ politics in his novel 1984 (published in 1949), where 
“black is white, war is peace, and freedom is slavery”. Post-truth 
pundits arrogantly steer clear of debate and squash dissent – just 
like the Clerics of old, they want the dissenter silenced, 
eitherbybrandinghima‘fascist’, shouting him down, or putting him 
forcibly ‘out of business’. But nobody really cares, because this 
Brave New World, as foreseen by Aldous Huxley in 1931 (in his 
novel of that title, banned in Ireland in 1932) has made blatant 
lying so easy. 

Huxley envisaged a soft mushy world in which people were 
totally distracted from hard truth by pleasure and fun. People 
would become passive and complacent, drowned in a sea of 
irrelevance – football, fashion and gossip. Whereas Orwell feared 
that books and knowledge would be banned, Huxley’s fear was 
worse: that no one would have the slightest interest in serious 
books or hard information. In Brave New World Revisited, Huxley 
warned that those of us who are ever fearful of political tyranny 
“fail to take account of man’s almost infinite appetite for 
distractions”. 

It is a fact that those few who care about human rights are left 
frustrated by the apathy of the masses and their unending appetite 
for shallow entertainment, even whilst they passively accept that 
pillage, injustice, even atrocity are going on all around them. Who 



cares that the British government spends $1,100,000,000 every 
week on preparations for war? 

Who will argue that drone strikes on tribal regions of Somalia 
aren’t legitimate defence of United States territory? Has no one 
any opinion about neo-liberalism or inequality or forcible 
rendition? No one, it seems, as long as Arsenal beat Spurs, and the 
Princess’s new baby looks like its father. Nobody cares because 
they don’t want to be troubled with any sort of abstract, subtle, 
unprocessed or worrying information – they want it pre-digested, 
dumbed-down and happy clappy, with lots of pictures. 

Orwell and Huxley were both right – we are being cynically 
manipulated, but nobody is interested. In his 1985 book Amusing 
Ourselves to Death, Neil Post - man scathingly defined 
‘censorship’ as “the tribute tyrants pay to the assumption that the 
public knows the difference between serious discourse and 
entertainment - and cares”. 

Public opinion is nevertheless influential. The 19th century 
German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer wrote in his essay The 
Art of Always Being Right: “There is no opinion, however absurd, 
which men will not readily embrace as soon as they can be 
brought to the conviction that it is generally adopted .... They are 
like sheep following the bell-wether. They would sooner die than 
think”. 

Strong stuff, but it is true that people react to news by wanting to 
know what everyone else thinks about it. Editorials and op-eds fill 
space and influence pop- ular opinion by ‘interpreting’ the news 
for those who are unwilling to figure out its significance for 
themselves, and who want only that news which reinforces 
popular prejudices and provides daily reassurances that all 
foreigners are untrustworthy and ‘we’ are the good guys. As Cecil 
King, the head of the Mirror Group, once claimed: “Only the 
people who conduct newspapers and similar organisations ... have 



any idea how indif - ferent, quite how stupid, quite how unin- 
terested in education of any kind the great bulk of the British 
public are”. US journalist H.L. Mencken put it in a nutshell: “No- 
body ever lost money underestimating the intelligence of the 
general public”. 

But, then, critical thinking is hard work. Public opinion, however 
uninformed, nevertheless constrains what police and politicians 
can get away with. The extent of our relative freedoms depends on 
public opinion. “If large numbers of people are interested in 
freedom of speech, there will be freedom of speech, even if the 
law forbids it; if public opinion is sluggish, inconvenient 
minorities will be persecuted, even if laws exist to protect 
them” (Orwell, 1945). 

“If liberty means anything at all, it means the right to tell people 
what they do not wanttohear”,wrote Orwell.Publishers self-censor 
not from fear of prosecution, but because they fear offending 
public opinion by being seen to be critical of popular ideas, 
policies and personalities – which have been made popular by the 
media which, for the most part, are owned and controlled by those 
with a vested interest in influencing public opinion and 
maintaining public apathy. The privately owned media are now the 
principal purveyors of the very decep- tions which they once 
claimed to expose. The people’s watchdogs have become the lap-
dogs of those with power, and we now live in Huxley’s Brave 
New World in which complacency rules and childish 
entertainment distracts us, leaving the powerful to continue to 
plunder our labour and resources, and pollute our planet. Religion 
has lost its political significance since football became the latest 
opiate of the masses. “From ignorance, comfort flows”. (Matthew 
Prior 1700) 

In today’s world, there is a lot to gain and little to lose by peddling 
fantasy as fact. Machiavelli observed that honesty and 



truthfulness are the shackles which re- strain ordinary people, 
while there is power for those who can shuffle them off as the 
need arises. The problem used to be that barefaced lies and 
corruption suffered the disadvantage that they could be exposed 
by the investigative media, thereby destroying the credibility and 
authority of the liar in the eyes of the general public. But in this 
post-truth world, nobody gives a damn. So Trump that!  

Philosophy Class       Eamon Murphy

WHILE the debate continues on the right of primary schools in the 
Republic of Ireland to discriminate on the grounds of religious 
belief, both in the hiring of teachers and in the admission of 
students, at the very least Ireland can claim to be at the forefront 
of one very positive break- through in education: that of teaching 
philosophy in schools. 

The move was initiated just over two years ago by the then 
Minister for Education and Skills, Jan O’Sullivan. While Labour’s 
tenure in that particular government is unlikely to be remembered 
fondly by adherents of their traditional economic policies, this 
development could turn out to be remembered as one of their most 
progressive social and cultural moves. 

In January 2015, Minister O’Sullivan announced that philosophy 
would be included as a new short course as part of proposed 
changes to the Junior Certificate; a move championed by President 
Michael D. Higgins and his wife Sabina, herself a philosophy 
graduate and now a patron of the relatively new organisation 
Philosophy Ireland. 

Two years previously, as the country began to emerge from the 
effects of the financial crisis, the President called for a national 
debate on the kind of society we want Ireland to become, and what 



we valued. Now, a pilot programme that could encourage exactly 
that kind of debate has been rolled out, albeit on a limited basis, 
over the current school year. 

We are constantly being told that we live in an era of social media 
‘echo-chambers’, where complex algorithms ensure that most of 
the opinion and news we see and hear fits in with our pre-existing 
views and preferences. There also seems to be a minor consensus 
developing that younger people are increasingly unable to deal 
with opinions and beliefs that do not conform to their own. We are 
also facing at least four years of Donald Trump spouting 
intolerance and braggadocio, along with all the accompanying 
blanket media coverage. Now, perhaps more than ever, it is 
important that our education system provides young people with 
the ability to analyse and deconstruct ideas and opinion, engage in 
reasoned debate with opposing views, challenge prevailing 
orthodoxies and ethoses, and generally think for themselves. 

No less importantly, it is becoming increasingly apparent that, 
according to Charlotte Blease: “in the society and economy of the 
future, today’s children (and tomorrow’s workers) will need a new 
set of skills. People will face questions like what are the ethical 
ramifications of machine au- tomation; what are the political con- 
sequences of mass unemployment? How should we distribute 
wealth in a digitised society”. Charlotte, a Research Fellow in the 
School of Philosophy at University College Dublin, is herself a 
founding member of Philosophy Ireland. 

She is not the only one who thinks that teaching philosophy in 
schools could arm children with the tools to tackle important 
issues for the future of our society. According to Ireland’s first 
lady, “the teaching of philosophy is one of the most powerful tools 
we have at our disposal to empower children into acting as free 
and responsible subjects in an ever more complex, interconnected, 
and uncertain world”. 



Philosophy can teach children many of the skills that we all, 
objectively, would wish our children to have. It can help people to 
listen better, ac- cept and tolerate different ways of seeing the 
world, speak clearly and articulate their own opinions. As a 
positive for humanists, it has been suggested that philosophy in 
the classroom also offers a possible pathway to a more humanistic 
and vibrant democratic culture. Given the continued dominance of 
education in Ireland by religious patronage and the accompanying 
indoctrination- style religious ‘education’, the teaching of 
philosophy in schools on an expanded basis would surely provide 
something of a boon to more rational and humanistic modes of 
thinking. It would certainly be an improvement on the blind 
acceptance of dogma which children are currently expected to 
swallow. 

Legitimate philosophical analysis assists us to overcome personal 
biases and some common pitfalls in our reasoning. Properly done 
in the classroom, it will promote tolerant dialogue and the 
exposure to a wider range of diverging worldviews. This new 
optional course, starting at 12 years old, should provide an 
opportunity that has been disappointingly missing from the 
classroom until now. 

As Mrs Higgins told the inaugural meeting of Philosophy Ireland 
at Dublin’s City Assembly House, “if we believe that all our 
children, the citizens of the future, should be offered the 
opportunity of understanding the decisions that affect their lives 
then we must offer them the capacity to do so”. 

We in Ireland may get a lot of things wrong regarding the mixing 
of indoctrination and freethinking in education. But the teaching 
of philosophy could be a good early step on the road to fixing this 
error.  



HOW FREE ARE WE?     BRIAN McCLINTON

THERE is a basic problem which any philosophy that advocates 
freedom of thought needs to address. How free are we anyway? If 
everything is determined by a cause – the theory or principle of 
universal causation (PUC) or axiom of causality – then this must 
be true of human behaviour as much as anything else. 

Determinism is very old. The early Greek atomists such as 
Democritus and Leucippus, both of whom died in 370 BCE, saw 
the universe as being purely mechanistic. Democritus maintained 
that causal deter- ministic laws control the motion of atoms, and 
that everything – including human minds – consists merely of 
atoms in a void. Leucippus declared that “nothing occurs at ran- 
dom, but everything for a reason and by necessity”. In the 
Christian era theologians such as Augustine, Luther and Calvin 
stressed the no- tion of predestination. Calvin was quite blunt: 
“eternal life is foreordained for some, eternal damnation for 
others”. Newton’s physical laws were founded on determinism, 
and philosophers such as Spinoza and Leibniz rejected free will. 
The latter coined the term ‘principle of sufficient reason’ to 
describe the view that everything must have a cause or reason. 

Natural scientists in modern times have also tended to deny the 
exis- tence of free will. Darwin thought that “everything in nature 
is the result of fixed laws”. Einstein put it bluntly: “in human 
freedom in the philosophical sense I am definitely a 
disbeliever” (The World as I See It, Filiquarian Publishing, 2006, 
p12). In The Selfish Gene Richard Dawkins describes us as 
‘survival machines’. Some atheist philosophers agree. Sam Harris 
believes that free will is an illusion: “thoughts and actions emerge 
from logical causes of which we are unaware and over which we 
exert no conscious control” (Free Will, Free Press, 2012, p5). 



Advances in neurological science would seem to support a 
deterministic view. In the 1980s the physiologist Benjamin Libet 
used EEG to show that unconscious electrical processes in the 
brain’s motor cor - tex precede conscious decisions to perform 
volitional acts by between 300 and 500 milliseconds – the so- 
called half-second delay. This process appears to confirm the 
causal closure principle, namely that physical acts have only 
physical causes and therefore no physical event has a cause 
outside the physi- cal domain. If our actions are caused by 
physical processes, then we cannot act otherwise than we do. The 
full implication would seem to be that all those inner states which 
cause our body to act must arise from circumstances that exist- ed 
even before we were born. Our actions are predestined and since 
we cannot initiate or control them we cannot be held in any way 
morally responsible for them. 

This seems to be a bizarre conclu- sion. After all, the last 200 
years have witnessed the struggle of many groups to be free. 
Unenfranchised citizens, women, blacks, gays and so on have 
acquired legal rights that they did not previously possess and we 
would therefore suggest that their freedom has been greatly en- 
hanced, at least formally. If by free- dom we mean “the ability to 
achieve what is of value in a range of circumstances” (Nicholas 
Maxwell: From Knowledge to Wisdom, 1984), then these groups 
have achieved at least some degree of freedom. To be told that this 
‘free- dom’ is really an illusion and that the fight for it was futile 
because we are not really ‘free’ at all appears to make no sense 
whatsoever. Surely the human condition and human interaction 
cannot be explained merely by reference to physical behaviour? 

One possible route out of this intellectual cul-de-sac is to make a 
dis- tinction between causes and reasons and to say that events 
have causes while conscious human behaviour has reasons. Thus 
if I hit my knee with a small hammer, the action will cause my leg 
to move because of a physical reflex. But if you ask me to raise 



my leg and I do it, the reason is that I am willing as well as able to 
comply with your request. At a macro level, the physical cause of 
thousands of deaths at Hiroshima on 6th August 1945 was the 
explo- sion of an atomic bomb, but the reason the bomb was 
dropped is less clear cut. Was it to end the war more quickly and 
save lives? Or was it a display of American power aimed at 
restricting Soviet influence after the war? Perhaps both motiva- 
tions were relevant and no doubt we could add more theories. But 
we would hardly argue that it was a purely mechanistic decision to 
choose that place and that time for the dropping of an atomic 
bomb. 

By examining the various reasons for human behaviour, we break 
free from the straitjacket of a purely mechanistic and deterministic 
explanation of behaviour. 

Most philosophers, including Hume and Kant, were and are es- 
sentially compatibilists or soft determinists, arguing that free will 
can live with determinism. Incompatibilists, on the other hand, are 
of two kinds: hard determinists who reject free will altogether, and 
libertarians who think we have free will and therefore determinism 
is false. 

To take a simple example of compatibilism, the neural changes 
that Libet and others detect in our brains milliseconds before we 
act may be a necessary but not a suffi- cient condition for 
conscious deci- sions. Consider that Libet’s experiments involved 
asking people to flex their wrists whenever they felt like it. But 
this is a spur-of-the- moment activity in an experimental set up, 
whereas many of our decisions involve deliberations over time 
when we weigh up the possible consequences of our actions 
before acting. In any case, the fact that a choice only registers in 
consciousness after it is made does not prove that it is not free. 
Many of our actions are automatic: we do not consciously think of 



what we are doing at all. We just do them – like riding a bike or 
making a cup of tea. 

Many events are determined: gravity, sunlight, our biology. Deter- 
minism is simply the ultimate rules of the game of life, but those 
rules don’t fix every aspect. Does a bird seek food at this tree or 
that one? Does my dog chase a ball or go after the woman with the 
treats? 

Do I go to the cinema or read a book? The more complex 
creatures become, the wider is the range of activities open to them. 
And with that increase goes a steadily increasing degree of 
freedom. The development of culture and language have led to a 
greater con- sciousness and understanding of ourselves and the 
world around us and therefore enabled us humans to overcome 
many of the determinist barriers to freedom. Human effort can 
really make a difference. In Freedom Evolves, Daniel Dennett 
suggests that we have evolved as beings that can feel and think in 
a way that makes us able to direct our actions. The self is therefore 
a much larger and more complex whole than the detached ‘ghost 
in the machine’ that Descartes thought was the essence of being. 

We have indeed evolved as uniquely reflective, communicating 
animals. Dennett ends by saying: “We can understand how our 
freedom is greater than that of other creatures, and see how this 
heightened capacity carries moral implications: no- blesse oblige. 
We are in the best position to decide what to do next, because we 
have the broadest knowledge and hence the best perspective on 
the future. What that future holds in store for our planet is up to all 
of us, reasoning together” Freedom Evolves, Allen Lane, 2003 p.
308). 

The future of the world really is in our hands. But are we 
courageous enough to accept the challenge? Can we accept this 
awesome re- sponsibility and not seek to escape from it? 
Responsibility is the price of freedom. Are we prepared to pay it?


