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Not Giving Up 
Suicide prevention should be about creating lives worth living,  

writes Roger Kelly 

UICIDE is a very emo-
tional and sensitive sub-
ject, not only for those 

feeling suicidal or having at-
tempted it but also for part-
ners, families and friends in-
volved 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 re-
leased 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 oblige-
ing a theological perspective of sui-
cide as a sinful act.  

On a positive note, a recent study 
by G. Leavey (in the journal Mental 
Health, Religion and Culture, Rout-
ledge, January 2011) did show that 
'hardline' views within the Christian 
tradition had shifted in the past 30 
years and suicides are now general-
ly treated like any other deaths. For 
example, the tradition of not allow-
ing 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 differ-
ence 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 Siob-
han O'Neill from the Ulster Univer-
sity 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 peo-
ple with suicidal feelings are ex-
tremely fragmented and the parlous 

state of the NHS and the 
general austerity climate has 
resulted in the savage cur-
tailment 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. Wel-

fare reforms and removal of in-
comes from vulnerable marginalised 
groups who are already over-repre-
sented 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 at-
tributed to the general economic  
recession and, importantly, the aus-
terity measures implemented by 
Governments in response to the 
recession. 

In Northern Ireland suicide preven-
tion 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 pro-
tecting people who are vulnerable. It 
should be about creating lives worth 
living.                                             q             
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Detaining Human Rights 
Hei Ko 

VERY year tens of thousands of people, including 
children, are locked up in prison-like conditions in 
the UK without a time limit, with no judicial over-

sight, inadequate access to legal advice and poor health-
care. Their only crime: being migrants or asylum seekers. 

Consistently ignoring its own guidelines, the Home Office 
detains pregnant women, children and survivors of tor-
ture. The increased use of immigra-
tion detention across the UK is ex-
tremely concerning. Home Office 
figures show that 31,596 entered 
detention in the year ending June 
2016. As the ‘re-branding’ exercise 
in 2002 when Detention Centres 
were renamed ‘Immigration Removal 
Centres’ (IRC) suggests, these immigration centres are 
mainly for people whose removal is imminent. Yet the 
number of detainees who are subsequently removed from 
the UK following detention continues to decrease: down 
from 64% in 2011 to 44% in 2016. It appears that deten-
tion is increasingly being used as routine practice. This is 
wholly contrary to UNHRC’s guidelines, which state that 
detention should be used as an exceptional measure only. 

Immigration detention is extremely disorientating for in-
dividuals. The mental and physical state of detainees as 
experienced by visitors to detention centres is alarming. 
Figures obtained through FoI (Freedom of Information) 
requests lay bare the scale of desperation among asylum 
seekers in UK, with 393 recorded suicide attempts in 
2015, up 11% on the previous year, and 2,957 detainees 
on suicide watch during 2015, including 11 children. 

The Guardian reported in April 2016 that more than 200 
detainees in UK immigration centres staged hunger strikes 
in a three-month period, prompting warnings of “despera-

tion, frustration and helplessness” among asylum seekers 
arriving in Britain. Human rights campaigners said that 
some of those striking wanted to die from starvation, 
while others were refusing food to protest their incarcera-
tion or urge reconsideration of their immigration applica-
tion. The data was obtained by No Deportations, an or-
ganisation that provides signposting information to people 
who are subject to immigration controls, after a lengthy 
battle with Home Office, which had declined to release 
the information. 

The detention estate in the UK has been expanding for 
many years, often run by private companies such as G4S, 
Serco, Mitie and GEO, who profit from the imprisonment 
of innocent people. One of the many issues is the exploita-
tion of detainees in some IRCs (Immigration Removal 
Centres) where they are paid just £1 an hour for work 
including cooking, cleaning and laundry. In many cases it 
would be illegal to work for the very same people if they 
were not in detention. 

Another concerning issue is the detention of foreign na-
tional prisoners (FNPs) who are being held under immi-
gration powers after having completed their prison terms. 
The HM Inspectorate of Prisons and the Independent 
Chief Inspector found in a joint report that the “detention 
of ex-prisoners appeared to have become the norm rather 

than… a rigorously governed last 
resort”. The conditions they face 
and whether they have access to 
specialist immigration advice in or-
der to respond to any deportation 
processes is of particularly deep con-
cern. 

The criminal justice system while far from perfect contains 
two important safeguards: 
1. Imprisonment is imposed by a court, and 
2. Generally, imprisonment is for a specified period. 
Despite not being convicted of any crime, immigration 
detainees are not awarded these simple assurances. In con-
trast, immigration detention can be ordered by an immi-
gration officer, meaning no court involvement and it can 
be indefinite.  

Detention centres are rarely discussed in the media or on 
the street. An ever-increasing movement to eradicate these 
practices and to put an end to detention is making their 
views public though in a variety of ways. Throughout the 
UK there are many visitor groups and human rights advo-
cates visiting people in detention and who try to change 
public perception of migrants and refugees. Often they are 
the only link to the outside world for detainees. Their aim 
is to offer support, practical advice and friendship to peo-
ple held in these centres. Most are part of an extensive 
network of visiting groups to IRCs and a wide range of  ––>
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Transnational Day of Action against Detention Centres, 
May 7th2016. Protest outside Dungavel IRC, Scotland 
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support and monitoring groups and can help to make 
contact to get advice or direct assistance with a number 
of issues such as health or legal support. 

Northern Ireland has its very own Immigration Deten-
tion Centre. And since we are seemingly and increasing-
ly adopting an Orwellian language, there is an official 
name for it: Larne House, as it is known, is classified as 
a Short Term Holding Facility (STHF), which means 
people here are held for a maximum of 7 days before 
either being transferred to one of several Detention 
Centres (or IRCs) in the UK, deported or released. The 
‘facility’ is hidden away at the back of the police sta-
tion in Larne. Making use of the former prison cells of 
the Police station, up to 19 people can be detained. 
Despite being renovated. the feel and atmosphere is still 
very much that of a prison including very similar secu-
rity installations. Before Larne House opened in 2011, 
immigration detainees in Northern Ireland were held in 
prisons or police custody cells. Ironically the address 
for Larne House is Hope Street. 

Larne House Visitor Group is an independent volun-
teer group that visits immigration detainees in the hold-
ing centre. Being locked up in a strange place indefinite-
ly without family, friends or a connection to the outside 
world understandably makes people feel frightened, 
isolated and depressed. They have no idea what is go-
ing to happen to them. 

The group offers non-judgemental support, understand-
ing and a vital lifeline to the outside world when people 
feel the most isolated, distressed and hopeless. Volun-
teers can explain options and suggest relevant bodies to 
contact. Support can be more practical as well, simple 
things like securing a detainee’s personal belongings, or 
topping up their mobile phone (essential for staying in 
touch with family). 

“Because we are absolutely independent, the detainee 
often trusts us with information they may not have 
revealed to anyone else”, one volunteer explains. “This 
then enables us to pick up further issues like signs that 
the detainee may have been traf-
ficked, or mental health concerns. 
Our volunteer visitors are frequent-
ly the only friendly faces people see 
who are not connected to the im-
migration service. They are there-
fore a vital source of reassurance, 
comfort and help.” 

Larne House Visitor Group needs 
more volunteers. Training is given 
before any visits take place which 
provides “information on proce-
dures, legal issues, and raises 
awareness of the more challenging 
elements our volunteers could face: 
i.e. victims of torture, people traf-
ficking and mental health issues.” 

To volunteer, special skills such as a 
legal or mental health background, 
are very welcome; however they 
are not essential. “If you feel com-

passion and/or believe that detaining people who come 
to seek refuge is questionable and would like to help, 
then we would like to hear from you.” 

For more information visit www.larnehousevisitor-
group.org.uk or email info@larnehousevisitor-
group.org.uk.                                                                q 

So it Goes 
THE starting point for this series came from the recent be-
reavement of my parents. The paintings are based on a series 
of drawings that I made of my parents over the years and from 
a number of snap shots taken by members of staff at various 
nursing homes which they occupied during the last years of 
their lives. The work was an attempt to come to terms with 
personal loss and to negotiate personal history. 

The painting from the series below shows two elderly people, 
my parents. The man is stretching out his arm towards my 
mother; she does not seem to notice this gesture of affection. 

As their son, I do not remember many such gestures of en-
dearment in my time with them and perhaps that is why I felt 
the need to produce this painting. It was based on a snapshot 
taken by a nurse in one of the several retirement homes in 
which they sojourned towards the end.  

The painting is quite large in comparison to the snapshot, it is 
an oil on board 6 ft by 4 ft . 

I would hope now, as then , that it displays the human condi-
tion and the humanity of life even in extreme old age and 
dementia.  

Other paintings of mine which I hope show a concern for 
humanity can be found at my website:   www.rayduncan.net  

 Ray Duncan
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RHI and other Stories 
Shelley Leggett 

UP leader, Arlene Foster’s Renewable Heating Incen-
tive (RHI) seems to be going well. What with out-
houses and barns in chicken farms all over the coun-

try 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 al-
ready 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… 

i i i 

UT seriously, being warmer is where any resem-
blance 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 them-
selves 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 defence-
less animals. I started to watch a film called Vegetated, think-
ing it would be about vegetables and how a vegetarian/veg-
an 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 gastroenterolo-
gist told me that claims to the contrary are not borne out by 
what he sees in his clinic.                                                               ––>  

i i i
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Cartoonist Brian John Spencer on the RHI scandal
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EANWHILE, across the Pond, Americans fed up with 
globalisation leaving them behind and broke, have 
voted in a President who has more money than 

anyone else claiming he’s a ‘man of the people’. They really 
should have looked into his business practices, because 
there is a raft of scandals involving him, poor treatment of 
tenants and students in his Trump University, which has now 
closed, and many more including allegations of links to the 
Mafia. Not to mention his appalling attitude to women. So 
when they chant with him ‘Make America Great Again’ , what 
era are they referring to? When native Americans were ‘as-
sisted’ from their land by the ‘Indian Removal Act’ in 1830? 
Or when blacks had to sit at the back of buses, couldn’t vote, 
sit on juries or visit all-white beaches, hotels and restaurants 
before the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s? 

i i i 

ACK in the UK, Tory MP David Mowat has infuriated 
Women Against State Pension Inequality (WASPI) 
campaigners further by claiming people need to 

take as much responsibility for their elderly relatives as they 
do for their children. This, of course, will, once more, apply 
mostly to women already cheated of their state pension by 
two increases that brought the age at which they can re-
ceive it up to 66 and 67 in a short space of time with little or 
no notification. Ironically, most carers are women, and as 
one WASPI campaigner put it: “So we’ll look after his elderly 
parents, but he won’t let us have the time to look after ours”. 
Not so very long ago another Tory MP said parents should 
be looking after grandchildren to let their children work. 
How many hours in the day do these out of touch million-
aires think we common folk can work? And who, but they, 
would have houses big enough to accommodate all these 
family responsibilities? They’ll be hearing from us WASPIs on 
March 8 when we demonstrate at Westminster. Watch this 
space.                                                                                                       q                                                                                                                                   
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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 dis-
ease when he was still a child, and he lost two of his own chil-
dren 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 gy-
naecological 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 totali-
tarian aggression. The right to provide for the health of chil-
dren 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.  q
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Racism and Free Movement 
Andy Barr 

FIRSTcame 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 sup-
porters because of his Jewishness, but to my delight he 
scored the winning goal, a twenty yard pile driver. An-
other 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 play-
ers  – 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 Govern-
ment than UK pensioners. It alleges that “if you cross the 

British border illegally you get a job, 
a driver’s license, pension card, wel-
fare, credit cards, subsidised rent or a 
loan to buy a house, free education 
and free healthcare.” It also suggests 
that ‘illegal immigrants/refugees liv-
ing in Britain’ are entitled to as-
sistance 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 sup-
ported 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 sur-
prising 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 per-
ceived 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 con-
cerns 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 ad-
dressed on this issue then how long before ‘send them 
back’ becomes a line in a manifesto that suggests volun-
tary 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 sup-
port free movement of people?                                      q                                                            
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The Word of the Year 2016 
Bob Rees 

ost-truth: (adj) Relating to or de-
noting 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, 
either by branding him a ‘fascist’,  shout-
ing 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 com-
placent, 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 Revisit-
ed, Huxley warned that those of us who 
are ever fearful of political tyranny “fail to 
take account of man’s almost infinite ap-
petite 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 legiti-
mate defence of United States territory? 
Has no one any opinion about neo-liber-
alism 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 be-
tween serious discourse and entertain-
ment - 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 un-
trustworthy 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 peo-
ple are interested in freedom of speech, 
there will be freedom of speech, even if 
the law forbids it; if public opinion is slug-
gish, inconvenient minorities will be per-
secuted, 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 
want to hear”, 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 ex-
pose. The people’s watchdogs have be-
come 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, leav-
ing 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 igno-
rance, 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!                                                                    q                                                                                                          
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Fluff and Nonsense:  
The Reality of Women’s Magazines 

 
ET him to lick spaghetti sauce off your breasts, and 
other great tips for a perfect orgasm”. 

“Is guacamole making you fat and infertile?”. 
“Ten Things that go wrong with your Vagina”. 
“One girl’s plan to meet and marry a Millionaire”. 
“Shocking Cost of Big Bum Craze”. 
“What’s That Smell? Sniffing Out Weird House Odours”. 
“Supercharge your weight loss with our 7-day Plan”. 
“My cruel husband came back as Flashy, my Goldfish”. 
“It’s a bit nippy out! Rihanna shows off her nipples again!”.  
“My psychic dog has healing Powers”. 
“My Gyno talked to my Vagina, and other Doc Shockers”. 
“Kardashian Bikini Battles!” 
“My baby hit puberty at four months old!”. 
“How to talk dirty…without sounding ridiculous”. 
“One Woman’s Horror: ‘I had to pay for my own Drink’”. 
“Beyoncé shows off her new mom Body”. 
“Bethany is seduced by evil Nathan”. 
“Sexy Touch: Tickle his Prostate with an Egg-Beater”. 

These sample headlines in several women’s magazines are 
representative of their typical obsessions: fashion, food, sex, 
health, beauty, objects, soaps, celebrity gossip and bizarre 
stories. This mindless trash inhabits a fantasy world that 
bears no relationship to most people’s real lives. It objecti-
fies women, placing an emphasis on the way they look and 
implying that their impulses are primarily materialistic and 
preoccupied with bagging a man and keeping him happy. 
Yet the shelves of corner newsagents and supermarkets, 
billboards, TV, hairdressing salons, and tearooms in the 
workplace are awash with this fluffy nonsense. Have a hun-
dred years’ struggle for women’s liberation come to this? 

Current affairs and other serious issues are, at best, given a 
token nod now and again. Meanwhile, the magazines deal-
ing specifically with these subjects struggle to survive amid 
this tsunami of tittle tattle. They are likely only to be on the 
shelves of the bigger newsagents. Also, The Listener, New 
Society, Marxism Today and Fortnight have all gone or been 
absorbed elsewhere. The New Statesman now has a circula-
tion of 30,000, less than half what it was at its peak in the 
late 1960s. 

There is a small revival of serious journals, but it needs help 
from the other half of the population. Women generally 
have a less aggressive, more diplomatic and humane ap-
proach to human relationships, and this attitude is impera-
tive in a world increasingly dominated by macho, postur-
ing, bigoted, ultra-nationalist demagogues who do not 
know when to pull back from a fight. 

Instead of retreating from these choppy waters into the 
safe haven of a materialistic, oversexed fantasy world, 
women need to engage more with the important issues of 
climate change and economic growth, war and peace, 
poverty and progress, unionism and republicanism, nation-
alism and internationalism, religion and humanism, and so 
on. After all, they do include issues of particular concern to 
women, like female education, abortion or sex trafficking. 
These are surely more important than what to look like, 
what to have for dinner, and how to have better sex. 

I say to women: you have much to offer. If you really believe 
in equality, then play your part equally with men in making 
the world a better place. Don’t let men ruin it or mess things 
up, as they have done for thousands of years.                 EDITOR
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Philosophy Class 
Eamon Murphy 

HILE the debate contin-
ues on the right of prima-
ry 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 teach-
ing philosophy in schools. 

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

In January 2015, Minister O’Sulli-
van 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, her-
self a philosophy graduate and now 
a patron of the relatively new or-
ganisation 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 encour-
age 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 op-
posing views, challenge prevailing 
orthodoxies and ethoses, and gener-
ally 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 Re-
search Fellow in the School of Phi-
losophy 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 fu-
ture of our society. According to 
Ireland’s first lady, “the teaching of 
philosophy is one of the most pow-
erful 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 teach-
ing of philosophy in schools on an 
expanded basis would surely provide 
something of a boon to more ratio-
nal and humanistic modes of think-
ing. It would certainly be an im-
provement on the blind acceptance 
of dogma which children are cur-
rently expected to swallow. 

Legitimate philosophical analysis 
assists us to overcome personal bi-
ases 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 world-
views. This new optional course, 
starting at 12 years old, should pro-
vide 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 of-
fered the opportunity of under-
standing 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 in-
doctrination and freethinking in 
education. But the teaching of phi-
losophy could be a good early step 
on the road to fixing this error.      q 
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Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin 
Brian McClinton 

HE late Observer film critic 
Philip French described Battle-
ship Potemkin as “one of the 

iconic works of the 20th century, 
among the greatest movies ever 
made”. Polls in 1948 and 1958 named 
it as the greatest film of all time. By 
2012, however, a Sight and Sound poll 
had relegated it from 7th place in 
2002 to 11th (strangely, Hitchcock’s 
Vertigo was top, consigning Citizen 
Kane, which had occupied that spot 
for 40 years, to second place). Perhaps, 
as the attraction of communist revolu-
tion has receded, so has admiration for 
Eisenstein’s work. Nevertheless, de-
spite its ‘cartoon message’, as Pauline 
Kael called it, the film remains a visual 
humanist masterpiece – a verdict 
echoed by Kael herself who acknowl-
edges its freshness and excitement. 

Sergei Eisenstein, aged only 27, was assigned to direct the 
film by the Jubilee Committee planning the 20th anniver-
sary of the abortive 1905 Revolution, described by Lenin 
as the ‘dress rehearsal’ for the real thing in October 1917. 
The original title was to be The Year 1905, in which 
Eisenstein envisaged a vast panorama of six episodes, be-
ginning with the Russo-Japanese War and Bloody 
Sunday  – when a peaceful demonstration was fired on 
before the Tsar’s palace in January  – and ending with the 
crushing of the insurrection in December. Shooting started 
in March 1925 in Leningrad (as St Petersburg/Petrograd 
was now officially known in honour of Lenin, who had 
died in 1924). But bad weather made it impossible to con-
tinue, and it was decided to go south and work on another 
sequence until the weather in Leningrad improved. 

For much of the summer Eisenstein and Nina 
Agadzhanova worked on the screenplay, and it was not 
until late August that the unit arrived in Odessa, the 
Black Sea port where the battleship Prince Potemkin-
Tavrichevsky (named after a favourite of Catherine the 
Great) docked during the mutiny on board in June 1905. 
This incident was originally intended to occupy only 44 of 
a total of 820 frames. But soon it became obvious that, 
since the film had to be finished by December, its overam-
bitious scope had to be reduced to this one episode. The 
title was changed accordingly. Eisenstein was still finishing 
the last reel on the night of the film’s premiere. 

Battleship Potemkin received this first screening to a se-
lect audience of party officials and veterans at the Bol-
shoi Theatre, Moscow, on 21st December 1925, the first 

film ever to be shown in the famous 
venue. Its public premiere followed in 
January 1926, but soon it was per-
forming to half-empty theatres, the 
Russian audiences preferring Holly-
wood movies. Its greatest impact was 
outside Russia. After a few initial show-
ings and a great reception, it was 
banned by the Berlin censorship office 
on the grounds that “the film was likely 
to endanger public order and security 
on a lasting basis”. This ban was lifted 
on appeal but it was passed for adults 
only with 14 cuts, and a few days later 
German soldiers were banned from 
seeing it on the grounds that it could 
undermine discipline.  

The French, banning it for general 
showing, burned every copy they could 

find, but it was shown at Paris film clubs. In the UK it 
was similarly only shown at private venues, having been 
banned by the British Board of Film Censors in 1926 on 
the grounds that “films should not address issues of po-
litical controversy”. The Board’s annual report stated 
that it was rejected ‘for inflammatory subtitles and Bol-
shevist propaganda’. Astonishingly, this ban was not lift-
ed until 1954 when it was given an X certificate! 

Battleship Potemkin was personally imported to the 
United States by silent star Douglas Fairbanks and 
screened privately for film-industry luminaries during the 
summer and autumn of 1926. Fairbanks described it as 
‘the most intense and profoundest experience of my life’.  
Charlie Chaplin proclaimed it ‘the best film in the world’. 
Nevertheless, it was initially banned in many parts of 
America, the Pennsylvania authorities stating that “it 
gives American sailors a blueprint as to how to conduct a 
mutiny”. The film’s power was acknowledged by Joseph 
Goebbels, Nazi Minister of Propaganda. He told mem-
bers of the German film industry in 1933: “This is a 
marvellous film without equal in the cinema. Anyone 
who had no firm political conviction could become a 
Bolshevik after seeing the film”. Ironically, Stalin too 
recognised its potential and eventually he banned it over 
fears that it might incite a riot against his regime. 

HE film is symmetrically divided into five move-
ments or acts. In the first, ‘The Men and The Mag-
gots’, a few days into manoeuvres on the Black Sea, 

the 700-man crew on the battleship, already stirred up 
by news of worker uprisings in the country, refuse to eat 
borscht (beetroot soup) because the meat in it is infested 
with worms. In Act 2, ‘Drama on the Quarterdeck’,   ––>  
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an execution squad is ordered to shoot the men who 
refused to eat the meat, which had been pronounced fit 
for consumption by the ship’s doctor: “Those are not 
worms! They are only maggots!” A tarpaulin is thrown 
over the men and the ship’s priest proclaims: “Bring the 
unruly to reason, O Lord!” But the squad refuses to fire 
and the crew, led by a non-commissioned officer called 
Matyushenko and a sailor named Vakulinchuk, mutinies. 
They seize control of the ship, but Vakulinchuk is shot 
dead by the first officer, who is himself thrown over-
board and shot dead in the water, followed by the doc-
tor, his pince-nez glasses seen hanging from the rope 
used to hoist him up. 

In ‘A Dead Man calls for Justice’, the crew take 
Vakulinchuk’s body ashore at Odessa, where it is laid 
out in a tent for viewing, with a sign stating: “killed for a 
plate of soup”. Thousands of civilians come to the pier 
to pay homage to the fallen hero and his funeral turns 
into a political rally. Inflammatory speeches are made by 
some of the mourners: “Death to the Oppressors!” 
“Down with the Butchers”! “Down with Tsarism!”  “All 
for One and One for All”. One man dressed like an aris-
tocrat shouts: “Kill the Jews!”. He is promptly beaten up. 

Act 4 is ‘The Odessa Staircase’. Many citizens show their 
solidarity with the crew of the Potemkin by setting sail in 
a flotilla of yawls to deliver baskets of food and livestock 
to the battleship moored offshore and now waving the 
red flag of revolution. It is an idyllic scene of friendship 
and solidarity. Back in the city a joyful crowd gathers on 
the vast Richelieu Steps overlooking the harbour to wave 
the ship off. Several are shown in a state of euphoria. 
Then, ‘suddenly…’, there is a close-up of a shrieking 
woman’s face. A legless youth scurries down the stair-
way. Everyone is moving fast. Faceless troops march past 
Richelieu’s statue at the top. They begin firing into the 
crowd. A boy is shot and trampled on. His mother rush-
es to pick him up. She carries him up the steps towards 
the soldiers. They shoot her as well. Another woman has 
a child in a pram. She too is shot. The pram teeters on a 
step… and then she falls back and knocks it over. Down 
it goes, step by step, to a certain death. A third woman 
wearing a pince-nez is shot in the right eye. At the bot-
tom mounted cossacks appear, charging into the crowd. 

The six-minute ‘Odessa Steps’ sequence is one of the most 
stunning spectacles in all cinema and, as a graphic illus-
tration of inhumanity, ranks with Goya’s Disasters of 
War and Picasso’s Guernica. Eisenstein focuses on the 
most vulnerable: a man without legs; a one-legged man 
on crutches; and, above all, defenceless women and chil-
dren. He builds tension and momentum through what he 
called a ‘montage of conflict’, like ‘the explosions of an 
internal combustion engine’. He uses montage as a rapid 
counterpoint of different images and camera angles – he 
even strapped a camera to an acrobat and had him do a 
flip to obtain topsy turvy footage suggesting the point of 
view of someone falling headfirst downstairs.  

The notion of conflict was inspired by Hegel’s concept of 
dialectics, on which Marx's theories of revolution were 
based. The dialectic is the principle behind change, a 
universal law of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis, of con-
tradiction and reconciliation, that governed all matter 
and history. The Bolshevik revolution itself was seen as a 

clash of dialectical opposites, between the workers and 
the property-owning establishment, resulting in the syn-
thesis of the new workers' state. Eisenstein believed that 
a work of art would have more power if it was struc-
tured according to these same dialectical principles. 
Hence, he imbued his films with conflict, starting at the 
most fundamental graphic level but proceeding to the 
emotional and humanistic dimension. 

Here he is showing defenceless human beings suffering 
from the indifferent brutality of an oppressive state. True, 
there was no actual massacre on the Odessa steps in 1905, 
but thousands were killed elsewhere in the city and 
throughout Russia during that year. Since he was unable 
to cover all the main events, Eisenstein used inspired poet-
ic licence to encapsulate it all in one unforgettable scene. 
Artistic truth serves to represent historical truth. 

In Act 5, ‘The Meeting with the Squadron’, the film ends 
after the Potemkin has made one pass of the fleet sent to 
quell the mutiny with no shots being fired and the other 
crews cheering the mutineers. But the story didn’t end 
there. The ship sailed to the Romanian port of Constanta, 
farther south in the Black Sea, where the crew finally sur-
rendered the ship to the Romanian authorities, who hand-
ed it over to Russian naval officers. Of course, Eisenstein 
wanted to end on an uplifting note, so he omitted the fact 
of the ultimate failure of the mutiny. 

Battleship Potemkin is critical of religion under the Tsar. 
The priest sides with the officers against the crew, symbol-
ising religion’s role as the bulwark of an unjust regime. In 
the Odessa Steps sequence one shot from above shows the 
fleeing people trapped between the militia at the top and 
the cathedral at the bottom, making the point that the 
church and state (represented by Richelieu’s statue) are the 
enemies of the proletariat. When the aristocrat shouts: 
“Kill the Jews!”, the proletariat attack him in the spirit of 
a communistic belief that everyone is equal and that reli-
gion and ethnicity are meant to be things of the past. 

Eisenstein went on to make other great films including 
October (1927), Alexander Nevsky (1938) and Ivan the 
Terrible, Parts 1 and 2, (1944 and 1945), and was work-
ing on Part 3 when he died of a heart attack in 1948 at 
the age of 50. Ivan the Terrible was commissioned by Stal-
in but he banned Part 2 because Eisenstein had made little 
effort to conceal the connection between Ivan’s ‘Man of 
Iron’ and Stalin’s ‘Man of Steel’. Thus the artist who por-
trayed the evils of one oppressive regime ended as the 
victim of another.                                                              q
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The Core Values of Humanism 
Tom White 

IRSTLY, a little piece of 
serendipity: I was in the 
process of reading Yuval 

Noah Harari’s Homo Deus,  when I 
came across the editor’s critique of 
the same book (see page 21 of the 
January/February 2017 edition of 
The Irish Freethinker and Human-
ist). Like the editor, I was appalled 
and somewhat disconcerted by Dr 
Harari’s inability to give an ade-
quate definition of what we Hu-
manists believe. Harari could have 
spent five minutes googling ‘The 
Amsterdam Declaration’,  consid-
ered what that document says, and 
amended his work accordingly.  I’ve 
never been to any Humanist meet-
ing where we prayed or sung hymns 
to Homo Sapiens; if there’s anything 
like that going on, be assured you’re 
not at a Humanist meeting!  Just to 
aid Dr Harari in his future attempts 
to come to terms with Humanism,  
I’ll drop the capital letter.  There it is 
 –  ‘humanism’. It didn’t hurt a bit! 

Yet Harari’s work has its uses.  I’ve 
been to numerous humanist meet-
ings where we bemoan the fact of 
small numbers attending  –   a fact 
made more poignant in view of the 
hundreds of thousands of our fellow 
citizens who attend theist cere-
monies every week.  If humanism 
honestly answers the existential 
questions people have,  why aren’t 
there hundreds and thousands at 
our local humanist meetings?   

Most people nowadays are aware 
that we don’t believe in gods or an 
afterlife,  but also don’t understand 
what humanism positively stands 
for. Worryingly,  this lack of under-
standing also appears to extend to 
quite a few people who call them-
selves humanists!  Talk to the aver-
age punter in a church pew these 
days,  and you’ll soon learn that 
they are as sceptical as you and me 
about ‘the golden gates’.  Their at-
tendance at Church is purely for 
social  reasons.  They don’t want to 
be seen as the first atheist in the 
village, even if secretly they are!  

Maddening and illogical as this ap-
pears, Dr Harari provides a rational 
explanation for their behaviour.  
These people have been indoctrinat-
ed into a defunct traditional value 
system. From the standpoint of 
those trapped within it, remaining 
within that system seems less trau-
matic than escaping from it;  escap-
ing from one’s childhood indoctri-
nation involves not only personal 
trauma but also trauma for your 
immediate family and friends.  
“Little Johnnie isn’t one of us any-
more!”  Shock,  horror!   

Harari’s most telling point,  I think,  
is that he proves fairly conclusively 
that our species developed common 
belief systems (such as religions) to 
enable nomadic tribal or family 
groups to co-operate in larger and 
larger projects; for example, form-
ing national and international gov-
ernment agencies, flying to the 
moon,  building a motorway net-
work etc.  An unfortunate aspect of 
this mass human mobilisation has 
been the development of world war. 
Progress is dependent on sufficient 
numbers of people buying into 
common belief systems, because 
common belief is the glue which 
holds civilisations together (whether 
the systems have any basis in reality 
matters not a jot in Harari’s view, 
though not mine). And belief sys-
tems are in continuous struggle for 
dominance.  

If the last sentence has resonance 
with you, it might be because of 
Karl Marx. Like Harari, Marx be-
lieved that control of society was 
based in inevitable (class) struggle.  
Harari claims that Communism,  as 
a sect of Liberal Humanism,  has 
failed – and the facts of history ap-
pear to support that. But then the 
prevailing Capitalist system (anoth-
er sect of Liberal Humanism) isn’t 
in good shape either,  as Bob Dylan 
sang “It sure was a good idea, till 
greed got in the way.” Most people 
in the First World tend to be obese, 
over or under employed, and vague-
ly unhappy. Most people don’t 
know what to believe anymore.  I 
agree with Harari that we need (1) a 
common set of values in order to 
co-operate in groups larger than 
tribal communities, and (2) a new 
model of society we can all buy 
into.  But what? 

Marx was an Economist and Histo-
rian who naturally framed his world 
view in terms of classes in competi-
tion with each other: he minimised 
the importance of individual empa-
thy and friendship. But the whole 
edifice of Marxist ideology would 
never have happened had it not 
been for Marx’s life-long (and eco-
nomically highly unequal) friend-
ship with Friedrich Engels,  who ran 
a branch of his family’s in-
ternational manufacturing business 
in Manchester.  Engels funded Marx 
to be the brains of the operation,  
and Marx produced the ideas in 
printed form  – notably ideas based 
on the concept of class struggle. But 
the basic building blocks of social-
ism and humanism are the individu-
als who make up society, our friend-
ships and the regard we hold for 
one another. We ignore that fact at 
our peril. 

Here’s an interesting quick exercise 
for you. Make a list of all the people 
you’ve loved and respected 
throughout your life:  hopefully the 
list soon gets too long and tedious… 
the first 10 or 20 names are        ––>
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sufficient to complete the exercise.  
Then think of the qualities that 
made those people special to you…  
I’ve done this and there is a distinct 
pattern in the results. The people 
I’ve felt closest to are acutely empa-
thetic, they know my private shy-
ness and uncertainty; they want(ed) 
to build me as a human being;  and 
I love them for that and try to reci-
procate in kind.   

The core statement of humanist 
belief (‘The Amsterdam Declara-
tion”) is a beautiful document,  and 
I would recommend everyone inter-
ested in humanism to read it. But 
the definition of humanism I like 
best is from the American philan-
thropist and freethinker Todd 
Stiefel: being a humanist is acting at 
the intersection of love and reason.  
That’s the sect of Liberal Human-
ism that I subscribe to. I also think 
it’s the only hope for the future of 
our species,  but my “faith” in say-
ing that is positive rather than neg-
ative.  Todd Stiefel got it right:  the 
universe would be a bitter and 
lonely place without the warmth of 
human empathy to nurture us.  
Reason needs to be seasoned with 
huge dollops of empathy and com-
passion;  computers can’t do that,  
and if they ever can we’ve got to 
hope that the programmers  are 
well-intentioned! Every humanist 
meeting should include segments 
where friendship is paramount and 
we plot and agree action to im-
prove things in our locality and the 
world generally.  Let’s leave every 
humanist meeting with smiles on 
our faces, the best possible adver-
tisement for what we believe in.   

Todd Stiefel was merely pointing to 
the most enduring and positive part 
of the human condition.  Our an-
cestors here in Ireland would have 
understood exactly what he means;  
Catholic,  Protestant and the brave 
few Irish non-believers all revered 
the qualities inherent in the ‘day-
cent’ woman or man. The decent 
man or woman earned their neigh-
bours respect after a lifetime of 
being just,  sensible and, most of all, 
kind;  a ‘go-to’ person in times of 
trouble. Decency has had a hard 
time surviving in this age of crass 
consumerism and fast broadband,  
and we need it back at the centre of 
our lives and our philosophy.  For-
tunately,  it is still alive in a few 
pockets of rural Ireland.  

Just recently, the little Roscommon 
town of Ballaghdereen was suddenly 
cast into the media spotlight.  The 
town had been nominated by the 
national government as a settlement 
site for emigrant refugees,  and there 
had been scant consultation with 
townsfolk before the decision was 
taken. The citizens met to discuss 
the issue, and TV camera crews 
from Dublin descended on Bal-
laghdereen hoping for a sensational 
‘racist culchie’ story.  Instead,  they 
were met by a lady called Mary Gal-
lagher, aged 75,  who had been run-
ning a small drapery shop in the 
town for several decades. Mary told 
the cameras that, in spite of the 
short notice  and natural concern 
about how the new folk might fit in,  
“These are people who have come 
through horrific circumstances. We 
will do our best to make them feel 
at home.” Decency personified;  just 
a wise woman operating at the in-
tersection of love and reason. I hope 
the national media learnt something 
on its foray to Ballaghdereen and 
their interview with that lady.  

The last paragraph reads like a tri-
umph for true humanist values,  but 
the local bishop soon got in on the 
act:  “This is an opportunity for us 
as a Catholic community and Chris-
tian people to display what we be-
lieve about every human being,  
beloved of God…” Dr Harari (re-
member him?) would have argued 
that people in Ballaghdereen used 
the binding force of their collective 
religious faith to reach their deci-
sion; the fact that their decision 
happened in this instance to be be-
nign  and humane was merely coin-
cidental.  But I would disagree. We 
make ethical value judgements in 
everyday life and it is actually very 
important to do the right thing for 
the right reasons. Here in Ireland,  
we are painfully aware of what 
could have happened if a fiery cleric 
with ‘the gift of the gab’ had stood 
up at that local meeting and quoted 
other,  much less benign,  
sections of some sacred 
text. We know that 
might mean trouble, or 
 – worse still  – Troubles. 

So I believe that our 
task as humanists is to 
put love and reason at 
the heart of human de-
cision making. Our rea-
soning tells us we must 

do so because this is the ethical thing 
to do, and because achieving that 
goal may be critical to the survival of 
homo sapiens and life on our planet.  
Reasoning also tells us that because 
we are sentient,  suffering creatures 
we cannot achieve this by reasoning 
alone. We need to incorporate human 
empathy and decency into a renewed 
faith for the future.  And we need to 
present a world-wide united move-
ment based on that ethos. Not easy, 
but an essential task to be done. A 
new dawn indeed!                          q                                        
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Dear Ballaghaderreen 

This letter is from a Syrian woman 
living and working in Ireland who 
had the honour and pleasure of 
visiting you today. Seeing your 
beautiful town and meeting your 
fantastic people have enlightened 
my life.  
 
Syrian refugees will be very lucky 
to live among such a wonderful 
and accepting community. 
 
I met so many lovely people includ-
ing Mary Gallagher, the true soul 
and heart of Ireland. 
 
I had the best pint of Guinness at 
the Fiddler Elbow pub and also the 
nicest cuppa in the Spell bar. 
 
Everybody I met, as I wandered 
around the town in the afternoon 
of my visit, went out of their way to 
make me feel welcome. 
 
By hosting Syrian refugees, you are 
not only saving and protecting 
them, you are truly creating new 
lives with new hope and dreams for 
the future. 
 
You are a true Irish model, let's tell 
the whole world about it. 

Thank you! 
Love 
Razan

Razan and Mary Gallagher



How Free Are We? 
Brian McClinton 

HERE 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. Democri-
tus maintained that causal deter-
ministic laws control the motion of 
atoms, and that everything – includ-
ing human minds – consists merely 
of atoms in a void. Leucippus de-
clared 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 foreor-
dained 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 suffi-
cient 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 philoso-
phers 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 determin-
istic view. In the 1980s the physiol-
ogist 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 Max-

well: 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 be-
haviour? 

One possible route out of this intel-
lectual 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. ––> 
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By examining the various reasons 
for human behaviour, we break 
free from the straitjacket of a pure-
ly mechanistic and deterministic 
explanation of behaviour. 

Most philosophers, including 
Hume and Kant, were and are es-
sentially compatibilists or soft de-
terminists, arguing that free will 
can live with determinism. Incom-
patibilists, 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 com-
patibilism, 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 exper-
iments involved asking people to 
flex their wrists whenever they felt 
like it. But this is a spur-of-the-
moment activity in an experimen-
tal set up, whereas many of our 
decisions involve deliberations 
over time when we weigh up the 
possible consequences of our ac-
tions 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 automat-
ic: 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: grav-
ity, 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 in-
creasing degree of freedom. The 
development of culture and lan-
guage 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 our be-
ing. 

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 capaci-
ty 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 per-
spective on the future. What that 
future holds in store for our planet 
is up to all of us, reasoning togeth-
er” 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?                                                 q 

Poetry Corner 

What’s in a Name? 
I KNOW a boy – of ten years 
He got another name 
His family told him too 
They had to choose a favourite saint - 
“Hello Martin”. 
Just the same boy 
A little older 
It was all the better for God his master 
It is a requirement to his faith. 
  
I know a dog – of ten months 
His owner gave him another name 
The Kennel Club told him too 
His master chose a favourite mountain – 
“Hello Croagh Patrick.” 
Just the same dog 
A little older 
It was all the better for Registration papers 
It is a requirement to show. 
  
A lovely spanking new name 
Nice boy 
Good dog 
Brought to heel, 
Soon we’ll see a thrown ball, “go fetch”. 

Paul Wilkinson 

Sugar and Spice 
I’M SUCH a girlie girl 
Sugar and spice and all things nice 
That’s what I’m made of 
But I can be such a Tomboy 
I like trains more than any boy I know. 

But I am going to be a ballerina 
And ‘jetee weeeee’ straight into 
The arms of my handsome prince 
I love my wee doll Pipin 
I’m practising to be a mummy some day 
I’m so sweet and gentle. 

I like to play skipping, hop scotch, 
Rounders and netball. 
I adore flowery dresses, 
My hair in pig tails, 
Patent shoes, 
My legs in silky white tights 
Just to complete the cute look. 

But sometimes 
I get so confused 
And frightened 
And I cry 
For they tell me 

I’m a Boy! 
Adrianne Elson
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Evil, the Perfect Teacher? 
William Burns 

F we learn good from evil, doesn’t it follow that evil 
is good after all? Isn't evil a ‘perfect’ teacher? Yet 
those who subscribe to this justification for the exis-

tence of evil never thank God for its existence. Shouldn't 
they be praising God for the wonderful work Satan does 
and for the existence of dictators like Hitler if they really 
believe that evil is good for us? Apparently, the more 
savage and cruel the evil the more we learn how great 
good is.  Would thanking God for the Holocaust not 
make sense if great good came from it?  

If we look at evil  – be it moral evil committed by people, 
or the sort that comes with disease, earthquakes, 
tsunamis, etc  – as the ‘perfect teacher’, isn't this justify-
ing every evil regardless? How can we condemn such a 
‘perfect’ teacher who exists for our own good? 

Really good teachers are respected and upheld as exam-
ples to inspire us. What would we think of a mother, 
whose 6-year-old child was brutally raped and killed, 
going out of her way to thank the rapist? Imagine her 
praising him for such evil, for without it she would not 
understand the good and find Jesus. Of course such 
wonderfully perfect teaching is lost on the child who is 
only used as a teaching aid. 

Does evil have to occur in order for us to know what 
good is? Could we still know the good with much less 
evil in existence? Do you know what murder means only 
when murders are committed? 
  
Let me quote Peter Angeles: ”The actual existence of evil 
is not a condition for my knowing good. It is not a mat-
ter that to have good I must have evil existing. It is essen-
tial that for me to know what good is I must be able to 
contrast it with an idea of evil. This is the minimum re-
quirement. The same would apply to evil. It is true that I 
cannot forgive someone without there being some wrong 
or injury to be forgiven. To forgive implies the existence 
of something to forgive. But I can know its meaning 
without there being any wrong or injury in the world” 
(Peter Angeles, The Problem of God, pp 144-145).  

According to traditional Christianity, Jesus did not com-
mit or experience evil and yet he had no problems in 
understanding good without evil. If he can have a perfect 
understanding of good and evil WITHOUT evil then 
why not us? It's time Christians thanked God for Satan. 
He goes out of his way to teach them about the impor-
tance of good by committing so much evil. Indeed, he's a 
much better teacher than Jesus who really doesn't under-
stand evil for he wasn't born with a sinful nature. 

I have more respect for Christians who are honest 
enough to admit that the existence of evil with a perfect 
God is unanswerable instead of making one excuse after 
another to explain it. 

If we need evil to appreciate good, it isn’t necessary to 
have so much of it as we find in the world. For contrast 
purposes, evil could be on a much smaller scale. And it 
certainly serves no purpose for those killed by evil for 
they learn nothing being dead. With much less evil we 
would get the point.  

If suffering and evil exist to teach us a lesson, a less ter-
minal cancer would teach us more than a fatal one. “Cer-
tainly that is right, and it does refute the Contrast De-
fence" (Theodore M. Drance, Nonbelief and Evil: two 
arguments for the nonexistence of God, pp 146-147).    q 

CARRIE Fisher, the American actress and writer who died last 
December, was given the Outstanding Lifetime Achievement 
Award in Cultural Humanism in April 2016 by the Humanist 
Hub. It is dedicated to building a model nonreligious com-
munity where humanist values inspire people to connect 
deeply and change the world. A mural of Carrie has been 
drawn at Loopland Park, off the Castlereigh Road, in Belfast. 
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    Mural of Carrie Fisher at Loopland Park, Belfast 

Carrie Fisher



St Kevin, Imagined 
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St Kevin and the Blackbird by Seamus Heaney  
(from The Spirit Level, Faber,1996) 

And then there was St Kevin and the blackbird, 
The saint is kneeling, arms stretched out, inside 
His cell, but the cell is narrow, so 

One turned-up palm is out the window, stiff 
As a crossbeam, when a blackbird lands 
And lays in it and settles down to nest. 

Kevin feels the warm eggs, the small breast, the tucked 
Neat head and claws and, finding himself linked 
Into the network of eternal life, 

Is moved to pity: now he must hold his hand 
Like a branch out in the sun and rain for weeks 
Until the young are hatched and fledged and flown. 

And since the whole thing's imagined anyhow, 
Imagine being Kevin. Which is he? 
Self-forgetful or in agony all the time 

From the neck on out down through his hurting forearms? 
Are his fingers sleeping? Does he still feel his knees? 
Or has the shut-eyed blank of underearth 

Crept up through him? Is there distance in his head? 
Alone and mirrored clear in love's deep river, 
'To labour and not to seek reward,' he prays, 

A prayer his body makes entirely 
For he has forgotten self, forgotten bird  
And on the riverbank forgotten the river's name. 

Colin Corkey, artist below, writes:  

AS is so often the case, a few salient words can provide 
the inspiration necessary to embark on a painting. In this 
instance it was the words - “Kevin feels the warm eggs, 
the small breast, the tucked / Neat head and claws and, 
finding himself linked / Into the network of eternal life, / 
Is moved to pity”. The painting is a personal visual 
statement and, rather than present a definitive explana-
tion, I would hope that it may say something of human 
sacrifice irrespective of personal suffering. 
        Echoes of the Irish landscape are suggested by the 
addition of clay and river silt gleaned from various 
sources in the north and west of the country being in-
corporated into the painting. I struggled at the time to 
find the appropriate stylised image suitably to represent 
the blackbird when a friend produced an old rusted iron 
sickle which had been buried in the earth for many years. 
     I feel that a deeply spiritual element pervades the 
poem, recalling that familiar 16th century prayer of St 
Ignatius Loyola that includes the lines - “To give and not 
to count the cost, To toil and not to seek for rest”.        q                     



Prospero’s Diary 

INFLATED 

NE of the most 
telling remarks at 
the recent BAFTA 

awards was made by the 
host Stephen Fry: “I look 
down at row after row of 
the most overrated people 
on the planet”. Indeed. 
George Clooney’s wife is 
expecting twins  – not ex-
actly a unique experience 
for a woman – and it is 
mainstream news.  

Nor is it only film stars who 
are overrated. David Beck-
ham complains about be-
ing bypassed for a knight-
hood and it is all over the 
tabloids. Pop star rivalry, 
real or imagined, between 
Adele, Beyonce´and Rihan-
na, is never out of the 
headlines. Politics is also 
becoming more and more 
dominated by the cult of 
personality. Of course,  it is 
not new. Mussolini, Hitler, 
Stalin, Mao, Kim Jong-un all 
developed the cult. But it 
used to be associated 
largely with dictatorships. 
Now it is the norm in 
democracies as well. That 
inevitably means that they 
cease to be democracies. 

ILLITERATE 

NEW research is bleak read-
ing: one in ten people do 
not own a single book, 
though the average 
household has more than 
eight devices linked to the 
internet. The study, by Avi-
va, reveals that 6.5m peo-
ple say they do not own 
any printed books, not 
even a Bible or the Koran. 
For those aged 18-24 the 
figure soars to one in five. 
Technology has taken over  

to the extent that almost 
half of households with 
children confessed that 
even when they were at 
home they often texted 
each other. Grandad to 
grandchild: “BTW”: bring 
the wheelchair. “IMHO”: is 
my hearing aid on? “LOL”: 
living on lipitor. “OMG”: 
ouch! my groin! “TLC”: To-
tally lost continence. 

IMMORAL 

THE civil war in Yemen has 
has lasted two years and 
led to 10,000 civilian 
deaths. As the UN reported 
last year, a military coalition 
led by Saudi Arabia is re-
sponsible for the vast ma-
jority of these deaths. 
Some are being killed by 
British-made bombs, sold 
to the Saudi dictatorship by 
the British government.  

Since the Saudis began 
pummelling Yemen, Britain 
has granted licences for 
£3.3bn worth of arms. Sau-
di Arabia is Britain’s biggest 
arms client.  The Campaign 
Against the Arms Trade 
(CAAT) has brought a case 
against the British govern-
ment and is arguing that 
arms sales to Saudi Arabia 
must cease. At the same 
time, the UK has recently 
signed a £100m fighter jet 
deal with Turkey, a country 
rapidly degenerating into a 
dictatorship. 

IRRELEVANT 

BY the time you read this, 
the result of yet another 
election in Northern Ire-
land may be known. The 
province is changing fast. 
The last census indicated a 
growing number designat-
ing themselves as other 
than Protestant or Catholic, 
or of no religion. According 
to opinion polls, a clear 
majority support abortion 
in certain circumstances 
and same-sex marriage. 
And the pro-EU referen-
dum vote demonstrated 
that most people are ex-
panding their horizons 
beyond Orange and Green 
perspectives.  
Yet most of the politicians 
are still playing the consti-
tutional power game in a 
mindset dominated by 
19th century attitudes. The 
percentage of MLAs who 
are not designated as 
unionist or nationalist is 
about 10%. Here was a 
chance for progressives to 
vote for one of these par-
ties: Alliance, Greens or 
People before Profit, and 
increase this percentage. 
Alas, the signs are that 
there may be a slight de-
cline in support for the 
extreme parties but not 
enough to make an appre-
ciable difference. 

How then to break the 
shackles? Abandoning or 
modifying the Petition of 
Concern is one possibility. 
Voluntary coalition might 
be another. The moderate 
parties need to work more 
closely together. Whatever 
is suggested, it will not be 
easy. Crocodiles and  
dinosaurs still roam  
Stormont’s corridors. 

INCLUSIVE 

ON a more positive note, 
on Sunday, March 19th, 
the bells of Christ Church 
Cathedral, Waterford, will 
ring out a challenge to all 
whipped-up suspicion 
about immigrants and 
refugees in the western 
world. 

Former president of Ire-
land Dr Mary McAleese 
will launch the bells that 
morning in protest at anti-
immigrant sentiment 
sweeping the western 
world. Their peal will pro-
claim a very clear mes-
sage which will be echoed 
across the island and be-
yond. Ms McAleese said: 
“The bells will be ringing a 
message of love, hope 
and inclusion that we 
hope will bring comfort to 
the men, women and 
children whose lives are 
blighted by the hatred 
and bigotry of those who 
would deny them their 
dignity and rights as hu-
man beings”. Maria Jans-
son, Dean of Waterford, 
said: “we have to make an 
appropriate response to 
the cacophony of hatred 
which gets more frighten-
ing every day across  
Europe.” Exactly.                  q
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Born Again 
12 Steps to Surviving Christian Fundamentalism  

(Especially as a gay kid with Tourettes Syndrome) 
Step 3: What Would Trump Do? 

Thomas Bryan Rambo 

HE orange train wreck that is Donald Trump is 
President of the United States, and Christian fun-
damentalists played a big role in electing this neo-

fascist. While much of the world is still finding it difficult 
to comprehended why America has turned to such a crea-
ture, I personally am not shocked whatsoever. The people 
I grew up around are “Trump people”. Their religious 
worldview not only doesn’t hinder misogyny, racial big-
otry and homophobia, but it actually feeds them.  
  
The Born Again Christian (BAC) community that I was 
exposed to as a youth consisted predominantly of middle-
class white people. I would describe most of them as be-
ing, if not openly racist, at least warily suspicious of peo-
ple from different racial backgrounds. 
In the South, racism against the 
African-American community is still 
rife. It’s not out in the open, of course. 
It’s hidden, rather, under the decora-
tion of uncomfortable niceties and 
silent understandings along the lines 
of, “you stay over there and we’ll stay 
over here”. 
  
Progress, as it concerns racism in the southern United 
States, seems to be generational. My grandmother’s gener-
ation was just uninhibitedly racist. Now of course I loved 
my grandmother very much. We had a special relation-
ship. I was something of her favourite and everyone knew 
it. Unfortunately, she viewed herself as  being fundamen-
tally different to people of different racial backgrounds, 
which meant (to her anyway) she was constitutionally 
incapable of mingling with them as peers. That was an 
aspect of my grandmother I could never respect.  
  
My parent’s generation, the baby-boomers, harbour a 
more watered-down prejudice. I think it was easier for 
them to see, at least intellectually, that the status quo of 
their parents’ generation didn’t make sense. Until my par-
ents’ generation, the role of black people in southern 
American society consisted primarily of serving wealthier 
white people in some way. 
  
Everything changed after the Civil Rights Movement. The 
white baby-boomers more-or-less accepted the necessity of 
the change; even while their parents fought it with attack 
dogs and water cannons. The baby-boomer generation 
achieved something of a stalemate among the different 
racial groups in the South. They no longer expected to get 
served by their black neighbours (like their parents had), 

but they weren’t going to mingle with them either. You 
stay over there, and we’ll stay over here.  
  
The progress that my generation made in the South as it 
concerns race relations, took on a much less dramatic 
form. It makes me cringe now when I think back to my 
high school days; hearing fellow white classmates rehash 
tired bigoted remarks they’d picked up from their parents. 
It was so pathetic; such a lack of self-awareness and any 
ability to think beyond what had been bashed into them 
by their bigoted elders. 
  
But there were many like myself, too, who seemed instinc-
tively able to wade through the dense waters of white 

southern bigotry without getting too 
dirty. I never saw myself as being dif-
ferent from minorities in my commu-
nity. Maybe as a gay kid (even though 
I didn’t accept my sexuality at the 
time), my subconscious registered an 
automatic solidarity with them.  
  
Indeed, the South is like a swamp. 

Literally and figuratively. It’s a vast, sti-
fling area of America filled with people upholding varying 
degrees of murky bigotry. I know that’s a heinous general-
isation, but a good visual is to look one of those maps 
illustrating the 2016 presidential election results; the ones 
where each state is designated red or blue, depending on 
which candidate carried that state. 
  
From Texas and Oklahoma all the way over to the Car-
olinas is a solid wall of red. The south is "Trump-land“; a 
bulwark of irrational religion-laced neo-conservatism. 
Trump didn’t just win the block, but he won it easily. The 
southern American states gladly gobbled up all of his nar-
row-minded drivel, and BACs were just as much a part of 
the mob as their "unsaved“ neighbours. 
  
In recent times, fundamentalist Christian communities 
have taken a particular aversion to LGBT people. BACs 
love spouting the idea that being gay is a choice and that 
people can be “healed” of it through disturbing therapies. 
  
But anti-gay sentiment is certainly not the only form of 
bigotry harboured by fundamentalist Christian com-
munities, or at least the one I knew in Georgia. The 
wealthy white BACs of my youth loved attending “mis-
sion trips.” At virtually any time during the year there 
were groups within the church preparing for,            –-> 
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away on, or just getting back from a mission trip. 
  
“Hold on”, you might be thinking. “Christian mission 
trips are bigoted enterprises?” Strictly speaking, no. Yet, 
for wealthy white BACs of the American South, mission 
trips are an outlet for them to express their privately held 
sense of superiority. 
  
Whereas their parents lived in a society that openly prac-
tised bigotry against people of different racial back-
grounds, white American baby-boomer BACs practise a 
subverted version of racial bigotry cloaked under the 
guise of charitable action.  
  
The primary reason for any Christian mission trip is, of 
course, to “save” people. I believe this is ultimately an ego 
trip, as I described in the first part of this series. But BACs 
do that everywhere, even in their own neighbourhoods, 
which are populated by people more or less exactly like 
themselves. 
  
While BACs view themselves as being superior to 
their neighbours as it concerns spirituality (being the 
“saved” ones, of course) while on mission trips, the BACs 
I know feel superior in every way possible. They are the 
rich white Americans flying in benevolently to assist the 
helpless underdeveloped brown people. What could the 
ego enjoy more!? 
  
It’s true that there exist places in the world that aren’t as 
developed as others. A lot of good work is done to assist 
in these areas. There are many heroic non-religious organ-
isations carrying out this work and doing it for no other 
reason than wanting to shape a world where all human 
beings live safe and healthy lives. 
  
This is not the BAC objective. BACs want to draw people 
into the BAC cult; which is to say “save” them. Any hu-
manitarian work carried out is, at best, secondary to this, 
and, at worst, non-existent. Legitimate humanitarian work 
that could be done with wealthy American BAC resources 
gets handicapped by their insatiable need to “save” people.  
  
As a teen, I attended three of these BAC mission trips to 
Costa Rica. The “work” we did was farcical. The area of 
Costa Rica I visited on these trips would no doubt have 
been described as underdeveloped by American or Eu-
ropean standards. Many people lived in houses with tin 
roofs. Most of the streets were unpaved, and a person 
would have been lucky to own a reliable means of auto-
matic transportation. So what did we do? What was our 
“work”?  
  
We built a house for the leader of a local BAC church. On 
some level this was a great thing to do. This man's family 
would have a better standard of living. But weren't there 
other things we could have done? If we had gone as non-
religious individuals our priorities would have certainly 
been different. As an example, maybe we would have 
helped repair the local school building, which was in terri-
ble shape. Instead we simply made life easier for a man 
who dedicated his life to converting the people around him 
to his cult.  
  
When going to Costa Rica, our attitude was always one 
of superiority. It was always what we were going to do 

for them. What we were going to teach them. How we 
were going to better them. The idea that we, the white 
BACs from America, could have anything to gain or 
learn from the Costa Rican people (besides a few nice 
prayers and feet washings) was cutely naive. That was 
our attitude, anyway.  
  
Some of the younger people of that BAC church in Costa 
Rica were actually brought to America a few years after 
my first trip. The American BACs flew them over, gave 
them places to stay, paraded them around for a few 
weeks at church functions, then sent them back home. 
  
I remember well their conflicted faces. They had been 
brought into the world of white American suburbia and, 
compared to what life was like for them in Costa 
Rica, our wold must have seemed fantastic. Our houses, 
our cars, our entire way of life, were completely different 
from theirs. Our material world consisted of things they 
couldn’t have imagined possessing, given the environ-
ment they had known. Our way of life was, if not “bet-
ter”, certainly much easier than theirs.  
  
They weren’t resentful, though. I think their prevailing 
attitude was one of confusion. Why have we been 
brought here? That seemed to be the question in their 
eyes. The trip was, indeed, quite pointless. Other than 
being prayed for at church a few times (which being 
good BACs, I’m sure they considered a good enough 
reason to go just about anywhere), they didn’t do much 
except enjoy the spoils of American life. The white baby-
boomer BACs, who brought these young Costa Ricans 
over, might have harboured consciously good intentions. 
I don’t know exactly what they were; maybe just the 
idea of giving the Costa Ricans a nice holiday. 
  
Yet there was an unsavoury smack to the whole affair. I 
believe that, ultimately, it wasn’t enough for the wealthy 
American BACs to travel to Costa Rica as the superior 
"helpers“. No, they wanted more. The American BACs 
needed to bring the Costa Ricans to the States in order 
to parade their American wealth. To say, “look what we 
have that you don’t!” To show the Costa Ricans off to 
other church members like mission trip pets; a sickening 
form of “peacocking”.   
  
These are the kind of people who voted for Donald 
Trump. A man who won’t denounce his Ku Klux Klan 
support in any meaningful way. A man who, for count-
less documented reasons, views woman as objects to be 
collected or discarded. A man whose Vice-President 
wants to shock the gay out of people with electricity 
(or something to that effect). 
  
The BAC hypocrisy is baffling. Doesn’t this Trump 
support seem directly to contradict the über-simple 
message attributed to Jesus of basically just trying not 
to be a complete jerk to everybody? Or was that Bud-
dha? Anyway! 
  
Religion is ultimately a coping mechanism that people 
use to anaesthetize the hardships and uncertainties of 
life, and to obscure our fear of death. If a person were 
racially prejudiced, misogynistic or homophobic before 
they became a BAC, they’ll likely continue to be so 
afterwards.                                                             ––>   
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Just like someone becoming dependent on a controlled 
substance to cope. Whether a person is or isn’t a drug 
addict has nothing to do with them being racist. It’s the 
same with BACs.  
  
Before flying home to America from Costa Rica, we 
would always spend a few days in Quepos, a resort town. 
We’d wave goodbye to the Costa Rican BACs in their 
under-developed village, having not really given them any 
substantial assistance, and reward ourselves with luxury 
beach chairs and non-alcoholic piña coladas. 
  
You see, that was the real reason many of us were there, 
and that’s the reason Donald Trump knew he’d always 
have the support of American BACs. 
  
Trump is a maniacal conman, yes. But he’s no idiot. He 
knows that behind the arm waving, tongues-speaking and 
mission trip-faring, white American BACs, especially 
those from the south, are no different from any other 
stereotypical white conservative yearning for bygone glory 
days. 
  
They're people who spent much of the 20th century view-
ing themselves as being at the top of the geo-political food 
chain. The de facto "world police”, entitled to wield au-
thority over other people and places; or so they believe. 
Donald Trump won so easily in the “red” southern states 
because the BACs, just like their "unsaved” neighbours, 
have woken up, a decade and a half into this new century, 
and found that the tides are changing. The inevitable 
trend is towards globalisation and they can’t cope with it. 
  
A huge part of their identity is built around notions of 
being the best, the richest, the most free and the most de-
serving. They need developing villages in Costa Rica to 
juxtapose themselves against. They need some people to 
be poor so they can feel rich.  
  
For Donald Trump (a man who probably doesn’t actually 
believe in a god) and white southern BACs, “Make Amer-
ica Great Again” has the same hidden message. It means 
not having a black president or Hispanic neighbours. 
  
The only difference between them is that Donald Trump 
would scoff at an Hispanic woman and call her “Mrs. 
House-Cleaning”; the BACs would give her a patronising 
smile and offer to pray for her. Either way, it’s just scared 
white people from America trying to assert an authority 
that they never had any moral claim to in the first place.  q                                             
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Irish Freethinkers and Humanists meet on 
the fourth Thursday of the month in the  
Holiday Inn Express, University Street, 
Belfast, at 8pm. Next meeting: 23rd March



24            Printed by Shanway, 15 Crumlin Road, Belfast BT14 6AA.  Tel. 0289022 2070   www.shanway.com

Irish Freethinkers and Humanists 

                         Membership Form (includes magazine) 

Name____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Address__________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Tel No. __________________________________________________________________________________ 

Email: __________________________________________________________________________________ 

I enclose: annual subscription: single £25 or €30; household £30 or €35; students/unemployed £10 or €15. 
Cheque/Postal Order payable to: Irish Freethinkers and Humanists 
Donations are welcome. Send to:  

NORTH: Brian McClinton, Treasurer, 25 Riverside Drive, Lisburn, BT274HE, NI 
02892677264    07962122038              brianmcclinton@btinternet.com 
SOUTH: R.G. Rees, 34 Dewberry Park, Portmarnock, Dublin D13 PP44   (018461430)  
or Mairead Doyle, Carraigin, Ballinastoe, Roundwood, Co. Wicklow  

Irish Freethinker and Humanist 
Subscription Only Form 

Name____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Address__________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Tel No. ___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Email: ____________________________________________________________________________________ 

          £20 or €25 for 6 bi-monthly issues. Cheque/Postal Order payable to: Irish Freethinkers and Humanists 
Send to: 

NORTH:                   
Brian McClinton, 
25 Riverside Drive, 
Lisburn, 
BT274HE 
02892677264    07962122038 

SOUTH: 
R.G. Rees, 34 Dewberry Park,  
Portmarnock, Dublin D13 PP44            018461430 
Bob Rees <bigbobrees@gmail.com> 
or  Mairead Doyle, Carraigin, Ballinastoe,  
Roundwood, Co. Wicklow

 Irish Freethinker and Humanist • March-April 2017


