
The Spectre of Nationalism 
The Editor 

HE spectre of aggressive na-
tionalism is haunting the 
globe. An ideology that led 

inexorably to the Gulag and the 
Holocaust and was thought to be 
crushed in 1945 is once again stalk-
ing Planet Earth. Trump wants to 
make America great again. Putin 
believes that Russia is a country 
that others heed. Brexiteers want to 
have their country back. In-
ternational climate change agree-
ments are set aside. Travel bans are 
imposed on ‘potential enemies’. 
Walls are threatened or erected to 
keep out ‘foreigners’. Violence in-
creases against minorities, immi-
grants and refugees. The lights are 
going out everywhere. 

When we think of some of 
the worst atrocities in history 
– the genocide of native 
Americans, the enslavement 
of millions of Africans, the 
Nazi genocide against the 
Jews, the dropping of atomic 
bombs on Japanese civilians, 
the Srebrenica Massacre, and 
so on  – we realise that they were 
committed by people who claimed 
a moral superiority over their vic-
tims whom they sought to dehu-
manise.  

This superiority complex has three 
main sources: nationalism, racism 
and religion. Indeed, nationalism is 
a religious-like devotion to ‘the na-
tion’. There is a compelling belief 
that one’s own country, race and/or 
religion is better, truer, wiser, 
stronger than another/others and 
therefore is entitled to impose its 
will, defeat or destroy those inferior 
others. Nationalism, racism and 
religion are the three main poisons 
that sow the seeds of hate and war. 

Yet the truth is that nationalism 
(and racism) has no answer to the 
world’s real threats, particularly 
nuclear war, environmental degra-
dation and malign technology. On 
the contrary, it is a major threat to 
humanity in all these areas. 

NUCLEAR WAR 
In the past countries played the 
nationalist game without destroying 
human civilisation. But that was in 
the pre-Hiroshima era. Since then, 
nuclear weapons have raised the 
stakes and changed the fundamen-
tal nature of war and politics. As 
long as human beings know how to 
enrich uranium and plutonium, 
their survival will depend on privi-
leging the prevention of nuclear 
war over the interests of any par-
ticular nation. The nation itself, 
without a robust system of in-
ternational co-operation, cannot 
prevent the world, or even itself, 
from nuclear destruction. 

Alarmingly, one country has an 
overwhelming superiority of nu-
clear weapons and threatens less 
friendly countries that plan to de-
velop them. A PEW poll in August 
found that the US is viewed by 
peoples around the world to be the 
biggest threat to world peace, even 
in South Korea, which is heavily 
defended by American troops and 
equipment. Moreover, America has 
just increased its ‘defense’ spending, 
which already is three times Chi-
na’s, and nine times higher than 
Russia’s. Clearly, the democratic 
world cannot continue with this 
skewed defence system, especially if 
people like Donal Trump acquire 
power in the White House. 

CLIMATE CHANGE 
Nationalism is even more danger-
ous in the context of climate change 
because it is a much more vague 
and protracted menace and because 
no country can be sovereign in this 

matter. If 200 governments pursue  
200 different ecological strategies, 
suited to their own national inter-
est, none is likely to succeed. Yet, 
whenever environmental considera-
tions demand some painful sacri-
fice, nationalists will be tempted to 
put the national interest first, reas-
suring themselves that we can wor-
ry about the environment later, or 
just leave it to people elsewhere. It 
isn’t a coincidence that scepticism 
about climate change is usually the 
preserve of nationalist politicians. 
As Yuval Harare has argued, they 
have no answer to the problem, and 
so they prefer to believe it does not 
exist. And once again, the US is the 

biggest fly in the ointment, 
thwarting an international 
approach to the problem. 

MALIGN TECHNOLOGY 
Thirdly, there is disruptive 
technology. If and when artifi-
cial intelligence surpasses hu-
man intelligence, it may be 
given control of weapons sys-

tems and crucial decisions, with 
potentially calamitous conse-
quences, including even putting 
billions out of work, creating a new, 
‘useless class’ of people, devoid of 
economic value and political power. 
If technology gets to know us better 
than we know ourselves, govern-
ments and corporations could pre-
dict our decisions, manipulate our 
emotions and gain absolute control 
over our lives. 

Thus technology has created a set 
of global threats to human exis-
tence that no nation can fight on its 
own. The EU is a model of interna-
tionalism as the way forward, but 
unfortunately the UK has thrown a 
wrench into a mechanism that en-
sures continental harmony and co-
operation. We desperately need a 
new global identity because nation-
al institutions are incapable of deal-
ing with the world’s problems and 
threats and indeed only serve to 
aggravate them.                                    q                     
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Axis of Idiots:Trump and Kim 
Eamon Murphy 

N August, the Washington Post reported that Texas 
‘megachurch pastor’ Robert Jeffress – one of Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s ‘evangelical advisers’, who 

preached the morning of his inauguration – had released 
a statement saying the president has the moral authority 
to ‘take out’ North Korean leader Kim Jong- Un. 

“When it comes to how we should deal with evildoers, 
the Bible, in the book of Romans, is very clear: God has 
endowed rulers full power to use whatever means neces-
sary — including war — to stop evil”, Jeffress said. “In 
the case of North Korea, God has given Trump authority 
to take out Kim Jong-un.” 

The previous week, President Trump made his now in-
famous statement that if North Korea continues to 
threaten the United 
States, or its allies or 
territories, it will be 
met with “fire and fury 
like the world has nev-
er seen”. 

This is typical Trump 
rhetoric; off the cuff, 
bombastic, and at odds 
with the narrative 
coming from the more 
moderate elements of 
his administration. (his 
Secretary of State, Rex 
Tillerson, has maintained that the U.S. is open to diplo-
matic negotiation with the Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea, or DPRK, as North Korea officially refers to 
itself). 

In June, Mark Bowden (author of several books, includ-
ing Black Hawk Down) published an article in The At-
lantic magazine on ‘How to deal with North Korea’. It 
begins with an alarmist and attention-grabbing state-
ment, though one that is probably not so far-fetched: 
“Thirty minutes. That’s about how long it would take a 
nuclear-tipped intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) 
launched from North Korea to reach Los Angeles”. 

In the article, Bowden presents four options for dealing 
with the hermit state and its nuclear ambitions. They are: 
1. Prevention: A crushing military strike to eliminate 
North Korea’s nuclear and conventional arsenals, take 
out its leadership, and destroy its military. 
2. Turning the screw: A limited conventional military 
attack, or series of such attacks, from the air and sea. 
3. Decapitation: Removing Kim Jong-un and his inner 
circle, potentially by assassination. 
4. Acceptance: Consenting, implicitly, to North Korea 
developing and holding whatever weapons they wish to 

possess, while continuing efforts to contain and frustrate 
them. 

None of these is a good option. But it increasingly looks 
like acceptance is the only realistic possibility. As noted 
by Bowden, for sheer boldness, the prevention option 
would appeal most to the current occupant of the Oval 
Office. It would also play well to elements of his support 
base (some campaign posters for Trump boasted “Final-
ly, someone with balls”). 

Such a strike would require the greatest American mili-
tary attack since the Korean War, almost 70 years ago, 
and would surely result in thousands and thousands, if 
not millions, of civilian fatalities. However, it is certainly 
possible that, by Trumpian logic, that cost might be ac-

ceptable “if the war 
remains on the other 
side of the world” (this 
is something that ought 
to keep South Koreans 
and Japanese awake at 
night. The definition of 
‘acceptable losses’ usu-
ally depends heavily on 
which people are doing 
the dying). 

Such an attack would 
need to be executed so 
swiftly and decisively 

that North Korea would have no time to respond. This is 
a fantasy: Bowden believes that an American preemptive 
strike would likely trigger one of the worst mass killings 
in human history, if only because complete annihilation 
of the DPRK arsenal is probably impossible, and with 
only a few of its more conventional weapons, North 
Korea could kill millions of people within hours. Seoul is 
less than 50 miles down the road, while the DPRK has 
missiles capable of reaching Tokyo, a metropolitan area 
of nearly 40 million people. 

Let’s just say that the first option is out…. What if the 
United States aimed to hit at the Pyongyang regime 
without provoking a full-on war, leaving Kim Jong-un in 
power and the North Korean state still intact, though 
without its nuclear arsenal?  

Such an attack would need to inflict significant damage to 
North Korea’s capability for military aggression whilst 
being small enough to avoid being perceived as the begin-
ning of the afore-discussed preventative strike. The goal 
would be to leave Kim in power, but force him to aban-
don his pursuit of nuclear ICBMs. But this in almost 
equally as problematic as the first option, as North Korea 
would have no way of immediately knowing that      —>
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the attack was not an all-out assault, and would there-
fore have no reason to hold back in launching a full 
counter-offensive – nuclear weapons and all. 

The option of decapitation – assassinating Kim Jong-un 
and replacing the leadership with a more moderate and 
open regime – is something that is almost certainly being 
considered. And it has at least one public backer. Accord-
ing to Jeffress, the aforementioned pastor, the biblical 
passage Romans 13 gives American government authori-
ty to deal with the situation. “That gives the government 
… the authority to do whatever, whether it’s assassina-
tion, capital punishment or evil punishment to quell the 
actions of evildoers like Kim Jong-un”. 

Here, he ignores the more pacifistic Romans 12, which 
says, “Do not repay evil for evil”. Asked whether he 
would want to the president to embody the Sermon on 
the Mount, referring to the moral teachings of Jesus, he 
replied “absolutely not”. Quite the Christian attitude! 
“Some Christians, perhaps younger Christians, have to 
think this through,” Jeffress said. “It’s antithetical to 
some of the mushy rhetoric you hear from some circles 
today. Frankly, it’s because they are not well taught in 
the scriptures.” 

Yet, given the intense se-
curity surrounding Kim 
(much of the military 
might of the North Kore-
an state exists, essentially, 
to ensure his safety), it 
would be incredibly dan-
gerous, not to mention 
likely suicidal, for anyone to attempt to carry out an 
assassination. Neither is there a guarantee that what 
replaces him would be any better. 

This leaves the final, unpalatable proposition of accep-
tance. Unless Kim Jong-un is killed and replaced by 
something better, or some miracle of diplomacy occurs, 
or some incredibly costly military conflict occurs on the 
Korean peninsula, North Korea will eventually build 
ICBMs armed with nuclear warheads. In the words of 
one retired senior U.S. military commander: “It’s a done 
deal.” 

Indeed, Bowden commented in a recent interview with 
Sam Harris that he has yet to talk to anyone near the top 
of the American military command who would seriously 
consider a preemptive attack on the DPRK. It may be 
wise to hope that it is such reservation and acceptance 
that prevails, and Trump ignores Jeffress – a man who 
once said that former president Barack Obama “paved 
the way for the Antichrist”, and drew controversy dur-
ing the 2012 Republican primaries for calling Mor-
monism a cult.  

Indeed, acceptance is likely because there are no good 
military options where North Korea is concerned, and 
because as frightening as it is to contemplate a Kim 
regime with nuclear weapons, accepting such a scenario 
means living with things only slightly worse than they 
are right now. Pyongyang has long had the means to 
destroy Seoul and kill tens of thousands of American 
soldiers stationed in South Korea. But Kim has been con-

strained by the same logic that has stayed the use of nu-
clear arms for some 70 years; that their use would invite 
swift annihilation. 

While during the Cold War the term used was MAD, or 
mutually assured destruction, in Kim’s case it is simply 
‘assured destruction’, as any launch of a nuclear weapon 
would invite annihilation while, even though its missiles 
might hit North America, North Korea cannot possibly 
destroy the United States. Acceptance is a terrible propo-
sition to consider, but Americans lived with a far, far 
greater threat for almost half a century. 

Once a nation commits itself to such a goal, it is next to 
impossible to stop it acquiring a nuclear weapon. The 
deal to halt Iran’s nuclear program was achievable only 
because that country had extensive trading and banking 
ties with other nations. North Korea’s isolation means 
that no country besides China can really apply meaning-
ful economic pressure. 

The DPRK has, in the past, displayed an occasional will-
ingness to halt its nuclear ambitions. With the right in-
ducements, Kim might possibly decide to change direc-
tion. But for now, it’s likely that acceptance is how the 

current crisis should and 
will play out. 

One must hope, most of all, 
that the actions of Trump 
in this situation are guided 
by logic, reason, and advice 
from knowledgeable people 
in close quarters, and not 

by citations from the Bible. This author believes that 
Trump’s appeal to the evangelical lobby is purely a prag-
matic one. He himself seems to have no real religious be-
lief, and I doubt he pays any real attention to Jeffress or 
his ilk, except in so far as something might arise that 
might help him appeal to his evangelical support base. 
Let’s hope, for the sake of humanity, that I’m correct.      q                                                                                                                                                                        
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Sex and Gender: What’s in a Word? 
Roger Kelly 

EX and gender defini-
tions have become in-
creasing confusing and 

complex, especially between 
feminists and transsexuals. 
There appears to be a grow-
ing intolerance and antipathy 
between trans women and 
radical feminists who are be-
ing labelled as TERFS (trans 
exclusionary radical femi-
nists). They are said to incite 
violence against trans women 
by refusing to accept them as 
women. 

While there is an intense debate 
ongoing between radical feminists 
and trans women, there are con-
cerns among socialist and trade 
union groups that proposed 
changes to the law on gender self-
identity could have major implica-
tions for all of us. Anyone raising 
concerns and challenging the pro-
posal is being deemed as trans-
phobic, which is similar to the no 
platforming for speakers with dif-
fering views on transgender issues. 
This does not help in debating the 
issues involved which are vital for 
any social, political or legal 
change. 

For many trade unionists, relaxing 
the legal definition of what is a 
man or a woman could render sex 
discrimination law meaningless. 
The right to define one's own ‘gen-
der’ will undermine the legal char-
acteristic of ‘sex’ and could lead to 
serious implications for women 
and their ability to fight sex dis-
crimination and oppression. 

The demand for self-identity, 
which has become a campaigning 
issue for the trans community, has 
serious implications for all of us 
and how we are defined. 
Unfortunately the growth in iden-
tity politics is becoming an atomis-
ing force, creating division among 
progressive women’s groups. 
The controversy centres around 
the term ‘women’ in that it is de-
fined in several ways. For the ma-

jority of women it is still deter-
mined by biology; for trans 
women it is determined by a 
strongly held belief of ‘knowing’ 
Natally born women are now re-
ferred to as ‘cis’, ‘non-man’, ‘non-
trans women’, ‘vagina owners’, 
and ‘menstruators’.  

Another trend is the casual substi-
tution of ‘gender’ for ‘sex’. This is 
worrying and a misrepresentation 
of the law, under which ‘sex’ is a 
protected characteristic because of 
the discrimination and oppression 
which women face. 

Sex is biological and the fight for 
feminists which goes back decades 
if not centuries has been to chal-
lenge the assumption that one's 
sex should determine one's options 
or behaviour. 

Within the transgender community 
many believe that sex is a social 
construct and that binary does not 
exist. To accept this is to ignore the 
biological reality of billions of 
women. It does not 
challenge our social 
expectations; nor does 
it help women deal 
with the oppression 
they face. Women 
who suffer FGM, sex-
ual harassment or 
rape cannot identify 
out of these attacks. 
Women who live in 
poverty cannot access 
education or equal 
pay at work. Sex data 

on issues as diverse as pen-
sions and pay or domestic 
violence become harder to 
collect and use as part of the 
battle for women's equality.  

Women's rights are an ongo-
ing struggle for universal ac-
cess to reproductive rights, 
services or abortions. Look at 
the current mess in Northern 
Ireland regarding this and the 
ridiculous moralising from 
Boots over the morning after 

pill.  

Another strange demand being 
made by non-binary trans women 
is that abortion rights groups 
should use the term ‘pregnant 
women’, but surely this term ob-
scures  the struggle by women 
globally to assert control over their 
own bodies. 

It seems to me that the excessive 
terminology that trans women are 
insisting that feminists use could 
ultimately be counter-productive 
and alienate many women from 
participating in important political 
issues for the advancement of 
women's rights. 

There needs to be an open debate 
around the politics of gender iden-
tity without accusations of trans-
phobia being flung at progressive 
trade unionists and feminists who 
are actively involved in progressing 
and defending women’s rights.    q
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Life’s Contentious Beginnings 
Tom White 

NOTHER Abortion Referendum is looming in the Re-
public of Ireland, and the same well-aired opinions will 
invariably be rolled out on either side of the argument. 

It’s not boring (because of the strongly-held convictions in-
volved); but I think both Pro-Choice and Pro-Life would at least 
agree that the continual argument is tiring and, to many on-
lookers,  tiresome. It would be nice if someone supplied a few 
new facts  – and especially if a few more people were prepared 
to change their minds on the issue.   

About 20 years ago, my wife Rosemary and I visited the newly 
opened Brook Clinic in Belfast. Brook specialises in giving free 
contraceptive advice to young people,  and was (still is) a well-
regarded organisation on the British mainland. Ro was the lead 
Doctor at Birmingham Brook. As well as treating patients di-
rectly,  she had a role in developing protocols of ethical be-
haviour for more junior staff at Brook. I was glad that I accom-
panied her to her visit;  Belfast after dark was a fairly intimidat-
ing place in those days, and outside the 
clinic there was not one,  but two, small-
ish demonstrations going on. One was a 
group of Roman Catholic anti-abortion-
ists, and on the other side of the street 
was a group of Free Presbyterian anti-
abortionists. Both sides studiously 
avoided each another;  I suppose their 
anti-abortion borderline was roughly 
the white line in the middle of the 
road – a metaphor for politics in Ireland 
generally! Inside, we expressed our soli-
darity with the valiant staff whose work was stressful enough 
without the burden of having to cross picket lines of zealots 
every day. We left without incident or mishap. 

I’m fairly sure Rosemary (she died in 2009)  never had to per-
form an abortion, but she certainly did sign many authorisation 
forms over the years and, in the eyes of some zealots,  that 
would have made her a murderer. Instead,  she was one of the 
most caring and gentle people you could ever wish to meet, 
someone who had thought deeply about the ethics of her day-
to-day work,  and who always put the welfare of her young 
clients first.  So it upsets me deeply when staff in Great Ormond 
Street Hospital in London, or in abortion clinics in the USA or 
elsewhere,  are threatened,  abused or even, in a few cases, 
assassinated.  The fact is that some women have, and always 
will seek to have abortions; that a sad fact of real life.  Rosemary 
believed that it is better that those abortion procedures are 
carried out in local hygienic medial conditions rather than some 
filthy back bedroom. I agree. 

Christian fundamentalists believe that every fertilised egg is 
sacred,  because (here I quote at length from Bob Rees’s excel-
lent book Clerical Errors: God, Religion and Power): “Clerical 
opposition to abortion is ostensibly about the fate of unbaptised 
souls.  The trouble with souls,  though,  is that there is no way of 
knowing even if such things exist… and if they do,  the exact mo-
ment when we each receive our soul.  All clerics agree that animals 

don’t get one at all. Muslims get theirs 120 days after conception 
and Jehovah’s Witnesses carry their souls in their blood. Catholics 
used to be ensouled between forty and ninety days after concep-
tion, but in 1780,  the clerics decided that it actually occurs at the 
very moment of conception. Now they must teach that a single 
fertilised egg… is guilty of original sin and will go straight to hell if 
aborted without first being baptised. Alas! Fifty to eighty percent 
of all fertilised embryos spontaneously abort within fourteen 
days, without the mother even being aware that she was preg-
nant”.  

Which raises the question which Catholic clerics have so far 
failed to address: if an all-powerful God is the only one who 
knows about these early spontaneous abortions of ‘ensouled’ 
unbaptised embryos, is He also solely responsible for their 
deaths? How many Catholics are aware that their Church 
changed stance on abortion so fundamentally, and so recently 
in the long history of Canon Law? 

As a humanist,  I would argue that we 
must continually review our beliefs and 
practices in the light of scientific 
progress. And the viability of human 
survival after a birth before term in 
pregnancy is being constantly improved 
by new medical techniques. One thing 
that really annoyed Rosemary was the 
occasional middle-class woman who 
decided after twenty weeks that she 

needed an abortion, chiefly for cosmetic 
or career-related reasons. No doctor likes the prospect of induc-
ing a late abortion,  which is more complicated and increasingly 
dangerous for the woman herself. But if there are sound med-
ical reasons for terminating a pregnancy late on,  then so be it. 
It is heartening to see that compassionate and humane advice 
is being provided to Irish hospital staff with regard to the man-
agement of stillbirth and perinatal death (National Standards 
for Bereavement Care Following Pregnancy Loss and Perinatal 
Death,  HSE 2016). Medical staff are now required to as much as 
possible “tune in” to the emotional needs of bereaved mothers 
and fathers – which is how things should be.  

Science is indicating that we develop a sense of individual ego- 
a sense of  “self” – at about 18 months. But from conception to 
that point,  the continuing conflict between religious dogma 
and scientific fact can only increase the trauma of pregnant 
women and grieving,  emotionally exhausted parents. As the 
recent Charlie Gard case so tragically illustrated,  the start of life 
can often present humans with conflicts of reason, love  –  and 
law. “Being a humanist is living life at the intersection of love 
and reason.” (Todd Stiefel). That’s a maxim which applies to the 
joyful  and, occasionally, the hard things that life throws at us. 
Abortion, like death,  is a fact of life. We need to deal with it as 
humanely as possible. If there is to be a referendum, then I’ll 
certainly be voting for the legal right of a woman to choose to 
have ownership and integrity of her own body. Anything less 
than that is slavery.                                                                                          q                                          
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 Apprenticeships? Or Hip Replacements? 

EW Pensions Minister Guy Opperman caused 
outrage lately when he suggested in a Westmin-
ster Hall debate that women in their 60s, who 

have had their pension age put back by up to six years, 
could go on apprenticeships. The hall was packed with 
many having to stand, and cries of ‘Shame on you!’ could 
be heard from the gallery, which contained at least a few 
WASPIs (Women Against State Pension Inequality). One 
MP interrupted ‘Did the minister just say that women of 
64 could go on apprenticeship courses?’. Of course, the 
situation was ripe for lampooning, and wits were quick 
to take to Twitter with comments like, “Did he say ap-
prenticeships or hip replacements?”, and “Were they 
shouting ‘Shame on you’ or ‘Are you sane?’”. 

Mr Opperman also claimed the government had put in 
place 34 ‘Older People’s champions’ to help older people 
back into work. 34. For 
3.5 million women never 
mind the men. And in-
quiries to Jobcentres for 
these champions has pro-
duced puzzled looks but 
not one champion. 

Some women have been 
reporting on Facebook 
and Twitter that they 
went and asked about 
apprenticeships at their 
local Jobcentre only to be 
told the apprenticeships 
were for 16 – 24 year olds 
and only paid £3.50 an 
hour. This has left women already retired, sometimes 
because they were encouraged to do so to let younger 
people in at the other end, having to prove they are 
spending 35 hours a week looking for work so they can 
claim £65 a week Jobseekers Allowance. Many of these 
women, who have worked upwards of 40 years, often in 
low paid, part-time work so they could be there for their 
children, now have to suffer the indignity of being told 
how to dress for an interview and how to write a CV by 
‘the 20-somethings’ who work in the Jobcentre. For jobs 
that don’t exist or wouldn’t employ women in their 60s 
anyway. 

So almost 100 years after women got the vote  – albeit 
only women over 30 who were householders  – women 
in 2017 who have partners or husbands who are work-
ing are being told they have to live off them rather than 
receive benefits or the pension they were lead to believe 
they would receive at 60. Will we ever achieve true 
emancipation, i.e. be able to keep ourselves despite hav-
ing had time out to look after family? For those who 
suggest having children is a choice a woman makes I 
would have to ask do men not have children? Of course 

they do, and yet their pension pots do not reflect that in 
the way a woman’s does. 

Peter Stefanovich, lawyer and campaigner against gov-
ernment deceit, says many do not fully appreciate the 
injustice 1950s women have had inflicted on them large-
ly because the issue has been ignored by the mainstream 
media. He also says the UK has one of the worst records 
for gender equality at work and quotes a TUC analysis 
that shows many women still earn considerably less than 
men today. 

Some women left work to nurse spouses or partners who 
were ill only to find the pension they thought would sup-
port them at 60 had been moved back to 66 leaving them 
no income at all, while others have had to leave their 
homes, and rely on the kindness and handouts of family or 

friends. Some took on 
childminding duties to 
help their own offspring 
continue working, but 
with so many on zero 
hours contracts and mini-
mum wage they can’t pay 
them either. What about 
same sex marriages be-
tween women? No other 
income to rely on for 
them.  Many in this gener-
ation of women are 
doomed to live the rest of 
their lives in poverty. 

I know those of you who 
already have your pensions, or who are younger and 
have just found out you will have to work to 68, and 
possibly later if this government stays in much longer, are 
bored with this issue. But what if it was your mother, 
sister, wife left as age and death approach with a choice 
between no income or the humiliation of the job centre? 
And haven’t you realised what’s happening yet? First 
they came for the disabled, then they came for the junior 
doctors, the firemen, the police, children, 30% of whom 
are now classified as poor and two thirds of them from 
working families (Patrick Butler, The Guardian, 16.3.17), 
and women. 90% of single parents are women, and the 
Changing Lives charity says the impact of ‘welfare’ cuts 
is now so severe outreach workers are coming across 
women who have ‘taken to the streets in desperation’   
(Frances Ryan, The Guardian, 16.3.17). 

But you weren’t any of those things, so you said nothing. 
The government is now no longer working for us. All 
other parties in the UK are protesting at austerity cuts 
and the effect they are having on women and children in 
particular, but the government has consistently refused to 
meet with interested groups including WASPI. More  ––>                     
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than a few of them will not live to see their State Pen-
sion. The core group of WASPI in NI has seven members 
of which I am one. One member has finished treatment 
for cancer and another has just started. The government 
claims we are all living longer so need to work longer, 
but recent studies show that life expectancy depends on 
where you live in the UK, and in some areas it hasn’t 
increased at all. Is increasing the age at which we can 
claim our State Pensions to an age that will mean many 
will not live to see it not a way of culling the poor? 

This government is dismantling society. To those who 
call the WASPIs ‘Graspis’ – you should be supporting us. 
It’s not our meagre pensions, the lowest in Europe, that 
are preventing the young from buying a house or making 
them share one low paid job with three other people so 
that the government can claim unemployment is at an 
all-time low. The UK is the fifth richest economy in the 
world with apparently more people working than ever 
before, yet pensions are being held back, services are 
being cut, and our beloved NHS is in crisis and can’t 
continue much longer in its current state.  

A welfare state demands we all 
look out for each other, young, 
old, immigrant or disabled, and 
the state’s job is to find ways of 

financially supporting that 

Where is all that saved money going? While we bicker 
amongst each other about whose fault it is that we can’t 
get an appointment with the GP, or have to wait years to 
have a hip replacement, or work until we drop, that 
money is being siphoned out of the country and into the 
bank accounts of off shore companies that pay no tax in 
this country. That is why there is no money for us – 
those that worked for it. So whether you are older than 
the WASPIs or younger we should all be supporting each 
other to end this theft of everything we’ve paid for from 
our hospitals to our industries and transport systems. We 
paid for the NHS.  What right has the government to sell 
it off to the highest bidder? It has no right, of course, but 
half of the companies behind NHS privatisation have 
links to Tories (source: National Health Action Party). 
Isn't that a conflict of interest? 

A welfare state  
demands we all look 
out for each other, 
young, old, immigrant 
or disabled, and the 
state’s job is to find 
ways of financially 
supporting that. They 
are supposed to work 
for us. How dare they 
refuse to meet con-
cerned groups? What 
if the government next 
comes for those – say over 75 and decides euthanasia is 
necessary as the country can no longer afford pensions 
for those who are no longer economically productive? 
Will there be anyone left to say anything? Just sayin… q                                       

Argument with a Christian 
Christian: ”It’s disgusting for men to have sex with one another, 
and those who do will be put to death, just as they deserve”. Read 
Leviticus 20: 13 Contemporary English Version (CEV). I'm not con-
demning gay sex; God is!" 
Freethinker: "So you don't condemn gay sex? Yes or No? 
Christian: "Well, YES because God condemns it!" 
Freethinker: "Can you provide proof that gay sex is wrong and 
deserves the death penalty according to god?"  
Christian: "Can you provide proof that God doesn't exist?" 
Freethinker: "That doesn't answer my question!" 
Christian: "You don't need proof when you've got the Holy Spirit." 
Freethinker: "I think you do! You certainly need proof given the 
seriousness of the alleged crime. Otherwise, you should just shut 
up and leave people alone to enjoy themselves!” 

William Burns 

Brief Book Review 
The Superior Person’s Book Of Words by Peter Bowler 
Bloomsbury  ISBN 0-7475-5337-8 
  
I was given this book as a gift about 6 years ago. It’s given me hours 
of entertainment. This morning whilst conducting my ablutions and 
associated activities I was perusing it and came across this word 
which I thought would be of interest to the readers of this journal. 

ONTOLOGICAL a. having to do with the science or study of essence or 
being. The ontological argument for the existence of god, as devel-
oped by Anselm, is that the concept of a perfect being leads in-
evitably to the existence of that being, since a non-existent perfect 
being’s perfection would be made imperfect by its non-existence. 

The same argument may, of course, be used to prove the existence 
of the perfect hamburger, though it was not so used by Anselm. 

There are two reasons for equipping yourself with this word. First, to 
armour yourself psychologically against the pretensions of existen-
tialists, progressive theologians, educationalists and the ilk – who 
use the term indiscriminately, waving it over their monologues, like 
a magic wand that is supposed to turn words into arguments. 

Secondly, to pepper your own conversation with it, for the purpose 
of obscuring issues, impressing undergraduates and confusing 
social scientists. Thus: ‘Ontologically speaking… this can lead into 
virtually any remark; ‘there’s a certain ontological force about what 
you say , I admit, but… etc, etc.  

Bridget Carlin 
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Steps Down 
Colin Corkey 

AUSTERITY and 
menace may appro-
priately be at-

tributed to this painting at 
first encounter. It was in-
spired by photographs 
showing the interior of 
what had once been a Chi-
nese prison during the Mao 
Zedong years in the latter 
part of the 20th century. 
Prior to this it had served as 
a YMCA building, a mis-
sion station for the Scottish 
and Irish Presbyterian 
Churches. Situated in 
Moukden, now the city of 
Shenyang in Manchuria, 
this building has seen dras-
tic changes in recent times.  

Mission stations such as 
these provided unique op-
portunities for many young 
people. Education and 
healthcare were established 
through schools and hospi-
tals as missionaries worked 
tirelessly and courageously, 
often amidst abject poverty in many of the outlying  
rural/village areas. 

By the 1930s Japan had taken control of Manchuria, 
establishing a puppet government, so suspicion and fear 
were paramount. The missionaries persevered until the 
outbreak of World War Two when the situation became 
impossible. Those who were not so fortunate to make it 
back to their respective homelands were interned or suf-
fered a worse fate. 

The steps in the painting lead to what was at that time a 
gymnasium regarded as one of the best in Manchuria. A 
place of relaxation, recreation and sport for the students, 
their teachers and pastors, it later became a place of liv-
ing hell for many Chinese Christians and others. 

Between 1958 and '61 Mao Zedong's so-called Great 
Leap Forward resulted in unimaginable suffering. This 
was Mao's drive towards a state of ‘utopian communism 
by the acceleration of economic production’. All over the 
countryside huge communes were established and the 
peasant people were forced to pool their resources of 
land and property. This resulted in excessive cruelty and 
mass starvation amongst the Chinese villagers. More 
people died in Mao's Great Famine than in the entire 1st 
World War. With a modest estimate of 36 million deaths, 
government sources deny it was anything more than  

three years of natural disas-
ter. The journalist and 
writer Yang Jisheng had 
privileged access to official 
sources. In writing about 
the concealment of the di-
rectly imposed famine by 
communist party policies he 
refers to ‘historical amnesia’. 

Only a few weeks ago the 
sad and untimely death of 
humanitarian activist and 
Nobel Prize winner Liu  
XiaoBo was announced. His 
diagnosis of liver cancer 
came too late, having been 
transferred to hospital from 
his 11-year prison sentence 
in the latter stages of his 
illness. His wife Liu Xia 
presumably remains under 
house arrest and has suf-
fered ill health as a result. 
Since the Tiananmen Square 
Massacre in 1989 Liu Xi-
aoBo (pictured below) has 
carried out a prolonged 

non-violent struggle for fun-
damental human rights and for many years he was the 
only Nobel Laureate held in detention. Both he and his 
wife were forbidden by the authorities to attend the No-
bel Peace Prize ceremony in Oslo in 2010.   

Represented by an empty chair and in place of his speech 
a statement from this remarkable poet, philosopher and 
peace maker was read. It begins: “I have no enemies. En-
emy mentality will poison the spirit of a nation, incite 
cruel mortal struggles, destroy a society's tolerance and 
humanity, and hinder a nation's progress towards freedom 
and democracy”.  He concluded with the words:       ––>                                                  
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“That is why I hope to be able to transcend my personal expe-
riences as I look upon our nation's development and social 
change, to counter the regime's hostility with utmost goodwill, 
and to dispel hatred with love”. 

In a positive gesture the YMCA building has in recent times 
been returned to the Church and is today a thriving theo-
logical college. The rather foreboding austerity and men-
ace that the painting may initially present is, I hope, coun-
terbalanced by a certain optimism suggested by the media 
employed.  

Measuring four feet in height and three in width, it is paint-
ed in acrylic with torn paper fragments and cement ap-
plied to the surface. The Chinese characters, barely dis-
cernible on the wall, refer to strict prison rules directed to 
the prisoners by the authorities (see detail below). The thin 
cement layer appears to be slowly breaking up to expose 
an underlying surface which may be seen to parallel the 
unraveling of history, and in time, the revelation of a truth 
which has lain stifled and dormant.                 q                                                

u NOTE: Liu Xiaobo (1955-2017) was a Chinese writer, poet, 
human rights activist and Nobel Peace Prize laureate (2010) 
who called for political reforms and was involved in non-
violent resistance campaigns to end single party rule in 
China. As a result he was given an 11-year prison sentence 
for ‘inciting subversion of state power’.  On 26 June 2017, he 
was granted medical parole after being diagnosed with 
terminal liver cancer and he died in hospital on 13 July 
2017, aged 61. No Enemies, No Hatred, a selection of his 
essays and poems, was published in 2013. 

Trump, Trump, Trump, 
or ‘the Progressive's Hope’ 

Richard Middleton 

A civil war song  – one from the forthcoming Republican 
Party civil war that is. The tune can be heard at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AO6SmllpTR8 

Verse (solo  – D Trump) 
In my swivel chair I sit, thinking I'm a bigly guy, 
Though my Forbes net worth, it is so hard to state. 
Damn my hair! It's in my eyes, 'spite of all the spray I buy, 
Not forgetting orange make-up by the crate. 

Chorus (choir only) 
Trump, Trump, Trump, the guy is barking, 
Clearly as mad as they come. 
But amid the sorry mess, 
He won't never dare confess, 
In the Kremlin lived his dearest, bestest chum. 

Verse (solo  – D Trump) 
In the stud-i-os they stood and the falsest charges made, 
Cher, O'Donnell, Maher, Midler and McCain.  
Then, they finished tellin' lies, like some kids from 7th grade. 
Fake-news losers! Had you cryin' once again! 

Chorus (choir only) 
Trump, Trump, Trump, the guy was shouting, 
“Keep out Mexicans and scum!” 
But it seems that he's backtracked, 
Claim the hacked-off and the hacked. 
Now the firm that planned the wall is looking glum. 

Verse (choir only  – pianissimo) 
So, upon the Capitol, scheming Congress folk- all pomp- 
Try to hatch “enormous, huge, huge, massive” plots. 
But the Donald won't be stopped cos he's gonna drain 
the swamp. 
He's the most “tremendous” 'gator- out of lots. 

Chorus (choir only  – eccitante) 
Trump, Trump, Trump, the guy's just tweeted, 
Something vile at 3 a m. 
Don't you know that he hates us? 
Hence the wee-small 'mount of fuss. 
It's a never-ending stream of bile and phlegm. 

Verse (solo- D Trump  – petulante) 
In the historee of song, I have never heard such liars. 
You're lightweights; morons, all with zero class. 
But I'm a tough, smart guy. I'll ignore disastrous choirs. 
NBC and CNN can kiss my ass. 

Chorus (choir only  –  un poco irritato) 
Trump, Trump, Trump, he's entertaining. 
What else is there we can say? 
His third wife sued The Mail. 
Seems like he liked chasin' tail. 
Chapter 'leven used six times, along the way.
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Siddhartha 
Brian McClinton 

HEN Hermann Hesse 
won the Nobel Prize for 
literature in 1946,    

Anders Österling of the Swedish 
Academy said that the award “ho-
nours a poetic achievement which 
presents throughout the image of a 
good man in his struggle, following 
his calling with rare faithfulness, 
who in a tragic epoch succeeded in 
bearing the arms of true human-
ism”. This seems to be contradicted 
by Hesse himself who stated in a 
letter in 1930 that a religious im-
pulse was decisive for his life and 
works. Yet, as we shall see, his con-
ception of religion was more closely 
connected to spirituality than to 
any belief in a god or an afterlife. 

Hermann Hesse was born in Calw 
in Württemberg in 1877, the son of 
a pietistic Estonian pastor and 
church historian. His mother was 
the daughter of a French-Swiss mis-
sionary, who had married Stuttgart missionary Hermann 
Gundert in India. Gundert, who later managed a publish-
ing house in Calw, was also a doctor of Philosophy and 
he encouraged his grandson to read widely from his li-
brary. It was filled with books of world literature, includ-
ing Indian philosophy, and from all these various influ-
ences young Hermann developed a strong sense of being 
a world citizen. It was this background that, as he says, 
formed “the basis of an isolation and a resistance to any 
sort of nationalism that so defined my life”. 

Young Hesse, however, was headstrong and self-willed 
and had frequent rows with his parents. He was sent to a 
seminary at 14, but in 1892 he ran away, attempted sui-
cide and was even placed in a mental institution for a 
time. By the end of the year, though, he attended a gym-
nasium in Cannstadt, where in 1893 he passed the exam-
ination that concluded his schooling. He worked briefly 
as an apprentice in a clock tower factor in Calw and then 
as an apprentice with a bookseller in Tübingen. Here he 
read avidly in his spare time and began writing poetry. 
His first small volume, Romantic Songs, was published in 
1896. His first novel, Peter Camenzind, about a failed 
writer, was published in 1904 and in the same year he 
married Maria Bernoulli. The couple settled down in 
Gaienhofen on Lake Constance, and there he wrote his 
second novel, Beneath the Wheel, published in 1906. 

It was at this period that he started reading the German 
philosophers Nietzsche and Schopenhauer. The latter 

placed the intellectual and moral 
accomplishments of ancient Indian 
thinkers, specifically the Buddha, 
on a par with those of Western 
figures like Immanuel Kant or Je-
sus. In 1911 Hesse visited Sri Lan-
ka and other Asian countries. On 
his return he lived in Switzerland, 
moving in 1919 to the small town 
of Montagnola, where he lived for 
the rest of his life. He acquired 
Swiss citizenship in 1923. 

In 1916 his father's death, along 
with the illnesses of his son Martin 
and his wife, forced Hesse to seek 
refuge in a Lucerne sanatorium. He 
had several sessions with a psy-
chologist, J. B. Lang, who was a 
disciple of Jung. In 1919 he pub-
lished Demian under the pseu-
donym of Emil Sinclair, who is also 
the narrator and youthful subject 
of the work, which makes use of 
Jungian psychology to explore the 

‘two worlds’ of yin and yang in the chief character. The 
novel, which contains hints of bisexuality, incest and the 
oedipus complex, was a great success especially among 
young Germans who welcomed the call for a journey 
into themselves, and of course Demian was partly auto-
biographical: Hesse was taking a ‘hellish journey’ into 
the turmoil of his own youth. 

Over the next three years he worked on Siddhartha, his 
ninth novel, which was written in German and published 
in 1922 but was not translated into English until 1951. 
The title is made up of two words in Sanskrit: siddha or 
‘achieved’ and artha or ‘that which was searched for’. So it 
is “he who has achieved his goals’ or, more spiritually, “he 
who has found the meaning of life”. The novel is set in the 
time of the Buddha, whose own name was Siddhartha 
Gautama, though he features in the novel as Gotama. 

Siddhartha grows up among the Brahmanic caste in an 
ancient Indian town. He is strong, handsome and intelli-
gent and he makes everybody happy. His best friend 
Govinda loves and idolises him and wants to follow him 
wherever he goes. But Siddhartha feels that the love of his 
parents and his best friend will not make him happy be-
cause his intellect is not satisfied and his soul is not at 
peace. There are so many unanswered questions. In par-
ticular, where can he find his innermost self?  
  
He decides to leave and join the Samanas, a group of  
wandering ascetics who once passed through the       ––>
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Portrait of a 28 year-old Hermann Hesse 
by Ernst Würtenberger.



town and who practise self-denial. His father reluctantly 
lets him go and Govinda decides to join him. Siddhartha 
thinks that maybe when the self is conquered and dead, 
then the innermost of being will awaken. For three years 
he and Govinda travel along the path of self-denial 
through pain, hunger, thirst and meditation. Yet Sid-
dhartha has not attained enlightenment: “we learn tricks 
with which to deceive ourselves, but the essential thing  – 
the way – we do not find”. Govinda persuades him that 
they should seek out the Buddha, a man of reportedly 
great wisdom who has attained Nirvana and who is 
travelling through the country. Siddhartha is sceptical: “I 
have become distrustful of teachings and learnings”, he 
says. But he agrees to give it a go. 

Govinda is enchanted by Gotama’s teaching of spiritual 
release from worldly existence and its suffering and joins 
his community. But Siddhartha knows that he can never 
attain salvation by submitting himself to the teachings of 
another. He addresses the Buddha, praising his knowl-
edge of cause and effect but indicating that it breaks 
down in one place: the doctrine of salvation, of the indi-
vidual rising above the world. Moreover, he cannot ex-
plain how he himself has been able to achieve enlight-
enment where others have failed. After Gotama leaves, 
Siddhartha reflects that the Buddha has robbed him of 
his friend, “but he has given to me, Siddhartha, myself”. 

He departs and comes to a river where he asks a ferryman 
to take him across on his bamboo raft. “One can learn 
much from a river”, says the ferryman. At the other side, 
Siddhartha explains that he cannot pay him, whereupon 
the ferryman replies that he did not expect any payment 
but that he will give it to him some other time because, as 
the river teaches, everything comes back. 

Siddhartha arrives at a large town where he meets a 
beautiful woman, Kamala, a courtesan. Earlier he had 
been tempted by another woman but had resisted. Now 
he is smitten, so he gets his beard removed and his hair 
cut and oiled, and goes to meet her again the next day. 
He asks her to be his friend and teacher, but she tells him 
that he must have fine clothes and shoes and plenty of 
money and presents. She tells him to call on Kamaswa-
mi, the town’s richest merchant, who is beginning to 
grow old and lazy and needs someone to help with the 
business. Soon he is able to give Kamala presents and 
become her lover. As the years pass, he becomes rich,  
owns his own house and servants and drinks and gam-
bles a lot. He has acquired the vice he had always 
scorned – acquisitiveness. Suddenly, he realises that he 
cannot play this game any more. Had he left his father, 
Govinda and Gotama to become a Kamaswami? That 
night he leaves, never to return. 

He thinks of suicide, but realises that it an evasion, not 
an answer. He decides to live and work with Vasudeva 
the ferryman. Years later, Kamala, travelling with her 
and Siddhartha’s son in search of the dying Buddha, is 
bitten by a poisonous snake near Siddhartha’s home. She 
dies and Siddhartha takes in his son, but the boy runs 
back to the city. Siddhartha has a spiritual vision and 
realises that loving the boy means letting him go. Finally, 
Govinda and Siddhartha, now old men, meet again, and 
Siddhartha explains how he has found peace through 
love and unity with the universe and all living things.   

ESSE’S masterpiece is a parable about one man’s 
quest for spiritual enlightenment. That man is 
called Siddhartha but he is really Hermann Hesse 

and the novel is his confession of belief, though that is 
not quite the right word. Hesse rejected the orthodox 
Christianity of his parents and sought a spirituality 
which he felt lacking in Europe’s intellectual culture. He 
also realised that religion has been used to manipulate 
the mass of people and suppress individuality. The novel 
is thus an onslaught on blind adherence to any religion, 
philosophy, or system of belief. Siddhartha rejects con-
ventional doctrines, believing that wisdom cannot be 
taught but must be experienced by the individual seeking 
his own path. Teachers may help along the way and im-
part knowledge but only the individual can find his or 
her own truth.  

During his life Siddhartha comes into contact with 
Brahmanism, asceticism and Buddhism, but rejects all 
three. As an adult he tries two extremes of living. First, 
he tries self-denying deprivation, then he goes to the oth-
er extreme of hedonistic materialism. But he finds that 
both are unsatisfactory, not least because they ignore 
concern for the natural world around them. Instead he 
comes to a kind of middle way between these polarities 
where caring for nature leads us also to care for our-
selves. If we seize hold of the reality of each moment and 

flow with ‘the river of life’, we are able to experience 
what Romain Rolland called the ‘oceanic feeling’  – our 
oneness and solidarity with the whole human race and 
the natural world. As Siddhartha avers to Govinda: “I 
think it is only important to love the world, not to de-
spise it, not for us to hate each other, but to be able to 
regard the world and ourselves and all beings with love, 
admiration and respect”.  

Siddhartha is written in a simple, lyrical style that flows 
as smoothly as the river which provides the metaphor of 
Siddhartha’s enlightened state. If there is a weakness, it is 
in the novel’s message which can be seen as itself too 
passive. We cannot leave the world as it is. Yes, we need 
love and we need spirituality, but we also need to con-
front the unloving and materialistic nature of the world 
as much of it is. We cannot just passively accept the suf-
ferings of humanity; we need to overcome them. How 
do we deal with poverty, sickness, injustice, exploitation, 
discrimination, ruination of the natural world? 

Hermann Hesse wrote other masterpieces, notably Step-
penwolf (1927) and The Glass Bead Game (1943). Like 
Siddhartha, they are concerned with the quest for the 
meaning of life. For Hesse, the answer is always within 
ourselves, but really that is only the starting point.        q
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 “I think it is only important to 
love the world, not to despise it, 

not for us to hate each other, 
but to be able to regard the 

world and ourselves and all be-
ings with love, admiration and 

respect”  

H
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                                                What is Humanist Charity? 

OR some time I've watched the spread of religious chari-
ties, in particular those which claim to address issues like 
poverty, education and medical needs rather than those 

which simply preach or manage churches. A major worry is the 
new US model of evangelical charity which passes itself off as 
“overseas aid”. For example, those running schools and orphan-
ages in Africa. 

The irony is that they ask for funds to keep children safe from 
religious extremism, yet nobody seems to point out an obvious 
problem: they simply expose the victims to another form of reli-
gious indoctrination. They certainly do not give children the 
liberal education we regard as a birthright. 

Nearer home, observe the havoc wrought by evangelical chari-
ties who claim to tackle issues like drug and alcohol abuse. To be 
blunt, such enterprises neither ease problems in the short term 
nor aid their long term solutions; they simply cause new ones. As 
a casual dope smoker forced by a court to either accept “help” 
from such parasites or go to prison once asked me bitterly: “Can 
you imagine a smack dealer who claimed their product offered 
life after death, or a junkie dumb enough to believe it?” Quite. 

When atheists, humanists or secularists criticise such charities, 
the inevitable response is: “Well, what are YOU doing about it?” 
And if you believed such charities to be doing a worthwhile job, 
that might be a fair question. But religious charities sustain and 
cause religious belief, which is a problem, so the question is non-
sensical – like criticising an aspect of Imperial Cancer Fund's work, 
only for ICF to ask: “Well, what terminal illnesses are YOU causing?” 

So, excuse my bluntness, but the religious have got away with 
shocking abuse of privilege for far too long. It is time society 
withdrew that privilege, and adopted newer, fairer definitions of 
charity. Within the United Kingdom and surrounding isles, until 
2006 the four legal definitions of charity, drawn from the Chari-
table Uses Act 1601 were: the relief of poverty; the advancement 
of education; the advancement of religion; and other purposes 
considered beneficial to the community. 

With the Charities Act 2006 and Charities Act 2011 other defini-
tions were introduced, so they now total 13, ending as before in a 
final “other purposes” definition which allows for future ap-
plications not yet apparent, but the first three remain. The par-
ticular difficulty for humanists is that the third is not extended or 
amended to recognise belief rather than religion. Also as inter-
preted by those registering charities, the definition of religion is 
still restricted to those maintaining a belief in supernatural beings. 

The first problem is that humanist groups in general can only reg-
ister as charities by stressing services such as advancing education, 
citizenship and community development, the arts, culture, her-
itage or sciences. Churches, of course, face no such hurdles. 

The greater problem, though, might be the “common sense” 
understanding of religion as a “good thing”. This increasingly 
allows faith-based organisations offering decidedly ropey hu-

manitarian schemes (rather than simply registering to preach 
their gospel) to slip through on the basis that their hearts are in 
the right place, even if their practice defies all professional models. 

To be clear, a few well meaning churchgoers running a soup 
kitchen might not be a serious problem. But government in-
creasingly abandoning professional social services in favour of 
cheap, amateur (or at best under-qualified) “third sector” 
providers is a major disaster. 

The collusion of the major churches in these plans needs to be 
recognised. In effect, hierarchical organisations, equivalent in 
size and influence to multinational businesses, past their sell-by 
date and unable to pay their numerous functionaries or maintain 
their large, impractical (and empty) premises have been thrown 
a state lifeline. Reinvent themselves as “community facilities” and 
apply for public money. Simple as. 

The other factor is the new “money church” phenomena. 21st 
century evangelicals increasingly follow a free market model 
which, in all honesty, reduces Christianity to a product or life-
style, rather on the lines of the New Age guff flogged to bored 
company executives. 

Where is the positive value to humanity in that? So why should 
the venal characters behind it avoid tax? Because, make no mis-
take, the face of new Christianity is not pleasant. And while hu-
manists obsess over the past mistakes of traditional religious 
organisations which may be, to all intents and purposes, dead 
within decades, we are not paying enough attention to newer, 
nastier, variants. For example, see Cole Parke on Religion, Money, 
& Politics: An (un)Holy Trinity , which outlines the machinations of 
the US “mega-pastor” Rick Warren in Rwanda. It is a terrifying 
read (http://www.politicalresearch.org/2017/07/11/religion-
money-politics-an-unholy-trinity/#sthash.B9k3K6IW.dpbs). 

The first major question for humanists, then, is do we campaign 
for the total abolition of religion as a charitable purpose, or for it 
to be replaced by a broader definition of religion or belief which 
might include humanism or atheism? 

To my mind, the other major question is: do we make a distinction 
between secular charity and humanist charity? By this, I mean do 
we want a level playing field in which all charities are secular (in 
the sense that they cannot restrict their services to those who 
meet a particular religious – and often morally dubious - definition 
of “deserving poor”), or do we think there is a particular place for 
humanist charity on the lines of, say, Christian Aid or Islamic Relief? 
If the latter, than what defines humanist charity? 

An article like this can only pose such long overdue questions, 
not answer them. When we do, my final plea is that we do not 
emulate the religious in their mistakes. Enough of hierarchy, 
enough of dogma, enough of power for its own sake. Please let 
us be human in each instance and in each place, and not accord-
ing to some imaginary “one size fits all” universal template. Leave 
all that to the churches. Let us move on.                                                    q              
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‘IMMORAL’ ATHEISTS 

A STUDY published in the 
American journal Nature 
Human Behaviour has found 
that “across the world reli-
gious belief is intuitively 
viewed as a necessary safe-
guard against the tempta-
tions of grossly immoral 
conduct”. In short, the myth 
prevails that atheists are 
more capable of bad be-
haviour than the religious.  

The man behind the study, 
Will Gervais of the University 
of Kentucky, says that he was 
prompted to research the 
topic by data  that suggested 
US voters are less willing to 
elect an atheist than any 
other category of candidate, 
including gay or Muslim. 
Voters seem to deem athe-
ists as ‘moral wildcards’ who 
lack restraint and are capable 
of anything, including ‘kick-
ing puppies, cheating at 
cards and light cannibalism’. 

Yet, another study by re-
searchers at Case Western 
Reserve University in Ohio 
has found that religious 
people’s minds are dominat-
ed by emotions over analytic 
thinking and cling to belief 
even when it is contradicted 
by the evidence. And of 
course the evidence here 
includes the facts that there 
are proportionately fewer 
atheists in prison than be-
lievers and few atheist terror-
ists compared to fanatical 
believers. 

ALIENATED PRODS 
YOUNG pro-union Protes-
tants in Northern Ireland are 
increasingly turned-off by 
the ultra-conservative atti-
tudes of unionist politicians. 
In wanting to liberalise the 
abortion laws, legalise gay 
marriage and supporting 
mixed marriages, the pro-
unionist under-40s are much 
more liberal than the DUP.  

The research by the Universi-
ty of Liverpool’s Institute of 
Irish Studies found that 63% 
of 18 - 40 year-olds are in 
favour of same-sex marriage 
(for those who don’t vote it is 
72%); 52% of non-voters are 
in favour of lifting the near 
total ban on abortion; and 
71% have no problem with a 
close relative marrying from 
the opposing religion. 

Peter Shirlow, (above) one of 
the survey’s authors, said 
that the findings showed a 
‘massive inter-generational 
gap’ between younger 
Protestant pro-unionists’ 
social attitudes and those of 
the main unionist parties in 
Northern Ireland (Guardian, 
4th August).  The results 
should be a ‘wake-up call to 
the DUP’ in terms of alienat-
ing younger unionists who 
are ‘far more liberal and tol-
erant on issues of gay rights 
and abortion’, he said.   

One other notable finding is 
that, although 82% support 
the union, a majority no 
longer vote in elections for 
the Northern Ireland  
Assembly or Westminster. 

UNITED IRELANDERS 

A REFERENDUM on a united 
Ireland is inevitable following 
the Brexit vote, according to 
Mark Daly (above), the Fian-
na Fail senator who com-
piled the report by an Irish 
parliamentary committee, 
Brexit and the Future of Ire-
land: Uniting Ireland and its 
People in Peace and Prosperity. 

The report, published on 2nd 
August, sets out options for 
the island in the wake of 
Brexit including various ar-
guments in favour of Irish 
unity: “Brexit means that the 
best future for the citizens of 
Northern Ireland could well 
be remaining in the Eu-
ropean Union in a reunified 
Ireland”. Reunification is pre-
sented as a remedy for a 
hard Brexit. It suggests that 
there “could be a seamless 
transfer as happened in the 
case of East Germany and 
West Germany when the 
Berlin Wall came down”.  

In favour of unity, it is argued 
that the North would benefit 
from the lowering of corpo-
ration tax to that of the Re-
public, boosting foreign 
direct investment; the 
North’s exports would be 
increased as a result of 
adopting the Euro; and pro-
ductivity levels would rise to 
those in the South. Convinc-
ing unionists of these argu-
ments is, of course, another 
matter entirely. 

‘BBC SCUMBAGS’ 

‘FUCK THE BBC’ was a clear 
message on the Gregagh 
bonfire visited by Stacey 
Dooley for the making of her 
BBC3 documentary The Bil-
lion Pound Party (available on 
the BBC iplayer).  It didn’t get 
any better. A guy shouted 
‘BBC scumbags’ at her and 
her crew. Another bonfire 
message placed the BBC in 
august company: ‘Fuck the 
Pope and the IRA’. 

The Bloomfield Walkway 
bonfire received consider-
able attention partly because 
of fears that it would dam-
age nearby homes and a 
church. Why, Stacey asked 
one builder, are you placing 

an Irish tricolour on the pyre? 
“Burning the Irish flag is like 
burning an ISIS flag”, he said. 
“The IRA live under the Irish 
flag… The IRA and ISIS are 
the exact same; both kill 
innocent people for nothing”.  

Where do the DUP feature in 
all this hate… er … expres-
sion of culture? Stacey asked 
several loyalists preparing for 
the Twelfth which party they 
voted for. A woman nick-
named  Orange Lil said she 
voted DUP. She explained 
how she had a lesbian 
daughter and had no prob-
lem with gay marriage, and 
that the DUP had done f… 
all for them, “but we have to 
keep them uns out”. That just 
about sums it all up, really.  q                                   
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                                                Books   The Founding Fathers 
Battling the Gods: Atheism in the Ancient World 

Tim Whitmarsh • Faber 2016 • Paperback 2017 

Brian McClinton 

OUBTING the gods is not a 
recent phenomenon; it’s 
probably as old as civilisa-

tion itself. It’s just that, in eras of 
religious hegemony, the doubters are 
largely written out of the narrative. 
How many Irish people have heard 
of John Toland, for example, com-
pared to, say, St Patrick? If we cared 
to investigate, we would find out 
many more facts about the former, 
while discovering that St Patrick is a 
bit of a mystery. Indeed, there may 
have been two of them! Yet people 
tend to prefer myth to truth. Of 
course the truth is only available to 
those who have the courage to ques-
tion what they have been told, espe-
cially when  – contrary to wide-
spread belief  – the gods do not 
dwell in the clouded sky but only in 
clouded minds. 

Battling the Gods seeks to set the 
record straight for a modern reader-
ship and has just appeared in an 
accessible paperback a year after its 
hardback publication. Let me say at 
the outset that its subtitle is mislead-
ing because the author Tim Whit-
marsh, professor of Greek Culture 
at Cambridge University, includes 
many individuals who would not, in 
a strict modern definition, be con-
sidered atheists at all, a fact that is 
not made clear in the book. Indeed, 
little attempt is made to define the 
use of ‘atheism’ in the subtitle, 
which is unfortunate because he 
could be accused of cheating by 
including agnostics, deists, panthe-
ists, doubters and sceptics in his 
ambit. ‘Freethinking in the Ancient 
World’ would be a more accurate 
subtitle.  

Whitmarsh does tell us that ‘atheos’ 
in ancient Greece had a more inclu-
sive range than it does now, and the 
concept of an atheist underwent 
development. The term first ap-
peared in the fifth century BC as  

meaning simply ‘godless’ or ‘god-
forsaken’, rather than a person who 
did not believe that gods exist. 
Greek myths frequently featured 
humans battling the gods, and some 
writers raised the possibility that the 
divine order might be overthrown 
and humans could live self-suffi-
ciently, without the gods. Eventually, 
‘atheos’ took on a more critical 
meaning as signifying someone who 
rejected or at least questioned a 
belief in the gods.  

Later still, the term sometimes sim-
ply designated any theological ene-
my: early Christians were called 
atheists by the Romans because they 
refused to worship their gods and 
had no temples or statues. In other 
words, ‘atheist’ became a useful 
term to label any religious oppo-
nent. It has to be said that, although 
there were out-and-out atheists in 
our modern sense in the ancient 
world, they were very much in a 
minority, a fact that Whitmarsh 
obscures by overstating his case. 

My other gripe is that ‘humanist’ 
and ‘humanism’ receive scant men-
tion, apart from fleeting references 
such as the ‘humanist ethics’ of 
Socrates (p133) or lines in the poem 
On the Nature of Things by Lu-
cretius that would ‘quicken the 
pulse of any humanist’ (p179). This 
tends to give the impression that 
opposing the idea of deities is a 
purely negative enterprise whereas it 
should be only a preliminary to a 
more positive secular morality. 
Atheism is not enough.  

Take Thales (c.624-546 BCE), the 
man who is traditionally regarded 
as the first Greek philosopher. Ac-
cording to Whitmarsh, he argued 
that water is the first principle of 
everything and a story has him pre-
dicting a solar eclipse. But Whit-
marsh fails to mention that he is 
credited with creating the maxim 
‘know thyself’ (though its origin 
may be Egyptian) and, according to 
Diogenes Laertius (Lives of Eminent 
Philosophers, circ. 3rd century 
ADE), he laid down the Golden 
Rule as the essence of the moral law. 
If so, Thales was not merely interest-
ed in cosmology; he was also con-
cerned to develop a secular ethic. 

You might think that a book about 
ancient atheism which clouds the 
meaning of atheism and largely ig-
nores humanism falls at these two 
major hurdles. Yet Whitmarsh has 
written a learned and lucid polemic 
which deserves a wide readership. 
He covers a period of about 1,000 
years in the Graeco-Roman world, 
from roughly 624BCE to the Codex 
Theodosianus of 438ADE. There is 
a notable emphasis on the period in 
Athens of about 200 years from 
about 500BCE to 300BCE. This 
was a period when Greece experi-
enced its Golden Age, which pro-
vided many of the building blocks 
of western civilisation.              ––>                                                                    
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The Greeks had innumerable gods, 
and this fact is important in rela-
tion to freethinking and humanism. 
Monotheistic religions put up bar-
riers between insiders and out-
siders: the one god demands abso-
lute loyalty and worshippers of 
other gods are damned. Polytheism, 
however, was basically pluralist and 
flexible. As Whitmarsh indicates, 
atheism or at least freethinking was 
generally tolerated in ancient 
Greece because there was little in-
terest in generating religious ortho-
doxy: “Priests were there to manage 
ritual and temple finance, not to tell 
people what to believe, and in any 
case there was no orthodoxy, no 
revealed truth, no sacred word” 
(p26). In short, Graeco-Roman 
religion was characterised by or-
thopraxy  – conduct, rituals, sacri-
fices  – rather than orthodoxy  – 
correct belief or creed. 

What then can we say about free-
thinking in the ancient Greek and 
Roman world? Early Greek philos-
ophy only exists in fragments and 
summaries in an assorted collection 
of thinkers often called the pre-So-
cratics. This Greek Enlightenment 
began, not on the mainland but on 
the western coast of Turkey, a terri-
tory that the Greeks called Ionia, 
where they had first settled about 
five hundred years earlier. The port 
city of Miletus became the central 
area to which new intellects would 
share and teach new ideas about 
their scientific and philosophical 
outlooks and aims.  

Whitmarsh’s approach is largely 
through individual profiles, much 
of it speculative, so I shall replicate 
his method here, concentrating on 
some of the leading contenders. 
Three Milesian philosophers in 
particular –Thales, Anaximandar and 
Anaximenes  – were the first west-
erners to reject mythological expla-
nations of the origins and functions 
of the world in favour of a natural-
istic perspective. They questioned 
the existence and the moral signifi-
cance of the gods, argued that na-
ture is governed by discoverable 
laws, proposed that human beings 
evolved from lower life forms, and 
that human disease was caused by 
natural factors, not the wrath of the 
gods or by demonic possession. 

Xenophanes (c570-c475 BCE) came 
originally from the city of Colophon 

in Ionia but spent most of his long 
life travelling throughout Greece, 
satirising traditional religious views 
as human projections and calling 
into question the anthropomorphic 
conception which the Greeks had 
formed about them. He was a natu-
ralist in the sense that he believed 
the world is composed of physical 
matter. However, contrary to 
Whitmarsh’s speculation, he was 
not an atheist because he argued 
that there was one, greatest god 
among all the gods, though he did 
not intervene in human affairs. 
Some argue that he was one of the 
first monotheists, while others sug-
gest that he was the first pandeist – 
one who believes that the deity be-
came the universe and ceased to 
exist as a separate entity  – a mix-
ture of pantheism and deism. 

Hippo or Hippon (around 450 BCE), 
who probably came from Samos, a 
Greek island just off the Ionian 
coast (though some sources place 
his origin in Rhegium or Croton in 
Italy), is a shadowy figure whose 
works have perished and about 
whom little is known except 
through reputation as an atheist. 
Aristotle criticised him because he 
could not see any role in the world 
for anything other than matter, and 
scathingly referred to the ‘second-
ratedness of his thought’. There are 
conflicting testimonies as to what 
he believed but, according to some, 
he argued that the soul is entirely 
corporeal and that it is nothing 
more than the brain. If this is so, 
then it was a radical step forward.  

He may have argued that the gods 
were simply great men who had 
been invested with immortality by 
the admiration and traditions of the 
vulgar. His epitaph which he him-
self composed includes a pun with 
two possible meanings. One trans-
lation states: “This is the grave of 
Hippon, whom Fate made equal in 
death to the immortal gods”. It 
could also be rendered: “This is the 
tomb of Hippon, whom Fate made 
just as dead as the immortal gods”. 
Perhaps he is even suggesting that 
they are dead because he has slain 
them himself with his atheistic ar-
guments. 

Anaxagoras (circ. 500 BC–428 
BCE), who came from Clazomenae 
in Ionia, is sometimes called 'the 
first freethinker', who gained noto-

riety for his materialistic views, 
particularly his contention that the 
sun was a mass of red hot metal, 
not a god, an observation which led 
to a charge of impiety against him 
in the late 430s BCE. Thus, as 
Whitmarsh suggests, he may have 
been the first individual to be put 
on trial for atheism. He was sen-
tenced to death by the Athenian 
court but avoided this penalty by 
leaving Athens, and he spent his 
remaining years in exile.  

Anaxagoras posits an infinity of 
particles, or 'seeds', each unique in 
its qualities. All natural objects are 
composed of particles having all 
sorts of qualities; a preponderance 
of similar though not identical par-
ticles creates the difference between 
wood and stone. Anaxagoras's uni-
verse, before separation, was an 
infinite, undifferentiated mass. The 
formation of the world was due to 
a rotary motion produced in this 
mass by an all-pervading cosmic  
mind (the ancient Greek ‘nous’). 
This view led David Hume to 
comment in his Natural History of 
Religion that “Anaxagoras, the first 
undoubted theist, among the 
philosophers, was perhaps the first 
that ever was accused of atheism”. 

Protagoras (c490-420 BCE),  a 
sophist who came from Abdera on 
the coast of Thrace, is often called 
'the first Humanist'. He is also re-
garded as the first of the Sophists 
(originally ‘a wise man ’), a term 
which denoted a class of itinerant 
intellectuals and teachers who be-
gan to appear after the middle of 
the fifth century. Less concerned 
about the physical universe, they 
taught rhetoric, morality and poli-
tics  – indeed, anything for which 
there was a popular demand  – for 
a fee. They claimed to be able to 
help their students better them-
selves through the acquisition of 
certain practical skills, especially 
rhetoric, which was very important 
for a member of the Athenian as-
sembly and the council of 500, the 
executive committee. Nevertheless, 
their general spirit was that of free 
inquiry and they sought to test 
everything by reason. 

Protagoras formulated the dictum 
that man is the measure of all 
things, by which he probably meant 
that everything is relative because 
there is no objective standard or ––>
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ultimate truth outside human val-
ues derived from human experience 
and that the only relationship 
which matters to human beings is 
our relationship with ourselves. He 
also taught that justice is a matter 
of agreed rules, not divine com-
mands. According to Diogenes 
Laertius, his book On the Gods 
began: “With regard to the gods, I 
cannot feel sure either that they are 
or they are not, nor what they are 
like to see; for there are many 
things that hinder our knowledge  – 
the obscurity of the subject and the 
brevity of human life”. Diogenes 
says that this outspoken agnostic 
position angered the Athenians who 
expelled him from the city, and 
copies of the book were collected 
and burned in the marketplace. 

Prodicus of Keos (c.465-395 BCE), 
another sophist, was reported by 
the philosopher Philodemus (110 
BCE - 35 BCE) to suggest “that the 
gods of popular belief do not exist 
nor do they know, but primitive 
man… out of admiration deified… 
the fruits of the earth and virtually 
everything that contributed to his 
existence” (quoted in Jan Bremmer: 
‘Atheism in Antiquity’ in: Michael 
Martin, ed: The Cambridge Com-
panion to Atheism, Cambridge 
University Press, 2007). The scroll 
by Philodemus from which this 
passage is taken, On Piety, had 
been buried in Herculaneum by the 
eruption of Vesuvius, and part of 
the reconstructed text was pub-
lished as recently as 1996 by Dirk 
Obbink (Philodemus On Piety, Pt1, 
Oxford, 1996; also Philodemus on 
Piety, Pt. 2, Oxford, 2012). 

The same document throws further 
light on Democritus (460-370 BCE), 
another sophist who, like Protago-
ras, heralded  from Abdera. He 
maintained that early humans noted 
the turning of the seasons and “they 
also posited an agent behind these 
occurrences, and worshipped 
it” (quoted in Battling the Gods, 
p92). Democritus was an out-and-
out materialist who put forward the 
theory that the physical world was 
made up of atoms. His atomic theo-
ry, first suggested by Leucippus of 
Miletus, was that matter consisted 
of changeable combinations of 
atoms which had always existed, the 
world being formed out of a 
primeval whirling motion. He also 
posited an infinite number of 

worlds, some of which sustain life 
while others don’t: it’s a matter of 
luck or chance that our world has 
living things. Democritus – known 
as ‘the laughing philosopher’ for 
laughing at human follies – also 
believed that our minds are fur-
nished with ideas based on the expe-
rience of things we see and touch 
and smell and feel and taste  – by 
our experience of the material 
world. The view of ethics and be-
haviour he advocated was based on 
the natural world and not a super-
natural one. This perspective also 
lies at the heart of Humanism. 

The poet and sophist Diagoras of 
Melos, one of the disciples of Dem-
ocritus, was actually nicknamed 
‘the atheist’, and around 415 BCE a 
price was put on his head for 
mocking the Eleusinian Mysteries. 
One talent of silver was promised 
to anyone who killed him and two 
to anyone who caught him alive. 
He fled Athens and died in Corinth. 
The Christian writer Athenagoras 
of Athens (2nd century ADE) 
writes: “With reason did the Athe-
nians adjudge Diagoras guilty of 
atheism, in that he not only di-
vulged the Orphic doctrine, and 
published the mysteries of Eleusis 
and of the Cabiri, and chopped up 
the wooden statue of Hercules to 
boil his turnips, but openly declared 
that there was no God at all” (A 
Plea for the Christians, ch. 4). 

Socrates (c470 BCE–399 BCE), the 
son of an Athenian stonemason, 
was also a teacher but he did not 
consider himself one of the sophists 
and he didn't charge a fee. At the 
age of nearly 70 he was charged 
with refusing to recognise the offi-
cial gods of the state, introducing 
new gods and corrupting the 
young. Whether or not he was an 
atheist is impossible to determine. 
Both Xenophon and Plato, the two 
main sources of Socrates’s thoughts, 
reject the charge of atheism, the 
latter specifically putting the denial 
into his own mouth at his trial to 
Meletus, one of the prosecutors: “I 
can tell you I do recognise that 
there are gods, and I am not guilty 
of being an out-and-out atheist”. 
(Plato: Apology).  

Even if he did say this, we cannot 
really know what he meant by the 
term. What we can say from the 
rest of Plato’s writing about him is 

that gods do not feature in his ethic 
at all. In the Euthyphro, for in-
stance, he examines piety or moral 
duty and asks whether the holy is 
beloved by the gods because it is 
holy or holy because it is beloved 
by the gods. If right actions are holy 
only because the gods love them, 
then moral rightness is entirely ar-
bitrary, depending only on the 
whims of the gods. If, however, the 
gods love right actions only because 
they are already right, then there 
must be some non-divine source of 
values, which we might come to 
know independently of their love. 
This dilemma goes to the heart of 
any attempt to define morality by 
reference to an external authority. 

Cicero wrote that “Socrates was the 
first to bring philosophy down 
from the heavens into the cities of 
men”. His teaching usually had the 
effect of showing that some re-
ceived opinion was untenable and it 
took the form of questioning or 
'elenchus', a cross-examination, 
which eventually gave rise to dia-
lectic, the idea that truth needs to 
be pursued by modifying one's po-
sition through questioning and con-
flict with opposing ideas. Many of 
his debates end in aporia, intellec-
tual impasses when people realise 
that the original question they 
asked does not admit of an easy 
answer and therefore that their 
prejudiced assumptions were 
wrong. Socrates may be considered 
a humanist or freethinker in his 
attempt to make people think for 
themselves instead of just blindly 
accepting what they were told by 
figures of authority. Indeed, his 
whole approach is the epitome of 
freethought.  

Moreover, Socrates was prepared to 
die for his principles and thus be-
came the first known martyr for 
freedom of speech. A jury of Athen-
ian citizens found him guilty and 
sentenced him to death by drinking 
hemlock. He could have saved him-
self by recanting his views, but he 
preferred to take the poison and 
die. The trial was attended by his 
pupil Plato (c427-c347 BCE), who 
wrote the account called The Apol-
ogy of Socrates in which he presents 
the philosopher offering a defence 
of himself that is also a great plea 
for liberty of thought and therefore 
a key document in Humanist histo-
ry. Wisdom and truth, he asserts, –->
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are more important than wealth 
and honours and daily discussion 
of these matters is the highest good, 
for the unexamined life is not 
worth living. 

Epicurus (341-270 BCE) is a key 
figure in Humanist history. He pro-
vided what is in effect a Humanist 
motto: “Friendship goes dancing 
round the world proclaiming to us 
all to awake to the praises of a 
happy life”. He was born in Samos 
and at the age of 18 went to 
Athens, where he attended the 
Academy established by Plato. He 
later founded his own school of 
philosophy sometimes known as 
the School of the Garden, because 
he set it up in his own garden out-
side the city, away from the hubbub 
of the polis.  

For Epicurus (right), the purpose of 
philosophy was to attain a happy 
life of ataraxia, or tranquility, and 
aponia, the absence of pain. Tran-
quility was to be achieved, among 
other things, by living the good life 
and abandoning faith in an afterlife 
and fear of the gods because they 
are unconcerned with us. “I was 
not, I have been, I am not, I do not 
mind”, he wrote. He also developed 
the atomism of Democritus and the 
view that the natural world has no 
purpose imposed on it. He believed 
that the universe is eternal and in-
finitely extended. Life for him is a 
complex of particularly fine atoms 
which form both body and mind in 
a single natural entity whose death 
is irrevocable dispersal of the per-
son. According to Epicurus, the 
gods exist but they live remote from 
our lives and take no interest in 
them  – what we have here and 
now is all that should concern us. 

Epicurus regularly admitted women 
and slaves into his school and was 
one of the first Greeks to break 
from the god-fearing and god-wor-
shiping tradition common at the 
time. Far from advocating greedy 
indulgence in pleasures of the body, 
as his detractors suggested (in his 
Divine Comedy, Dante condemns 
him to the sixth circle of hell), he 
taught that peace of mind requires 
‘moderation in all things’. He wrote 
that it is impossible to live a pleas-
ant life without living wisely and 
well and justly agreeing "neither to 
harm nor be harmed". Here again 
is the ethic of reciprocity which we 

find in Confucius and other Eastern 
sages. His view of life became widely 
accepted throughout the six hundred 
years of Greek and Roman civilisa-
tion. Since human life had come 
about by natural processes, people 
should live according to nature. This 
would be easy if people were con-
tent with what was enough. He 
wrote: “Death is nothing to us: for 
after our bodies have been dissolved 
by death they are without sensation, 
and that which lacks sensation is 
nothing to us. And therefore a right 
understanding of death makes the 
mortality of life enjoyable, not be-
cause it adds to it an infinite span of 
time, but because it takes away the 
craving for immortality”. 

Epicurus, who considered fear to be 
the fundamental motive of religion, 
influenced Romans like Lucretius 
(99 - 55 BCE), who asserted that “it 
was fear that first fashioned the 
gods”. He was a poet who pro-
claimed the Epicurean philosophy 
in his poem De Rerum Natura (‘On 
the Nature of Things’). It tells of an 
immense period of time during 
which the sun, moon and stars ap-
peared, then animals and then hu-
man beings - and all this came 
about without design. The highlight 
of the poem is an extended argu-
ment that human beings are purely 
material things and so they cannot 
survive the physical destruction of 
their bodies. Religion, which teach-
es otherwise, is therefore a damag-
ing superstition. Like Epicurus, Lu-
cretius sought to free humanity from 
the fear of death and of the gods, 
which he considered the primary 
cause of human unhappiness. He 
wrote: “All religions are equally sub-
lime to the ignorant, useful to the 
politician, and ridiculous to the 

philosopher”; and “We, peopling the 
void air, make gods to whom we 
impute the ills we ought to bear”.  

Many other Romans also had a 
dim view of the role of religion in 
human life. The philosopher Seneca 
(4BCE-65 ADE) observed that 
"Religion is regarded by the com-
mon people as true, by the wise as 
false, and by the rulers as useful". 
The Emperor Marcus Aurelius (121-
180 ADE) didn’t believe in an after-
life. In his Meditations, in which he 
attempted to reconcile his Stoic 
philosophy of virtue and self-sacri-
fice with his role as emperor, he 
wrote: "We live for an instant, only 
to be swallowed in complete forget-
fulness and the void of infinite time 
on this side of us". 

Cicero, a contemporary of Julius 
Caesar and the most brilliant of 
Roman orators, was a sceptic, be-
lieving that knowledge about the 
gods was impossible. He also 
thought that the question of what is 
human life’s ultimate end or pur-
pose is one that philosophy, not 
religion, is best-placed to answer. In 
De Natura Deorum (‘On the Na-
ture of the Gods’), written in 45 
BCE, he creates a dialogue between 
an Epicurean, a Stoic, and a man 
who represents his own scepticism. 
He argued that ethical values are 
independent of institutionalised 
religion, and are amenable to ratio-
nal, philosophical enquiry. His last-
ing influence was on education 
where, as we said at the beginning, 
he adopted the Greek model for the 
curriculum known as humanitas, 
which means humane conduct 
based on human needs, not super-
natural commands.  

I have outlined the thoughts of 
some of the key figures in Whit-
marsh’s excellent survey, adding a 
Humanist dimension to his account 
where appropriate. He ends by 
recording how the Christianisation 
of the Roman Empire put an end to 
serious philosophical atheism for 
over a millennium. What later pro-
pelled Europe out of the Dark Ages 
and revived the spirit of inquiry 
was the Renaissance, characterised 
not by atheism but by Christian 
Humanism. And we atheists need to 
acknowledge that truth. Of course 
it was still a long time before athe-
ism became respectable. Indeed, it is 
not quite there yet.                        q
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                                                Books   

Frankenstein's Monster in the White House 

No is Not Enough 
Naomi Klein • Allen Lane • 2017 

Bob Rees 

HIS is Naomi Klein’s fourth 
book, and she presents it as a 
logical follow-on from the pre-

vious three, which were about branding 
(No Logo), economics (The Shock Doc-
trine) and global climate chaos (This 
Changes Everything). This one’s about 
Donald Trump, a man she clearly de-
tests, and neoliberalism, which she 
blames for most of society’s ills. I’m her 
biggest fan, and I urge you to read 
every pearl of wisdom that has ever 
dripped from her pen. 

She describes neoliberalism as a belief 
system that worships market forces and 
vilifies everything that is not privately 
owned. It is an extreme form of capital-
ism that was the brainchild of econ-
omist Friedrich Hayek, launched in 
1974, avidly promoted by Ronald Rea-
gan and Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s, and which has 
subsequently become the dominant economic ideology 
around the western world.  

As far as the handful of ultra-wealthy neolibs are con-
cerned, governments exist only to create conditions 
whereby they can maximise their profits, while ‘the invis-
ible hand’, ‘market forces’ and ‘trickle-down’ will sup-
posedly automatically provide for the remaining 99% of 
the people. Their dogma demands privatisation of public 
assets, deregulation of corporate activity, low taxes, and 
corporate-friendly trade deals, all exclusively in the inter-
ests of spectacular short-term profit for themselves. As 
far as Thatcher was concerned, “society (was) dead”, so 
“there (was) no alternative” to this grossly antisocial 
economic system. It was, and is, every man for himself. 

Klein calls neoliberalism ‘a rationale for greed’; a system 
that discards workers without protection; that treats 
land, water as air as a bottomless sewer; and that treats 
excluded people as trash  For the masses of people 
around the world, it is a race to the bottom; the very 
antithesis of humanism. 

Naomi Klein is Canadian, but she spends a lot of time in 
New York and she is very familiar with the system in the 

USA and the rest of the capitalist world. 
The idea is to divide the working class-
es by keeping them feeling insecure, and 
frightening with imagined threats, so 
that they’ll fight among themselves 
while ‘we’ get on with screwing them. 
Get them to believe that it’s a competi-
tion for the (artificially scarce) re-
sources, so it’s either ‘us’ (white work-
ers) or “them” (blacks, browns, 
women, immigrants, refugees, the un-
employed, Muslims, the old and the 
handicapped). Use racial differences as 
a wedge to divide multiracial poor 
community, persuading white voters 
that the beneficiaries of socially funded 
schools and welfare are mostly ‘illegal’ 
dark-skinned scroungers.   

Klein admonishes us never to underes-
timate the power of hate, especially dur-

ing times of economic hardship. In Northern Ireland, we 
have clearly seen working classes distracted and divided 
against their common interests by religious incitement: in 
America they pit working class whites against Blacks, 
citizens against migrants, and men against women. That 
way, the workers can’t see the REAL enemy – indeed, 
most of them have even been persuaded to vote for him 
as one of their own! 

As part of its Grand Plan to push neoliberalism all the 
way, the new Trump administration is, without warning, 
simultaneously attacking women’s rights, escalating for-
eign conflicts, reducing taxes, making preparations for 
war, scapegoating immigrants, promoting fossil fuels, and 
deregulating everything. All in the first couple of months. 
It’s impossible to know which way to turn - SHOCK!   
Klein’s view is that since the 1980s, the political process 
has been so corroded by the pursuit of money that it has 
now allowed ‘a gang of scandal-plagued plutocrats’ to 
‘seize control of the White House’. Trump, she says, is the 
entirely predictable outcome of 30 years of neoliberal 
policies and beliefs. A billionaire president who boasts 
that he can grab women by their genitals while calling 
Mexicans ‘rapists’ and jeering at the disabled is the logi-
cal outcome of the neoliberal culture of pure self-ob-
sessed greed. ‘We should have been expecting him’.   ––>              
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So Trump’s election is not shocking, though we can de-
pend on his presidency to produce ongoing shocks as 
deregulated market bubbles burst, as blowback from 
anti-Islamic policies comes home, as globally heated 
weather ‘events’ strike, and as ill-considered unregulated 
oil pipelines spill. 

We are heading towards a world where a few self-cen-
tred individuals live in luxurious fortresses, a Blackwa-
ter-style economy where cronies employ private subcon-
tractors to build protective walls, put the population 
under surveillance, and set-up military-style control 
checkpoints. It is one where a few ‘haves’ are sealed off 
from people fleeing for their lives from ecological disas-
ters, predatory trade deals or wars initiated in the first 
place by those living behind the fortress walls. Maybe it’s 
all as God intends it to be: sure, doesn’t the Bible teach 
us about great floods washing the world clean, where 
only the chosen few will be saved in their (gated) city in 
the sky. What’s happening with rising sea levels fits per-
fectly with the prophecy; ask any evangelical Trump 
supporter. 

But it’s not all bad news. Klein sees Trump as a catalyst 
for change: “... perhaps we should thank Trump ..... If 
the titans of American industry can eagerly line up be-
hind this man – with all his ugly hatreds, his venality, 
vanity and vacuousness – and if Wall Street can cheer on 
news of his plans to let the planet 
burn and the elderly starve, and if so 
much of the media can praise his 
cruise missiles ... as ‘presidential,’ 
well then, a great many people are 
coming to the conclusion that they 
want no part of a system like that”.  
She believes that “the spell of neo-
liberalism has been broken, crushed 
under the weight of lived experience 
and a mountain of evidence”. Maybe Theresa May’s 
recent election experience is a sign that some of the 
people have seen the light. 

Trump is so awful that everyone can surely see now that 
greed is NOT good, that the market does NOT know 
best, that money is NOT all that matters, that white men 
are NOT better than everyone else, 
that the natural world is NOT a 
receptacle for pollution, that the 
vulnerable do NOT deserve their 
fate, that anything public is NOT 
somehow inferior to anything pri-
vately owned, that society is NOT 
dead, and that there ARE alterna-
tives. 

‘Trump and his cohorts are intent 
on pushing our world backward on 
every front, all at once’. Campaigns 
have been variously mounted 
against climate change, austerity, 
racial hatred, pollution, Islamopho-
bia, exploitation of women, sweat 
shops and slavery, but all these tar-
gets are symptoms of a single under-
lying sickness, and it’s the sickness 
that we need to tackle, not the 

symptoms. Klein argues that the opponents of the cul-
ture of neoliberalism need to cut it at its root; we need to 
take a giant LEAP, ‘because small steps won’t cut it’. We 
need an integrated solution for how to radically bring 
down emissions while simultaneously creating huge 
numbers of unionised jobs and delivering meaningful 
justice for those who have been abused and excluded, all 
in one go. And it’s urgent, if only because climate change 
is urgent. We need to leap now! 

Klein reminds us that after decades of grinding austerity 
because there was supposedly no money, politicians sud-
denly found TRILLIONS of dollars to rescue the banks 
and interfere in the Market. “At that moment, everyone 
on earth saw that they had been lied to”. The Panama 
Papers suggest that between $25 and $32 TRILLION 
are lying unused, hidden in offshore accounts.  As re-
cently as June, after all her poor-mouthing, Theresa May 
suddenly ‘found’ a spare billion pounds to bribe the DUP 
to keep her Conservatives in power.  Clearly, there are 
plenty of alternatives to neoliberalism, inequality and 
leaders like Donald Trump.  
  
Klein tells us that she joined a group of concerned 
Canadian citizens to develop one such alternative, which 
they call ‘The LEAP Manifesto’, in order to address neo-
liberalism and its consequences. Their discussions raised 
radical questions such as: “how can we move toward 

equitable justice without addressing the 
ownership of property?”; and “how soon 
will we have to abandon ’growth’ as a 
measure of progress?”. These questions 
were left unanswered, and the final mani-
festo was, essentially, a call for a return to 
a Keynsian-style mixed economy with 
greater government involvement, re-regu-
lation of businesses and banks and facto-
ries, fairer taxes, re-nationalisation of 
certain privatised services and various 
other changes specific to Canada.    

Humanists everywhere, together with the excluded 99% 
of the world’s population, should wish them every suc-
cess. We should all LEAP together – read the book and 
you’ll be convinced.                                                          q    

21

 Irish Freethinker and Humanist • September-October 2017

F.Scott Fitzgerald

We need to take a 
giant LEAP, ‘be-

cause small steps 
won’t cut it’.



Born Again 
12 Steps to Surviving Christian Fundamentalism  (Especially as a gay kid with Tourettes Syndrome) 

Step 5: If You’re going to ‘Surrender’, Do it to the DJ 

Thomas Bryan Rambo 

NE of the most effective tools Born Again Chris-
tians (BACs) have in the effort to draw people into 
their cult is the loosely defined period of time dur-

ing a BAC gathering called ‘worship’. For most church-
goers the period of ‘worship’ is a rather formulaic en-
deavour. Pamphlets are typically dispersed beforehand 
with lyrics. Some good-natured elderly woman behind a 
piano pumps out a few bright chords and the group 
mumbles through the set for about five or ten minutes. 

For BACs, worship is less of a ritualistic moment that 
they’re obliged to partake in, and more of a party. The 
BAC worship period is often 
polarising for newcomers 
(mostly individuals who have 
been invited by BAC friends 
or family to ‘check it out’). 
The newcomers are either 
mesmerised by the spectacle 
or, as is the case with the ra-
tionally-minded, they’re total-
ly freaked out and sent run-
ning for the hills. 
The more vulnerable a person 
is, the less they are automati-
cally repelled by the indulgent 
hysteria of BAC worship. 
They’re willing to overlook 
the obvious insanity of it all, 
often because those individuals are looking for some-
thing to numb the pain of a difficult life situation before 
they even step foot through the door.  

For the vulnerable newcomers, the worship period is an 
exciting, often intoxicating, experience. Most of them 
have never been in the presence of such a spectacle. It 
ends up having a numbing effect. Their wits are muddled, 
their intellect is kicked to the curb, and they are ripe ap-
ples for the picking. The preacher (almost certainly a 
male because BACs don’t believe that women should 
assume the role) eventually takes the stage after the 
group is good and drunk on worship. 

These men can easily flood the group with any concept 
they desire. The preacher becomes a fountain of toxic 
dogma. The worshippers lap up every word. They agree 
with every sentence. It’s not hard to imagine why a per-
son in the preacher’s position, or more accurately why 
the preacher’s ego, would revel in this rapt attention. A 
room full of people in the palm of your hand. What 
power! I’ve seen a preacher literally shake and lose con-
trol of leg function because he was so drunk on this 
power. This man would often stand in front of hundreds 

of BACs and for long periods of time not even utter a 
word. He’d stand there, silent, revelling in the fact that 
hundreds of minds were at his disposal. He’d intermit-
tently have outbursts, shouting meaningless exclamations 
like ‘whoa’ and ‘huu-ah’, while jerking his knees upwards 
into the air. Almost orgasmic with power.  
Let’s state the obvious: life is hard! Our human minds 
don’t help anything really. Our minds are good at solving 
technical problems and building things, but they’re also 
good at ensnaring themselves in too much thinking. We 
muddle ourselves down with rampant uncontrolled 
thought, actually creating problems that often aren’t real-

ly there in the first place. 

Most people are looking for 
relief from their thoughts. 
That’s a big reason, I believe, 
for why many people drink 
and do drugs. That’s why we 
love Hollywood blockbusters. 
It’s why we go to nightclubs. In 
fact, a nightclub is what BAC 
worship sessions more accu-
rately resemble. 

At clubs, people escape into a 
dark room. They can let go of 
their rampant thoughts and 

simply feel themselves instead. 
They revel in the laser lights and smoke machine while 
pounding music courses through their bodies. It’s a 
transporting experience, which shifts a person almost 
completely into their corporal senses. There’s a similar 
atmosphere of reckless abandon felt in BAC worship 
session. Bands, often filled with highly skilled musicians, 
play film-score-type music. BAC worship songs embody 
a grandiose, epic tone. Lyrics are kept simple and mostly 
circulate around vague nuggets like “We’re so grateful” 
or “You’re so holy”. 

Meanwhile the audience behaves much like any sweat-
drenched club kid. They close their eyes and sway to the 
music. Importantly, many of them raise their arms into 
the air. Why is this act so special? People at concerts, 
partiers in clubs, BACs in a worship session; they all raise 
their arms into the air. Well, when was the last time you 
were walking down a busy public street and you saw 
someone extending their arms towards the sky, holding 
them there as they walked? I’ll assume that most people 
have rarely, if ever, seen such a thing.  

Our torsos are one of the most vulnerable parts of our 
bodies. I don’t know about you, but I’m not inclined  ––>
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to instinctually lift my arms into the air, because it makes 
me feel vulnerable. 

But when we do, when we willingly lift our arms, expos-
ing our torsos, there comes also a sense relief and ex-
citement. It’s a delicious break from the norm. Being in 
the presence of other human beings and willingly ex-
tending our arms into the air and holding them there can 
be a profoundly liberating experience. Add music to the 
equation and it’s downright intoxicating. This movement 
actually has a name in BAC circles; it’s called ‘surrender-
ing’. It is also a way for BACs to gauge their level of en-
thusiasm, i.e. extremism among one another. The really 
hardcore BACs start surrendering as soon as the first 
guitar chord hits. They pretty much stay that way for the 
duration of the worship period. They are like the person 
at the club who really wants everyone else to be as 
drunk or high as they are. They don’t like it when people 
are too sober because it’s a buzz kill. 

Have you ever seen a room full of, say, five hundred 
people, all laughing hysterically for no apparent reason? 
No? Well I have. A BAC worship session I attended as a 
pre-teen led to such scenes. Why? Well, there’s no saying 
exactly. BAC worship sessions can become unruly. If 
enough people are going hardcore, it starts a domino 
effect. Subconsciously everyone starts seeking to outdo 
the people around them. Simple "surrendering" becomes 
passé. In really hardcore moments someone might 
breakout a shofar, literally a ram’s horn that’s a reference 
to the biblical concept of "calling people to worship". 
Imagine a 50-year-old schoolteacher stumbling around a 
dimly-lit room blowing into a ram’s horn! You either 
want to laugh or cry.  

For some reason during one of these sessions people 
did started laughing. It caught on. Ran like wild-fire 
through the room. Eventually almost everyone there was 
laughing. Yes, laughing hysterically. Not genuine laugher, 
the kind that blooms from witnessing a witty, curious or 
otherwise amusing event, but the drunken kind of laugh-
ter that blurts out of a person after they’ve had too 
much wine. The kind of laughter that comes from a 
wasted man who sees a bumblebee flying around the bar. 
There’s nothing genuinely amusing about a bee in the 
bar, but a drunk person would laugh at it anyway. 

That evening, when everyone was laughing, was coinci-
dentally the evening that I was supposedly "saved". You 
see, most BACs believe that there exists an actual mo-
ment in time when people get saved. A demarcating 
boundary, or a kind of spiritual line in the sand. Before 
that moment, the thinking goes, that person is "lost" 
and going to hell when they die. Afterwards, they are 
"saved" and going to heaven. 

That particular night, during the worship session, the 
preacher asked if anyone wanted to ‘get saved’. Meaning 
get saved at that exact moment. If they did, they should 
come forward to the edge of the stage in order to recite, 
along with the preacher, a ‘prayer of salvation’. My 
mother, in turn, asked me if I wanted to participate. I 
said ‘yes’. I thought that was what I was supposed to say. 
Looking back now, the predominant memory I have of 
that night is wondering at what precise moment I had 
been saved. 

I was so young that I kind of had a comic-book perspec-
tive on the whole affair. I sort of imagined that it would 
be like Spiderman spinning a web for the first time or 
the Hulk experiencing his first transformation. In a way, 
I was anticipating something physical to change within 
me  – something that I could really feel. 

Ever since I can remember I was being fed concepts like 
the ‘saved’ and the ‘unsaved’. Getting saved was sup-
posed to be a monumental life experience. I had heard so 
many adults speak about it. For so many, like my moth-
er, their ‘salvation’ experience heralded a dramatic 
change in their lives. For most of them, it meant that 
they officially plugged themselves into the Born Again 
Christian cult, and by doing so pried themselves out of 
negative or unfulfilling life circumstances. For a child like 
me, however, I was just appeasing the adults around me 
by doing what I thought I was supposed to do. I had al-
ways been in the cult. I didn’t know anything outside it. 

I do remember a sense of relief, though. I thought 
“okay… now I’m officially going to heaven”. Even if I 
don’t really feel like anything’s changed after the salva-
tion prayer (it might as well have been a Mother Goose 
rhyme) I did what I was supposed to do. According to 
the adults around me, that meant that I was now going 
to heaven. I don’t remember if the laughing started be-
fore, during or after the salvation prayer moment. In any 
event, my mother interpreted the hysterical laughter as a 
sign that I, her son, had really been saved. She would 
later say that everyone laughing was actually god sending 
a message, confirming that I was now a genuine BAC. 

She was right; the laughter was indeed a sign. Not a sign 
from god of course, but a sign of the insanity of religion. 
A sign of how far people can spiral out of their minds. 
But to be honest, I don’t necessarily think it’s a bad thing 
for people to get out of their mind. What I mean is I 
don’t think it’s a negative thing for people to take a 
break from their thoughts. A break from their worries 
and fears and daily rigamarole. It just goes without say-
ing that I certainly don’t consider religion a proper tool 
to use for accomplishing such an aim. 

It would have been great if back then someone had high-
lighted for me the fact that there’s fundamentally not a 
huge difference between going to a nightclub on the 
weekend or a BAC worship service. Unfortunately, many 
people live rather monotonous, humdrum lives, and in 
many situations, people suffer under an almost continu-
ous stream of fearful, stressful and negative thoughts. 
People want a break! To me, however, the nightclub ver-
sion is more honest. It doesn’t really require anything 
from a person. Sure, there’s physical and emotional risk 
involved with too much partying. But in general, the day 
after, a person continues with their life as the person they 
were before – albeit with a hangover.  

If you want to let loose with the BACs, however, you’ll 
have to give up so much more; your critical reasoning; 
your sense of connection to people who are different 
than you; and I would even say your common decency. 
At the BAC party, they ingest toxic dogma instead 
MDMA; the hangover from which lingers for a lifetime. 
My recommendation; skip the worship service and go 
pray at the club.                                                             q                                                             
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