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Daniel R DeNicola 

The most memorable image of ignorance oc-

curs in what is probably the most famous pas-

sage of all philosophy: Plato’s Allegory of the 

Cave in The Republic. Recall the scenario: hu-

man beings dwelling in the darkness of an un-

derground cavern, bound at the legs and neck 

so that they cannot move, even to turn their 

heads. They have no other memory of life, 

since they have been imprisoned in this way 

since childhood. Before them, they see only 

moving shadows that are cast by objects un-

known to them, illumined by a flickering fire 

that we are told lies somewhere behind them. 

They know nothing of this except the shadows 

and hear only echoes from the voices of their 

keepers, whom they have never seen. In such a 

benighted state, they pass their days. 

This article is excerpted from Daniel R. 

DeNicola’s book ‘Understanding Ignorance: 

The Surprising Impact of What We Don’t 

Know’. 

https://mitpress.mit.edu/9780262536035/understanding-ignorance/
https://mitpress.mit.edu/9780262536035/understanding-ignorance/
https://mitpress.mit.edu/9780262536035/understanding-ignorance/
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This place of ignorance is not only a dark 

cave; it is a prison, a deprivation chamber. As 

we imagine this predicament, what we are 

likely to feel acutely is an epistemic claustro-

phobia, the absence of freedom in any mean-

ingful sense, and the numbness and despair 

that would set in from such a deprived routine. 

Freedom is primordially the ability to move 

our body. Beyond being our basic capacity for 

meeting our needs, bodily movement, includ-

ing change of place, leads us to new experi-

ences, permits learning, and generates perspec-

tive. But confined in such profound ignorance, 

the world of experience is severely restricted. 

Plato regards such a plight as worse than im-

prisonment, worse than servitude, more like 

death: he says, quoting the Odyssey, “Better to 

be the humble servant of a poor master and to 

endure anything, than to live and believe as 

they do”  -  and the Homeric reference here is 

to the dead who dwell in Hades. As Plato ex-

pects, we feel deep sadness at the absence of 

any chance to understand anything, to achieve 

anything of value, or to experience anything of 

beauty. The horror of ignorance is incapacity. 

As Plato expects, we feel deep sadness at 

the absence of any chance to understand 

anything, to achieve anything of value, or 

to experience anything of beauty. 

This account of their predicament is not, of 

course, one that the prisoners themselves 

would  -  or could  -  offer. They do not and 

cannot understand their situation, since all of 

life’s experiences are but shifting shadows and 

echoes. Plato says that the “prisoners would in 

every way believe that the truth is nothing 

other than the shadows.” Indeed they would 

not suspect that the things they see are but 

shadows, nor even have the concept of a 

shadow. They pass the time in trivial games of 

shadow-prediction, unaware of their keepers, 

the fire, or the parade of objects behind them. 

Though they are troglodytes in extremis, they 

do not feel claustrophobic or deprived. The 

actual circumstances of their confinement in 

the dark cavern, the possibility of a way up and 

out, and indeed the notion that there may be an 

incandescent world of wonders to ascend to, 

are unknown and unsuspected. Life is what it 

is, what it has always been; they do what they 

do and feel what they feel because they know 

nothing else. They are ignorant. But we know 

… and it is terrifying. Because Plato has, 

through his narrative, given us privileged 

knowledge of their situation, we know what 

they do not; we can affirm their ignorance. 

The Cave is a fiction, of course. With a 

shudder, we gratefully distance ourselves and 

our lives from that bizarre place and its 

“strange prisoners.” We breathe deeply the air 

of the sunlit world. But then, almost off-hand-

edly, comes Plato’s stark and chilling state-

ment: “They’re like us.” 

Recognizing Ignorance 

Are we like these cave dwellers? Is this 

gloomy cave the image of the womb from 

which we were all thrust unknowing into the 

light? But do we not then quickly overcome 

this primal oblivion  -  or do we all still dwell 

in a place of such abysmal ignorance? To think 

this through, I want to reverse Plato’s ap-

proach: Rather than describing how we may 

know the truth, let us consider how we recog-

nize ignorance. 

Obviously, no one is born educated; and 

every educated person is, at any given moment, 

ignorant about many things. Often, it is easy to 

pinpoint our ignorance quite precisely. Though 

you may have acquired considerable 

knowledge about a subject, say, automobiles, 

you may not know a particular arcane fact - for 

example, the number of carburettors that were 

standard in a 1955 Singer roadster. You simply 

lack a piece of information. In this common 

form of factual ignorance, should the question 

arise, you are able to specify exactly the datum 

you lack. Based on what you already know, 

you comprehend fully what you need to learn, 
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even before you learn it - ou know what to 

“look up” or to search for. And you even al-

ready know the sort of fact that will constitute 

the answer - one” or “two,” for example, and 

not “one hundred” and certainly not “red” or 

“mammalian” carburettors. 

Suppose, however, that you had never heard 

of the Singer automobile. Despite your famili-

arity with antique automobile manufacturers 

and models, you might be surprised to learn of 

a make or model that had escaped your notice. 

Or, imagine that you, somewhat less expert, 

only knew the names of a few sports car man-

ufacturers. In either case, you would have 

some sense of what acquiring such new 

knowledge would be like; you could specify its 

parameters beforehand. You would grasp in a 

general way what learning about 

an unfamiliar automaker would 

entail; and given that possibility, 

you could identify what it is you 

do not know - albeit with less pre-

cision than in the first case. Such 

factual ignorance can be deline-

ated in this way because you pos-

sess other general, relevant 

knowledge (in this case, 

knowledge about cars, their man-

ufacturers, the meaning of “road-

ster,” and so on). In these ordinary 

situations, it is the knowledge we 

possess that serves to awaken and focus our 

sense of our own ignorance. 

Our world is vast, however. There are whole 

realms of knowledge of which each of us is ig-

norant, though the list, if we could make one, 

is different for each person. You may be unu-

sually well educated, perhaps possessing ex-

pertise in several fields, and yet, when it comes 

to, say, ichthyology or Chinese porcelain or 

deltiology or Sanskrit grammar, you are lost. 

In such cases, our sense of what we don’t know 

isn’t as sharp; we are less sure that we under-

stand what it would mean to know such things. 

Nevertheless, if we know the meaning of the 

relevant terms, if we are familiar with parallel 

or related subjects, we may have some sense of 

what such missing knowledge would involve. 

(If you know English, Latin, and Greek gram-

mar, for instance, you will have a clearer idea 

of what it would mean to learn Sanskrit gram-

mar than if you had never studied any gram-

mar.) Of course, you might really have no de-

sire to learn about such facts or fields; indeed, 

you might ignore them, avoid them, or even re-

sist attempts to be informed or taught about 

them. Or, you might decide to master them or 

to learn more about them. In these cases also, 

we can identify what we have not learned, at 

least to some level of specification. 

So, let us pause to amend a fundamental 

point: ignorance may be recog-

nized and ascribed only from 

the perspective of knowledge, 

and the knowledge we possess 

determines the degree of speci-

ficity of the ignorance we rec-

ognize and serves to character-

ize the ignorance and its im-

portance. This is why we read-

ers of Plato can recognize that 

cavern as a place of profound 

ignorance, lacking in truth and 

sustained by deception. 

Utter ignorance, however, 

for which the dictionary offers the term igno-

ration, is yet more profound: The prisoners in 

Plato’s Cave do not know what they do not 

know; they do not even know that they do not 

know. They dwell in ignorance, but cannot rec-

ognize it. Ignoration is thus a predicament, a 

trap - one that is not comprehended by those 

who are caught in it and dwell there. In a sense, 

they are not in a place at all: Theirs is rather a 

placelessness in which one doesn’t even know 

one is lost. 

Fortunately, this trap, like a Chinese finger 

puzzle, has a simple solution: learning. And 
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yet, it is remarkable that an escape occurs - 

how does one come to learn what one does not 

know one does not know? After all, the prison-

ers have no ability to free themselves; more to 

the point, they have no motivation to escape, 

since even that desire would presuppose a 

sense of possibility they lack. Their bondage 

seems natural to them; it is their form of life; 

nothing better calls to them. They cannot see 

their ignorance as ignorance. As the influential 

Muslim philosopher Al-Ghazzali put it: 

“Heedlessness is an illness which the afflicted 

person cannot cure himself.” 

In Plato’s account, the unenlightened must 

rely on accident or the beneficent intervention 

of others for the critical first step: A prisoner is 

released from his bonds by happenstance 

(phusei) or by an implied other - “one of them 

was freed.” What follows his release is not a 

swift and purposeful escape motivated by ea-

ger anticipation of the waiting outside world; it 

is only the slow, hesitant, gradual, painful pro-

cess of learning itself. The newly released pris-

oner is hardly keen for enlightenment: He is 

“compelled to stand up, to turn his head,” and 

he is “pained and dazzled and unable to see the 

things whose shadows he’d seen before.” He is 

stupefied and wants to return to life as he knew 

it. Plato asks, “And if someone dragged him 

away from there by force, up the rough, steep 

path, and didn’t let him go until he had dragged 

him into the sunlight, wouldn’t he be pained 

and irritated at being treated that way?” Who 

the “someone” is doesn’t matter at this point 

(except that it cannot be another prisoner), but 

it is clear that this is an educational interven-

tion: It is necessary for finding the truth, it is 

initiated from without, and it is initially coer-

cive, requiring the forceful overcoming of the 

learner’s resistance. “He’d need time to get ad-

justed before he could see things in the world 

above,” Plato acknowledges. But eventually, 

as understanding flows into him, “he’d count 

himself happy for the change and pity the 

others.” He finally comes to know the sunlit 

world of wonders; and then he understands, 

with horror, what his condition was in the 

Cave. And, as we have heard, he would rather 

undergo anything than return to that place of 

ignorance. 

Human beings tend to prefer cognitive 

comfort, the reinforcement of the familiar, 

to an encounter with the unknown. 

Plato thus legitimates the claim of educa-

tional paternalism, the infamous, age-old dic-

tum that parents say to their children and teach-

ers repeat to their students regarding all sorts 

of coerced activities: “You will thank me for it 

one day, because then you will understand.” 

His justification rests on the distinctions be-

tween knowledge, mere belief, and ignorance, 

and on the transformation of the soul that 

learning can produce. Regardless of the likeli-

hood of later gratitude, however, if accident or 

intervention or coercion is required to start one 

on the path of learning, then the escape from 

utter ignorance is not self-motivated. (In other 

dialogues, especially Symposium, Plato im-

plies that eros provides the initial impulse and 

the sustaining motivation for pursuing the 

good, the true, and the beautiful.) And that 

does not seem surprising. Would it be reason-

able to pursue a goal that one does not possess 

and cannot envision? A self-initiated escape 

would not be a reasonable decision or even a 

live option. 

But that explains only why the prisoner 

would not seek to escape. What explains his re-

sistance to freedom and the need for coercion? 

One factor is that, in general, human beings 

tend to prefer cognitive comfort, the reinforce-

ment of the familiar, to an encounter with the 

unknown. Learning may disrupt our cognitive 

comfort; it displaces us. Education requires us 

to revise or abandon our routines, recipes, and 

rituals - life as we know it - and to do so we 

must overcome a kind of natural cognitive in-

ertia. A place of ignorance can be a sturdy nest 
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of cognitive comfort for those who dwell 

within. 

Plato’s benighted cave dwellers believe 

they already know the important truths - “Then 

the prisoners would in every way believe that 

the truth is nothing other than the shadows of 

those artifacts.” We know, of course, that their 

“knowledge” is not worthy of the name; it is no 

more than pointless familiarity with contrived 

images. And when forced to widen their expe-

rience and confront their illusory situation, 

they are nonplussed, irritated, and even pained. 

We understand. It is painful for any of us to 

accept the revelation that our precious 

“knowledge” is false, that we 

have been deluded, and to con-

front the radical implications: as-

sumptions discarded, insights 

misguided, principles betrayed, 

relationships undone, lives al-

tered, and worlds shattered. False 

knowledge can be sticky; it is dif-

ficult to remove it and all it im-

plies from our worldview - even 

when we acknowledge its falsity. 

Belief can be a bulwark against learning. The 

ignorance that hides in false knowledge is dis-

guised as the very learning it defies. 

These considerations may cause us to ques-

tion whether Plato’s Cave is, after all, a place 

of utter ignorance. It may indeed be home to 

deep ignorance, but the prisoners have beliefs 

about the shadows, make cognitive claims, and 

seem confident that what they believe is true - 

however deluded they may be. Actually, some 

of their beliefs are confirmed by their experi-

ence - some prisoners are adept at identifying 

shadows and remembering the sequences of 

their appearance. Perhaps it is impossible to 

describe a human situation of complete and 

total ignorance, ignoration so abysmal that no 

thin shaft of understanding penetrates it. One 

wonders how beings in such a situation could 

survive without any knowledge, without a sin-

gle belief that is true. And one wonders what a 

mental state of ignoration would be: a tabula 

rasa - the hypothetical blank slate of the mind 

before it receives outside impressions? Con-

sciousness without memory? Awareness with-

out conceptualization? Prenatal mind? 

To ascribe ignorance as a mental state is to 

imply a capacity for learning, which in turn im-

plies a capacity for knowing. A potential for 

knowledge is embedded in ignorance. Moreo-

ver, the ascription of ignorance is 

relational; it is made from the 

vantage point of someone’s 

knowledge about the lack of 

knowledge in an otherwise 

knowing creature. Ignorance and 

knowledge are concepts that can-

not stand alone: They presuppose 

each other. It seems as convo-

luted to describe absolute and 

complete ignorance as is to de-

scribe absolute and complete knowledge. Igno-

ration and omniscience are comprehendible 

only as limiting concepts. 

So, are we like Plato’s Cave dwellers - not 

just in infancy, but throughout our adult lives? 

It seems we are, at least in one important way: 

I refer to the unsettling fact that we too are 

haunted by things we do not know we do not 

know; and we cannot imagine how drastically 

those unknowns would alter our lives and our 

view of the world. 

 

Daniel R DeNicola is Professor Emeritus a 

t Gettysburg College. 

Reproduced from MIT Press 12 Sept 2024 
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THINK FREELY –

AN INTERVIEW WITH

BRIAN COX

by

Daniel James Sharp 
 

Brian Cox was born in Dundee in 1946 and has 

been a star of stage and screen for decades. 

His stage roles include ‘Titus Andronicus’ and 

‘King Lear’, and his film and TV credits in-

clude ‘Sharpe’, ‘Manhunte’r (in which he 

played the first on-screen Hannibal Lecter), 

‘Rob Roy’, ‘Braveheart’, ‘Tro’y, ‘X2: X-Men 

United’, ‘Churchil’l, and ‘Succession’. At the 

time this interview was conducted over Zoom 

(21 August 2024), Brian was in Glasgow about 

to start work directing on a new project. He 

couldn’t tell me much about this, except that it 

was something he had wanted to do for a very 

long time. 

Although we were pressed for time and the 

discussion could have gone on for much longer 

and in many directions, we covered a lot of 

ground, including Brian’s views on religion, 

acting as a form of humanism, the conflict in 

Gaza, sectarianism in Glasgow, Johnny Depp, 

Ian McKellen, Irn Bru addiction, and Scottish 

independence.  

INTERVIEW 

Daniel James Sharp: Earlier this year, you 

caused a bit of a stir by labelling the Bible 

“one of the worst books ever” and full of 

“propaganda and lies.” But you also 

acknowledged the need people have for com-

fort and consolation. For you, though, thea-

tre is the “one true church…the church of 

humanity.” Is acting a form of humanism, 

then  

Yes. I don’t believe in churches, but if you 

need a church, theatre is the church of 

humanity. Acting is absolutely humanism. It’s 

based on who people are, what their belief sys-

tems are, how they’re plagued by their belief 

systems, and how they have to reconcile them-

selves to these belief systems - and when you 

think about it, in my view, that means recon-

ciling themselves to something which is com-

pletely fictitious. 

It’s understandable that people need to be-

lieve in something because we live in an age 

where we’re so confused. What nobody ever 

talks about is where we are in our own state of 

evolution, because we’re clearly not fully 

evolved beings. If we were, we wouldn’t be 

doing what we’re doing again and again. We 

wouldn’t have a Putin situation. We wouldn’t 

have a Netanyahu situation. I feel that we have 

to be evolved. We are evolving, but we are not 

there yet. We’re a long way off, and we are in 

danger of destroying ourselves because of our 

own stupidity. At the root of a lot of our prob-

lems is tribalism. Am I Islamic? Am I Jewish? 

et cetera. 

The Jews were treated appallingly by Nazi 

Germany, and they then founded their own 

state. But now they have all sorts of problems 

there. There’s a great division among Jewry, 

including some great friends of mine, about 

what is happening in Gaza and elsewhere right 

now. Because of what happened on 7 October 

last year, a lot of them are very afraid, and we 

have to understand that. But the genocide that 

is being committed is inexcusable on any level, 

and you have to put it down to the extreme 

right-wing Jewish government - which is not 

wholly representative of the Jewish people. 

That’s very important to note. A lot of the Jew-

ish people do not like what’s going on in Gaza. 

And anti-Semitism is not the answer, of course. 

Anti-Semitism is what gave rise to fascism and 

we have to be very careful about that. 

That is just one example of the danger of 

being beholden to belief systems. They trap us, 

they don’t liberate us. They may give us com-

fort, they may give us what they call faith, but 

https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/tv/news/brian-cox-bible-podcast-b2537501.html
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at the end of the day, they are not helpful. They 

are not ultimately helpful to the human spirit, 

at all. 

When it comes to these situations, I always feel 

for the children. They live in these conditions cre-

ated by the mistakes of adults. I just cannot stand 

what’s happened to the children in Gaza. 

Just on the point about Israel and Pales-

tine, I think it is also worth keeping in mind 

that it’s the same with the Palestinians as it is 

in Israel: Hamas is not necessarily repre-

sentative of the Palestinians as a whole. 

Exactly, nor are the Yasser Arafats neces-

sarily representative. It’s awful how they are 

using Gaza for their own ends. When it comes 

to these situations, I always feel for the chil-

dren. They live in these conditions created by 

the mistakes of adults. I just cannot stand 

what’s happened to the children in Gaza. How 

many children have been killed? A dispropor-

tionate number of children have been killed be-

cause of these adults’ mistakes. 

I don’t in any way excuse Hamas at all. I do 

not excuse people who hide behind law-abid-

ing citizens, innocents, because of their own 

disharmony with the system. Yes, I understand 

that Palestine has suffered a lot of persecution 

- psychological persecution as much as any-

thing else - but I don’t excuse Hamas. I cer-

tainly don’t excuse what happened on 7 Octo-

ber, not at all. That was horrendous. 

But what has happened in Palestine as a re-

sult is also just appalling. This is where belief 

systems do not support you. They support your 

view over that view, but they’re not about har-

mony.   

I compare it with Glasgow, where I am right 

now. If you come to Glasgow, it’s quite ecu-

menical with its Islamic and Catholic popula-

tions. It’s quite free. Of course, it has its streaks 

of racism, and that is always going to be there 

- that fear that man has about his fellow that he 

can’t quite understand. But on the whole, Glas-

gow is doing well. 

I feel that we’re in such a state of setback at 

the moment. We are failing to understand how 

we’re evolving. We’re going through such hor-

rific things at the moment, and the thing that 

stops us from evolving is being stuck in these 

belief systems. 

Could you explain a little more what you 

mean by these external belief systems being 

inimical to the human spirit? What is the hu-

man spirit.  

What is the notion of a freethinker? It means 

a person who thinks freely, without any tram-

melling of any kind. Their thinking is of a 

sense of liberation, the liberation of the human 

spirit (their actions might be a different matter, 

of course). I’m not a classified ‘freethinker’, 

but that’s what I would have thought a free-

thinker is. I rather admire and respect that. 

I’ve been thinking about why I’m talking to 

a freethinking magazine. I think because there 

is a problem at the moment with the cancel cul-

ture that we live under. There’s not a lot of free 

thinking going around. … Cancel culture is of-

fensive and damaging to the human spirit. 

I believe in the human spirit. We don’t un-

derstand our own mystery. We try to codify it. 

‘Say your prayers and it’ll all get better and 

then you’ll have something at the end of your 

life.’ But that’s a mystery, and nobody knows 

anything about that. All we know about is what 

we’ve got to deal with now, with our two legs, 

two arms, and two hands, and a head that can, 

perhaps, function. I feel quite passionate about 

that. We should give it the respect it deserves 

and not fall into these systems. 

My sister was a strong Catholic. She 

cleaned the church. But at the end of the day, 

when she was dying, I said to her, “Where do 

you think you’re going to end up?” And she 

said, “It doesn’t really matter, does it?” That 

was her conclusion after 90-odd years of life. 

And that’s the truth. It doesn’t really matter 

when it comes to those elements which are de-

finable, but it does matter to something else 
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that we don’t even know about. 

I did want to ask a little about your back-

ground. You’re from a working-class Scots-

Irish Catholic family. And you’re in Glasgow 

right now, which, historically, was torn apart 

by sectarianism. 

Oh yes, Glasgow has always been sectarian, 

because of the Orange Order. The Glorious 

Twelfth. ‘Our father knew the Rome of old and 

evil is thy name…And on the Twelfth, I love 

to wear the sash my father wore.’ [Lines from 

Protestant anti-Catholic 

songs, the latter celebrating 

the ‘Glorious Twelfth’, the 

victory of the Protestant 

King William III over the 

deposed Catholic King 

James II at the Battle of the 

Boyne in 1690.] All in ser-

vice of William of Orange, 

and what was he, except a 

good Proddie?  

The Catholics are good 

survivors because they’ve 

been hacked about ad infini-

tum. But there are also the 

acts that have been commit-

ted under the guise of Ca-

tholicism - the [Magdalene Laundries in Ire-

land], for example, and all those poor, misbe-

gotten women who worked for them - so there 

is a lot of questioning there and nobody is ex-

empt. 

And my sister, in the end, said that it doesn’t 

really matter. What does matter? We matter. 

Not our religion, not our faith, not our belief 

systems. We matter. Let’s try and understand 

who we are as a herd animal and as an individ-

ual animal. But we don’t even go there. In-

stead, we come up with all these stories that 

justify certain things. 

And art is a way to understand ourselves  

Yes. Art is the way I do that. Art is a way of 

looking at the world, and of looking at 

everybody in the world. From a dramatic point 

of view, we are looking at how human beings 

behave. What screws them up? What are their 

ambitions? What do they want? Why do they 

want it? Is it necessary? No, it’s not. Well then, 

why do they want it? Is it some kind of neurotic 

force at work or is it something else? That’s 

what actors do when we work on a role, we’re 

examining what’s going on. And that’s where 

all the belief systems can come into it. ‘Oh, I 

see, he’s Jewish, he’s got that kind of belief. 

Oh, but he doesn’t 

like being Jewish. 

Why does he not like 

that?’ Do you see 

what I mean? You’re 

creating an explora-

tion of the human psy-

che, which to me is 

the great gift of act-

ing.  

Who are your fa-

vourite actors?  

Spencer Tracy, for 

me, was the greatest 

screen actor ever, by 

far. He was extraordi-

nary. He was very tor-

mented, very Catholic, very guilt-ridden, but a 

great artist. The ease and the flawlessness and 

the way he negotiates stuff - tremendous. And 

he and [Katharine] Hepburn were extraordi-

nary together. So, I think Hepburn is another of 

my favourite actors.  

Another is Cary Grant, who was a construct 

of a personality because of his horrific back-

ground, and he played all these wonderful, 

mysterious kinds of characters who just said, ‘I 

really don’t give a fuck.’ And of course, there’s 

[Marlon] Brando and Jimmy Dean, even 

though he didn’t live all that long.  

There are a few actors who grew better over 

time. Paul Newman got infinitely better as an 

actor as he got older. As a young man, he was 

Brian Cox 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_the_Boyne#cite_note-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_the_Boyne#cite_note-1
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a bit more confused. 

It’s a great craft, acting. And it is a craft. It’s 

a craft of human sensibility. Where are we 

coming from? Why are we doing it? What is 

it? What does it mean? What are we trying to 

achieve? And the truth is, we don’t know. We 

don’t know, because we’ve got all this other 

stuff that we have to deal with, that we’ve got 

to get through.  

That’s why I was interested in talking to 

somebody from a freethinking magazine. What 

is free thinking, and how free can thought re-

ally be these days? Or is there some impedi-

ment that makes it non-viable to think freely?  

I think it’s difficult to think freely at the 

best of times, but especially now. There’s so 

much pressure to conform to certain stand-

ards and ideologies. 

That’s right. And that’s why you’ve got to 

say, ‘Fuck it! I’m going to think freely.’ When 

the pressure is great, you don’t give up. It rein-

forces who you are. It looks as if you’re in 

doubt, but you’re dealing with a shit storm of 

meteors coming at you, and it’s very important 

to be able to think freely. I’m grateful because 

I think I’ve been able to do that for most of my 

life, and I didn’t even know I was doing it, and 

I did it because I didn’t have the usual con-

stricts of family and parents and what have 

you. 

‘Think freely!’ should be our new motto. 

You are well known for speaking your mind 

about politics, religion, and even fellow ac-

tors  

I’ve got to shut up about fellow actors. I’m 

a bit naughty about that. It’s a hard game, and 

I sort of regret saying anything. And even if I 

did say something, it wasn’t meant as a damn-

ing criticism. It’s a question of taste. Not eve-

rybody likes everything other people do. I sort 

of regret calling Johnny Depp “so overblown, 

so overrated” in my autobiography because he 

is fine in many ways. There are some things he 

isn’t fine at but, on the whole, he’s fine. He’s 

certainly very popular. It’s an imperious thing 

of me to do, to shoot on about somebody like 

that, because it’s a tough job. 

The best actors are children, and the greatest 

actors are the ones who can still be doing it at 

my age. I’m not saying I’m the greatest, just to 

be clear, but you know what I mean. I have 

great respect for people of my generation who 

are still doing it.  

In your autobiography, you talk about 

your and Ian McKellen’s different philoso-

phies or styles of acting. I have a lot of admi-

ration for both of you as actors. 

I love Ian, I really do, and I love him even 

more as he’s got older. He’s just a different 

style from me and naturally, I’m going to pre-

fer my style, but that’s not about saying I’m 

any better. I’m not. I just prefer the way I work 

to the way he works. 

But he is a very special man in so many 

ways. He’s been a great champion, especially 

in the homosexual rights movement, standing 

up to Clause 28 and everything. He’s done phe-

nomenal things in that way, so I have total re-

spect for him. 

He’s a very sound man, in terms of his pol-

itics. I’ll still argue about the acting a wee bit. 

But as a man, I love him. We’ve known each 

other for a long time. We were neighbours re-

cently. When I was doing the play Long Day’s 

Journey Into Night, he was next door doing 

Falstaff, where he sadly fell off the stage. I 

think that was a big shock for him.  

I was impressed that he was back on stage 

so quickly after that fall.  

Well, they gave that out, but he didn’t go 

back to do the job because it was too danger-

ous. The production should have taken into ac-

count the danger of being that far out on the 

stage. The upside of the accident is that it woke 

something in Ian. A shock like that is bound to 

wake something in you. He’s considerable, 

he’s absolutely considerable. He’s continued 

on his path and you can’t help but respect him. 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Untitled-Autobiography-fascinating-memoir-theatre-ebook/dp/B08NSKJBV1/ref=sr_1_2?crid=103CNY92DWDBS&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.4gPws--PySLzqp-m2G7JNb_sy8VTVCIY0ED0_TnAjkqjluHVk332MJuiDa4oVggAxxUBu-XBnxbLXRd3XliDMwOZSuDjSoczdwfIgln4vRW1tQ3-b8rkt4KyJ582dZ4AtahQVNV3YDsBPKgh2UdIP806F6C4kxI-b73PCECFv2agjhQT8sLDa8DU3oIC6oWzY5rRQptduZ_Al8nVExdTf1lfF-2W0cL-NQavpoUMZLM.H8TkYsw3EZ1HvUjKo5QjRENsiqdvJx3HmyYybuBcfSM&dib_tag=se&keywords=brian+cox+autobiography&qid=1725548873&sprefix=brian+cox+autobiograp%2Caps%2C125&sr=8-2
https://news.sky.com/story/sir-ian-mckellen-felt-ashamed-and-emotional-after-stage-fall-13208427#:~:text=The%20acting%20legend%20broke%20his,'t%20much%20time%20left%22.
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That’s the nice thing about getting older. 

You’re not beating tambourines anymore. 

You’re actually looking at people and saying, 

“Oh, well, I disagree. But my God! I respect 

that person.” 

It’s also great for viewers and audiences to 

have these different styles of acting.  

Of course. 

Actors more than anything have an acute 

sensitivity to politics. 

What do you make of the critique that ac-

tors should refrain from intervening in poli-

tics and the like - that they should stay in their 

lane?  

I think that’s a nonsense. Actors more than 

anything have an acute sensitivity to politics. If 

you’ve been in the game, you know that you 

can’t depend on it. It’s very fleeting. 

It took me a long time to come around to 

speaking up about things like Scottish inde-

pendence, which I’m very interested in. I have 

never liked the name ‘Scottish National Party’, 

but I love the notion of the independent nature 

of Scotland. 

But I think that what we really require in 

these islands is federalism. We need each 

country to be self-standing on its own. These 

islands are a community. You can’t just say, 

‘Oh, there’s Scotland, forget about the rest.’ 

Actors have a sense of that, of how they be-

long, and they also have a sense of not belong-

ing. When you don’t belong in any one place, 

you get a broad view of what things are. 

I think that actors are very right to talk about 

stuff. We also have to talk about politics as it 

relates to our work. I think some of the prac-

tices that are happening to young actors now 

are despicable. Things like self-taping, where 

they’ve got to be their own technician and so 

on. They do these tapes and nobody even re-

sponds to them at the end of it. I find that ap-

palling, so I will speak up about that, and I wish 

some of my fellow actors of my generation 

would also speak up about it. It’s our responsi-

bility as the old regime of actors to say that 

what is happening to our young actors is not 

right. It’s not right that they lose the intimacy 

of a casting director. 

Some casting directors don’t work that way, 

of course. There’s a great casting director in 

Scotland, Orla O’Connor, who doesn’t do that. 

She believes in the relationship between peo-

ple. But there’s a lot who do work like that. 

They used the excuse of Covid, and now they 

use the excuse of there being too many actors, 

and I say, that doesn’t matter. Common respect 

costs nothing. 

Do you think practices like self-taping will 

affect the quality of acting in future? 

I don’t think so. Actors are survivors, and 

you’ll get the talent no matter what. It’s just the 

battering that you get. It’s very wearing after a 

while, when you’re constantly not getting any 

response for what you’re doing. Young actors 

need some kind of response, even if they’re 

told they’re bad. And usually, they’re not bad, 

they just don’t fit into a particular project. But 

you’ve got to tell them, ‘Sorry, you’re not right 

for this project, and I’ll explain to you why 

you’re not right for it.’  

Going back to politics, by advocating fed-

eralism, have you moved away from Scottish 

independence? 

No, not at all. I think federalism is the de-

velopment of independence. We need to have 

a vision of how we live within these islands. 

We’re still a community, we’re still an island, 

like it or not. The border is a piece of land 

that’s flexible either way. At one point lots of 

people in the north of England were keen to be 

part of Scottish independence. 

I’m still pro-independence. I just think 

we’ve got to have a broader view of it, and fed-

eralism does that. We’re still very class-con-

scious in this country. I want to move away 

from that, to have a vision of what we want our 

country to be. 
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We have to think about what an independ-

ent spirit means. To me, it means shaking off 

what we’ve suffered and endured for centuries. 

And we did it to ourselves, the Scots: we sold 

our Parliament out from under our feet in 1707 

and became part of the United Kingdom. But 

that made us second-class in a way. For exam-

ple, why did Prince William only go to see 

England at the Euros? That’s not very ‘United 

Kingdom’, is it? I think there’s still that atti-

tude of, ‘Oh, the Scots are so tiresome.’   

Now, coming up to Scotland again, I see a kind 

of depression. It’s very difficult to describe but it’s 

there and it’s to do with permanently being de-

feated. We don’t need that. 

When I was young, I couldn’t give a fuck 

about any of this. Now that I’m getting older, 

though, I think, ‘Hang on 

a second.’ In the project 

that I’m working on right 

now, my job is to honour 

the unity and the talent I 

see. People are delivering 

amazing work. And I 

want people to see that 

this is what Scotland can 

do. We can create stuff at 

a very high artistic level. 

But we don’t get that 

right now, we get reduced 

constantly. Our own culture is much older and 

more consistent than any other culture in these 

islands, because of the Celts that we all are. 

When I was younger, I was too ambitious. I 

didn’t care about any of this stuff. I just cared 

about me, but after a while, you get sick of that. 

And now, coming up to Scotland again, I see a 

kind of depression. It’s very difficult to de-

scribe but it’s there and it’s to do with perma-

nently being defeated. We don’t need that. We 

can live through our defeat and learn from it. It 

shouldn’t make us depressed. It should do the 

opposite. It should free us more. It should 

make us think, ‘On, on.’ That’s how we’ve 

survived for centuries. We haven’t been brow-

beaten by it. It should make us think that 

maybe we could actually decide things for our-

selves. That’s all I’m asking. 

Keir Starmer is absolutely against the 

breakup of the Union. It’ll never happen under 

a Labour government. He’s a stupid man - no, 

that’s not right, I’ll withdraw that. He’s very 

intelligent, but he’s very unspontaneous as a 

man. He’s limited in that sense. He doesn’t un-

derstand people’s feelings in Scotland and how 

necessary it is to nourish them, to make them 

blossom, to make them bloom.  

We’ve become so thwarted so much of the 

time, and that makes me sad because it is un-

necessary. That’s why I believe in a United 

Federation, because I do 

think one of the things 

we are good at in Scot-

land is being very kind 

and considerate to oth-

ers. All of those riots in 

England [in August], 

that would never happen 

in Scotland. We don’t do 

that. That’s not who we 

are. We are inclusive of 

our brothers and sisters 

who are Sikh and Is-

lamic and so on. Of 

course, there will always be the headbangers. 

There will always be those who are afraid, who 

are intrinsically racist. You can’t avoid that. 

That’s something underdeveloped in the hu-

man spirit again. But on the whole, we’re re-

ally rather good at being inclusive in Scotland. 

For example, there was a meeting in Glas-

gow recently and what happened was quite 

stunning. About 30 right-wing people turned 

up. And against them you had the Indian, Irish 

Catholic, Scottish Presbyterian, and other com-

munities all coming together. I think that is 

Scotland’s great gift. We’re good hosts. And 

that generosity of spirit is what I think could 

Daniel James Clark – Ed, The Freethinker 
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make us the nation that we should become. 

We’re out of time but thank you very much 

for talking to me. And good luck with your 

new project. 

My pleasure, it’s been nice to talk to you. 

Thank you very much. Take care.  
 

The Freethinker [UK]                              <>

 

BELFAST FREETHINKERS  

Meeting quarterly, 8.00 p.m.  

Holiday Inn, University St, Belfast 

Contact: Roger Kelly 0777 858 3435  

roger.kelly.2@ntlworld.com  

 
NORTH DOWN HUMANISTS  

1st Sunday of month, 11.00 a.m.  

Coffee Cure, Bangor Castle  

Contact: Andy Barr, 078 889 20063 

 
NORTH DUBLIN HUMANIST  

COMMUNITY  

3rd Monday of month  

Contact: Alan Tuffery  

atuffery@tcd.ie  

 
SOUTH DUBLIN HUMANIST COMMUNITY  

(SDHC)  

Contact: 086 857 2005  

Janielazar@gmail.com  

MaiIing List: southdublinhumanistcommunity  

 
HUMANIST ASSOCIATION OF IRELAND  

Meeting at rotating venues 

Details: humanism.ie/ HAI Facebook Page 

  
WESTPORT HUMANISTS  

2nd Sun of month,12.30 p.m.  

Wyatt Hotel  

Contact: Seamus O’Connell 087 245 3536/098 

50802 shayoc37@gmail.com  

 
CORK HUMANISTS  

Contact: Geraldine O’Neill 086 812 8892  

Web: corkhumanists.weebly.com  
 

CORK CITY HUMANISTS  

1ST Thu of each month, 7.30 p.m.  

Contact: Dominic Moore 087 231 0838  

corkhumanists@gmail.com  
 

WEST CORK HUMANISTS  

westcorkhumanists@gmail.com  
 

KERRY HUMANIST GROUP  

Thu, once per month, Tralee Dev. Project, 

Rock Bus. Pk.  

Contact: Claire O’Mahony, 086 245 2576  

omahonycc@gmail.com  
 

NORTH COAST HUMANISTS  

2nd Mon of each month Ballysally Cmty 

Centre, Coleraine  

Contacts: Keith Johnston, 44 7724 424620 

keith@kjohnston.co.uk 

Brendan Mullen, 44 7740 047 046  
 

HUMANISTS WEST (GALWAY)  

Last Sun of month, 12.00 noon  

Garden Room, Ardilaun House Hotel, Taylor’s 

Hill, Galway  

Contact: Sheila Garrity 086 603 5104  

spgarrity@hotmail.com /  

humanistswest@gmail.com  
 

KILKENNY HUMANIST GROUP  

2nd Wed of month, 8.00 p.m.  

Langton House Hotel, Kilkenny 

Contact: Patrick Cassidy 089 463 0005  

patrickacassidy@gmail.com  

 

MID-WEST HUMANISTS -  

LIMERICK, CLARE, TIPPERARY  

3rd Wednesday of month in Limerick 

Contact: Peter O’Hara 086 815 5102  

info@midwesthumanists.com  

Web:  midwesthumanists.com  
 

NORTH WEST HUMANISTS  

2nd Tuesday of month, 7.30 p.m. 

Radisson Hotel, Sligo  

Contact: Gill Bell 087 295 8206  

humanistgb@gmail.com  
 

WATERFORD HUMANISTS  

3rd Monday of month, 7.30 p.m.  

Phil Grimes Pub, John St, Waterford  

Contact: Teresa graham22@gmai 



 
IFH Mly Vol ii  No. 11,  Nov 2024 

13 
 

 

 

IRISH FREETHINKER 

An Saorsmaointeoir 

ISSN: 2399-7621 09>  

Editor: Daltún Ó Ceallaigh 

ifh.sde@gmail.com              www.irishfreethinkers.com 

Also on Facebook & X [Twitter]  

Subscription, £30/€35 per annum, includes: 

 by post, the quarterly periodical IRISH FREETHINKER, 

 by  email, the  mensual review, IFH MONTHLY 

 

ONLINE 

You can pay sub here 

or order copies of Irish Freethinker @ €5.60 (incl p&p) each here 

or you can make a donation here 
 

Or pay by cheque or postal order,  

payable to: 

Irish Freethinkers & Humanists 
 

Send to Administrator: Roger Kelly, 

8  Eastleigh Drive, Belfast, BT4 3DX 

roger.kelly.2@ntlworld.com 

Tel: 077 7858 3435 [in N Irl] 

00 44 77 7858 3435 [in Ir Rep] 
 

Bank Transfers:- Northern Ireland Bank: Sort Code 980960 Account No. 13223897 

Irish Republic: BIC: ULSB GB 2B, IBAN – GB84 ULSB 980960 13223897 

 

https://buy.stripe.com/cN2dUb6B6eZV9Y4004
https://buy.stripe.com/cN2dUb6B6eZV9Y4004
https://buy.stripe.com/9AQ8zRgbG6tp3zG14a
https://buy.stripe.com/dR68zRcZubNJ9Y4009
mailto:roger.kelly.2@intlworld.com

