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1.                   WHAT'S IN IRISH FREETHINKER - SUMMER 2024 

The Summer 2024 edition of IRISH FREETHINKER is to be published in May and will be dispatched by 

post to subscribers; it will be otherwise available for purchase in shops.  

 The contents are as follows: 

- Personal Basis of Ethics 

- Losing Religion, Finding Myself 

- Neoreligiosity - Religion & Science 

- Humanism & a United Ireland 

- Thomas Paine & The Polity of Blood 

- Religion Outside School Hours 

- World View of Naturalism 

- On the Integrity of Science 

- Free Agents: Evolution & Free Will 

- International Developments 
 

- Gender & Grammar 
 

The IFH website (www.irishfreethinkers.com) continues to be developed and editions of IRISH FREE-

THINKER for the period before May-June 2020 and back to Autumn 2016 will be gradually put up on 

it, as eventually will back copies of IFH NEWS/MONTHLY s. There is now also an online payment system 

on the website. Copies of recent editions of these items not online may be purchased through the site. 

DEADLINE FOR SUBMISSION OF ARTICLES FOR THE AUTUMN ’24 EDITION OF IRISH FREETHINKER IS 

15 JULY [not Aug as previously stated] 2024 (Editor: ifh.sde@gmail.com) 

2.                               DECONSTRUCTING ANTISEMITISM 

Michael Morrissey
 

The day after Hamas broke out of Gaza and 

started attacking kibbutzim, the radical Greek 

economist Yanis Varoufakis, who was in Ber-

lin being interviewed, was asked “Do you con-

demn Hamas?”. His reply (New Statesman, 

17/04/2024): 

I condemn every single atrocity whoever is 

the perpetrator or the victim. What I do not 

condemn is armed resistance to an apartheid 

system designed as part of a slow-burning, but 

inexorable ethnic cleansing programme. As a 

European, it is important to refrain from con-

demning either the Israelis or the Palestinians 

when it is we, Europeans, who have caused this 

never-ending tragedy; after practising rabid 

anti-Semitism for centuries, leading up to the 

http://www.irishfreethinkers.com/
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uniquely vile Holocaust, we have been com-

plicit for decades with the slow genocide of 

Palestinians, as if two wrongs make a right. 

As a result, he was banned from speaking at 

events, indeed from stepping on German soil 

and his long-time German publisher cut links. 

He was characterised as antisemitic, something 

he vigorously denies. Certainly, few countries 

more than Germany should be as aware of, or 

do more to counter, antisemitism - less than 

100 years ago, its Nazi government attempted 

to exterminate every Jew in Europe (of the just 

under ten million Jews in Europe in 1933, six 

million were dead by 1945). The charge 

against Varoufakis was about his refusal to 

condemn Hamas. My own view is 

that the lack of outcry about the 

thousands of Palestinian civilians 

killed by IDF actions in Gaza even 

prior to October 7th, makes it hyp-

ocritical to condemn Hamas alone 

for civilian deaths, but that torture 

and sexual violence can never be condoned. 

However, in what sense was Varoufakis’ posi-

tion antisemitic? In essence, he was claiming 

that specific incidents have to be contextual-

ised by reference to a history broader than cur-

rent events in the Middle East and that we all 

share some responsibility. Germany’s re-

sponse prefigures the closure of open debate 

on the issue. John Gray (New Statesman, 

26th April-2nd May) argues that “an every 

widening category of hate speech is deployed 

against any discourse deemed offensive or a 

risk to public safety”. 

Similar responses to critical comments, pro-

tests or occupations about the IDF’s behaviour 

in Gaza have occurred elsewhere. In recent 

hearings, members of the US Congress have 

claimed that the Intifada was an attempt at gen-

ocide. Police broke up an occupation in Co-

lumbia university and more recently in UCLA 

using stun grenades and smoke bombs, though 

technically the students were guilty only of 

trespass; normally US police don’t even re-

sponse to this misdemeanour. Mike Johnson, 

the Speaker of the House in the US, warns of a 

tide of antisemitism amidst campus protests, 

and promises to punish universities that do not 

take action - several hundred students have 

been arrested. In London, the head of the Cam-

paign Against Antisemitism, Gideon Falter, re-

leased a video clip of police urging caution 

about his effort to cross a march protesting Is-

rael’s war in Gaza. The phrase “you are quite 

obviously Jewish and this is a pro-Palestinian 

march” was used by a police member. Falter 

claimed this proved that Jews were unsafe 

around such marches and hinted at antisemi-

tism amongst the Met. The issue 

was raised by the Prime Minister 

(“appalled”) and Suella Braver-

man called for the resignation of 

Mark Rowley, the Met Commis-

sioner. A fuller presentation of the 

encounter on Sky News suggested 

a more nuanced picture with the officer offer-

ing to help Falter get to his destination, just not 

through the middle of the march. The whole 

thing looked staged; Falter and his companions 

were “obviously Jewish”, they were all wear-

ing kippahs and had hardly come across the 

march by accident. In Belfast, if someone 

prominently wearing an Easter Lily insisted on 

crossing an Orange Order parade, most of us 

would be disappointed if the PSNI did not in-

tervene to prevent a confrontation. Such inci-

dents illustrate how antisemitism is a compli-

cated concept, subject to multiple, contradic-

tory, interpretations. 

 

Defining Antisemitism 

The most accepted definition of antisemitism 

was produced in 2016 by the International Hol-

ocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA): 

Antisemitism is a certain perception of 

Jews, which may be expressed as hatred to-

ward Jews. Rhetorical and physical 
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manifestations of antisemitism are directed to-

ward Jewish or non-Jewish individuals and/or 

their property, toward Jewish community insti-

tutions and religious facilities. 

Certainly, there is a whole assortment of the 

dumb, the delusional and the dangerous, usu-

ally associated with far-right politics, espous-

ing a range of beliefs that Jews are intrinsically 

unworthy, involved in international conspira-

cies and secretly in control of financial institu-

tions. Many deny the Holocaust ever hap-

pened. They have to be taken seriously because 

their numbers are on the increase, but facts will 

never change their narrative - few can be con-

verted from this kind of antisemitism. 

The complications for the rest of us arise 

from some of the examples used to illustrate 

the IHRA definition, e.g. “denying the Jewish 

people their right to self-determination”. Not 

only Jews have been denied their right to self-

determination. The obvious example, the 

Kurds, were promised an autonomous State by 

the Treaty of Sevres (1920) that dismantled the 

Ottoman empire, something violently pre-

vented by Turkey, Iraq and Iran. Many thou-

sand Kurds have died in the process even from 

chemical weapons used by Saddam Hussein. 

Yet, their aspiration for a national state re-

mains unrealised - antikurdism somehow does 

not have the same ring as antisemitism. 

It’s nevertheless argued that the Holocaust 

created an absolute and unique imperative to 

create a place where Jews could live safely 

(even if that’s hardly been the case). However, 

Jews were not the only people the Nazis at-

tempted to exterminate. The Porajmos (Rom-

ani word for “devouring”) was a programme to 

expunge the Roma and Sinti people from Eu-

rope. It’s difficult to be accurate about the 

numbers because of an unrecorded, mobile 

population, but the most generally accepted es-

timate (Holocaust Encyclopaedia) is that 

500,000 of an original population of around 

one million died, i.e. about 50 per cent. There 

was no recognition of this in Germany until the 

1980s. Poland declared a day of remembrance 

(August 2nd) only in 2011. Certainly, any vis-

itor to Auschwitz-Birkenau leaves with a 

churning stomach and a stone in the chest, but 

many will never have heard the word Roma. 

Surveys today continue to show that Roma 

face amongst the highest rates of discrimina-

tion and abuse. Who calls for a Roma home-

land? 

Another issue concerns the actual geogra-

phy of the Jewish homeland: members of the 

Israeli government, including finance minister 

Smotrich and security minister Ben-Gvir, dis-

miss the idea that Israel occupies either the 

West Bank or Gaza which they see as part of 

an Israel defined by their god. If one does not 

share their theology, disagreeing with their ge-

ography by arguing for a return to 1967 bound-

aries is hardly antisemitic. 

Moreover, as the IRHA guide recognises 

“criticism of Israel similar to that levelled 

against any other country cannot be regarded 

as antisemitic”. Thus, if one wants to condemn 

Russia’s targeting of civilians in its war against 

Ukraine (as every major Western country 

does), the even more brutal assault on Gaza 

(36,000-plus dead and almost 60,000 injured - 

a child dying every ten minutes) should be sub-

ject to equally critical scrutiny. 

 

Antisemitic Zionists 

None of this is about Israel’s right to exist. As 

the recent exchange of fire with Iran demon-

strates, its military capabilities more than guar-

antee its security. In any case, people not States 

have rights. Like with regimes elsewhere, it’s 

about having the freedom to criticise a right-

wing government’s response to a horrific as-

sault by enacting its own war crimes, possibly 

genocide, against an entire people. The thrust 

of the war so far has not really been to elimi-

nate Hamas, but to render Gaza uninhabitable 

for Palestinians. To characterise this as 
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antisemitic is, as Varoufakis declared, to col-

lude with ethnic cleansing. 

Another strange twist in this apparently ir-

resolvable conflict is that some of those advo-

cating a Jewish homeland have actually been 

antisemitic. Peter Beinart (The Guardian, 

07/03.2019) quotes British Foreign Secretary 

Balfour (who made the famous declaration) 

saying that Zionism would “mitigate the age-

long miseries created for western civilization 

by the presence in its midst of a body (Jews) 

which it too long regarded as alien, even hos-

tile”. He had previously supported the 1905 Il-

legal Aliens Act, targeted at Jewish migrants. 

Many fundamentalist Christians in the US fer-

vently support Israel while routinely making 

antisemitic statements at home. Conversely, 

the Satmar, the world’s biggest Hasidic group, 

feel that there should not be a State of Israel 

before the arrival of the messiah. 

Amidst this confusion and contradiction, 

one thing is clear: there are no simple or easy 

solutions to this complex problem. Antisemi-

tism is real and dangerous, but to throw it 

around as an accusation, whenever the actions 

of the Israeli government is criticised, benefits 

neither Jews nor anybody else. 

                                                                      ▲ 

3.                     CHRISTIAN MISERY & EXISTENTIAL ANGST 

Daltún Ó Ceallaigh

Humanism is primarily about existence. We 

are born, experience infant awareness, child-

hood credulity, youthful criticalness, and (usu-

ally) adult conclusiveness, which is then capa-

ble of modification over time. It is in youth and 

adulthood that one comes face to face with the 

idea of existence; and, in the first case, it is 

probably when one initially completely forms 

the thought ‘I exist’.  

Of course, we could not choose to come into 

existence. That was the result of action by our 

parents. But, once consciously in exist-

ence, the normal urge is to stay that way 

for as long as possible. Beyond ensuring 

the basic material necessities for life, 

such as food and shelter, there are the 

questions, for the decidedly social ani-

mal that we are, of how to relate to other 

people. That is what gives rise to morality.  

Morality is based on instinct, rationality and 

empathy. We have an instinctive disposition 

towards species solidarity and survival which 

contributes to altruism. This we designate as 

good within a constructed moral framework. 

Reason leads us to conclude that we should be-

have towards others as we would wish them to 

behave towards us. This is also classified as 

good. Empathy enables us to vicariously expe-

rience the feelings of others in certain situa-

tions and thus encourages us to stand by them 

in coping with things. Again, this is labelled as 

good. 

Morality therefore does not proceed from or 

require a god (or goddess). 

However, there is a brand of existentialist 

philosopher which views the death of god as 

casting us morally adrift. “Everything is indeed 

permitted if God does not exist, and man is in 

consequence forlorn, for he cannot find 

anything to depend upon either within 

or without himself. He discovers forth-

with he is without excuse… Thus we 

have neither behind us, nor before us in 

a luminous realm, any means of justi-

fication or excuse. We are left alone, 

without excuse” (Sartre). Not only is this utter 

nonsense, it is largely the basis for engendering 

deep and unnecessary anxiety. 

One is familiar with the neurotic Christian 

condition of original sin, lifelong sinnerhood, 

inherent guilt, bodily shame, need for constant 

forgiveness/absolution, fear of hell etc. Juxta-

pose ‘existential’ dread, inauthenticity, angst, 

meaningless, absurdity, and universal 

Existential Angst 
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insignificance. Behold - one has the secular 

recreation of Christian misery. Strands of the-

istic Christianity and of atheistic existentialism 

thus converge on one point, viz. the apprehen-

sion of life. 

While one has to be wary of psycho- and so-

cio-reductionism and should concentrate on as-

sessing ideas for their intellectual merit or de-

merit, it is hard not to discern in certain exis-

tentialists an manifestation of the dislocated 

and disorientated bourgeois, residually af-

fected emotionally by infantile religious super-

stitions. This can be viewed as occurring in a 

rapidly changing world in the second half of 

the 19th century and first half of the 20th, 

which was characterised both by tendencies to 

atomistic individualism and by outbreaks of 

social unrest. Just think of Nietzsche or Sartre, 

for example, with their privileged class back-

ground and childhood religious 

upbringing living at a time of bur-

geoning capitalism and emergent 

communism. 

However, as I have written be-

fore, one need not acquiesce in 

negative existentialism. There is a 

positive existentialism to be had. 

This involves perceiving oneself 

as fortunate to exist and to be liberated from 

the totalitarian in the sky, thus realising human 

sovereignty. Morality then derives, as de-

scribed, from our inner nature, rational dispo-

sition and advanced sensitivity. As for the uni-

verse, it is a matter of intriguing wonder and 

we can just feel lucky to be here and enjoy ex-

isting within it. The universe and life as such 

are not meaningless or meaningful; they are 

just given. That leaves it for us to imagina-

tively create meaning and purpose in our lives, 

as we do in effect. Having eschewed aliena-

tion, we can then further be enriched through 

personal love, communal harmony and appre-

ciation of beauty. Depression and despair are 

for the devoutly religious and the dejected 

existentialist, not for the mature and enlight-

ened existential humanist. 

Nonetheless, whether one is a religious be-

liever or a secular humanist, one has to con-

front features in life of natural suffering and 

human evil. Again, a god is not a necessary 

point of reference here. Disease and disaster or 

wilful personal cruelty are contingencies 

which unfortunately occur and can only be 

dealt with by human management as far as pos-

sible. 

One point requires to be specifically ad-

dressed in regard to negative existentialism 

and that relates to Sartre’s remark that “exist-

ence precedes essence”. This is like a return to 

a simplistic tabula rasa doctrine for human 

consciousness. Tabula rasa was conceived by 

Locke and reinforced by Hume, but we should 

properly grasp what they were reacting against. 

It was the notion of inborn ideas 

concerning god, and the like. Quite 

correctly, the extent to which data 

from the external world actually in-

stitute and shape our ideas was em-

phasised. Yet, these thinkers were 

not at the scientific stage that un-

derstood genes and neurons and the 

degree to which they help frame 

our being. However, we now appreciate that 

there is an interaction between our nature and 

nurture; it is not an either/or. In other words, 

there is a measure of essence which still pre-

cedes existence, not in respect of ideas but in 

regard to inclinations. 

Yet, simplistic tabula rasa persists and is ex-

pressed as an extreme of social construction-

ism. The innate is discounted and the social en-

throned as sole determinant of self. This is, to 

an extent, a post World War II counter to the 

use, particularly in the Thirties, of pseudo-ge-

netic arguments in connection with racism. Na-

ïve social constructionism is today prominent 

in matters such as accounting for personal feel-

ings of sexuality, which we deal with in the 

Existential Contentment 
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succeeding article on Sex and Gender as a vi-

brant contemporary illustration of the point. 

What is involved is a kind of dogmatic sub-

jectivism rather than the rational objectivism 

of science. It is regrettable that the kind of 

questioning posed by Locke and Hume of 

religious extremes should now be distorted so 

as to suggest that what we subjectively are is 

wholly ascribable to social influence rather 

than includes, quite significantly, that with 

which we are born. 

-0- 

4.                                                  SEX AND GENDER

Daltún Ó Ceallaigh

‘Gender’ used to be taken as a synonym for 

‘sex’ when discussing humans, i.e. the repro-

ductive categories of male and female. Nowa-

days, it is significantly employed to refer to 

what sex one feels oneself to be irrespective of 

physicality and function. That is when a male 

feels like a woman and a female feels like a 

man. Legal recognition of this is now ex-

pressed as a change of gender. Confusion 

arises when it is described as a change of sex, 

which is not possible. 

It is also often said that such sexual self-

identity is socially determined rather than bio-

logically programmed. However, this involves 

a confusion of identity and role. Of course, the 

roles that men and women play in society are 

formed by social norms which have varied 

over time and from one culture to another. But 

sexual self-identities are in fact predominantly 

determined by biology. They are not a matter 

of mere option or social conditioning. 

This point has been obscured by current de-

bates about transexuality, for instance. The fog 

can be cleared by referring to analytical biol-

ogy which encompasses macro- and micro-

anatomy, to use medical terminology.  

Let us take woman as an illustration. In the 

standard female of the species, distinctive ex-

ternal macro-anatomy is clear when she is un-

clothed. The distinctive internal macro-anat-

omy is only perceivable during an operation on 

a patient or dissection of a cadaver - for exam-

ple, showing the presence of a womb, and so 

on. (A degree of perception is alternatively 

possible with x-rays.) As for micro-anatomy, a 

woman has xx chromosomes; also she has a 

neuronal component which generates a sense 

of female identity. The male, by contrast, has 

xy chromosomes and a different neuronal com-

ponent generating a sense of maleness. There 

are obviously other distinctive characteristics 

such as ovaries and testicles respectively. En-

vironmental factors can influence sexual iden-

tity, but only in a limited and exceptional way. 

Precise anatomy is why a transwoman 

(male to ‘female’) cannot be classified as a 

woman, because chromosomes cannot be al-

tered or a womb et cetera acquired in the case 

of a transwoman. ‘She’ feels like a woman pri-

marily owing to the neuronal component in 

question being untypically out of sync with 

crucial micro-anatomy otherwise and with 

much of macro-anatomy. This happens be-

cause of a disjunction occurring between ear-

lier and later stages in foetal development. 

Pharmacological and surgical procedures can 

do a lot to alter appearance and some other 

physical attributes, but cannot change basic 

sexuality emanating from reproductive design 

and function.  

It is accurate to say that a transwoman is in 

part biologically a woman, owing to the pres-

ence of a female neuronal component in an oth-

erwise male body which generates the feeling 

of womanhood. But that partiality does not, by 

definition, give rise to a woman, having regard 

to the standard anatomical totality of a female. 

It results in an in-between state of affairs which 

is usually designated by the term ‘trans-

woman’. When people speak of ‘biological 
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sex’, they intend to refer to complete biological 

harmony in a person, encompassing both mi-

cro- and macro-biology. It might, however, be 

more precise semantically to say ‘standard bi-

ological sex’ to allow for transexuality being 

due to one biological component being out of 

sync with the rest of the biology concerned. 

All that being said, there is no reason why a 

transwoman should not be treated socially as a 

woman as far as possible by way of appella-

tion, pronoun, and general accommodation. 

With regard to access to areas normally re-

garded as reserved for women and 

participation in women’s sports, 

those are matters that are compli-

cated and need to be the subject of 

all round agreement, which is an-

other day’s consideration. This is-

sue becomes more acute where one legally 

changes gender but does not seek any physical 

transformations.  

All the above arises, mutatis mutandis, in 

the case of a woman seeking to become a trans-

man or just legally changing gender. 

Homosexuality and bisexuality do not entail 

feeling oneself to be a different sex to that 

which is apparent. Rather do they relate to sex-

ual attraction other than of the usual heterosex-

ual kind. A homosexual male, while feeling 

himself to be of male gender, is sexually at-

tracted to his own sex. Similarly in the case of 

a lesbian. And these phenomena have also 

been shown to be neuronally induced attrac-

tions which are out of sync in their own way 

within the standard reproductive male/female 

categories. Nonetheless, some individuals, 

who are essentially heterosexual, may on occa-

sion engage in a degree of homosexual behav-

iour by default, as a way of assuaging erotic 

desire which cannot be satisfied otherwise, es-

pecially when young. 

The recognition that gender identity and 

sexual attraction are principally determined 

neuronally is in line with the frequent 

assertions of persons concerned that they were 

born that way and did not choose to be so or 

were not just socially conditioned accordingly. 

Ironically, the extreme social constructionists, 

who often bedeck themselves in progressive 

garb, could be seen as substantiating the argu-

ment of conversion therapists that gender iden-

tification and sexual attraction can be changed 

by interventionist methods. 

In summary, the truth is that there are only 

two sexes, viz. male and female, one of which 

a person identifies with in gender terms at any 

particular time. Thus there are only 

two genders, although sex and gen-

der may not always subjectively 

match. The small number of people 

who are asexual, and ipso facto 

agender, are just that - in each case, 

falling within neither of the two categories; to 

speak of them as another gender is simply il-

logical. 

Certainly, there is a range of sexual leanings 

even apart from those referred to above. How-

ever, that also does not then give rise to more 

than two genders any more than two sexes. 

Gender fluidity simply indicates that a person 

feels him/herself to be one of the two sexes one 

day and the other of the two the next. 

If one wants to denominate the full range 

and mix of sexual leanings, well and good, but 

that should not then be confounded with basic 

binary sexual and gender actuality. What are 

consequently involved are not multiple gen-

ders but multiple and perhaps mixed disposi-

tions. As for the term ‘non-binary’, it only 

makes sense as another articulation of not feel-

ing tied in sexual identity to one of the two 

sexes/genders or being asexual and thus 

agender in relation to them. Why one can’t 

therefore just specify in these instances fluidity 

or neutrality is not clear.  

The adherents of multi-sex/gender wokery 

are effectively devotees of Humpty Dumpty: 

“When I use a word, it means just what I 
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choose it to mean - neither more nor less.” 

However, most of us use words about material 

subjects on the basis of what has been scientif-

ically established as concrete reality.                ● 

5.                                                       Daniel Dennett  

Alan Tuffery 

Daniel Dennett (1942-2024) 

Philosopher, Cognitive Scientist, 

Public Intellectual 

 

To Humanists and freethinkers, Daniel Den-

nett was an icon. He was famously part of the 

2007 conversation with Richard Dawkins, Sam 

Harris and Christopher Hitchens in which they 

extolled the primacy of rationalism over faith. 

That conversation is available as a video re-

cording and a book with a wonderful foreword 

by Stephen Fry: The Four Horsemen: The Dis-

cussion that Sparked an Atheist Revolution. 

All four of them had recently produced 

books setting out arguments against gods so 

they were quickly dubbed the ‘Four Horsemen 

of New Atheism’ by the 

media. They refused to 

allow religious people to 

simply ‘play the faith 

card’ and get away with 

lack of evidence and ra-

tionality. ‘New Atheism’ 

was soon called ‘militant’ 

atheism; instead of 

meekly keeping quiet and 

going with the flow, athe-

ists were now ‘out’, publishing best-selling 

books and appearing in the media to promote 

their views. Rather than being militant, atheists 

were now unapologetic and refused to concede 

a privileged place in public discourse to reli-

gious authorities. 

His 2023 memoir, I’ve Been Thinking - 

surely the best-ever title of a philosopher’s au-

tobiography - is a fascinating account of an in-

tellectual journey as well as a life well lived: 

Dennett had a wide range of practical skills of 

all kinds and proficiency in sculpture and 

music. In many ways he had the mind of an en-

gineer, seeking to know how things work, and 

asking whether they could be created by ‘re-

verse engineering’. 

He found time to ask actively religious peo-

ple about their faith. He accepted that for some 

people religious faith was a source of comfort. 

His respondents confided that for them believ-

ing the articles of faith was not important; it 

was about community, tradition, ritual and 

love. 

Daniel Dennett’s was an extraordinary in-

tellect. After a well-to-do upbringing which 

opened the most prestigious universities to 

him, he chose to study philosophy. While at 

Oxford, working on his DPhil, he became fas-

cinated by the problem 

of consciousness. He 

quickly realised that if 

he was going to get any-

where with it, he would 

need to learn some seri-

ous biology - he didn’t 

even ‘know what a neu-

ron was’. This set the 

pattern of his intellectual 

development, so that 

when artificial intelligence (AI) got serious, he 

saw the parallels with consciousness and set 

out to co-operate with AI specialists. This 

meant that for some philosophers he was not a 

proper philosopher and could safely be ig-

nored. 

Dennett continued on his path, producing 

much fruitful work leading to fresh under-

standing in all three fields of consciousness, 

cognitive science and AI. A big part of his way 

of working was unfettered discussion of ideas 

among his peers and with his graduate students 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UgkAHehlzzo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UgkAHehlzzo
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at Tufts University, where he spent most of his 

academic career from 1971. In his later career 

he was in demand as a key speaker at prestig-

ious international conferences, as well as or-

ganising high-level colloquia at institutions 

around the world. He produced over 400 pro-

fessional papers and books, as well as over a 

hundred YouTube videos and TED talks.  

He considered it his duty to make his work 

available to a more general audience. In this he 

followed not only his fellow ‘Horsemen’ but 

also those great humanist public intellectuals, 

TH Huxley (1825-1875), JS Huxley (1887-

1975) and Bertrand Russell (1872-1972). The 

best known of his books are probably Con-

sciousness Explained and Darwin’s Dangerous 

Idea. Both explore complex ideas with the rig-

our and the clarity that one hopes for but 

doesn’t always get from philosophers. All his 

work is imbued with evolutionary ideas - there 

are no mysterious agencies or ‘skyhooks’, as 

he called them. 

The chapter, ‘Academic Bullies and Icono-

clasts’ has been seen by hostile reviewers as 

‘score-settling’ but is, rather, a series of short 

accounts of his dealings with a few big wheels 

whom he accuses, not only of being wrong, but 

also of holding back the careers of young aca-

demics particularly in the study of evolution. 

The academic hostility between Dennett and 

the influential anti-Darwinian Stephen Jay 

Gould is legendary. (There is a whole chapter 

on this in Darwin’s Dangerous Idea). Dennett 

accuses Gould of misrepresenting those with 

whom he disagrees and refusing to admit when 

he himself is wrong- an academic betrayal in 

Dennett’s view. (Curiously, the ‘iconoclasts’ 

are all women who have championed ideas 

usually against the dismissive hostility of male 

colleagues.) 

The last, short, chapter of his memoir con-

siders the question ‘What if I’m wrong?’ His 

answer is that generating explanations is in-

structive, even if they turn out to be wrong; the 

effort will not have been wasted. It is our duty 

to be curious and enquiring.  

Daniel Dennett made a difference, He has 

enhanced our understanding of some very hard 

questions and consistently endorsed rational 

enquiry. As Humanists and freethinkers we 

have a lot to thank him for. 

 

6.                                       RELIGION IN SCOTLAND

The majority of people in Scotland are 

nonreligious, the latest Census has 

found. 

Results from the 2022 Scottish Census, 

published recently, found that 

51.1% of people in Scotland 

have no religion. In 2011 the 

figure was 36.7%. 

The findings are fairly con-

sistent with 2018 survey data 

which found 59% of Scots are 

nonreligious. 

Christianity in particular has 

seen a dramatic decline. In 2011, 53.8% of 

Scottish people were Christian, including 

32.4% in the Church of Scotland and 15.9% in 

the Catholic Church. 

But in 2022, only 20.4% of Scots said they 

belonged to the Church of Scotland. Roman 

Catholics and members of other Christian de-

nominations have also seen a decline in num-

bers. 

Members of minority reli-

gions including Islam and 

Hinduism have seen a steady 

increase. 

The nonreligious are now 

the largest group in Wales. 

Christians are now a minority 

in England, while in Northern Ireland those 

without a stated religion are the second largest 

group. 

https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/2022-results/scotland-s-census-2022-ethnic-group-national-identity-language-and-religion/
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2022/11/census-england-and-wales-less-than-half-the-population-christian
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2022/09/nss-calls-for-secular-overhaul-as-ni-religious-landscape-shifts
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7.                             HUMANIST MEETINGS IN IRELAND
 

Belfast Freethinkers 

Meeting quarterly, 8.00 p.m.  

Holiday Inn, University St, Belfast 

Contact: Roger 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 

Monthly meeting at rotating venues, mostly 

Dublin 

Details of next meeting at humanism.ie 

or HAI Facebook Page 
 

Westport Humanists 

2nd Sunday of month at 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  

 

http://corkhumanists.weebly.com 
 

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 / human-

istswest@gmail.com 
 

Kilkenny Humanist Group 

2nd Sunday of month, 11.00 a.m. 

Langton House Hotel, Kilkenny,  

Contact: Patrick Cassidy 089 463 0005 

patrickacassidy@gmail.com 
 

Mid-West Humanists (Limerick, Clare, Tip-

perary) 

3rd Wednesday of month in Limerick 

Contact: Peter 086 815 5102 

info@midwesthumanists.com 

Also check https://midwesthumanists.com 
 

North West Humanists 

2nd Tuesday of month 

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@gmail.com 
 
 

 

 

 
 

mailto:roger.kelly.2@intlworld.com
atuffery@tcd.ie
mailto:Janielazar@gmail.com
mailto:shayoc37@gmail.com
http://corkhumanists.weebly.com/
http://corkhumanists.weebly.com/
mailto:spgarrity@hotmail.com
mailto:humanistswest@gmail.com
mailto:humanistswest@gmail.com
mailto:patrickacassidy@gmail.com
mailto:info@midwesthumanists.com
https://midwesthumanists.com/
mailto:humainstgb@gmail.com
mailto:graham22@gmail.com
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THEY SAID 
 

 

 

From the beginnings of the philosophical tradition to the latest thoughts on neuroscience, the 

questions of fate and free will have been inextricably bound together in an ethical knot. Part of the 

story of the quest for a moral compass is the story of the attempts to untie that knot, to understand 

it, to live with it. 

Kenan Malik 

 

Humanity follows two worldwide sects: 

One, man intelligent without religion, 

The second, religious without intellect. 

Abul Ala al-Ma’arri (Abulola Moarrensis) 

 

When I learned that Christianity is not true, I had to decide: “Do I want God, or do I want the 

truth?” You can’t have both. 

Dan Barker 

 

Slavery) was “ordained as a punishment by that law which enjoins the preservation of the order 

of nature, and forbids its disturbance.” 

St Augustine 

 

Isn’t it a noble, an enlightened way of spending our brief time in the sun, to work at under-

standing the universe and how we have come to wake up in it? This is how I answer when I am 

asked - as I’m surprisingly often - why bother to get up in the mornings. To put it the other way 

round, isn’t it sad to go to your grave without wondering why you were born? Who, with such a 

thought, would not spring from bed eager to resume discovering the world and rejoicing to be part 

of it? 

Richard Dawkins 

 

Humanism is the belief that we can live good lives without religious or superstitious beliefs. 

British Humanist Association 

 

Nothing in life is to be feared. It is only to be understood. 

Marie Curie 
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