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        THEY SAID 
 

1.                   WHAT'S IN IRISH FREETHINKER - AUTUMN 2024 

The Autumn 2024 edition of IRISH FREETHINKER is just out and will be dispatched by post to sub-

scribers; it will be otherwise available for purchase in shops.  

 Among the contents are: 

- Answers to Ultimate Questions 

-Meaning in Life 

- Rationalist International  

- Roger Casement: Voice of Conscience, 

  Voice of Protest 

- Ten Common Myths about Atheists 

- Encountering Naturalisms 

- The Blasphemers of Johnson’s Court 

- God the Omniwriter 

 
 

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 OCTOBER  2024 (Editor: ifh.sde@gmail.com) 

2.                        ELECTIONS 2024 - HUMANIST REFLECTIONS 

Alan Tuffery

Elections are very much in the air in 2024. 

The United Kingdom had a General Elec-

tion in early July, the United States of 

America will have its elections for President 

in November and the Irish Republic can ex-

pect a General Election in the next few 

months. 

This prompts a reflection on the kind of Hu-

manist principles that should inform our think-

ing and our judgements. Humanism values the 

individual human being and it follows that Hu-

manists should also seek a society that fosters 

the development of individuals to their maxi-

mum potential. This is not some sort of 

http://www.irishfreethinkers.com/
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hedonist or individualistic neoliberal view but 

rather sees individuals as contributing mem-

bers of their society. The diversity of humans 

is seen as an asset because we do not know 

what traits or skills will be valuable in the fu-

ture. 

Humanist principles have global application 

because, in evolutionary terms, all humans are 

closely related and in a globally connected 

world what happens in one part affects every-

one else. Bearing this in mind, we may take a 

narrow view and, by way of example, examine 

the state of the Irish Republic in 2024, a rich 

country by international standards.  

 

CHILD DEPRIVATION 

Society has some severe and apparently intrac-

table problems which 

gravely affect the flour-

ishing of individual hu-

man beings. Chief among 

them is the lack of suffi-

cient housing, so that 

there are thousands of 

children living in unsuit-

able accommodation, 

such as single hotel 

rooms. A report in May 

2024 by Child Poverty 

Monitor recorded a rise 

in 2023 of about 30,000 

in the number of children 

living in a state of depri-

vation. That is, ‘in households unable to afford 

goods and services which are considered the 

norm for society, such as being able to afford a 

new pair of shoes…’.  

Thousands of asylum seekers and refugees 

- including children - are living in Direct Pro-

vision, a very restricted form of accommoda-

tion which severely limits their autonomy, de-

motivates them and sometimes leads to depres-

sion. Originally the residents were supposed to 

move out of Direct Provision after a few 

weeks, but in fact they remain there for months 

or even years. In an announcement just before 

Easter 2024, the government quietly dropped 

its commitment to phase out Direct Provision. 

Instead, it will be run by the state, rather than 

contracted out to private companies. (This 

might at least remove the profit motive for 

keeping Direct Provision for as long as possi-

ble.) 

I have focused on the societal neglect of 

children because deprivation in childhood has 

long-term consequences in terms of educa-

tional attainment, employment and health out-

comes and increases the risk of crime. All this 

militates against the Humanist value of foster-

ing the flourishing of the individual human. 

Even from the crudest economic test, permit-

ting this deprivation to continue is folly: it only 

stores up future costs for 

society as a whole. In 

terms of the loss of hu-

man potential the loss is 

incalculable and may be 

remediable only with ex-

treme difficulty - and 

great cost. 

 

SOCIETY’S CHOICE 

The Irish Republic is a 

wealthy state so the con-

tinuing condition of dep-

rivation for so many peo-

ple is not simply a matter 

of economic cost. Ultimately, these unaccepta-

ble aspects of society are a matter of political 

choice. Political choice means that we all have 

a choice - we all have an individual responsi-

bility. 

As a general election approaches, it may be 

time to ask our politicians what values they 

hold. Most politicians seem very reluctant to 

mention their values. When they do, they usu-

ally mention being in favour of business, eco-

nomic growth and prosperity. They never seem 
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to mention that the state of deprivation of so 

many people is wholly unacceptable. (Mary 

Robinson, a former President of Ireland, when 

asked what is the greatest crime against human 

rights, answered ‘poverty’.) 

The values of ‘prosperity’ and ‘growth’ are 

essentially about the creation of more wealth in 

a capitalist economy. There is certainly a pow-

erful case to be made that continued growth is 

not sustainable - resources are finite. 

A capitalist view sees humans as customers 

or consumers - as a source of income for busi-

ness; employees are seen as a cost. The capi-

talist model in essence seeks to drive down 

costs, including wages and to maximise 

profits. For capitalism the ideal state would be 

for all workers to be in the ‘gig economy’, with 

no employment rights and paid by the job at 

minimal cost to the employers. Those costs in-

clude payments to the state to provide sup-

ports, such as education and healthcare. The 

taxes paid to maintain supports and services in 

society are another cost to be avoided as much 

as possible. There is certainly no value place 

on human flourishing. 

I suggest that it is time to argue strenuously 

for a change of values in society. It is shocking 

that so many people are prevented by depriva-

tion from developing their potential for their 

benefit and that of society as a whole.                    

3.                                       WRONG SIDE OF HISTORY? 

James Ball

WHY THE INTERNET’S FAVOURITE 

MORAL ARGUMENT DOESN’T STAND 

UP TO SCRUTINY 

If the internet has a favourite argument, it 

can be summed up in four words - that who-

ever is against one’s own opinion must be on 

the “wrong side of history”. The argument’s 

main strength seems to be its versatility. It 

can be (and often is) deployed on issues 

ranging from how we tackle the climate cri-

sis to the correct approach to helping chil-

dren with gender dysphoria; from eating 

meat to Black Lives Matter; from abortion 

rights to the nuances, or lack thereof, of the 

Israel-Hamas conflict. 

Let’s pause for a second. Is an imagined fu-

ture audience really the best judge of our ac-

tions today? One clue as to the many problems 

inherent in this approach comes from a 2019 

panel assessment by Vox, which asked a range 

of experts - including historians, scientists and 

philosophers - what actions today are likely to 

be looked on with shame or horror in 50 years. 

The social psychologist Melanie Joy argued 

that more and more people will wonder why 

we ever ate meat, given the cruelty to sentient, 

intelligent animals necessary for such a prac-

tice. Given increasing rates of vegetarianism 

and veganism, such a suggestion seems rela-

tively uncontroversial. 

Other suggestions, however, were more 

likely to divide your average liberal audience. 

Ethicist Karen Swallow Prior, for example, 

suggested that in 50 years, voluntary abortions 

(those where the mother’s life is not in danger, 

or other narrow exemptions) would be morally 

unthinkable. She pointed to probable future 

ease of access to reliable contraception, and 

advances in imagery that, she said, would show 

that even early-stage foetuses had distinct hu-

man characteristics. “The average progressive 

would object vehemently, of course,” noted 

Oliver Burkeman in the Guardian at the time. 

“But who’s to say Prior is wrong?” The point 

the assessment highlighted is that we simply do 

not know, based on the assumptions of today, 

how societies of the future will think. 

In the here and now, it’s a fairly mainstream 

view among historians that the “wrong side of 

history” argument is at best facile, and a fallacy 
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that shows a profound lack of understanding of 

the real work of historians. But we should go 

further: as a rhetorical device, the “wrong side 

of history” is amoral, it’s a cul-de-sac – and it’s 

also oddly dehumanising. 

 

THE PROBLEM WITH "WHIG HISTORY" 

First, let’s deal with objections from the disci-

pline of history. The relevant concept is “Whig 

history”, a long out-of-fashion school whose 

adherents regard history as a story of gradual 

progress. Strictly speaking, the Whig school of 

history referred to scholars during the late 19th 

and early 20th centuries who reframed history 

as a journey towards British parliamentary de-

mocracy. But the term is also applied more 

broadly - it would be 

Whig history, for exam-

ple, to talk about the his-

tory of scientific discov-

ery as a direct path to-

wards our supposedly 

enlightened era, were we 

to assume that our cur-

rent understanding of the 

world is a “correct” one. 

(The history of science 

instead suggests that our 

understanding of the 

world is constantly 

evolving, and will con-

tinue to do so). 

Historian Herbert 

Butterfield, who coined 

the term “Whig history” 

in a 1931 polemic, summarised the problem 

thus: “it studies the past with reference to the 

present”, towards a goal of delivering “drama 

and apparent moral clarity”. 

To call upon the moral force of imagined fu-

ture historians is, then, to fall into the trap of 

Whig history - to see the purpose of the disci-

pline as delivering a thumbs-up and thumbs-

down on different historical figures, depending 

on their alignment to present-day social norms 

and whether they contributed to what we cur-

rently see as “progress” towards a better future. 

 

REALITY IS HISTORY RESISTS 

CATEGORISATION 

Reality is almost never so kind nor so simple. 

For example, Marie Stopes was hailed for 

much of the 20th century as a pioneer of 

women’s reproductive rights and autonomy, 

having opened during her lifetime a network of 

clinics offering contraception and other health 

advice to women who wanted it. However, like 

many liberal intellectuals of her time, Stopes 

was an avowed eugenicist, and these beliefs 

clearly motivated the aspects of her work that 

we today see as “good”. 

The modern-day contin-

uation of her organisa-

tion, wrestling with this 

legacy, has all but 

dropped their associa-

tion with her name - 

changing from Marie 

Stopes International to 

MSI Reproductive 

Choices in 2020. 

History tends to be 

stubbornly resistant to 

easy categorisation on 

any issue, whether it is 

currently in favour or 

not. Public opinion in the 

UK is now firmly in fa-

vour of gay rights and 

protections against discrimination, after a dif-

ficult and decades-long campaign by activists. 

But we know from the lessons of the past that 

we cannot rely on this support, or bet against 

backsliding - in reality, history is not a straight-

forward march towards inevitable “improve-

ment”. Growing tolerance and even acceptance 

of homosexuality during the 1970s and 1980s 

was rapidly reversed at the onset of the 

 

Marie Stopes 
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HIV/AIDS pandemic, for example. 

Meanwhile, modern praise of that era of gay 

rights activism has to be tempered with the in-

convenient (and often ignored) fact that the 

movement was hijacked by so-called paedo-

phile “rights” activists. The notorious “Paedo-

phile Information Exchange”, which called for 

the abolition of the age of consent, was toler-

ated within the National Council for Civil Lib-

erties from the 1970s until 1983. 

Other issues bounce around in ways that are 

even more difficult to contend with if you’re 

trying to build a coherent narrative. Many early 

Zionists who were not Jews, but who believed 

in the creation of a Jewish state nonetheless, 

were antisemites. For them, one of the policy’s 

main merits was the relocation of Jewish pop-

ulations away from their own countries. The 

horrors of the Holocaust obviously changed 

the political calculus and the coalition of sup-

port for the creation of a state of Israel, which 

was achieved by the partition of the British-oc-

cupied territory of Palestine, in a similar man-

ner to the partition of India, and the forced dis-

placement of Palestinians. Jews with weak his-

torical links to the region moved to the new Is-

raeli state, where they were joined by others 

fleeing nearby Muslim-majority countries, ex-

acerbating tensions. 

The Arab-Israeli war of 1948, in which vir-

tually all of Israel’s neighbours invaded the 

nascent state, set the tenor for decades of moral 

ambiguity. Israel, having been at war with its 

neighbours since its traumatic inception, was 

determined to have defensible borders. Its mis-

sion to secure those would go on to stoke ani-

mosities, one wrong leading to another in a cy-

cle that has never stopped, including by occu-

pying ever larger portions of Palestine’s land, 

usually illegally and indefensibly. 

Israel suffered an attack on 7 October last 

year that would prompt counter-action from 

virtually any democratic nation, just as 9/11 

provoked the invasion of Afghanistan, which 

was widely supported at the time by the Amer-

ican public. However, Israel has been so brutal 

in its response that world opinion - as reflected 

in the UN and its votes on the issue - is lined 

up squarely against its actions. If anything 

should be a caution against the idea of clear 

good-versus-evil historical narratives, it 

should be Israel. Yet with relentless confi-

dence, the “wrong side of history” argument is 

wheeled out ad infinitum. 

 

THE PURPOSE OF THE ARGUMENT 

To think about why it’s such an apparently sat-

isfying approach to debate, we shouldn’t look 

at history itself, but instead look at what the ar-

gument does for the esteem of the person mak-

ing it. Anyone who has had a row at work or at 

a family dinner knows the phenomenon of 

playing it back in your mind for hours, with it 

going better for us at each repetition. Why 

couldn’t we think of the perfect riposte in the 

moment? How great would it have been if 

we’d actually managed to say that to their face? 

Arguments that we have in our head are 

consistently more satisfying than the ones we 

have in reality. Our opponents are generally 

better informed than we would like them to be, 

have counter-arguments we haven’t consid-

ered, and are rarely the two-dimensional cari-

cature we could so easily beat. 

A common counter to that in a public debat-

ing forum is to engage in the trick referred to 

as “playing to the gallery”, or “playing for the 

cheap seats” - a trick that can reliably be seen 

by tuning in to even a few short minutes of 

BBC Question Time, and one that works across 

any issue. 

Let’s imagine the debate at hand is home-

lessness. An opposition politician has noted 

there have been significant increases in rough 

sleeping and families in short-term accommo-

dation, and that government spending has 

dropped. A minister has been given a chance to 
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respond, and talks about homelessness being a 

complex issue tied to substance abuse, domes-

tic violence and other issues the government is 

working to tackle. 

The biggest and best audience reaction will 

inevitably go to the pundit the show cuts to 

next, who will generally know very little about 

the issue, but who will offer up a great one-

liner: “I wonder why we’re spending £100 bil-

lion on Trident when that money could end 

homelessness for ever 30 times over”, or 

“Even a 1 per cent tax on billionaires would be 

enough to end homelessness with money left 

over.” 

If there wasn’t an audience present, these 

sorts of lines would elicit nothing more than an 

eyeroll, as they don’t ac-

tually engage with the 

issues at hand. But with 

an audience present, to 

disagree with the state-

ment is to endorse bil-

lionaires or nukes over 

homeless families. The 

only viable response is a 

polite silence. 

 

AN AUDIENCE LIKE 

GOD 

The “wrong side of his-

tory” brings an idealised 

audience to every de-

bate. By implication, 

they are from a future that is better than our 

world today, giving their wise judgment as to 

who from our present not just had the right 

opinions but also the right motivations. In a 

strange way, future historians are invoked here 

in the same way that societies traditionally in-

voked God. There is a presence that you cannot 

see or feel but whose judgement you should 

care about, and deeply. It has the benefit of 

greater knowledge than mere mortals, and the 

rhetorical benefit of being silent and intangible 

- who are you to reject its verdict? 

Additionally, an appeal to the “wrong side 

of history” comes with baggage that can be 

helpful for someone wanting to stigmatise 

those with whom they are disagreeing. There is 

an implied suggestion that people holding the 

bad opinion in question will rank among those 

remembered hatefully by history. Such people 

tend to have records mostly defined by their 

body counts: when we think of the wrong side 

of history for the 20th century, most of us 

would think of the heads of totalitarian states 

who killed millions - Hitler, Mao, Stalin, North 

Korea’s Kim dynasty and the like. I don’t have 

to explicitly say that my opponent ranks among 

those names, but if that’s the inference you 

make, well, that’s up to 

you. 

Audiences change 

everything, and this holds 

true even when they are 

imagined or invoked ra-

ther than actually present. 

Almost all of us have (or 

used to have) a friend 

who was delightful one-

on-one - interested, en-

gaging, funny, good con-

versation, but entirely 

different when part of a 

group. Perhaps they mo-

nopolise the conversa-

tion, perform anecdotes 

everyone has heard before, or even throw hurt-

ful jibes for the amusement of the pack. 

Invoking the imagined future as an audience 

makes that change of dynamic possible even in 

policy debates. Rather than try to convince 

your interlocuter of the merits of your argu-

ment, you appeal to history, imagining they 

will see the obvious stupidity, or worse, of 

your opponents. The act of debate is trans-

formed into the performance of debate, and in 

that transformation all hope of actual 
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engagement is lost. 

IT'S TODAY THAT MATTERS 

Appealing to the future is akin to invoking an 

imagined past - yet with the latter it is usually 

how rights are lost, not won. Donald Trump 

made the case that there was an American 

Golden Age to which he could return the na-

tion - he could “Make America Great Again”. 

Brexit appealed to British nostalgia with “take 

back control”, but has yet to deliver either the 

economic growth or the control over borders 

and immigration that were promised. Reac-

tionary arguments cast us, in the present day, 

as the audience looking back on history - and 

rule that it is those in more recent years who 

had lost their way. Referencing an imagined 

past to change the present has been highlighted 

by multiple scholars of fascism, including 

Hannah Arendt and Umberto Eco, as core to 

that political philosophy. Why should we im-

agine that those in the future would use the past 

any more ethically than we do today? 

To achieve change, we need to win over 

people who are alive and engaged in the pre-

sent day. The history of successful movements 

shows us that winning people over tends to 

work better than trying to shame people into 

silence or submission. 

For years, for instance, movements calling 

for gay marriage tried to argue from the side of 

human rights, or social justice - but the evi-

dence seems to show that the arguments that 

eventually moved the dial were those that 

simply appealed to fairness. The gay couple on 

your street do similar jobs to you, have a simi-

lar income and live in a similar house. Why 

can’t they get married like you can? 

History is a lousy judge. Our understanding 

of history changes all the time, but even our 

approach to what makes for good history 

changes too. To suggest there is a single view 

on history in our multi-polar world is a non-

sense. We live in the present-day world of “al-

ternative facts”, “fake news”, “information op-

erations” and “false flags”. Almost one in five 

Americans believe some variant of the QAnon 

conspiracy - which at its original core held that 

Hillary Clinton was the leader of a global Sa-

tanic paedophile ring. Any mass killing will 

now immediately be swamped by allegations 

that it has been staged. 

When we can’t even agree on the simple 

facts of world events while the evidence is still 

current, we are hardly likely to be able to rely 

on history, even if doing so were desirable. In 

reality, calls to history serve only to entrench 

our demands, to suggest that there is no need 

to win over those with whom we disagree, be-

cause they will be condemned in the future. 

Instead of invoking history, we need to en-

gage in making it. That starts by dropping the 

rhetoric, and sticking to the here and now. 

 

Reproduced from ‘New Humanist’, 

Summer 2024 
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4.                                       The Enlightenment Paradox

 

REVIEW BY 

ADAM WAKELING 

The seventeenth century did not get off to a 

great start in Europe. Religious conflict still 

simmered, and in 1618, the continent became 

embroiled in the bloodiest and most destruc-

tive war it would suffer before the two World 

Wars. The Netherlands was fighting for its in-

dependence. In Britain, the dispute between 

King and Parliament led to wars costing hun-

dreds of thousands of lives in the 1640s and 

1650s. Scientific progress faced massive barri-

ers. Galileo was condemned by the Roman In-

quisition in 1633 for arguing that the Earth or-

bited the Sun and not the reverse, as Aristotle 

and generations of his followers had main-

tained. Across the continent, people remained 

poor, ignorant, oppressed, and victims of 

seemingly continuous violence. 

Yet, by the end of the century, the religious 

wars were over, Europe had modern astronomy 

and physics, the Dutch had created the corpo-

ration and the stock exchange, England had es-

tablished parliamentary government, and 

books calling for freedom of religion were 

openly being published and distributed. “In 

1700 the mental outlook of educated men was 

completely modern; in 1600, except among a 

very few, it was largely medieval,” wrote Ber-

trand Russell in his A History of Western Phi-

losophy. 

This shift in mindset, from the medieval to 

the modern, is the subject of Paul Strathern’s 

Dark Brilliance: The Age of Reason From Des-

cartes to Peter the Great. Strathern covers the 

major figures and events of the era, painting a 

sweeping picture of the century and the monu-

mental changes it brought to intellectual and 

cultural life in Europe. Dark Brilliance has re-

markable breadth, touching on every field of 

knowledge from calculus to cooking. It in-

cludes the microscope and telescope, probabil-

ity and statistics, gravity and motion, the 

Golden Age in the Netherlands and the Glori-

ous Revolution in Britain. We meet - as we ex-

pect - figures such as Spinoza, Locke, Leibniz, 

and Newton. But Strathern pays far more atten-

tion to culture and the arts than most other writ-

ers on the Enlightenment. He also breaks down 

the contrast between reason and unreason run-

ning through the seventeenth century; this is 

the ‘Dark’ of the book’s title. 

 

THE CULTURE OF ENLIGHTENMENT 

As he promises in the subtitle, Strathern begins 

Dark Brilliance with René Descartes, as he is 

developing his new philosophy in a bucolic 

winter scene in a Bavarian village. From Des-

cartes, he makes an unexpected jump to the 

Italian painter Michelangelo Merisi da Cara-

vaggio (1571-1610). Caravaggio would not 

https://atlantic-books.co.uk/book/dark-brilliance/
https://atlantic-books.co.uk/book/dark-brilliance/
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normally feature in a book on the Age of Rea-

son. He lived in Italy, which had been the un-

questioned centre of Europe during the Renais-

sance but was falling into the shadows of the 

Netherlands and France in the seventeenth cen-

tury. For all their wealth and splendour, Rome 

and Florence never became centres of the En-

lightenment in the way that Paris, Amsterdam, 

Edinburgh, or London did. Not only that, Ca-

ravaggio died before the Age of Reason really 

began. 

Still, Strathern argues that Caravaggio’s 

painting was a leap forward from the past, just 

like the works of the Enlightenment thinkers. 

His painting showed more depth, photoreal-

ism, and understanding of scientific topics 

such as anatomy and optics than the Italian Re-

naissance masters who preceded him. And 

they, in turn, painted far more lifelike scenes 

than medieval European artists. Like the Re-

naissance artists, Caravaggio drew on classical 

as well as Biblical inspiration, although he 

painted with more drama and energy. Strathern 

highlights, in particular, Caravaggio’s Judith 

Beheading Holofernes, where he painted a 

scene from the Bible, a conventional subject, 

but presented it in a way that was unconven-

tionally violent, visceral, and shocking. Com-

pare the painting with medieval European art, 

which was often without passion; even people 

suffering violent deaths can look only bored or 

vaguely annoyed. 

This focus on culture is an original ap-

proach, but one which makes sense. Culture re-

flects society, and we can see the ideas of the 

Enlightenment reflected in the art of the Ba-

roque artists. But it has limitations, and centres 

of culture and art were not always centres of 

learning, science, philosophy, or law. There 

was no Florentine Newton or Milanese Spi-

noza. 

The splendour of the court of Louis XIV 

made France the cultural centre of Europe - 

even today fields like cooking and fashion are 

speckled with French words and phrases - but 

the French Enlightenment only really took off 

after the Sun King’s death. Strathern could 

have perhaps explored this further.   

 

REASON AND UNREASON 

The other theme of Dark Brilliance is, as the 

title itself illustrates, the paradoxes of the En-

lightenment. To Strathern, the seventeenth 

century was the Age of Reason and Unreason. 

As he points out in the introduction, the 

achievements of the Enlightenment “took 

place against a background of extreme political 

turbulence and irrational behaviour on a conti-

nental scale,” from frenzied persecutions of 

supposed witches to the horrors of the transat-

lantic slave trade. 

The developers of the telescope and the mi-

croscope were achieving steadily higher levels 

of magnification and bringing more and more 

of the hidden universe into view even as Cath-

olics and Protestants killed each other by the 

tens of thousands. In the first chapter of Dark 

Brilliance, René Descartes invents his new phi-

losophy while in the winter quarters of the Ba-

varian army during the Thirty Years War. The 

metastatic growth of the slave trade provides 

another example of how the irrational and in-

humane could easily grow alongside the ideals 

of the Enlightenment. “…[I]n the Age of Rea-

son, it was slavery that produced the capital 

which led to the progress of western European 

civilization, laying the foundations upon which 

its empires were built,” Strathern writes. “At 

the same time, it also prompted a few rare spir-

its such as Montaigne to recognize the conta-

gious barbarity of all who took part in it - to 

say nothing of the absurdity of its claims re-

garding racial superiority”. Man’s expanding 

knowledge did not seem to lessen his brutality 

- at least not yet. 

Why should we care about the Enlighten-

ment? Because we live in a world shaped by it, 

and while we enjoy its benefits, we should also 
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be aware of its lessons. 

The greatest paradox of the Enlightenment 

was, arguably, the French Revolution itself, 

which led to mass killing, the establishment of 

a dictatorship, and a new ‘rational’ religion in 

the name of Enlightenment values and freeing 

the people of France from the oppression of 

monarchy, aristocratic privilege, and a corrupt 

and reactionary Church. As he finishes his ac-

count at the start of the eighteenth century, 

Strathern doesn’t cover the French Revolution, 

although the theme of paradox runs through the 

book. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

Why should we care about the Enlightenment? 

Because we live in a world shaped by it, and 

while we enjoy its benefits, we should also be 

aware (and beware) of its lessons. At the start 

of Dark Brilliance, Strathern asks if human 

progress will end up destroying the civilisation 

it helped to create. We face a range of threats, 

including climate change, enabled by the sci-

entific progress and material wealth which has 

made our lives so much better. At the end of 

the book, he has not yet answered his own 

question, although he concludes that 

“paradoxically, the answer would appear to be 

progress itself”. Admittedly, it’s hard to see 

what other conclusion anyone could reach. 

There are calls today from the far left and far 

right of the political spectrum to dismantle the 

modern economy and modern society and re-

vert to some pre-modern ideal. But this ideal 

is, in all cases, as mythical as it is real. 

Strathern chooses to tell his overall story as 

a collection of colourful little biographies. This 

is an accessible approach and makes the book 

engaging for a general audience. Anyone who 

reads Dark Brilliance will reach the end with a 

much better understanding of not just the En-

lightenment but life in seventeenth-century Eu-

rope in general. As someone who has read and 

written much about the subject, Strathern’s ac-

count of the development of Baroque painting 

was still entirely new to me. 

I was left feeling that some of the threads 

remained loose, particularly on the impact of 

the Enlightenment and the paradox of reason 

coexisting with unreason. But as a panorama of 

seventeenth-century Europe, Dark Brilliance 

is both an impressive and very readable book. 

Reproduced from ‘The Freethinker’ [UK]

5.                             HUMANIST MEETINGS IN IRELAND
 

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 COMMU-

NITY 

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,  Dublin 

Details at humanism.ie/ 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  

Web: corkhumanists.weebly.com 

mailto:roger.kelly.2@intlworld.com
atuffery@tcd.ie
mailto:Janielazar@gmail.com
mailto:shayoc37@gmail.com
http://corkhumanists.weebly.com/
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CORK CITY HUMANISTS 

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

Contact: Dominc Moore 087 231 0838 

corkhumanists@gmail.com 

 

WEST CORK HUMANISTS 

westcorkhumanists@gmail.com 

 

KERRY HUMANIST GROUP 

Thu, once per momth, 

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 

Keith Johnston, 44 7724 424620 

Brendan Mullen, 44 7740 047 046 

keith@kjohnston.co.uk 

 

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 

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 

 
 

 

 

 

THEY SAID 

 

 

 
If I had been of God’s counsel at the creation, many things would have been ordered better. 

King Alfonso X of Castile 

mailto:corkhumanists@gmail.com
mailto:westcorkhumanists@gmail.com
mailto:omahonycc@gmail.com
mailto:spgarrity@hotmail.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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It is, for example, frequently maintained that living organisms could not have developed natu-

rally out of matter itself lifeless; or that consciousness and intelligence cannot be the attributes of 

purely material things; and so on. Yet, in fact, however great the present mystery of the mechanisms 

involved, all the evidence we have indicates that the only life we know did originate in just this way. 

It is the same again with intelligence, consciousness, and the like. So far from there being a cer-

tainty that these cannot appertain to material things, the question is whether they could signifi-

cantly be attributed to anything else. The cases from which we derive the very concept of conscious-

ness, ones we can be quite sure to be genuine, are instances of consciousness only and precisely as 

a human characteristic: “The human body is the best picture of the human soul.” (Wittgenstein)). 

Anthony Flew 

 

Science flies to the moon; religion flies you into buildings. [Said after 9/11] 

Victor J Stenger 

 

The confession of Prometheus: “In one word, I hate all the gods”, is its very own confession, 

its own sentence against all heavenly and earthly gods who refuse to recognise human self-con-

sciousness as the supreme divinity - by the side of which none other shall be held. 

Karl Marx 

 

Faith is what you need when you don’t have certainty. 

Dan Barker 

 

[N]ature has no particular goal in view, and … final causes are mere human figments. 

Baruch Spinoza 

 

We have purposes, the world does not. 

Susan Neiman 

 

It is in the natural order of things women should serve men, and children their parents because 

this is just in itself, because the weaker reason should serve the stronger. 

St Augustine 

 
 

IRISH FREETHINKER 

An Saorsmaointeoir 

ISSN: 2399-7621 09>  

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

Also on Facebook & X [Twitter]  

Subscription, £40/€40 per annum, includes: 

 by post, the quarterly periodical IRISH FREETHINKER, 

 and an emailed monthly review, IFH MONTHLY 

Editor: Daltún Ó Ceallaigh 
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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:- BIC: ULSB GB 2B 

IBAN: GB84 ULSB 9809 6013 2238 97 
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