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Review by Fred Schwaller

The book tackles how consciousness arises in
the brain and whether Al will ever be self-
aware

In his new book, neuroscientist Christof
Koch posits that information integration in the
brain is what makes humans conscious.

The human brain is the most complex infor-
mation integrator known in the universe. With
86 billion neurons and 100 trillion connections
between them, the brain gives us our rich sub-
jective experiences and our capacity for free
will - our consciousness.

Despite being a universal human phenome-
non, consciousness is notoriously difficult to
describe, and scientists still debate how it
arises. In Then I Am Myself the World, neuro-
scientist Christof Koch offers the latest entry
into the long list of books attempting to demys-
tify the origins of our inner lives. While the
topic can be a head-scratcher, Koch’s adept use
of analogies and entertaining anecdotes -
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complete with his own near-death experience
and psychedelic drug trips - make the book a
compelling and surprisingly light read.

Koch challenges some common concep-
tions of consciousness. Take the idea that the
brain is like a computer, in which conscious-
ness is software that’s programmed into the
hardware of our neurons. This concept, he
writes, dominates the tech industry and movies
alike, where humans are akin to self-aware ro-
bots like Rachael in the science fiction
film Blade Runner. Reducing consciousness to
a function, in which a person is a “Turing ma-
chine made flesh ... a robot unaware of its pro-
gramming,” leaves Koch cold.

Instead of separate software and hardware,
he argues, the brain is the structure of con-
sciousness. Koch draws on integrated infor-
mation theory, or IIT, a consciousness model
first proposed by neuroscientist Giulio Tononi
in the early 2000s, to make the case. The mind-
bending theory suggests that consciousness is
the act of a brain’s system of neurons merging
sensory, emotional and cognitive information.

Key to understanding IIT is the idea of
“causal power.” Because networks of neurons
integrate information, their electrochemical ac-
tivity can influence conscious experiences.
And consciousness, in turn, can affect brain
networks because what we feel or remember
impacts these networks in real time (like how
being hungry can influence the brain’s mood-
processing regions to make us feel “hungry.”)

Consciousness may not be a uniquely hu-
man experience. Other animals and even com-
puters have the potential to be conscious, neu-
roscientist Christof Koch argues.

Because IIT suggests consciousness arises
from information integration, Koch argues the
experience is not limited to the human brain
and is present in other animals. But the inter-
connectivity of neurons determines the
strength of the causal power and thus the or-
ganism’s level of consciousness. “Take my

dog. It doesn’t have a well-developed notion of
self. It doesn’t worry what’s going to happen
next weekend. But it has states of pain and
joy,” so it’s certainly conscious, Koch told me
in an interview. As brains become more com-
plex, the amount of integrated information be-
comes vastly bigger. So humans, whose brain
networks have among the highest known level
of interconnectivity, have a more expanded
consciousness than a dog, he says.

A provocative conclusion here is that any
system that integrates information - including
a computer - has the potential to be conscious.
The very mechanism of integrating infor-
mation is experience, Koch explains. So you
can measure a system’s consciousness by
measuring the amount of integrated infor-
mation within it.

Recently, Koch did just that, calculating the
consciousness of Al algorithms. The genera-
tive Al ChatGPT, he claims, has an “itsy, bitsy,
little bit of consciousness,” but experiences the
world something much less than a worm with
only 300 neurons.

As an Al learns more information and per-
forms more complex tasks, it becomes increas-
ingly sophisticated. But it cannot reach or even
simulate human-level consciousness, Koch
says. Think of it this way: You can simulate a
black hole on a computer, but it doesn’t mean
you’re going to be sucked into a real black
hole. If you simulate a human brain in an Al
system, it won’t be conscious - it’s a deepfake,
he says.

The underlying hardware explains why. A
computer’s network of transistors, which reg-
ulate the flow of electrical signals within the
machine, don’t have the causal power neces-
sary to give rise to human-level consciousness,
Koch says. Each transistor connects to only a
handful of other transistors, whereas one neu-
ron can interact with thousands of others.

Though much of the book explores abstract
and philosophical aspects of consciousness,
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Koch asserts that the topic has real-world
value. Detecting basic levels of consciousness
in comatose people, for one, could help doctors
and family members determine the course of
treatment.

Ultimately, Then I Am Myself the World
contends that the subjective experiences that
make us conscious are what transform us and
the paths of our lives. Our conscious

experiences are real and precious, Koch writes,
if nothing more than because “we matter to
ourselves.

This article appears in the August 10, 2024
issue of ‘Science News .

Fred Schwaller is a Berlin-based
neuroscientist

In a previous article (‘The Personal Basis of
Ethics’, Irish Freethinker, Summer 2024) | ar-
gued that the State should recognise the im-
portance of allowing individuals to have a high
degree of choice on moral questions on which
thoughtful, considerate, and well-informed
people disagree. In this article, as an example
of such situations, | would like to begin to ex-
plore the moral challenges posed by abortion,
where there are great differences of opinion on
what is moral. | want to use

government”, just what I support in the case of
the Right to Life, but which they oppose.

The most perplexing problems turn on the
nature of the human fertilised egg (zygote),
and the forms it takes as it develops, into the
blastocyst, embryo, foetus and newborn baby.
Collectively, before birth, these stages of hu-
man development are often referred to by the
term “embryo”. The central question concerns
the moral status of the embryo (broad sense)
and how we assess and pro-

this example to seek ways of
approaching major moral
problems as individuals and
as a society. | hope to make

ABORTION

Major Challenge to Moral

vide for the welfare of the
embryo.

A Moral Principle and a

the case that the State has a Principles Moral Problem
responsibility to leave many .

: | need to introduce a moral
decisions about abortions to David McConnell

individuals - because they are

principle, and a moral

so difficult - while we as in-

dividuals have an obligation to prepare our-
selves for these challenges. In the case of abor-
tion, we need to try to understand some basic
biology, especially genetics, and pay attention
to specialists (whom I cautioned against in my
previous article).

The moral problems raised by human repro-
duction, which we face in Ireland and every-
where else in the Western world, are testing the
resilience of modern society, seen most strik-
ingly in the United States. The differences of
opinion on the Right to Life are placing the fu-
ture of democracy in jeopardy. Strangely, the
far right inthe U S usually argues for “small

problem, which I will ex-
plain in more detail in later sections of this es-
say and one other to follow.

A moral principle: All human life should be
respected and protected to the greatest degree
possible degree.

A moral problem: We are faced with find-
ing ways of according different degrees of re-
spect for human life in different forms in dif-
ferent situations, which will help us to choose
which forms of life should take precedence if
there are conflicting interests.

Human life, in its fullest form, holds the
high point in the continuum of life, deserving
of the highest level of respect and as much
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protection as we can devise. But it is apparent
from biology, as | will show in a later essay,
that human life exists in many forms, some of
which deserve the greatest level of respect and
protection, but others deserve lower levels of
respect and in some cases may need no protec-
tion.

The Nature and Importance of Personhood

| attach great importance to the idea of the per-
sonhood of a living human being, an idea that
seems to me to be much more important than
the idea of the humanness of a living entity.
Many living things are human, but do not have
the quality of personhood. Personhood is for
me the concept that contains the essence of be-
ing human in the sense that we naturally and
easily recognise by common sense and experi-
ence, as deserving of profound unqualified re-
spect and support. Common sense makes us
question the personhood of a human being in
those painful situations where personhood has
been lost, in the extreme case of death, or in the
most perplexing cases of severely diminished
mental capacity. Common sense emphasises
the role of the brain and the mind in person-
hood.

| realise that much has been written about
ideas of this kind, and not being either a phi-
losopher or a theologian, 1 am not familiar with
much of this writing. My ideas have been de-
veloped essentially de novo, but when | do read
in the field, | find that | have sometimes been
re-inventing the wheel, at least superficially
and perhaps even profoundly. For example, I
find that Joseph Fletcher discusses the ideas of
human life and personal life (The Ethics of Ge-
netic Control, Prometheus Books, 1988). |
make no claim that these ideas have been well
formed, or that they will stand up to academic
scrutiny. | would only argue that they are not
new; | feel sure that they are close to common
sense, and | have found them to be helpful. On
balance the distinction between what is human

life and what is personal life, or what consti-
tutes humanness and what constitutes person-
hood, has helped me to distinguish between
courses of action in ways that seem to promote
good and diminish harm, that is to live by The
Golden Rule.

So how do we distinguish between human-
ness and personhood? As mentioned, | found
that my ideas were close to those of Fletcher,
and since he has the authority of being a moral
theologian, I will draw on his words. After dis-
missing the notion that anything that is human
and alive has the qualities of a person (e.g. a
sperm or a white blood cell), and the idea that
ensoulment (a weak idea with no basis in sci-
ence) confers personhood at a specific stage of
embryogenesis (at fertilisation for many peo-
ple), he emphasise the qualities of the brain and
the mind, especially the capacity to be rational,
whether knowingly or intuitively. In other
words, it is hard to think of personhood as ex-
isting unless the human entity has the mental
capacity to behave rationally. He also talks of
“other traits that make for the full humanum or
personal quality, such as curiosity, affection,
self-awareness and self-control, memory, pur-
pose, conscience ... the transbiological indica-
tors of personality.” He recognises and | agree
that these qualities are not in the end decisive.

Nevertheless, | think many of us can see that
these qualities, and others such as the capacity
to experience happiness or harm, are marks of
personhood, and by enumerating them, we are
helping to explain what we mean when we use
the word person or personal or personhood.
This overall quality emerges naturally and it is
clear by common sense that we are talking
about those associated qualities that depend on
higher mental function, the ones that are car-
ried out by the brain. These mental functions
or activities cannot be carried out before the
brain exists and before it is capable of func-
tioning at some minimal level. | conclude that
personhood cannot exist in an embryo before
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the brain is formed and before it has developed
various higher mental capacities - though the
reader will quickly see that deciding on when
the brain is formed or has various mental ca-
pacities is ultimately impossible.

I will explain later that the process by which
an embryo develops is a continuous process,
and this applies to the brain as much as to any
other organ. Inevitably, | am forced to con-
clude that the development of personhood is
also a gradual process, and that there is no
stage in embryogenesis before which I can say
for certain, and for all embryos, that they are
not persons, and after which they are. 1 do how-
ever conclude that early embryos, with no
complex nervous tissues, are not persons, that
older embryos have more of the qualities of
personhood, and with unavoidable arbitrari-
ness, that newborn babies capable of normal
development are persons. Please note that | am
forced by this line of argu-
ment to face to an arbitrary
decision: who is definitely
a person and who/what is
not? It is obvious that such
arbitrariness makes it very
difficult for people or soci-
eties to make decisions if they find themselves
considering real situations. In the end, many
such decisions must be taken and I hope | can
offer some advice as to how they might be
taken and by whom, and with what prepara-
tion.

The Moral Status of the Embryo: Some
Specific Considerations

When we are considering the moral status of
the embryo (broad sense) we are actually beg-
ging the question: may we risk or take the life
of an embryo? This raises the following spe-
cific questions:

- May we use the IUD, or the morning af-
ter pill, which are abortifacients?

- May we undergo a D and C which has a

risk of aborting an embryo?

- May we store or dispose of surplus em-
bryos produced to assist infertile cou-
ples?

- May we use abortion as a ‘normal’
means of birth control?

- May we produce embryos for experi-
mentation?

- May we abort an embryo, which is the
result of rape, or incest?

- May we abort an embryo, which has a
genetic or congenital disorder?

- May we abort an embryo when the
mother’s health or life is at risk?

- May we abort an embryo when the wel-
fare of the mother is at risk?

These questions are all connected: if we find
answers to any one of them we will be helping
to lay the basis for an-
swering all of them.
They are connected be-
cause all turn on the
question: is it possible
for abortion to be
moral? If it is ever
moral, how is it to be
judged to be moral and who has the responsi-
bility of judging?

Needless to say, we know in Ireland that hu-
man reproduction is a very difficult ethical
area. One point is clear: under certain circum-
stances it is legitimate to cause the death of an
embryo in Ireland, and specifically as a result
of the decision in the X case, and the Health
(Regulation of Termination of Pregnancy) Act
2018, it is legitimate in certain circumstances
to carry out an abortion in Ireland. It is legiti-
mate to provide information about how to ob-
tain an abortion outside Ireland.

Some Personal Beliefs

Without explaining the justification at this
stage, which I hope will become apparent later,
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| want to state certain personal beliefs, mainly
for the purposes of clarity and to avoid any
misunderstanding.

- I respect all forms of human life.

-l accord greater respect and give greater
protection to the forms of life that have
greater qualities of personhood.

- Abortion should a priori be considered
to be undesirable, because it ends life.

- Abortion, especially after implantation,
should be avoided if at all possible, es-
pecially if there are other more moral, or
less immoral, alternatives.

- Incertain circumstances, abortion is jus-
tifiable as a lesser harm.

- Abortion is more easily justified if an
embryo is younger, if an embryo has a
genetic or congenital disorder, and if
such a disorder is more severe.

- Abortion is more easily justified if the
health, or welfare or the life of a mother
is at risk, and if that risk is more severe.

- Ifanembryo is produced in vitro for the
purposes of assisting human reproduc-
tion, and if it is a ‘surplus’ embryo held
in vitro, it may be disposed of.

| have reached these conclusions because |
have been forced by my knowledge of biology
to ask a series of questions. | have decided that
| accord respect and protection to human life
not because it is human per se, but because it
may have qualities that distinguish humans as
persons, the qualities that I have called “per-
sonhood”.

This line of thought has forced me to ask
whether a fertilised egg (zygote), or a blasto-
cyst, embryo or foetus, is a person, or to use a
different term, whether these entities are hu-
man beings, in the sense that they have person-
hood? If these entities have personhood, are
they entitled at all times to the same respect
and the same protection as we accord to all hu-
man beings after birth? If these entities are not

entitled to be treated fully as persons, are they
entitled to some other status, with rights that
take account of their humanness, and what
should these rights be?

The problems are especially great because
these human entities are defenceless and to-
tally unable to speak for or to protect them-
selves, and so we as individuals, as society and
the State have a strong duty for being con-
cerned about their status and the degree of pro-
tection, which they are entitled to receive.

We should not shirk from addressing these
questions as we have done in the past. We must
not duck the issues because they are difficult,
or even, to many people, ‘unthinkable’. Cer-
tainly, we should not turn a strong sense of
concern for all embryos into ‘moral coercion’
on behalf of a majority, however estimable,
who claim the moral high ground, without tak-
ing account of contemporary scientific
knowledge, and without giving careful consid-
eration to differing values, and without recog-
nising the role of personal responsibility in tak-
ing contentious moral decisions.

In further writing, | will say a lot about bi-
ology and especially what we have learned
from studies in genetics. Bryan Appleyard re-
ferred to genetics as “the most turbulent and
demanding form of knowledge that our species
has yet produced” (Brave New Worlds; Harper
Collins, 1999). Strange to say, | am at the same
time pleased and puzzled by Appleyard’s opin-
ion. I am pleased to find that my subject is cen-
tre stage but, knowing genetics as | do, | am
puzzled by the difficulties it is causing. What
it comes down to is this; people are puzzled by
and even fearful of genetics (or biology) be-
cause they do not have a good understanding
of it. But it is not difficult to understand.

In my previous essay (IF, Summer 2024), |
raised the spectre of the “specialists”, and ar-
gued strongly for trusting ordinary citizens,
when they are faced by daunting moral deci-
sions. Here | begin to argue that the citizen can
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benefit greatly by taking account of basic spe-
cialist information.

Rachel Iredale sees this need for knowledge
rather well. In her essay ‘The Age of the
Gene?’ she noted that the “ethical and policy
systems now in place are deemed inadequate
for all the possibilities that society will eventu-
ally have to face” (Ethics in Crisis; Ed John
Scally; Veritas, 1997). Having enumerated
some of the decisions with which we are likely
to be faced, she goes on to argue: “It is not
enough for scientists and physicians to make
all these decisions about genetics alone. The
involvement of the government, the Church
[sic] and the media, for example, is necessary.
A sufficiently informed and DNA-literate pub-
lic is also necessary before the advances in sci-
ence outpace society’s readiness and willing-
ness to deal with them. Thus, education about
genetics ought to become a policy priority”.
The record shows that, as members of the pub-
lic come to know more about genetics, they

object to “ethical and policy systems” being
put in place by the government, or one Church
(and if the press has a role we must guard
against public opinion being whipped up by
them), unless these systems protect the right of
the concerned person to make the decisions
which affect their reproduction, and limit the
right of the state to interfere. We should at all
costs avoid “the danger of letting government
out of control” (Matt Ridley, Genome, Fourth
Estate, 1999).
-0-

In my next essay | will try to explain some of
the central discoveries of genetics, which bear
on the questions we face in assisting human re-
production, and how these might be inter-
preted. | hope to be able to show that the moral
status of the embryo cannot be understood
without a sound knowledge of biology, which
is well within the compass of us all.

David McConnell is Professor of Genetics,
Fellow Emeritus, Trinity College Dublin

ORIG

INS?

If there is no God, how did our complex and
orderly universe originate?

When discussing life origins, many theists will
say that complexity im-
plies a creator. They will
ask how something so
complex could happen
by accident and use the
diversity, variety and
complexity of the natural
world as a proof for intel-
ligent design.

It seems that humans
have pretty much always
marvelled at nature, at
the complexities and di-
versity of life. The uni-
verse is spectacular;

from the planets to bacteria, we seek to under-
stand while simultaneously feeling as if we
may never fully be able to. Our awe is often
coupled with fear, fear of
the unknown and fear of
the realization that there
is so little we can control.
This awe and fear has led
to the invention of crea-
tion myths - stories that
attempt to explain how
everything got here in the
first place and how it
continues to be sus-
tained. We have devel-
oped many pathways to-
ward understanding; we
have  learned, and
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continue to learn, so much.

Theists aren't wrong when they say we still
don’t have all the answers and that there is so
much complexity that science still can’t ex-
plain. But where they are wrong is in stating
that this complexity necessitates a designer.

Creationists seem to be saying that an even
more amazing being must be responsible for
the amazing things around us. But if amazing,
complex things need a creator, then who cre-
ated the amazing, complex God? And if God is
the exception, then theists are relying on cer-
tain ‘laws’ (complex things need a more com-
plex creator) to support their belief, but break-
ing the laws for those things that don’t fit.

It’s important to recognize that design and
complexity are not the same thing. Looking at
something complex and saying it requires de-
sign is begging the question and explaining a
mystery with a mystery is really no explanation

In the foreword to a document produced by the
religious ‘think tank’ Theos, the Archbishops
of Canterbury and Westminster, in a joint
statement whose very existence does the latter
great credit given that he officially thinks the
former is a lost soul (traditional Roman Catho-
lic doctrine says that there is no salvation out-
side the Church), iterate the claim that ‘atheism
is itself a faith position” - a weary old canard to
be set alongside the efforts of the faithful to
characterise those who robustly express their
attitude towards  religious belief  as

at all.

The theist will also often say: “The human
eye is so complex, it clearly serves a distinct
purpose; it was designed for something, and so
there must be a designer. There's no way that
could happen by random chance.” And to a de-
gree, they’re correct. Random one-time chance
certainly did not form the human eye, but ran-
dom chance and natural selection aren't the
same thing. Their argument betrays a broad
misunderstanding of science, and evolution in
particular.

Everything that has formed in the natural
world has done so as a result of natural pro-
cesses following natural laws, repeated over
billions of years. This is certainly not
“chance”, and while it is awe-inspiring, it in no
way points to an intelligent designer.

Reproduced from Atheist Republic [USA]

‘fundamentalist atheists’. This is classified in
logic as an ‘informal fallacy’ known as a tu
quoque argument. We understand that the
faithful live in an inspissated gloaming of in-
cense and obfuscation, through the swirls of
which it is hard to see anything clearly, so a
simple lesson in semantics might help to clear
the air for them on the meanings of ‘secular’,
‘humanist’ and atheist’. Once they have suc-
ceeded in understanding these terms they will
grasp that none of them imply ‘faith’ in any-
thing, and that it is not possible to be a
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‘fundamentalist” with respect to any of them. |
apologise to those who know all this of old, but
evidently if our Archbishops remain in the dark
about such matters, there must still be a need
for patient repetition of - what else? - these fun-
damentals.

Secularism is the view that Church and Sate
(religion and national government) should be
kept separate. The first secularists were medi-
eval churchmen who did not wish the temporal
power to interfere in church affairs. Temporal
government of religious affairs produces emas-
culated and feeble latitudinarian religious bod-
ies like the Church of England (so this, if any
religious body has to exist, is a good thing),
whereas religious interference or, worse, con-
trol of government has a ready tendency to de-
generate into what we might revealingly call
Talibanism, as history and current affairs over-
whelmingly and tragically attest.

If religious organisations had any sense they
would embrace secularism as their best chance
of survival, because a secular dispensation
keeps the public domain neutral with respect to
all interest groups within it, including the dif-
ferent religions and their internally competing
denominations, allowing them all to survive -
which they would not do if one became domi-
nant and had the ear, or the levers, of temporal
government.

As this shows, it is possible (and even wise)
for religious people to be secularists too.

Humanism in the modem sense of the term
is the view that whatever your ethical system,
it derives from your best understanding of hu-
man nature and the human condition in the real
world. This means that it does not, in its think-
ing about the good and about our responsibili-
ties to ourselves and one another, premise pu-
tative data from astrology, fairy tales, super-
naturalist beliefs, animism, polytheism, or any
other inheritances from the ages of human-
kind’s remote and more ignorant past.

It is possible for religious people to be

humanists too: though not without incon-
sistency or at least oddity, for there is no role
to be played in a humanistic ethics by their (de-
finingly religious) belief in the existence of su-
pernatural agencies. Perhaps they need to be-
lieve in such agencies because they cannot oth-
erwise understand how there can be a natural
world - as if invoking ‘Chaos and old night” (in
one Middle Eastern mythology the progenitors
of all things) explained anything, let alone the
universe’s existence. Doing so might satisfy a
pathological metaphysical need for what Paul
Davies calls “the self-levitating super-turtle”,
but it is obviously enough not worth discuss-
ing.

‘Atheism’ is a word used by religious peo-
ple to refer to those who do not share their be-
lief in the existence of supernatural entities or
agencies. Presumably (as | can never tire of
pointing out) believers in fairies could call
those who do not share their views ‘a-fair-
yists’, hence trying to keep the debate on fairy
turf, as if it had some sensible content; as if
there were something whose existence could
be a subject of discussion worth the time. Peo-
ple who do not believe in supernatural entities
do not have a ‘faith’ in ‘the non-existence of
X’ (where X is “fairies’ or ‘goblins’ or ‘gods’);
what they have is a reliance on reason and ob-
servation, and a concomitant preparedness to
accept the judgement of both on the principles
and theories which premise their actions. The
views they take about things are proportional
to the evidence supporting them, and are al-
ways subject to change in the light of new or
better evidence. ‘Faith’ - specifically and pre-
cisely: the commitment to a belief in the ab-
sence of evidence supporting that belief, or
even (to the greater merit of the believer) in the
very teeth of evidence contrary to that belief -
is a far different thing, which is why the phrase
‘religious thinktank’ has a certain comic qual-
ity to it: for faith at its quickly reached limit is
the negation of thought.
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So despite the best efforts of religious folk
to keep the discussion on their turf, those who
do not share their outlook should repudiate the
label atheist’ unless those who wish to use it
are prepared to say ‘atheist and afairyist and
agoblinist and aghostist” and so on at consider-
able length, to mark the rational rejection of
belief in supernatural entities of any kind. As
Richard Dawkins has pointed out, since Chris-
tians and Muslims do not believe in Thor and
Wotan, or Zeus and Ares and Hermes, or Siva
and Vishnu, or the Japanese Emperor, and so
endlessly on, they too are ‘atheists’ about al-
most all the gods ever imagined. Without the
commonplace and dispiriting facts of history
which show how religious organisations are in
truth political, military and economic ones that
exist for the sake of their all-too-human bene-
ficiaries, it would not be easy to see why e.g.
Christians believe in the volcano god of the
Jews (the pillar of smoke by day, the burning
bush on the mountain top), and why they
choose the Jesus story out of all the many in
which a god (Zeus and Yahweh are hardly
alone in this) makes a mortal woman pregnant,
who gives birth to a son, who engages in heroic
endeavours, often involving suffering (think of
Hercules and his labours), and therefore goes
to heaven. For this tale is a commonplace of
the old Middle Eastern religions, and it is arbi-
trary to pick this one rather than that one to kill
and die for.

And on that subject: the sufferings at-
tributed to Jesus, involving torture and an un-
pleasant death, all (so the putative records say)
within less than twenty-four hours, are horrible
enough to contemplate, but every day of the
week millions of women suffer more and for
longer in childbirth. Longer and worse suffer-
ing is also experienced by torture victims in the
gaols of tyrannical regimes - and in the gaols
of some democratic ones too, alas. Why then
does Christianity’s founding figure have a spe-
cial claim in this regard? Flagellation followed
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by crucifixion was the form of Roman punish-
ment particularly reserved for terrorists and in-
surgents in their Empire, and many thousands
died that way: after the Spartacist revolt one of
the approach roads to Rome was lined on both
sides for miles with crucified rebels. Should
we ‘worship’ Spartacus? After all, he sought to
liberate Rome’s slaves, a high and noble cause,
and put his life on the line to do it

G K Chesterton, one of the Catholic faith-
ful, sought to discomfort non-religious folk by
saying “there are only two kinds of people;
those who accept dogmas and know it, and
those who accept dogmas and don’t know it”.
He is wrong: there are three kinds of people;
these two and those who know a dogma when
it barks, when it bites, and when it should be
put down.

Even some on my own side of the argument
here make the mistake of thinking that the dis-
pute about supernaturalistic beliefs is whether
they are true or false. Epistemology teaches us
that the key point is about rationality. If a per-
son gets wet every time he is in the rain without
an umbrella, yet persists in hoping that the next
time he is umbrellaless in the rain he will stay
dry, then he is seriously irrational. To believe
in the existence of (say) a benevolent and om-
nipotent deity in the face of childhood cancers
and mass deaths in tsunamis and earthquakes,
is exactly the same kind of serious irrationality.
The best one could think is that if there is a de-
ity (itself an overwhelmingly irrational propo-
sition for a million other reasons), it is not be-
nevolent. That’s a chilling thought; and as it
happens, a quick look around the world and
history would encourage the reply ‘the latter’
if someone asked, ‘if there is a deity, does the
evidence suggest that it is benevolent or ma-
levolent?” Some theologians - those master-
wrigglers when skewered by logic - try to get
out of the problem by saying that the deity is
not omnipotent; this is what Keith Ward at-
tempted when debating ‘god and the tsunami’
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in Prospect magazine. A non-omnipotent de-
ity, eh? Well: if the theologians keep going
with their denials of the traditional attributes of
deity, they will eventually get to where com-
mon sense has already got the rest of us: to the
simple rational realisation that the notions of
deities, fairies and goblins belong in the same
bin. Let us hope, in the interest of limiting re-
ligion-inspired conflict round the world, that
they hurry up on their journey hither.

And then perhaps we can have a proper dis-
cussion about the ethical principles of mutual
concern, imaginative sympathy and coura-
geous tolerance on which the chances for indi-
vidual and social flourishing rest. We need to
meet one another as human individuals, person
to person, in a public domain hospitable to us

all, independently of the Babel of divisive la-
bels people impose on others or adopt for
themselves. Look at children in nursery school:
a real effort has to be made to teach them, later
on, how to put up barriers between themselves
and their classmates on the basis of gender,
ethnicity and their parents’ choice of supersti-
tion. That is how our tragedy as a species is
kept going: in the systematic perversion of our
first innocence by falsehood and factionalism.

A C Grayling is Professor of Philosophy,
Northeastern University London. This article
is reproduced from his book ‘Against All
Gods’, Oberon, 2007

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
COMMUNITY

3rd Monday of month

Contact: Alan Tuffery
atuffery@tcd.ie

SOUTH DUBLIN HUMANIST COMMUNITY
(SDHC)

Contact: 086 857 2005

Janielazar@gmail.com

Mailing List: southdublinhumanistcommunity

HUMANIST ASSOCIATION OF IRELAND
Meeting at rotating venues
Details: humanism.ie/ HAI Facebook Page
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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
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Contacts: Keith Johnston, 44 7724 424620 patrickacassidy@gmail.com
keith@kjohnston.co.uk MID-WEST HUMANISTS -
Brendan Mullen, 44 7740 047 046 LIMERICK, CLARE, TIPPERARY

3rd Wednesday of month in Limerick
Contact: Peter O’Hara 086 815 5102
info@midwesthumanists.com

Web: midwesthumanists.com

HUMANISTS WEST (GALWAY)
Last Sun of month, 12.00 noon
Garden Room, Ardilaun House Hotel, Taylor’s

Hill, Galway NORTH WEST HUMANISTS
Contact: Sheila Garrity 086 603 5104 2nd _Tuesday of mc_)nth, 7.30 p.m.
spgarrity@hotmail.com / Radisson Hotel, Sligo

Contact: Gill Bell 087 295 8206

humanistswest@gmail.com h -
@g humanistgb@gmail.com

KILKENNY HUMANIST GROUP WATERFORD HUMANISTS

2nd Wed of month, 8.00 p.m. 3ra Monday of month, 7.30 p.m.
Langton House Hotel, Kilkenny Phil Grimes Pub, John St, Waterford
Contact: Patrick Cassidy 089 463 0005 Contact: Teresa graham22@gmail.com

THEY SAID

I do not fear death. | had been dead for billions of years before | was born and never suffered
the slightest inconvenience from it.

Mark Twain

Selfhood is defined by continuity through time. ... However, while not purposive itself, evolution
does imbue the resulting lifeforms with their own purpose.

Kevin Mitchell

Naturalism challenges central assumptions in Western culture about the basis for knowledge
(science, not faith), the nature of existence (a single natural world, no god or the supernatural)
and the nature of the self (we are brains and bodies, no idea is above scrutiny and no people are
beneath dignity.

Thomas W Clark

The son of God died is by all means to be believed, because it is absurd. And he was buried, and
rose again; the fact is certain, because it is impossible.

Tertullian
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