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PERSECUTED
FOR NONBELIEF

Report by Lucy Potter

PhD candidate, Department of Sociological Studies,
University of Sheffield

Can you name philosophers who were hu-
manist?

What are the beliefs and thoughts of

prominent non-religious thinkers?

Do you drink alcohol and have you ever
eaten pork?

These are all questions apostates — people
who leave religion — have reported being asked
during their asylum interviews with the UK
Home Office. In my ongoing PhD research, |
have conducted in-depth interviews with 11
apostates who were ultimately granted asylum
in the UK.

In many countries, being non-religious can
make someone a target for vicious persecution.
This leads some to seek sanctuary elsewhere.
But once they have claimed asylum, apostates
can face trivial or confusing questions that of-
ten have no relation to the experience of some-
one who has lost faith. Such questions do not
delve into the core reasons for their lack of


https://fot.humanists.international/
https://theconversation.com/profiles/lucy-potter-1631742
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belief or the persecution they fear.

Freedom of religion or belief is a fundamen-
tal human right enshrined in several human
rights laws. Claiming asylum on religious
grounds should, in principle, include non-reli-
gious beliefs.

Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights protects theistic, nontheistic
and atheistic beliefs, as well as the right not to
profess any religion or belief. Religion is also
among five protected grounds for asylum in the
1951 refugee convention, to which the UK is
signatory.

But, as | argue in my research, the govern-
ment’s approach to religious asylum claims fo-
cuses more on people who have converted to a
religion that is not accepted in their home
country.

The Home Office policies and guidance that
| have examined suggest that this is most often
those who convert from Islam to Christian-
ity and fear persecution if they return to their
Muslim-majority home.

But the population of apostates is often ig-
nored, a others have found. The system is
mostly designed with believers of different
stripes in mind, not for those who have no
stripes. And yet, it is the non-religious who of-
ten face the most credible threats to their safety
should they be denied asylum and forced to re-
turn home.

As documented by Humanists International,
globally, most countries infringe on the rights
of the non-religious. For example, states may
deny citizens the right to identify as atheists, or
revoke citizenship as punishment for being a
non-believer. They may also restrict marriage
only to those who conform to an approved re-
ligious tradition.

In the most severe cases, countries may per-
secute someone for being non-religious. Some
13 countries have the death penalty for blas-
phemy or apostasy, 40 have prison sentences

and 18 more have some other criminal re-
strictions. In total, that makes 71 countries with
some kind of criminalisation for being non-re-
ligious.

As Ahmed Shaheed, the former UN Special
Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion put it: “In
my observations, humanists, when they are at-
tacked, are attacked far more viciously and
brutally than in other cases.”

Proving Disbelief

Religion-based asylum claims are complex
cases due to difficulties of assessing some-
one’s inner beliefs. How can an immigration
official know, with certainty, whether someone
believes what they say they believe? Christian
converts can provide a baptism letter from a
church that has supported them, but apostates
often do not have the equivalent support to ev-
idence their beliefs.

The UK Home Office, which does not pub-
lish data specifically on religion-based asylum
claims, says an applicant must be able to
demonstrate they “genuinely” hold persecuted
beliefs.

Through my research, including interviews
with refugees and legal professionals, | have
found that non-religious asylum-seekers are at
a disadvantage when trying to demonstrate
their credibility. They are often treated with
suspicion or pressed with odd questions that do
not reflect the reality of many apostates’ expe-
riences.

Take, for example, the case of the perse-
cuted humanist Hamza bin Walayat. Upon
seeking asylum in the UK after fleeing perse-
cution in Pakistan, bin Walayat was asked dur-
ing his Home Office interview to name ancient
Greek philosophers with humanist belief sys-
tems. His case was denied on the basis that he
wasn’t able to name Aristotle or Plato. This
was a particular irony, because both ancient
philosophers were, themselves, religious be-
lievers. He was ultimately granted asylum after


https://www.gov.uk/guidance/freedom-of-religion-or-belief-understanding-this-human-right
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights#:%7E:text=Article%2018,%2C%20practice%2C%20worship%20and%20observance.
https://www.unhcr.org/uk/about-unhcr/who-we-are/1951-refugee-convention
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/40697/html/
https://brill.com/display/book/9789004443464/BP000013.xml?language=en
https://brill.com/display/book/9789004443464/BP000013.xml?language=en
https://era.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/41939
https://fot.humanists.international/general-introduction/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/104845/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/104845/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/104845/html/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/104845/html/
https://humanists.uk/2019/07/22/global-victims-call-for-uk-government-review-into-non-religious-persecution/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/00027162211059454
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/00027162211059454
https://academic.oup.com/ijrl/article-abstract/27/4/649/1567303
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/650c698227d43b0014375b40/Assessing+credibility+and+refugee+status+post+28+June+2022.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/650c698227d43b0014375b40/Assessing+credibility+and+refugee+status+post+28+June+2022.pdf
https://humanists.uk/2019/05/15/hamza-has-finally-been-granted-asylum-after-humanists-rallied-to-save-his-life/
https://www.thetimes.com/uk/politics/article/humanist-asylum-seeker-was-rejected-for-not-knowing-plato-8nkj2ks7j
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appealing to an immigration tribunal.

| have also found that non-religious asylum
claimants are subjected to inaccurate question-
ing. For example, officials sometimes refer to
atheism as though it’s a form of religious con-
version - it’s not - and wrongly see atheism as
analogous to adhering to a religious doctrine.

My interviewees have told me of non-reli-
gious asylum claimants being asked to recite
the Amsterdam declaration (a statement of the
fundamental principles of modern humanism),
or quote prominent western European atheist
intellectuals such as Richard Dawkins or
Christopher Hitchens.

Review by Gaia Vince

Our world and the self are constructions of
the brain, a pioneering neuroscientist argues

For every stoner who has been overcome
with  profound insight and
drawled, “Reality is a construct,
maaan,” here is the astonishing af-

nnnnnnnnn . GUARDIAN

firmation. Reality - or, at least, our -t

perception of it - is a “controlled
hallucination”, according to the
neuroscientist Anil Seth. Every-
thing we see, hear and perceive
around us, our whole beautiful
world, is a big lie created by our
deceptive e brains, like a forever
version of The Truman Show, to
placate us into living our lives.

Our minds invent for us a universe of col-
ours, sounds, shapes and feelings through
which we interact with our world and relate to
each other, Seth argues. We even invent

‘Gripping.
AlEx oanLan®

BEING YOU

‘Masterly. . . exhilorating.”
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This leads to an unfair burden of evidence
where the non-religious must materialise their
claims, in ways not compatible with atheistic
beliefs. While it’s difficult to prove a lack of
belief, the situation is made worse by
poor guidance of the Home Office, which fa-
vours Christian convert cases.

Asylum decisions are often the difference
between life and death for the most at-risk
claimants. The next time someone accuses you
of believing something you don’t, consider
how you would try to prove otherwise.

Reproduced from ‘The Conversation’, 3 Sept 2024

ourselves. Our reality, then, is an illusion, and
understanding this involves tackling the thorny
issue of consciousness: what it means to, well,
be.

Consciousness has long been the preserve
of philosophers and priests, poets and artists;
NOW neuroscientists are investigating the mys-
terious quality and trying to answer the hard
question of how consciousness arises in the
first place. If this all sounds a bit hard going,
it’s actually not at all in the masterly hands of
Seth, who deftly weaves the philosophical, bi-
ological and personal with a lucid clarity and

coherence that is thrilling to read.

Consciousness, which Seth
sy mpenen - defines as “any kind of subjective
experience whatsoever”, is cen-
tral to our being and identity as
animate sentient creatures. What
does it mean for you to be you, as
opposed to being a stone or a bat?
And how does this feeling of be-
ing you emerge from the squishy
conglomeration of cells we keep
in our skulls? Science has shied
away from these sorts of intrinsi-
cally experiential questions, partly because it’s
not obvious how science’s tools could explore
them. Scientists are fond of pursuing “objec-
tive” truths and realities, not probing the

..........

ANIL SETH _


https://humanists.uk/2024/03/20/equality-for-non-religious-refugees-humanists-tell-un/
https://humanists.uk/2024/03/20/equality-for-non-religious-refugees-humanists-tell-un/
https://humanists.international/what-is-humanism/the-amsterdam-declaration/
https://humanists.international/what-is-humanism/the-amsterdam-declaration/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/650c698227d43b0014375b40/Assessing+credibility+and+refugee+status+post+28+June+2022.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/profile/gaia-vince
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/cross_fac/iatl/study/ugmodules/humananimalstudies/lectures/32/nagel_bat.pdf
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perspectival realms of subjectivity to seek the
truth of nostalgia, joy or the perfect blueness of
an Yves Klein canvas. Also, it’s hard. Seth
might use other words, but essentially, he is ex-
ploring the science of people’s souls - a daunt-
ing task.

All of this, of course, makes consciousness
one of the most exciting scientific frontiers,
and nobody is better placed to guide us there.
Seth has been researching the cognitive basis
of consciousness for more than two decades
and is an established leader in the field. He has
pioneered new ways of analysing the inscruta-
ble and measuring the incalculable in his quest
to deduce the constituents of our feelings down
to their atomic basis. This much-anticipated
book lays out his radical theory of our invented
reality with accessible and compelling writing.

We take for granted the idea that we journey
through life, inhabiting a world that’s really
out there, as the starring character in our own
biopic. But this hallucination is generated by
our minds, Seth explains. The brain is a “pre-
diction machine” that is constantly generating
best-guess causes of its sensory inputs. The
mind generates our “reality” based on the pre-
dictions it makes from visual, auditory and
other sensory information, and then constantly
verifies and modulates it through sensory in-
formation updates. ‘“Perception happens
through a continual process of prediction error
minimisation,” he writes.

These perceptual expectations shape our
conscious experience. When we agree with
each other about our hallucinations we call it
“reality”; when we don’t we’re described as
“delusional”.

Sometimes these disagreements can help us
to peek past what William Blake called the
“doors of perception”. One of these discom-
bobulating events that you may have experi-
enced was TheDress: an overexposed photo
posted on social media in 2015, in which a
striped dress looked blue and black to some

people, and white and gold to others. The ver-
sion that people saw depended on whether their
brain had taken into account an adjustment for
ambient lighting when generating their reality.
People who spent more time indoors were
more likely to see the dress as blue and black,
because their prediction machine was primed
to factor in yellowish lighting when preparing
the hallucination. Those who spend more time
outside have brains primed to adjust for the
bluer spectrum of sunlight.

The dress phenomenon, Seth argues, is
“compelling evidence that our perceptual ex-
periences of the world are internal construc-
tions, shaped by the idiosyncrasies of our per-
sonal biology and history”. In objective, non-
hallucinated reality, though, the dress doesn’t
have physical properties of blueness, black-
ness, whiteness or goldness. Colour is not a
physical property of things in the way that
mass is. Rather, objects have particular ways
that they reflect light that our brains include in
their complex technicolor production of “real-

b 2

ity .

“We perceive the world not as it is, but as it
1s useful to us,” Seth writes. In other words, we
evolved this generated reality because operat-
ing through our hallucinated world improves
our survival, by helping us avoid danger and
recognise food, for example.

This is still an emerging science and Seth is
generous to his fellow navigators, including
those with competing theories, as he gently and
persuasively walks us through the optical illu-
sions, magic tricks and fascinating experi-
ments that build his case.

We are, his research shows, much more
likely to perceive things we expect. In a study
in which people were shown brief flashes of
different images in their left and right eyes,
hearing a cue for an image meant they were
much more likely to “see” that image yet be
unconscious of the competing image shown to
the other eye. Sometimes, our hallucinated


https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2016/may/13/yves-klein-london-birth-blue
https://www.theguardian.com/culture/william-blake
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/blog/2015/feb/27/science-thedress-colour-illusion-the-dress-blue-black-gold-white
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world is wildly out of sync with everyone
else’s - we lose our grip on reality. “What we
call a ‘hallucination’ is what happens when
perceptual priors are unusually strong, over-
whelming the sensory data so that the brain’s
grip on their causes in the world starts to slide.”

Seth has experimented with shifting his own
reality - he describes using virtual reality head-
sets and taking LSD. I learn to my surprise that
hallucinogens really do take you to a higher
level of consciousness - your amount of con-
sciousness can now be measured inde-
pendently from wakefulness. This has had life-
changing consequences, Seth explains, ena-
bling “locked-in” patients to be recognised as
conscious, despite their apparently inert state.

What then is the ground zero of conscious-
ness in a living being - or indeed, an artificial
one? At its most fundamental, it’s an aware-
ness of self, knowing where you end and the
rest of the world’s matter begins, and Seth ex-
plores a diversity of self-perception from par-
rots to octopuses - whose suckers attach to al-
most everything but their own skin, because
they can taste themselves. He interrogates self-
knowledge from inside out, dismantling the
idea that our emotions produce bodily expres-
sions, such as tears. Instead, Seth argues, our
emotions are a response to the mind’s percep-
tion of our bodily reactions: we are sad because
we perceive ourselves to be crying. Likewise,
we are fearful because we perceive our heart is
beating faster - a survival mechanism to ready
us to respond to a threat picked up by the visual
cortex, for instance. Our feelings, even much
of our experience of free will, are also halluci-
nations issued by the mind to control our-
selves.

The self, then, is another perception, a con-
trolled hallucination built up from an

assemblage of perceptual best-guesses, prior
beliefs and memories. Seth writes movingly of
his mother’s episodes of hospital-induced de-
lirium and delusions, and recounts the story of
a talented musicologist who suffered cata-
strophic memory loss. The loss of memory,
Seth explains, disrupted the continuity of his
self perception - his “narrative self” - eroding
his personal identity.

We perceive ourselves to control ourselves,
is Seth’s often counterintuitive but neverthe-
less convincing argument in this meticulously
researched book. However, we are just as im-
portantly the perception of others. Seth men-
tions just briefly that we modulate our behav-
iour in response to our perceptions of what oth-
ers may be thinking about us, but the social
context of our “self” is far more important than
that. We are to a great extent the invention of
others’ minds.

Being you, after all, is not just about the sen-
tience you experience, but also the youness of
you. By the time my beloved grandfather died
of a stroke in 2012, I’d already grieved for him
for two years. Dementia had taken a smart,
funny, gentle man and left us with a stranger,
who lashed out or spoke inappropriately and
unkindly. He was clearly somebody - he was
fully conscious - but he was not himself. It is
we who, bereft of his advice and conversation,
knew who we’d lost - and with it, something of
ourselves.

That said, Being You is an exhilarating
book: a vast-ranging, phenomenal achieve-
ment that will undoubtedly become a seminal
text.

Gaia Vince is the author of ‘Transcendence: How

Humans Evolved Through Fire, Language, Beauty
and Time”.

Review reproduced from The Guardian
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THE BELFAST DEBATE
ABOUT

SCIENCE AND RELIGION

A lecture in Belfast 150 years ago shifted
the fault lines between science and religion in
ways that continue to be felt today

On 19 August 1874, the Irish physicist
John Tyndall -now better known as the co-
founder of climate science - spoke to 2,000
people for nearly two hours in Belfast’s Ulster
Hall. What he said generated one of the most
intense controversies about science and reli-
gion in the modern period. The aftermath is
still felt today.

Tyndall’s three core arguments threatened
strongly held religious convictions. The first
was that science alone was competent to speak
about the material world. The second was that
the physical universe contained the “promise
and potency™ of life, consciousness and reason.
The third was that religious believers had no
grounds for claiming definite knowledge of the
unfathomable mystery at the heart of existence.

The strain between Tyndall’s vision of sci-
ence and religion and that of many of his Vic-
torian contemporaries had been building for
decades. His high-profile lecture was designed
to increase the pressure to breaking point.

Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution pro-
vided Tyndall with a powerful resource to pur-
sue that goal. To Tyndall, Darwin offered a
compelling natural explanation for the diver-
sity of life on Earth and made the idea of divine
interference obsolete. If Darwin held back
from making confident assertions about life’s
beginning, Tyndall exercised no such caution.

There was, Tyndall declared, no point in the
history of the cosmos when “creative acts" of a
“deity" were required.

This included the emergence of two remark-
able phenomena: human cognition and con-
sciousness. Tyndall fully recognised what has
since been termed “the hard problem™ of con-
sciousness: how subjective experience is de-
rived from non-conscious matter. But he was
convinced that knowledge of the gradual evo-
lution of cognition, a more advanced science of
the brain and a redefinition of matter would
provide a natural explanation of the human
mind.

Reactions to Tyndall’s explosive lecture ap-
peared immediately and continued long
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afterwards. While his Belfast audience politely
applauded, the physicist Oliver Lodge recalled
the atmosphere growing “more and more sul-
phurous”. Editorials in the press the following
morning raised the alarm, and, within days,
newspapers nationwide ran articles and letters
attacking the physicist’s misguided material-
ism (the theory that physical matter is all that
exists).

The backlash ramped up in the weeks that
followed. On the Sunday after the lecture, Bel-
fast’s pulpits, as Tyndall put it, “thundered at"
him. At the end of October, the bishops of the
Catholic Church in Ireland published a letter
half as long as Tyndall’s address, condemning
his materialist metaphysics. Around the same
time, a Belfast-based lecture series to combat
Tyndall’s philosophy of mind and nature was
arranged by prominent Presbyterians.

Over the next few years, numerous articles,
pamphlets and books dissecting Tyndall’s lec-
ture were published. Many, if not most, ac-
cused Tyndall of abusing his prominent posi-
tion to endorse an irresponsible materialism
that undermined morality and the Christian re-
ligion.

Publicly, Tyndall’s response to accusations
of atheism and crude materialism was to stren-
uously deny he advocated either. Contrary to
what his critics thought, he did not dismiss “the
facts of religious feeling”. Instead, he regarded
them as “certain as the facts of physics”.

What he objected to was translating subjec-
tive religious inclinations into fixed theologi-
cal beliefs. Dogmatic religion, he argued, was
the enemy of science and of a better future.

Privately, his reaction was more volatile. As
his correspondence from 1874, now published,
shows, one attack made him consider legal ac-
tion. In fact, he only abandoned this approach
when he was advised it was unlikely to suc-
ceed.

o~ s s P P P P P

Ongoing Debate

A century and a half later, Tyndall’s main
claims are more widely accepted in the places
where they were once strongly contested. Re-
ligion, understood in Tyndall’s terms, remains
a significant, if more private, part of people’s
lives. But his allergy to religious certainty is
now commonplace.

His arguments, however, continue to be
contested. If his philosophy of science and his
understanding of religion command wide-
spread support, they nevertheless have serious
detractors. His account of the development of
science, already skewered in 1874 by astute
critics such as the religious scholar William
Robertson Smith, no longer has the support of
professional historians.

Beyond its chronological muddles and
anachronistic portrayals of various philosophi-
cal schools, Tyndall’s emphasis on the im-
portance of singular “men of exceptional
power" in moving science forward is no longer
considered tenable. His narrative of dogmatic
religion everywhere impeding scientific ad-
vance has also been subject to sustained criti-
cism.

The scientific racism that helped prop up
Tyndall’s explanation of the origins and evolu-
tion of the human mind (to buttress claims that
the human mind had evolved, Tyndall cited
supposed differences in brain size between
contemporary “savages” and Europeans) has
also been thoroughly discredited, though, wor-
ryingly, not entirely extinguished.

On other matters, such as the origin of life,
scientific research has made significant pro-
gress, though questions clearly remain. Tyn-
dall’s support of something like “panpsy-
chism” - the idea that consciousness is already
built into matter -has recently been revived,
even if it remains a minority view among con-
sciousness researchers.

Whatever its strengths and weaknesses,
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Tyndall’s Belfast address dramatically shifted
the fault lines between science and religion in
ways that continue to shape how we talk about
them today. More particularly, the broadly ma-
terialist explanation of mind and consciousness
that Tyndall espoused continues to provoke

heated debate.

Article in The Irish News , 16.9.24 by Dr
Diarmid Finnegan, a Reader in Human Geog-
raphy at the School of Natural and Built Envi-
ronment, Queen’s University Belfast.

Atheist activism is frequently accused of
being overly negative, anti-theist, or that we
are trying to shove our views down people’s
throats the same way religious people do.
These criticisms often come from other
atheists.

One of the common accusations is that
we're too negative, like this comment that
came to us through Google:

“If You would spend half the time you do

parenting, atheist community, scientific dis-
covery, and more. We encourage all levels of
participation to contribute to the content pre-
sented through A R, so we are happy to receive
more positive content. But we also believe it’s
not wrong to be negative when you're taking a
stand against oppression.

Another assertion is that when atheists pro-
mote their views passionately, they’re just as
bad as theists; as someone on Facebook com-

posting crap against god,
and posted things to help
give people happy thoughts,
you wouldn't have so many
pastors up your *** | am
atheist and I'm proud but

mented in response tothis

Why are you Image:
atheists
SO negative?

“I have never met an
atheist who is scared to
voice their opinion, Hell,
they tend to be just as bad as

your posts against god are
unnecessary and cause more hatred and argu-
ing. can you post more stuff like ‘restoring
faith in humanity’ or ‘giving homeless money’
or ‘what we need to do to save our planet’? you
got the followers to make a change, use it to try
to make this world better, please.”

One of the important things we do is raise
awareness of what goes on in religious com-
munities and how atheists are treated around
the world. These messages aren’t necessarily
positive. Awareness increases acceptance. As
gay, bisexual and transgendered people start to
come out of the closet and speak up for their
rights, many people are listening and sympa-
thizing. The same can be said of any other
group that fights injustice.

In addition, Atheist Republic actually does
share many positive blog posts about freedom
of choice, scepticism, freethought, freedom
from  oppression, freedom of speech,

most bible thumpers at
shoving their beliefs in peoples faces.”

But we don’t have a problem with theists
voicing their opinions. In fact, a world in
which more people give voice to their opinions
and let them compete in the free market of
ideas is a better world. It actually seems unrea-
sonable for religious people not to evangelize.
If a person believes he can save others from
eternal torture, it stands to reason that he
should at least try.

We don't fight against believers, we fight re-
ligion. As Ricky Gervais explains, “I hate can-
cer, not people who have cancer. This is the
same way | feel about religion and the poor
people who have it. I care for you too.”; con-
trary to this point made in a recent email ex-
change:

“I just happen to believe you don't have to
be anti-theist, to be atheist. The world could
use a little more peace, tolerance and


https://clicks.aweber.com/y/ct/?l=KEE&m=maQfo7OWT5WHhWh&b=ZUsh.y0H4Ao4Qk5ZgLp6rQ
https://clicks.aweber.com/y/ct/?l=KEE&m=maQfo7OWT5WHhWh&b=ZUsh.y0H4Ao4Qk5ZgLp6rQ
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understanding, and I'd like to think we atheists
could lead the way. Not just put up different
barriers.”

Hatred towards believers is bigotry. But
anti-theism is different. Atheists should not be
against Muslims and Christians on principle,
but there is nothing wrong with speaking
against Islam and Christianity and even then,
we accept that our criticism isn’t always valid.
Disagreeing with one’s view is not the same as
being against the people that hold those views.
We should allow all atheists to criticize or sup-
port religious teachings as they choose; the
same way we should allow religious people to

criticize atheism, secularism or any other view-
point or ideology. And we should also wel-
come counterpoints to these criticisms.

What is wrong with inciting intense dislike
of areligion if the activities or teachings of that
religion are so outrageous, irrational or abu-
sive of human rights that they deserve to be in-
tensely disliked?- Rowan Atkinson.

Human beings have rights and are entitled
to respect. Books and beliefs don 't and aren t.
- Ali A. Rizvi

Atheist Republic, August 2024 [USA]

80 years on from
Schrodinger’s “What Is
Life?’, the philosophy
of biology needs

rescuing from radicals

SAMUEL McKEE

What Is Life? by Erwin Schrédinger was a
seminal work in philosophy of biology. Pub-
lished in 1944, this modern classic served as
inspiration for Francis Crick and James Wat-
son to pursue the structure of DNA. Numerous
important scientists of the molecular biology
revolution of the 1950s referenced it as inspi-
rational to them in tackling the biological chal-
lenges of the time. The middle of the twentieth
century was throbbing with new possibilities,
and the big philosophical questions that ac-
companied them were embraced. What Is
Life? was a benchmark for philosophy of sci-
ence, and it came from one of a generation of
great scientific thinkers who essentially
founded the discipline, including Einstein, Ed-
dington, Jeans, and Heisenberg.

However, shortly after this blooming, we
find Richard Feynman expressing his contempt
for philosophy of science as a discipline that
had become dominated by non-scientists, a dis-
missal that rings even truer today.

What Is Life? is a fine example of philoso-
phy meeting biology and producing quality in-
terdisciplinary work. The molecular biology
revolution was a practical outworking of the
philosophical appetite of the time, well ex-
pressed by Schrodinger. Unless one credits Ar-
istotle et al, philosophy of science as an aca-
demic discipline is little more than a century
old. It aims to critically analyse and reflect on
what science is, how it works, and the ques-
tions it asks. It puts another eye on the game,
distinct from its partners, history of science
and sociology of science. (I admit that | care
little for sociology of science, which treats sci-
ence more as a human activity than as a way of
discovering actual reality ‘out there’ in nature.)

This brings me to Feynman’s distaste for
the discipline. By the time he won his Nobel in
1965, it would be fair to say that philosophy of
science was no longer the same field as it had
been: now, it was full of musings from those in
the humanities. ‘How dare these outsiders tell
us what is really going on?’ was the attitude of
those in Feynman’s camp. How can those who
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have not done any science critique what is be-
ing done by scientists, analyse what is wrong
with it, and discuss its true value? It all added
up to a waste of time and money for Feynman.

Someone who believes that sex is assigned
at birth rather than observed by a doctor has
no business in philosophy of biology.

Fast forward to our modern challenges. Re-
cently, I was shocked to read that the contro-
versial postmodern ideologue Judith Butler is
considered a philosopher of biology. Butler’s
writings on gender, for those unfamiliar with
them, have been fairly criticised for so severely
underplaying the biological component of gen-
der that you would be forgiven for thinking
that biology plays no part in our development.
She was also the winner of the 1998 ‘Bad Writ-
ing Contest’, hosted by the journal Philosophy
and Literature, for an incomprehensible sen-
tence in one of her articles (see endnote).

But the characteriza-
tion of Butler as a philos-
opher of biology is not
(entirely) wrong. If an in-
formed layperson were
asked to name one mod-
ern philosopher of biol-
ogy, they might well
name Butler. But she is as
far removed as someone
in academia could be
from the sciences. Her
education is in literature,
feminism, and philosophy, and she owes more
to Hegel than to Schrodinger. Someone who
believes that sex is assigned at birth rather than
observed by a doctor has no business in philos-
ophy of biology. (Other feminists who might
be considered philosophers of biology, like the
excellent Kathleen Stock, are much more
worth listening to.)

There is a straight line to be drawn from
Butler’s work to those in the humanities who
now claim that biological sex itself does not
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exist - as anti-scientific a statement as one will
ever hear. Eighty years on from What Is Life?,
Feynman’s contempt is even more justified.
Now, socalled experts from the humanities
dominate philosophy of science and are boost-
ing the cause of science denialism more than
anyone else even as they claim to be working
against it.

It is time to return philosophy of science to
those who respect both philosophy of science
and science itself. To be clear, there are a great
many philosophers of science today who are
intimately acquainted with the realities of sci-
ence and who are doing first-class work in le-
gitimate journals. They treat the discipline with
the original, historical respect that it deserves.
Their work would not be out of place amongst
the reflections written by the giants of the
field’s golden era. In other words, there is a
universe of difference between Judith Butler
and someone like Mi-
chael Ruse. As a whole,
though, the field is in
dire straits.

Let me share a per-
sonal anecdote to illus-
trate what is missing in
philosophy of biology.
Three years ago, during
an interview for a PhD
position at a major Brit-
ish university, my sur-
prised potential supervi-
sor halted the interview about thirty seconds in.
“Hold on, it says here that you have an actual
science degree?” | could not hide my own sur-
prise and affirmed that that was correct. She
then put down her papers and remarked, “Well,
that is a tremendous advantage for you. Do you
have ambitions of working in academia?” |
told her that that was very much my dream, but
| failed to hide the surprise still written across
my face. The interview shifted and | became
the one asking questions: Did most


https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/feminist-philosophy-biology/
https://web.archive.org/web/20160304022732/http:/denisdutton.com/bad_writing.htm
https://youtu.be/kasiov0ytEc?feature=shared&t=675
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professional philosophers of science not have
a science background? Apparently not - and it
seemed that if | wanted to get ahead, | was in
possession of a serious advantage.

One does not have to be a scientist to be a
historian or philosopher of science, but today
as much as ever, scientists are needed to con-
tribute to philosophy of science. Otherwise,
those who have no business speaking in the
name of science are gifted large platforms to
mislead a general public that might not know
any better. This is also why skilled science
communicators are so desperately needed.

| have sat through many philosophy lectures
that are anti-scientific, pseudoscientific, or just
plain mistaken.

When one looks at the great names who
gave the twentieth-century Gifford Lectures or
the Eddington Memorial Lectures, one sees an
extraordinary array. There are prize winners
and legends from some of science’s golden
eras. They each speak philosophically about
the questions or meanings of their work or re-
flect on what the future may hold. This tradi-
tion survives today, among the likes of Lord
Martin Rees and Sir Roger Penrose, but it is
attenuated. Rees and Penrose certainly deserve
a greater platform than Butler et al.

Perhaps the problem is one of space as
much as communication skills. The platforms
for great philosophers of science, or scientist
philosophers, are not proportionate to their
contributions. Education is also lacking, as un-
dergraduate philosophy programs hardly ever
feature philosophy of science in their curricula.
Unfortunately, | have also sat through many
philosophy lectures that are anti-scientific,
pseudoscientific, or just plain mistaken. In
continental philosophy and postmodern de-
partments, science is very much the enemy: it
is an oppressive force invented by white West-
ern men to establish the patriarchy and is una-
ble to make any claims to truth or reality. This
is a very serious problem at a time when
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science needs to be understood more than ever.

The solution may well be to give scientists
a larger platform in society. Post-pandemic,
distrust in science (and expertise in general)
has increased, even as science - from develop-
ments in artificial intelligence to revolutions in
cancer research - has become more important
than ever for our present and future. Each Sun-
day morning as I drive through Beaconsfield’s
old town on the outskirts of London, | see pro-
testors clad in white inviting us to toot our car
horns if we agree with them on the latest con-
spiratorial, anti-science propaganda they are
spouting. At first it was amusing, but now it
simply depresses me.

In the space of eighty years, and to an
alarming extent, philosophy of science has de-
generated. Once, it inspired revolutionary
breakthroughs. Now, it is dominated by think-
ers who have not seen a laboratory or an obser-
vatory since high school and who use their
platforms to disseminate nonsense. They have
helped to usher in a conspiratorial atmosphere
laced with distrust of and cynicism about the
sciences. To combat them, we need to recover
our sense about science.

Endnote - take a deep breath:

“The move from a structuralist account in
which capital is understood to structure social
relations in relatively homologous ways to a
view of hegemony in which power relations are
subject to repetition, convergence, and reartic-
ulation brought the question of temporality
into the thinking of structure, and marked a
shift from a form of Althusserian theory that
takes structural totalities as theoretical objects
to one in which the insights into the contingent
possibility of structure inaugurate a renewed
conception of hegemony as bound up with the
contingent sites and strategies of the rearticu-
lation of power.”

‘The Freethinker’ [UK] 25 Aug 2024
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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

WESTPORT HUMANISTS

2nd Sun of month,12.30 p.m.

Wyatt Hotel

Contact: Seamus O’Connell 087 245 3536/098
50802 shayoc37@gmail.com

CORK HUMANISTS
Contact: Geraldine O’Neill 086 812 8892
Web: corkhumanists.weebly.com

CORK CITY HUMANISTS

1st Thu of each month, 7.30 p.m.
Contact: Dominic Moore 087 231 0838
corkhumanists@gmail.com

WEST CORK HUMANISTS
westcorkhumanists@gmail.com

KERRY HUMANIST GROUP

Thu, once per month, Tralee Dev. Project,
Rock Bus. Pk.

Contact: Claire O’Mahony, 086 245 2576
omahonycc@gmail.com

NORTH COAST HUMANISTS

2nd Mon of each month Ballysally Cmty
Centre, Coleraine

Contacts: Keith Johnston, 44 7724 424620
keith@kjohnston.co.uk

Brendan Mullen, 44 7740 047 046

HUMANISTS WEST (GALWAY)

Last Sun of month, 12.00 noon

Garden Room, Ardilaun House Hotel, Taylor’s
Hill, Galway

Contact: Sheila Garrity 086 603 5104
spgarrity@hotmail.com /
humanistswest@gmail.com

KILKENNY HUMANIST GROUP
2nd Wed of month, 8.00 p.m.

Langton House Hotel, Kilkenny
Contact: Patrick Cassidy 089 463 0005
patrickacassidy@gmail.com
MID-WEST HUMANISTS -
LIMERICK, CLARE, TIPPERARY
3rd Wednesday of month in Limerick
Contact: Peter O’Hara 086 815 5102
info@midwesthumanists.com

Web: midwesthumanists.com

NORTH WEST HUMANISTS
2nd Tuesday of month, 7.30 p.m.
Radisson Hotel, Sligo

Contact: Gill Bell 087 295 8206
humanistgb@gmail.com

WATERFORD HUMANISTS

3rd Monday of month, 7.30 p.m.

Phil Grimes Pub, John St, Waterford
Contact: Teresa graham22@gmai

SIS
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