
In the Time of Corona 

Corona Virus

THE Corona Virus is spreading
and the world goes into lockdown,
parks are closed, streets empty,
cities silent when the news is read.

Yet birds are singing, building nests,
cows are calving, sheep are lambing,
the food chain survives keeping 
us alive as we stay in isolation.

Over seventies cannot leave their
homes, neighbours helping them.
Hospitals getting crowded and the
health care workers risk their lives.

Corona Virus is new and we have
no cures, apart from ventilators.
And some will die and alone
in order that more of us stay alive.

The virus is on the rampage as 
the world seems quiet and we
stay indoors but science is
researching to find us a cure.

We will recover by being kinder 
to our environment and reducing 
our carbon emissions, as we
share what we have with others.  

Mary Guckian       


The Human Spirit

EACH calamity a nation suffers
brings tragedy and despair.
As bombs fall and viruses isolate us
having the worked locked down
cataclysmic moments are written
into our history books.

Broken bodies are buried, 
families left behind are fragile.
Through the voices of children
new lives are forged 
and we begin again.

The weight of confusion
on every generation causes tension
and panic - yet with camaraderie,
we can face our differences,
our pinched prejudices, move forward.
The human spirit never dies.

Mary Guckian 
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New Dawn

I want to be in the place
Where the new dawn comes first 
On the earth; 

Where all that is dark and hidden 
Is bathed in golden light, 
Visible and clear; 

Where time is not something 
There is never enough of, or 
Something that has to be filled, 
But simply the passing 
Of one precious moment after another; 

Where fear and suspicion 
Are replaced by trust and confidence 
And guilt and shame become obsolete; 

Where nothing is demanded 
But everything is possible 
And uniqueness is celebrated, 
Not judged. 

Where joy and fulfilment 
Are a natural part of each new day 
And not something to hope to achieve;

Where love breaks through all boundaries 
Finding its own way forward,  
And all withholding is dissolved; 

Where the expression of all that I am 
Can be natural and spontaneous 
And I am free just to be myself. 

I want to be in the place 
Where the new dawn comes first 
On the earth, 
And to meet you there.

                                 Gill Bell

Led Zeppelin

In a Small Resting Place for Hope

WHEN the world narrows
and there's apprehension in the air.
A bunch of dwarf narcissi
picked from outside the front door
no longer seems a distraction.
Amid a litany of unknowns
a small resting place for hope
their scent mingling -
Along with all the hand washing
masks and rubber gloves
with the aroma of anxiety
simmering over.

Mary Melvin Geoghegan 



The World after Corona 
                             Brian McClinton 

HAT happens when the earth awakes from the 
corona nightmare? The question has aroused 
much speculation and a range of answers. Has 
the crisis brought an end to the world as we 

know it? Will it herald a brave new dawn in which we 
realise that we really are all in it together and must treat 
other humans, animals and our precious planet with 
greater care and respect? Or will it be a case of the same 
old, same old  – the same old poverty and inequalities, 
the same old tribal nationalisms, the same old dogmatic 
religious and secular beliefs, the same old egotisms, the 
same old animal abuse, the same old rape of the earth, 
and all the other self-inflicted miseries that belittle us.  

There are at least three scenarios:  
(a) the crisis will act as a wake up call and change us for 
the better;  
(b) we will pick ourselves up, dust ourselves off, and car-
ry on just as if nothing had happened;  
(c) the crisis will actually make bad things worse.  

Take the last hypothesis. When the Black Death ravaged 
Europe in the 14th century, towns and cities shut them-
selves off to outsiders and attacked, banished and killed 
scapegoated minorities, usually Jews who were blamed 
for poisoning the wells. Pogroms followed: 2,000 Jews 
were burned alive in the so-called ‘Valentine’s Day Mas-
sacre’ on 14th February 1349 in Strasbourg and possibly 
6,000 were killed in Mainz in August. In short, the Black 
Death fuelled the flames of antisemitism, even though 
many Jews themselves suffered in the plague. 20 years 
later the Brussels Massacre of 1370 wiped out the entire 
Belgian Jewish community  

The second scenario seems to fit the aftermath of the 
1918-20 ‘Spanish Flu’ pandemic, which killed at least 50 
million, including a quarter of a million in Britain (in-
deed it might well have killed more than the First and 
Second World Wars put together). Yet there is no  
evidence that it had any major effect on human be-
haviour one way or the other  – it didn’t, for example, 
end great power rivalry and usher in an era of global 
cooperation – though it did have serious economic re-
sults, with areas of highest exposure suffering the most. 

The current crisis will also lead to a major economic 
downturn. The Office for Budget Responsibility warned 
in April that the UK’s GDP could plunge by 35% in the 
second quarter of the year and by 13% for 2020 as a 
whole. An OECD report in March stated that, among 
OECD countries, Ireland’s economy was predicted to be 
the least damaged by coronavirus containment measures, 
but it was still set for a major blow with the annual fall 
in GDP being 4% to 6%. The Irish government, however, 
expects it to fall by 10.5%. Some economists predict that 
the annual rate of global growth could fall by as much as 
30% in 2020, pushing possibly 500 million into poverty. 

In such a severe recession, who benefits? In The Shock 
Doctrine (2007) Naomi Klein, quoting Milton Friedman 
that “only a crisis – actual or perceived  – produces real 
change”, outlines the pessimistic view. Disaster 1 – eco-
nomic slump, earthquake, military conflict or pandemic – 
is followed by Disaster 2, which is basically what the 
powerful do to maintain or strengthen their privileges. 
The 2008 financial crash is a good example. Billions 
were spent on bailing out the banks, while 30 million 
around the world lost their jobs in the next three years. 
Social services and the poor bore the brunt of austerity 
policies as thousands flocked to food banks while bil-
lionaires whose net worth doubled bought bigger yachts. 

The pessimistic view also argues that the crisis will rein-
force authoritarian rule and narrow nationalism. The 
world will not only be less prosperous; it will also be less 
open and less free. Governments have adopted emer-
gency measures to deal with the pandemic and many will 
be reluctant to relinquish these powers when the crisis 
ends. An example is surveillance, where the technology is 
developing fast. In China it is currently identifying sus-
pect coronavirus carriers, tracking their movements and 
identifying their contacts. In the future it could be used 
for more sinister purposes to track, monitor and manipu-
late minds. Big Brother may be lurking in the shadows. 

The trend towards authoritarian rule already evident in  
many countries such as China, Russia, Brazil and Hun-
gary – where Viktor Orbán recently passed a law allow-
ing him to rule by decree  – has coincided with the 
growth of flag-waving governments. This growing na-
tionalism, often with a religious dimension, is not con-
fined to dictatorships: it also extends to democracies like 
the USA, the UK and India. Trump has branded the virus 
as ‘Chinese’ and plans to close America’s borders to immi-
grants. In the UK, Brexit was clearly an effusion of pre-
dominantly English nationalism, while in India Modi’s 
Hindu nationalism is tearing the country apart and threat-
ening the very survival of the large Muslim minority. 

HIS pessimistic picture is difficult to refute, but 
challenge it we must. Every crisis is also an oppor-
tunity. When this one ends, if indeed it does, we can 
seize the time to revolutionise the way we behave in 

‘normality’. For if we can pull together now and display 
astounding feats of kindness and solidarity, there is no 
reason why we cannot continue along this path after-
wards. We already know that crises bring out the best in 
people, but no emergency in the modern era has been  ––> 
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as universal and intrusive as this one. When the Spanish 
flu appeared in 1918, only 30% were literate; now we 
have a global literacy rate of 86%. Moreover, we are 
more connected through the media and travel than ever 
before. We are thus more aware of what is happening. 
This increased knowledge, faster sharing of information 
and interconnectedness means that not only is our re-
sponse to the crisis quicker but also our sense of univer-
sal solidarity is increased. We really are all in this togeth-
er and, while it is true that many of the better off can 
escape to their country or seaside boltholes, the virus is 
blind and does not discriminate. 

We are also in a better place to learn the current lessons 
and remake the world. First, it is apparent that free mar-
ket capitalism, which tends to pursue profit at the ex-
pense of social needs, is useless when humankind is faced 
with existential threats such as the coronavirus. There is 
no profit in making ventilators or personal protective 
equipment for an epidemic that might not occur for half 
a century or longer. Private health care itself is totally 
inadequate, as America’s death rate testifies.   

A humane society has to have a public health service free 
at the point of use. The National Health Service in 
Britain is a shining example  – it is, of course, socialism 
in action though Conservatives never call it by that name 
and have starved it of funds over 
the last decade. But even the free 
market Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson is fulsome in his praise 
and admits that, after all, there 
is such a thing as society. 

Second, it is chastening to dis-
cover that the people who are 
often rewarded the least –  
nurses, care workers, employees 
in other essential services – are the very people, rather 
than the bankers and bond traders, whom we need the 
most to save us. Most of them are putting their lives on 
the line every day caring for the sick and vulnerable. 
Then there are the millions of people who have been 
voluntarily helping the weak and needy for no reward at 
all: delivering essential supplies, providing free meals and 
childcare for overstretched parents, offering crisis coun-
selling, and a whole plethora of free help all over the 
world. In an article entitled ‘Wisdom in a Time of Crisis’ 
in the Irish Times (18th April) Annie West gave this crass 
advice: “Never, ever, work for nothing. It devalues your 
work and your reputation”. Doesn’t she realise that it is 
the people who are presently working for nothing or a 
pittance who are keeping this planet going? 

At the same time, the emergency support schemes intro-
duced in many countries point up the case for a universal 
basic income (UBI). Words of praise or 8pm claps are not 
enough. In the UK Parliament in 2017 most Conservative 
MPs, including Boris Johnson, and the DUP voted 
against a Labour amendment to end the 1% public sec-
tor annual pay increase cap. The coronavirus pandemic 
has exposed the meanness and hypocrisy of many who 
are now praising these workers to the skies. 

Spain is set to introduce a form of UBI for those without 
an income which Podemos, the left-wing coalition part-

ner, wants to make a permanent part of the Spanish wel-
fare state. This is not, however, a proper UBI which every 
citizen would receive on a regular basis whether they 
work or not and irrespective of how much money they 
already have. The UK’s chancellor has introduced a job 
retention scheme whereby firms putting regular employ-
ees on furlough can apply for a grant covering 80 per 
cent of the average wage up to £2,500 a month, which is 
roughly the median wage.  While it helps, it is not a UBI 
either because it means paying people on the condition 
that they don’t work, apart from its many other econom-
ic flaws. Much better would be to pay everyone a basic 
income of, say, £300 a week, which would stimulate de-
mand and encourage spending on goods and services. 

Opponents of a UBI argue that money would end up in 
the banks of those who do not need it. But the answer is 
simple: increase taxes on the better off. British and Irish 
societies have talked themselves into a position where 
income and wealth tax increases have become anathema, 
when in fact they are a hallmark of a just society. 

The human race is at a crossroads. Greta Thunberg is 
correct: the corona crisis has proved that society in its 
current form is unsustainable. Humanity is now united 
and acting on the advice of scientists and other rational 
experts who know what they are talking about and not 

ambitious politicians who appeal 
to the worst emotions. Johan 
Rockström, a Swedish earth 
scientist and director of the 
Postdam Institute for Climate 
Impact Research, has said that 
there is a strong correlation 
between the pandemic and the 
environmental crisis: deforesta-
tion and the wildlife trade raises 
the likelihood of viruses leaping 

the species boundary; air pollution weakens respiratory 
systems; and the expansion of air travel allows viruses to 
spread more quickly. It is all part and parcel of the same 
planetary crisis and it cannot be solved by individual 
states paddling their own canoes and grabbing what re-
sources they can at the expense of others. 

The message of our current predicament and our com-
passionate response is that only through international 
cooperation and international institutions which truly 
reflect our common humanity and our common worth 
can we mend this broken world.                                 q
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The Fight for Irish Secular Education 
Eamon Murphy 

n the March-April issue of this magazine, 
I wrote an article referring to some of the trail-
blazers who have fought to make Ireland a more 
progressive country, long before it became fash-

ionable. I mentioned Mary Robinson, Michael D. Hig-
gins and David Norris among others, but most of those 
who stand up to conservatism and vested interests in 
our society never know such renown as these. They are 
relatively ordinary people who do amazing work, the 
majority of which goes unseen but to whom we pro-
gressives and secularists owe a great debt of gratitude. 

On Sunday 1st March, Catherine O’Brien gave a talk to 
a meeting of humanists in Sligo town. She spoke about 
her personal experiences campaigning for a more secu-
lar education system in the Republic of Ireland in the 
last three decades. At different times during that period 
she represented the Humanist Association of Ireland 
(HAI) and Educate Together (ET) in dealings with the 
Department of Education and other state bodies. 

What follows is a selection of excerpts from that talk. 
My main intention is simply to put some of Catherine’s 
experiences in print. The cause of secular education in 
the Irish Republic has come a long way in the last 30 
years. It is important that people know that it was not 
an easy journey or an easy cause to fight. It’s also im-
portant that people are aware of just some of the obsta-
cles placed in the way of this journey, not just by the 
Catholic Church but by the State itself, and often by 
other institutions of society. 

This article is not a transcript of Catherine’s talk, nor is 
it intended to read as a continuous narrative. Instead it 
is a summary of some (the word ‘some’ is emphasised) 
of the stories and anecdotes recounted on the day. 

As a starting point – to give a flavour of the obstacles 
faced – it’s worth noting that the Department of Educa-
tion initially refused to sanction the term ‘non-denomi-
national’ education, and ET initially had to fight so that 
their schools would not be named after saints. 

When ET was in its infancy as an institution, discrimi-
nation against it (with comparison to religious-run 
schools) was rife. Among the most obvious manifesta-
tion of this discrimination was the fact that teachers 
who accepted a role at an ET school lost their ‘panel 
rights’, which were afforded to all teachers in Catholic 
and Protestant primary schools.  

Panel rights were effectively a guarantee of employ-
ment, as if a school had to reduce staff numbers due to 
falling enrolment, teachers were guaranteed a job at 
another school. This is the norm within the system but 
was not afforded to teachers at ET schools at the time. 

Furthermore, teachers who accepted a role at an ET 
school were told that in the event of the school closing, 
they would not be employed again at religious schools. 
This sounds shocking now, but was the case in the 
1990s. Teachers accepting jobs at ET schools were tak-
ing huge risks. 

When ET opened their Crumlin school, teachers in oth-
er primary schools in the area wrote to the Department 
of Education asking that the school not be give perma-
nent recognition as it would only ‘steal pupils’ from 
other schools in the area and those schools would then 
have to reduce teacher numbers. There was no ac-
knowledgement of the rights of parents or teachers to a 
say in their children’s education. Incredibly, this stance 
was backed at the time by the Irish National Teachers 
Organisation (INTO), the largest teacher trade union in 
Ireland. 

On St. Patricks Day 1993, the Crumlin school burned 
down. Four teachers and 103 children had nowhere to 
go. Other schools in the area refused to accommodate 
them even on a temporary basis. Catherine and the 
school principal searched all the schools in the area 
based on a list from the Department of Education, even 
resorting to visiting them after dark and peering 
through windows at vacant rooms they had been told 
were not available. There were a wide variety of  ––>
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Catherine O'Brien with Paul Rowe, 
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excuses from all the schools but it seemed the word was 
out: “Do not let them in”. The school was just three 
years in existence at the time. 

Eventually the Loreto nuns were willing to give access to 
an abandoned building in Rathfarnham. This led to seri-
ous objections from the staff and parents of local 
Catholic schools. Incredible though it seems now, the 
new ET school location was picketed, with a placard 
saying ‘South City down the toilet’ being among the most 
choice ‘We don’t want you here’-type posters. Local 
politician and former minister Seamus Brennan (Fianna 
Fáil) supported the protests, agreeing that the school 
wasn’t needed in the area. Children had to be escorted 
through the picket line to get to class! This is an example 
of the prevailing attitude towards people who wanted the 
right to educate their children without a religious ethos. 

Catherine made sure to note that some of their most ar-
dent supporters at the time were Catholic parents who 
believed in the concept of educating all children together 
and having faith formation outside of school hours. The 
happy ending here is that the school later changed its 
name to Rathfarnham Educate Together and is now 
thriving. 

A significant event was held in Dublin Castle in 2007 to 
mark the beginning of a dialogue process between the 
State and religious and non-confessional organisations. A 
lot of lobbying went on before-
hand to ensure that the HAI 
was involved in the process and 
invited to the event. Catherine 
attended as a representative of 
the HAI. 

Bertie Ahern, Taoiseach, and 
Michael McDowell, Minister 
for Justice, referred in their so-called welcoming address-
es to the dangers posed to society by ‘aggressive secular-
ists’. Catherine was shocked by the blatant lack of re-
spect being shown for the HAI position at the event. She 
challenged them to specify to whom they were referring, 
and Enda Kenny, then the leader of the opposition, 
queried this in the Dáil. The response from the Taoiseach 
was as follows: “I do not agree with or support the secu-
lar state, and believe religion has a prominent role to 
play”. He declined to name the ‘aggressive secularists’ 
when asked. 

Around this time a projected increase in the population 
of those of school-going age meant a need for new pri-
mary schools in Ireland. Mary Hanafin was Minister for 
Education and she charged the VEC (now the Education 
and Training Board, or ETB) with this task. The result 
was to be ‘multi-faith’ Community National Schools 
(CNSs). 

Incredibly, the Department gave the Catholic Church the 
chance to lay down their conditions for support of these 
schools, and unsurprisingly this included that faith for-
mation would take place during school hours. Not only 
that but there should be additional time put aside for 
preparation for First Communion and Confirmation, 
despite the fact that (in theory, at least) these schools 
were to be for all religions and none. 

In order to camouflage the fact that this privilege was 
being given to the Church, a panel was set up – the Reli-
gious Education Reference Group – to decide how  
religion was to be taught in these schools. This Reference 
Group was attended by representatives from all the faith 
groups in Ireland, including many different Catholic 
groups such as St Patrick’s Teacher Training College, 
Drumcondra. Catherine represented the humanists. 

None of the other faith groups – not the Muslims, the 
Hindus, the Buddhists, nor anyone else – insisted on their 
religion being taught during school hours at the CNSs; 
only the Catholic Church did. The others believed they 
were capable of teaching their children within their 
community, but the Catholic representatives would not 
accept that they could or should do likewise. 

The Catholic groups also refused to accept that these 
schools could have assemblies without the mention of 
God. When she pointed out that there were many sub-
jects that could be raised at assemblies instead so that no 
child would feel left out, for example kindness, Catherine 
was told that to talk about kindness without mention of 
God would ‘not be fair’ to the children who believed in 
God! She reminded the Church representatives several 
times during the proceedings that setting up a system 
whereby children of all religions could be educated to-
gether required a generosity of spirit on the part of all 
involved. It fell on deaf ears. 

Eventually an absurd solution 
was devised by the ETB: divid-
ing the children up during class 
time according to religion when 
faith formation was taking 
place, with Catholics in one 
room, other Christian denomi-
nations in another, Muslims in 

a third one, and all others in a fourth room. 

Catherine eventually resigned, and the HAI withdrew 
from the process, when it became clear that the Catholic 
Church had been promised the setup they demanded and 
the Department of Education was not going to alter it, 
regardless of the arguments made by other groups. To 
give a flavour of some of the proposals, one was that 
during roll call teachers would ask students “Who gave 
you your name?” and students would respond “God 
gave us our name”.  

This was one of the more mild abuses that Catherine 
remembers from the time. At the more serious end was 
that at the opening of one such CNS – a supposedly non-
religious school – a religious pastor told the assembled 
children that they should live their lives in fear of God. 

These are just some of the events recounted by Catherine 
in an absorbing and passionate talk. It is important to 
remind ourselves that social progress is almost always 
hard-won, and that institutions and people in privileged 
positions rarely give that privilege up without a fight.    q
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A Call for Madrid 
Address to Free Thought, Atheist, Humanist, Secular Associations,  

Masonic obediences and Trade Unions 
Philippe Besson 

HE 8th world Congress of the International Asso-
ciation of Free Thought will take place in Madrid 
on September 19th and 20th 2020. 

We have the honour to invite you to participate and in-
tervene in this congress to present your points of view on 
the central subject: “Secular Schools and Secularism of 
Education”. We would like to welcome a maximum of 
secular school supporters to feed the international debate 
on this issue. 

The international issue always took an important place 
in the activity of our Free Thought Association on all 
levels, on all continents. 

The principle of Separation between Churches and States 
and the principle of secularism are universal. In particu-

lar, everywhere in the world, the complete secularism of 
Education implies the full separation between State and 
religions. As well – and being the essential condition of 
democracy – this separation requires to educate free citi-
zens enlightened by Reason in a School protected from 
all dogmatic influence. That’s why, historically, our Free 
Thought Association has always been designed as an 
international organisation. We believe that secularism is 
international in content and national in form. 

The International Council of the IAFT has decided to 
organiee an international congress in September 2020 in 
Madrid to deal with this important issue: “Secular 
Schools and Secularism of Education”. 

We are going to invite freethinkers, secular militants, 
atheists, humanists, trade unionists, freemasons, and 
teachers from all over the world, all those who are inter-
ested in this issue. We are going to appeal to all those 
who want to speak on this issue. 

We want to ensure that this congress on secular education 
will be the equivalent of the 1904 Roma Congress for the 
separation between Churches and State. Our ambition is 
great but this is necessary if we want to achieve this. We 
invite you to come and to prepare this Congress with us. 

Among the themes that could be approached, we make 
the following suggestions (not restrictive): 

- Churches against freedom of conscience in edu-
cation; 

- Concordats, instruments of the privileges of 
religions in education, the role of congregations; 

- Secularism means full and complete emancipa-
tion in education; 

- If the dominant ideology is always the dominant 
class’s ideology, can we build a liberating educa-
tion without social and economic emancipa-
tion?  

- Liberating experiments in Spain (Francisco Fer-
rer and the Spanish Revolution), in USSR, in 
France with Paris Commune and the 3rd Repub-
lic Education work, and elsewhere; 

- Public education projects initiated by the French 
Revolution; 

- Emancipatory teaching methods. The student: 
dominated or disciple? The teacher: dominating 
or rouser of conscience and provider of instruc-
tion? 

- The school: an open place or a closed haven? 
- Secular schools: a model that is unique or di-

verse across the world, peoples and cultures? 

These are only lines for reflection.  

Together in all countries, let’s defend secularism where it 
is established and let’s impose it where freedom of con-
science must be established. 

We invite you to contact us as soon as possible to tell us 
if you wish to submit a communication at this 8th World 
Congress. 

To contact us: congreso_de_madrid@iaftailp.org 

8

 Irish Freethinker and Humanist • May-June 2020

T



Questions of Survival – Further Thoughts  
Alan Tuffery 

OM White in the last edition of Irish Freethinker 
and Humanist (No. 181, March-April 2020) 
pointed out that there are a number of existen-

tial crises facing our species (threats of (nuclear) war, 
climate emergency, xenophobia, etc). He argued that our 
apparent inability to deal with them is due to our brains 
not being fit for the task. He went on to suggest that our 
best hope for survival is to re-engineer our brains by se-
lection or genetic modification and also hints at solutions 
via Artificial Intelligence. (He is aware of the many ethi-
cal issues associated with these options.) 
  
Stimulated by Tom White‘s thoughts, I want to argue for 
an alternative solution to the problem of the nature of 
our brains. Essentially, I propose that an alternative route 
to modifying our brains is via education. That is, by 
teaching ourselves to use our brains better. 
  
As well as Dawkins and Harari, whom Tom White cited, 
others have argued that the evolutionarily earlier, intu-
itive, non-rational part of our brains is dominant over 
the later slower, rational part. Kahneman (Thinking Fast 
and Slow, 2011), looks at this idea in a slightly different 
way. System 1 is the earlier part of the brain, that pro-
vides quick, intuitive solutions to immediate problems. 
System 2 is the later, more rational part that takes longer 
to provide solutions but tends to be rational and to make 
best use of experience. System 1 is of obvious advantage 
in circumstances where threats are immediate, (preda-
tors, falling objects etc). System 2 became advantageous 
when humans gathered in groups and started to make 
complex plans more suited to the long-term planning, 
such as that involved in agriculture. Both systems are 
necessary for survival. But in our extremely complex 
world of globalisation and threats on a planetary scale, 
System 2 needs to have greater rein. 
  
Pinker (The Better Angels of Our Nature, 2019) argues 
that our highest ability is Abstract Thinking, which is a 
product of the later, ‘higher’ part of the brain with its 
complex connections with all regions of the brain. He 
argues that abstract thinking enables us to reframe prob-
lems. Thus, in the area of morality the ‘Rational-Legal‘ 
frame is capable of over-ruling the simpler, ‘Community’ 
or kinship frame. Pinker adduces the ‘Flynn Effect’ which 
is the continuing increase in IQ scores as measured for 
more than a century (The Flynn Effect: increase in IQ 
scores over time; from Pinker, 2019; above top right). 
  
As Pinker puts it, “a typical person of 1910, if transport-
ed to the present, would have a mean IQ of 70, which is 
at the border of mental retardation”. While many envi-
ronmental factors may contribute to the Flynn Effect, 
Pinker argues that the most important is the increased 
use of abstract thinking (Matrices and Similarities in the 
figure), or ‘post-scientific thinking’ as he prefers to call it.  

This increase in the use of abstract thinking is a product 
of an environmental change, specifically the increased 
provision of education as societies become wealthier. 
  
If this argument is accepted, then what is required is a 
major change to education systems to deliberately foster 
the use of abstract thinking, to include Critical Thinking 
and Reasoning Skills. This would make us more skilled 
at framing situations to focus on international co-opera-
tion to try to resolve the global problems that face us.  

One of the greatest problems is the failure to extend our 
‘circle of compassion’ beyond our own little tribe or na-
tion so that it includes not only all of humankind, but 
also all living things and the precious, delicate biosphere 
in which we all live on this ‘small blue dot’. This is the 
failure to see the connectedness of things: ‘no man is an 
island’; we are part of the ‘web of life’. 
  
One way of thinking about this would be to borrow 
Stephen Fry’s idea that we massively underuse technolo-
gy, so that 90% of its possibilities are unrealised. If one 
wants to learn how to use technology properly, one goes 
to an expert for advanced training. The human brain has 
been described as ‘the most complex structure in the uni-
verse’ and it appears that we are massively underusing it, 
so we need to find out how to use it better.  

We need to practise using Kahneman’s System 2, the ra-
tional part of our brains, in order to find solutions to the 
complex problems that beset us. In order to survive we 
need to be able to reframe problems in global terms. 
That is, we must adopt the ‘evolutionary frame’ advocat-
ed by Julian Huxley in Essays of a Humanist (1961).   q                  
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 “a typical person of 1910, if  
transported to the present, would 
have a mean IQ of 70, which is at 
the border of mental retardation” 



Defamation in  
Northern Ireland 
                     Tom Woolley 

new defamation law came into force on the 1st 
January 2014 in England. However similar 
changes have not been made in Northern Ire-
land and as a result supporters of free speech 

and rational thinking, including those who write in 
Irish Free Thinker, can be at risk for the most innocent 
of critical comments when put to paper. 

Amongst other provisions, the Act introduced a 'serious 
harm' threshold for bringing a defamation claim, and a 
single publication rule (potentially of great significance 
to online publication).  The Act stipulated that the 
courts of England and Wales do not have jurisdiction to 
hear defamation actions against persons domiciled out-
side the UK, EU or Lugano Convention, with a view to 
preventing so-called ‘libel tourism’. The Act also re-
versed the mode of trial – to judge rather than jury.  

However, attempts to introduce similar reform in 
Northern Ireland were thwarted due to opposition from 
the DUP. The Northern Ireland Law Commission pro-
duced a consultation paper in 2014 and in 2016 legal 
academic expert Andrew Scott reported on this consul-
tation. The NI Law Commission and Andrew Scott 
proposed that a defamation reform bill should be intro-
duced in Northern Ireland and Scott’s report sets out 
the draft bill introduced by MLA Mike Nesbitt. 
One of the main objectives of the reform is to introduce 
into law a defence of ‘honest opinion’ and a series of 
proposals to reduce the cost of justice as was intended 
in England. 

In mid June 2012 Sammy Wilson, the Finance Minister, 
halted the extension of the 2013 English defamation act 
into Northern Ireland though, according to Eamonn 
Mallie, this decision remained secret for a year. Mike 
Nesbitt wrote in 2013 that during all his years in jour-
nalism, all libel suits had been served by DUP politi-
cians. Those who have read Sam McBride’s book 
Burned on the RHI scandal will be familiar with the 
number of times that publication of the truth about the 
wood pellet scam were threatened with libel actions 
from DUP politicians. 

However, in September 2013 new DUP finance minister 
Simon Hamilton asked the NI Law Commission to car-
ry out a public consultation. The result was overwhelm-
ing public support for libel reform. But subsequent at-
tempts to implement the change through the House of 
Lords failed and currently the issue remains in limbo.  

Mike Nesbitt has reintroduced his bill at Stormont but 
no further progress has been made. Eamonn Mallie has 

argued that the Law Commission consultation was 
merely an attempt to “kick the can down the road,”  
and the DUP remain implacably opposed: “The DUP’s 
Sammy Wilson said that concerns about free speech 
were ‘just a lot of nonsense’. The DUP’s Ian Paisley Jnr 
made no less than 10 interventions criticising the 
Defamation Bill in its second reading debate in the 
House of Commons”. The then leader of the DUP, Peter 
Robinson, said in November 2013 that he was ‘be-
mused’ by concerns and said worries were ‘absurd’(1). 

Arlene Foster, commenting on the Andrew Scott report, 
said: “If there are changes to be made, we will move 
into policy development to consider how we make 
them. I do not think that it would be right to follow the 
Defamation Act 2013 slavishly”. 

Mike Harris of English Pen and the Libel Reform Cam-
paign, writing in the Huffington Post, states that “Very 
few know why the Defamation Bill does not apply to 
Northern Ireland, an outrageous decision that has cre-
ated a gaping loophole in the government's attempts to 
reform the UK's libel laws. It took endless humiliation 
before parliament got the message and decided to re-
form the law of libel: the UN Human Rights Council 
said our libel law chilled free speech across the entire 
globe, American academics faced our courts for writing 
about the funding of Al Qaeda, Barack Obama signed 
into law an act to protect Americans from our libel law 
and decent scientists such as Simon Singh, Ben 
Goldacre and NHS cardiologist Pete Wilmshurst faced 
ruin thanks to the law.” 

An active libel reform group in Northern Ireland has 
worked hard to support Mike Nesbitt’s bill and the 
report from Andrew Scott. For instance, Lyra McKee, 
the freelance journalist (above), who was shot and 
killed in Derry on April 18 2019, was an active sup-
porter. She was writing a book about murdered North-
ern Ireland politician Robert Bradford: “My line of 
work means I often upset people in power. I often find 
myself being threatened with our archaic libel laws… 
I've become involved with the Libel Reform Campaign 
because a muzzled press equals a poor democracy - and 
that is what we have in Northern Ireland”.  

A year after Lyra’s tragic death a fitting memorial would 
be the adoption of libel reform in Northern Ireland.       q 

NOTES: (1)  https://eamonnmallie.com/2014/03/introducing-the-
defamation-act-2013/


The source of the photo of Lyra McKee is:  
https://www.englishpen.org/campaigns/in-memory-of-lyra-mckee/
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Wild about Harry 

                                                                              Owen Morton 

HERE’S often as strong a signal in what’s not said, 
wouldn’t you say? In the spotlight, observing on 
love, on nature’s joy and inspiration, on gender 
equality, the division of labour, responsibilities 

attaching to wealth, the essence of enterprise, the mean-
ing of life, our enrichment in the work ethic, is an 18 
page letter-cum-diary teased out in the exalted first class 
environs of an early 20th century 7-day transatlantic 
voyage. In all this soul-searching and outpouring, an 
Ulsterman, an avowed Unionist to boot, would remain 
silent vis-a-vis churches, tabernacles, redemption, not to 
mention God  – all of which which gives this chronicler 
due licence to confer on Harry Ferguson honorary mem-
bership of the freethinker/humanist fraternity.  

That he’d espouse a very different mindset as regards 
the glorious Empire and ‘Ulster’s’ proud, integral part 
therein, vis-à-vis other high-profile sons of the province 
such as William Drennan and Henry Joy McCracken, 
shouldn’t allow Irishmen of different persuasion to 
challenge or call to account a generosity of spirit and an 
avowal of decent core values that lurk in Ferguson’s 
DNA, were they to reveal themselves.   

And reveal themselves they did in an unlikely format.  
For all we know just one ‘original’ copy of this reveal-
ing epistle exists and it is summarised in this tribute 
dissertation. It is already, in summary, in the public do-
main, having featured (on the strengths of extracts this 
writer sent on to Frank McNally) in An Irishman’s  
Diary late last year. Other than that, its refreshing con-
tent, until now, may be unknown. An offer to present it 
to the Ferguson museum in the Isle of Wight, initially 
enthused over, went silent (leaving me wonder if, per-
chance, an off-the-cuff speculative and mischievous in-
sinuation on my part that our hero had the hots for a 
damsel in distress on board, was deemed compromising). 
  
Here’s how the story unfolds. The grandad of my dear 
friend and Sutton neighbour Niamh Boylan, a Mr. Sum-
merfield, was the Dublin-based Company Secretary to 
Harry Ferguson Ltd.  And so, a carbon copy of Harry’s 
missive from ‘Mid-Ocean’, dated Friday 3rd June, 1921 
to “My dear Maureen (his wife) and everybody” and 
titled The Great Adventure, landed on Mr. Summerfield’s 
desk, from whence, in time, it came into Niamh’s posses-
sion.  

Now, in truth, in classifying Harry as a freethinker, there 
is little in the winding storyline that surprises; when in 
reality, of course, it’s those very sentiments, permeating 
the narrative, that garner for him pride of place alongside 
any man (or woman) strong-willed and unfettered by 
dogma and contemporary mores, having the honourable 
aim of making the world a better place for all. Akin to 
Montaigne, he seems to be saying,  “let life itself be the 
answer.” 

That Ferguson espoused the greatest happiness of the 
greatest number has a curious ring; wasn’t the tractor-
man born, if almost two centuries apart, in the next 
parish to ‘The Father of the Scottish Enlightenment’ 
Francis Hutcheson, who coined the phrase!  And didn’t 
Hutcheson mentor Adam Smith who authored the Capi-
talist Bible guiding the division of labour and related 
matters. Completing this triangle, Ferguson (en route to 
endeavour, successfully as it turns out, to strike a part-
nership with Henry Ford), observes: 
  
A false step now might mean the loss of all that we have 
toiled and fought during all these years. I feel a responsi-
bility because such a loss would not be all mine. I’m here, 
not in my own interests alone, and not alone in the inter-
ests of the Shareholders and Directors. Without the help 
of all we could not have succeeded as we have done, and 
all must share in proportion to their worth. The best ef-
fort I have ever made will be made now to see that we 
get the full reward of our sacrifices, and if our reward 
comes in it will be a reward for all.   

It has been my life’s dream to be head of a Company in 
which all are pulling together for the success of all; to be 
at the head of a partnership of men and women which 
will ‘do things’. A company wherein good feeling, good 
fellowship, cooperation and real friendship is the founda-
tion. All these things are just the key to the greatest of all 
things, human happiness, and as such are worth striving 
for. 

Here are other extracts giving a flavour of the man: 

Work, accomplishment, is the foundation on which we 
must build if we are to attain things that are worth hav-
ing in this world. Love is the one bow on life’s dark 
cloud, and we can only attain to that which we love by 
the intelligent application of hand and brain. The man 
who toils for more wealth in gold is as bad as the idler 
because he toils for his own happiness alone.  

To work for the greatest happiness of the greatest num-
ber is the ideal, and when the world realises the happi-
ness that lies there, we will care less about the next world 
and be happier in this. 
  
Another thing, do all you can to uphold the principle of 
life. Much that we do daily is detail, but if we overlook 
the principle, our work is of poor value. I worked hard in 
favour of votes for women, and I am proud of what I 
did. But woman is far from free yet. The vote does not 
make her free. It is only a means by which she may be-
come free. Every girl in business is helping to make 
women free because she is helping to break the man-
made laws which made woman an outcast in business. 

Author’s parting shot: Behold the Sons and Daughters of 
Ulster!                                                                            q                                
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A Place for Humanism 
Peadar Conroy 

N the first quarter of the 21st 
Century, we humans find our-
selves at the confluence of a 
great many dilemmas, largely 

brought about by the acceleration 
of our evolutionary success. Over 
the past four centuries, our societies 
have brought forward their tradi-
tional beliefs, largely unchanged, 
from earlier millennia.  

Science was added and technology 
has rapidly developed so that for 
most of us, our way of life has 
moved from rural and pastoral to 
urban and sophisticated; our com-
munication systems and travel tech-
nology have led to a merging of 
cultures and greater competition for 
resources and material status; and 
now we have come to realise that 
our activities are damaging the 
biosphere of earth and we need to 
do something about it. 
  
In grappling with the myriad of 
influences and the explosion of both 
information and mis-information, 
often difficult to distinguish, it is 
important to establish a frame of 
reference for intellectual and politi-
cal discourse that is secure and im-
partial and accessible to all. 

In past millennia, advanced civilisa-
tions began the questioning of their 
existence and of the world around 
them in formal ways. Using the 
tools and information and observa-
tions available to them, they formu-
lated their various philosophies to 
answer the questions. That was the 
best they could do and it is not un-
reasonable to assert that it was sat-
isfactory at the time – at least it was 
a start and it should have been the 
first draft of their books of knowl-
edge. However, in a time when the 
recording of ideas was by means of 
marks on cave walls and fragile 
manuscripts, great value and emi-
nence was accorded to the written 
word and so the valuable first drafts 
gradually became ‘dogma’, ideas set 
in stone and papyrus for future gen-
erations and defended and propa-
gated by political means.   

Today, regrettably, we still find intel-
lectuals having arguments with 
ideas that were first imagined thou-
sands of years ago – ideas that were 
based on poor observations and 
primitive concepts, heavily influ-
enced by the superstitions of the 
time. If these ancient concepts had 
been handed down through an oral 
tradition only, they would be called 
‘folklore’ and given no particular 
intellectual weight. However, as 
they appear in venerable texts, care-
fully protected, they seemingly as-
sume a greater importance, some-
how worthy of consideration in 
contemporary debate.  

We need to shine a light on this and 
realise that these ancient writings 
are well out of date and superseded 
by modern legal and scientific sys-
tems.  The most important challenge 
is to face up to the reality that what 
might have been satisfactory more 
than a thousand years ago is of little 
relevance today and ought to be 
heavily modified in light of current 
knowledge or discarded altogether.  

Still, the debates continue and with 
the willing cooperation of the faith-
less, often in the public gaze, who 
are drawn in to attempt to debunk 
faith-based dogma when they can 
only lose their arguments in the 
minds of the faithful. Subjection of 
faith-dogma to rational analysis is 
impossible to the faithful as its ac-
ceptance is rejection of their faith as 
the structure on which they have 
built their value system. Further, it is 

damaging to the authority of the 
argument of the challenger as they 
are forced to refer to dogma, discuss 
dogma and in a strange way, unwit-
tingly reinforce dogma in the minds 
of many of their audience. 

Faith is a curious phenomenon.  
Consider a clergyman, born into an 
Anglican family in London, who is 
convinced that his is the true faith 
and all others are at fault.  Now 
imagine that in a parallel situation, 
he was born into an Islamic family 
in Tehran and grew up to be an 
Imam, believing that Islam is the 
true faith and all others are mis-
guided. It would appear that the 
seat of faith is ‘tradition’ and the 
influence that societies and parents 
and educators bring to bear on 
young people, subsequently rein-
forced by practice. Therefore, faith 
is an accident of birth and is with-
out an absolute foundation. Faith is 
an associative property of human 
society, a common bond within a 
group or nation that is fiercely de-
fended by its observers, even against 
the most compelling rational argu-
ment.   

Faith groups put enormous effort 
into the education/indoctrination of 
young children because they know 
that the child, growing into an 
adult, will place the highest value on 
the earliest information they re-
ceived.  We seem naturally to give 
the greatest weighting to the ideas 
we hear first – it is a form of at-
tachment, it becomes our own idea, 
we possess it, we want it to be true 
and we will defend it. Faith groups 
know this well and set up the 
schooling structures that allow them 
to have access to our children’s de-
veloping brains – the propagation of 
the faith. 
  
An emerging global society, in seek-
ing out a new frame of reference for 
assisting human living must make a 
fresh start; it must define its values 
on what it is, rather than what it is 
not. It should make no reference  
to divisive faith-based ideas or  ––>           
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terminology; it should delegate that   
to the realm of myth and legend and 
folklore and superstition. Rather, it 
should plough a new furrow of the 
mind, centred on rational concepts 
and free-thinking. 

For these reasons, I think the term 
‘Atheist’ is outdated, simply because 
it defines itself in relation to theism.  
I believe we should go away from 
theism and leave it well behind us in 
our thinking. It is pointless having 
debates about the irrationality of 
faith because the faithful opponents 
to the debate cannot allow rational-
ity to be considered. There is no 
persuasion, only frustration and the 
potential building of an opposition 
to rationality from those at the 
edges of faithfulness. 

The alternative course is to define 
ourselves in a positive way – to say 
who we are and how we think and 
to set it out in a way that is reason-
able and easy to understand. We can 
then have rational discussions with 
others, in a non-threatening way, in 
which we place our menu of ideas 
on the table and point out their at-
tractiveness. Gradually, those tradi-
tionally faith-based but not so faith-
ful may come to understand the 
merits of rational argument and 
begin a slow but steady transforma-
tion of society. 

Humanism is a means by which this 
can be done.  It defines itself by 
what it is, rather than what it is not. 
This is a much more expansive defi-
nition and annunciates a system of 
thinking pertinent to humans and 
for the benefit of humans and indi-
rectly therefore for the benefit of 
everything that touches humans 
such as the entire Earth’s biosphere.  
Humanism has a foundational 
statement in the Amsterdam Decla-
ration and the principles contained 
therein are an appropriate reference 
frame for the continued develop-
ment of a global society. 

The historical association of theism 
with morality led to the misunder-
standing that if you reject theism, 
you do the same with morality.  
This caused a significant problem 
for those who first described them-
selves as A-theist as the majority 
faithful were quick to rush to the 
conclusion that A-theist is also A-
moral. It is important that this con-
tortion of the facts be avoided in 

gradually establishing a new order 
of secular and Humanist morality 
based around Humanist principles. 
  
Humanists are becoming more visi-
ble as individuals look with a more 
critical eye at the motives and  
behavior of traditional faith-based 
organisations and gradually turn to 
rational analysis as a way of cali-
brating their values. Humanist or-
ganisations can assist in this by in-
creasing their visibility to the public 
and taking public opportunities to 
highlight their principles in a non-
threatening way. 

It is important that in dealing with 
Humanist principles in public dis-
course, that no relation is made 
with faith-based ideas but rather 
that Humanism stands on its own 
merit and without comparative as-
sociation with other versions of 
morality. In Ireland, the involvement 
of Humanists in important life 
events such as child-naming cere-
monies, marriages and funerals 
brings the public up-close with al-
ternative ways of handling human 
situations that were previously the 
preserve of the organised faith 
groups.  

This type of activity needs to be 
widened into other spheres of public 
discourse to assist the public, in a 
friendly and non-threatening way, to 
understand that morality is not 
fixed for all time, that it has more 
than just one version, that it is not 
determined by an autocratic minori-
ty and that moral principles should 
be held up to scrutiny and changed 
when circumstances change and 
new information becomes available. 

In the next decade or two, society 
will be faced with new situations 
that will require moral adjudication; 
situations that will have a real im-
pact on the quality of human lives 
and their environment. The faithful 
will be out with their ancient dusty 
volumes of inertia to say “no” and 
“stop” and “not in my name” and if 
they hold sway, many others will be 
deprived of the best that human 
society can offer by way of enhanc-
ing the life experience.   

Humanist principles must be to the 
fore in the debates that are framed 
around new moral issues so that the 
outcomes that will be enacted into 
law will be those that favour the 
quality of life of members of society 
over the moralistic prejudices of the 
dogmatists.   

Recent Irish history gives cause for 
confidence that when we approach 
a well-educated population in a 
pluralist society with a progressive 
moral question, there is the expecta-
tion that a rational debate can occur 
and that people can be self-guided 
to move towards the principles of 
Humanism despite fierce opposition 
from the traditionalists.      q
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UNDAMENTALIST  
religious believers love to 
blame natural disasters on 
God. Floods, storms and 

hurricanes are seen as an expression 
of God’s anger. Conveniently, God 
always seems to be angry about the 
same things they’re angry about: 
homosexuality, abortion, and immi-
grants being obvious examples. 
Alas, God never seems to get angry 
about disease, war and poverty. 

The DUP councillor John Carson 
(above) tweeted that the coron-
avirus was God’s punishment for  
Ulster’s new abortion and same-sex 
marriage laws. Contradictorily, he 
also backed the government’s ‘stay 
home’ policy to defeat it. Yet, apart 
from the dubious implication that 
what happens in that great wee 
province determines the fate of hu-
manity, why has God waited so long 
to act? 

Abortion was legalised in England 
and Wales in 1967 and it is less re-
strictive than in Northern Ireland 
(legal up to 24 weeks as opposed to 
12). Why did God not punish the 
world 50 years ago? Do we con-
clude that Northern Ireland was ‘the 
last straw’? And what about all 
those places where abortion is ille-
gal except in extreme cases? Why 
should they be punished for the sins 
of others? 

As for same sex marriage, it is illegal 
in most non-European countries, yet 
covid-19 is rife in many, for exam-
ple, Iran. Indeed homosexuality 
itself is illegal in many of these 
states, yet they have not escaped the 
pandemic. 

The biggest puzzle of all is what 
Carson’s assertion implies about the 
morality of God. Abortion is sup-
posedly a breach of God’s com-
mandment: “thou shalt not Kill”. 
Yet God is exempt from his own 
rule and is permitted to kill on a 
massive and indiscriminate scale. 

Christians insist that God is love, but 
the Old Testament tells a different 
story. God allegedly flooded the 
earth and killed nearly every living 
thing on it because, after many mil-
lennia of ‘turning a blind eye’, he 
became angry at human sin. As 
Richard Dawkins writes: “The God 
of the Old Testament is arguably the 
most unpleasant character in all fic-
tion: jealous and proud of it; a petty, 
unjust, unforgiving control-freak; a 
vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic 
cleanser; a misogynistic, homopho-
bic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, 
filicidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, 
sadomasochistic, capriciously malev-
olent bully” (The God Delusion). 

There are more holes in John Car-
son’s logic than in a plate of  

macaroni. Yet what is certainly true 
is that the human species has been 
carelessly invading the ecological 
habitat of other species and exploit-
ing animals with no respect for their 
integrity.  The illusion of the earth 
and her creatures as raw material to 
be used for profit and pleasure has 
created a world connected through 
disease and environmental disaster.  

Thus covid-19 is not a punishment 
of God for our personal sins but in a 
metaphorical sense the revenge of 
nature for our selfish pillage of the 
planet. We are the biggest virus of all. 

Pity the Poor Pangolin 
ACCORDING to analyses, bats were 
the original hosts of the coronavirus, 
but it was probably transmitted to 
humans by an animal sold in a Chi-
nese wet market. That animal may 
have been a pangolin, a cute-look-
ing scaly anteater, because similari-
ties have been found with coron-
aviruses that infect pangolins. 

The pangolin (below) is the world’s 
most trafficked wild animal, not only  
for its tasty meat but also for its pro-
tective keratin scales which are 
used in traditional medicines. It is 
now an endangered species. 

Illegal hunting and the wildlife trade, 
like climate change and habitat de-
struction, are among the causes of 
the dramatic global extinction of 
species. In 2019, a UN report issued 
a stark warning about the scope of 
the catastrophe, predicting that up 
to one million animal and plant 
species could soon be extinct. 

Rainforest Rescue has organised a 
petition to “Shut down wildlife mar-
kets NOW!” To sign it go to: 
rainforest-rescue.org 
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A caged pangolin.  The name derives from the Malay word  
pengguling, meaning "one who rolls up"



The Irish Freethinker and Humanist • May-June 2020 

After Θ God  

HE Superior told us he was required to ensure 
that we knew the facts of life. Embarrassed, he 
delivered his lecture. 

Afterwards, a novice asked, ‘Is masturbation against the 
vow of celibacy?’ 
‘Yes,’ he said. 
An awkward silence descended.    

Another priest posed questions for our private consid-
eration. 
‘Do you feel frightened of commitment?’ 
‘Yes,’ I wrote. ‘I wonder how well I know myself. And 
whether the Church is really worth committing to.’ 
‘Do you have a sense of belonging here?’ 
‘Yes, but less than before.’ 
‘Do you feel your sexuality is making sense?’ 
‘I don’t know,’ I recorded honestly. ‘I’m only waking up 
to it. If I was as sexually aware before I joined as I am 
now, I doubt if I would have entered. I wonder if the 
Church accepts students too early and they remain 
trapped in adolescence for the rest of their lives.’ 

The question we faced was whether to apply for first 
profession at the end of novitiate. First profession 
seemed the definitive end to any hope I had of sexual 
intimacy in my life, a profound decision to make when I 
would be only 19. I talked to the Superior in his office. 

‘I really don’t know if I can commit to a life of celibacy.’ 
‘Joseph, none of us know our future. We can only live 
in the present. We can’t be celibate without the grace of 
God. Jesus won’t ask anything of you that you won’t be 
able to do, with His help.’ 
‘I want to be a priest but I want intimacy too.’ 
‘That’s normal. We are human but with God’s help we 
don’t need to act out our desires. We sacrifice our sexu-
al urges for the sake of building up the Kingdom of 
God. We’re called to transcend sexual desire but be 
thankful for it too. We can’t sacrifice what we’re not 
aware of.’ 
He continued: ‘In no way does your sexual awakening 
make you unsuitable for the priesthood. There is no 
perversion in you. You passed the psychological tests 
and we are confident that you will make a good priest.’ 

Again, I was close to tears by the Superior’s acceptance 
of me. 
‘I worried I would be unsuitable for the priesthood,’ I 
said. 
‘On the contrary, Joseph, you show yourself to be very 
open and honest. You lay your soul before me. Nothing 
you have told me bars you from the priesthood. Your 
self-knowledge for someone your age is remarkable. 
You will be Superior here one day.’ 

That conversation happened close to Christmas. When 
we returned to Milltown after our few days at home to 
my surprise I discovered that the Superior had made me 
Monitor. I was encouraged by his confidence in me. 

On Valentine’s Day, 1981, 48 young people perished in 
a fire at the Stardust nightclub in north Dublin, near 
where I’d lived. Taoiseach Charles Haughey wept at the 
scene. My mother rang to assure me that my sister was 
safe. Dumbfounded by such tragedy so close to home, I 
shared the widespread anger when it was reported that 
some fire doors had been locked. 

That same month my naive, still only 18-year-old self 
wrote: ‘On a congé in Howth, I was so at peace with 
the Lord that even when I walked into a cowpat, I 
praised Jesus.’ 

Yikes! Nowadays I’d write, ‘I was so calm in myself that 
even when I walked on a cowpat it didn’t bother me.’ 

Language aside, my critical thinking faculty was func-
tioning. I had come to regard religious relics, scapulars 
and miraculous medals as superstitious nonsense. I cast 
an increasingly critical eye on the institutional Church. 
And, despite being in the Society of Mary, I wasn’t 
much persuaded by many Catholic devotions to Mary, 
some of which seemed to me more akin to worshiping a 
female deity. 

In early March, 1981, one of my closest friends beck-
oned me to his room. 
‘Joe, I’m leaving.’ 
I was bereft and tried to change his mind. 
‘I’m sorry, Joe. This is the right decision for me. I will 
miss you.’ 
We hugged and then prayed together and after we’d 
finished I saw he had been crying. I wanted to cry too, 
but couldn’t. 
‘I cried watching Jesus of Nazareth,’ he said. ‘The scene 
where Peter left his boat, never again to be a fisherman. 
He looked back at it, broken-hearted.’ 
A page pinned to his wall read, ‘The novitiate is a lonely 
place’. 

I left his room in a sudden vortex of my own doubts. 
He left Milltown shortly afterwards. The Superior gath-
ered the shaken novices into the common room. We sat 
close together, shell-shocked to have lost our confrère, 
the first of our band of brothers to leave. 

‘The first one is always the worst,’ said the Superior. 
The next day, a second novice left. 

© Joe Armstrong 2020
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It’s Only Words… 
Bob Rees 

REETHINKERS need to be aware of the manip-
ulative power of words. We think in language, 
and the particular words we choose can strongly 
influence our thoughts. Words can take your 

heart away, they can make you shiver, they can hurt, 
and they can lift your understanding to a higher plane. 
But more often, they’re dull and empty. George Orwell 
described such use of language as ‘anaesthetic writing’: 
you can’t read it without losing consciousness .... you 
wake up, try again, and still your brain can make no 
sense of it.   

Our language is the foundation of our 
culture, but many of our leaders, those 
in senior positions who should be in-
spiring us, are vandalising it. Their 
jargon has infected our universities, 
government, politics and our news 
media, with talk about implementing 
dynamic change-driven user-centric 
strategies going forwards, while using 
strange nouns like verbs as in to ac-
tion, to workshop, to dialogue or to 
impact.   

In this Disinformation Age, I consider 
that commercialese gobbledygook 
robs people of their once-rich culture 
and their ability to think clearly. If the 
information matters, it should be con-
veyed using simple words. If it doesn’t 
matter, then say nothing rather than 
‘disempowering’ our vocabulary. 

But even clear, well-written language can be opaque to 
those with limited vocabularies. The Gunning Fog In-
dex supposedly indicates the suitability of a text for its 
intended audience by estimating the number of years of 
formal education they will need to understand the text 
at first reading … not more than 12 for a wide audi-
ence, and much less for readers of tabloids. If you wish 
to be understood, then you should speak to people at 
their own level, and it is surely insolent to talk down to 
those with less education by deliberately using obscure 
polysyllabic words and long sentences. If it is the citi-
zens’ right to know, it is equally their right to be compe-
tently, clearly and truthfully told. Primo Levi observed 
that “Public language that defies normal understanding 
is an ancient repressive artifice, known to all 
churches” (Catholic Mass was spoken in Latin until 
1964), and George Orwell saw obscure language simi-
larly used by those promoting totalitarian politics; he 
called it Newspeak. 

It is Newspeak when enslavement is called liberation. 
After the Soviet occupation of Poland in the 1980s, 

dissident Aleksander Wad explained: “The loss of free-
dom, tyranny, abuse, hunger would all have been easier 
to bear if not for the compulsion to call them freedom, 
justice and the good of the people ... I saw some old 
people who risked their lives to shout out, if only once, 
that slavery is slavery, not freedom”. In Orwell’s 1984 
such Newspeak so confused the language that there 
were no words left to describe real emotions, desires or 
needs. Vaclav Havel pointed out that: “The selfsame 
word can at one time be the cornerstone of peace while 

at another, machine gun fire re-
sounds at every syllable.”   Whenev-
er he was asked to comment on 
some moral dilemma, the broad-
caster-philosopher C.E.M Joad fa-
mously and wisely prefaced his 
replies with: “it all depends on what 
you mean by...”. 
  
Euphemisms   have a similar numb-
ing effect: Business Class sounds 
more assertive than ‘Freeloader 
Class’, Pro-Life sounds more posi-
tive than ‘anti abortion’; and Gen-
erously-cut fashion-wear for mature 
ladies is a definite improvement on 
‘Overpriced clothes for fat old 
women’. But it’s not all harmless 
fun: the diabolical nature of their 
work means that military-industrial 
interests have more need of eu-
phemisms than most. President 
Reagan referred to his aggressive 
trillion-dollar spend on weapons of 

mass destruction as his ‘defence’ budget; George W. 
Bush similarly referred to his invasion of Iraq as pre-
emptive self defence.   

The CIA doesn’t engage in ‘guerrilla warfare’, though it 
occasionally indulges in the strategic liberalisation of 
certain socialist regimes. And the Pentagon refers to its 
array of terrifying weapons using cute acronyms like 
PALS, BAMBI and SAINT, some of them equipped with 
enhanced radiation warheads for higher yields (presum-
ably measured in megadeaths), making it all seem warm 
and cosy. 
  
Hype is the opposite, but it has a similar effect by leav-
ing words impotent.   A minor clash during the Ameri-
can War of Independence became 'The Boston Mas-
sacre' in order to inflame the revolutionaries; and P.T. 
Barnum’s 'Greatest Show on Earth' sold out wherever it 
went. But when all mediocre pop singers are legendary 
orgasmic super-stars, how can you describe one who 
really is quite good? And when all news stories are 
SHOCK!!! HORROR!!!, there are no words left     –->  
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to convey a truly frightening situation.   “It's hard to ex-
aggerate the terror of the situation, but I'll do my best…” 
(Foreign Correspondent phoning his paper). 

The news media choose their words carefully. Words like 
'disclosed' or 'stated' instead of 'alleged' or 'claimed' 
help readers to identify what we’re supposed to believe.  
Reports of ‘our’ misguided bombing raid on a school in 
Afghanistan never mention ‘killing’ or ‘maiming’, rather 
that a few children were ‘missing'. Conversely, scornful 
reports that a 'sick' Russian space station was spinning 
‘erratically' as it ‘plummeted’ through the heavens did not 
fairly reflect the fact that Mir was, very slowly and steadi-
ly, moving off-course. As Joseph Goebbels said, “We do 
not talk to say something, but to obtain a certain effect”. 
  
The words chosen to describe an object or a situation are 
labels which define the way the editor wants us to see it. 
For example, merely by referring to 'a woman of 40', 'a 
secretary', ‘a coloured woman’, a 'mother of three', a 
‘Muslim’, a 'good-looking brunette', or a 'part-time 
artist', he already pre-defines her, confining her to an 
over-simplified role that suits his purpose. Definitions 
can be insidious 
  
You will disagree when I claim that 'Democracy opposes 
the interests of the people'. But if I explain that by 
'democracy', I mean ‘government by a secret Cabinet 
dedicated to looking after the interests of a wealthy few 
at the expense of the people’, then you would have to 
admit that if 'democracy' is defined in such a perverse 
way, then it would indeed oppose the interests of the 
people. Impressively though, millions of young men were 
persuaded to give their lives in two World Wars to defend 
'democracy', without ever being told which sort they 
were defending.  

We might argue similarly about 'freedom' which I might 
define as ‘licence to exploit others’, and therefore harm-
ful, yet freedom is another concept which men have 
fought to the death to defend. It is said that the word 
'Christian' can be defined 56 different ways (more, I dare 
say, if you allow the victims of the Crusades, the Inquisi-
tion and the Holocaust to do the defining), and the 500 
most commonly-used words in the English language to-
gether have 14,000 possible meanings, so there's plenty 
of scope for question-begging. 

"SEGREGATED SCHOOLS NOT SOCIALLY DIVISIVE, 
SAY BISHOPS" (Irish Times 
headline 31.12.83).   It was 
eye-catching because most 
people naturally assumed 
that ‘segregated’ meant 'so-
cially or racially divided'. 
But readers who persevered 
through more than fifty col-
umn- inches eventua l ly 
learned that “The research ... 
gives no support to the claim 
that separate Catholic edu-
cation is socially divisive in 
the sense that it is associated 
with rigid, intolerant atti-
tudes and lower levels of 
social consciousness”.  

'Socially divisive' was being defined in a unique way, but 
readers who did not trouble to read beyond the preamble 
would have passively supported the Bishops' socially 
divisive schools, without which Northern Ireland might 
by now have been a different place. It is said that much 
of Philosophy involves little more than fitting meanings 
to words - undoubtedly, much of the art of manipulation 
involves fitting words to meanings. 
Attitudes are emotionally based, so they are influenced 
by emotional words, a fact that was highlighted by 
Bertrand Russell when he conjugated the irregular verb 
‘to be resistant to persuasion’: 
              I am firm, 
              You are obstinate, 
              He is pig-headed! 

However, emotive words aren't always so easy to spot, 
and many commonly used adjectives such as old and 
heavy on one hand, or level and straight on the other, 
nevertheless carry emotional connotations. 
  
Some words are fireproof, insofar as they demand auto-
matic approval, regardless of the topic under discussion. 
For example, no one could disparage someone who "did 
it in the interests of justice and fair play for the children" 
without seeming boorish. Fireproof words like truth, 
duty, motherhood and freedom appear regularly in ma-
nipulative discourse. Conversely, flammable words like: 
corrupt, greed, hypocrisy and waste bring automatic dis-
approval. Our candidates win seats, but theirs grab them, 
and our defence forces are courageous, but their trained 
killers are psychopaths. 
  
Consider how the Taliban freedom-lovers who bombed 
targets in Russia suddenly became crazed terrorists when 
they turned their attentions to the USA. The women who 
protested against the American nuclear missile base in 
Greenham Common were labelled 'Disease-ridden pinko 
lesbians' while their male supporters were similarly la-
belled 'dope-smoking commie peace pansies', using ‘jeer 
pressure’ to deter ordinary people from sympathising 
with them. 
  
Politics is an intellectual argument that calls for reason 
and logic. Emotions, prejudices and dreams should be 
anathema to political discourse. But simple words, care-
fully chosen, are powerful weapons in the hands of those 
who would manipulate the public debate, and at election 
time in particular, “He who gets the good words first, 

wins” (Merrie Spaeth, Presi-
dent Reagan’s aide).            
  
If freethinkers are to think 
clearly, we must recognise 
when words are being cho-
sen deliberately to confuse 
our thinking.  But that’s only 
the beginning, because the 
way the words are subse-
quently put together to form 
distractions, illusory or falla-
cious arguments, false analo-
gies and outright lies can be 
even more manipulative. But 
that’s another story.            q
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   The Women Who Married Monsters  
NazNazi Wives • James Wyllie • The History Press • 2019   

Lothar Luken 

AMES Wyllie’s Nazi Wives is quite a 
feat – after about 50,000 books 
about the Nazis and their Reich he’s 

still found a new angle: “The women at 
the top of Hitler’s Germany”. He gives us 
an easy read, good yarns, a running report 
of history as made by Hitler and insights 
into the Nazi elite as they matured, mated 
and murdered. 

What will strike you is how young they 
were in 1933: Hitler 44, Göring 40, 
Goebbels 36, Himmler 32, Heydrich 29 
(today’s Führer: Trump 73, Putin 67, Xi 
66, Erdogan 66, Bolsonaro 65).  So the 
story starts with promotions, weddings, 
learning curves and their first flats, kids, 
cars – then power, then the end. 

Their wives’ place was in the home – the Nazis didn’t 
allow women in party or government functions, though 
Marga Himmler at least reached the rank of Colonel 
with the Red Cross. As Hitler was not married, Emmy 
Göring and Magda Goebbels filled the role of first lady.  

Like royalty they opened things, visited hospitals etc, got 
their photos on the front of glossy mags. and presided 
over the opulent dinner parties their husbands threw. 
Magda qualified for the Mother Cross in Silver because 
she bore the fanatic Minister for Propaganda six babies. 
Gerda Bormann got Gold for ten! These kids called 
Hitler ‘Uncle Adolf’ and he bought them gifts. Not all 
happy families – some of the men were compulsive Wein-
steins, others had further kids with mistresses. Hitler 
struggled to keep the parents together or at least keep 
appearances. Goebbels got the choice of ending his open-
ly flaunted affair with Czech actress Lída Baarová or 
being fired. So she was ditched and all her movies 
banned... Yes, there’s lots of entertaining gossip in the 
book. It’s journalistic, not scholarly. (See the consistent 
misspellings: Obersalzburg for –berg, Raubel for Raubal 
and, incredibly, Goering for Göring…). 

How would Hello! report on the ruling families of the 
1000-year Reich? People saw them as energetic politicians 
and celebrities, some glitzy, some folksy, most corrupt, 
many nasty – and all powerful. They didn’t see monsters 
because the monstrosities were kept secret for as long as 
possible and there was a barrage of blinding propaganda. 

Calling them beasts and lunatics is too easy anyway. 
Monsters do what monsters do. They’re a different 
species while those Nazis were people, parents. Hess and 
Hitler were vegetarians, Göring had a big train set and 
pet lion cubs, Heydrich was a first class violinist, Himm-
ler started herb gardens. That’s more challenging, useful 

and sobering to get one’s head around. 
Clips of a frothing, screaming Goebbels or 
Hitler explain less than the rarely seen 
footage of them laying out their racist na-
tionalistic beliefs. These guys had come far, 
from primitive pub brawls with Commu-
nists to the meticulously planned, financed 
and organised extermination of millions. 

Hitler instructed his henchmen not even to 
tell their wives. Lina Heydrich wouldn’t 
have minded: she and her fiercely anti-
Semitic family had got her unpolitical 
husband into the SS. The Jewish slave 
labour for her park near Prague was sent 
to the gas chambers once worn out – and 
in 1944 replaced by 15 Aryan Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. She’d been 8 months pregnant 

with No 4 in 1942, when her husband was assassinated – 
for which 1327 civilians were murdered. Emmy Göring 
by mid-1944 was ‘crushed by the stupidity of this war’ 
and immersed herself in relief work. Magda Goebbels 
was shocked when she heard of Auschwitz in 1943: “It’s 
all going to end badly – it can’t possibly end otherwise.” 
So she rediscovered Buddhism and in February 1945 
procured cyanide to kill herself and her children. 

Many Nazis were practising Pagans and into Nordic 
deities and rituals. The Christian Churches were seen as 
rivals for the Volk’s allegiance, though the pompous 
Göring had his wedding celebrated by the Reichs-Bishop. 
In 1941 Heydrich had hundreds of astrologers, spiritual-
ists and faith healers put into camps (Goebbels smirked: 
“not a single clairvoyant predicted he would be 
arrested”). Most were released – and in 1943 there were 
still 3000 Tarot card readers at work in Berlin alone. 
Hard times and people need stuff to believe in. Only: it 
was fanatical chauvinist belief that got them into this 
mess, combined with the cult of an all-wise leader. With 
our hindsight we find it hard to understand how people 
could fall for him – yet we see it working for Trump with 
his Fundamentalist flock of racists or for Putin with his 
homophobic Orthodox sheep. 

Still, their followers are not all brain-and heart-less mo-
rons. A kind nurse may hate Africans, a guy running a 
soup kitchen may be rabidly ‘pro-life’, an environmental-
ist could be a Neo-Nazi and your favourite kebab seller 
could be a jihadist. Most likely they’re not. But Wyllie 
shows men and women with very diverse backgrounds 
and talents who could have lived a fairly normal life – 
but were swept away by the charm of a populist, by 
marches, uniforms and finding a faith with targets and 
outlets for their anger and hatred. As Brecht put it: “The 
womb is fertile still from which this crept.” And  
humankind is that womb.                                             q
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          Corona Reading   
                                                                                                                                               Roger Kelly 

HILE the 
coronavirus 
has almost cut 

off all social interaction 
and humanist groups in 
Ireland have cancelled 
monthly meetings and 
other gatherings, it does 
present opportunities to 
explore books that one 
had previously read that 
might have resonance 
for the times we are 
living through. 

Two books I have been 
re-reading that examine 
the human existential 
experience, both on an 
individual and societal level, is Stoner by John Williams 
and The Plague by Albert Camus. 

The Plague (French title: La Peste), first published in 
1947, is a novel that mirrors in many ways what is 
happening to us all under the Covid-19 pandemic. The 
novel is set during a fictional plague outbreak in the 
Algerian city of Oran in the 1940s. It chillingly portrays 
the various stages of a suspected contagion: the first 
glimmer of the pestilence; a casual dismissal by the au-
thorities; the steady growth of illness and death; fear 
and panic; declaration of quarantine; an inept adminis-
tration with inadequate healthcare; looting and the 
breakdown of law; curfews; a stiffing resolve and the 
eventual retreat of the disease.  

Some of these do sound familiar to what we are experi-
encing. It is the characterisation of the leading personal-
ities in the novel such as Dr Rieux, Father Paneloux, 
Rambert and Tarone that show how individuals react to 
isolation and danger. This encompasses the unique vi-
sion of Camus as a writer  – the utter absurdity of the 
human condition and also the resilience of the human 
spirit. 

It is generally agreed that the pestilence described in the 
book signifies fascism and in particular the Third Reich, 
and the plague is in part an allegory of France's suffer-
ing under the Nazi occupation. Of course, on a broader 
level it is any moral or political pestilence, and the 
plague is a useful symbol for all evil and suffering. 

Overall, The Plague is an optimistic story of humanity. 
Most people are good and will fight to defeat death and 
suffering. But we must be aware that the rats are always 
trying to return. 

Stoner by John 
Williams, which was 
published in 1965, 
focuses on the life of 
one individual. It is a 
sad and beautifully 
written account of an 
entire life. Initially, it 
was only moderately 
successful, but it has 
recently become a 
bestseller.  

Without giving too 
much of the story 
away, William Stoner, 
the main character in 
the novel, goes from 
farm boy to academic 
at Colombia University in America, teaching and falling 
foul of academic jealousies and politics. The book cap-
tures the absurdities about life, love, passion, fears, ageing 
and the ultimate meaning (or lack of meaning) and makes 
one reflect about life and how we live it. The critic Edwin 
Frank has said: “I don’t think it’s a mistake to hear Camus 
behind it”. 

I highly recommend both books. They have an existen-
tialist philosophical current running through them in that 
individuals  – not religion or totalitarian societies  – are 
responsible for giving meaning to life and to live it as 
passionately, sincerely and authentically as possible.      q                                         
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“Man is the only creature who refuses to 
be what he is”                –  Albert Camus

“In the depth of winter, I finally 
learned that within me there lay an 
invincible summer” – Albert Camus



   Better than We Think 
Factfulness • Hans Rosling • Hodder and Stoughton • 2018  

Bob Rees 

TEVEN Pinker has emphasised 
that the world is a much happier 
place than most of us give it cred-

it for, and Hans Rosling attempts here 
to explain why we are so negative. He 
describes some of the common biases 
and impulses in our perceptive pro-
cesses, what he calls ‘instincts’, that 
have led us to make misleading and 
mostly pessimistic assumptions about 
the state of the human race. 

He points out that we tend to think of 
countries, cultures and religions as 
timeless and unchanging, even though 
in virtually every case, change is happening, if only very 
slowly. Over the years, slow change nevertheless adds up 
to big change, but because we never noticed it happen-
ing, we are blind to the ‘revolutionary transformations’ 
that have taken place in societies all around us. Our 
western societies are changing too, but most other coun-
tries are changing much faster. 

Our natural tendency to categorise things into groups 
helps us to structure our thinking, but we are inclined to 
over-generalise by mentally segregating groups of people 
and countries that actually have a lot in common whilst 
stereotyping together others that are really very 
different.  For example, we tend to think of Africa gener-
ally as smitten with problems of poverty, war and 
drought, though in fact Somalia, Ghana and Tunisia are 
each very different in these respects. The author warns us 
to look out for exceptional examples which are not typi-
cal of the group, and to avoid ascribing too much weight 
to claimed ‘majorities’ which may be 99%, but may also 
be only 51% and statistically insignificant.  

What affects how people live is not so much their religion 
or nationality as their income. Our mental picture of the 
world is greatly simplified when we categorise peoples into 
just two groups, with a gap between them: the educated 
and the ignorant, rich and poor … Us and Them. But us-
ing UN and World Bank statistics, Dr. Rosling demon-
strates that this view is seriously outdated. The world has 
changed, and today most people are in the middle, right 
where we tend to think there is a gap.  Admittedly about a 
billion people still exist in abject poverty on under $2/day, 
but three billion have progressed to $8/day, and two billon 
more now receive as much as $32/day. Only a billion of us 
mostly westerners enjoy more than $32/day, but the pelo-
ton has caught up and is set to overwhelm us. Our inclina-
tion to think geographically in terms of ‘the West and the 
rest’ is even more misleading because every level of wealth 
and poverty is to be found somewhere in most countries 
(though few are as poor as the poor in Afghanistan or the 
Central African Republic). 

We naturally tend to pay special atten-
tion to the harmful and bad, and over-
look the good.  We dream of ‘the good 
old days’, but now we see only traffic 
congestion, pollution and drug addic-
tion, while the news media tell us only 
bad news (simply because good news 
doesn’t sell), and the charities never 
miss a chance to stress how poor/op-
pressed/sick the people are in the 
‘Third World’, to the extent that we 
are almost inclined to lose hope. And 
it’s true that many things are bad, but 
the statistics show that for the most 
part, in areas as diverse as poverty, 

human rights, climate awareness and women’s education, 
they are rapidly getting better all the time, and there’s 
every reason for hope and even optimism. For example, 
in 2016, 4.2 million babies died in their first year. That’s 
terrible! But the previous year the number was 4.5 mil-
lion, and back in 1950, it was 14.4 million. So actually, 
4.2 million was a wonderful achievement, the lowest it 
had ever been. 
  
The media know that quoting enormous numbers, like 
4.2 million, without any qualifying reference, can grab 
headlines … and charitable donations. Enormous lone 
numbers can be eye-catching but deceptive.   In another 
example, Rosling tells us that at the World Economic 
Forum in Davos in 2007, a European representative ac-
cusingly pointed out that India was emitting 1,211 mil-
lion tonnes of greenhouse gases per annum, more even 
than Germany (837 million tonnes p.a.), to which the 
Indian representative politely retorted that India’s emis-
sions per person were less than a quarter of those in 
Germany. The overwhelming scale of suffering, pollution 
or whatever, as presented in big unqualified numbers by 
the media and charities, distorts our view of the world. 
  
Accordingly, the world seems much scarier than it really 
is, thanks also to our instinctive tendency to concentrate 
on the things that seem to pose a threat. This is the case 
even when the actual risk of exposure is low, such as 
being involved in a plane crash or a terrorist attack, be-
cause our attention is grabbed by all perceived risks, 
though only the objective risks pose real danger worth 
worrying about. This propensity for excessive caution 
that once kept our ancestors safe today keeps our jour-
nalists employed. 
  
Another impulsive weakness is our tendency to assume 
that present trends will continue into the foreseeable 
future. We worry, for example, that the exploding human 
population will soon exceed the capacity of the planet to 
sustain it. In fact, the rate at which the human race has 
been growing is slowing as more and more people ––>     
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have escaped serious poverty, as 
contraceptives have become 
increasingly available, and as 
more women have received a 
decent education. And so, they 
have been producing ever 
smaller families. Contrary to 
our intuitions, very few trends 
continue forever. 
  
Individually, we can only view the world from a single 
point of view, even though we know that nothing is ever 
as simple as it seems from a single aspect. In this respect, 
experts who are expert only in their own narrow field of 
specialisation are particularly susceptible to becoming 
fixated on one idea and one solution to a problem. The 
author advocates that we must open our minds to dis-
crepant viewpoints, we should make more effort to try to 
see things through the eyes of those who disagree with 
us.   For example, social campaigners tend to blame neo-
liberalism and inequality for all our problems, while the 
neo-libs are blaming the welfare state and big govern-
ment. Inevitably it’s much more complicated: Dr Rosling 
illustrates this by pointing out that neither Cuba nor the 
USA has a perfect health system, the ‘answer’ surely lying 
somewhere in a complex mixture of both systems. But 
humanists must beware: campaigning ideologues can 
become over-obsessive when promoting their one-sided 
point of view. 
  
Despite this realisation that most social problems are 
attributable to a complex interconnected network of 
causes, it is nevertheless mentally less stressful simply to 
look for a scapegoat when things go wrong. We especial-
ly love to blame lying journalists, greedy businessmen, 
self-seeking politicians and foreigners for all our troubles, 
even though we know that problems are rarely solved 
simply by finger pointing.   This human tendency to 
scapegoating nevertheless provides fertile ground for 
racists, propagandists, populists and conspiracy theorists. 
  
Another weakness is our inclination to treat most prob-
lems and decisions with greater urgency than they war-
rant. It’s now or never  – the moment will never come 
back. Sales people and activists over-exploit this tendency 
to urgency, though in daily life things are rarely all 
THAT urgent. But the constant alarmist media reports 
make us numb to real urgency, just as constant exaggera-
tion undermines the credibility of well-founded data. So 
when something truly urgent crops up, such as a credible 
warning of imminent irreversible climate change, or the 
real threat of a global pandemic like Covid 19, many 
people cynically refuse to take it seriously at first, having 
been previously exposed to too many over-dramatised 
warnings of what turned out to be non-events. In this 
respect, it is worth recalling that the newsworthy First 
World War killed 21 million people, but the humdrum 
Spanish flu that followed immediately afterwards killed 
at least 50 million. 
  
Unlike believers and atheists, humble agnostics have no 
beliefs that they may be called on to defend. Hans 
Rosling points out that humility similarly means that you 
are not pressured to have a view about everything, nor 
can you be called on to defend your views, whilst being 
curious means being open to new information and seek-

ing it out. Humility and curiosi-
ty can help us to tackle our own 
instinctive pre-dispositions that, 
together with the media, tend to 
mislead us and give us such a 
jaundiced view of the world. 
  
The World Bank, the United 

Nations Organisation and others 
exist to provide the boring raw statistics (amongst other 
things). But we should not expect the charities or the 
news media to pass on these statistics in a non-dramatic 
non-selective way. They wouldn’t raise funds, or sell 
newspapers or attract ‘clicks’ if they didn’t over-empha-
sise and exaggerate the dramatic aspects of the world 
scene. They’re only doing their jobs. 
  
The book is thought-provoking and readable, though 
despite his advocacy of humility, Rosling rarely misses an 
opportunity to tell us how, in the most prestigious and 
exclusive venues, he made fools of our world leaders, 
business executives, bankers, and experts in various fields 
simply by exploiting their natural human tendencies to 
self-deception.  

Yet it seems to me that the truly foundational instinct 
underlying all those described above is our tendency to 
find the raw statistics as published by the World Bank 
and UNO to be indigestible and boring. Instead, we al-
low ourselves to be influenced by the same statistics after 
they have been sifted, cooked, pre-digested and reinter-
preted by those who are trying to manipulate and scare 
us.                                                                                   q  

HOPE 
Hope is like a harebell trembling from its birth, 
Love is like a rose the joy of all the earth; 
Faith is like a lily lifted high and white, 
Love is like a lovely rose the world's delight; 
Harebells and sweet lilies show a thornless growth, 
But the rose with all its thorns excels them both  

  – Christina Rossetti 

OPTIMISM 
I'm no reformer; for I see more light  
Than darkness in the world; mine eyes are quick  
To catch the first dim radiance of the dawn,  
And slow to note the cloud that threatens storm.  
The fragrance and the beauty of the rose  
Delight me so, slight thought I give its thorn;  
And the sweet music of the lark's clear song  
Stays longer with me than the night hawk's cry.  
And e'en in this great throe of pain called Life,  
I find a rapture linked with each despair,  
Well worth the price of Anguish. I detect  
More good than evil in humanity.  
Love lights more fires than hate extinguishes,  
And men grow better as the world grows old. 

       – Ella Wheeler Wilcox 
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HE painter LS Lowry is renowned for his indus-
trial landscape scenes, so often crammed with his 
distinctive, curious little figures scurrying here 

and there or pouring out of the mills at closing time, or 
simply idly enjoying the city parks.  

Not so well known, however, are his seascapes, often 
devoid of any human life. Throughout his career Lowry 
was fascinated by the sea. He would return to it on 
numerous occasions as a means of inspiration and as 
an antidote to his cityscapes. 

I’ve always had a fascination for Lowry’s work but it 
has only been in recent times that I’ve begun to recog-
nise the true value of his wonderful ‘minimalist’ sea 
paintings. To me they speak of isolation, timelessness 
and healing. 

In this painting, Shingle Beach, which was completed 
shortly before there was any real or imminent threat of 
the Coronavirus pandemic reaching these shores, I en-
deavoured to express something of solitude, isolation 
and the value of being at one with nature which invari-
ably provides opportunity for prayerful meditation.  

Towards the bottom righthand corner of the painting a 
little tin mug, washed up on the shore, lies among the 
pebbles and through time has become barely indistin-
guishable from its surroundings.  

There may be a certain significance in the hint of light 
breaking through and reflected on the surface of the 
water. 

Colin Corkey

22

Irish Freethinker and Humanist • May-June 2020

Colin CorkeyArt

Shingle Beach

T



            Paul Dirac 
                                                                                                                                                       

                                                                                     

AUL Dirac, the quantum genius, was born in Bristol in 
1902, and died in Florida in 1984. His father, who was 
born in Switzerland, moved to Bristol and married an 
English woman. He eventually became head of a lan-

guage school in the city. 

 

Paul studied engineering and mathematics at Bristol Univer-
sity and received first class honours in both degrees. Yet in 
an engineering test of factory work in Rugby, he was the 
worst person they had ever examined. He was found to be a 
disaster on the factory floor. In his early twenties a fellow-
ship enabled him to enter Cambridge as a research student, 
pursuing his interest in the theory of general relativity.

 

He was an extremely silent person. When he later became a 
fellow in Cambridge, he liked to eat in the dining room, and 
listen to people. A new fellow found his silence disturbing, 
and said, “Have you seen any good films or plays lately”.  
Dirac replied, “Why do you ask”?

 

He had a  good voice, and he spoke simply and precisely 
in his fifty-five minute lectures. Then he left on the second, 
without saying goodbye to the students.     

 

Once, when he had retired from Cambridge, he was listen-
ing to two physics students in Florida. After they described 
what they knew, they waited for Dirac’s reactions. He said, 
“Where is the post office?” One asked,  “What did you think 
of what we said?” He answered, “I am going to the post 
office. I can’t do two things at once”.

 

It is an oddity of people with Asperger Syndrome that they 
concentrate entirely, and often can’t do two things at the 
same time. But Dirac's probable autism was not always 
amusing. He rarely came to his home in Bristol, and his 
mother was desperate to see her famous son. She wrote to 
him, and pretended she wanted to see the boat races in 
Cambridge but said she could meet him too. He said no.     

 

He was the youngest person to ever win the Nobel Prize for 
science, and he was the youngest person ever to be ac-
cepted for the Royal Science Society. His mother came with 
him to Stockholm when he collected the Nobel Prize. They 
arrived on a train earlier than the one they meant to take. 
They went into the waiting room and ate cakes. The train 
came and the VIPs and journalists wondered where he was. 
Then he and his mother emerged from the waiting room.

In his Nobel speech, he was expected to give a talk on 
Quantum Physics. But he gave a fairly elementary talk on 
economy.

 

For such a silent person, he had many friends. He and Wer-
ner Heisenberg helped create what is modern quantum the-
ory. He was a friend of Alfred Whitehead the philosopher 
and his wife. In Cambridge he became a friend of the Russ-
ian Peter Kapitza and they met many times in Russia and 
into old age. He fought for forty years to get Kapitza the 
Nobel Prize, and he finally won it in his seventies.

 

Albert Einstein wrote a letter about Dirac to Paul Ehrenfest, 
the Austrian and Dutch physicist, in 1926. “This balancing 

act on the dizzy path between genius and madness is aw-
ful”. Dirac was 24 years old at the time. He met Einstein 
many times, and the only time anyone saw him crying was 
when Einstein died. There are two photographs in the en-
trance of Princeton University, one of Einstein and one of 
Dirac. There is also a statue of him in Cambridge.  

 

In his thirties he married Margit Wigner, a Jewish Hungarian. 
She was never very comfortable in Cambridge, nor in their 
large damp house. She was from a rich Jewish family in 
Hungary, and her brother Eugene Wigner was a Nobel laure-
ate in Physics, yet she felt the academics looked down upon 
her because she did not have a degree.

  

He became a fellow of the Royal Society in 1930, when he 
was 28. He shared the Nobel Prize with Erwin Schrodinger 
in 1933 ‘for the discovery of new forms of atomic theory’. He 
also made significant contributions to the reconciliation of 
general relativity with quantum mechanics. He was the first 
to describe antimatter. The Dirac equation which describes 
the behaviour of Fermion predicates the existence of anti-
matter. Fermions are antimatter positive electrons.

 

He was always leftish in politics. He visited his friend Kapiti-
za in Russia many times. He would not believe the newspa-
pers when they described the terrible things Stalin was do-
ing in Russia.

 

There were strange paradoxes in his personality. His chil-
dren ran out for the Beano and Dandy, two children's 
comics, that were delivered to the door on Sunday. Dirac 
raced them to the door to try to get them first. He loved 
reading comics. 


In Florida he loved to watch Cher on television. A friend 
and his wife and Dirac and his wife went to see the film 
2001: A Space Odyssey, in 1969. The two women talked 
throughout the film and found it boring. They went home 
afterwards, but Dirac and his fellow scientist stayed and 
watch the film twice over. Dirac loved Kubrick’s film. 

In 1931, Dirac proposed that the existence of a single 
magnetic monopole in the universe would explain 
the quantisation of electrical change. There has so far been 
no direct evidence of their existence, but they seem nec-
essary to the above.


In 1929 Heisenberg and Dirac travelled together on an 
Ocean liner to a conference in Japan. They were both 27 
years old. Heisenberg was a ladies man, who constantly 
flirted, and danced. Dirac suffered if forced to socialise or 
engage in small talk. He asked his companion, “Why do 
you dance”? Heisenberg replied, “When they are nice girls, 
it's a pleasure”. Dirac asked, “But how do you know they 
are nice in advance”?


It has been said that without his wife he would not have 
produced so much work because she connected him with 
people. A commemorative marker, with a Dirac equation, 
is in Westminster Abbey.                                  q                                           
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