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The Mother and Baby Scandal

Roger Kelly

HE Taoiseach Michedl Mar-

tin's formal apology regard-

ing the final report of the

Commission of Investiga-
tion into Mother and Baby Homes
seemed genuine. Nevertheless it did
not fully address the true relation-
ship between Church and State in
setting up and running these bar-
baric institutions.

These so-called caring homes con-
demned tens of thousands of un-
married mothers and their babies
to callousness and cruelty in mainly
Catholic institutions, though a
small number were Protestant. The
figures produced by the Commis-
sion are staggering. About 56,000
women and 57,000 children were
placed or born into the homes from
1922 to 1998. Other countries did
have similar institutions but the per
capita numbers in Ireland were
probably the highest in the world,
the Commission found.

The report estimated 9,000 chil-
dren, 15% of the total, died — an
appalling infant mortality rate that
was about double the national av-
erage. Neglect, poor food and ex-
treme austerity all played a part.
Instead of saving the lives of chil-
dren deemed illegitimate, the
homes as stated in the report “sig-
nificantly reduced their prospects
of survival”.

The institutions in which women
were incarcerated were de facto
asylums and the individual women
were referred to as ‘inmates’. They
regularly received dehumanising
treatment (they had their hair cut
and were told: “you are here for
your sins”) and fanatical religious
intimidation (“God doesn't want
you, you’re dirt”). This is just a
small example of the horrific vic-
timisation that women in the
mother and baby homes suffered.

Controversy has arisen because the
Commission said that responsibili-
ty for the system lay mainly with
the fathers of the children and fam-
ilies of the women who sought to
hide them from view and that

women were not forced into homes
but many had no alternative. It is
distasteful to suggest that responsi-
bility for the way these women —
some as young as 12 years old —
were ostracised and condemned
rests ‘mainly’ with the men who
impregnated them.

Amnesty International and women
and survivors groups have chal-
lenged this view and the other at-
tribution to the amorphous ab-
straction known as the ‘wider Irish
society” as dangerous deflections.
By doing so it locates the blame on
the victims’ personal behaviour and
welfare and ignores the role of
tribal norms, social scapegoating
and the overarching power struc-
ture of the Catholic Church which
controlled morality within Irish
society.

For a country as intertwined
with organised religion as Ire-
land has been for centuries, it

would be misguided to let the
Church off the hook

Interestingly, Michael Foucault, the
French philosopher, viewed soci-
eties such as Ireland as dominated
by organised religion. Those who
most offended the sensibilities of
the status quo were simply sent
away, permanently to be se-
questered from an otherwise vul-
nerable populace.

For a country as intertwined with
organised religion as Ireland has
been for centuries, it would be mis-
guided to let the Church off the
hook. And yet here is what the re-
port has to say about the influence
of religion on social attitudes: “The
Catholic Church did not invent
Irish attitudes to prudent marriages
or family respectability”. This as-
sertion is unbelievable and formu-
lated without evidence, it seems to
imply that there was no such influ-
ence at all? Are we to take it that it
was ‘Irish attitudes’ that shaped the
views of the church, and not the
other way round?

What happened in the homes was
not a ‘massive societal failure’.
What occurred was but an aspect
of the newly established State
which was profoundly anti-women
both in its laws and in its culture.
Out of it emerged the Mother and
Baby Homes. While it was wrong
for families and others to send vul-
nerable unmarried pregnant girls to
be incarcerated, the homes were
handsomely paid for by the tax-
payers of Ireland. The nuns and
Protestant women who adminis-
tered them on behalf of the State
were not entitled to deprive the
young girls of their legal and con-
stitutional rights and the right to be
treated with dignity and respect.

What must not be overlooked is
the fact that the Government, the
Catholic Church and Protestant
churches ran the Homes together
hand in glove. What they did repre-
sents a damning indictment of
church and state. They jointly bear
legal responsibility for the ill-
treatment and abuse and the gross
breach of human rights that
occurred in the homes.

Sadly, Mother and Baby Home
survivors have criticised the Com-
mission of Investigation’s Final
Report as incomplete, a cop-out
and worse. They also say that it has
not brought closure or the solace
they wanted.

The Taoiseach's apology is just not
good enough. What is required is a
full criminal investigation and the
assets of the institutions
sequestered for the benefit of the
Survivors.

While this article focuses on the
events in the Irish Republic it is
important to mention the recent
findings in a report by researchers
from Queen’s University Belfast
and the Ulster University. It high-
lighted similar inhuman practices
to which mothers and babies were
subjected in near-identical institu-
tions in Northern Ireland.

This has prompted the UN Com-
mittee Against Torture and the UN
Committee for the Elimination of
Discrimination Against Women to
recommend that the government in
Northern Ireland establish an in-
quiry into abuses in such institu-
tions. Q
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The Emperor has no Clothes

Brian McClinton

"I am struck by a disinclination in both academic and journalistic accounts to critique empire and imperialism.
Openness to, and engagement in, a critique of nationalism has seemed greater. And while it has been vital to our
purposes in Ireland to examine nationalism, doing the same for imperialism is equally important and has a sig-
nificance far beyond British/lIrish relations” - Michael D. Higgins (Guardian, Irish Times, 12th February 2021)

Inglorious Empire: What the British Did to India » Shashi Tharoor ¢ Hurst « £20/Penguin £7.99
Slave Empire * Padraic X. Scanlan e Little Brown * £25
Empireland: How Imperialism Has Shaped Modern Britain » Sathnam Sanghera ¢ Viking * £18.99
Britain Alone * The Path from Suez to Brexit * Philip Stephens ¢ Faber ¢ £25

"When we kill people”, a British sea-captain says in the Indian novelist Amitav Ghosh’s Sea of Poppies, “we
feel compelled to pretend that it is for some higher cause. It is this pretence of virtue, | promise you, that will
never be forgotten by history” (quoted in Inglorious Empire, p.xxix)

T HE majority of Britons,
according to opinion polls, oy SHASHI
think that the British Empire THAROOR
was something to be proud of. The
majority of people in countries that
were conquered — not only Ireland —
would probably disagree. Shashi
Tharoor, an Indian politician, is cer- INGLORIOUS
tainly one of them. In 2017 he pub- EMPIRE
lished Inglorious Empire, an excori- ket the Brkieh [N o Lt
ating polemic indicting what the 0
British did in India. It was, he says, a

monstrous crime in which Britain looted his county for
two centuries — “a long and shameless record of rapaci-

ty”, he calls it.

At the beginning of the 18th century, India’s share of the
world economy was 23 per cent; by the time the British
had departed India, it had dropped to just over 3 per
cent. The reason was simple: India was governed for the
benefit of Britain. Indeed, Britain’s industrial revolution
was built on the destruction of India’s thriving manufac-
turing industries. Textiles were an emblematic case in
point: the British systematically set about destroying In-
dia’s textile manufacturing and exports, substituting In-
dia’s textiles by British ones made in England. Ironically,
the British used Indian raw materials and exported the
finished goods back to India and the rest of the world,
“the industrial equivalent of adding insult to injury” (p.5).

This drain of resources from India continued throughout
the 19th century. The Marquess of Salisbury, Secretary of
State for India in the 1860s and 1870s, said: As India is
to be bled, the lancet should be directed to those parts
where the blood is congested...[rather than] to those
which are already feeble for the want of it” (p.20). The
blood was of course money and its ‘congestion’ offered
greater sources of revenue than the ‘feeble’ areas.

Tharoor also shows how the British used religion to di-
vide and rule, a strategy familiar here in Ireland. In 1859
the British governor of Bombay, Lord Elphinstone, spelt
it out: “Divide et Impera was the old Roman maxim, and
it should be ours” (p.101). A few decades later, Sir John

Stracey opined that ‘the existence of hostile creeds among
the Indian people’ was essential for ‘our political position
in India’.

Under British rule Ireland suffered a catastrophic famine.
Under British rule, India suffered about 15 in the period
1770 to 1900, in which 25 million are estimated to have
died. Later came the most notorious of all, the 1943
Bengal famine in which about 3 million perished. The
strategy is also familiar to Irish historians: a combination
of non-intervention in free trade, Malthusian doctrine (let
nature check overpopulation) and financial ‘prudence’.

Tharoor rubbishes any notion of a benign despotism by
recounting case after case of British brutality, the most
notorious of which was the Amritsar massacre of 13th
April 1919, when Acting Brigadier-General Reginald
Dyer ordered troops to fire their rifles into a crowd of
unarmed Indian civilians in Jallianwala Bagh, Amritsar,
killing at least 1,000 (the British admitted 379).

Tharoor’s damning indictment has inspired others to
challenge the narrative by conservative writers such as
Niall Ferguson and Andrew Roberts that Britain’s empire
was benign and brought modernisation and democracy
to its subject peoples. Padraic Scanlan’s Slave Empire is
one of the latest. The British Empire, in sentimental myth,
was more free and more fair than its rivals. Abolition of
the slave trade in 1807 and of slavery itself in 1833 was
the triumph of good over evil. Scanlan sets out to refute
these claims in a scholarly yet devastating argument.

He demonstrates how for 200 years
the British developed slavery to the
extent that in the 18th century
Britons (including some Irishmen)
were the world’s foremost slave own-

ers inflicting untold suffering on their ESI\I/I“ 11}?/1{5 E

human chattels.

A key argument of Scanlan, however, Rl %
is that the end of slavery in the

British empire was not the end of the —
British slave empire. Britain used —>
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abolition as part of the narrative in which it claimed that it
was better than other European conquerors, even though
in reality for long afterwards Britain was still entangled
in global slavery. British manufacturers purchased Amer-
ican cotton grown by enslaved workers and promoted
free trade policies that enriched American slaveholders.

When the duties on sugar produced outside the British
empire fell away, Cuba, Brazil, Louisianna and other
slaveholding sugar bowls prospered. London solidified
its position as the 19th century financial capital. British
investors financed infrastructure that carried enslaved
people and the things they produced, and bought up the
debt of slaveholding states.

Moreover, at the basic financial level the British govern-
ment paid colossal sums to compensate slaveowners, but
gave nothing to formerly enslaved people, who were
forced to continue to labour for six years on plantations
as unpaid ‘apprentices’.

In essence, Britain used the abolition of slavery in the
Empire in 1833 to justify another century of imperial
violence and capitalist exploitation. The takeover of the
Nigerian protectorate and other African countries after
1870 was claimed in the names of civilisation and anti-
slavery. An empire built on slavery thus became an em-
pire that was sustained and expanded by antislavery. This
expansion was justified on the basis of the moral ‘superi-
ority’ of Britain’s ‘Christian’ principles.

Linking the past to the present, we could turn first of all
to the engrossing Empireland, which argues that imperi-
alism shaped modern Britain. Its author, Sathnam
Sanghera, is a journalist and novelist who was born in
Britain of Sikh Punjabi immigrants. He relates the racism
experienced in his childhood in 1970s and 1980s Wolver-
hampton to the policies used to enforce the empire across
the world — an empire that at one stage covered 24% of
the earth’s land area. It was, he says, ‘one of the biggest
white supremacist enterprises’ in history.

He believes that the empire still corrupts Britain in the
21st century, though the British choose not to see it. We
see it in the delusions of exceptionalism, in the racism, in
the immense private and public wealth, in the dominance
of the city of London, in Brexit, and even in the entitled
and drunken behaviour of British expats and holiday-
makers abroad (drunkenness is the sort of bad behaviour
that imperial Britons pioneered abroad). “Empire”, he
writes, “explains the feeling that we are exceptional and
can go it alone when it comes to everything from Brexit
to dealing with global pandemics” (p14).

Brexit, he suggests, is actually in part
‘an exercise in empire nostalgia’.
And in Boris Johnson Brexit has had
a leader who has, more than any
other modern politician, sought im-
perial inspiration. His supporters
include Toby Young, who confesses
to “a kind of mystical belief in
Britain’s greatness and her ability to
occasionally bring forth remarkable
individuals...I’ve always thought of
Boris as one of those people” (p.119).

Empireland

SATHNAM SANGHERA

The dissolution of the remaining em- ==
pire after 19435 left Britain in search of LU

a new identity in a world where other

great powers made the rules. The

American Secretary of State Dean

Acheson famously summed up the 4

dilemma in 1962 by suggesting that A

“Great Britain has lost an empire but A

not yet found a role”. p

As the Financial Times journalist Philip Stephens points
out in his brilliant Britain Alone, which retraces the path
from Suez to Brexit, Churchill had optimistically imag-
ined that the country remained uniquely placed at the
intersection of three concentric circles of power — the
United States, Europe and Commonwealth. But although
all three circles were pursued, they fell apart sooner or
later. In particular, the competing currents of the Atlantic
and the Channel are at the heart of the post-war story.

It wasn’t long before the US had ruthlessly usurped
Britain’s global power. Bretton Woods in 1947 estab-
lished the West’s financial system, with the dollar rather
than sterling as the basis of international trade.

As Stephens indicates, the closer the relationship with the
occupant of the White House, the easier it seemed to
sidestep the issue of Britain’s waning world role. Riding
America’s coattails and propagating the myth of an inde-
pendent nuclear deterrent — a ‘psychological prison’
Stephens calls it — were intended to conceal Britain’s lack
of any real global influence. The ‘special relationship’
was a one-way process. America served her own interest,
meaning that she had lots of other special relationships.

During Suez, for example, Eisenhower ordered the US
ambassador at the UN to vote with Moscow, against its
ally. Even the majority of Commonwealth members, in-
cluding India, opposed the UK over Suez at the UN.

Tony Blair thought he could square the circle by being as
influential in Paris and Berlin as he wanted to be in Wash-
ington — until the terrorist attacks of 9/11, when he made
the choice he had previously eschewed by slavishly back-
ing George W. Bush’s Iraq War. Even earlier, in a note, he
assured Bush that “I will be with you, whatever” (letter of
28th July 2008, quoted p.315). A million died and after
the war Iraq descended into violent chaos. By backing
Bush, Blair lost his most important friends in Europe.

The last two chapters of Stephens’s gripping history deal
with the departure from the EU. Although some leaders —
notably Macmillan, Heath and Major - realised the im-
portance of Europe to Britain, others — notably Cameron,
May and, above all, Johnson — treated it with defensive-
ness or disdain. When the British Leavers promised to
‘take back control’ by leaving the EU and Trump promised
to ‘make America great again’, both were looking back to
the 1950s: the president to an era when, outside the Soviet
bloc, America’s writ went unchallenged around the world;
the Brexiters to a time when Britain thought she could
count itself above its European neighbours. Johnson in
particular was living in a world freighted not so much
with history as post-imperial illusions. Moreover, Brexit
might be the catalyst for the eventual break-up of another
union. Would it be Britain alone or England alone? a
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Capitalism is not Sustainable

Jordan McLaughlin

S Dorothy Guerrero has o e cion
observed (‘The Limits of — sewsres s

Capitalist Solutions to the
Climate Crisis’ in V. Satgar, ed.:
The Climate Crisis, 2018, p.30),
there is an ‘increasing’ acknowl-
edgement that the current cli-
mate crisis the earth faces is
directly connected with capital-
ism and, therefore, the concept
of a free-market economy.

This article will argue that free-
market capitalism is unsustain-
able for both human life and the
environment for two reasons. Firstly, capitalism hinges
on the use of the earth’s natural environment as a ‘re-
source base’ to make enough profits for capitalists to live
from and expand their businesses. These resources are
not infinite. Secondly, its effects on the environment, will,
in the long run, lead to a severe crisis within capitalism
itself, due to its inherent unsustainability. Therefore, soci-
ety must transcend this and aim to achieve a post-
growth, centrally planned economy to achieve the sus-
tainability that is required for a prosperous human life
and the environment. However, competing claims that
capitalism can be reformed to become more sustainable
by utilising new green technologies and innovation will
also be analysed.

Initially, it is essential to define several key concepts.
Firstly, sustainability will follow the definition as laid out
by the United Nations World Commission on Environ-
ment and Development (WCED) in 1987 as meeting ‘the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs’. Unsustain-
ability will be defined as ‘upsetting the ecological balance
by depleting natural resources’.

Capitalism, as an economic system, is unsustainable in
the long-term owing to its ecological impact. By its very
nature, capitalism requires constant economic growth to
function effectively. If capitalists do not make profits,
thereby producing growth, their businesses will eventual-
ly collapse. On the other hand, sustained profits will lead
to business growth and more money for the owners.
Economic growth, which is one of the critical necessities
of a capitalist economy, has been closely tied to increas-
ing consumption levels as well as increasing loads on the
environment. Growth in the material standard of living
requires growth in the extraction of materials. This in-
evitably harms the environment and ultimately under-
mines production. Capitalism must continuously grow,
extract resources or die in a crisis made of its own sys-
tematic contradictions. Therefore, ecological sustainabili-
ty requires overcoming capitalism. For the capitalist
economy, times without growth are periods of illness. For

any capitalist society to reclaim
its health after a crisis, the crisis
of non-growth must be over-
come. Unless the recession ends
and economic growth resurfaces,
capitalist society will face a se-
vere crisis, including mass un-
employment, poverty and social
unrest.

Therefore, we must move be-
yond the free market capitalist
system, which is not sustainable,
to a post-growth, planned econ-
omy, which will put the envi-
ronment and the people first. A socialist, post-growth
system under a planned economy would completely
change what we, as a society, understand or measure as
welfare and prosperity. Current capitalist societies need
to move away from the profit-based logic that currently
controls the system to become ecologically sustainable.

Standards of living can improve without constant eco-
nomic growth by a changing of desires and expectations
of what our idea of prosperity is. An adequately con-
ceived socialism is much better positioned to bring such a
transition than capitalism ever would be, which is orient-
ed towards chasing, if not eternally generating, profits
and economic growth. Prosperity is not about the mater-
ial acquisitions of goods and services in ever greater
amounts.

That is the modern notion of growth in our popular vi-
sion of the good society. In other words, whoever dies
with the most material possessions wins. That is the im-
age of the good life, while prosperity is really about the
quality of one’s life. Instead, we should be asking ques-
tions like: how breathable is our air? Do we have good
healthy food? Do we have meaningful free time to be
able to work on education or self-expression through art
and other means of entertainment? So, the issue is not
that free time can also be unemployment, but that capi-
talism is unsustainable because unemployment leads to
destitution and poverty within that system.

When talking about free time and the importance it
should hold in society, the words of Marx are extraordi-
narily timely. He argued that someone should ‘become
accomplished in any branch he wishes... to do one thing
today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning,
fish in the afternoon’. This would be entirely better for
humanity as it will allow for the self-actualisation of all
people to achieve their dreams without having to live in
an unsustainable system.

On the other hand, some scholars contend that capitalism
and a free market can be made sustainable through inno-
vation and investment in modern technologies. —>
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Therefore, from this position, there
would be no need to transcend our
current society based around the
ideals of the free market. Capitalist
societies can keep going as they are
with minor changes. This concept is
known as green growth theory. As
noted by Jason Hickela and Giorgos
Kallis, green growth theory main-
tains that “continued economic expansion is compatible
with our planet’s ecology, as technological change and
substitution will allow us to decouple GDP growth
from resource use and carbon emissions absolutely”( ‘Is
Green Growth Possible?’, in New Political Economy,
no. iv, 2019, p. 469).

On the surface, this seems correct. After all, even Karl
Marx said that constant technological innovations un-
der capitalism were one of the most dynamic features of
the system. According to this view, green capitalism will
be more competitive and profitable as it replaces the
fossil fuels of the industrial era.

This could be found in the renewable energy sector. As
noted by Jerry Harris, there is an argument that decar-
bonising might offer a solution to the sustainability of
capitalism: “solar panels and wind turbines [could] cre-
ate new markets that expand by phasing out the old
[carbonised] energy system” (‘Can Green Capitalism
Build a Sustainable Society?’ in International Critical
Thought, iii, no. 4 (2013), p. 469).

The capitalist system and economic growth would con-
tinue under this view, but in a manner that reduces en-
ergy and resource consumption. Society in this current
form ‘need not be changed’. If this vision were broad-
ened to include concepts such as architecture, agricul-
ture, transportation, and manufacturing, society could
ultimately be redesigned to be more sustainable. This
vast ‘greening of civilisation’ would potentially lead to
vast new markets and vast profits for those corpora-
tions producing and deploying the green technologies,
while creating a more sustainable system.

Despite its surface-level attractiveness, green growth
theory is fundamentally flawed for several reasons.
Firstly, decarbonising alone will not make capitalism or
the free market any more sustainable. A new study con-
cluded that changing our transport system so that vehi-
cles run on renewable energy would only be viable if we
reduce the endlessly growing levels of consumption in
industrial societies. This would mean having fundamen-
tally to change the very concept of capitalism.

However, this cannot happen. Capitalism, as a rule,
requires endless consumption of the earth’s natural re-
sources to function. In other words, as Murray
Bookchin observes, any “[attempts] to ‘green’ capital-
ism, to make it ‘ecological’, are doomed by the very
nature of the system as a system of endless
growth” (Remaking Society. (Boston 1990, p. 94).

Another flaw of the claim that capitalism and the free
market can be made sustainable through the develop-
ment of new ‘green’ technologies is that it discounts the
naturally damaging role of competition, which becomes
intensified during periods of capitalist crisis. In this sit-

The idea of any sustainable
capitalism is an oxymoron.
Capitalism’s endless quest for
economic growth is entirely
unsustainable

uation, the capitalist class seeks
frantically to achieve sustainable
rates of profit that fuel the flames
of competition. The result of this,
as observed by Lenin, is mo-
nopoly capitalism. Crises under
capitalism often lead to bank-
ruptcy for capitalists who fail and
the consolidation of entire indus-
tries into fewer larger firms as the market contracts
itself. From this, it can be seen that at a particular stage
of its development concentration itself, as it were, leads
straight to monopoly.

Furthermore, times of economic crisis also are usually
followed by high levels of government-led austerity.
This results in the loss of government-financed grants
that are key to any new technology seeking a stable
foothold in the marketplace. Therefore, the only way
forward is the adoption of an economy which is post-
growth as the free market is clearly not stable or sus-
tainable enough to go forward.

In conclusion, I have argued that the current free-mar-
ket capitalist system in place in much of the western
world is unsustainable for both human life and the en-
vironment in the long run as capitalism hinges on the
use of the earth’s natural environment as a ‘resource
base’. Therefore our society must transcend this current
capitalist economic system to a post-growth society
based around a planned economy that puts the needs of
the people over a capitalist free market that will only
seek economic growth, thereby increasing the level of
CO; emissions in the atmosphere.

The idea of any sustainable capitalism is an oxymoron.
Capitalism’s endless quest for economic growth is en-
tirely unsustainable. Only by moving beyond the limit-
ing constraints of capitalist logic and its endless cycles
of manic growth toward a planned economy can we
find sustainability.

Jordan McLaughlin is studying History and Politics at
Queen'’s University, Belfast

“Capitalism is the extraordinary belief that the nastiest
of men for the nastiest of motives will somehow work
together for the benefit of all”

- John Maynard Keynes
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Is Trump a Fascist?

Brian McClinton

HE acquittal of
Donald Trump on
the impeachment
charge of inciting
insurrection means that,
theoretically, he could run
for President again. This
raises the questions: how
dangerous is this man
and what has he done to
American politics?

In the last issue of the
Irish Freethinker Andy
Barr stated his belief that
Trump is a fascist. In the
15th January issue of the
New Statesman the histo-
rian Richard J Evans ar-
gues that he and his fol-
lowers are not. He thinks
that fascism was an ide-
ology peculiar to the
1918-45 period in Europe
and was driven by the
desire to refight the First
World War. “You can’t
win the battles of the
present if you’re always
stuck in the past”, he
writes.

These are strange argu-
ments. To take the last
point first, you can cer-
tainly learn from the past.
The Spanish philosopher
George Santayana said
that “those who cannot
remember the past are
condemned to repeat it”.
Indeed, it is curious that
an historian should him-
self ignore this lesson.

Bizarrely, he doesn’t ig-
nore the fact that the
First World War led to
the Second World War.
Santayana maintained
that history is always
repeating itself. Wars
have ended with winners
punishing the losers, in-
evitably breeding more
wars. Again, revolutions
in the name of the people
and their liberty, like

those in France and Rus-
sia, seem to lead to brutal
dictatorships under a
Napoleon or Stalin.

At an individual level
observation shows that
immature people never
seem to learn from their
mistakes and just keep
repeating them.

As for suggesting that
fascism was peculiar to
the period 1918-45, this
is an absurdly restrictive
definition of a belief sys-
tem that is a clear and
present danger. If we de-
fine fascism as an on-
slaught on reason, liberal-
ism, pluralism and consti-

wasn’t entrenched in
them as it has been in
America. The Founding
Fathers of the United
States cleverly drew up a
constitution that placed
several checks on abso-
lute power. To transform
America into a fascist
state, Trump would have
had to overthrow a con-
stitution that has been in
force since 1789. Yet who
knows what he would
have tried to do if given a
second term?

A key aspect of fascism is
its propensity to promote
and use violence for polit-
ical ends. Increasingly,
Trump refused to de-

A key aspect of fascism is its propensity
to promote and use violence for
political ends

tutionalism in favour of
aggression, irrationality,
authoritarianism, nation-
alism, xenophobia and
racism, then Trump is
undoubtedly a vociferous
modern proponent.

True, he didn't succeed in
transforming American
society into a totalitarian
state, but more than 74
million citizens in the
November election ap-
proved of the direction in
which he was moving. To
suggest that fascism as a
label is only appropriate
if it succeeds in its aims is
ridiculous. Evans is hard-
ly implying that the
1930s fascist movement
in Britain wasn’t fascist
because it failed to take
over the country.

Fascism succeeded in
changing countries like
Germany and Italy be-
cause liberal democracy

nounce his most extreme
and violent supporters,
including the Neo-Nazis
and white nationalists in
Charlottesville and the
Proud Boys group. “We
love you”, he told them.
And, of course, after los-
ing the election he denied
the result, claiming he
had won, and incited a
mob to attack the Con-
gress. They included men
in ‘Camp Auschwitz’ T-
shirts, waving confederate
flags, brandishing assault
rifles, and shouting ‘total
negro death’.

Many Republican sup-
porters from ex-Confed-
erate states want to refight
the American Civil War
and win it. It is above all
in this support for vio-
lence that Trump and his
supporters threaten to
move America in a fascist
direction. It won’t disap-
pear any time soon.

Those who argue that
Trump is not a fascist
point to the fact that he
fought no overseas wars
whereas — as Evans says —
fascism under Hitler and
Mussolini was always
“preparing for war, arm-
ing for war, educating for
war and fighting a war”.

Yet this ignores the fact
that Spain and Portugal
had fascist governments
in the 1930s but their
leaders were also isola-
tionist. Like them, Trump
has effectively inter-
nalised this belligerence.
Just as Mussolini’s March
on Rome and Hitler’s
Beer Hall Putsch were the
beginnings of years of
street violence, so the 6th
January insurrection may
presage years of US un-
rest and violence.

Trump’s cosying up to
dictators is a fascist trait
and clearly indicates a
feeling of kinship with
the world’s tough guys.
His narcissistic desire for
the adoration of the
crowd led him while in
power to stage copies of
the Nazi rallies. Indeed,
his whole authoritarian
and unconstitutional
approach to the presiden-
cy flagged up his inher-
ently fascist tendencies.

Trump may lack the dis-
cipline and intelligence of
the 1930s leaders, but
this renders him an in-
competent fascist, not a
non-existent one. Even if
he does not return in
2024, other more coher-
ent and effective leaders
may be waiting in the
wings of the Republican
Party to follow in
Trump’s distinctly fascist
footsteps. a
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Social Media: Frankenstein’s Monster

Andy Barr

OW many of us have got

on a bus, or train, looked

around and everyone is on

their mobile phone or
iPad? In a restaurant a couple come
in to enjoy a meal and their own
company and before you know it,
they are on their phones. Apparent-
ly, most people check their media
while on the loo.

Social media has become an addic-

tion, a drug, which has sent the

whole world mad, and the impact is far reaching in many
different ways, some good but others very worrying and
dangerous. We are all aware of the mental effect on chil-
dren and teens regarding body image and depression
brought on by bullying on Facebook and WhatsApp.
Mental health problems have more than doubled since
2012, but what I am attempting to address is that social
media could drive us to oblivion.

We seem to be currently in the
disinformation age. I received an
email from three different sources
claiming that illegal immigrants
were receiving £32000 per year
from the government. This in-
cluded hardship money, money
for accommodation, food, relatives living abroad and so
on. All very convincing if you don’t factcheck. This was
believed and then sent on to others who in the main
would also concur with the contents, resulting in resent-
ment towards immigrants. What won the Brexit referen-
dum was the posters claiming 40 million Turks were about
to enter Britain and £350 million per week was sent to the
EU from the British exchequer. Both false. I only have to
mention Donald Trump’s ‘Stop the Steal’ and up to 70
million Americans accept this without evidence. It’s not
beyond the possibility that delusion could lead to civil war
or at the very least civil unrest.

Conspiracy theories like QAnon are rife. It is a wide rang-
ing and completely unfounded theory that Donald Trump
is waging a secret war against elite Satan-worshiping pae-
dophiles in government and in the media. Absolutely pre-
posterous but it has millions of followers.

What drives all this? Social media, and it’s scary. Have we
created a Frankenstein’s monster? Think about it: 25 peo-
ple sitting somewhere in Silicon Valley have influence over
2 billion people. When the bicycle or car was invented, we
didn’t say this could be the end of democracy. No tool is
as effective as Facebook in controlling populations. It was
used by the Myanmar military to whip up the Buddhist
population against the Rohingya Muslims resulting in
genocide and expulsion from their homeland. ISIS and
White Supremacy groups use this tool very effectively.

Do we let racists, white suprema-
cists and Muslim fundamentalists
peddle their lies and filth?

Social media can change how you
think - it is controlling us, not us
controlling them. They know every-
thing we do and can predict our
actions. If you were watching a
porn site last night, they know, so
beware. They can affect real world
behaviour without triggering the
users’ awareness. They are com-
pletely clueless and their vulnerabil-
ity is being exploited. Social media
is designed to tell you what you
want. They have accumulated all this data and there is
little supervision of how they use it. Very few are going to
factcheck the information they receive.

Nothing remotely like this has happened in the past. I
think it was Arthur C. Clarke who said “Any sufficiently
advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic”.

Google, Facebook and WhatsApp
are not free — in fact they are
money-making machines, paid by
advertisers and creating the rich-
est people in the planet. Can we
trust these multi-billionaires to
make the right decisions for us?
Absolutely not: they are mainly
interested in making money. Can we trust governments to
regulate them? No chance, look at Myanmar, not to men-
tion Trump.

I was delighted when Twitter banned Trump, but that rais-
es the issue of who decides what is allowed and what is
not allowed. Do we let racists, white supremacists and
Muslim fundamentalists peddle their lies and filth, relying
on superior arguments and sound evidence? It’s a difficult
problem when you see what happened in Washington. It’s
another small step to ban people who just disagree with
your opinion. I watched a television programme showing
an American evangelical Church whose members stand on
the freeway with posters saying ‘God hates Fags’. Do you
say ‘get a life’ or ban them for hate speech, which might
result in gays getting beat up?

What do we do? How can we devise an ethical design of
social media? Can we agree what is true and what is false?
If not we have a problem. Regulation is obviously needed
but it ‘may be touch and go between utopia and oblivion’.

We can’t put the genie back in the bottle, because this is a
new kind of marketplace which is here to stay and is the
richest in history, worth trillions of dollars. It can be a
great force for good, getting information that was previ-
ously difficult or nigh impossible, helping sick people get
donors and finding lost families. But social media clearly
needs reforming ASAP before it destroys civilisation. QO
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Ne Temere: Putting Dogma before Love

HOSE of us who have par-
T taken of the institution of

marriage for any prolonged
period of our lives know there are
many difficulties which need to be
overcome along the way. Boredom
and routine, the added pressures of
children if they come along, infideli-
ty — the list of potential pitfalls is
too long to list. But some of us may
never have heard of an additional
dilemma which can endanger mar-
riages in Ireland: the Ne Temere
decree of the Roman Catholic
Church, which was introduced as
Canon Law at Easter 1908.

When translated from Latin, ‘Ne
Temere' literally means “lest rashly’
and was basically an instruction
that devout Catholics must obtain
certain assurances from their in-
tended spouse before entering into
marriage with someone not of the
faith. Although it did not specifical-
ly make any mention of children
born to such marriages, it did re-
quire the issuance of a dispensation.
A condition of the granting of said
dispensation was a written promise
that any children born of such
union would be raised in the

Catholic faith.

Most countries of the world quickly
adapted to the new arrangements as
an additional minor impediment,
but Ireland, as we are only too well
aware, is different. We are inclined
to take our religious beliefs seriously
here; they help mark the tribal
boundaries between us. ‘Mixed’
marriages in Ireland have often in-
volved ostracism by one or both
families. During the height of the
troubles, emigration was often the
only way of avoiding immense so-
cial, emotional and occasionally
physically violent pressure from
both sides.

The dogma of Ne Temere had an
insidious and souring effect on
friendships between Protestant and
Catholic families, North and South.
Ne Temere hit hardest in scattered
rural Protestant communities in the
Free State, later the Irish Republic.

Tom White

Pope Pius X issued Ne Temere

From the perspective of devout
southern Protestants, to see one’s
son or daughter courting a Catholic
rang alarm bells. Future grandchil-
dren were likely to be indoctrinated
into a rival religion, and property,
businesses and religious identity
would be lost. So, where financially
possible, children would be sent
away to faith boarding schools.
Offspring were also discouraged
from mixing with Catholic
teenagers socially. Small wonder
that this pattern of behaviour stig-
matised rural Protestant families as

‘stand-offish’.

The social poignancy arising from
this dilemma produced some fine
works of literature; David Thom-
son’s elegiac autobiographical
Woodbrook is quite beautiful; and
various novels and short stories by
William Trevor are wise and insight-
ful. But the most dramatic manifes-
tation stemming from Ne Temere
occurred in Fethard-on-Sea, Co
Wexford in 1957, an historical
event admirably recorded by Tim
Fanning in his now sadly out-of-
print work The Fethard-on-Sea
Boycott.

Having spent early childhood living
through the 1950s in rural Donegal,
I can confirm that it wasn’t a joyous
decade. Poverty, maintaining social
status and watchfulness were the

order of the day. People still gen-
uinely believed in heaven and hell
and went in terror of offending the
clergy, many of whom revelled in
the power and status that terror
provided. Archbishop McQuaid, a
native of Co Cavan, ran the
Catholic Church in Ireland, and de
Valera ran the Fianna Fail Govern-
ment — a kind of grim Laurel and
Hardy double act which had gradu-
ally stultified Irish society over
many years.

Two major events shattered the ice
of Irish internal politics in the
1950s, the first being the attempt by
the courageous Health Minister
Noel Browne to introduce ‘Mother
and Baby’ legislation — in effect a
free, if limited, national health ser-
vice. This was bitterly vetoed as
‘communism’ by the Church hierar-
chy and led to the collapse of a
coalition Government in Dublin.

The second event was the boycott at
Fethard-on-Sea, where what seemed
a minor local event spiralled into
becoming a national and indeed
International scandal. A married
couple with two daughters faced the
dilemma of which school their girls
should attend. Both local primary
schools needed pupil numbers to
remain viable, and one school was
Protestant, the other Catholic. The
Protestant mother was visited by
local Catholic clergy and reminded
of her pre-nuptial solemn promise
to bring her children up Catholic.

The mother left the village with her
two daughters, fleeing incognito
firstly to Belfast, and then to the
Orkney Islands in Scotland. This
tragic family split was made worse
when local Catholics decided to act
on their suspicion that other Protes-
tants in the village were responsible
for financially supporting the moth-
er’s ‘abduction’ of her own
‘Catholic’ children (Feminism and
children’s rights still had a mountain
to climb back then). Catholics in
Fethard withdrew their custom
from Protestant-owned businesses —
even milk rounds were affected. —>
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A simmering cauldron of resent-
ment gripped the tiny village for
several summer months.

Fanning’s book is really excellent in
portraying the layered escalation of
events — local clerics, Bishops, and
finally McQuaid himself; local
councillors, TDs and finally Dev.
As far as 1950s Ireland was con-
cerned, the buck stopped with Dev
and McQuaid. Dev decided that
the boycott was bad for Ireland’s
image abroad, especially in the
USA where a recent tour by a Jew-
ish Lord Mayor of Dublin had
lauded the Republic’s Constitution
as a shining example of religious
tolerance in Europe.

McQuaid listened to his friend Dev,
the boycott ended, mother and
daughters quietly returned to
Fethard, and the press corps began
to lose interest. Near normality
reigned again. The high water mark
of blind obedience to clerical dog-
ma in Ireland had passed; both
Catholic and Church of Ireland
hierarchies had shown themselves
to be fallible in their handling of
events. The flocks became less bid-
dable for the shepherds of faith to
manage.

“Do you promise to do what
you can within the unity of
your partnership to have all
the children of your mar-
riage baptised and brought
up in the Catholic faith?”

Ne Temere disappeared from Canon
Law in 1970, only to be replaced by
slightly less draconian dogma. The
Director of the Catholic Press and
Information Office, Dublin wrote to
the Irish Times in 1996 explaining
that the “Catholic Church’s current
practice in relation to mixed mar-
riages ... the new (1991 standard
prenuptial inquiry) form includes
the following questions to be asked
of all Catholics ... Do you promise
to do what you can within the unity
of your partnership to have all the
children of your marriage baptised
and brought up in the Catholic
faith?”.

The immoral straitjacket on indi-
vidual conscience remains. 0

The Only Humanist in the House

Eamon Murphy

EVEN close followers of American
politics would struggle to recog-
nise Jared Huffman (right). A con-
gressman from California repre-
senting the Democratic party, he is
significant to readers of this publi-
cation (whether they know his
name or not) only because he is the
sole member of the United States
Congress (435 members of the
House and 100 Senators) who pub-
licly self-identifies as a humanist.

Along with Kyrsten Sinema, a sen-
ator from Arizona who registers
her religion as “unaffiliated”,
Huffman stands lonely in Ameri-
can national politics as an illustra-
tion of how, despite the country
becoming increasingly secular and
irreligious, a majority of voters
still prefer their candidates to pro-
fess religious belief.

The U.S. Constitution states that
“no religious test shall ever be
required as a qualification to any
office” and yet the reality of the
practice of American democracy is
very different. Though Thomas
Jefferson ascended to the presiden-
cy in 1800 despite rejecting main-
stream Christianity, the fact re-
mains that American politics is a
cold house for those who do not
profess membership of mainstream
Christian sects.

In recent years, Americans have
sent their first Muslim, Hindu and
Buddhist representatives to Capi-
tol Hill, so progress is being made,
albeit slowly. But atheists, human-
ists and freethinkers still under-
stand that keeping their beliefs
under wraps is important if they
wish to progress their political
careers.

America’s religious balance is
changing. About 65 per cent of
people identify as Christian, down
from 90 per cent half a century
ago. The religiously unaffiliated —
including atheists, agnostics, and
humanists — are the fastest-growing
group, accounting for about a
quarter of the population. Howev-
er, national politics does not reflect

these changes. Nearly nine in ten
lawmakers in Congress say they
are Christian.

This may partly be because of de-
mographics. Members of Congress
are, on average, older than most
Americans and belong to genera-
tions that are more likely to identi-
fy as Christian. The unaffiliated
and atheistic tend to be younger.
Perhaps their day will come. But
even taking age into account,
Christians are still over-represent-
ed at the top level of American
politics.

Suspicion of those without reli-
gious affiliation is abating, though
slowly. Publicly disavowing reli-
gion is still a political risk. A lot of
people still to this day believe that
you can’t truly be a good, moral
person without a belief in God. A
Pew Research Centre poll in 2014
found that no attribute - including
inexperience, age or marital infi-
delity — made a voter less likely to
support a presidential candidate
than atheism.

Donald Trump counts the Evan-
gelical Christian caucus among his
most reliable supporters, despite
his flimsy Christian affiliations.
That millions would rather vote
for Trump than a humanist is per-
haps the clearest example of how
skewed the political morality of
the country has become. a
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The lllogicality of the Omni-God

Noel Byrne

W IKIPEDIA gives 28 attributes of the Christian god.

It is impossible in this article to deal with such a

number and so I will confine myself to the Omni
attributes of Omnipotence (all powerful), Omniscience (all
knowing), Omnipresence (present everywhere) and Om-
nibenevolence (all good), their relationship to each other and
some of the other alleged attributes. The illogicality and inco-
herence of these fictive attributes is the subject of this essay.

These particular attributes arise in the philosophy of religion
based on Anselm’s “perfect being” ontological proof of
god’s existence that attempts to show that “god is a neces-
sary perfect being that none greater can be conceived”. This
attempted proof is strictly “a priori” which means it is en-
tirely dependent on reason and logic and not on experience.
It is about a god with all the maximal positive attributes
theology can think of. With these attributes theologians
have created a god that theology itself seems unable to com-
prehend, a morally and mentally supreme being which to
theologians and believers is a mystery, and to the godless a
chimera. Theologians have inverted the faults, flaws and
weaknesses of man and created their own Ubermensch, giv-
ing him supernatural qualities and then glorifying them in
their anthropomorphic divine god.

OMNIPOTENCE
This attribute includes creation of the universe ex nihilo as

well as the supernatural worlds of heaven and hell and the
inhabitants of both. I will not deal with some of the philo-
sophical arguments against gods omnipotence such as can
he make a stone so big that he cannot lift it, as obviously I
can, given enough cement and sand. Nor such as can he
make a square circle. [ am taking omnipotence in the sense
of being capable of doing anything which is logically possi-
ble. Although if he is capable of miracles, theophanies and
resurrections, he should be capable of illogicalities as we
must presume logic is also of his creation and omnipotence
should mean totally unlimited power.

This universe with man at the apex is supposedly God’s
perfect creation. This is a god who could have created any
other logically possible world. Any modern person, given
God’s abilities and powers, could design and create a much
better world. Why did he not create a world without natural
or moral evil? If evil exists, as it surely does, then it is also
part of God’s creation. Everything is supposedly his creation
except himself. If he is omnipotent then there is nothing he
cannot do. However if he is all good or omnibenevolent,
then he cannot do bad or evil things such as sin. But to be
omnipotent allows one to do evil. Not being able to sin lim-
its his omnipotence and he is therefore not fully omnipotent.
Omnipotence allows him to spare man’s suffering and hurt,
yet he does not spare us. Omnipotence and perfect goodness
are inconsistent. God cannot be both. If he is perfect and
living in total perfection why create at all? What reason
would God have? Creation implies a need or a desire. A
need or a desire signifies a lack and a lack implies imperfec-
tion. With his omnipotence he could imagine or sense a uni-
verse and man without having to actually create it. A perfect
god would also create perfectly. To do otherwise would sig-

nify imperfection. It is obvious to mankind, let alone God,
that creation is imperfect.

The Holocaust on its own is sufficient to show the unintelli-
gibility and bad design of an Omnipotent and all loving god,
not to mention the millions of species which have gone ex-
tinct. God, according to the theologians, is the cause of
everything, which means he is the cause of both good and
evil. If he is not the cause of everything then he is not om-
nipotent. So is evil in the world by God’s will or is it here in
opposition to God’s will? If God is omnipotent, wholly
good, and evil exists, there is a contradiction between these
three propositions. If any two are true then the third is
false. Omnipotence, perfectly good and the existence of evil
together are both incoherent and illogical.

OMNISCIENCE
This means God knows everything including his own ac-

tions in advance and, with perfect foreknowledge, he could
not change his mind. Accordingly he has no free will or
choice. This also shows the illusoriness of prayer. There are
many instances where you cannot know that you don’t
know something. This must also be true of God. Religionists
place their god maximally above humans in positive attrib-
utes and abilities. If there is even one thing that God does
not know, that invalidates his omniscience. Perhaps this god
of the theologians is a lesser god and knows nothing of a
higher god or gods who may have attributes far in excess of
his attributes and of which he knows nothing and who cre-
ated him? This is as provable as the god of the theologians
we are dealing with here. Perhaps there is a group of gods,
some more superior than others of which he is unaware.

Perhaps some entity, a being or group of beings, in some
other physical universe unknown to us may have created
our universe or arranged our singularity. Certainly physicists
envisage and theorise about multiple universes. There is no
logical reason to assume the originator or creator of our
universe is a supernatural being of any sort and certainly not
required to have all the attributes attributed by theologians.
And then of course wouldn’t the existence of any such being
need to be explained in terms of its origin or creation and so
we get into infinite regress. Looking at our world as it is, if
there is a god, he certainly does not have the properties of a
perfect designer or of being all good. It is possible to have a
god who could have created a world similar to this but
without suffering or evil. Such a god would be a greater god.

If God knew everything from eternity and before he created,
then he knew Adam would eat the apple even before Eve
was created. He knew his creation was imperfect yet contin-
ued on and then finally destroyed most of his creation at the
time of the flood, again even though he knew before his
creation that he would destroy all mankind apart from
Noah and his family. So, at the exact moment God was cre-
ating humans, he knew they were imperfect and that he
would wipe them out with a flood. By knowing this, God
created humans with the express intention of killing them,
and he did this while also knowing that he would one day
send Jesus, his son, to Earth to redeem us from our —>
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sinfulness once and for all. None of this makes any sense.
And this conclusion raises serious charges at the door of this
allegedly “loving” god. God must thereby share in the guilt
of Adam. What about Satan? Satan is another of God’s cre-
ations who, with his omniscience, God knew would rebel
and tempt humans.

OMNIPRESENCE

This attribute means present everywhere and at all time. If
god is omnipresent then he is also where evil is — in rape,
war, hunger, thirst, illness, the holocaust. If he is not in such
places then he is not omnipresent. He must also be in hell.
He must be in every atom and particle, he must be in every
bomb, bullet and missile. He must be in all sin, dirt and filth,
defilement and corruption.

God is also allegedly timeless and immutable. Now if he
exists outside of time then he cannot exist within the uni-
verse which is in time and constantly changing. To be in the
world he would need to be temporal. Any change to God
would alter his perfection. Because god is perfect he cannot
change. To change would be to improve or disimprove and
either such movement would mean not being supremely
perfect prior to the change. Being unchanging means God
cannot have a human body as bodies constantly change. If
he exists outside universal time means not to exist in the
universe at all. So why bother? Some apologists would say
God lives in an eternal present. An eternal present is a self
contradiction and illogical. Who or what was this god be-
fore the universe? There was no time, no space, no things,
and no events. Just god existing, no light no sound, no
nothing. There was no god. What we call God is a human
concept and construct to try and explain ultimate questions.
The theological concept of the omnigod fails utterly in this
attempt. What is happening with the omnigod is the confu-
sion between the concept of a god or controlling force and
the thing in itself.

OMNIBENEVOLENCE

This refers to God’s moral perfection and implies his moral
responsibility for his actions including perfect justice, mercy,
compassion and love. It is one of the easier attributes to
dismiss. Gratuitous and natural evil in the world are obvi-
ous to everyone. Evil and suffering of themselves contradict
an omnibenevolent and omnipotent god. Not to forgive, or
show love and compassion would not be omnibenevolent.
The creation of Hell, a place of terrible and everlasting pun-
ishment, is not the act of an omnibenevolent, omnipotent
god. Hell was created by a god who knew his creation was
imperfect and knew how much of humanity would finish up
there. It was quite possible for him not to allow those he
knew would finish up in hell not to be born, yet he did not
do so. Our birth was compulsory. We had no choice in it.

There is in Christianity only one god: as such the Yahweh of
the Old Testament is the same god as the Jesus of the New
Testament. The father and the son are one in the trinity.
Jesus is Yahweh’s son and indeed the embodiment of the
first person of the Trinity, God the father. The Yahweh of the
Old Testament, according to Richard Dawkins, is:
“arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction; jeal-
ous and proud of it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control-
freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser, a misogynis-
tic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal,
pestilential, megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capricious
malevolent bully”.

Yahweh and Jesus are one. This whole issue of evil is of
course the obvious and outstanding evidence against
omnibenevolence, as we all “walk mourning and weeping in
this valley of tears”.

If God cannot create good without evil then that is a restric-
tion on his omnipotence. The fact of unnecessary suffering
in the world is inconsistent with a god who is omnipotent,
omniscient and omnibenevolent. Why did God create a tree
that gave knowledge of evil, and with his omniscience know
that Adam would eat of it and thereby cause suffering for all
mankind? If god really had man’s qualities maximally mag-
nified, would he not exercise his infinite power to render all
men happy?

We can scarcely find anyone on earth who is fully satisfied
with their lot. If Omnigod clearly always knew from eternity
that the sacrifice of Jesus would ultimately provide redemp-
tion for sin, then why does he destroy the cities of Sodom
and Gomorrah, and all life apart from Noah and his family
at the time of the flood? This must somehow not have been
part of Yahweh’s divine plan of Jesus’s redemption? Yet the
Bible implies the redemption was for all of humanity. If so
this makes the destruction of the two towns and the flood
unnecessary and malicious. Such an entity would not qualify
as an omniscient and omnibenevolent god.

Why would this all-perfect god tempt Adam? Why is he so
immersed in the puny concerns of one bronze age, goat
herding tribe, trying to capture a piece of land on this small
planet, concerned enough to assist in having the native peo-
ple of that land, women and children included, slaughtered ?
Why come to this particular desert tribe, who after two thou-
sand years are still waiting on their messiah. Surely a failure
of divine thought! There were many sophisticated cultures
around at that time to whom he could have appeared.

Omnigod is supposedly without needs or appetites, yet in
the Bible he can be angry or loving. These attributes are also
contradicted in Jesus who is supposedly god and man. As
man he changes, has feelings, emotions, and needs and
therefore is not this perfect being of the attributes.

The supposed Trinitarian nature of God also contradicts the
omnigod who is simple, one and unchanging. This Omnigod
bears no resemblance to the god that the average religionist
believes in and prays to. The god we have been discussing is
really only a glorified human. It comes from the thought
that the universe must have a cause and the cause must be
greater than man. As the highest creation we know is man,
so is this god anthropomorphised.

The absence of all evidence of God’s existence is sufficient
reason to make it most unlikely he exists. It is the illogicality
of these attributes and the failure of the arguments for his
existence that make ‘faith’ necessary for belief. There is a
major difference between the idea of God and his existence.

The proposition that a god or gods exist does not logically
imply he or they are the creator of the universe. Even if the
god with the maximal attributes we have discussed were
shown to exist, it does not in any way prove the Christian
god. It would only prove the existence of a particular god in
a possible pantheon. Ultimately, this omnigod of theology is
nothing more than an abstraction to be debated philosophi-
cally and theologically. a
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Another Thought for the Day

Stuart Hartill

N late November I was sad-

dened when told that Manx

Radio, our national station,

had dropped their version of
Thought For The Day.

About 20 years ago, I asked Manx
Radio’s religious correspondent if
Isle of Man Freethinkers might do a
week of talks. In about a second she
said “OK. Give me five spots of
three minutes and we can record it a
week on Thursday.”

And as easily as that we made
broadcasting history.

It helps that on a small island peo-
ple know and talk to each other
because otherwise nothing gets
done. It also helps that, in contrast
to the BBC’s huge and hierarchical
structure, our national radio station
gets by on a shoestring. Outside of
the newsdesk and main daytime
shows, much of it (such as sports
coverage) relies on a loose network
of enthusiastic hobbyists liasing
with one supervising journalist.

Our first week of talks caused no
riots; in fact clergy responded with
interest. One even told me that his
colleagues must now raise their
game, thanks to our non-religious
slant on moral issues. No more lazi-
ly inferring that all attempts to do
good were Christian. Now they had
to suggest — specifically — how
Christian teaching could inform
responses to, say, a moral crisis.

With cutbacks at the station, for a
time the loose group of churchgoers
who provided most of the material
also learnt to record it. This gave us
even closer contact with them and
working together removed yet more
mutual distrust.

Having opened the door to secular
speakers, I next suggested that my
Ammnesty International group should
do Thought For The Day annually
during the week including Human
Rights Day on 10th December.
Again, happily accepted, with local
charities following our example

ISLE OF AN

during their own weeks of action. It
also led to two more “firsts”, one
national, one international.

The national first was that our
Amnesty group week of talks was
given by an Anglican, a Catholic, a
Methodist, an atheist and a Muslim
— the first time such a rainbow
coalition had planned and presented
a Thought For The Day series.

The international first was even
bigger. Each Amnesty week of talks
centred on an annual campaign
called Write For Rights, where
Amnesty campaigners encourage the
public to send cards to selected
prisoners of conscience. One year
that selection included the unknown
case of Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe.

Yes, you read that right. The first
national media coverage — anywhere
in the world - of the now interna-
tionally known plight of Nazanin
Zaghari-Ratcliffe came in a
Thought For The Day spot on
Manx Radio.

Our presentation of the case caused
a flow of cards from the island. It
also caused Ammnesty International
in the UK to raise it with the British
media, which finally interviewed
Richard Ratcliffe... and everyone
knows the rest.

A Thought For The Day spot spark-
ing an international human rights
campaign? Match that one, BBC!

Manx Radio is funded by a combi-
nation of government subsidy and

advertising revenue. Every effective
cutback in government subsidy

Isle of Man Freethinkers

means the gap must be made up by
more advertising.

In the next bi-annual round of sta-
tion cutbacks and changes, the three
minutes format was cut to one
minute 40 seconds, plus a standard
20 second introduction. This posed
a fascinating new challenge.

From the beginning, it was always
difficult to squeeze a meaningful
“thought” into three minutes. To
test this, write out what you always
wanted to say on the BBC version if
only they’d let you, then read it out
loud, using a stopwatch.

But those who remember prog rock
bands and triple albums might re-
call an old punk maxim: “If you
can’t say it with three chords in two
minutes, it isn’t worth saying”.

That, in a nutshell, is also how you
do an effective Thought For The
Day. Either grab the sleepy listener’s
attention within 10 seconds or they
flip channels.

All that is strictly academic on the
Isle of Man now, though do note
that economics and not religious
privilege ended our experiment.
Elsewhere, there is no reason why
humanists cannot continue it.

Stop whingeing about the BBC’s
bloated and irrelevant version of
Thought For The Day. Who cares
what Anglicanism’s answer to
Spinal Tap says on a national
broadcast that nobody — and I mean
NOBODY - listens to?

Instead, approach your local radio
station — the smaller the better — and
check their equivalent. If it exists, it
will be put together by one frazzled
journo and any free help s/he can
get. If it doesn’t, make your own
proposal for a bright under-two-
minute spot that can fill in the gaps
when the advertisers pull out.

You won’t get paid and it might not
last long. But it is fun, and you may
be as surprised as we were at what

does happen. a
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Hegel and the Counter-Enlightenment

HE ideas of the 18th century En-

lightenment did not gain hegemo-

ny throughout Europe in the 19th
and early 20th centuries, despite the
spread of secular ideas. Critics argued
that, in holding humankind to be natural-
ly good, the Enlightenment ignored the
evidence of human nature. It also mis-
takenly held every problem to be resolv-
able partly by reason, ignoring the key
role of emotions, and partly by science
and technology, ignoring the possibility
that they could be put to evil uses. Last,
but not least, by maintaining that secular-
ism was the way forward, it also ignored
humankind’s apparent need for religion
or derivatives of it.

An anti- or Counter-Enlightenment
emerged in opposition to the Enlighten-
ment ideals. Whereas the latter advocated
freedom, tolerance and autonomy, rea-
son, science, education, universal rights
and peaceful progress, the Counter-En-
lightenment advocated tradition and reli-
gion, a spiritual dimension, a suspicion of
science and education, an emphasis on
instinct and feelings, divisions between
people on grounds of culture, language,
ethnicity, religion etc., and a belief in
force and war as purging and liberating
characteristics of the human condition.
These Counter-Enlightenment ideas were
followed through by the totalitarian
regimes of the 20th century.

One of the most influential Counter-En-
lightenment thinkers was Georg
Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831, pictured).
He became professor of philosophy at the
University of Berlin in 1818 and taught
there until he died of cholera in 1831. He
was modest enough to claim that his own
system represented an historical culmina-
tion of all previous philosophical thought.

Chillingly, Martin Heidegger, the Ger-
man philosopher who joined the Nazi
Party a few months after it came to pow-
er, remarked: “They say that in 1933
Hegel died: on the contrary, it is only
then that he began to live”. According to
Karl Popper (The Open Society and its
Enemies, Vol 2, p67), “nearly all the more
important ideas of modern totalitarianism
are directly inherited from Hegel”. He
outlines several of these ideas which,
although not forged by Hegel himself, he
rediscovered and placed in the hands of
his modern followers.

Hegel saw that nationalism answers a
need — the desire of men to find and to

know their definite place in the world,
and to belong to a powerful collective
body. But he goes further, and the first
idea is the spiritual form of nationalism
which maintains that the state is the in-
carnation of the spirit of the nation and
permeates and controls the whole life of
the people. In other words, the state is
totalitarian and is “the basis and centre of
all the concrete elements in the life of a
people: of art, law, morals, religion and
science” (The Philosophy of History).
Moreover, since the state needs to be
powerful, it must contest the power of
other states and assert itself on the ‘stage
of history’, and even prove itself in world
domination.

This leads to the second idea, which is
that “the concept of the state implies the
concept of war, for the essence of the
state is power” (Encyclopedia of the
Philosophical Sciences). It is in war
where the omnipotence of the state mani-
fests itself. Moreover, “there is an ethical
element in war” because it preserves the
moral health of a nation — “war protects
the people from the corruption which an
everlasting peace would bring upon
it” (Philosophy of Law). And, he adds,
nations torn by internal strife win peace
at home as a result of war abroad. More-
over, in both war and peace the state is
not subject to ordinary moral laws.
Whatever it does is right, for “the state is
the realisation of the ethical idea” (Phi-
losophy of Law). The only possible stan-
dard of a judgment on the state is the
world historical success of its actions.
This success, the power and expansion of
the state, must overrule all other consid-
erations in the private life of the citizens.
Thus right is what serves the might of the
state.

Hegel minimises the role of the individ-
ual in most cases, but not in relation to
the ‘great man’ or, as he puts it, the
‘world historical personality’. It is he
who expresses the will of his time, who
tells his time what it wills, and who car-
ries it out. The great man acts according
to the inner spirit and essence of his time,
which he realises. He is not only a man
of great understanding and wisdom but
also a man of great passions, for nothing
in the world has been achieved without
passion. According to Hegel, “this may
be called the cunning of reason — that it
sets the passions to work for itself” (The
Philosophy of History). 1t is in the abso-
lute interest of reason that the state
should exist and herein lies the justifica-
tion and merit of heroes, the founders of
states and the engineers of progress —
however cruel they may have been.
“Such men may treat other great and
even sacred interests inconsiderately ...
but so mighty a form must trample down
many an innocent flower; it must crush
to pieces many an object on its path”.
For Hegel, this heroic life of living dan-
gerously and standing above convention-
al morality is preferable to the ‘mere
customary life’ of shallow mediocrity.

For some, Popper takes Hegel out of
context and misreads him, but Isaiah
Berlin also considers him an arch-enemy
of human liberty and suggests that power
alone is what he celebrates. Law, justice
and morality are, in his view, identical
with power. His “identification of what
works with what is good, of what is right
with what succeeds, with that which
crushes resistance, with that which de-
serves to crush resistance — this is the sure
hallmark of the Hegelian system, whenev-
er it is applied to politics” (Freedom and
its Betrayal, Pimlico 2003, p98).

It is no false claim to suggest that the
Hegelian doctrines of the nation and the
state was reborn under the Nazi dictator-
ship. Indeed some Nazis even announced
that the logic of Hegel was incorporated
in the Third Reich. Hegel divided history
into stages, of which the fifth and final
was marked by ‘Germanic Kulture’. This
would bring the end of history in which
the state would effect a synthesis be-
tween the family (thesis) and civil soci-
ety (antithesis). The Nazis believed that
the Germanic nation, the Germanic cul-
ture and the Germanic state would
achieve a Thousand Year Reich which
would triumph throughout the world.
EDITOR
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After © God

Joe Armstrong

W ; X explores the religious mindset — once held by its author - and
*0Q4 ol \%\7 examines transitioning from belief to unbelief, a journey that
involved rethinking everything

Chapter 20

treat deserted me. Faced, aged 19, with the vow of

obedience, I wondered if I might be running away
from having to take responsibility for my life, by letting
other people make decisions for me. With obedience, if
something didn’t work out, I could always blame some-
one else.

I still felt the vow of poverty was a bit of a sham, for
we were not materially poor.

Committing to a life of celibacy, I increasingly
longed for physical and emotional intimacy. Never hav-
ing had a relationship before, I didn’t know what two
people who loved one another shared, apart from sex.
What might it feel like, I wondered, to open oneself up
emotionally to another human being in an exclusive rela-
tionship?

I had no confidence that any woman would ever
want to marry me. Uninspired by my parents’ marriage
typified by hurt, pretence and their inability to communi-
cate, married life wasn’t attractive. I worried that I
wouldn’t be able to cope with it and thought my lack of
confidence had partly motivated me to enter religious
life.

The honeymoon period of the novitiate was over
and some relationships were under strain. My immaturi-
ty and self-doubt resurged and my teenage angst spiked. I
felt isolated, lonely and of no consequence. I hadn’t yet
learned to accept and be comfortable within myself.

I wondered should I leave or take a year out and get
more life experience before committing to religious life
and priesthood. T was honest and discussed everything
with the Superior.

“You’re going through a semi-adolescent crisis,
which you’ll soon get over,’ said Father Hannan. ‘Look, I
don’t honestly know if you have a vocation or not but
you’ll face the same challenges outside as you do here.
God is filling you with His love but not the way you
thought He would.

‘T wonder if I was mesmerised by Larry Duffy, I said
of the charismatic priest whom I had so admired and
sought to emulate.

‘T can’t say, said Father Hannan. ‘You were certainly
influenced by him. But you have a strong influence on
others in the novitiate. You’re a strong person and I don’t
think you realise that yet. You have the capacity of a
strong leader. You can speak with decisiveness but you
must first be educated so that you can lead well. You’re a
much more attractive figure than you think.’

Having discussed my adolescent crisis of self-doubt
with him, he said: “You’ll always have mini-complexes —
all of us do. The saints had them too. You have this “all
or nothing” thing. God has a vocation lined out for you.
You must live it. Growth is slow, long and painful.

I I 1 HE calm and happiness of the third novitiate re-

You’re not yet ready for marriage. You’re looking for
Utopia.’

I mentioned the possibility of leaving for a year,
adding: T may need to leave this place to pray!’

‘There can be value in leaving for a year, Father
Hannan replied. ‘But I don’t find it too credible that you
need to leave here to pray. It’s the commitment here that
takes the glamour off it.

He was right about that.

T'm frightened of obedience, I said.

Tm frightened of it too, he responded, with can-
dour.

The silence rested between us for a while. His hon-
esty had elicited within me a sense of our fraternity. De-
spite his authority over me, we were confreéres.

I told him I doubted my previous religious experi-
ences.

‘God works where we’re at, he said. ‘He won’t
work last year’s ways in us now. You are right to ques-
tion past religious experiences but God did work then,
though not the same way as now.’

But by such reasoning one could question every
seeming religious experience, adjudge each previous one
deficient, hasten towards a more authentic encounter,
which in turn would be questionable tomorrow. A never-
ending cycle could ensue, without ever having experi-
enced anything of substance that was real, authentic or
true.

However, Father Hannan seemed to validate that
God had somehow been involved in what I had previous-
ly regarded as possible religious experiences. Moreover,
his belief that God’s action was still taking place in me,
albeit in new ways, was comforting and reassuring. He
was my Superior and Novice Master: I was just a novice.

‘T daydream a lot in prayer; I added.

‘We’ll always daydream in prayer. You will until
you’re ninety!’

Again, that sense of my acceptability and our frater-
nal bond.

I was encouraged. Having once again been vulnera-
ble and presented my unvarnished self to him, the Supe-
rior expressed no reason for me to leave.

In My Gut, I Don’t Believe: A Memoir by Joe Armstrong
is newly published. Prompted by the After God column
in The Irish Freethinker and Humanist, it is available
both as a paperback (£11.36/€13.30) and Kindle eBook
(£6.99/€7.77) on all Amazon sites and elsewhere. ISBN:
9780954661014.

“A fascinating, courageous and moving account of
an individual leaving the trammels of religion for the
good light of humanism - an educative story on many
levels, well told.”— Professor A. C. Grayling

© Joe Armstrong 2021

16



Irish Freethinker and Humanist * March-April 2021

@)
)

Books

In My Gut | Don’t Believe

By Joe Armstrong
Available from amazon.co.uk

Eamon Murphy

In My,
Gut, k.

be familiar to any regular reader of

this publication. Joe Armstrong —

journalist, podcaster, humanist cele-
brant — has been serialising his memoir in
the pages of the Freethinker for three years
now. For those readers who, like myself,
finish his 800-odd words every two
months craving more, relief is here; In My
Gut I Don’t Believe is now available in
paperback and Kindle through Amazon.

T HE story and author of this book will

For the uninitiated, the book details Joe’s
time as a seminarian in the 1980s. He
spent almost a decade there before leaving
when on the verge of ordination. Just as in
his bi-monthly column, it is the author’s
honesty and ability for self-examination
about this period that immediately strike
the reader. Most of us like to think ourselves capable of
in-depth self-exploration, openness and candour, but I've
read few autobiographical works that examine family
relationships, internal thought processes or human urges
with the honesty displayed here. It makes for compelling
reading.

One of the most fascinating themes explored is the au-
thor’s relationship with his overbearing mother, whom he
admits to simultaneously loving and loathing. It is never
easy to admit that internal family dynamics are far from
ideal. From Pauline Armstrong’s dealings with her chil-
dren and step-children, to a scathing assessment of her by
her own brother, to the allusions to her treatment of her
husband, she does not emerge well.

Joe brings the same frankness and in-depth analysis to
exploring the aspects of his youth which drove him to
enter Mount St Marys, a Marist seminary in Milltown,
Dublin, in 1980. These sections are a fascinating read for
anyone wishing to understand the journey from faith to
‘freedom’. Joe’s honesty in tackling the causes of doubt —
sometimes in his vocation, sometimes in his faith entirely
— is remarkable. No one will necessarily be surprised to
read that the barriers to committing his life to the priest-
hood included his sexual urges, a desire for freedom
from obedience, or a longing for an intimate and exclu-
sive relationship, but the sincerity with which each are
explored is what makes this a page-turner.

Decades on from his time in the seminary, it is clear that
Joe still holds a certain amount of affection for many of
the religious he met during his time, while simultaneously
eschewing their belief system. This makes for a balanced
read. While full of criticism, there is no church-bashing
from this escapee of the faith, and the love, friendship

Joe Armstrong

and acceptance he experienced in Mount
St Marys make it easy to understand why
he would spend nine years in such an
environment while simultaneously al-
most constantly doubting his ‘calling’.

That juxtaposition between the cama-
raderie of the novitiate and his feelings of
disillusionment on various issues — from
chastity to lack of control over the work
he would do upon ordination — is laid
bare. So too is the long journey from
early intolerance of those who did not
share his religious outlook — Joe once
preferring that those who did not share
his Catholic beliefs would leave Ireland
altogether — to a more balanced world-
view, augmented well by re-produced
letters to/from family members during
the period (including a beloved uncle, a priest in South
Africa).

While it is obviously not the focus of the story, many of
the reasons for the decline of the Catholic Church in
Ireland provide important backdrops, and the book gives
a deeper understanding of many of these; in dealing with
the sexual abuse experienced by the author at the hands
of two Christian Brothers; in describing an encounter in
the seminary with a priest subsequently to be revealed as
a serial child abuser; and examining the struggles of
young seminarians with chastity and obedience. Of the
twenty young men who entered the novitiate with Joe in
1980, all but three eventually left, either before or after
ordination. ’'ve no doubt that, to some extent, Joe’s story
is their story too.

The book would likely not have been possible had Joe
not been a prolific journal keeper for most of his life,
including his time in the seminary. This makes possible a
detailing of his emotional, spiritual and philosophical
journey that would otherwise have been at best misrepre-
sentative, at worst impossible.

More than thirty years on, we can see that even at a
young age, few important aspects of life — faith, love, sex,
desire, friendship, vocation, place in the world — were left
unexamined or unquestioned by the young seminarian. If
the seminary gave him nothing else, it allowed him to
truly examine and know himself. The proof is in this
book, and it makes for worthy reading.

At the HAI's monthly online meeting on Wednesday
evening, March 10, Eamon Murphy will interview
Joe Armstrong about the book and his story.

See www.humanism.ie for more details. a
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O N Sunday 24th January we awoke to a beauti-
ful white world bathed in intense sunlight. The
joy of our little rescue dog running and leaping about
in the snow set the tone for the day. In our local park
that morning the football pitches had become a mag-
ical white expansive stage on which stood numerous
white columns. Industrious little would-be sculptors
had earlier left their indelible mark. These ‘monoliths’
stood motionless and silent in the morning sunlight,
maintaining respectful distance one from another.
Some were quite recognisable as emulating the rather
portly male form, while for others the intention

Snowman Chilling Out

Colin Corkey

was evident but the outcome was not quite realised.

In 2007 the eminent British sculptor Antony
Gormley placed a number of cast iron figures as a
permanent installation on the tidal flats of Cuxhaven
on the German coast. Today they still stand, an-
chored, motionless, silent — all facing out to sea,
waist deep at high tide, timeless on an empty strand.
In the space of two days our snow figures in the park
were reduced to little white heaps dotted at intervals
over the green sodden football pitches. Memory
images are as permanent as cast iron. a
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year: the concerts, the plays,

readings and lectures that I
went to and the books I read. At the
start of the year I was spectacularly
well organised and had booked a
series of concerts right through to
June. Well, we know what happened
to those —a series of lockdowns
meant no one was going anywhere.
Since I am not much of a film man,
that left the screenings of a few op-
eras from the Metropolitan Opera
in New York, and after that it was
down to the reading. (I won’t men-
tion the writing, although there was
a fair bit of that too.)

I LIKE to review my cultural

I did quite a lot of re-reading —
always an interesting test of a
work. Not everything survives sec-
ond reading; I still grieve for the
disappointment of re-reading
Joseph Heller’s Catch-22.

I was luckier this time round. Re-
reading the Icelandic writer, Jon
Kalman Stefansson’s Heaven and
Hell trilogy was, if anything, more
intense than the first reading. The
award-winning translation is a de-
light. The books are set in Iceland
about the end of the 19th century,
when the post only reaches the
outlying areas once a year. These
are isolated fishing communities
where language is distrusted and
emotions are (mostly) kept under
strict control. There is a lot of
hardship, weather, mountains and
the bountiful but hostile sea. There
are also flashes of joy. If I haven’t
persuaded you that you should
read these books, I console myself
with the thought that I haven’t
convinced anyone else either.

PG Wodehouse also rewards re-
reading — his wonderfully created
fantasy world of Jeeves, Wooster,
Psmith (‘the initial plosive is silent’)
and the whole gang of loony minor
aristos and coarse tycoons always
entertains. I still laugh out loud at
almost every page and the crafts-
manship of his writing is a joy. I've
long thought that Wodehouse is the
perfect reading for convalescence

Alan Tuffery

— but not if you’ve got stitches!
Throw in some Richard Dawkins
and a spot of John Banville and
you can infer that Pm fussy about
the prose I read. (I do my best with
the prose I write!)

When it came to poetry, I discov-
ered a ‘British-Indian’ writer in
Nikita Gill. I think her voice is
unique. Sometimes I couldn’t tell
whether I was reading poetry or
prose — the lines sometimes
reached to margin, which is al-
legedly one test of poetry. Her
Great Goddesses: Life Lessons is a
mix of Classical goddesses and
strong feminist advice. If that
sounds a bit worthy, I do the work
an injustice: it was fun. That said, [
do think that any young woman
would get a sound basis for her
self-esteem — as well as massive
pleasure — from Gill’s work.

Wodehouse is the
perfect reading for con-
valescence — but not if

you've got stitches!

On the non-fiction side — easily
the more dominant these days— I
admired Michael Rosen’s The
Missing: the True Story of my Fam-
ily in World War I1. 1t is a slim,
poignant volume tracking, in prose
and poetry, his search for the miss-
ing members of his European Jew-
ish family, who vanished in the
Holocaust. Not cheery, but a valu-
able reminder that saying and do-
ing nothing in the face of wrongdo-
ing must not be an option we allow
ourselves. The Missing led me on
to Primo Levi’s two concentration
camp memoirs, If This is a Man
and The Truce. Between them,
these two books show how easy it
is to strip away human dignity and
how hard it is to rebuild it. In the
camps life was trivial and fleeting.

My hardest book of the year was
Susan Blackmore’s survey of cur-

My Culture in 2020

rent thinking about consciousness
(Consciousness: An Introduction,
Routledge, 2020). The book con-
sists of interviews with the most
influential people working in the
field. In each case, the same general
topics were covered and this suc-
cessfully brought out the some-
times subtle differences in ap-
proach. A special treat was an in-
terview with Francis Crick not long
before he died. As ever, he was
lucid and forthright and dismissive
of views he considered not well
worked out. [ was glad to share
this book with my book club; the
discussion was a great help to my
understanding.

Ernst Mayer’s One Long Argu-
ment: Charles Darwin: The Gene-
sis of Modern Evolutionary
Thought almost literally dropped
into my lap and was probably the
cultural highlight of my year. Dar-
win’s ideas are often difficult to
comprehend at this remove and
Mayer succeeds brilliantly in teas-
ing out the separate strands and
showing how different individuals
responded to them. Even T.H. Hux-
ley, Darwin’s greatest proponent,
never managed to accept all of
Darwin’s main ideas. Mayr also
sets out precisely the conflicts with
orthodox Christianity, which was
the major bar to the acceptance of
Darwin’s ideas. (A classical exam-
ple of waiting for a paradigm

shift!)

I look forward to 2021 as a year of
rich, cultural interest and perhaps
even some live music and theatre!

Postscript

As a further attempt to persuade you
of the merits of J6n Kalman Stefans-

son's novels, | offer two ‘found haiku’
from The Sorrows of Angels.

darkness squeezed through snowflakes
all is white with snow and ice
but spring is coming

the breath of the sea
is heard clearly through the storm
the grave of thousands g
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HE first thing my wife
T said to me upon the

birth of our baby was,
“Rich, what does she look
like?” 1 lied, “She’s beauti-
ful” and I wept quietly, des-
perately trying not to make a

sound that would puncture
the terrible silence.

We were told at nineteen
weeks’ gestation that the
baby we were expecting was
likely to be incredibly ill. We
found out a week later that
she would die during pregnan-
¢y, during birth, or shortly
after being born. If the baby
survived birth, she would suf-
fer horrendous pain and be
given palliative care, until she
stopped breathing.

Shocked and numbed by this
development, we began
searching for answers. Advice
from the NHS website read:
“If your baby is diagnosed
with Edwards’ syndrome dur-
ing your pregnancy your doc-
tor will talk to you about how
you want to move forward.
They will discuss the options
of either continuing with the
pregnancy or ending it with a
termination, as it is such a

Richard lan Gosnold

- - ST

Richard lan Gosnold is a photographic artist, based in
Northern lIreland. His practice is influenced by his
interest in the relationship between sociopolitical
issues and the vulnerability of humans and the envi-
ronment.

Positioning himself as a storyteller, he employs vari-
ous photographic processes by which he communi-
cates his ideas. Previous artworks have covered
themes such as: belonging, isolation, transience and
loss.

After graduating from Ulster University with an MFA,
he received awards from the Arts Council of Northern
Ireland and was shortlisted for the Unseen Photo-
book Award, Amsterdam, with his work It Starts With
Silence.

It Starts With Silence is published by Kehrer Verlag, as
a fine art photobook. If you are interested in finding
out more about the work or would like to order a copy
of this book, please email Richard at
rigosnold@yahoo.co.uk

It Starts with Silence

vide advice and information
with regard to terminating
pregnancy. There was a max-
imum penalty of life impris-
onment for any woman who
underwent an abortion and
this also applied to anyone
who provided assistance.
Medical professionals were
not willing to take the risk of
facing legal proceedings. My
wife and I were met with
silence at every stage during
and since we learned about
the fate of our daughter and,
sadly, our circumstances were
not unique in Northern Ire-

land.

It Starts With Silence takes the
viewer on a deeply personal
journey, a search for under-
standing and solace. It depicts
my struggle to see beauty in
the world, whilst knowing
that I was powerless to help
my wife and daughter. It is
about living in the political
landscape of Northern Ireland,
a place to which my wife was
desperate to return, a place
that I am still seeking to under-
stand, whilst attempting to
reconcile my feelings and be-
liefs, and reflecting upon how
our personal tragedy would

severe condition... If you baby is
diagnosed with Edwards’ syndrome, either before birth
or afterwards, you'll be offered counselling and support™.

However, my wife and I live in Northern Ireland, which
was the only part of the UK where terminating a preg-
nancy remained illegal, in almost all circumstances. This
included pregnancy as a result of rape or incest and fatal
foetal abnormalities. Women and girls had to travel to
England to access abortions in private clinics. Denise, my
wife, was too ill to travel to England and unable to re-
ceive a termination in Northern Ireland. She was forced
to continue with her pregnancy for thirty-five weeks and
three days, until the foetus died in utero. The baby was
delivered five days later and buried four days after being
born. We named her Alenja, meaning ‘precious’ as well as
‘bright and shining light’.

The law, which provided the basis for Northern Ireland’s
abortion law, was the Offences Against The Person Act,
1861. The ambiguous legislation in Northern Ireland
meant that medical professionals were reluctant to pro-

have evolved, had we remained living in England.

Employing photography, texts and ephemera, I try to
communicate the complexities of my emotional state,
while reflecting upon state sanctioned violence, forced
birth, baby loss and lack of access to reproductive
healthcare. a
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M Brendan Scott: The Struggle for a Socialist and Secular Ireland
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John Swift * Umiskin Press

Books

Eamon Murphy

RENDAN Scott (1933-1973)
was a teacher in the multi-denom-
inational Sutton Park School,

Dublin, from 1959 to 1973. He was a
leading advocate of the separation of
Church and State, particularly in rela-
tion to education, campaigning for non-
denominational and non-sectarian
schools and universities.

s"

From the mid-1960s to early 1970s, a
period of major political, economic and
social change in Ireland and abroad, he
was one of the most influential figures
in the Irish Labour Party’s adoption of a
range of radical socialist policies.

An historian, school-teacher, university
lecturer and RTE television script-writer
and presenter, Brendan was centrally
involved in many other progressive or-
ganisations, among them the Irish Anti-Apartheid
Movement, the Irish Voice on Vietnam, and the Dublin
Housing Action Committee.

In a unique tribute, Dr. Noel Browne — not known for his
praise of others — described his socialist and secularist
colleague as ‘the incomparable Brendan Scott’.

Speaking at a symposium on Community Schools, organ-
ised by the Glasthule Branch of the Labour Party, Scott
commented that after fifty years of self-government,
Pearse’s ‘murder machine’ still dominated Irish educa-
tion, turning out middle class civil servants and middle-
class parish priests, all with smug, closed minds”.

Fifty years of sectarian education was reaping its in-
evitable harvest of bitterness and tragedy. The only way
to remove this legacy of hatred was by having non-sec-
tarian schools. “If we do not educate our children to-
gether we will never produce a united Ireland”, he said,
adding that the Catholic Hierarchy was fighting as bitter-
ly as the Orange Order to protect its education machine.

“The Irish Hierarchy”, he added, “had fought as bitterly
and as arrogantly as either Craig or Paisley in opposing
any possible changes”. Cardinal Conway, he noted, had
been particularly stubborn because he saw community
schools as a threat to the breeding grounds for vocations.
It was necessary for the Labour Party to state clearly
where they stood in relation to these schools. The Labour
Party wanted an end to ghetto education, not simply a
bigger slice of the cake for any particular sect.

In a further contribution to the debate on sectarian edu-
cation and community schools, apparently in 1972, Scott
said:

BRENDAN
SCOTT

THE STRUGGLE FOR A SOCIALIST
AND SECULAR IRELAND

“Fifty years on [presumably fifty years
of Irish independence] and the only sin
we worry about in this Gombeen Go-
morrah is a sin against the Sixth Com-
mandment. No wonder a foreign com-
mentator could mistake the symbolism
of our tricolour by explaining the white
and orange as the Vatican colours
turned inside out and the green as ex-
pressing the condition of the majority of
our people”.

“The situation would be cynically
amusing except for its most tragic con-
sequences. On the one hand are the
personal tragedies like that of John
McGahern who had to leave Irish
teaching for writing a novel which
painted an aspect of Irish reality while
others who savagely beat young chil-
dren are protected by their colleagues
and their Union. On the other hand is the massive Greek
tragedy of the six counties where fifty years of Ghetto
education, fifty years of sectarian education is reaping its
inevitable harvest of hatred and killing and the division
of the Catholic and Protestant working classes away
from their real interests into the paths of sectarian vio-
lence”.

John P. Swilt

“How can we remove this legacy of hatred without non-
sectarian schools? If we do not educate our children to-
gether we will never produce a united Ireland. Tone saw
this, the Young Irelanders saw this, and they were at-
tacked in exactly the same way as the defenders of com-
munity schools are today. The Catholic Hierarchy have
fought just as viciously as the Orange Order to preserve
their control of the Catholic machine. Even the arrogance
is not new. When asked to-day to make sacrifices to
achieve a sane non-sectarian community the hierarchy
have not given an inch on either civil rights or educa-
tional control”.

Brendan Scott: The Struggle for A Socialist and Secular
Ireland, by John Swift is available from Jack McGinley,
Principal, Umiskin Press: kmcginly@tcd.ie

Tel: 01-6798892, or from

johnpswift45@gmail.com.

Tel: 01-2958787.

The paperback and hardback are priced at €25 and €35,
plus packaging and postage.

Books may be collected from: Jack McGinley,

55 The Birch, Winter Garden, Pearse Street, D2 DO2
DK122, or from

John Swift, 14 Clonard Grove, Dundrum, Dublin 16,
D16 TW209.
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Film

The White Tiger

HIS darkly comic
T satire set in India is

based on the 2008
Man Booker prize-winning
debut novel by the Indian-
Australian writer Aravind
Adiga. It is directed by his
Iranian-American friend
Ramin Bahrani, who also
wrote the screenplay.

Adarsh Gourav plays Balram Halwai, who narrates his own
rags-to-riches life story. Born into poverty in a rural village
where his grandmother rules the roost, he is a bright lad: his
teacher even compares him to that rare jungle creature the
white tiger, and plans to move him to a better school in
Delhi. But his granny insists that he work in the family tea
shop, wiping tables and crushing coal to pay their rich land-
lord, and when his rickshaw-pulling father dies of TB, all
hope of resuming his formal education ends.

Yet Balram grows up determined to flee the rooster coop
and become a white tiger through intelligence and guile. He
sees an opportunity provided by his landlord, whom he
calls the Stork. He has two sons: the elder, whom Balram
calls the Mongoose, is a cruel boor, but the younger son
Ashok (Rajkummar Rao), who has just returned from the
US with his Indian-American wife Pinky (Priyanka Chopra),
is more liberal and compassionate. When Balram hears that
the Stork is looking for a second driver for Ashok, he de-
termines that it will be him.

The film then traces how Balram changes from being obse-
quious and deferential to his new master to turning against
him after an accident in which Ashok reveals himself to be,
ultimately, as venal as the rest of his family. When it comes
to the crunch, the rich are not necessarily ‘nice’ because they
will ruthlessly use the privilege that their wealth provides to
protect themselves.

The White Tiger successfully exposes India’s abject poverty,
the infinite gradations of its caste system, the brutality of the
country’s landlords and the corruption of officialdom — and
does it all with much dark humour, though some might see
it as flippant rather than satirical.

Gourav's performance is nothing short of spellbinding: he
perfectly captures the many facets of the protagonist’s char-
acter and makes this story of corrupted innocence and
cunning ambition highly engaging. He almost convinces us
that in such an unfair world his one dark act is justified.

Balram’s formula to escape the rooster coop is to be ‘straight
and crooked, mocking and believing, sly and sincere, all at the
same time’. Such is the crooked timber of humanity. a

Home Movies

Brian McClinton

| 1= G ERTRUDE ‘Ma’ Rainey was

The closure of cinemas
during the pandemic has led
to a massive increase in
streaming. Reviewed here
are 4 movies, all available on
Netflix, the main streaming
service

VIOLA DANTS &5 MA RAINEY

Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom

known as the ‘mother of the

blues’, a form of secular folk
music created by African-Americans
in the Deep South around the 1860s.
As implied, the emotion expressed is
one of sadness, often owing to
problems in love. The first recorded
blues tune was probably W.C.
Handy’s Memphis Blues in 1912.

A RAINEY'S
CBLACK BOTTOM

Rainey was known for her powerful, moaning voice and
onstage presence. She made over 100 recordings, and Ma
Rainey’s Black Bottom is about her recording of the song
with that title in 1927, the black bottom being not only hers
but also a dance that was popular in the 1920s.

The film is based on a 1984 play of that name written by
Pulitzer Prize winner August Wilson as part of a ten-play
cycle chronicling the African-American experience during
the 20th century. Adapted by Ruben Santiago-Hudson and
directed by George C. Wolfe, it stars Viola Davis as Rainey
and Chadwick Boseman as her ambitious horn player, Levee.

Davis is powerful as Rainey, complete with gold teeth and
encrusted fingers. She arrives late in the recording studio with
her nephew Sylvester (Dusan Brown) and her young lover
Dussie Mae (Taylour Paige) in tow. Rainey was probably
bisexual. Although she married twice, she was attracted to
women, a fact to which she alluded in her own lyrics, most
notably with Prove it on Me Blues, which references a lesbian
orgy she hosted in the 1920s that resulted in her arrest. In the
studio she demands of the white producer and her white
manager that everything is done ‘her way’, a small but deter-
mined assertion of black power in a white man’s world.

Tension mounts between veteran bandmates and the young,
hotheaded Levee, who believes that Rainey’s style is old-fash-
ioned and that the people want good music, which of course
he will provide when he forms his own band. To make mat-
ters worse, he flirts with Dussie Mae and eventually has sex
with her, which sadly paints Dussie’s character as a gold dig-
ger, attracted only by Rainey’s lifestyle.

There are other weaknesses. The climax is unnecessarily
melodramatic and the fact that the film is almost entirely shot
in the studio emphasises its staginess. Yet they are all over-
come by the magnificent performances. And here Chadwick
Boseman, in his last film before cancer killed him at only 43,
delivers a veritable tour de force, including a powerful story
about an attack on his mother by a gang of white men during
his childhood in the South. Ironically, he utters the lines:
“Death will kick yo’ ass and make you wish you never been
born”. He may well receive a posthumous Best Actor Oscar
when the awards are made on 25th April. Q
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Bridgerton

ETFLIX’S
biggest recent
hit has been

Bridgerton, a regency
romance series which, at
the latest count, has been
streamed in 82 million
homes around the world. For many, mostly women, it is all
the rage and several have confessed to having watched all
eight episodes more than once. For others, mostly men, it is
a trashy aristocratic soap opera.

The series relates an upper class matchmaking season in
1813 London, as reported by ‘Lady Whistledown’, an
anonymous newspaper gossip columnist (voiced by Julie
Andrews no less).Titled and chaste girls seek a respectable
male suitor in the debutante market. In Grosvenor Square
there is bitter rivalry between the Bridgerton and Feather-
ington families. The eldest daughter Daphne Bridgerton
(Phoebe Dynavor, daughter of Sally in Coronation Street)
seeks a husband after she has been named the prettiest girl
of the season and presented to Queen Charlotte (Golda
Rosheuvel), the wife of the mad King George III.

However, neither the Queen nor Lady Whistledown is im-
pressed and her brother Anthony (Jonathan Bailey) is over-
protective. Although her family are struggling after the
death of their father, Daphne herself wants to marry for love
as well as money. She concocts a plan with her brother’s
rakish best friend Simon, Duke of Hastings (Regé-Jean
Page), to pretend to be a couple to put off other unsuitable
suitors and at the same time to raise her own market value.

As you might expect, it doesn’t quite go to plan as they fall
in love and, by episode 6, are married. Here is where the sex
really starts, although initially unsatisfactorily as he keeps
withdrawing before climax. You see, Simon had an abusive
father, obsessed with carrying on the family line. In revenge
Simon vowed never to have children. So in one session
Daphne refuses to stop when he asks and holds him down
to the end. Some have claimed that her action constitutes
rape, but that’s a debate for another day.

Rational arguments don’t pass muster with this kind of fluff.
Nevertheless we’ll try a couple of points. First, there are four
assertive black characters in an era when slavery still existed
in Britain’s colonies. They include the Queen herself, on the
spurious grounds that she appears dark in some paintings.
Yet everyone else is colour blind. It is presented as perfectly
normal and acceptable. Now zhat is certainly fake history.

Secondly, several of the women including the heroine are far
from being helpless, and their freethinking contradicts the
whole premise on which the series is based: namely that
women were objects to be sold to the highest bidder. Dare it
be suggested that — apart from the sight of men’s bums —
women who are addicted to this series are still seduced by
the wealth and splendour that rich men can give them?

If you really believe in the principle of equality, then you will
want it for all, not just for women. To be hooked on the
glamourisation of a system in which the aristocracy main-
tained their wealth and power by restricting marriage within
their own class is to betray that principle. a

’;'. PIECES OF

EAN (Shia
S LaBeouf), and his

partner Martha
(Vanessa Kirby) are «
about to have a baby ¢
daughter. Sean, a con-
struction foreman,
promises that she will be
the first person to cross the bridge that he is helping to build
over Boston’s Charles River. Martha’s wealthy mother Eliz-
abeth (Ellen Burstyn) buys the couple an SUV for the immi-
nent expanded family.

A WOMAN

Nothing could be further removed from the crass banality of
Bridgerton than what follows in Pieces of A Woman. Hun-
garian director Kornél Mundruczé gives us a harrowing dra-
ma about a woman’s grief after losing her baby. His partner,
the screenwriter Kata Wéber, who had a miscarriage, draws
on her own experience.

Martha, who insists on a home birth, goes into labour. Her
usual midwife cannot attend so she sends a replacement,
Eva (Molly Parker). The baby becomes distressed in the
womb and its heart rate plummets. Eva calls an ambulance.
Martha gives birth and for a moment all is well and the
baby cries, but then suddenly it dies quietly in her arms. The
scene has shifted from joy to tragedy in a moment. From
labour to death lasts all of 24 minutes, taken in a single
shot. It is utterly gut-wrenching and Kirby gives an unfor-
gettable physical performance.

We love together but we grieve alone. Martha and Sean drift
apart. He becomes aggressive and in one scene he initiates
sex but Martha doesn’t want it. She says nothing but is
clearly unreceptive. Finally, when she acquiesces, he storms
off, no longer in the mood. A recovering addict, he returns
to alcohol and drugs and begins an affair with Martha’s
cousin. Eventually, Elizabeth gives him a cheque to leave
Boston and start a new life.

Martha becomes a woman on the verge of a nervous break-
down. She retreats into herself becoming numb with grief.
She returns to work and tries to forget, but her body won’t
let her. Moreover, her controlling mother chides her for not
actively pressing charges against the midwife. A criminal
autopsy finds no conclusive cause of death.

At a dinner party Elizabeth relates how, as a Jewish woman
whose mother gave birth to her under Nazi occupation, she
believes that the will to survive and tell the truth is the ulti-
mate act of defiance. She persuades Martha to pursue a civil
case against Eva. Her daughter takes the message to heart
but, when the case comes to court, she does it in her own way.

Kirby and Burstyn are magnificent in their roles and both
are in line for Oscars. The dinner party duel between them is
scintillating. They prove that a film can be good even if at
times it is almost unwatchable. It is in many ways the com-
plete opposite of Brigerton, which is nothing more than a
jolly jape. But film is not just a slice of light entertainment. It
can also deal seriously with the problems of the world and
individuals and educate us, emotionally and rationally,
about them.

Pieces of a Woman will never achieve the audience figures of
Bridgerton but arguably it is a superior piece of cinema. QO
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Humanist Meetings in Ireland

Humanist Association of Ireland Kilkenny Humanist Group
Monthly meeting at rotating venues, mostly Dublin. 2nd Sunday of month, Langton House Hotel, Kilkenny at 11.00am.
Details of next meeting at humanism.ie or HAl Facebook Page Contact Patrick Cassidy at 0894630005; patrickacassidy@gmail.com

Humanist Association of Northern Ireland Mid-West Humanists (Limerick, Clare, Tipperary)

Second Thursday, 8pm. Holiday Inn, University St, Belfast 3rd Wednesday in Limerick. Email info@midwesthumanists.com
Contact: Roger at 07778583435 (roger.kelly.2@ntlworld.com Check midwesthumanists.com and contact Peter at 086 8155102
Irish Freethinkers and Humanists North West Humanists

Second Thursday, 8pm. Holiday Inn, University St, Belfast Radisson Hotel, Sligo. 8pm, second Tuesday of the month.
Contact: Brian at 07962122038 (brianmcclinton@btinternet.com)  Contact Gill Bell at humainstgb@gmail.com; +353 87 295 8206
North Dublin Humanist Community Waterford Humanists

Meetings on the third Monday of each month. Meetings third Monday of month, Phil Grimes Pub, 60 John Street,
Contact Alan Tuffery (atuffery@tcd.ie) Waterford, 7 30pm. Contact Teresa at grahamt22@gmail.com.

South Dublin Humanist Community (SDHC)
Contact: Janielazar@gmail.com, 086 8572005 Belfast
Mailing List: southdublinhumanistcommunity@gmail.com

Sligo
Belfast Humanist Group :
First and third Mondays of month, various venues Phone or email
Contact Catherine Burnett on 02890642956 to check when .

meetings will Galway Dublin
Cork Humanists resume after
Contact Geraldine O’Neill on 086 812 8892 the lockdown o Kilkenny
http://corkhumanists.weebly.com Limerick
Waterford

Humanists West (Galway) -

Last Sunday of month, 12 noon, Anno Santo Hotel, Threadneedle Rd.,
Salthill, Galway. Contact Garry O’Lochlainn at 0872222726
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