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Jean Meslier (1664-1729) was a French Catho-

lic priest (abbé) who was discovered, upon his 
death, to have written a book-length philosoph-
ical essay promoting atheism and materialism. 
Described by the author as his “testament” to 
his parishioners, the text criticizes and de-
nounces all religions. 

Meslier was born in Mazerny in the Ardennes. 
He began learning Latin from a neighbourhood 
priest in 1678 and eventually joined the seminary; 
he later claimed, in the author’s Preface to his Tes-
tament, that this was done to please his parents. At 
the end of his studies, he took holy orders and, on 
7 January 1689, became a priest at Étrépigny, in 
Champagne. 

Apart from a public disagreement with a local 
nobleman about his harsh treatment of his farmer 
tenants, Meslier was to all appearances generally 
unremarkable. However, he was twice reproved by 
clerical authorities for inappropriately employing 
young adult servant women, with whom the Meslier 
biographer, Michel Onfray, suggests he was sex-
ually involved. “Discreetly and secretly, the curé 
had to practise the joy of free love advocated in his 
work,” writes Onfray. Meslier lived like a pauper 
and donated every spare penny to the poor. 

When Meslier died in Étrépigny, there were 
found in his house three copies of a 633-page oc-
tavo manuscript in which the village curate de-
nounces organised religion as “but a castle in the 
air” and theology as “but ignorance of natural 
causes reduced to a system.” 

In his Testament, Meslier repudiated not only 
the god of conventional Christianity, but also the 
generic god of the natural religion Deists. For Mes-
lier, the existence of evil was incompatible with the 
idea of a good and wise god. He denied that any 

spiritual value could be gained from suffering, and 
he used the Deist's argument from design against 
god, by showing the evils that he had permitted in 
this world. To him, religions were fabrications fos-
tered by ruling elites.  

Although the earliest Christians may have been 
exemplary in sharing their goods, Christianity had 
long since degenerated into encouraging the ac-
ceptance of suffering and submission to tyranny, as 
practised by the kings of France: injustice was ex-
plained away as the will of an all-wise Being. In fact, 
he derived some arguments from books written by 
orthodox theologians in the debate between the 
Jesuits, Cartesians, and Jansenists. Their inability 
to agree on a proof for god's existence was taken 
by Meslier as a good reason not to presume that 
there were compelling grounds for belief in a god. 

Meslier’s philosophy was that of an atheist. He 
also denied the existence of the soul and dismissed 
the notion of free will. In Chapter V of his Testa-
ment, he writes: “If God is incomprehensible to 
man, it would seem rational never to think of Him at 
all”. Meslier later describes god as “a chimera” and 
argues that the supposition of god is not prerequi-
site to morality. Indeed, he concludes: “Whether 
there exists a God or not ... men’s moral duties will 
always be the same so long as they possess their 
own nature.” In chapters XXXIII and XXXIV, Mes-
lier challenged Jesus’ mental health by implying 
that Jesus “was really a madman, a fanatic.” 

In his most famous quote, Meslier refers to a 
man who “wished that all the great men in the world 
and all the nobility could be hanged, and strangled 
with the guts of the priests.” He admits that the 
statement may seem crude and shocking, but com-
ments that this is what the priests and nobility de-
serve, not for reasons of revenge or hatred, but for 
love of justice and truth. During the political unrest 
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of May 1968, the radical students of the Sorbonne 
Occupation Committee paraphrased Meslier’s epi-
gram, stating that “humanity won’t be happy till the 
last capitalist is hung with the guts of the last bu-
reaucrat.” 

Meslier also vehemently attacked social injus-
tice and sketched out a kind of ru-
ral proto-communism. All the peo-
ple in a region would belong to a 
commune in which wealth would 
be held in common, and every-
body would work. Founded on 
love and fellowhood, the com-
munes would ally to help each 
other and preserve peace. An op-
ponent of cruelty to animals, Mes-
lier wrote that “it is an act of cru-
elty, of barbarism, to kill, to strike 
unconscious, and to cut the throat 
of animals, who do no harm to an-
yone, the way we do.” He consid-
ered the lack of compassion and 
concern by Christians for animal 
suffering at the hands of man to 
be further proof of “the nonexistence, or the malice, 
of their God.” 

Various edited abstracts (known as “Extraits”) of 
the Testament were printed and circulated, con-
densing the multi-volume original manuscript and 
sometimes adding material that was not written by 
Meslier. Abstracts were popular because of the 
length and convoluted style of the original. Voltaire 
often mentions Meslier (referring to him as “a good 
priest”) in his correspondence, in which he tells his 
daughter to “read and read again" Meslier's only 
work, and says that “every honest man should have 
Meslier's Testament in his pocket.” Voltaire pub-
lished his own expurgated version as Extraits des 
sentiments de Jean Meslier (1st ed, 1762). Voltaire 
changed the thrust of Meslier's arguments, or drew 
on other Extraits which did this, so that he ap-
peared to be a Deist - like Voltaire - rather than an 
atheist. 

Another book, Good Sense (Le Bon Sens), 

published anonymously in 1772, was long at-
tributed to Meslier, but was in fact written by Baron 
d'Holbach. The complete Testament of Meslier was 
published in English translation (by Michael 
Shreve) for the first time in 2009. 

In his book In Defense of Atheism (2007), the 
atheist philosopher Michel On-
fray describes Meslier as the first 
person to write an entire text in 
support of atheism. He writes: 

“For the first time (but how 
long will it take us to 
acknowledge this?) in the history 
of ideas, a philosopher had dedi-
cated a whole book to the ques-
tion of atheism. He professed it, 
demonstrated it, arguing and 
quoting, sharing his reading and 
his reflections, and seeking con-
firmation from his own observa-
tions of the everyday world. His 
title sets it out clearly: Memoir of 
the Thoughts and Feelings of 
Jean Meslier; and so does his 

subtitle: Clear and Evident Demonstrations of the 
Vanity and Falsity of All the Religions of the World. 
The book appeared in 1729, after his death. Mes-
lier had spent the greater part of his life working on 
it. The history of true atheism had begun.” 

According to Colin Brewer, who co-produced a 
play about Meslier’s life: “Historians argue about 
who was the first overt, post-Classical atheist, but 
Meslier was arguably the first to put his name to an 
incontrovertibly atheist document. That this im-
portant event is largely unrecognised (Meslier was 
absent from both Richard Dawkins’ and Jonathan 
Miller's TV series on atheism) is due partly to Vol-
taire who published  a grossly distorted Extract that 
portrayed Meslier as a fellow Deist and entirely 
suppressed Meslier's anti-monarchist, proto-com-
munist opinions.” 
 

Source: Wikipedia 
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“Do you know why I was sent here?”, Father 

Bill Carney asked the Superior out loud in the re-
fectory one day. 

There was something brazen about his ques-
tion. It was broadcast at full voice, without reti-
cence, shame or fear, knowingly audible to many 
members of the community. 

Father Carney was standing in front of me, just 
on the far side of the table at which I and others sat. 
He was facing the Superior, who also stood on the 
far side of the table, to my left. 

“The Archbishop asked if we could let you stay 
here for a while and we agreed,” replied the Supe-
rior, looking at Father Carney searchingly. 

“You really don’t know?” persisted Bill, sounding 
incredulous. 

“No,” said the Superior. 

“Ah, it was the drink,” said Father Carney. 

At the time, I regarded this exchange as extraor-
dinary. 

Father Bill Carney lived in Mount St Mary’s dur-
ing a substantial part of 1984 and for sure at times 
between April and September. He was not a Marist 
and I did not know why he was there. 

I suspected the reason was more than “the 
drink” - not least because it was the one offered by 
Father Carney at the tail end of that weird public 
interrogation of the Superior. If Carney knew the 
answer was alcoholism, why had he asked the 
question? 

He presided at a penitential service in the semi-
nary on 18 April 1984. My journal records: “Bill Car-
ney presided, excellently.” I was impressed by him. 
He seemed to me to have a great pastoral empathy 
with people. 

On 25 July, an entry reads: “I like having Bill Car-
ney around. Bill is human. He lives his faith. He’s 
weak and he knows it.” It’s interesting that I sensed  

from him self-knowledge of his moral weakness, 
which I assumed concerned an alcohol addiction. I 
believed him to be a man of religious faith. 

He was affable, encouraging and affirming of 
others. On 22 September, I journaled: “Bill Carney 
said today I’d a lovely voice!” 

But there was a mystique about him. Why had a 
diocesan priest come to live with us when he wasn’t 
a Marist? 

I was stunned, decades later, to hear Father Bill 
Carney named as “a serial sexual abuser of chil-
dren, male and female” and “one of the most seri-
ous serial abusers investigated by the Commis-
sion” in the 2009 Murphy Report, the report of a 
Commission of Investigation by the Irish Govern-
ment into sexual abuse in the Catholic Archdiocese 
of Dublin. 

The Murphy Report states: “He pleaded guilty to 
two counts of indecent assault in 1983. The Arch-
diocese of Dublin paid compensation to six of his 
victims.” 

The next year, he lived with us - and worked with 
children in the local parish of Clonskeagh. His par-
ish priest, Monsignor Browne, a lovely and astute 
man whom I knew, told the Archbishop that Father 
Bill Carney was “reliable, punctual, always availa-
ble for more work than he had been assigned”. 

The Murphy Report confirms that the Marist Fa-
thers had not been told why Father Carney had 
been sent to Mount St Mary’s. 

Religious congregations operate within a dio-
cese with the permission of the bishop. I assume 
the Marists felt it was not their place to ask why he 
was being sent to them. 

Likewise, Monsignor Browne was not told about 
Father Carney’s history of child abuse. Indeed, the 
Monsignor commended the priest’s celebration of 
mass, including class masses in local schools. 
“Teachers,” according to the Murphy Report, “felt 
this was a priest who could ‘really communicate 
with the children’ ”. 
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Two years after staying with us, in 1986, he 
abused more children in Crumlin, Dublin. 

When he was being transferred from Clogher 
Road parish in Dublin in 1989, parishioners com-
plained that he was being moved because he was 
a “wonderful priest”, echoing my initial estimation of 
him from the reconciliation service he had led. 

The Commission was aware of “complaints or 
suspicions of child sexual abuse against him in re-
spect of 32 named individuals” and said there was 
“evidence that he abused many more children”. 

Bill Carney was extradited from the UK in 2013 
and died in Midlands Prison, Portlaoise, in 2015, 
aged 65, while on remand awaiting trial for histori-
cal abuses. 

Although I had been fondled by a Christian 
brother as a young boy in primary school in the 
1970s and was forced to strip naked 
by another Christian Brother, I had 
never spoken of those incidents un-
til I was an adult. 

In 1984, when Father Bill Carney 
lived in my community, the term 
‘paedophile priest’ had not yet been 
coined. The international news 
scandal of paedophilia in the priest-
hood and its shameful cover-up by 
Church authorities had not yet bro-
ken and shaken the Church to its 
foundations. 

When it did in the late 1980s, I 
wondered: who now could want to be a priest? 

-0- 

One month after taking my leap of faith and re-

turning to the Marists, I’d a profound sense of dis-
satisfaction. The visitor who had invited me to join 
her and a nun for a weekend in Kenmare had left 
Mount St Mary’s. Her departure triggered loneli-
ness. Celibacy was as difficult as ever. 

“Father Denis Green today spent some time tell-
ing me how fine I am,” I journaled - Denis was a 
great encourager - and he was thankful that I felt 
dissatisfied. 

“If anyone is satisfied with themselves, they’ve 
opted out of the human race,” said Denis. “We are 
characterised by a discontent, a longing for some-
thing. The wholly ‘happy’ man is a fake.” 

I was asked to lead a prayer meeting for con-
frères on 3 May 1984. I wrote on the community 
notice board: “Perhaps we might share tonight of 
Our Experience of the Mystery of Our Coming to 
Birth in Christ.” 

“It made me tense,” I journaled, when I 

overheard two confrères saying the notice was well 
worded. Having my written words applauded was 
like a singer discovering an audience liked his 
voice. I journaled: “My writing helps things emerge. 
I think well with my pen.” 

After the prayer meeting, I journaled: “Before 
speaking, I was nervous. But I told myself: this is a 
good thing. Just before opening my mouth, I re-
minded myself of the key: ‘mystery’. Then, each of 
my thoughts was directed towards this.” I was start-
ing to lose my anxiety about public speaking. 

I shared at the prayer meeting that, regardless 
of how well or how much I prayed, I ‘sinned’. De-
spite my repeated efforts to live celibacy in “perfect 
continence”, I failed. 

It was reality beckoning, undercutting my inher-
ited religious and clerical presumption that sexual 

abstinence was morally superior to 
any sexual activity. 

Confrères liked that prayer meet-
ing. Coincidentally, each of those 
whom I recorded in my journal as 
having spoken at it eventually left 
religious life. 

At spiritual direction on 6 May, I 
was gaining much needed distance 
from the counsel of my director. I 
journaled: “His platitudes were met 
with my telltale nodding head. He 
noticed and stopped.” He had ad-

mitted he had misjudged and mishandled my 
aborted weekend in Kenmare. 

I wonder if he ever considered whether he may 
have misjudged and mishandled my attempt, that 
March, to leave religious life, saying it wouldn’t be 
a “free decision”. However, I allowed him to do it, 
by agreeing to do the retreat and by wanting and 
confirming him as my director for it. Had I been 
ready to leave, I would have done neither. 

Next day I journaled: “Father Jimmy Carr told me 
this morning he believes I have a vocation and has 
no difficulty seeing me saying mass. That put the 
day on a good footing.” 

But doubt was my constant companion. I jour-
naled: “There is no faith without doubt, no trust 
without fear, no hope without something like des-
pair”’ 

And on 9 May, my struggle with faith was again 
evident: “What is ‘faith’ if not a leap of confidence 
into the hands of the living God? What is trust if not 
the terror of not knowing but believing?” Repri-
manding myself for doubt, I journaled: “What use is 
the man consecrated to God whose faith collapses 
under strain?” 
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I grappled with the idea of human freedom and 
God’s will. If I was called by God to be a Marist and 
left, would I be unhappy? Would to leave be per-
verting God’s will by deafening my ear to His call? 

A spirit of cynicism and backbiting held sway in 
Mount St Mary’s that month. A priest in another 
Marist house was disparagingly referred to as a 
“simple priest”; another priest was deemed “repug-
nant”, while another confrère was derided as hav-
ing his head in the clouds. 

I closed in on myself, wondering what was being 
said about me behind my back. Mass, for me, be-
came a sham, the sacrament of our disunity. Ten-
sion was palpable and the harmonious spirit of no-
vitiate was but a distant memory. Except for a few 
friends, the community had, for me, become emo-
tionally barren. 

By mid-May, just over a month since choosing 
to stay, I had lost the battle of celibacy and felt pow-
erless over my solitary pleasures. Prayer and spir-
itual reading made no difference. I felt humiliated, 
like an alcoholic unable to stop drinking. 

I journaled: “Is it that Christ wants me to have 
more understanding and mercy for my fellow sin-
ners in the confessional? Or is it that sin is the most 
humiliating thing for me? Perhaps I’ve got to 
acknowledge more often - even daily - my yearning 
for conjugal sexual pleasure, apart at all from the 
intimacy and enrapture of intertwining my body 
around a woman. I long for this. There is no deny-
ing it!” 

Most hot-blooded 22-year-old men would agree. 
But most wouldn’t be committed to celibacy, nor 
their minds and emotions warped by Catholic guilt 
about sex. 

 

Joe Armstrong - Humanist Celebrant. Text here 
abridged from ‘In My Gut, I Don’t Believe’, Book 1 
of memoir series ‘Losing Religion, Finding Myself’, 
available in Kindle, paperback, hardback and au-
diobook on Amazon and Audible. He also writes 
the ‘Joe the Human Substack’: 

https://joearmstrong.substack.com 

-0-
 

  

I note the obvious differences 

in the human family. 

Some of us are serious, 

Some thrive on comedy. 
  

Some declare their lives are lived 

as true profundity, 

and others claim they really live 

the real reality. 
  

The variety of our skin tones 

can confuse, bemuse, delight, 

brown and pink and beige and purple, 

tan and blue and white. 
  

I have sailed the seven seas 

and stopped in every land, 

I've seen the wonders of the world 

not yet one common man. 

  

I know ten thousand women 

called Jane and Mary Jane, 

but I've not seen any two 

who really were the same. 

  

Mirror twins are different 

although their features jibe, 

and lovers think quite different thoughts 

while lying side by side. 
  

We love and lose in China, 

we weep on England's moors, 

and laugh and moan in Guinea, 

and thrive on Spanish shores. 
  

We seek success in Finland, 

are born and die in Maine. 

In minor ways we differ, 

in major ways we're the same. 
  

I note the obvious differences 

between each sort and type, 

but we are more alike, my friends, 

than we are unalike. 
  

We are more alike, my friends, 

than we are unalike. 

We are more alike, my friends, 

than we are unalike. 
  

Maya Angelou 
  

https://joearmstrong.substack.com/
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Evolutionary Humanism is a strain of human-

ism which is strongly influenced by the idea of 
evolution by natural selection. These ideas 
were explored in the middle years of the last 
century by Julian Huxley, then a noted public 
intellectual. Evolutionary ideas removed the in-
tellectual space for supernatural guidance, 
such as a creator god, in the affairs of the uni-
verse in general and in the affairs of mankind in 
particular.  

The mechanism of natural selection shows how 
a universe without purpose can generate complex-
ity and refined adaptation. Evolution also places 
humankind as part of the natural world, related to 
all other living things and equally dependent upon 
the complex interactions of the environment – “the 
web of life”. Evolution also shows that our big, com-
plex brains, give us the skills of reflection, language 
and goal-setting and mean that we are the “sole 
custodians” of evolution. In 
other words, we are responsi-
ble for the future evolution of 
ourselves and the planet as a 
whole. I have followed Huxley 
in arguing that these ideas act 
as powerful guidelines to our 
future behaviour as individuals 
and as a species; that evolution 
is a valuable frame for thinking 
about the role of humans. 

Evolutionary humanism has 
become tainted by association 
with ideas associated with eu-
genics and Nazi racial theories. In this article I will 
argue that these associations are not well founded 
and attempt to reclaim both the term and the idea. 

By way of example I’ll consider the attack on 
evolutionary humanism by the Israeli historian, Yu-
val Noah Harari in his book, Sapiens: A Brief His-
tory of Humankind (256-263). I select this example 
because the book has sold more than 25 million 
copies worldwide, so it is likely to have had a wide 
influence. I will argue that Harari’s attack on evolu-
tionary humanism is wrong, particularly in associat-
ing it with the evils of eugenics and the Holocaust. 

 

EVOLUTIONARY HUMANISM IS 
 ‘IRRATIONAL AND SELFISH’ 

Harari conflates religions and ideologies and uses 
the language of religion in referring to the humanist 
belief in the “unique and sacred nature of humans”, 
and the “supreme good” as the “good of humanity”; 
“the rest of the world and all other beings exist 
solely for the benefit of this species”. All this is faith-
based, Old-Testament thinking and takes no ac-
count of two essential aspects of evolutionary 

thinking. First, evolution is an evidence-based, sci-
entific idea and hence not a matter of faith or blind 
belief in the absence of evidence, or even despite 
contrary evidence. As a scientific idea, it is formally 
provisional and subject to modification in the light 
of new knowledge. It follows that, if the evolutionary 
frame is modified, evolutionary humanism - like all 
scientific ideas - may also be modified to take ac-
count of the change. Second, evolutionary theory 
emphasises the interconnectedness of all living 
things and their environment and for Humanists 
leads to the sense of obligation to protect them. It 
rejects the Old Testament notion that the fruits of 
the earth are for man’s enjoyment. 

Harari describes humanism in terms of selfish 
individuality which finds it “embarrassingly difficult” 
to justify the special position of individuals”‘ without 
recourse to eternal souls and a Creator God”. But 
evolution by natural selection does explain the spe-
cial qualities that give value to individual humans 

without “recourse to a Creator 
God” or any other imposed or 
invented supernatural guide or 
goal. The tendency of living 
things to persist and to be-
come better adapted over long 
periods of time is sufficient. 
That is the elegance of the the-
ory of evolution. If there is any 
embarrassment, it is in listen-
ing to theists insisting that be-
lief in supernatural agencies is 
“a matter of faith” - which is no 
argument at all - when they 

have run out of other arguments. 

Humans, while also part of the natural world, do 
have a special position because of the power of re-
flection and goal-setting, aided by the efficient com-
munication made possible by language. These at-
tributes lead to “cultural evolution”, where ideas 
and skills rapidly spread within and between com-
munities. Individuals are the component parts of 
societies - local and global - and so are valued for 
their own qualities. Human flourishing, the optimum 
fulfilment of each individual’s potential, is a desira-
ble goal, because each can contribute to the deter-
mining and achieving of humanity’s goals as a cus-
todian of future evolution. Diversity is the basic ma-
terial of evolution and we cannot know what skills 
will be required in the future, so it is desirable to 
nurture every individual so that their skills are avail-
able to their societies. This is far from the “libertar-
ian”, selfish hedonism that Harari attributes to evo-
lutionary humanism. 

 

EVOLUTIONARY HUMANISM 
 ‘FAVOURS SUPERMAN’ 

In a table of his views of different “humanist 
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religions”, Harari gives two principles of evolution-
ary humanism. First, he asserts “ ‘humanity’ is a 
mutable species and might degenerate into sub-
humans or evolve into superhumans”. Second, for 
him “The supreme commandment is to protect hu-
mankind from degenerating into sub-humans, and 
to encourage its evolution into superhumans.” 
Given his choice of language, it is not surprising 
that Harari names the Nazis as the “most famous 
representatives of evolutionary humanism”. The 
Nazis adopted Nietzsche’s idea of the superman 
(übermensch), which for them was personified in 
the blond, north European of an imagined Aryan 
race. Passing over the fact that Harari’s argument 
looks suspiciously circular, we can see the dangers 
of his argument: dividing humans based on pseu-
doscientific racial theory allows extreme ‘othering’ 
and denies rights and even life to ‘sub-humans’. 

Evolutionary humanism does not result in the 
concept of superhumans. Rather, it leads us to the 
conclusion that we should use our special skills to 
fulfil our responsibility to one another and our 
planet. We could aspire to become ‘super-social’ 
and ‘super-ecological’, if you like. Words like ‘re-
sponsibility’ and ‘ethical’ are fundamental to all def-
initions of humanism; nowhere does Harari men-
tion these ideas in relation to humanism. 

 
EUGENICS 

Humanism in general and evolutionary humanism 
in particular have been tainted by association with 
eugenics. Noël Byrne in Irish Freethinker (2021, 
188, 10-11) has set out in detail the differences be-
tween ‘coerced’ eugenics, such as that fed by Nazi 
‘racial theory’ imposed by states, and ‘liberal’ eu-
genics, the choice of individuals, for example de-
ciding whether to carry a foetus with a serious ge-
netic condition to term. 

The concept of the ‘survival of the fittest’ has 
been used to justify extreme, coercive forms of eu-
genics involving the forcible sterilisation or even 
murder of the ‘feeble’ or ‘degenerate’. In the late 
19th century and the first half of the twentieth these 
ideas were - to us - surprisingly popular (in the UK 
Winston Churchill was a supporter) and several US 
tycoons, funded eugenics institutes in the US (Car-
negie) and Germany (Kellogg, Rockefeller). By the 
end of the 1930s, eugenics had fallen out of gen-
eral favour (except, alas, with Nazis) and the US 
was no longer forcibly sterilising tens of thousands 
of people. 

Let us consider the origins of eugenics and its 
relation to humanism. 

There are two strands of eugenics which for sim-
plicity we may call the British and the North Ameri-
can. In nineteenth-century Britain there were 

concerns about the depressed state of the ‘lower 
orders’ - diseased, stunted and liable to early death 
- which led to concerns that the overall quality of 
the ‘human stock’ would decline and hence to dis-
cussions about how that might be avoided. 

At that time there was little understanding of the 
factors that contribute to healthy development. De-
spite the lack of knowledge of genetics, inheritance 
was seen as the main mechanism for transmission 
of all traits - perhaps by analogy with the breeding 
of domestic animals.  

Some of the early Humanists, such as J S Hux-
ley, were committed to this eugenic view and con-
cerned to try to stave off the threatened deteriora-
tion in the ‘stock’. However, they usually avoided 
recommending forcible sterilisation. It was gradu-
ally recognised that genetics is not all, and that - as 
we now know - the environment contributes at least 
as much variation as the genetic endowment. 
Hence poverty was seen to be something to be 
remedied (with Darwin’s relative Josiah Wedge-
wood to the fore) and social changes such as the 
introduction of sanitation and basic health care led 
to improvements in health of the ‘lower orders’ and 
this form of eugenics became untenable.  

 
RACIAL THEORIES 

In North America, eugenics was based on the idea 
that humans had several different origins, so there 
were several subspecies. This hypothesis of a ‘pol-
yphyletic’ origin of humans was based upon inter-
pretations of the Old Testament story of Noah and 
his sons. In that pseudoscientific view, some sub-
species of humans were inherently inferior and this 
was associated with white supremacy and the jus-
tification of the enslavement of Africans and exploi-
tative colonialism. In contrast, the now-accepted 
monophyletic theory, based on studies of the fossil 
record and ancient DNA, describes a single origin 
for all human species. 

The Nazi ideas of eugenics were an extreme 
case of coerced eugenics, combined with absolute 
political power. Nazi ‘racial theory’ was an extreme 
form of this idea and extended to the systematic 
exterminations of ‘degenerates’, a category which 
included not only those with disabilities - mental or 
physical - but also those of other cultures or races, 
such as Jews and Roma and even those with un-
acceptable political views or sexual preferences. It 
is absolutely clear that these Nazi ‘racial theories’ 
are pseudoscientific and have no basis in biology 
and hence are not consistent with any form of evo-
lutionary humanism which is based on scientific 
knowledge. Harari has chosen to pick an extreme 
example to prop up a flimsy argument.  

To return to Harari for a final time: he states that 
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‘”or sixty years after the end of the war against Hit-
ler it was taboo to link humanism with evolution 
….”. This is simply wrong. As we have seen, J S 
Huxley was developing ideas about evolutionary 
humanism as early as 1959 (the date of a speech 
included in The Humanist Frame of 1961). 

 

EVOLUTIONARY HUMANISM RECLAIMED 

I have argued that the smears against evolutionary 
humanism are based on a lack of knowledge about 
both evolution and humanism. Humanism of all va-
rieties is an essentially ethical world view. Evolu-
tionary ideas create a useful frame for thinking 
about ourselves and our future. It places a clear re-
sponsibility on humankind to improve the ways in 
which we use our large, complex brains and set 
goals to enable the flourishing of individual hu-
mans, human societies, all living things and our 
planet. It is both a daunting and empowering re-
sponsibility. 

Further Reading 

Bashford , Alice (2022). An Intimate History of Evolu-
tion: The Story of the Huxley Family. Bashford gives an 
account of the influence of some ideas about eugenics 
and also the strength of dispute about monophyletic and 
polyphyletic human evolution. 

Desmond, Adrian & Moore, James (2009). Darwin’s 
Sacred Cause: Race, Slavery and the Quest for Human 
Origins. Deals with the US insistence on polyphyletic 
evolution as a justification for slavery. (Darwin’s family 
were all noted campaigners for the abolition of slavery). 

Rutherford, A (2022). Control: The Dark History and 
Troubling Present of Eugenics. A full account of the his-
tory of eugenics, including the false cases and the wide-
spread popularity of ideas of forced eugenics.  

Tuffery, A R (2022). ‘Transhumanism’, Irish Free-
thinker (196, 14-16). 

[Alan Tuffery is a former Lecturer in Physiology in 
Trinity College Dublin] 

 

 

ATHEISM 

IN 

INDIA 
 

When Westerners answer census questions, they 
are usually given the chance to answer “non reli-
gious" in the religion section. India does not provide 
this option for their census records. Is India trying 
to ignore the atheism that exists in the country? 

India is the only country in the world with a ma-
jority population following Hinduism, or as it was 
originally known: Sanatana 
Dharma. As described by the apex 
court of India, Hinduism is “a way of 
life” and barely falls in the category 
of a religion. I was baffled when I 
was told this. I’d been taught all my 
life about millions of gods and god-
desses in the religion into which I 
was indoctrinated, and how it was a 
religion that offered salvation. In ac-
tuality, Hinduism respects all other 
religions, proclaiming all of them as 
different paths to the same god. 

One very noticeable thing in an-
cient  Hinduism  is  the acceptance  

 
and   celebration   of atheism.   Yes, atheism. Sam-
khya and Mimasa are ancient schools of philoso-
phy within Hinduism which not only refute the exist-
ence of God, but provide logic to support their 
claim. While some views may be recognized as 
pantheism, they still preach materialism and main-
tain that this is the only life. They were allowed to 
teach atheism and materialism in schools, or what 
were referred to as “gurukuls” in ancient times. 

So, is a religion really allowed to promote athe-
ism? By definition, no. Hence, the term “way of life” 
was coined by the Supreme Court of India. How-
ever, Hinduism fell prey to the rise of institutional-
ized religion in India in the past few centuries. Sam-
khya and Mimasa were obviously not concerned 
about God and praying, so they weren’t affected by 
this institutionalization, which left us with institution-

alization of the rest of Hinduism 
which attempted to explain God 
and salvation. It grew over centu-
ries into what we see now - a sad, 
divisive, money laundering group, 
i.e. a religion. 

Returning to the original ques-
tion: Why isn't atheism an option 
on the Indian census? Because of 
institutionalized Hinduism which is 
threatening to infringe on the rights 
of the individual, and establishing 
social norms for everyone. 

Ustav 

Atheist Republic [USA] Oct 2024 
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Daltún Ó Ceallaigh

 

 

An atheist is not obliged to prove that there is 
no god. Rather is the theist obligated to estab-
lish that there is one. Normally when an asser-
tion is made about something, the person who 
makes it is called upon to proffer substantiation 
and argue for its endorsement. This leads either 
to affirmation or rejection, depending on the 
credibility or otherwise of the argument and ev-
idence put forward. In other words, the atheist 
does not necessarily claim that god is dis-
proved, as distinct from indicating that the the-
ist leaves god unproved. 

For example, on proceeding from the credulity 
of childhood to the critical mindedness of youth, it 
is often the case that reflection about what has 
been previously taught concerning the existence of 
a god leads to the conclusion that the teaching is 
simply not convincing. Thus, there is no carryover 
into youth and adulthood of theistic belief. In other 
words, atheism is the result. 

 
ALLEGED PROOFS 

Of course, if asked to say why one does not believe 
in a god, there is the possibility of referring to the 
various alleged proofs, explanations, and evi-
dences that have been encountered in life regard-
ing theism. However, there is no reason why one 
should be expected to reiterate and refute any of 
these in defence of one’s atheistic position, espe-
cially as it would be hard to know where to begin. 
Rather is it only reasonable, and more economical 
of time, to expect a theist to articulate his or her 
causes for belief and give one the opportunity of 
reacting specifically to them, as one may then legit-
imately be expected to do. 
 

THE SUBJECT OF EVIL 

That being said, there is a particular issue which 

arises in connection with disbelief in god that 
stands out above all others and which seems to be 
the most challenging for the theist: that is the sub-
ject of evil. The Abrahamic religions * maintain that 
there is a god in the form of a supreme personal 
being who is omniscient, omnipotent, and omnibe-
nevolent. Thus, why is there evil in the world? 

First of all, there is a need for some clarification 
about the way evil has been discussed in theology 
and philosophy up to now. 

There has been a feature in these disciplines of 
referring to natural evil, on the one hand, and moral 
evil, on the other. By the second is meant that 
which is the result of human action. However, the 
term ‘natural evil’ is not so clear. In fact, it is sup-
posed to cover adversities, of varying extent, which 
occur in nature, such as diseases or earthquakes, 
and so on. This tends to be confusing to the mod-
ern mind, because, if evil implies agency, by defini-
tion that cannot be found in the fortuity of an epi-
demic. However, in earlier times, agency was actu-
ally seen in natural disasters. For instance, demons 
might have been held responsible for some of 
them, which were therefore truly evil. Apart from 
that, a catastrophe might have been interpreted as 
a punishment by a god. Although the latter could 
not be intrinsically evil because of its theistic prov-
enance, the experience felt the same as that result-
ing from demonically inspired natural evil.  

‘Natural evil’ might now be better expressed as 
natural adversity and moral evil simply as human 
evil, therefore stressing the actual sources of the 
occurrences concerned. The term ‘natural evil’ has 
in fact lasted beyond its historical origins. Nonethe-
less, for the sake of consistency in discussion we 
shall accept the enduring verbal usage in academic 
discourse whereby references to ‘evil’ can be taken 
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as covering both natural and human phenomena. 

 
BASIC ISSUE 

The basic issue is: how can one have an omnipo-
tent, omniscient and omnibenevolent god who al-
lows evil? How could there be such a god and there 
also be all the suffering and anguish which is to be 
found in the world, ranging from the child who dies 
from leukaemia to the horror of the holocaust? And 
how could there be a tsunami which wipes out thou-
sands of innocent people in little more than an in-
stant? This is the most challenging question which 
theists have wrestled with over the centuries, and 
without any ultimate success. 

There is one way of logically dealing with the 
question of an existing god and persisting evil. That 
would involve suggesting that he (of course mas-
culine) is not omnipotent or not omniscient or not 
omnibenevolent or any mixture of deficiency. But 
that would not be the Abrahamic god who is sup-
posed to possess all three of the attributes men-
tioned. 

So, how do the theologians cope?  
 

HOW TO COPE? 

God’s ways are mysterious 
and we cannot know how he 
can consistently be as we de-
scribe him and yet allow evil.  

 That is a copout. It is the ul-
timate in faith instead of 
knowledge or argument. There 
is no answer to a position 
which maintains that there 
cannot be an answer. Mystery 
is simply a word for “I can't ex-
plain it”.  

There is an ultimate good 
which evil serves, even though we cannot under-
stand what it is. 

 This a variation on the foregoing, but instead of 
pure mystery, a mysterious ‘good’ is adduced. 

Things that are called evil are not really as bad 
as they are made out to be. 

 Really? What are you thinking of here? It may 
be true of some things, but can hardly cope with the 
obscenity of genocide, for example. 

God gave us free will and that leads to moral 
evil. 

 It is alleged that if a god had not given humans 
free will, he would have merely created mindless 
puppets. However, could he not have given us free 
will to do lots of things apart from acting evilly? It is 
rather like saying in secular terms that we are 

puppets and lack freedom if we abide by the law, 
within which we can choose lots of actions which 
are positive. In other words, theists assert one can 
only be said to have free will if one is given the op-
tion of evil! 

“I think it is very plausible that only in a world 
which is suffused with natural evil would great num-
bers of people freely come to know God and find 
eternal life. In a world utterly devoid of natural evil, 
we should likely be spoiled and pampered children, 
oblivious to God, not mature moral agents … 
Therefore, it is not wrong of God to permit natural 
disasters … ” 

 This is a statement by the eminent theologian, 
William Lane Craig, with the outrageous nonsense 
speaking for itself. 

A variation on the latter is the following: 

… if the power to do evil were lacking, no virtue 
would be left (Albrecht von Haller). 
 

CONCLUSION 

At the end of the day, the most logical and credible 
conclusion in respect of evil and a god is that the 

latter simply does not exist, at 
least with the tripartite qualities 
that the Abrahamic religions 
avouch, and that we are in fact 
at times just subject to either 
the contingency of nature or 
the wilfulness of criminals. 

Trying to sustain belief in a 
god and explain evil is called 
theodicy. It amounts to a palpa-
ble contradiction in search of 
intellectual solution. At the end 
of the historical day, as much 
evil has been done, if not more, 
in the name of a god than good 
instituted in his name. 

 

IS GOD EVIL? 

Of course, that leaves two other possibilities. The 
first is that of an indifferent god who created the 
world and left it at that, so natural disasters and foul 
criminality were of no consequence or concern to 
him. The second possibility is that of of an evil god 
who creates us as an act of sadistic cruelty. The 
acme of his achievement in evil would then be hell 
and eternal damnation. If he also requires that we 
love him (our tormentor), he would be a truly per-
verse theonarcissist; if, perchance, he also hap-
pens to be transexual, ‘he’ would then be the equiv-
alent of a grand dominatrix in the sky. 

Are there any diabolical theists out there?        

* [Judaism, Christianity, Islam]                    ●                
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Ronan Sheehan 
 
 

 
 

In 1797 Malthus published his essay on popula-
tion, which was concerned that the population 
was increasing in advance of the food supply. 
Bentham’s response was to advocate a re-
striction on procreative sex and the moral sys-
tem which supported it. We are told that Ben-
tham discussed these views with close friends 
but did not publish them for fear of prosecution 
for blasphemy or even treason (see as follows). 

 
THE CONDEMNATION 

 OF SEXUAL PRACTICES 

On this whole field on which Moses legislates with 
such diversified minuteness, such impassioned as-
perity and such unrelenting vigour, Jesus is alto-
gether silent. 

Jesus, from whose lips not a syllable to ascetic 
self-denial is, by any one of his biographers, repre-
sented as ever having issued; 

Jesus who, among his disciples, had one to 
whom he imported his authority and another in 
whose bosom his head reclined, and for whom he 
avowed his love; 

Jesus who, in the woman clad in loose attire, 
found a still faithful adherent, after the rest of them 
had fled; 

Jesus, in whom the woman taken in adultery 
found a successful advocate; 

Jesus who, as to the whole field of sexual irreg-
ularity, preserved an uninterrupted silence. 

Jesus was one person, Paul was another. The 
religion of Jesus was one thing, the religion of Paul 
was another. Where Jesus was silent, Paul was ve-
hement. He, in whom, in that regular form in which 
it is necessary to the existence of the species, sex-
ual intercourse had found a grudging toleration and 
endurance, no wonder that in every irregular form 
it should have found in him an implacably con-
demning judge, 
 

Cases in which the exercise is regarded 
as irregular: 

1. The solitary, or say single-seated, no second 
person connected in it. 

2. Persons two, one of each sex, but the two not 
united in the artificial bonds of the matrimonial con-
tract. 

3, Persons two as before, one of each sex, but one 
or both bound by the matrimonial contract with an-
other person. 

4. Sexes, the two corresponding and opposite, both 
concerned as before, but one part passive. Be-
tween the two persons no matrimonial contract can 
in this place have had place, the sanction of the law 
not being obtainable for it. 

5. Sexes, both concerned as before, but on the one 
side or the other the part of the body employed not 
susceptible of being contributory to impregnation, 
and thence regarded as improper. 

6. Number of persons concerned plural, but the 
sexes concerned not the correspondent and oppo-
site but the same: on the first place by both males, 
impregnation consequently impossible. 

7. Sexes the same but both female; consequences 
impregnation equally impossible. 

8, Number of parties whose bodies are the seats of 
the operation, plural but one of them, though a liv-
ing animal, an animal not being to the category of 
persons; an animal of a species different from the 
human. 

The case exhibits two subcases: 

1) The agent human, the patient not human. 

2) The agent not human, the patient human 

One of the bodies concerned not belonging to the 
class of animated beings. This will naturally be con-
sidered as one with the case of solitary gratification. 
 

We do not know whether Bentham discussed his 
scheme for curbing population growth with Amelia 
Curran. Since she was a close friend, it seems rea-
sonable to suppose that he did. 

Mary Shelley suggests that she may have been 
married for a period in the eighteen-twenties, or 
been in a relationship with someone. There is no 
evidence to suggest that she had a child. 

In 1821 to 1822 she lived in Naples, where she 
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became a Catholic. 

In 1832 Bentham died. He used the occasion of 
his death to make another radical statement. He 
had prepared for the dissection of his body after 
death and its preservation as an auto-icon. Accord-
ing to F Rosen, the preservation of the head was 
successful in producing a head as hard as that pro-
duced by the Maoris of New Zealand upon whose 
system Bentham based his own method. 

The auto-icon had a fugitive existence until after 
the second-world war when it was placed on dis-
play in University College London. Amelia would 
have heard of her friend’s departure-or non-depar-
ture-from the world. 

Amelia died in Rome in 1847. By tradition an-
other famous convert, John Henry Newman, said 
her funeral mass. Lord Cloncurry, her friend and 
admirer-emphatically not her lover according to 

himself-commissioned the Irish sculptor and Rome 
resident John Hogan to sculpt a memorial for the 
Church of Saint Isidore in whose vault her body 
lies. Cloncurry wrote the inscription: 

"Amelia Curran was the talented and virtuous 
daughter of John Philpot Curran who fearlessly 
pleaded the cause of his country and his oppressed 
fellow citizens before corrupt judges and hostile ju-
ries. They were true patriots. To their memory this 
tablet is inscribed by their surviving friend Lord 
Cloncurry." 

Amelia was 72, a good age. 1847 was the height 
of the Famine. Ireland had produced 9 million peo-
ple, at least half-of-whom it could not feed. Did she 
remember Bentham's plan for population control? 

 

Ronan Sheehan is a novelist, short story writer 

 & essayist 

One of the most devastating blows to atheism in 
the modern age is The Banana Apologetic. Chris-
tians worldwide use this convincing illustration as 
proof of the existence of God and evidence that he 
created humans. Just look at the form and function 
of the banana. Clearly, it was created to be peeled 
by hominids with opposable thumbs and a natural 
lust for its delicious flesh. How can atheists even 
continue to deny the obvious existence of God after 
this brilliant exposition by the likes of some funda-
mentalist personalities! [YouTube: God & Banana] 

The Banana Fallacy (as it has come to be 
known), has become a target of mockery, even by  

Christians, due to its obvious absurdity and how it 
illustrates a clear misunderstanding of atheists’ 
reasoning for a lack of belief in gods. The fact that 
bananas get brown and mushy after two seconds 
out of the peel is proof enough that there is a seri-
ous flaw in its “design”. Never mind that it has been 
intelligently designed, by humans, not a divine be-
ing. Wild bananas are gross and unable to even 
survive naturally because they’re sterile. Also, I 
don't really like bananas very much, so if God made 
them for humans, he excluded me from enjoying 
them. 

Correspondent to ‘Atheist Republic’ [USA] 2024    ♦



Irish Freethinker  No. 204  Winter 2024 
 

13 
 

 
< Francis Sheehy Skeffington > 

 

Owen Morton 

 
< King Henry VIII > 

 
As nonchalantly as historian Fergus Whelan pre-
sented under-the-radar Francis Hutcheson as “the 
Father of Irish Republicanism” and as, boldly, not 
batting an eye, he’d go on to link the republican 
Hutcheson legacy (inspired by the United Irishmen) 
with that of Oliver Cromwell, your storyteller is em-
boldened to forge another unexpected link in the 
chain. The County Down-born philosopher, who 
spent his most creative and prolific years in Dublin 
in the 1720s, is better known as ‘The Father of the 
Scottish Enlightenment’, a European momentum 
that spawned modern Humanism, and it’s in this 
context a not-unrelated link is forged between an-
other under-the-radar Irish personality, founder 
member and first President of the Humanist Asso-
ciation of Ireland (HAI) in 1957, and Henry VIII! 
Hold that thought until the end where it plays out. 

Our story starts out, however, inspired by two 
writers, Sarah Bakewell - a self-professed “non-be-
lieving Humanist” and James Joyce - a sceptic or 
at best an agnostic. In an off-the-cuff aside in the 
course of a Zoom engagement with the HAI, fo-
cused on her acclaimed Humanly Possible, Ms 
Bakewell professed that she prefers “ists” to “isms”. 
So as an alternative to defining Humanism in any 
shape, how better to portray it than in living or lived 
exemplar fashion. 

And in more than a nod to Joyce, as in our title 
above, our story explores the character McCann in 
A Portrait of the Artist - based as he is on the au-
thor’s college pal, Francis Skeffington. Said pal 
was a Humanist, a pacificist, a socialist, a radical 
activist and, among other things, a feminist. Intro-
duced by Joyce, he’d marry the prominent suffra-
gette and nationalist Hanna Sheehy, changing his 
married name to Sheehy Skeffington (no hyphen).  

Francis Sheehy Skeffington (1878-1916) was 
raised in Downpatrick; his parents, Catholics, were 
married in Ballykinlar, County Down. Graduating 
from UCD, he went on to teach at St Kieran’s 

College, Kilkenny. In 1902, he became the first lay 
registrar of UCD, resigning in 1904 after publicly 
criticising the college’ s reluctance to admit women 
on equal terms with men. He was Irish correspond-
ent for the Manchester Guardian and editor of The 
Irish Citizen, a feminist journal founded by Hanna 
in 1912. 

If Sheehy Skeffington’s Humanism permeates 
his life’s calling and mission, it finds literary expres-
sion in Joyce’s portrayal of McCann. At one point in 
the story, MacCann is seen standing in a lobby af-
ter class, canvassing signatures on a petition for 
universal peace, under a picture of the Tsar of Rus-
sia. He speaks of “new humanity and the new gos-
pel of life which would make it the business of the 
community to secure as cheaply as possible, the 
greatest possible happiness of the greatest possi-
ble number” (the autobiographical Joyce was no 
stranger to Hutcheson, we observe!). Dedalus 
(Joyce) expresses indifference to these goals and 
gestures at the picture of the Tsar: “If we must have 
a Jesus, let us have a legitimate Jesus.” To which 
MacCann replies: “Dedalus, I believe you’re a good 
fellow, but you have yet to learn the dignity of altru-
ism and the responsibility of the human individual”. 

Writing to his brother Stanislaus about the 
above passages, Joyce referred to Skeffington as 
“Hairy Jaysus”, a comic expression which is both 
sardonic and affectionate, Wikipedia informs us. 

In real life, our acknowledged, avowed pacifist 
and Humanist, aged 37, was summarily executed 
by a Cork-born British army officer named Capt 
John Colthurst Bowen-Colthurst in 1916. It has 
been suggested that he was shot because he was 
a witness to the officer’s murder of one James Co-
ade. The cold-blooded executioner was court mar-
tialled during which he declared that, on the eve, he 
had gone to bed at three o’clock in the morning but 
stayed awake until four, reading his Bible, focusing 
in particular on the verse from St Luke (19:27): 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nicholas_II_of_Russia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nicholas_II_of_Russia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sardonicism
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“And these my enemies which will not have me to 
rule over them, bring them forth and slay them.” 
Thought-slaying enemies went out with the Old 
Testament, but what do I know?  

Long story short; three days after the trial, it was 
officially announced that Bowen-Colthurst had 
been found guilty, but insane. He was sentenced to 
indefinite detention and admitted to Broadmoor 
Asylum for the Criminally Insane ... and a beautiful 
and gentle human being had been mercilessly 
snuffed out on the back of Luke 19:27. Did no-one 
earlier challenge that someone who at 4:00 a m, 
sought inspiration from the New Testament on 
slaying those who wouldn’t obey him, and who la-
boured under the moniker John Colthurst Bowen-
Colthurst, was bipolar and off his rocker? Hanna 
would decline British monetary compensation fol-
lowing the court martial.  

And our man’s legacy? Francis and Hanna’s son 
Owen followed in their noble parental footsteps - a 
distinguished Senator, a political activist, a de-
fender of civil liberty, of democracy, of separation 
of church and state, of freedom of speech, of 
women’s rights, of minority rights and many other 
liberal values. Owen Lancelot Sheehy Skeffington 

was founder member and inaugural President of 
the Humanist Association of Ireland in the mid 
Nineteen-Fifties. Lancelot has a curious ring to it, 
has it not? He had attended Ireland’s only non-de-
nominational academy, the Sandford Park High 
School in Dublin’s leafy Ranelagh suburb - as, in-
deed, did follow-on HAI Hon Presidents Justin 
Keating and the incumbent Prof David McConnell. 
Owen’s first cousin, another noted Humanist, 
Conor Cruise O’Brien, attended the same school. 
At some remove from contemporary societal and 
educational mores, Sandford Park invited a ques-
tioning and challenging mind-set in the formative 
years of its student fraternity. Something to be 
learned here?  

The family’s Irish connection started out half-a-
millennium ago with the arrival from England of Sir 
William Skeffington in early 16th Century when he 
ruled as Lord Deputy of King Henry VIII, no less. 
This unlikely lineage enables our story conclude in 
conjoining the latter-named with Oliver Cromwell, 
and with Joycean flavour, in a linkage to Enlighten-
ment-inspired modern Irish republicanism/human-
ism … Hutcheson’s legacy, awaiting popular redis-
covery three hundred years on, alas.   

 

 

 
  

 

 
 
 

 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Broadmoor_Hospital
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Broadmoor_Hospital
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lord_Deputy_of_Ireland
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_VIII
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Hope has two beautiful daughters; their 
names are Anger and Courage. Anger at the 
way things are, and Courage to see that they do 
not remain as they are.  (Augustine of Hippo)  

It comes to something when a social issue 
makes an opinion piece in a sports supplement. 
Malachy Clerkin reported the Minister for Housing, 
Local Government and Heritage’s announcement 
of the government’s support for a prestigious golf 
tournament coming to his constituency. Meanwhile 
the housing targets in the Irish Republic don’t look 
remotely like being met in the foreseeable future 
and the number of homeless people has risen to 
14,760 on this Minister’s watch. As Clerkin puts it: 
“The neck is kind of breathtaking, is it not?” (Irish 
Times, 26/10/24). 

Clerkin goes on to accuse us all with his barb: 
“Imagine nobody thinking this is weird.” Of course 
he is right. In a wealthy country like Ireland there is 
no shortage of money to resolve big problems. If 
we fail to resolve problems it is a matter of political 
will, for which we are all responsible as citizens. If 
the covid pandemic taught us anything, it was that 
things previously thought impossible can be done - 
if there is the political will. 

Now, the Irish Republic is not alone among 
wealthy states in having a housing crisis and a pov-
erty crisis. In this article, I am going to focus on 
child poverty because it has the most well-known 
and far-reaching effects and is the most offensive 
to Humanist ideas. 

In the Humanist world view, individuals are val-
ued for what they can bring to society. Human flour-
ishing is a key goal which means that all individuals 
should be helped to develop their potential to the 
maximum possible. No human potential should be 
wasted because we live in a world threatened by 
existential crises and we do not know what talents 
and attributes will be necessary to solve our prob-
lems. 

 

Child Poverty in Ireland 

The Child’s Right Alliance, in its report Child  

 

Poverty Monitor 2024, reported 126,000 children 
living in ‘deprivation’. 

The most recent ‘Survey of Income and 
Living Conditions’ (SILC) revealed that 
there was an increase in the number of 
children experiencing deprivation in 2023 
(260,773) compared to 2022 (229,091). 
This means that one-in-five children 
were living in households unable to afford 
goods and services which are considered 
the norm for society such as being unable 
to afford a new pair of shoes for a child or 
not being able to replace broken furniture 

[My emphases] 
 

Consequences of Child Poverty 

Child poverty leads to poorer outcomes on almost 
any measure. In relation to health, it was reported 
(11/10/24) -  

Prof Susan Smith, a GP who teaches general 
practice at TCD, said there is “overwhelming 
evidence” living in the most disadvantaged 
areas can lead to poorer health outcomes. … 
chronic disease: heart disease, diabetes, 
mental health difficulties. Stress of living in 
poverty is almost certainly among the rea-
sons for this. (No private medicine therefore 
longer waiting lists) 

‘“The day-to-day living is just much more 
difficult. They don’t have the same head 
space for preventive measures, like remem-
bering to book in for appointments,” she said. 

‘“Then there is the intergenerational effect, 
and family structures. That’s not to say eve-
rybody who experienced this will have these 
effects, but it is much more likely.”’ 

As well as the poorer health outcomes it is well 
understood that educational and employment pro-
spects are blighted and there may be greater inci-
dence of crime. The effects continue into the next 
generation. 

The reduced ‘headspace’ or ‘bandwidth’, im-
pairs the ability to make good decisions about their 
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own lives. Short-term issues like clothes and food 
just occupy too much of the available thinking ca-
pacity. This lack of bandwidth becomes critical 
when dealing with the social supports because dif-
ferent allowances have to be applied for at different 
times when moving in and out of precarious em-
ployment (Fintan O’Toole, Irish Times 24/9/24). 
Any delays in the application means a break in the 
income stream for already desperate people. 

Rutger Bregman, in the admirable Utopia for Re-
alists: and How to Get There, details examples of 
how providing cash creates increased bandwidth 
with a dramatic increase in 
the quality of decision-mak-
ing about their lives. 

There may be a risk that 
those in poverty with re-
duced bandwidth may be 
susceptible to the ‘simple 
solutions for complex prob-
lems’ notion peddled by ex-
tremists of all kind, but es-
pecially the far-right. It is all 
too easy to blame some 
out-group such as immi-
grants for all one’s ills. This creates a real risk of 
major social unrest. 

 
Policy Failure 

The policy of successive governments has been to 
leave the housing crisis to ‘market forces’, which 
we now see amounts to no more than hand-waving. 
A much more serious response is required. 

Fintan O’Toole also points out that government 
has failed to introduce a much-discussed measure 
to provide an increased children’s allowance for the 
poorest, which would have taken 40,000 children 
out of poverty. This measure had been announced 
as “a theme of the 2024 budget”. It wasn’t done. 
The 2025 budget hasn’t done it either. The latter 
will probably be inflationary which will leave those 
on fixed incomes worse off (Roantree, Irish Times 
2/10/24). 

These failures are despite this government’s 
making “eradicating child poverty an absolute pri-
ority”.  

Agencies such as Social Justice Ireland have re-
peatedly criticised the government for its series of 
one-off payments at Christmas and in Budgets 
which make no significant, long-term difference, in-
stead of introducing more effective, meaningful 
long-term supports. 

 

What is the Basis for Policy? 

It seems that politicians are only susceptible to eco-
nomic arguments and the thought of a large 

immediate cost puts them off doing anything about 
child poverty, despite the fact that it is clear that the 
failure to do so will result in much larger costs later 
on. To put it mildly, this is poor logic on any reck-
oning. 

However, it is quite difficult for politicians to 
make the economic case for long-term savings. 
They don’t show up in the national balance sheet 
in any dramatic way. This reveals another weak-
ness of the exonymic models of success. Just as 
‘GP’ does not show up all the unpaid work for car-
ing and volunteering, so the economic model does 

not reflect the Humanist 
value of human flourishing. 
(As far as I know, only New 
Zealand has adopted hu-
man flourishing as the ba-
sis for policy.) If human 
flourishing were accepted 
as a key goal for policy, 
then Ministers could boast 
of major falls in the number 
of children living in depri-
vation. Of course, major 
changes in attitude are 
perhaps the hardest to 

achieve, but I do not see that as a reason for not 
trying. 

There always seems a reluctance to give money 
to people, especially those who are sick, have dis-
abilities or are unemployed. It seems to be some 
sort of hangover of the Stoic and Christian view that 
one’s position in life somehow reflects one’s intrin-
sic worth. In fact, we know that the circumstances 
into which one is born are a matter of luck. 

There is also an underlying feeling that work is 
virtuous in itself and that if you don’t work, you don’t 
deserve support. As a recent letter-writer to the 
Irish Times put it: “if you pay people for doing noth-
ing, why would they work at all.” In fact, the studies 
that Bregman reports show that providing supports 
does not lead to people stopping work; it leads to 
better social outcomes. (Bregman also develops 
the argument that work may become less important 
and divorcing income from labour may be appropri-
ate. One might also ask in what sense do the very 
wealthy ‘work’?) 

In short, poverty, especially child poverty is an 
offence, not only against the Humanist value of hu-
man flourishing, but against any notion of a just, 
economically efficient and stable society. Delays in 
implementing remedial strategies are against rea-
son. We know we can do something about this. It 
is something we should be very angry about - and 
then use that anger. 
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As we drift between newspapers and the internet it 
is easy to get the impression that, for some in the 
first world, the answer to this question is simple: to 
develop a personal selfishness and narcissism to 
the highest degree possible, to make life a consum-
erist project in which the dominant sounds are the 
clanking of bucket lists and the clicks on articles 
about living to one hundred. All of this without any 
demonstration of awareness that, for many, inter-
national travel is not a recreational luxury but an 
imperative for survival in the face of war or famine, 
and that life expectancy can be as low as 53 or 54 
in countries such as Chad and Nigeria. 

Cruise liners increasingly resemble a ‘block of 
flats in a hull’. We might be only mildly prepared to 
indulge the grotesqueries of the super-rich, as they 
plot to live longer than anyone else, on the grounds 
that the accounts of their efforts and regimes show 
these to be manically obsessive, absurdly costly, 
ironically hugely time-consuming and unintention-
ally hilarious. Nor can we really applaud as liberat-
ing the type of tourism conducted with blocks of 
flats on a hull that flood cities with hordes of pas-
sengers for a brief superficial tour to the delight of 
the accountants behind the rapacious monopolies 
that are cruise lines. Water pistols at lunchtime 
seems a very polite protest at the damage done to 
the quality of life for residents. 

Yet in both of these extremes the underlying 
gentler claims of self-preservation and interested 
engagement with our world are present; for the an-
swer to the question ‘Why do we exist?’ is always 
wrapped up in the enquiry ‘How might we be?’ 

The apocryphal teenage grump ‘I didn’t ask to 
be born’ does pinpoint the fact that, as individuals, 
we are merely a biological consequence over 
which we had no control and, once presented with 
life, similar biological imperatives force us to live it. 
We may eventually wonder why we came “crying 
hither to this great stage of fools”, but such a 
thought rather comes with the circumspection of 
maturity. 

We exist at the start solely to confirm to our-
selves the world that surrounds us - an exchange 

of movement, exploration and sense-perception, 
engaging, looking, hearing, smelling, tasting, and 
touching while each perception helps us learn to 
identify both pleasures and dangers from the scent 
of a rose, the warmth of the sun to the sting of a 
nettle, and the sharpness of a mere piece of paper.  

This constant commerce between our living 
bodies and the material world never ceases, alt-
hough genetic accident, misfortune, or extreme 
age may see aspects of it compromised. What is 
perhaps most interesting about the human species 
is that, as we acquire language, our attitudes to our 
perceptions can be modified by the words of others, 
as can our sense of ourselves and our deployment 
of particular partialities and predispositions or tal-
ents and affinities. As we fully mature intellectually, 
our multiple, acquired experiences settle into a 
sense of being, about which we may choose to re-
flect in quite sophisticated ways both private and 
public. We may also simply acknowledge aspects 
of our life, relationships, routines and employment 
(if we are so lucky) that bring us contentment or 
discontent, which we may or may not articulate. Be-
cause of the ways we have developed our socie-
ties, we seem to have moved miles away from 
simply ‘being in nature’ which is where we started 
as infants. 

Human achievement constantly adds layers of 
interpretation to which we are susceptible. We see 
the world, but the painter offers us the way they see 
it. We hear the wind and the birds, but the musician 
offers us infinite varieties of sound to stimulate us. 
We smell the cypress tree, but the perfumer offers 
us their own interpretations of uniquely combined 
scents. We might go blackberrying and nibbling 
along the way, but cooking skills will transform one 
experience into another. While personal enjoy-
ments may be instinctive at a deep level, language 
then adds a further layer to enable instruction, com-
mentary, communication and interpretation. Our in-
vestigative skills in science and mathematics work 
profitably in another way, deconstructing and de-
layering the world beneath our ordinary sense-
level, so that humanity grows in the knowledge of 
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how things work or are held in the universe from 
nebulae to quarks, a process which started with the 
telescope and microscope. Within all of this we 
might have a particular talent for some of these 
skills, which will guide us into a career which may 
perhaps affirm our sense of self and allow us a 
measure of defined success, a differentiation, a 
confirmation of our uniqueness, even if we may 
share skills with others. 

It was significant that. at the recent Olympics. 
nearly all those participants who chose to retire at 
that point all cried when interviewed, which says 
something about life-focus and the wrench of let-
ting go of an occupation or preoccupation. All of 
these people, in relation to the general population, 
had achieved remarkable heights, yet their retire-
ments placed them emotionally at the same point 
as the woman who recently finished work as a 
sales assistant in the same electrical shop after a 
career of a remarkable fifty-one years. 

We all know we are unique as individuals, but 
we also cannot escape being different by the 
choices we make and the ways we follow those 
choices, through continual striving or self-improve-
ment, or even through a settled and modest resig-
nation to our limits. 

It is perhaps the framework of the wider society 
and its structures of reward that can distort that 
most important capacity within us: the ability to 
achieve and to recognise contentment. If we have 
no choice about our existence, and in a sense 
about our path in life, we do have choices about the 
impact of that life, which might be tested against 

the question ‘How much is enough?’ A question 
that perhaps might be viewed through the lens of 
those in the world who have very little rather than 
those who have so much and are so removed from 
a common moral consensus that they will go to any 
lengths to evade their financial dues to their fellow 
citizens. 

There also seems to have developed a cultural 
scorn for settled happiness, for happy ease. Ex-
pressed, of course, through our slippery language. 
Consider the way the words ‘comfort zone’ and ‘rut’ 
are used. An absence of stress, a continued steady 
path have both become things to deplore. We com-
municate that we should always be discontented 
with the fruits of a calm and ordinary existence. Or 
rather we have been persuaded by vested interests 
to think in such ways because, after all, content-
ment is the enemy of consumerism and capitalism. 
I suspect when others use the ghastly phrase ‘living 
your best life’ contentment is not what they have in 
mind, as it hardly fits the model of ever-increasing 
growth, ever-increasing wealth, and ever-increas-
ing consumption. 

Perhaps the answer to the question ‘How might 
we be?’ lies in becoming a very young child again 
and holding in wonder and delighted engagement 
the world as it is around us, and appreciating as an 
adult that finding contented existence involves, 
above all, the preservation of the fountainhead of 
our being-in-the-world, a being that in its purest 
sense engages with everything around us without 
making consuming it our first aim. 

‘Humanistically Speaking’ web site Sept 2024

 

(J H: World as Vincent Van Gogh sees it, Starry Night, below.) 
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The Wheel of the World,  Jean Delville, 1940 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

This might sound a little bit arrogant, but with a 
lot of thought, I’m pretty sure that I know what 
happens when we die: another person will live. 

‘Yeah, no sweat,’ you might be saying. Admit-
tedly, this does seem like a pretty basic observa-
tion. But when you take time to reflect on it, it be-
comes a bit more profound - even a little creepy. 

There won’t be another me after I die. But there 
will be another I. That is, there will be another entity 
having a first-person, subjective experience. 

So, there won’t be an experience of absence 
when you die - since the brain that was previously 
experiencing stuff is no longer operational. But 
there will be another person (or thing) experiencing 
something. 

This idea, called Generic Subjective Continuity, 
was developed by the philosopher Tom Clark in his 
1994 article Death, Nothingness, and Subjectivity. 
In the article, Clark guides us through a thought ex-
periment to illustrate the idea. 

The first step in Clark’s argument is a simple 
one: when we are unconscious - for example when 
we go to sleep or are put under anaesthesia - we 
don’t experience the time that we are unconscious 
(unless we are dreaming, which, as Clark notes, is 
itself another form of experience). Our last memory 
is falling asleep and then our next experience is 

waking up, becoming conscious again, even 
though many hours may have passed. Even if one 
were somehow asleep for millions of years, the per-
son would not experience that time in between. 
There would simply be the experience of falling 
asleep and then waking (barring any dreams in be-
tween). At no point is there ‘no experience’ or an 
absence of experience. Rather, there is an unbro-
ken, continuous experience. Clark calls this per-
sonal subjective continuity. So far, so good. 

But Clark extends the thought experiment to 
think about a time in the future when it might be 
possible to put someone in suspended animation 
and make various modifications to their body and 
mind. You begin with the original person, N A, and 
then they are put under - perhaps for 10 minutes, 
perhaps for 100 years - to undergo certain modifi-
cations, to become N A-mod (to borrow Clark’s 
terms, though substituting my own initials). 

The changes are not drastic - say, a bionic arm 
and a stronger chess ability - and so N A-mod re-
mains basically the same person as N A. Thus, 
when N A-mod wakes from the surgery, personal 
subjective continuity remains intact. N A-mod will 
remember going under and then his next experi-
ence will be waking up, and therefore from N A-
mod’s perspective, it will seem like one single un-
broken chain of experience. There will always be 

https://www.naturalism.org/philosophy/death/death-nothingness-and-subjectivity
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an experience of ‘having been there’, and there 
won’t then be an experience of absence from the 
original N A’s perspective. 

But what if the modifications become ever more 
radical, giving the person a totally different person-
ality or even totally different body parts, such that 
this new ‘N A-rad’ would be a completely different 
person from the original N A? There is nonetheless 
still a continuity. NA-rad still has the perspective of 
always having been there. There is no gap between 
N A’s last experience and N A-rad’s first one, but 
N A himself no longer exists. This is what Clark 
calls ‘death by transformation.’ N A does not die ex-
actly. Rather, he changes so much that there is 
nothing left of the original person. Nonetheless, 
N A does not have an experience of not being 
around anymore. The context of experience simply 
changes, even if radically. 

If you are following so far, you might anticipate 
the final step in Clark’s argument, which is that this 
transformation is precisely the same thing that hap-
pens with death and birth. When someone dies, 
their subjectivity is over. But they will not experi-
ence this end as nothingness, just as they did not 
experience the time before their birth as nothing-
ness either. Rather, after the end of their first-per-
son, subjective experience, there will be another 
person (or thing) having a first-person, subjective 
experience instead. This, in Clark’s terms, is ge-
neric subjective continuity. The experience of ex-
perience is continuous, but the person or thing ex-
periencing it changes. In this view, as Clark says, 
“dying may seem more like the radical refreshment 
of subjectivity than its extinction.” 

(If I have not done justice to the argument, I in-
vite you to read Clark’s full one for more details.) 

It is critical to emphasize that there is nothing 
mystical or spooky about this idea. It is completely 
compatible with a naturalistic world where there are 
no spirits or souls or other non-material ‘stuff.’ 
There will always be another entity experiencing 
something. You might be a human now. Okay, in 
fact, I’m willing to bet quite a lot of money that you 
are indeed a human now. But the next first-person 
experience might be something totally different. 
Maybe a chicken, or a beetle, or an artificial intelli-
gence program. Who knows? 

If you’re conscious, however, and can think of 
the idea, you can imagine that your own experience 
is a continuation of someone or something before 
you, just as a future person could imagine their ex-
perience is a continuation of yours. After I die, 
someone could read this essay and imagine their 
experience is a continuation of mine. And, in a way, 
they would not even be wrong. ‘My’ subjectivity has 
been ‘refreshed’ or ‘transformed’ and is now being 
experienced by someone else in a different 

context. 

This is probably as close as we can get to a sec-
ular kind of reincarnation, though it’s important to 
stress that there is no transfer of a person’s ‘es-
sence’ from one body to the next. But we can 
choose to imagine that our individual lives are a 
momentary part of a larger continuity of experi-
ence. Whether this kind of reincarnation is satisfy-
ing is another question, but it’s the best - and, in 
any case, only - one we’ve got. 

Reincarnation is sometimes linked with the idea 
of karma, i.e. that your actions in this life will deter-
mine what kind of entity you are in the next life. If 
you’ve lived a good life, you’ll be rewarded with a 
good experience in the next one, and vice versa if 
you’ve lived a bad life. I don’t think there is any di-
rect reason to think this is true. It seems entirely 
random what kind of experience ‘I’ will have next. 
But there might be an indirect reason that karma 
could be true. More on that later. 

This view of death could be comforting because 
while your life may end, there will always be some-
one else who will live, who will be having experi-
ences. So, in this way, your own death becomes 
slightly less important - though it does not make it 
any less difficult for those left behind. 

At the same time, this view of what happens af-
ter death may not be comforting at all - it may in fact 
be frightening. How so? There is a lot of suffering 
in our world. Indeed, one could even make a strong 
case that most experiences are negative on bal-
ance. Of all the creatures on earth at this moment - 
taking into account not just humans but all the sen-
tient creatures on the planet - is experience a good 
thing? Even aside from all the human misery on the 
planet, consider the billions of animals who are be-
ing factory-farmed at this very moment - their lives 
are basically constant suffering from birth to death. 

So, this understanding of ‘secular reincarnation’ 
may not be totally comforting. And it could even be 
frightening, since there is no escape from having 
experiences. This ‘secular reincarnation’ therefore 
has some profound ethical implications. The philos-
opher John Rawls popularised a thought experi-
ment called the veil of ignorance (or the ‘original 
position’). Rawls asked, What kind of society would 
we come up with if we were operating behind a veil 
of ignorance? This means that we would not know, 
for example, whether we would be rich or poor, 
what gender we might be, whether we would be 
able-bodied or disabled, etc. Rawls did not go this 
far, but we could even extend it beyond just the 
realm of humans to ask, What kind of world would 
we want if we might be, for example, a cow, or an 
insect? 

The advantage of this thought experiment is to 
hopefully make people less likely to design and 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Original_position
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defend a society that would benefit only the group 
that they happen to belong to. For example, if you 
were a wealthy white man in the early 1800s in the 
American South, it might make complete sense to 
you that a system of race-based slavery was the 
correct way to organise society. But behind the veil 
of ignorance, you wouldn’t know if you were going 
to be the enslaver or the enslaved, and this lack of 
knowledge should - hopefully - lead you to design 
a more just and fair society. 

Should we go further and try to abolish all suf-
fering, period? 

But Rawls’s thought experiment is not just a 
thought experiment: it’s literally what happens. You 
don’t know which experience ‘you’ will be having 
next. What does this mean? It means that it’s up to 
us to ensure that sentient experience is as good as 
possible for everyone - and everything - because 
you really don’t know how the dice roll of experi-
ence will go. 

This is an extremely daunting task, even if we 
are just talking about the experiences future human 
beings will have - let alone the billions of mammals, 
or the trillions of insects, or the potentially infinite 
number of sentient artificial intelligence programs. 
And it may not even be clear what we should do. 
From my perspective, becoming a vegan might be 
one minimum step towards reducing animal 

suffering. 

But should we go further and try to abolish all 
suffering, period? The grumpy nineteenth-century 
writer Thomas Carlyle joked about a “Universal 
Abolition of Pain Association” to satirise people 
who tried to alleviate social ills, such as by abolish-
ing slavery. But some people have really sug-
gested that abolishing suffering in general should 
be our goal, which would require massive changes 
not just to humanity, but even, for example, to wild 
animals - ‘reprogramming’ predators like lions to 
become vegans, too, so that they are not going 
around killing unfortunate gazelles. It seems hard 
to argue against the merits of removing suffering - 
who would argue in favour of suffering, after all? 
But, in practice, it seems virtually impossible to re-
move suffering completely. 

Nonetheless, it follows that we have a duty to try 
to make life better for future humans - and other 
future-experiencing beings. In this secular reincar-
nation, then, the only sense in which karma could 
be true is that if you are a good person in this life, if 
you try to make sure future beings have better ex-
periences, then the next ‘I’ will have a better and 
better chance of winding up with one of the good 
experiences. 

The Freethinker, [UK], Sept 2024 
 

PLATO’S CAVE 

 

https://www.hedweb.com/abolitionist-project/reprogramming-predators.html
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For many of us working in science, philosophy, 

and education (or a combination thereof), ‘intel-
ligent design’ (ID) - the pseudoscientific theory 
that purports to be an alternative to evolution-
ary science and which has been unkindly but 
not unfairly described as ‘creationism in a 
cheap tuxedo’ - has been out of the picture for 
the better part of the two decades since 
the Kitzmiller v Dover trial in 2005 ruled that it 
was not science and thus could not be taught 
in US high school biology classes. In short, ID 
was of historical interest but not to be taken se-
riously. 

Recently, however, its champions have been 
making noise and turning heads. Stephen Meyer, 
one of the original faces of ID, 
has been featured on The Joe 
Rogan Experience and Piers 
Morgan Uncensored and has 
even dialogued with Michael 
Shermer. All of this new public-
ity has been used by ID advo-
cates to prove that it has never 
been more relevant. And that is 
the goal of the movement: to 
fight for relevance and be taken 
seriously by academics and 
those in authority. 

Everyone who has ever met 
Dr Meyer says he is a warm, 
genuine, nice man. He may be mistaken in his 
views but is respectful and courteous to those who 
disagree with him (something that cannot often be 
said for the movement as a whole). As 
Meyer’s newest book gave the claims of ID more 
media attention, this May saw the return of the 
claim that ID is leading a revolution in biology. On 
an episode of Justin Brierley’s podcast, Meyer re-
peated the long-since debunked claim that ID had 
successfully predicted that junk DNA was not junk 
at all and argued that this gives further credence to 
ID’s capabilities as a scientific theory. Listen to the 
key figures from the Discovery Institute (the ID-pro-
moting think tank which Meyer helped to found) and 
they will tell you that scientists are leaving evolution 
behind in droves - and that the honest ones are be-
ginning to catch up with what ID has been saying 
all along. 

If one did not know better - and many podcast 
listeners and church attendees may not - you would 
think a scientific revolution was under-
way à la Thomas Kuhn. But this is far from the 
case. The halls of biology remain silent on intelli-
gent design. There is nothing to see here at all. The 
ID revolution is complete fiction. 

When I was an undergraduate at Cambridge, ID 

was mentioned twice. The first time was during an 
evolutionary biology lecture when the bacterial fla-
gellum came up in discussion, and our lecturer 
asked if anyone knew why it had gained political 
fame (I knew the answer - Kitzmiller v Dover - but 
only one other student had even heard of ID). The 
second time was in a genetics class. We were ob-
serving what one might call “bad design” and my 
professor remarked that if nature had a designer, 
this was a case where they had done a poor job. 
That was it - in my postgraduate studies, it never 
came up at all. 

In June, I asked a friend of mine, a world-class 
virologist, if - whether in her student or professional 
career - ID had ever been mentioned. Perplexed, 
she said not once. And this is the case with every-

one I have ever asked. ID is 
not leading any revolution, 
and no scientist or academic I 
have ever met can ever recall 
it coming up. It could not be 
less relevant right now. 

On the one hand, ID propo-
nents claim that biology is 
about to overthrow Darwinian 
evolution and that scientists 
are turning to ID by the truck-
load. But in science itself, it is 
very much business as usual, 
and not a sound about ID is to 
be heard. 

But two years ago, in a debate during an epi-
sode of Premier Unbelievable? entitled ‘Is Intelli-
gent Design advancing or in retreat?’, the Discov-
ery Institute’s Casey Luskin claimed that the move-
ment was advancing, gaining new converts, and 
had never been stronger. He mentioned a confer-
ence in Israel on evolutionary genetics that he had 
attended when marshalling his evidence. My first 
thought was “Why is a geologist attending an evo-
lutionary genetics conference?” My second thought 
was that one of my best friends had been there, so 
I asked him about it. His response was that ID was 
not mentioned once during the event. 

Something is amiss here. The data does not add 
up. On the one hand, ID proponents claim that bi-
ology is about to overthrow Darwinian evolution 
and that scientists are turning to ID by the truck-
load. But in science itself, it is very much business 
as usual, and not a sound about ID is to be heard. 

But it is actually worse than that for ID, because 
in biology an actual revolution is underway. The bi-
ological sciences are arguably seeing the greatest 
boom period since the molecular biology revolution 
of the 1950s. Consider that since CRISPR-
Cas9 burst onto the scene in 2011, genetic engi-
neering has undergone an extraordinary 
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transformation, becoming cheap, easy, and accu-
rate. Even since the Nobel Prize was awarded to 
Jennifer A Doudna and Emmanuelle Charpentier in 
2019 for discovering this revolutionary gene-editing 
tool, base and prime editing have made it even 
more precise. 

Then there is cancer immunotherapy, which 
since 2018 has transformed the landscape of on-
cological treatment. It may well be the future of all 
cancer treatment as soon as costs come down, 
which is inevitable. Meanwhile, molecular biology 
has been transformed again by AI, with the CASP 
competition to build systems that accurately predict 
protein structure from sequence data alone seeing 
extraordinary success from AI-based entries. Al-
phaFold brought the accuracy of predictive results 
in line with experimental data from x-ray crystallog-
raphy and cryo-EM, and AlphaFold3, along with its 
competitors, is set to transform the prospects of 
personalised medicine. 

Gene sequencing itself has become quicker, 
cheaper, and more accessible every year since the 
completion of the Human Genome Project in 2003. 
In fact, in 2016, NASA astronaut Kate Rubins se-
quenced the genome of microorganisms on the In-
ternational Space Station using a handheld device, 
showing just how far the field had come. Genomic 
analysis can now be done cheaply in the field, with 
a handheld sequencer, on any organism, and the 
results can be expected back in mere hours. 

And what is the word from ID proponents on 
these extraordinary developments in the landscape 
of biology? Nothing. The Discovery Institute prom-
ises transformational research (yet has no labora-
tories), boasts predictive science (yet has pub-
lished none), and claims that science is now look-
ing to design and purposiveness as explanations 
for biological phenomena instead of leaning on 
evolution - but seems not even to be aware of what 
is actually happening in biology during one of its 
most transformational periods ever. 

ID proponents could not be more mistaken in ar-
ticulating evolutionary biology as a science that is 
rigid and stale. When I was an undergraduate, 
modern evolutionary biology was described to me 
as the “fastest growing science”. 

This is not tremendously surprising, given that a 
glance at the Discovery Institute’s list of fel-
lows shows that it is full of philosophers and theo-
logians. Even among its scientists, some have pub-
lished little or nothing. On the whole, ID is domi-
nated by people who have never done a day’s sci-
entific work in their lives. They speak of the “scien-
tific community” but rarely engage with scientists in 
world-class research. This is, sadly, only the tip of 
the iceberg, as ID continues to overstate its creden-
tials and overplay its hand. 

Do they have a case when they call evolution a 
theory in crisis? Not in the least. ID proponents 
could not be more mistaken in articulating evolu-
tionary biology as a science that is rigid and stale. 
When I was an undergraduate, modern evolution-
ary biology was described to me as the “fastest 
growing science” due to the advances in genomics 
and molecular biology and their associated data 
revolutions. It is very much a predictive science to-
day, testable and measurable. 

Besides, convergent evolution (something ID 
never talks about) is very much a grand unifying 
theory in biology, applicable to everything from ge-
netics to medicine at every level. It is still as Theo-
dosius Dobzhansky said over half a century ago: 
“Nothing in biology makes sense except in the light 
of evolution.” Dobzhansky himself was a Greek Or-
thodox Christian, but because he was an evolution-
ist, ID advocates pay little attention to him. Dob-
zhansky is just another uncomfortable obstacle 
passed over in silence by ID proponents. 

It is interesting to track those whom ID propo-
nents acknowledge and those that they do not. ID 
arguments have not changed since the 1990s, no 
matter how many times they are debunked or how 
little serious attention they get. This is partly due to 
the distance between ID and real science, and 
partly due to ignorance. When proponents discuss 
ID on any platform, the same names are always 
trumpeted, as if being read from a script. First, the 
latest scientist with any publications who has joined 
their ranks (Günter Bechly will be named dropped 
a thousand times), then Thomas Nagel, Antony 
Flew, and anyone else remotely famous who has 
ever said anything nice about ID in the past 30 
years. In doing so, ID advocates reveal that their 
arguments are empty veneers, utterly lacking in 
real substance. If the Discovery Institute was actu-
ally putting out research, had an active program, or 
was doing real science, then these appeals to au-
thority would not be necessary. 

As someone with a doctorate in philosophy of 
science, Meyer is certain to know the demarcation 
criteria which mark the scientific off from the non-
scientific. Thus, great pains are taken by ID advo-
cates to talk about active research and publication 
in journals (even if it is their own in-house jour-
nal BIO-Complexity, which they eagerly pitch to 
outsiders to publish in) while holding conferences 
and collaborating wherever possible. Falsifiability 
remains a problem, however. Whenever the latest 
example of “irreducible complexity” is knocked 
down like their old favourite the bacterial flagellum 
was, advocates don’t seem persuaded of the false-
hood of ID. Put simply, ID is not scientific. 

There is also the matter of picking their battles. 
There is a reason why Meyer would talk to Michael 

https://www.genomicseducation.hee.nhs.uk/blog/base-editing-what-is-it-and-what-does-it-mean-for-healthcare/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41434-021-00263-9
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Shermer: he is not a biologist, and he has a large 
platform. When asked why serious scientists don’t 
engage with their ideas, the responses usually boil 
down to conspiracy theories. “They”, the “scientific 
community’” are locked into “Neo-Darwinism”, and 
the powers that be, with their materialist agenda, 
are controlling science to their own nefarious ends: 
those masters at the gates control education and 
are trying to keep their dogmas alive. In reaching 
for conspiracy, ID evinces the dogmatism it ac-
cuses others of holding. 

The Discovery Institute’s new site, rather than 
giving the air of world-class credibility, exposes the 
contrast between ID and real science. Surrounded 
by giants, ID is revealed to be a pygmy. 

Recently the Discovery Institute opened a 
brand-new site outside Cambridge. When I dis-
cussed this with a biology professor at the univer-
sity, he laughed and noted that businesses often try 
and build their sites in the area to benefit from the 
association with the university and its heritage. Ar-
tificially manufacturing illusory respectability by be-
ing a ‘Cambridge’ institute is further evidence of 
what is really going on here. If ID was really leading 
a revolution in biology, then none of this would be 
necessary. I have spoken with several religious sci-
entists in Cambridge who are less than thrilled at 
ID moving into the neighbourhood. For them, it only 
makes their lives as researchers harder. 

The picture is even uglier than this. In Hinxton, 
near Cambridge, you have the Wellcome Sanger 
Institute, home of the UK arm of the Human Ge-
nome Project. Next door is the European Bioinfor-
matics Institute, home of AlphaFold and the finest 
of its kind on the planet. Over the motorway is the 
MRC Laboratory for Molecular Biology. All of these 
house dozens of Nobel laureates and pump out 
thousands of publications in major journals every 
month. And this is not to mention every other uni-
versity-affiliated centre in the city, all home to sci-
entists young and old who are changing the world. 
The Discovery Institute’s new site, rather than giv-
ing off an air of world-class credibility, exposes the 
contrast between ID and real science. Surrounded 
by giants, ID is revealed to be a pygmy. 

To sum up: intelligent design has nothing to say 
about modern biology, and modern biology is cer-
tainly not talking about intelligent design. 

The bacterial flagellum was cited in the trial as 
something “irreducibly complex” and therefore in 
need of the “intelligent designer” hypothesis to be 
explained. For more on “irreducible complexity” 
and the bacterial flagellum, see Kenneth Miller’s 
detailed refutation of this old argument, once a fa-
vourite of the ID crowd before it was exposed by 
Miller during Kitzmiller v Dover.   

 
The Freethinker, [UK], Aug 2024 
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HUMANIST MEETINGS IN IRELAND 

 

- BELFAST FREETHINKERS 

- NORTH DOWN HUMANISTS 

- NORTH DUBLIN HUMANISTS 

- SOUTH DUBLIN HUMANISTS 

- WESTPORT HUMANISTS 

- CORK CITY HUMANISTS  

- WEST CORK HUMANISTS 

- NORTH COAST HUMANISTS 

- WESTPORT HUMANISTS 

- HUMANISTS WEST (GALWAY) 

- KILKENNY HUMANISTS 

- KERRY HUMANISTS 

- MID-WEST HUMANISTS 

- NORTH-WEST HUMANISTS 

- WATERFORD HUMANISTS 

- HUMANIST ASSOCIATION OF IRELAND

For details, consult the web page of Irish Freethinkers & Humanists at www.irishfreethinkers.com 
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