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Mary Wollstonecraft

Mary Wollstonecraft (see page 12) was an early
feminist (1759-97), who was a writer, phil-
osopher and advocate of women's rights. She
spent some of her early and formative years in
Dublin, Ireland. She is most famous for her tract
A Vindication of the Rights of Women.
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In recent years, people may have attended
Humanist ceremonies, for example
weddings or funerals. Some may have
noticed that Humanists were represented
in wishing President Higgins well at his
inauguration. Susie Kennedy in 2011,
speaking for the Irish  Humanist
Association said:

'This Presidency we Dbelieve will
continue to promote inclusiveness,
equality and diversity where people of all
backgrounds with an ethical outlook can
play an equal role in forming a fair society.'

Becoming a Humanist
For many of us, these ceremonies may have
been the first time we have come
across Humanism and often we are
puzzled. What is Humanism?
| have been a Humanist since |
was at school in Dublin in the
1950s. It grew on me in my early
teenage years without my fully
realising what was happening.
Science seemed to tell me that
many things | had been taught as a
child were simply incredible - | could

more for ourselves. And then to early maturity
when most of us settle into a pattern for our life
that allows us to deal with the “slings and
arrows of outrageous fortune”. Each of us
searches for our own way of dealing with life,
seeking to find a place in society, to win
friends, to become involved in our community,
doing our best to avoid great sadness, and
trying to find some modicum of contentment.
But life itself is difficult for all of us, and it is
mysterious.

This last problem is not new. Life itself has
always been a great mystery, and has puzzled
people in every part of the world, leading them
to wonder: who are we, why are we here, what
will happen to us when we die? So many
guestions and so many different
answers. Many of us are fearful,
partly because we seem to know so
littte about our world. Today,
because of science we know more
than we ever did about the world
around us, and we need not be
worried about many of the things
that worried or even terrified our
ancestors.

not believe the main stories of Christianity, and
yet | accepted the main tenet of Christian
morality - Love thy neighbour as thyself.

| became aware of Humanism at university,
but I was not a member of any Humanist
organisation until | was asked to become the
Honorary President of the Irish Humanist
Association in 2009.

Understanding Humanism
It may be of interest if | explain what |
understand to be a Humanist. It is a way of
thinking about what it is to be human.

Life is a journey, from childhood when we
learn from parents to find our feet and to
speak, laugh, how to play, and how to make
friends. Protected by our families, we learn to
overcome fear, and to deal with and respond
to disappointments. In school, we move to the
tentativeness of teenage years when we begin
to read, to discuss, to wonder and to think

Discoveries & Way to Humanism
Great discoveries made in the sciences in the
last 300 years have helped to explain the world
around us - and indeed, to create modern
society. Copernicus, Galileo, Newton,
Lavoisier, Darwin, Einstein, Watson, and
Crick, and so many others, have revealed a
beautiful natural world that should amaze us
but should not make us afraid. Let me give two
discoveries that opened my eyes and
astonished me and led me to Humanism.

From the time of Galileo, it has been
obvious that the universe is vast. Now the
evidence is quite stunning. The extraordinary
new photographs taken by the Webb
Telescope, have reminded many of us of the
size of the universe, and the insignificance of
the earth. Our ancestors believed that earth
was a special place at the centre of the
universe, created for us by our Maker. Now we
know it is not even the centre of the Solar
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System. We sit on spaceship earth, one planet
among eight, orbiting the Sun, itself one star
among billions in our galaxy the Milky Way.
And that Milky Way is just one of trillions of
galaxies, each containing myriads of stars.

In 1992, two planets were discovered
orbiting a star outside the solar system, called
exoplanets to distinguish them from planets in
our own Solar System. By 1%t September
2022, astronomers had discovered 5,517
exoplanets. We can confidently predict that
there are billions of planets in the universe, all
riding along with their stars and galaxies, as
the galaxies fly apart from each other at a
great speed as part of the expanding universe.
These descriptions would make me feel rather
insignificant in the great scale of things -
unless | can come to terms with this situation
which | think | have been able to do, as | will
explain.

Evolution

A second scientific discovery that has
unsettled many people is evolution - the
process by which all
forms of life appeared
on earth. We now know
that all forms of life are
related to each other:
they are descended
from the same earliest
very simple form of life
that evolved on earth
about 4 billion years
ago. A huge event
occurred about 7 million
years ago when the line of evolution leading to
human beings split from the line leading to
chimpanzees. Modern humans are most
closely related to chimpanzees with whom we
share more than 95% of our genes. The fossil
record and modern genetic analysis show that
recognisably modern humans emerged about
300,000 years ago. We do not know when our
ancestors acquired the capacity to speak and
listen. Speech is the big difference between
humans and apes and must have evolved
slowly over the last few million years.

When | looked into the eyes of a baby ape
in my arms in Dublin Zoo some years ago, |
knew | was looking at a creature that was
nearly human. And when | see the
relationships that many people have with their
pets or domestic animals, | know they feel
deeply for them - they sense that they are very
close to them, and science agrees.

Lemurs, prises and pottos
Tarsiers

New World monkeys:

0ld World monkeys

Millions of years ago
& 8

Gibbons

Today, we can bring these two wonderful
ideas, the vastness of the universe and the
process of evolution together. There is a
general expectation among scientists that
there are living creatures on many exoplanets.
Since life emerged on earth, and there are so
many exoplanets in the universe, many of
which must resemble earth, then surely life
must have appeared on many of them. One
exoplanet called TOI-1452 b is attracting a lot
of interest. It was discovered in 2022 and is
interesting because it may be covered in
water, and is neither too hot nor too cold, and
so be suited to life. We are not alone in the
universe - we can be sure that there are other
intelligent forms of life elsewhere. Astrobiology
is the science of the study of extra-terrestrial
life.

Big Questions

So how can we human beings deal with these
fabulous discoveries? Firstly, it is helpful to
understand that some discoveries have raised

many more big

{53 C@ L?@\ i) ém ﬁ ’i questions. We do not

know why the universe
'started'. All the
evidence says it began
in one 'position’ with the
'‘Big Bang' about 13.5
billion years ago, but we
have no evidence about
anything that preceded
that moment. The very
physical stuff of the
universe is a mystery. We all know about
matter and energy, the stuff of the world
around us. Some of us may have heard of
Dark Matter and Dark Energy - what are they?
Physicists discovered evidence for Dark
Matter in 1933, and they believe it accounts for
about 25% of the mass-energy of the universe.

Evidence for Dark Energy emerged in the
1990s and it may account for about 70%. If
these ideas are correct, then the kinds of
matter and energy that we are familiar with
only amount to 5%. But that is only the
beginning of this puzzle because these two
hypotheses, Dark Matter and Dark Energy, are
still not proven. Other big puzzles include the
fact that we do not know exactly how life first
appeared on the earth, though we have some
good ideas. We do not know exactly how the
brain works, especially how it allows us to
speak and to be self-conscious.

Gorillas

Orangutans|
Chimpanzees
Humans!
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The Natural World

All, however, must agree that we do know a
great deal more about the natural world than
we did 300 years ago - and that knowledge
has enabled us to create modern civilisation. If
we just consider our discovery and
explanation of electricity, made in the 1800s,
we can see how science has explained such
strange phenomena as lightning and sparks
and static, and has gone on to change our
world - everything from electric light to radio,
television, and the World Wide Web. As
another example, the science of chemistry that
emerged around 1800 has enabled us to make
remarkable materials, from medicines to
vaccines, from paints to plastics.

The most important lesson from science is
this: there is no evidence for supernatural
phenomena. And while we should respect the
natural world - the sea is dangerous, so is fire
- and the earth might be hit by an asteroid -
these things are not mysterious
and should not cause us to live in
constant fear of them. There is no
need to be worried about things
that do not exist.

We can ask and answer
guestions such as Who are we?
We are animals, one species that
is related to all others. Why are we
here? Because our very ancient
ancestors, the first mammals, by chance
accumulated novel genes (by mutation) that
allowed them to survive in competition with
other creatures - Darwinian evolution. Their
descendants accumulated and inherited more
and more novel genes that gave them even
greater advantages over other organisms,
leading to the great apes. One branch of the
ape family, the humans, acquired genes that
allowed them to develop and use complex
language. This group was able to transmit
knowledge very efficiently and has come to
dominate our planet. We are here due to a
combination of chance and inevitability.
Chance gave rise to the new genes for
language (and many others which facilitated
the usefulness of language). Once those
genes had appeared, our success as a
species, including the emergence of
civilisations was inevitable. And it will
continue, barring some cataclysmic event,
perhaps the earth being hit by a huge meteor,
perhaps a nuclear war, perhaps a terminal
pandemic or perhaps global warming.

End of Life

What will happen to us after we die? | was
asked this many years ago on television, and
| had to say ashes to ashes, dust to dust,
which really shook the person interviewing me.
| am sorry to say that science has no better
answer today than 40 years ago. We are part
of nature, and our fate is the same as that of
any other creature, after death.

We are however completely different from
all other creatures in our capacity to think, our
ability to turn our thoughts into words, and our
skills in passing our knowledge to other
people. We have invented civilisations, with
their art, music, and literature, with religions
and philosophy, with science and technology,
and with ethics, law, morality, and
government. We have also invented the
means of our own destruction - which we can
choose to avoid.

We are able to ask and often answer
guestions about ourselves and our

: communities and the world around
us in ways that no other creature
can even imagine - as far as we
know. We have tried to find ways of
ordering our societies so that we
can lead happier and more fulfilling
lives. Our history and personal
experience tell us that our societies
' have prospered as we have
Iearned better how to be moral beings and
better how to govern ourselves as law-abiding
democracies.

Religion & Humanism

Religions have played important roles in all
human societies, but as our scientific
knowledge of the natural world has grown, it
has become impossible for many of us to
accept religious teaching because so much of
it relies on belief in the supernatural. Most
scientists are not religious in any conventional
sense. | see religions as human inventions,
wonderful in many ways, that have given
solace and meaning to millions of people, but
science tells me that they are not based on
principles that are well founded.

What will fill the gap as many of us cease to
believe? An increasing but still very small
number of people have been attracted to a set
of ideas called Humanism as a way of thinking
about how to give meaning to our lives in a
universe which is immense and impersonal
and mechanical. We are trying to find purpose
and guidance in a natural world that itself has
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no purpose and which is guided automatically
only by the laws of nature.

Modern Humanism
Modern Humanism can be traced to
organisations in various Western countries in
the late 19" and early 20" centuries. The
horrors of World War 1l may well have
influenced Humanists when they gathered in
Amsterdam in 1952 and founded The
International Humanist and Ethical Union (now
Humanists International -H ). They produced
The Amsterdam Declaration, which was
updated in 2002.
https://humanists.international/what-is-

humanism/the-amsterdam-declaration/

The first fundamental principle of Human-
ism states:

any help, guidance or instruction from
anything or anybody who is outside the world
in which we live. The Humanist Manifesto of
1993 states:

"The responsibility for our lives and the kind
of world in which we live is ours and ours
alone.’

Humanism in the World
Today, 160 organisations from 80 countries,
including the Humanist Association of Ireland,
areinthe H I.

The Norwegian Humanist Association is the
strongest Humanist organisation that | know
of; it has more than 100,000 members, which
is about 2% of the total population. The
Norwegian government finances churches
and other faith and life-stance groups, and this

'Humanism is ethical. It affirms the
worth, dignity and autonomy of the

has been a great benefit to the NHA.
Among other activities it is able to

individual and the right of every
human being to the greatest possible
freedom compatible with the rights of | |
others. Humanists have a duty of |
care to all of humanity including
future  generations.  Humanists

organise courses for young people
that are equivalent to the
| | preparations for admission to
/| Churches and these are now being
chosen by about 20% of Norwegian
students. Recent surveys suggest

believe that morality is an intrinsic
part of human nature based on understanding
and a concern for others, needing no external
sanction.'

Biologists note that humans are among the
most social of animals and it seems likely, as
E O Wilson has argued, that we are
genetically predisposed to be concerned for
the welfare of our fellow human beings - in
other words that we are genetically
predisposed to be moral.

The second principle of the Amsterdam
Declaration states:

'Humanism is rational. It seeks to use
science  creatively, not  destructively.
Humanists believe that the solutions to the
world’s problems lie in human thought and
action rather than divine intervention.
Humanism advocates the application of the
methods of science and free inquiry to the
problems of human welfare. But Humanists
also believe that the application of science and
technology must be tempered by human
values. Science gives us the means, but
human values must propose the ends."'

The name Humanism points to the
fundamental principle of this philosophy: it is
up to us, as human beings, individuals, and
communities to decide how to organise our
lives. We should not seek and cannot expect

that more than half of Norwegians
have beliefs that are essentially Humanist.

Humanism & Rationality

Many people have found Humanism to be
helpful because, “it is rational, it is inclusive, it
is fulfilling, and it brings contentment”. They
are happy to know that, though they are
insignificant in the vast universe, they can lead
meaningful lives that are significant to families,
friends, and communities. They are not
concerned by existential doubts about their
mortality. They do their best to live by the
Golden Rule:

'Do unto others as you would have them do
unto you.'

They respect the historical contributions of
religions to moral and social development, to
philosophy, and of course to art and music,
literature, and architecture. They hope there is
greater room in Irish society for people who
are moral but are not able to root their morality
in religious thinking. It is time for us to follow
Thomas Davis and the Young Irelanders:

Educate that you may be free

[From Caherdaniel Parish Magazine 2022]
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THE LINEN HALL

Roger Kelly

he Linen Hall Library in Belfast is a

somewhat hidden away wee gem for
culture vultures and freethinkers, right in
the centre of town. It has often been
referred to as the 'Athens of the North' and
compares well with Trinity College Library,
Dublin.

Foundation
The library was founded in 1788 by a group of
artisans as the Belfast Reading Society and in
1792 became the Belfast Society for
Promoting Knowledge. In the beginning, the
society moved around Belfast in various
taverns, before it secured its first permanent
premises in rooms below the clock tower of the
White Linen Hall in 1802, hence the origins of
the Library's present-day name. In 1892, it
moved into a former linen warehouse and this
is where the library has been housed since
that date. Situated at 17 Donegall Square
North, it is a fine architectural Dbuilding
designed by the architect Charles Lanyon who
also designed the main building of Queen's
University Belfast in 1849. One of the United
Irishmen was its second Librarian, Thomas
Russell, "the man from God knows where",
who was eventually hanged for his part in the

1803 Emmet rebellion. Look out for the
commemorative Ulster Historical Circle blue
plaque on the wall to the left of the main
entrance.

Closure Threat & Expansion

In recent times the library was on the brink of
closure at the end of the 1970s, but allowing
free public reference access and focusing on
Irish Studies, politics and culture proved
successful. The number of subscribers
increased and its role is as a cultural centre,
both facilitating research and fostering close
links with the wider community. It is Ireland's
only remaining subscription library.

Samantha McCombe the current Head
Librarian is the first female to hold this position
and women have always played a very
important role in the Linen Hall Library such as
the social radical reformer Mary Ann
McCracken.

Part of what the Library does so well is to
collect, document, and exhibit materials that
tell the story of Northern Ireland. The Northern
Ireland Political Collection is arguably the
Library's prized possession, featuring as it
does, a wealth of original artifacts and other
ephemera collected during the Troubles. The
NIPC houses thousands of items including
over 5000 books, pamphlets, and reports, all
catalogued by author, title, publishing
organisation, and subject. There are over
1,000 titles of periodicals from Ulster, from the
Voice of the UDA to An Phoblacht/Republican
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News plus periodicals of political parties
including socialist, fascist, and anarchist
organisations. Sexual politics too is well
covered, with many titles by women's as well
as gay groups. The vast majority of this
material, in hard copy, is held by no other
library.

Humanist Interest
Of interest to Humanists and freethinkers,
there is a fairly comprehensive Humanist
catalogue that can be accessed by non-
members of the Library. | have recently
updated the catalogue and one can view
magazines such as the Ulster

Archives

The library also contains the Northern Ireland
Literary Archive of over a dozen archives
belonging to writers who were born or who
grew up in Northern Ireland. The digitised
manuscripts and letters range from Samuel
Ferguson through to the late poems of John
Hewitt. There is also a comprehensive archive
of material pertaining to Robbie Burns which is
the largest collection outside Scotland.

Café & Relaxation
The Library has a café situated on level 2 and
has an old-fashioned atmosphere with

Humanist Jan 1970-Dec 2007, the
Irish Humanist 1999-2007,
Humanism Ireland Jan/Feb 2008-
Jul/Aug 2013, and the Irish
Freethinker Jan/Feb 2017-

various views over Belfast's historic
Donegall Square. The food is excellent
and offers an all-day menu with twists
on home-cooked Irish dishes and
modern mouth-watering cuisine. It is a
= delightful place to relax and the staff

Nov/Dec 2022. Visitors can access
the Humanist archive material and other
archives by completing a visitor form and
supplying a photo ID, and a donation of £3 is
encouraged. If anyone is planning to research
any of the archives, it is best to phone the
Library in advance and book a slot so that the
material can be prepared to view.

are very friendly.

So if you if you hail from Belfast and have
never entered the Library, or are visiting the
city, venture in and up the elegant stairs and
explore this hidden gem.

FEAR

Where
Once the
Post
Brought
Promise

Fear has found a hole

It's oozing through the door

It conceals itself in envelopes
And preys upon the poor

Fear thrives in black and white

But too soon turns to blood

It's there when you close your eyes
Where hope itself once stood

Fear turns tears to ice

It lays bare every room
It chills the unborn child
In debt within the womb

Fear seeps through the kitchen
It empties out the shelves

Fear breeds in the bathroom
Where people harm themselves

Fear pervades your pillow
Invades your breakfast bowl
Fear is there within your dreams
Fear has found a hole

Henry Normal (reproduced from 'View'
magazine no. 63, 2023)
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When hominids first evolved and began to
spread over the planet, they were free to
roam as they wished. There were
mountains, valleys, rivers and seas to be
contended with and overcome, but no
borders or fences.

Flora and fauna, wind and weather,
capital and goods are all free to move
around the planet, but not humankind - the
apex of evolution. We have allowed
ourselves to be restricted. Why? Borders
and passports are artificial human-made
restrictions and controls.

Our Inheritance
It was the generations that came long before
us that first created borders and nations. Many
of them were built on conflict, greed and
cruelty over long periods of history. Borders
are there to restrict and

Aggressive, as distinct from democratic,
nationalism as a concept is a curse and
without it multiple wars and deaths could have
been avoided altogether.

Egalitarian Principle

As we continue to degrade our planet, the
need for planetary decisions becomes more
apparent. The difference between first, second
and third world countries, and issues such as
refugees and migrants can only be addressed
properly at a global level. But without a world
government that is impossible. Of the nearly
two hundred or so countries now in the world
it is extremely unlikely such global decisions
can be agreed. Because of various enmities,
ideologies, cultures and memories between
countries there will always be some that will
not agree with others.

Our planet, which we

divide, so as to protect and
control sovereignty, power
and cultures - they are
fundamentally political and
economic. A border is a
system  for  controlling
resources and people, and
also protecting some of the
benefits that have amassed
in particular areas, and for

WORLD
W l TH 0" T gtljtrelyaforf!cﬁ?[ir;gecoﬁgcv(\)/ﬂg:c
BORDERS

have divided in so many
ways, is but a speck in the
vastness of space. On a
cosmic scale, each life is

is most important s
happiness, and we should
accordingly be aiming for a
global society based on
egalitarian values through a

excluding other people from
access to those resources and benefits. Their
main function appears to be to exclude the
most underprivileged as well as economic
migrants.

Could we have a world without borders? Is
such a world possible? Is such a thought
utopian or dystopian?

Our planet is the common property of all
humanity as well as all the other species living
on it and we received it from previous
generations as an inheritance. We do not own
any part of it or its resources. What we have is
on loan and the pie should be shared equally.

We are all members of just one species.
Two humans of the opposite sex can
procreate - no matter what their colour,
culture, religion, race or nationality. The
supposed differences between us are man-
made. Other species can move without
restriction as long as the environment suits
them - but not the human species. We have
managed over the generations to restrict
ourselves. We are really global citizens-
inhabitants of planet earth - and should be
beyond either nationality or border.

combination of utilitarian-
deontological principles. Global society should
be based entirely on a constitution similar to
the United Nations Charter of Human Rights
(UNCHR) or the European Charter of Human
Rights (ECHR) or similar documents.

People & Resources
We are now eight billion individuals - never
before have there been so many of this
species on the planet at the same time. This is
the one species that is actually destroying its
own home whilst being aware it is doing so.
What if all those eight billion insist on living to
the same standard that those of us in the
developed world currently live at? Morally they
are certainly entitled to aspire to those
standards. Yet we know the planet would be
unable to sustain such a standard for eight
billion humans. We are living on a planet with
limited resources. It is becoming constantly
more obvious that we cannot continue to
uncontrollably  exploit those resources.
Unfortunately those resources are not evenly
distributed throughout the planet and are not
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being shared equally. World poverty and
malnutrition, covid, climate change, and many
other problems in today’s world are all
planetary issues that can only be addressed
globally.

Article 13 of the United Nations Declaration
of Human Rights gives people the right to
leave their country and return, but the rights
incorporated in the United Nations Declaration
of Human Rights are very hard to achieve in a
world where human mobility is restricted.
Unfortunately there is no article within the
UNCHR for immigration, as that is considered
a matter of national sovereignty. Without a
right to immigrate, Article 13 just consists of
empty words.

Borders & Migration

Borders are akin to global apartheid. Where
you were born is a lottery of opportunity. The
educated and the rich can generally
overcome border restrictions, but
those from less developed countries
find it more difficult. Borders violate
the principle of equal opportunity, yet
many of the developed nations do
require young migrants as their own
populations age and the birth rate
decreases. World population is
increasing, principally, in the underdeveloped
nations.

Open borders in the present world would
produce huge migrant flows, because of the
vast inequalities of opportunities in the world.
Would these inflows influence the culture,
religion and language of a society? Quite
possibly yes. This may then lead to racism,
xenophobia and polarisation.

Economically opening borders would
obviously reduce world poverty as immigrants
generally remit money to their home countries.
These third world workers are vastly under-
utilised and would also increase the world's
GDP. Economists generally agree that the free
market works best without borders, and
opening borders would create more equality
between countries. Immigrants contribute to
an economy as both workers and consumers.

Migration & Tensions
Socially, open borders would lead to
enormous emigrant flows to the developed
world, and this might lead to States being
overwhelmed and social cohesion breaking
down. Such inflows might affect religion,
culture and language. Communities do have a

10

right to protect their own cultures, language,
traditions and religion. As such it might be
argued that certain cultures such as Islam are
not compatible with liberal values and are a
direct threat to Western culture. These fears
are among the principal causes of the rise of
the more radical right-wing parties in some first
world countries. Would tolerance actually grow
if the floodgates were opened? The welfare
system within 'nation states' would also
probably be overcome, were unimpeded
immigration allowed to happen.

Politically the principle of sovereignty is a
major issue as it allows States to have
exclusive power over their territory. Open
borders are not compatible with State
sovereignty. Sovereignty gives the State the
right to do what it needs to protect its citizens
and its culture. Liberal migration is a moral
good and probably an economic good also,
but the issues of security, identity,
and stability probably outweigh the
moral and economic issues in the
present day world. To open all
borders we would have to end the
notion of the 'nation state' and
'sovereignty'. But a 'World without
Borders' is morally justified and
certainly something we should

strive for!

Poverty & Inequality

But how is it to happen? It can only happen
when world poverty and inequality decreases
- when the world becomes a fairer place with
less economic inequality. It is to that end that
we must first strive. Until such time as we have
a more equitable world there is no chance of a
'World without Borders'. It is natural and right
that those who are in poverty should strive to
locate to areas where they can overcome their
poverty, and in the present unequal and unjust
world those numbers are vast and would
overwhelm many stable States. It must also be
borne in mind that much of the inequality in the
world was caused by the European colonisers
and they now have a moral responsibility to
those they colonised and exploited and who
have yet to overcome the consequences of
their exploitation. Some form of aid is due to
those that were colonised as a form of
atonement and which might help them to
become less poverty stricken. It will take many
years and much aid before we get a more
equitable world where it may be possible to
open borders freely.
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Justice & Injustice
Although we are gradually heading for a world
without slavery, without a subordinate sex, a
world with gay rights and with a diminution in
racism, | still see little chance in the near future
of the elimination of borders or the free
movement of peoples. Martin Luther King
once said “the arc of the moral universe is
long, but it bends towards justice." However,

at this point in time | would query that and
wonder whether in fact the arc is bending
towards destruction and annihilation as
societies still allow demagogues, dictators,
imbeciles and fools to rule us.

Noel Byrne
_‘_
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Behevea

A Memoir \

Joe Armstrong

Extract from above book

The Superior met me in his office in March
1983 and I told him that | would like to read
psychology that Autumn at university with
a view to becoming a priest—counsellor or
psychotherapist. People often opened up
to me and shared their inner self and
private life. | seemed to have a facility for
listening to people at their core, and others
had remarked upon this to me.

Teacher or Counsellor
He said he had it in mind that | might go to
Mater Dei to train to be a religious education
teacher.

| hated the idea. Not only did | not want to
teach, but | would miss out on the opportunity
of going to a secular university where | wanted
my religious identity and thinking to be
challenged.

He said he was merely proposing it as an
option and observed: "Psychology wouldn’t be
of great value to those who leave, although |
do not believe you will leave."

"If | left, I'd prefer to be a psychologist than
a teacher," | said.
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"Would you take honours psychology?"

"I'd hope so. My aggregate for first-year
philosophy was first class."

He was impressed.

“f you take honours psychology and then
do a two-year diploma you could join the Irish
Psychological Society and you would be well
set up," he said, adding "You would make a
good counsellor."

| was thrilled. We also spoke openly about
my confrére. The Superior said it was a good
relationship and good to have a special
friendship. And then he had more great news
for me.

"The formation staff have chosen you to go
to Rome this Summer,” he beamed.

The General House was looking for
someone to assist the archivist for six weeks.
My time in Rome would coincide with an
international gathering of Marist seminarians.
| would be able to join them for some of their
sessions and take a full part in their cultural
and tourist programme. It sounded fabulous.

"There is a lot being invested in you, so
you’d better be ordained!", said the Superior,
smiling. "I want you to stop seeing me as your
superego. | like you. | don’t have to
Christianise my relationship with you as | have
to do with some other confreres.”

| was privileged, excited and encouraged
by this sign of the formation staff’s faith in me.

Encounters

The night after the Superior had told me the
good news about Rome, | walked into the
refectory. It was twilight. The curtains were
open in the large dimly-lit room and there, by
the sink, two confréres stood close together in
a sexual embrace. Startled from their intimacy
by my arrival, they disengaged; and one of
them left the refectory without a word.

| too had my moment of acute
embarrassment around this time during my
crush on my confrére. One night | sat in the
dark in a pew near the back of the chapel in
Mount St Mary’s. Believing that | was alone, |
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prayed audibly. | can’t remember my precise
words, but they might have been something
like: "l thank you Lord for my friendship with
my confrere, for my love for him and his
beauty, and that it's OK to feel attracted to
him."

Next thing, | heard movement from the front
of the chapel and a confrere stood up. He had
been lying prostrate on the sanctuary in
silence all along. He must have heard my
every word and now he walked down the aisle,
his footsteps echoing on the polished parquet
floor. He passed by me, transfixed in the pew,
without his looking at me or saying anything.
He exited by the door at the back of the chapel.
| was mortified!

Affirmation
That humiliation aside, March 1983 was a time
of affirmation, contentment and gratitude. If

once | had felt trapped - fearing that | had
burned my bridges academically and
professionally - now | felt free. | was more at
home within the Marists and within myself. |
accepted myself and | was accepted by the
Society of Mary as | was, without pretence or
deception.

"This has been a very rich time for me," |
told my spiritual director. As ever, | was fully
open with him about everything in my life,
including my acute embarrassment at having
been heard in the chapel.

"You are a model dirigé," he responded.
“The reason you were proposed for Rome
was that you will give yourself entirely to it and
it will be good for you."

On my 21st birthday card, the Superior
wrote: "God has truly chosen you."

Wary Wollstonecraft

Fergus Whelan - Part |

he Lord Chancellor, the Earls,

Viscounts, Barons, Lord Bishops and
Right Honourable members of the Irish
House of Commons who resided at
Henrietta Street in the later decades of the
18th century considered themselves to be
great men. They believed their greatness
came from their immense personal wealth
and their high offices in Church and State.
No matter that the sources of their wealth
were ancestors who appropriated the soil
of Ireland during the Elizabethan and
Cromwellian conquests. If it were not for
the work of the 14 Henrietta Street
Museum, few of their names would be
known to us today.

Yet one truly great woman who lived in 15-
16 Henrietta Street had no aristocratic title, no
high office and no personal wealth. At the end
of her short life, Mary Wollstonecraft was well-
known and widely admired, as an educational
writer and champion of women'’s rights. She
was renowned not only in Britain, but also in
France, Germany, Scandinavia (where her
books had been translated) and in the newly
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independent United States of America. When
Mary Wollstonecraft died at the early age of
thirty-eight in 1797, she was one of the literary
celebrities of her generation.

However, due to the counter-revolutionary
political climate in Britain at the time of her
death in 1797 and an ill-advised panegyric
published by William Godwin, her adoring
husband, her reputation languished in ruins for
over a hundred years after her death. Her
iconic status was restored only when the
female suffrage movement of the early 20th
century recognised her as a pioneer of
feminism. A hundred years after her death she
was Western feminism's leading heroine.

Birth & Early Life
Mary Wollstonecraft was born at Spitalfields
London in April 1759. She was the second
eldest in a family of seven. Her father was a
drunkard and a bully who abused his wife and
children. He also squandered the family
fortune and Mary despised him. Her mother,
who hailed from Donegal, put up with her
husband’s abuse without complaint. Her
mother had little regard for her daughters, very
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much favouring her sons. As her father had
squandered the family’s modest fortune Mary
was forced to make her own way in the world.
Working as both governess and teacher, she
did what she could to look after her younger
siblings.

In 1786, when Mary Wollstonecraft was
twenty-seven years old, she was at a loose
end. She was in mourning for her dear friend
Fanny Blood whom she had nursed on her
death bed the previous year. The school for
young females they had founded together at
Newington Green London had folded and
Mary needed a job. She came to Ireland as a
governess to Margaret and Mary King.
Margaret and Mary were the daughters of
Viscount Kingsborough and his wife Caroline.
The Kings were amongst the wealthiest
families and extensive landowners in Ireland
at this time. The Kings held extensive landed
estates in Roscommon and Cork

with  their main seat at
Mitchelstown castle.
Margaret's  parents  had

married in 1769, when her father
Robert Lord Kingsborough was
sixteen, and her wealthy heiress
mother Caroline was fifteen. The
Hibernian Chronical recorded:

Married: Lord Kingsborough
to Miss Fitzgerald a Lady of
every accomplishment, and the
greatest fortune in His Majesty’s
dominion or perhaps in Europe,
daughter of Colonel Fitzgerald, by the union of
this amiable couple, extensive possessions in
the counties Cork, Limerick, Tipperary and
Kerry are united and are perhaps the most
considerable in this kingdom.!

The couple’s first child was born in 1770
and was called after George Il who was his
godfather. A friend noted at the time that the
combined age of both parents and child was
32. The Kingsbhoroughs eventually had six
boys and five girls. The boys were educated at
Eton, while the girls were educated at home by
a series of governesses. The family town
house was 15-16 Henrietta Street. Their eldest
daughter Margaret was born at Henrietta
Street in 1772.

Margaret was fourteen or fifteen and Mary
was just six-years old when they first
encountered their new governess, Mary

! Janet Todd, Rebel Daughters: Ireland in Conflict
1798 (London, 2003) p 14.
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Wollstonecraft. The girls were at first hostile
but were quickly won over to her confidence
and friendship. The relationship was cordial
and affectionate. Though Wollstonecraft's stay
with the family was brief (she was dismissed
the following year), she had a profound impact
on Margaret, who by her late teens had
rejected the values of her class in favour of
Wollstonecraft's advanced views on education
and women's rights. Similarly, Margaret
became Wollstonecraft's favourite and most
promising pupil, and was fictionalised as
"Mary" in Wollstonecraft's book Original
Stories from Real Life (1788).2 However, if
Wollstonecraft loved and admired Margaret,
she was scathing in her criticism of her mother
the Viscountess. In her most famous work, A
Vindication of the Rights of Woman, she
describes:
a handsome [aristocratic] woman who takes
her dogs to bed, and nurses
them with a parade of sensibility
when sick, when suffering her
babes to grow up crooked in the
nursery, a woman who lisped out
a pretty mixture of French and
English nonsense to please the
men who flocked around her. In
this female, the wife, mother, and
human creature, are all
swallowed up by the factitious
character which an improper
education and a selfish vanity of
beauty had produced.®

During Mary’s time with the Kingsborough
family, she stayed at Mitchelstown Castle and
Henrietta Street. She preferred Henrietta
Street because Dublin was more exciting, and
she had her own apartment there and could
receive visitors. In the summer of 1787, she
accompanied the family to Bristol as they were
intending to travel on the continent. When
these plans were abandoned, Mary left the
family employ. Mary Wollstonecraft and
Margaret King never met again but continued
to carry on a secret correspondence.

London
Wollstonecraft went to London where she was
reunited with an intellectual circle which
included her old friend the Unitarian clergyman
Dr Richard Price and the radical publisher
Joseph Johnson. Dr Price was the acclaimed

2 Clarke, DIB
3Todd, p 96
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author of Observation of the Nature of Liberty
which in 1776 had supported the American
Revolution and had sold 60,000 copies. In
1788, Johnson founded a magazine The
Analytical Review which was mainly a political
journal devoted to achieving democratic
reform and toleration for religious dissent.
Mary Wollstonecraft was now a full-time writer,
but initially confined herself to reviewing
conduct books, children’s books and fiction
translation. This would change dramatically in
1790 in the great debate and pamphlet war
that erupted in Britain in response to the
French Revolution.

The Rights of Women

On 4 November 1789, Dr Price gave a sermon
in the Dissenting Meeting House in Old Jewry
London on the birthday of William IIl. A few
months earlier, democrats and reformers
everywhere had been delighted by the
momentous news from Paris. The people had
stormed the Bastille and the National
Assembly had declared the inalienable Rights
of Man. Price told his delighted audience in
Old Jewry:

Be encouraged, all ye friends of freedom,
and writers in its defence! The times are
auspicious. Your labours have not been in
vain. Behold kingdoms, admonished by you,
starting from sleep, breaking their fetters, and
claiming justice from their oppressors! Behold,
the light you have struck out, after

setting America free, reflected to France, and
there kindled into a blaze that lays despotism
in ashes, and warms and illuminates Europe!

When the sermon was published, it brought
down torrents of abuse on the old doctor from
Edmund Burke in his Reflections on the
Revolution in France. Burke wanted Britain to
wage a war against the French Revolution and
urged the Government to clamp down on
those who wished the Revolution well. Burke
achieved his ambition in 1793 when the British
joined the Dutch and the Austrian coalition
against the French in a war that lasted for 23
years. Once the war began, there followed a
major clampdown and pollical reformers in
Britain and Ireland.

Mary Wollstonecraft was the first writer to
publish a rebuttal of Burke’s Reflections but
shortly thereafter Thomas Paine’s Rights of
Man appeared. There followed a great debate

in Britain and lIreland with loyalists and
conservatives rallying to Burke, while
democrats and republicans sided with

Wollstonecraft and Paine. Shortly thereafter,
Mary published her most famous work A
Vindication of the Rights of Woman. While few
enough of even her radical friends agreed with
her thesis, William Godwin said of this work
that it will be read as long as the English
language endures.

(To be continued in Autumn edition.)

HUMANISM AND ATHEISM

Daltin O Ceallaigh

Some people allege that Humanism is just
a euphemistic way of referring to atheism.
They fail to understand that Humanism is a
rounded philosophy of life and atheism is
simply the answer to a particular question
of whether or not a god (or goddess) exists
or, indeed, gods or goddesses. Catholics
and Protestants, for example, are theists,
but they usually don’t just describe
themselves as such, because their
religious ideology comprises more than is
involved in such a description.

Atheism is of course a corollary of secular
Humanism, but what most religious people
don't realise is that the majority of Humanists
simply don’t think about the idea of a god from
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one end of the day to the other. When belief in
a god is central to your Catholic or Protestant
faith, you tend to define others in relation to
their position on the subject, especially when it
is negative; thus one is regarded not so much
as a Humanist as an atheist. Itis rather like the
Catholic habit of referring to Protestants as
Non-Catholics. Unfortunately, some Human-
ists are induced into internalising the negative
attitude to them of the religious by accepting
that they should mainly designate themselves
as atheists. Consequently, an affirmative
philosophy is transmuted into a rejectionist
assertion and thus diminished in the process.

Distortions
The presentation of Humanism mainly as
atheism is an intellectual and communicative
mistake. Firstly, it illogically uses a part to
represent the whole; in other words, it
exemplifies the fallacy of arguing from a
particular to a general. Secondly, it
underestimates the potency of false and
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hostile connotations which have been
cultivated in relation to the term ‘atheism’. Ever
since the Middle Ages, atheism has been
portrayed as associated with all sorts of evil
ranging from licentiousness to Satanism. The
more outrageous depictions may have
declined in modern times. But they have been
toned down rather than eliminated. The atheist
is still viewed by many as somehow, if not
altogether clearly defined, as disreputable.
And then the 20th century in particular saw
atheism become a virtual synonym for
communism. If you were one, you were the
other. As a result, ‘atheist’ was often avoided
by either phrasal or euphemistic means, e.g.
simply ‘I don’t believe in a deity' or self-
description as ‘agnostic’. There is the tale told
by Richard Dawkins of an American girl
phoning her mother and saying “Mom, | don’t
believe in god anymore”, and getting the reply
“Oh, that’s alright hone, so long
as you're not a bloody atheist!”

The point is that one should
not only refuse to acquiesce in
those sorts of attitude, but also
deal with them in a sensible and
effective way. That entails
explaining primarily what
Humanism is rather than fronting
with what it is not. Atheism then
becomes one of a number of
logical and reasonable
inferences rather than isolatedly a simplistic
and brash exclamation.

Atheism & Agnosticism

There are, of course, also sincere agnostics.
‘Agnostic’ in that case merely refers generally
to what is not knowable, but is employed
mostly in regard to the god question. Yet one
still suspects on occasion that some avowed
agnostics are, as indicated above, atheists
who are reluctant to admit it, given prevailing
attitudes of shock and horror. In other words,
an agnostic may often be an atheist that dare
not speak its name.

The fact is that one can be both an atheist
and an agnostic. That is to say that one can
accept that it is not possible (at this juncture
anyway) to know whether or not there is a god,
yet believe that there is not.

Simple belief without certain knowledge is
typical in life. When one goes out the door in
the morning to work, one does not really know
that one will come back through it again that
evening, but one usually believes that one will.
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Philosophical belief is something else. As
for a god in particular, there are various
reasons for not believing in one, even if one
cannot absolutely know about such an alleged
existence. The first consideration is evidence.
There is an absence of credible substantiation,
despite all the fanciful miracles and outlandish
myths. But that absence does not of itself
currently prove that there is no god. Then there
is the consideration of how religion arose and
the purposes it serves. Particular features and
patterns are discernible and | have dealt with
these in my previous article Origins of Religion
(IF no. 196). It is this historical emergence and
development of religion which does much to
reduce its credibility.

Purposes of a God

The essence of the situation is that, while a
god may not exist he (not ‘she’ of course) had
to be invented, as Voltaire put it,
to satisfy the ill-informed
speculation of humanity about its
origins as well as about all sorts
of ‘mysterious’ events and in
order to reconcile people to
injustice in life and mortality.
Such reconciliation is expected
to grow from the mixed soil of
disappointment and hope and is
religiously cultivated accord-
ingly.

There has also been the perennial problem
for religious believers of an existing god who
is supposed to be good and perfect yet allows
the disaster, disease, famine, deformity,
violence, and destitution that exists in the
world. The limp answer here is that it is simply
his will or a mystery which has to be accepted
- or serves some greater good which we
cannot understand! Otherwise, our own ‘free
will’ is blamed. Such a mixture of obscurantism
and self-flagellation is truly astounding. But it
is no more confused than asking us to worship
a god who is to be both feared and loved at the
same time. It was Machiavelli who suggested
that it was better to be feared than loved and,
better still, to be both feared and loved.

Belief & Faith

In general, it should be noted that most
atheists do not set out to prove that there is not
a god; they are merely unconvinced by the
assertions or arguments that there is one.
Moreover, if a god him/herself were out to win
friends and influence people, l.e. to be much
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of a persuader, we would simply all have been
rendered theists.

Belief in what will or will not happen is one
thing in everyday life; it is another when it
comes to the answers given by religion to the
fundamental questions of existence. Such
belief without knowledge is called faith. In fact,
a test of faith is not only to believe in what one
does not know, but in the ludicrous. The prime
example of this is the Trinity, i.e. three persons
in one god. The only rational way of looking at
such a proposition is to resolve that the god in
guestion has a multiple personality disorder. A
close competitor for primitive nonsense is
parthenogenesis. But what really excels is
transubstantiation  whereby the quasi-
cannibalism of wine supposedly being really
blood and wafer really flesh is the ultimate test
of religious fidelity. As for the resurrection after
three days, it is hard to know what to infer from
it other than that Jesus was not an early riser.

Investigation - Not Credulity

In summary, there is a difference between
functional belief and explanatory belief. The
first is existentially necessary, the second is
intellectually challenging. That challenge can
be approached either rationally and
scientifically or naively and credulously, i.e.
depending on either investigation or
imagination. That is where the modern human
stands. Investigation may not have yet led to
certainty and with that the mature person has
to live in the immediate rather than filling what
are gaps in current knowledge with references
to a glorified Santa. However, that does not
signify that the inevitable human unease with
ignorance and uncertainty has to be just
accepted; rather does it mean that it should be
harnessed to continuing exploration. We must
swim searchingly into the future, not sink
complacently in the quicksand of superstition.

-0-
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HERO
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Over the last couple of decades
conducting Humanist funerals | have come
across some remarkable lives, a handful
deserving the title “Humanist Hero”. Paddy
Randles was one such person and a man |
greatly admired; he was someone who
made a difference in Irish society. | met
Paddy in my early years of engagement
with Humanism in Ireland. He attended a
number of the Summer Schools we had in
Carlingford and | always enjoyed his
company.

Paddy was a GP in Navan. During the
1960s Paddy became increasingly shocked at
the number of young boys who were brought
to see him as a result of being beaten savagely
by the Brothers at the De La Salle school.

Paddy visited the school and challenged
the headmaster, Brother Damien, whose
response was to show Paddy the selection of
straps, some with metal studs built into them,
boasting about their effectiveness. Paddy was
horrified.

This was a time when the religious were not
questioned; they knew best. Some lIrish
newspapers were contacted with a view to
covering this dreadful story but none of them
was prepared to run with it. However, the
story, 'Children under the Lash', was
eventually covered in a series in the News of
the World starting on 4th May 1969. When
word got out about this article drastic
measures were taken by the god-fearing
people of Navan: the papers on the following
two Sundays never reached the shops. They
were intercepted, before reaching them, early
in the morning, by the Catholic faithful and
thrown into the Boyne.

Paddy was denounced from the pulpit and
ostracised by the vast majority of the people of
Navan. Encouraged by the clergy, families left
the practice of this interfering doctor. Paddy
even received letters warning him to leave
Navan. But Paddy and his wonderful wife Mary
stood firm; they were people of the highest
integrity and, supported by a group of good
friends, he weathered the storm. Eventually
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things changed and Paddy’s heroic actions,
along with those of other like-minded people,
led to the abolition of corporal punishment in
Irish schools in 1982.

| learned all of this when Paddy asked me
to come to his house in Navan for a cup of tea
and a chat with his family in June 2009. Paddy
was 85 and thought it prudent that his family
should meet me and discuss how his funeral
should be when the time came. Paddy was
adamant that his funeral would be a Humanist
one and that | should conduct it. Paddy lived
on another eight years and | conducted his
funeral in July 2017. Mary told me how the
people of Navan, now all great admirers of

Paddy, found it hard to get their heads around
the concept of a Humanist funeral. But the day
after the ceremony Mary phoned me to say
that she had been inundated with people
complimenting her on the wonderful funeral
which they all thought was so appropriate and
absolutely perfect for Paddy. They all knew
that if it had been held in a church it would
have seemed totally out of character; Paddy
was a man of his word and a man of total
integrity right to the end.

Brian Whiteside
_w_

THE HUXLEYS AND
THE 'BEST IDEA EVER'

Dr Alan Tuffery

Book Review

Alice Bashford, (2022). An Intimate
History of Evolution: The Story of the
Huxley Family

This book traces the development and
popularisation of the idea of evolution - ‘the
greatest idea ever’ - and its consequences
by considering in detail the lives of its
greatest protagonists, Thomas Henry (T H)
Huxley (1825-1895) and his grandson,
Julian Huxley (1887-1975). It treats their
two lives as one (1825-1975) which allows
the comparing and contrasting of many
aspects of their lives, both personal and in
relation to evolution. The personal aspects
concern their different social origins,
family relationships and the family’s
shared mental health issues and
responses to grief. The wider family
includes many public figures important in
their time and perhaps most famously a
successful novelist in Aldous and a
Physiology Nobel Laureate in Andrew. The
Huxleys were ‘accomplished’ in other ways
too: both TH and Julian drew or painted
and wrote poetry
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While this biographical information is
interesting, the book’s fascination lies in its
emphasis on the intellectual culture at each
phase of this long life and the changes in the
protagonists’ thinking over time.

All the Huxleys seem to have been great
communicators - what we now call ‘public
intellectuals’, but TH and Julian were pre-
eminent. T H communicated by lecturing and
writing; Julian by writing (after some sharp
lessons from H G Wells) and by using radio,
film and television as they became available.
Julian, indeed, made his living primarily as a
writer and communicator. Both created and
joined societies to advance their ideas and
served on government commissions; there
was no gap between their intellectual and
public lives.

Origins and Development
T H Huxley was born in modest circumstances
and in archetypical Victorian manner improved
his position by sheer force of personality, self-
sacrifice and hard work. He did not have the
advantages of being well connected and so
had to bide his time to attain the positions his
achievements and prowess deserved. It must
be said that T H could be spiky and did not
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always go out of his way to ingratiate himself
with those who might be helpful to him. Indeed,
he rarely missed an opportunity at any stage
in his life to attack those with whom he
disagreed. The fact that he was an active and
articulate proponent of Darwin’s ideas on
evolution by natural selection gave him plenty
of opportunities.

Julian, in contrast, benefited from all the
privileges of being part of the dynasty that T H
founded: elite education at Eton, Balliol
College, Oxford and all the social connections
that cadre confers. This meant that he was
always well placed to step into important roles
such as the Secretary of London Zoo or
Secretary-General of UNESCO. His connect-
ions could have done him no harm in relation
to his freelance work in the media.

Contemporary Scientific ldeas

The device of considering both men as one life
allows Alice Bashford to point out that while
TH was looking back in time, Julian was
looking forward. In T H’s time the dominant
ideas were essentially Christian: a
Designer-God and an earth only a
few thousand years old. However, it
was becoming increasingly obvious
that the earth was much older, so for
T H time was expanding backwards.
T H was an excellent comparative
anatomist and focused on the
structure of contemporary animals,
fossils and embryos. Biology in his
time was  essentially about
describing and comparing structures and
attempting to infer function. T H recognised
that vertebrates were modifications of a basic
structural plan and that they share a similar
pattern of embryonic development. The
simplest explanation of this was modification
during evolution as described by Darwin.

The trajectory of Julian’s thinking mirrored
the influence of genetics during the first half of
the twentieth century. Darwin (and T H) had no
knowledge of the mechanisms of inheritance,
but in the first decades of the 20th century,
Mendel's work was rediscovered and genetics
began to dominant biological ideas so that
genes were considered the most important
influence on development and evolution.

Julian was responsible for possibly the
most significant scientific book of the mid-
twentieth century in Evolution, The Modern
Synthesis (1942) which integrated earlier
views of evolution with the new genetics. It
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was only in the second half of the century that

the influence of environment (including
culture) was recognised as of at least equal
importance.

Julian’s own interests focused on animal
behaviour and how it might confer biological
advantage. This was closely linked to Darwin’s
ideas about sexual selection. In essence he -
and biology as a whole - was moving away
from description and classification to
evaluating the evolutionary significance of
social behaviour or culture.

Julian’s ‘big idea’ was cultural (‘psycho-
social’) evolution, that is evolution beyond the
‘biological’, the rapid transmission of ideas and
technologies as a uniquely human property.
This led him to the conclusion that humans are
unique in that they can decide on their goals
and act purposefully to achieve them. In other
words humans are the ‘sole agents of
evolution’. Thus his mind was turned to the
future and how humans might change and
take charge of the world. (What we know as
evolutionary humanism.) Julian’s view was
firmly that the trend of evolution was
broadly progressive, towards more
complex forms. Indeed, the notion of
‘progress’ is essential to Julian‘s
thinking. (Although, having lived
through the Second World War, he
was all too aware of the human
capacity for regression.)

In contrast to T H’s focus on
evidence as the basis for inference,
Julian was much more inclined to
speculation about the possibilities for the
human mind or spirit. He eagerly seized on
new ideas for exploring the human mind - from
Freud to Teilhard de Chardin (neither of whose
ideas have stood the test of time).

Race and Eugenics
Both Huxleys have been criticised for their
attitudes to race and eugenics. Comparison of
the ideas of different ages are complicated by
changes in the language and attitudes over
time. Like Darwin, both rejected the idea that
‘different ‘races’ - they both preferred the term
‘stocks’ - were of different genetic origins.
They regarded all races as fully human - of the
same species but with different cultures. In
other words, there was no fundamental
difference  between different  peoples.
However, it is fair to say that neither quite
managed to escape from the idea that some
cultures (their own!) are superior to others; the
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English gentleman is the highest form of
civilised man.

Any discussion of eugenics is almost
precluded since the word has become so
tainted, by its association with the Nazi
genocide. Eugenics arose during the earlier
part of the 19" century from concerns about
the condition and numbers of the poorer
classes. The industrial revolution had created
unhealthy and squalid living conditions. In the
absence of birth control, this cohort tended to
have children early and often. This in the view
of Francis Galton (a contemporary of T H) and
others threatened to undermine the human
‘stock’. These ‘eugenicists’ sought ways of
reducing the breeding of the poor and
enhancing the breeding of the better classes.
Both Huxleys stopped short of
advocating compulsory sterilis-
ation (unlike Winston Churchill -
Julian’s near contemporary - and
many US advocates of eugenics.
See Adam Rutherford’s Control:
The Dark History and Troubling
Present of Eugenics). Further-
more, Julian was early and vocal in
his condemnation of the Nazi racist
and genocidal ideas. He remained
associated with eugenic societies
throughout his active life, but

he was
advocating birth control as well as careful

selection of sperm donors. He came to
recognise that the quality of the ‘stock’ was as
much a matter of environment as genetics and
advocated improving the condition of all in
society.

Alice Bashford is less inclined to excuse the
Huxleys’ views on race and eugenics. In
essence this comes down to a debate about
judging the past by present standards. It may
be relevant that Alice Bashford is less
sympathetic to the agnosticism of both men.
Certainly she is careful to distance herself
from such views and seems to have most
sympathy with the spiritualist explorations of
Julian’s son, Frank.

‘Religious’ Views
T H coined the term "agnostic" to describe his
position in relation to religion: “"the
determination not to go beyond the
evidence." This is completely in keeping with
his adherence to facts as the basis for
inference. In retirement he became a serious
biblical scholar following the principles of
Higher Criticism, the determination to treat the

by  forming
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Bible just like any other text, subject to
interrogation about its provenance and
reliability. He found plenty of contradictions
and issues to argue and write about.

Julian also rejected formal religion and the
supernatural but, in line with his preoccupation
with behaviour and culture, he recognised that
religion and ritual are important culturally as a
cohesive social influences.

Legacies

Both men were public intellectuals,
participating in the discussions of the day in
relation to both scientific matters and social
reform. Both contributed to major shifts in
ideas in their own time.

T Hwas influential in the major cultural shift
which liberated scientific enquiry
from the shackles of religious
dogma. His meticulous observations
in comparative anatomy led to
important conclusions about the
relatedness of all organisms,
especially vertebrates. His teaching
and writing about evolution was
significant in spreading Darwin’s
ideas. Within his own time he
contributed to social developments
societies  for  scientific
advancement and social reform and
participating in government commissions.

Julian's Thinking

Much of his Julian’s thinking was more
speculative than T H’s but it was every bit as
exciting. He continued the shift towards
secular thinking and was a synthetic thinker, a
bringer-together of ideas to aid greater
understanding and generate new ideas. As
well as his key role in integrating genetic
knowledge into modern biology, his work led
to a greater understanding of the significance
of environmental and cultural aspects. Like
Bertrand Russell (an intimate contemporary
and great Humanist), he recognised that the
future of humankind lies in international co-
operation symbolised by his appointment as
the first Secretary-General of UNESCO.

Julian essentially formulated what we
recognise as modern Humanism with its focus
on humanity’s ability to plan its own ‘destiny’
and work towards it. In so doing, he showed
us the value of the individual, each with a duty
to maximise development for their role as the
‘sole agents of evolution.’
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Conclusion

Alice Bashford has wonderfully marshalled the
vast writings, public and private, of two prolific
communicators - and their hardly less prolific
families. The device of treating the lives of T H
and Julian Huxley as one long life works
extremely well to illustrate their cultural milieu
and how they responded to it and, indeed,
changed it by virtue of their roles as public
intellectuals. Unsurprisingly, we do not admire
every aspect of their characters and actions.
After all, that one life ended almost half a
century ago and values change. This is a
valuable and stimulating book, full of ideas and
arguments and significant in understanding
the development of modern Humanism.

TH Huxley: From Shanklin

Dear wife, for more than thirty years

Have you and I, hand in hand,

Sometimes all smiles, sometimes in bitter
tears,

Wended our way through the strange land

Of living men; until with silvering hair,

and graver mien and steps more slow,

Adown the strand of age we fare

To the still ocean, out beyond time’s flow.

True wife, housemother, worn with many
cares,
Love’s afterglow shall brighten all the years
That are yet ours; and closer still shall be our
clasp
Of hands, until they nerveless fall and cease
to grasp.

(March 1, 1887)

JS Huxley: Evolution: At the Mind’s Cinema

| turn the handle and the story starts:
Reel after reel is all astronomy,

Till life, enkindled in a niche of sky,

Leaps on the stage to play a million parts.

Life leaves the slime and through all the ocean
darts;

She conquers earth and raises wings to fly;
Then spirit blooms, and learns how not to die,
Nesting beyond the grave in others’ hearts.

| turn the handle; other men like me

Have made the film: and now | sit and look
In quiet privilege like Divinity

To read the roaring world as in a book.

If this thy past, where shall future climb,

O Spirit, built of Elements and Time?

(1932)
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SECULAR SOCIETY

You can’t imagine that the Secular Society
of Ireland were too popular in 1930s Dublin.
At a time when the Irish Christian Front
were mobilising tens of thousands at
College Green and glorifying General
Franco, and when the Saint Patrick’s Anti-
Communist League were smashing the
windows of Connolly House, the name
certainly leaps out from the archives of
Irish newspapers.

Foundation

Reporting on the foundation the Secular
Society of Ireland in a January 1934 edition of
the paper, the Irish Press noted that "a society
which openly advocates anti-clericalism and
demands the virtual suppression of religious
influence in Ireland was recently formed in
Dublin." The paper went on to quote from the
membership form of the body, noting that it
aimed to terminate, among other things, "the
clerically-dictated ban on divorce", "the
Censorship of Publications Act" and “the
system of clerical management, and
conseguent sectarian teaching, in schools."

The Society met fortnightly in the
Contemporary Club’s premises at Lincoln
Place, and a journalist from the above paper
was present at one lecture, noting that "there
were about 35 people present the
attendance included a number of young men,
apparently students, and about half a dozen
women."

The Chairman of that meeting explained
that the Society "did not advocate either
divorce or birth control but would press for
facilities in both matters for people who
desired them, and would endeavour to have
the law here amended accordingly." It was
reported that "It would also press for full sex-
education for all classes."

John Swift
The driving force behind the Secular Society
of Ireland was John Swift, a trade union activist
who was born in Dundalk in 1896, and a man
who devoted much of his life to progressive
politics. From a family of bakers, he had
arrived in Dublin in 1912, and was once a


https://comeheretome.com/2014/12/17/alls-loud-on-the-christian-front/
https://comeheretome.com/2010/04/27/dublin-red-headquarters-set-on-fire-twenty-injured-in-riots/
https://comeheretome.com/2010/04/27/dublin-red-headquarters-set-on-fire-twenty-injured-in-riots/

Irish Freethinker No. 198 Summer 2023

member of the Irish Volunteers. At the time of
his passing in 1990, an obituary noted that:

He joined the Labour Party in 1927 and
became the first Irishman to be given the
Soviet decoration "for friendship between
peoples” having been president of the Ireland-
USSR Friendship Society. He was a major
force in the founding of the People’s College
in Dublin, a co-founder of the Secular Society
which existed from 1933 to 1936, and of the
Spanish Aid committee which helped those
fighting on the Republican side in the Spanish
Civil War.

Fergus D’Arcy has written that "in a number
of important respects John Swift was untypical
... most obviously as a secularist, socialist and
supporter of the Soviet Union in an Ireland
either hostile or indifferent to all three."”

Interviewed in Uinseann MacEoin’s
Survivors, Swift recalled that “among the
founder members of the Society was Capt.
Jack White, who had trained Connolly’s
Citizen Army in 1914-1916, Denis Johnston of
Dungannon, the playwright, and Mary
Manning, the critic. "Another T
leading figure in the body was
Owen Sheehy Skeffington, later
a Senator and university
lecturer. Owen was the son of
Francis and Hanna Sheehy
Skeffington, two outspoken
liberal voices in the Ireland of the
early twentieth century. Of the
small organisation, Swift joked
that “we were few so we had no
trouble fitting in the average size
sitting room."

Clerical Opposition

Reports of the existence of such a Society in
Dublin caused great offence to some, and at a
meeting in Veritas House days after the Irish

Press report, a lecturer denounced the
movement, believing that "it was allied to the
widespread movement of materialistic
communism."

That the Secular Society wished to remain
private isn’t surprising in the context of the
street politics of the time, yet the demand from
Veritas House was that "it was time ... for
those who composed it to come out into the
open and declare themselves and their
opinions ... This country had clung to the Faith
of its Fathers through persecution and famine,
through terror and distress, it would meet and
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defeat a campaign carried on behind closed
doors by unnamed speakers."

The Irish Press, in many ways a
government newspaper owing to its close
affiliation with the Fianna Fail party, suggested
that the blame for attacks on left-wing
elements by anti-communist and clerically
encouraged mobs rested with the victims, as
"if they hold public meetings and offend the
feelings of their audiences so deeply as to stir
up spontaneous anger against them, then they
cannot expect to be listened to and are in
grave danger of suffering from the irate
crowd."

In a 1975 feature on Swift's long career in
politics, it was claimed that "soon the meeting
place of the Secular Society was exposed ...
for a time they met in private houses, at the
seaside or in the country. But in 1936 they
wound it up and sent the proceeds to the
Spanish Government."

Official Reaction
Unsurprisingly, the Special Branch took an
active interest in the activities of
the Secular Society of Ireland.
One police report noted that "a
man named Denis Johnson
spoke at the first meeting. He
wanted to see Ireland free in the
fullest sense and this meant
dealing with divorce, censorship
and sectarianism."

The Censorship of Publications
Act (1929) was a thorn in the side
for many in liberal Ireland, and it’s
not surprising it was one of the things the
Secular Society of Ireland targeted. This Act
allowed for the indefinite banning of
publications deemed by a Censorship of
Publications Board to be "in general tendency
indecent or obscene" or which advocated "the
unnatural prevention of conception or the
procurement of abortion or miscarriage." As
UCC historian Dénal O Drisceoil has noted,
"Irish censors had an unusually wide view of
what constituted indecency and obscenity."
O Drisceoil has noted that, among the literary
community, the list of prohibited publications
became jokingly known as "The Everyman's
Guide to the Modern Classics."

Freethinking
The Secular Society of Ireland distributed a
newspaper entitled The Freethinker, which
was "distributed free at all lectures.” The
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Freethinker was a British secular magazine,
founded in the early 1880s by G W Foote in
England. Foote had been imprisoned for
blasphemous material in the publication, and
claimed in the first edition of the newspaper
that "It will do its best to employ the resources
of Science, Scholarship, Philosophy and
Ethics against the claims of the Bible as a
Divine Revelation; and it will not scruple to
employ for the same purpose any weapons of
ridicule or sarcasm that may be borrowed from
the armoury of Common Sense."

Many of the things the Secular Society of
Ireland wanted, such as divorce and access to
birth control, are available to people in Irish
society today, but they are the end product of
very recent battles. While the Secular Society
was short-lived, it did bring together some
remarkable and interesting people, in an
Ireland that was anything but secular.

This article by Donal Fallon of 30 Nov 2015
has been reproduced from 'Come Here To
Me! Dublin life & culture' and publications
of the same title may be obtained from
www.comeheretome.com. *

MIKE CHINOY

REVIEW
BY OWEN
MORTON

Published
by
Lilliput Press

Conor O'Kelly, former North America editor of
The Irish Times stated:.

In this beautifully-written and fascinating
book, Mike Chinoy has brought to life one of
the great pioneering human rights’ lawyers of
our times - a brilliant and dedicated fighter for
justice, first in Northern Ireland, and then on
the international stage

That humanitarians and Humanists are
selective, emerges in a poignant extract where
Chinoy unearthed a test that Boyle delivered
to Essex University Human Rights’ freshers
embarking on studies under his tutelage.
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Invited to choose, of all human rights’ issues,
which three would you safeguard above
others, a Brazilian student, alone, pleaded that
human rights cannot be bargained with, as in
an a la carte menu selection - we must
safeguard them all. "That is the correct
answer", said the Professor.

Politically, Boyle presents as a social
democrat, in the socialist wing. He’d leave, or
was encouraged to leave, the People’s
Democracy (PD) movement of which he’d
been a founder member; also he loosened ties
to the Northern Ireland Civil Rights’
Association (NICRA) as factions would come
under the influence of militant activism. He
would nonetheless remain friendly with
individuals the likes of Eamonn McCann and
Bernadette Devlin.

His timing was good. He graduated with a
law degree from Queen’s in the early Sixties
as the melancholy of the Fifties receded. He
saw internment without trial as State-
sponsored terrorism. In follow on, international
abuses garnered his attention. He despaired
of racial prejudice witnessed both in South
Africa (in Johannesburg townships) and in the
United States (in Detroit ghettos). Along with
his friend and ally Mary Robinson, with whom
he soldiered in Geneva as a team, he climbed
to the very peak of international status in the
league of Human Rights’ politicking -
Robinson served as UN Human Rights’ High
Commissioner, with Boyle as her legal
adviser. Their discomfort with US treatment of
9/11 detainee suspects would find their
confidant Kofi Annan kowtow to American
pressure that foreshortened what they had
hoped would be an extended tenure. They
were replaced.

Kevin Boyle had it all; "handsome as
anything” (as Nuala O Faolain would say of her
roguish, man about town Dad), charisma,
purpose, compassion, intellect, unflappability.
Most disarming, and topping them all, many
would say, was a winning, beguiling lIrish
charm. His students loved him. If an ill-wind
turned the tide, it presented in a life shortening
cancer, aged just 67 - presumably the
consequences of an adult-life addiction to pipe
tobacco; his Achilles’ heel.

Following a period in law lectureship in
Queen’s, in 1978 he founded the Irish Centre
for Human Rights in Galway University where,
with his wife Joan, he’d spend eleven fulfilling
years, contrasting starkly with the troubled
Northern landscape - "a magical time", raising
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their two sons. From here they’d move to
Essex University, the hub of international
human rights’ academia.

If Human Rights is a religion, Essex is the
Main Seminary - is the title of one of the book’s
chapters. Over the course of some fifteen
separated years, Boyle was its leading light. In
2010, Essex bestowed on him "an honorary
master’s degree in the Theory and Practice of
Human Rights" - the degree he himself had
created. "This was unprecedented”, a
colleague recalled.

In 2006, Boyle told a British academic that
the N1 Civil Rights’ strategy had been a
mistake; had they known the outcome, the
decision to go ahead couldn’t have been
justified. He didn’t reflect on this period with
great pride. Fellow traveller Michael Farrell
pondered: "Were we right to have the
Burntollet march?"

Collating his thoughts in the lead-in to a
2008 Conference at Queen’s - marking the
40™ anniversary of the Civil Rights’ movement
and the 10™. anniversary of the signing of the
Good Friday Agreement - in a panel
discussion - Boyle talked about how, with the
passage of time, a deepening knowledge of
international law, including human rights, gave
him "an external and an objective framework
within which to develop ideas for peaceful
options. | did not abandon the activist critique
of the 1960s, rather incorporated it into a new
ideology - that of international human rights ...
the legal culture (of the Sixties) was one which
had little conception of human rights." Chinoy
concludes that Boyle was not alone in his view

that, under the circumstances, it was
understandable that marching in the streets
seemed the only sensible option. These
reflections on Boyle’s part culminated in a
rueful lament to the effect that Northern Ireland
remained deeply polarised: “it is still a divided
society in class and ethno-religious terms, and
in schooling and housing it is perhaps even
more divided”.

Chinoy presents an exclusive as regards
the quintessential role of a Queen’s University
Law Faculty partnership in Newry’s Catholic
nationalist Kevin Boyle and Portadown’s
Protestant unionist Tom Hadden softening
Thatcher’s “Out!, Out!, Out!” resistance to the
three New Ireland Forum unification of Ireland
models. The outcome of the Boyle/Hadden
initiative would deliver the Iron Lady to
Hillsborough to sign the Anglo-lrish
Agreement. This may be Boyle’s crowning
glory.

All too prematurely, he’d succumb to
cancer - on Christmas Day 2010. In early
January 2011, his parting ceremony took
place in a non-denominational chapel in
Colchester. In the preceding days, tearful
mixed emotions on his part greeted the gift of
a copy of Séamus Heaney’s Human Chain
poetry collection. A Heaney inscription to his
dying friend read: "Dear Kevin, you are a
strong link in the chain"- the concluding words
of which Joan would have etched on his
gravestone in the nearby cemetery. An
absorbing and engaging account of the
fulfilled, charmed life of a decent, captivating
and selfless human being. [

< THEY SAID >

Not to enjoy the present is to waste it. Lin Yu Tang

Imagination is more robust in proportion as reasoning power is weak. Giambattista Vico

This cosmic order - the same for all of us, no God or man made it; but it always was and is
and will be ... Heraclitus

Truth has always been found to promote the best interests of mankind. Percy Bysshe
Shelley

Men's natures are alike; it is their habits that carry them far part. Kong Fu Zi (Confucius)

No-one is born with wisdom. Ptahotep
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| had experienced the lonian Enchantment.
It means a belief in the unity of the sciences
- a conviction, far deeper than a mere
working proposition, that the world is orderly
and can be explained by a small number of
laws.

E O Wilson, Consilience: The Unity of
Knowledge

lonian Enchantment: A Brief

History of Scientific Naturalism
by Ignacio Prado, Tufts University,
June 2006, www.naturalism.org

Naturalists are above all people who
experience, in E O Wilson’s phrase, "the
lonian Enchantment”: a sense of wonder
in the face of the mathematically elegant,
orderly web of natural causation that
governs and unifies all phenomena, from
particles to galaxies, from genes to
memes. The naturalist's experience of
wonder in the face of the world is held in
tandem with an intellectual conviction that
the material universe exhausts all reality.
The natural world, being all there is,
includes and encompasses human
beings, whose thoughts and actions are

ultimately constrained by the same
physical laws governing fundamental
particles. We humans are, of course,
unigue in that our behaviour also

demonstrates rationality, purposefulness,
and the kinds of socially available meaning
that we communicate through language
and other cultural practices. The naturalist,
however, believes that we can recognize
all these hallmarks of human uniqueness
while retaining a view of ourselves as
entirely natural creatures whose behaviour
is in principle explainable using standard
scientific methods.

This is good news, because progress in
the natural sciences over the last 500
years has provided us with the methods to
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acquire reliable knowledge about the
world of which we are a part. Rather than
a mere act of faith taken on authority, the
naturalist’s intellectual convictions about
the forces governing the material universe
are inspired by this scientific progress, as
well as by the failure of appeals to the
supernatural to command rational
acceptance across different cultural
communities or even to maintain internal
coherence and plausibility. And the
successes of the naturalistic worldview go
beyond mere intellectual achievements.
The extension of theoretical knowledge
made possible by modern scientific
investigation has been endlessly and
creatively applied in the development of
new technologies and means for social
cooperation. These advances have given
human beings unprecedented power in
predicting, controlling, and protecting
nature, all in the service of our flourishing
on earth. The history of naturalism |
provide here is consequently a thematic
overview of a chain of successes, what we
might regard as the fruits of our long love
affair with the natural world and the
intellectual struggle to see ourselves as
fundamentally included in it.

The Ancient Greeks
In understanding the naturalist as
someone who experiences the lonian
Enchantment, E O Wilson follows a
common tradition in crediting Thales, a
philosopher, who lived and worked in the
ancient Greek kingdom of lonia in the 7th
Century BCE, as the grandfather of
naturalism. Thales held a famously
eccentric view that the cosmos was

composed of nothing but endless
modifications of a single material
substance, water. The title "First

Naturalist" is doubly appropriate for Thales
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because, in addition to his materialist
views of the nature of reality, he also
reputedly made the first successful
prediction of a solar eclipse using
recognizably = modern  methods  of
knowledge acquisition: detailed
astronomical observation and mathem-
atical calculation. Though Thales is a
standard choice for inaugurating the
history of naturalism, Wilson could have
easily credited those anonymous
members of early human communities of
250,000 years ago. Deploying their
biologically evolved capacities for
curiosity, rationality, and communicative
language, these early humans developed
sophisticated arrangements of social
cooperation and a spectrum of tools -
spears and spades, flints and flutes - that
allowed them to reliably control and
harness the forces of nature to enhance
the well-being of their communities. The
empirical, practical stance driving
naturalism can thus be understood as a
functional adaptation built into our very
minds.

Thales made the crucial step, however,
of conceiving the entirety of the natural
world as a realm of insensate matter and
impersonal forces that operate independ-
ently of human or supernatural volition.
Other ancient Greeks would follow him in
this, expunging the Olympian gods from
any causal-explanatory role in their
theories of the source of order and
meaning in nature. Some, like the famous
sophist Protagoras, thought that know-
ledge could exist without the guidance of
divinely inspired prophets or culturally
authoritative texts, insisting that it could be
grounded in the art of critical reflection and
rational argument, what became known as
dialectic. Protagoras gave agnosticism -
the suspension of belief in the existence of
gods for lack of evidence - its founding
statement when he said: "Concerning the
gods, | have no means of knowing whether
they exist or not or of what sort they may
be. Many things prevent knowledge,
including the obscurity of the subject and
the brevity of human life."
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Perhaps even larger steps toward
naturalism than Protagoras’ agnosticism
were the ethical reflections of the
legendary Socrates. In Plato’s dialogue
the Euthyphro, Socrates articulates a
famous logical dilemma that challenges
the coherence of any ethics that grounds
human beings’ moral duties in the
commands or will of a divinity. Socrates
notes that (i) either the things of value to
human life would be valuable
independently of the will of the gods, or
they wouldn’t. If human values (ii) were
independent of the gods’ will, then gods
cannot be the ultimate source of human
value, since these values would exist even
if the gods did not. However, the other side
of dilemma convicts theistic ethics of
incoherence as well, for if human values
(i) were not independent of the will of the
gods - if values followed directly and
essentially from what the gods decree -
then two counter-intuitive consequences
result: (a) actions like murder might have
been good if the gods had so deemed
them and still might be good if they are so
deemed in the future, and (b) our duty to
obey the gods cannot be explained, for
claiming that duty to be a human good
would be viciously circular - asking us to
follow the gods’ will because they willed it.
Socrates’ arguments in the Euthyphro
have been a perennial rebuttal to any
ethics that sees morality and human
goodness as essentially dependent on the
decrees of supernatural agents.

Though these early Greek philosophies
were naturalistic in the sense that they
abandoned appeals to the volition of gods
in explaining events and justifying ethics,
they retained a hint of mysticism in
conceiving nature to be endowed with
nous - a kind of supersensible, mindlike
rational ordering of world that provided
form and shape to what would be an
otherwise formless chaos of matter. The
endowment of the natural world with the
properties of a rational mind was
abandoned, however, by the pre-Socratic
philosopher Democritus, who inspired a
group of ancient thinkers called "atomists".


http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/euthyfro.html
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/democritus/
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The atomists derived their philosophical
principles from a view of the world as a
thoroughly material, disenchanted realm,
lacking in mind or spiritual essence and
constituted at all levels by different
aggregations of material atoms colliding
into each other in an otherwise empty void.
This strictly material view of the universe
implied that observed regularities in nature

weren't a function of supernatural
intention, but rather of the properties of
inanimate  matter itself. Democritus

reportedly claimed that "[he] would rather
discover a single causal connection than
win the throne of Persia."

Followers of Democritus in the ancient
world included the Hellenistic philos-
opher, Epicurus, an ethicist who taught that
all action should be ruled by a simple
maxim: act so as to maintain the highest
levels of pleasure in one’s person and
society that are consistent with the
avoidance of pain. Like their contemporary
and competing school of ancient ethicists,
the Stoics, the Epicureans conceived of
ethics as founded on thoroughly
naturalistic principles: each taught, albeit
in different ways, that a good human life
followed from the use of reason to live in
harmony with, rather than antagonism to,
the causal principles governing nature and
human action. Epicurus said, for example,
that "if you do not on every occasion refer
each of your actions to the ultimate end
prescribed by nature [i.e., the pursuit of
pleasure], but instead of this, in the act of
choice or avoidance, turn to some other
end, your actions will not be consistent
with your theories, because your theories
will be false." Another atomist thinker was
the ancient Roman philosopher Lucretius,
who wrote a long, sophisticated, verse-
form treatise on naturalistic philosophy,
On The Nature Of Things. Lucretius’s
poem eloquently expresses in many
passages the sublimity of the naturalistic
view of the cosmos: an immense, ordered
web of causation that humbles human
understanding:

The atoms were struck with blows in
many ways and carried along by their own
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weight from infinite times up to the present.
They have been accustomed to move and
to meet in all manner of ways. For this
reason, it came to pass that being spread
abroad through a vast time and trying
every sort of combination and motion, at
length those come together that produce
great things, like earth and sea and sky
and the generation of living creatures.

The Middle Ages
Many summaries of the history of
naturalism jump from its early Greek
progenitors and Lucretius to the figures of
the 16th and 17th century European
Renaissance. These were men such as
the astronomers Copernicus and Galileo,
the natural philosophers Robert Boyle and
Francis Bacon, thinkers like Descartes,
and the early modern materialists
Gassendi and Hobbes, who together
developed the intellectual foundations of
the modern scientific method and the
naturalistic ~ worldview.  There are,
however, a few developments between
the early ancient period and the
Renaissance that would be crucial in
creating conditions favourable for modern
naturalism. For example, what the ancient
Greeks were to the development of
reliable theoretical knowledge, the late

imperial Romans were to applied
knowledge. The Romans were also great
social engineers and efficient

administrators of the public welfare.
Roads, aqueducts, and other still-standing
marvels of Roman civil engineering
stretched across the Empire and shaped
the natural environment in a way that could
reliably sustain a globally far-flung,
interconnected, and literate culture, one
receptive to empiricism. The two dominant
schools of philosophy in Rome -
Epicureanism and Stoicism - each held
that all reality was unified under a single
system of causally interrelated events, and
that a well-ordered society could be
achieved by living in harmony with the
principles of nature, that is, by using
empirical knowledge to predict, control
and flourish.


http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/stoicism/
http://classics.mit.edu/Carus/nature_things.html
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Unlike modern forms of naturalistic
ethics, however, the schools of Roman
philosophy considered adherence to their
tenets as the obligation of cultural elites.
The uneducated classes, by contrast,
were to be kept in order by proverbial
bread and circuses, as well as by a religion
that deified the Emperor and justified the
social hierarchy as protected by Roman
Law. Paradoxically, the rise of Christianity
- justifiably seen as antithetical to
naturalism - ultimately worked in its favour
by enabling (unintentionally, of course) the
democratization and secularization of
authority. It is of course true that the
Christian Church dominated all centres of
learning in the Middle Ages, so that
scholarship was largely scholastic, not
empirical. The Church actively and
effectively  discouraged naturalistic,
materialist understandings of the world
from the time of Emperor Justinian’s
closing of the Academy in Athens in 529
CE for its "pagan" philosophy, to the
condemnation of Galileo in 1663 for his
advocacy of the heliocentric system of
planets. Nevertheless, the Christian period
led to at least three developments that
helped clear the way for modern
naturalism:

- the separation of secular from clerical
authority in the public administration of the
European feudal kingdoms and then, later,
in the nation states of early modern
Europe;

- the formation of an ideal of judicial
impartiality, elaborated by Thomas
Aquinas, which was grounded on a system
of natural law that set out norms applicable
to all human beings by virtue of their
equality before God and the ends
assigned them as his creatures;

- the development of vernacular
languages to teach the gospel, which,
aided eventually by the development of
Guttenberg’s printing press, allowed the
rapid and reliable distribution of
information about the natural world.

Each of these developments led to
more secular understandings of ethics and
the source of intellectual authority than

27

was possible in the ancient world, despite
the still reigning background assumption
that ultimate good and authority rested in
god.

Renaissance & Enlightenment

The achievements of the Renaissance
humanists who are famous to us today
through their literary, artistic, and scientific
works - Leonardo da Vinci, Erasmus,
Copernicus, Michelangelo, Galileo,
Montaigne, and Shakespeare - were made
possible by a reinvestment in the value of
two human character traits: worldly
curiosity and the rational powers of the
educated mind. In the milieu of traditional
Christendom, the expression of these
values had been considered a sign of
sinful, God-defying pride, and their re-
emergence in the Renaissance cannot be
overestimated as factors in the
development of the humane arts and
sciences: Galileo used the newly invented
telescope to serve his desire to explore the
heavens, Michelangelo sculpted the
monumental David to celebrate the human
form, and Montaigne wrote his Essays
because he was weary of the superstitious
dogmatism - founded on sectarian
doctrines regarding the basis of religious
authority and otherworldly salvation - that
had led to the wars of religion prevalent in
his time. Insofar as the works of
Renaissance humanists were thought to
redound to the greater glory of God, this
was a derivative effect, a consequence
rather than a cause of their intrinsic value
as human creations. Likewise, the values
of curiosity and a joy in indulging the
powers of human intellect for their own
sake eventually drove the scientific
revolution that swept European centres of
learning in the 17th century, reaching its
apogee in 1687 with Isaac Newton’s
publication of the Principia. This work
became the paradigm of revolutionary
science, providing for the first time a set of
simple, mathematically expressed natural
laws - the principles of universal gravity,
mass, and inertia - that described the
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movement of material bodies both on earth
and in the heavens, which had previously
been considered two distinct causal

realms.
With Newton’s announcement that F=
ma, the Ilonian Enchantment had

produced the first grand equation of
mathematical physics, now conceived as a
discipline studying the principles that could
explain why everything in the visible
universe happens in the order and manner
that it does. During the century
surrounding Newton’s revolution in
physics, other empirical discoveries were
made and scientific theories developed
that would extend and unify the realm of
natural causation across almost every field
of academic investigation. William Harvey,
in On the Movement of the Heart and
Blood in Animals, showed that the heart
worked much like a mechanical pump in
circulating the blood throughout the body.
This work effectively ended popular belief
in the ancient view that immaterial "animal
spirits” flowed through the veins carrying
blood to the organs in their wake. Harvey’s
treatise began the long road modern
science would travel in coming to conceive
the processes of organic life as thoroughly
mechanical, naturally caused and
materially structured - no supernatural or
non-material component need be posited.
Darwin and modern evolutionary biologists
are, in unacknowledged ways, the direct
heirs of Harvey’s revolution in anatomy.
Similarly, Robert Boyle, an active publicist
and apologist for the new mechanical
philosophy of nature, showed through
various experiments that chemical
reactions could be explained entirely as a
result of the movement and
rearrangement of the material
"corpuscles" of the reagents. With the
dissemination of Boyle’'s work, it was
possible to abandon the medieval

alchemical notion of a "quintessence” or
spiritual essence that enters substances at
their creation and provides them with their
characteristic form and properties. A
modern  version of the ancient
Democritean view of nature had been
given experimental grounding: the whole
diversity of forms in nature could be
understood as the complex collection and
recombination of structurally identical,
material atoms.

Although he was a metaphysical dualist
who thought mind was categorically
distinct from matter, the French
philosopher René Descartes also helped
to lay the theoretical foundations for a
materialist physiology. He held that all the
functions of life (with the notable exception
of thought and reason in human beings)
were to be explained not in terms of the
soul, but rather in terms of matter in
motion. He drew a sharp distinction
between humans and animals. While the
former had a mind or soul, the latter could
be understood as pure mechanisms.
Although Descartes, a dualist, held back
from presenting a full-fledged materialist
account of man, it was only a matter of
time before others would take such a step.

For most of the 17th century,
awareness of the new ideas being
generated by the scientific revolution was
largely confined to the members of special
societies for the advancement of
scholarship, such as England’s Royal
Society and France’s Academie des
Sciences. But, with the development in the
18th century of what came to be known as
the Enlightenment, these new ideas
quickly reached the swelling European
political class of lay traders, shopkeepers,
independent farmers, and early industr-
jalists.

To be contd in next edition.
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