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Editorial

one will be elected� We need people who are 

prepared to stand for election to carry on the 

reforms which were started during the past 12 

months�

Our vision is to increase membership and to 

encourage the development of a younger 

age profile and a more diverse and inclusive 

membership base� Social media has a crucial 

part to play in the achievement of these aims� 

So again, we appeal to anyone with IT skills to 

volunteer their assistance�

Enjoy the summer and lookout for our social 

media posts about the annual summer 

school in Carlingford which will take place in 

The Heritage Centre 25 – 27th August. The 

theme is “Humanism, religion and spirituality: 

how we find meaning in life.” If you are 

interested in attending, you should be booking 

accommodation as soon as possible�

 We are delighted to offer our summer issue 

of New Humani – a journal for the members of 

the Humanist Association of Northern Ireland�

The demand for our Spring edition exceeded 

supply and so we have printed more copies 

of this issue. We called for readers to be pro-

active, to become involved and make this a 

journal by the members for the members: we 

have been pleased with your responses�

The theme for this issue is “disability awareness” 

and we present a number of thought provoking 

articles. In the autumn magazine, we plan to 

focus on “education” and will follow that in the 

winter issue with “concerns of the elderly.”

We wish to remind everyone that membership 

renewal is due on or before 31st May and only 

those who are members will be entitled to 

attend the AGM on 8th June.  At the AGM, the 

current committee will stand down and a new 

Jennifer Sturgeon
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Dr Carole Castles McClure 
(Psychologist)

Disability Awareness

I feel passionately that everyone should have 
an awareness of disability�  It can mean a whole 
host to things to different people depending 
on their experiences of life.  At different stages 
of my life my awareness of disability tended 
to become focused on the particular disability 
which affected my life at that time.  So I have 
been very aware at different times of dementia,  
severe mental illness, severe depression, of 
physical disability which is visible, of physical 
disability which can be invisible�  And these 
experiences all came from within my own very 
small family circle.  I am referencing just three 
people.  My mother died from dementia in a 
nursing home at the age of 80.  My daughter 
was diagnosed with schizophrenia at 19 and 
with multiple sclerosis when she was 30, She 
is now 54 and is living in a nursing home with 
24-hour care. I have suffered from severe 
depression and have spent four long spells in 
a psychiatric hospital, most recently in 1999.  
I have just been diagnosed with heart failure 
and am learning to come to terms with that  
Oh, and I forgot to mention that I also have a 
type of Non-Hodgkins Lymphoma as well as 
Bladder cancer� 

My experiences of disability awareness are 
spread over the last forty years�  People may 
well disagree with some of the things I say 
but my opinions have been formed through 
experience and I stand by them�  I need to 
state that largely due to Faye’s horrendous 
experience of psychotic illness she and I both 
feel that the best way to cope with difficulties 
is always to be open about them�  When talking 
with people they quite often open up when 
they realise that you know what you are talking 
about�  They may disagree with you but a very 

useful exchange of ideas can follow�

The Collins English Dictionary defines disability 
as  The condition of being unable to perform 
a task or function because of a physical or 
mental handicap.  My ability to walk has 
been badly affected by the long-term side 
effects of chemotherapy and I have peripheral 
neuropathy in both legs�  I have a blue disabled 
badge�  In disabled car parks I feel angry when 
I see cars parked in disabled bays without 
displaying a blue badge�  I also feel resentful if 
I see someone with a disabled badge stepping 
out of a car and walking briskly away�  I suspect 
that they are not the owner of the badge�  This 
is me displaying a lack of disability awareness,  
I know that that person may well have a 
disability that is not visible and maybe what 
I am feeling is jealousy - why can’t I walk like 
that?  But my suspicion remains about them�  I 
am only human!

The definition of Awareness is: ‘Having 
knowledge’.  This definition opens the 
floodgates for discussion.  How you perceive 
disability of any kind depends on your 
knowledge and experience of life�  Those 
who imagine they know what it is like to be 
discriminated against because of disability are 
doing just that - imagining.  Those who have 
acquired a disability, like me, can have no idea 
whatsoever what being born disabled must 
feel like�  Those who don’t have a disabled child 
can have no real idea what it is like to have one� 

Faye’s mental illness was apparent from early 
childhood.  Although she was physically fit this 
was no consolation whatsoever to me�  At one 
very low point, I wished she could have had 
cancer instead.  This may shock many people, 

KJ-NH-Summer2017.indd   4 21/05/2017   12:39



5

New HumaNi | Summer 2017

The Collins English Dictionary defines 
disability as  The condition of being unable 

to perform a task or function because 
of a physical or mental handicap. 

but least with cancer, there was an end in sight.  
I am talking about forty odd years ago when 
cancer was most often a death sentence�  At 
the time Faye’s MS was increasingly affecting 
her and she became unable to walk, her 
schizophrenia was, ironically, brought under 
control, thanks to the new medications which 
had become available�  I can only repeat the 
old adage - Be careful what you wish for…..

I became physically disabled four years ago 
when I was treated for my first cancer.  I try 
to remind myself that my daughter Faye hasn’t 
been able to walk for a 
number of years now 
and I try to keep things 
in perspective  I find 
it difficult though, to 
accept my disability, 
and it makes me realise 
what a huge difference 
there is between accepting someone else’s 
disability and in accepting that I am disabled 
myself.  However, if I had not been lucky 
enough to receive chemo-therapy I would not 
be here writing this article�

The title of this article is ‘Disability Awareness’.  
To write comprehensively about the awareness 
of disability in the general population would in 
encompass a large number of categories of 
people with very diverse experiences�  There 
would be a similar list for the caring relatives 
of those with each disability�

Some of these categories would be as follows:

• those with no disability

• those born with a disability 

• those whose disability is invisible to others

• those whose disability was acquired when 
an adult

• those whose disability was acquired in 
childhood

• those with a facial disfigurement

• those with a learning disability

• those with a psychotic illness

• those with an eating disorder

Those categories are just off the top of my 
head and are is by no means the end of the 
list.  I just wish to make the point that the 
experience and the perception of each of the 
above groups of people will be very different.

Those who care for their ill relatives are now 
commonly referred to as Carers�  This term 
is used no matter what the illness�  As I have 
indicated, there is a wide difference in the 
experience of caring for those suffering from 
different types of illness and disability.  My 
experience of caring for my mother who 

had dementia bore no resemblance to my 
experience of caring for my daughter when she 
was very ill with schizophrenia.  This, in turn, 
bore no resemblance to caring for Faye now 
she is very disabled with multiple sclerosis�

Many health charities are doing great work 
in trying to lessen the stigma of, for example, 
mental illness�  A number of years ago the 
word cancer was never heard�  Now it is a 
totally acceptable if unwanted illness to have�  
Sadly, mental illness is still something no-one 
wants to have in their family�  It is notable these 
days how many ‘celebrities’ are disclosing 
their experience of depression�  This is good 
because it ‘normalises’ mental illness to some 
extent.  However, severe mental illness falls 
into a much more serious category and is life 
changing for everyone it touches�  It is also very 
frequently misunderstood�

Charities do great work in providing information 
to both carers and sufferers of all types of 
illness.  I have found the Macmillan booklets 
invaluable in trying to get my head around 
cancer.  I also frequent specific cancer forums.  
I am now learning about heart failure and what 
it means on the many relevant sites�  This is 
a long way forward from the time when my 
daughter was first detained in Windsor House 
Psychiatric Unit at the City Hospital at the age 
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and I welcome the opportunity of sharing my 
thoughts with you all�

I would really welcome any feedback positive or 
negative on this article�  I would also welcome 
any questions anyone might have�  Nothing is 
off limits.

I found my life as a Humanist very hard and 
very lonely. My marriage broke up and I was 
left in a very lonely place when times were bad�  
I literally had no one to turn to.  But, more of 
that, hopefully, in another article.

of 15.  There was no information available.  I 
was told there was nothing wrong with her 
and was just left to struggle on as best I could.  
To add insult to injury, there was a school of 
thought in the ‘70’s that the family environment 
was responsible for causing mental damage 
to children.  My mental health was fine until 
I encountered Faye’s Consultant Psychiatrist 
who belonged to this school of thought�  He 
thought we needed a course of Family Therapy 
and met with us on a weekly basis.  My mental 
health was devastated for a long time by this 
experience� But that was well in the past now 

Poetry Corner
Shadow Oil Refinery
Railway sidings 1996

By Adrianne Elson

A wild mint plant grows

As nature’s victory against 

Mankind’s work.

The multi-coloured rainbow

Chemical stream runs by�

Steam pipes whoosh and hiss

As synthetic clouds rise�

Stones abound around the mints roots

Acrid, air stinging the eyes.

Shunting railway tankers

Ring and rumble, rest in sidings

Lorries roar by

Splashing through filthy puddles.

A thick haze hangs in the air�

A sense of danger, everything so serious.

Everything could go bang at any minute�

But still the little mint plant

Grows like a battlefield poppy.

Nature’s answer to it all
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Jewels of the Sky

Stephen O’Brien

I have been a butterfly enthusiast since my 
childhood back in the 1970’s. At that time, 
enthusiasts tended to be butterfly collectors. 
An array of neatly pinned specimens were 
proudly placed in display cases but not by me� 
This has gradually become a frowned upon 
practice as conservation of them took hold� A 
recognition of the important role that butterflies 
and bees play in pollinating plants came to the 
fore� Authorities in England recently brought 
a successful prosecution against an individual 
for collecting the rare Large Blue butterfly, 
which is a protected species�

There are 59 resident or regular migratory 
butterfly species that can be found in the UK. 
Some of these are only found in small isolated 
colonies and receive particular attention 
from conservation projects. These are part 
of the push to preserve biodiversity via wider 
conservation initiatives� It has been stated 
that we are currently witnessing another era 
of mass extinction of species in the animal 
kingdom across the planet� Northern Ireland 
provides a home to the Cryptic Wood White 
butterfly, which can not be found in any other 
part of the UK. It is not as yet classified as rare 
here, and I have seen individual specimens in 
fields to the south of Belfast.

In the State of the UK’s Butterflies 2015 report, 
it was concluded that 76% of the UK’s butterfly 
species have declined over the last forty years� 
The primary causes for this were given as 
climate change, loss of habitat and the use of 
neonicotinoid pesticides by farmers on grain 
crops. Many people of my generation and older, 
may be aware of the significant loss of wild-
flower meadows from the countryside, which 
support many butterflies. Clearly, a human 

population needs to be fed but farmers are 
being encouraged to reduce the use of these 
pesticides and leave space at field margins for 
wild-flowers to populate.

Any of us who have gardens can play a part in 
helping butterflies. For example, an attractive 
and recommended border plant that provides 
nectar for a variety of butterflies is lavender. 
In larger gardens a patch of nettles can be left 
alone, as some butterflies such as the well 
known Red Admiral lay eggs on these� In the 
last ten years the rate of decline of butterfly 
populations has decreased due to conservation 
initiatives but it has not yet plateaued� There 
can be no complacency about this, as the 
degree of impact of climate change has yet to be 
fully studied and the future is speculative� The 
summer of 2016 was not a poor one weather-
wise across the country, yet the expected 
good butterfly population did not materialise. 
Hence, year by year records do create a bit 
of head scratching sometimes� The warning 
lights are still flashing, and it would be a sad 
loss to future generations if they were unable 
to experience what have been described as 
the ‘Jewels of the Sky’.

Male Silver-studded Blue Butterfly,  
© Olaf Leillinger
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Darwin Day Dinner 2017

On 11th February, Anna Lo attended our annual 
Darwin Day Dinner at the Malone Lodge Hotel, 
where we all tried to put a Darwin Egg puzzle 

together� We eventually resorted to looking up 
the instructions on the Internet and much fun 
was had by all� 

Anna Lo has a go Jennifer tries the puzzle

Mark resorts to cheating Michael is all smiles

Stephen wonders if beer will helpMark discovers the puzzle is 
more difficult than it looks!

KJ-NH-Summer2017.indd   8 21/05/2017   12:39



9

New HumaNi | Summer 2017

Stephen Caves

Confessions of a Wheelchair 
User

As we journey through life, there are many 
challenges, opportunities and problems, of 
varying degrees of importance, for instance it 
is very important to be independent and able 
to live without having to depend on anything 
or anyone, as sometimes things break down 
and people, friends or family are not always 
available to sort out any problems or challenges, 
that can present themselves� Being disabled 
can be one of the most irritating conditions to 
befall anyone�

Able bodied people (some of them) look at 
disabled people, as a nuisance at best and 
something that should be put down at worst, 
having to depend on a rollator or mobility 
scooter, can be awkward enough, as a rollator 
gets stuck in cracks in the footpath, which 
can send one flying over the handlebars, 
if concentration is not applied accurately, 
ending up causing even more problems to the 
complaint already acquired� As for mobility 
scooters, these contraptions are not always 
feasible either, as it is sometimes impossible 
to gain entry to some premises and scale 
footpath’s curbs when crossing roads�

Crossing roads can be especially a nightmare, 
when some thoughtless idiot, has parked 
their vehicle right on top of the drop curb, 
that was put there to supposedly aid disabled 
contraptions of various types, to stay on the 
footpath in safety but of course, if a vehicle 
has been parked on the drop curb, a mobility 
scooter user, has to use the main road, which 
causes irritation to other road users, or possibly 
an accident, all because some idiot had to park 
on top of a drop curb�

Another thing about mobility scooters, is they 

have little or no tolerance of damp conditions, 
they will cut out at the most inconvenient times 
and if this happens when you need to go to 
the toilet, the problem quickly intensifies (take 
it from one that has been in that unfortunate 
situation). Mobility scooters don’t have much 
range of distance (15 miles approx.) with a top 
speed of 10 miles an hour, any slower and the 
paper boy will be asking you if you want to buy 
a newspaper�

Now we come to wheelchairs, they can be the 
ultimate in inconvenient irritation. Stairs, steps 
and some lifts are definitely inaccessible and 
wheeling oneself to the corner shop becomes 
an endurance test of epic proportions� Things 
that were previously done without thinking, 
when able bodied, have to now be planned 
out with near military precision� Wheelchair 
accessible taxis are more expensive (if one can 
be attained) and as far as public transport is 
concerned, well you might as well just forget it, 
as the wheelchair spaces are more than likely 
to be taken up by prams and buggies, with 
bawling babies in them� Wheelchair using can 
make you very grumpy sometimes�

Another inconvenient condition brought on 
by various reasons is amputation� Having a 
limb amputation is definitely a life changing 
event and indeed a traumatic one to come 
to terms with, as it changes your whole 
lifestyle. Thankfully, there are artificial limbs 
but they take time to make and  only for our 
generous health services, would be financially 
out of reach of most people� It is not only the 
cost of the limb but the cost of the aftercare, 
occupational therapists, physiotherapists etc. 
that have to be met� So anyone who has a 
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spending billions of pounds on weapons which, 
if and when, they are used, will create more 
disabled and injured, we should just hope the 
NHS is still around to treat them all, whilst the 
arms industries rub their blood soaked hands 
with glee, at all the profits they make.

Sorry, just the ravings of a cynical old humanist, 
everything is going to be rosy, war is big 
business and the economy is booming

complaint about our NHS, should take a reality 
check and appreciate what we have. OK, it may 
not be perfect but it is one hell of a lot better 
than a lot of other places in this world� It should 
be pointed out that any problems with the NHS 
is due to lack of funding and not the staff, who 
are tireless to their dedication to their chosen 
professions (which is by no means easy).

Of course it is no secret that the present 
government has its priorities all up the left, by 

Not So Famous Irish Relatives

Jennifer Sturgeon 

said that he was so popular that the rebels left 
him alone! Jane was also the niece of Charles 
Maturin who was a renowned cleric and literary 
figure. Jane’s brother Judge Elgee became a 
distinguished member of the American Bar�

So we can see that Jane’s heritage is very 
much that of the cultured and well-educated 
Protestant Ascendency in Ireland� She was 
never going to be “plain Jane” leading a hum-
drum life� As she grew into womanhood her 
political views developed along nationalist 
lines and she was pro-Irish independence. She 
regularly wrote articles under the pseudonym 
of John Fanshaw Ellis for The Nation – a 
weekly nationalist newspaper which was the 
mouthpiece for the Young Ireland movement 
and of which she became editor in 1848. She 
also published poems under the pseudonym 
of Speranza – notably “The Strickenland” in 
1847 at the height of the great famine. The 
authorities shut down The Nation for a while 
in 1848 during a court case at which Speranza 
claimed responsibility for an article calling for 
armed revolution in Ireland�

Jane was also an advocate of women’s rights 
and campaigned for better education for 
women�

Continuing the series on the theme 
of “Not so famous Irish Relatives”, 
Jennifer Sturgeon takes a look at 
the parents of Oscar Wilde.

JANE FRANCESCA AGNES ELGEE
(27th December 1821 – 3rd February 1896)

Jane was the youngest of 4 children born to 
Charles Elgee (a Wexford solicitor) and his wife 
Sarah (née Kingsbury). She was born in the 
family home in Wexford which is still there, 
interestingly displays the name “Innovation 
House” and now serves as a fashion boutique! 
One of Sarah’s great-grandfathers was an 
Italian who came to Wexford in the 18th century 
and that is perhaps where the Francesca part 
of Jane’s name came from� Sarah was the 
daughter of Dr Thomas Kingsbury who was 
Commissioner of Bankrupts: an ominous 
coincidence given what was to happen to 
future generations of the family!

On her father’s side of the family, Jane’s 
grandfather Archdeacon Elgee was Rector of 
Wexford during the 1798 uprising and it was 
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always be my son, it will make no difference to 
my affection, but if you go, I will never speak to 
you again”!

In early 1896 she contracted bronchitis from 
which she never recovered and died on 3rd 
February� She had asked for permission to see 
Oscar in prison but was refused. It is said that 
her “fetch”(image) appeared in Oscar’s cell as 
she died at her home�

As Willie was penniless, Oscar paid for her 
funeral but could not afford a headstone. 
Her grave was anonymous until 1999 when 
the Oscar Wilde Society erected a Celtic cross 
in Kensal Green cemetery, London in her 
memory� At the home which she shared with 
Willie in Chelsea, there is now a blue plaque 
honouring her as a “poet and essayist”.

SIR  WILLIAM  ROBERT  WILLS  WILDE
(March 1815 – 19th April 1876)

William was born sometime in March 1815 
(records at that time often lacked accuracy) at 
Kilkeevin near Castlerea in Co. Roscommon. 
He was the youngest of 3 sons and 2 daughters 
born to medical practitioner Thomas Wills 
Wilde and his wife Amelia. On completion 
of his education at Elphin Diocesan School, 
Roscommon in 1832 he was bound as an 
apprentice to Abraham Colles an eminent Irish 
surgeon at Dr Steeven’s Hospital in Dublin� He 

In 1851, Jane married the eminent eye surgeon 
William Wilde. They had 2 sons (Willie and Oscar) 
and a daughter Isola who died in childhood� In 
1864 her husband was knighted and for the 
rest of her life, Jane was known as Lady Wilde. 
In the same year, she had to support her 
husband through the embarrassing Travers’ 
court case. Over the next decade, more bad 
luck was to follow� Isola died of a fever in 
1867, aged 9 and then in 1871, Sir William’s two 
illegitimate daughters were burned to death in 
a tragic accident. In 1876, and on the verge of 
bankruptcy, William himself died.

In 1879 Jane left Ireland and settled in London 
where Willie was a journalist and Oscar was 
beginning to make a name for himself in literary 
circles� She lived with Willy and wrote for a living 
– contributing to magazines and publishing 
Irish folktales which she and her husband had 
gathered. She also hosted “salons” which were 
gatherings of the most notable intellectuals 
and literary figures of the time. Oscar naturally 
featured at these, as did a young W. B. Yeats 
who said of Speranza, “London has few better 
talkers”!

However, despite her popularity, financial 
difficulties always loomed large as she was an 
extravagant hostess and lacked the business 
acumen to earn more than she spent� She also 
doted on Oscar and indulged his foibles. In 1895 
as his notorious trial approached she urged 
him to stay and face it rather than run saying, 
“If you stay, even if you go to prison, you will 

The premises where Lady Jane Wilde was born in Wexford
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was also taught by surgeons James Cussack, Sir 
Philip Crampton and physician Sir Henry Marsh 
in the School of Anatomy, Medicine & Surgery 
in Park Street (later Lincoln Place), Dublin.

In 1837 he received his medical degree from the 
Royal College of Surgeons, Dublin and not long 
after embarked on a Mediterranean cruise on 
a ship called the Crusader. During this journey, 
he dissected porpoises which were flung on-
board and wrote a book on the nursing habits 
of creatures� He examined the contents of an 
Egyptian tomb in which were found the torso 
of a dwarf and embalmed ibises� He wrote an 
article for the Dublin university magazine in 
which he recommended that one of Cleopatra’s 
needles be transported to England, which it 
duly was in 1878: in 1880 another was sent to 
Central Park, New York. In 1845 he became the 
editor of the Dublin Journal of Medical Science.

In 1838, the first of his 3 illegitimate children 
was born – Henry Wilson who was to follow him 
into medicine and later assist with his medical 
practice in Dublin. To a different mother, he 
also fathered 2 daughters – Emily in 1847 and 
Mary in 1849. The girls were reared by Rev. 
Ralph Wilde in Co. Monaghan and William paid 
for their up-keep and education. 

In 1851 William married Jane Elgee and the 
couple had 2 sons and a daughter (see details 
within Jane’s biography). William ran his own 
hospital – St Mark’s Ophthalmic Hospital for 
diseases of the eye and ear in Dublin and in 
1853 was appointed as “Oculist-in-ordinary” 
to Queen Victoria – a title which was created 
especially for him. By 1855 William and Jane 
had taken up residence at 2 Merrion Square 
where they were very much at the apex of 
Dublin’s intellectual and cultural society�

In 1864 William was awarded a knighthood in 
a ceremony held at Dublin Castle� This was 
awarded primarily for his 20 + years of service 
in census work having been appointed Medical 
Commissioner of the Irish Census in 1841. 

The early 1860s marked the pinnacle of 
William’s medical career� His medical practice 
was successful and by now his son Henry 
Wilson was assisting him� This enabled him 
to travel to Scandinavia where he received an 

honorary degree from Uppsala university and 
King Karl XV of Sweden conferred on him the 
Order of the North Star. However, 1864 the 
year of his knighthood also was the start of his 
fall from grace. Mary Travers, a former patient 
and daughter of a colleague accused Sir William 
of seducing her while under the influence of 
chloroform� She wrote a pamphlet parodying 
the Wildes as Dr & Mrs Quilp. She distributed 
them outside a building where he was about 
to give a lecture� Lady Wilde complained to 
Mary’s father, Robert Travers which resulted in 
Mary bringing a libel case against her. William 
refused to enter the witness box and Mary won 
but was only awarded a farthing for injury to 
feelings while Lady Wilde was ordered to pay 
the legal costs of £2000.

1864 also was the year that William started to 
build a house named Moytura in Connemara 
overlooking Lough Corrib. Here he enjoyed 
gathering Irish stories and legends and 
indulging his passion for archaeology he 
recorded the locations of neolithic monuments 
in the area. In years to come, The Edge from 
the band U2 bought Moytura.

The biggest tragedy of William’s life and from 
which he never fully recovered was the death 
of his daughters Emily and Mary in November 
1871. As noted earlier, they were wards of the 
Rev. Ralph Wilde in Co.Monaghan, Rector of 
Drumsnatt Church of Ireland. One evening 
they were invited to a soirée in the local manor 
house, Drumaconnor House. While waltzing, 
one of the girl’s crinoline dresses caught fire as 
it wafted past the open fireplace. In the panic 
that ensued as everyone rushed to assist, the 
other sister’s dress also ignited� Tragically both 
girls died of their burns. On hearing the news, 
William travelled straight to Monaghan to 
attend the wake and funeral� He was naturally 
distraught and it was reported that the “father’s 
groans were heard outside the house”.

A shadow of his former self, William died on 
19th April 1876 on the verge of bankruptcy.

KJ-NH-Summer2017.indd   12 21/05/2017   12:39



13

New HumaNi | Summer 2017

All Island Civic Dialogue 
on Brexit

Michael Steven

followed by summer, as there are still many 
conditions of the Good Friday Agreement that 
have not been implemented. For example, 
there is still no Irish Language Act under the St 
Andrews Agreement and a Bill of Rights should 
already have been written for NI, through the 
Good Friday Agreement�

As a result of Britian’s Exit (Brexit), if the UK 
leaves the European Human Rights Convention, 
the UK may be in breach of the Good Friday 
Agreement�

The Irish Viewpoint on Brexit

“Now is the Winter of Our Discontent”. 

The Irish 
viewpoint on 
Brexit, was 
summed up 
by Charles 
Flanagan, T.D., 
who said that he 
sees no upside 
to Brexit and he 
called the Brexit 
r e f e r e n d u m 
“ s h a m b o l i c ” . 
H o w e v e r , 
the Irish 
g o v e r n m e n t 
respects the people of the UK’s decision to 
leave the EU, even though only 52% of people 
in Great Britain (GB) voted for Brexit.

Fainna Fail noted that 56% of firms in GB 
have already noticed a drop in business due 
to Brexit� A number of other political parties 

Michael Steven was honoured to represent 
Humani on 3 occasions in February 2017. On 
13th February 2017, Michael attended the All 
Island Sectoral Dialogue on Human Rights 
under the Good Friday Agreement, organised 
by the Irish Minister for Foreign Affairs and 
Trade, Charles Flanagan, T.D., at Maynooth 
University, Co. Kildare.

On 15th February, Michael attended an 
Address by the Taoiseach to the Institute of 
International and European Affairs, entitled 
“Ireland at the Heart of a Changing European 
Union” in the Round Room, at the Mansion 
House, Dublin, organised by the Institute of 
International and European Affairs.

On 17th February, Michael attended the All 
Island Civic Dialogue on Brexit, Second Plenary, 
at Dublin Castle, hosted by the Department of 
the Taoiseach and the Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade.

Here are Michael’s notes and some  
photographs from these three events�

Human Rights under the Good 
Friday Agreement

Human rights and equality underpin the 
Good Friday Agreement, the agreement stops 
discrimination in the Republic of Ireland (ROI) 
and Northern Ireland (NI) and ensures everyone 
is protected� When the Good Friday Agreement 
was signed, both the United Kingdom (UK) and 
NI where in the European Union (EU), EU rights 
underpinned the agreement�

However, the Good Friday Agreement was like 
an Irish spring, an Irish spring that was not 

Charles Flanagan, TD, 
Minister for Foreign 

Affairs and Trade
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will definitely be hit by the effects of Brexit.  

Cross border trade is very significant to the 
ROI’s economy, with 5 million cars going across 
the border in a month and there is currently 
trade worth 1.73 billion euros occurring across 
the border, this trade may unfortunately be 
lost as a result of Brexit� 

4. Human Rights - 
This is a very broad 
issue including 
gender equality, 
disability rights, 
sexual orientation 
rights, age, religious 
and sectarian 
discrimination and 
child protection� 
Participants in 
the Human Rights plenary session had a very 
real fear that NI people could become second 
class citizens after Brexit. Unfortunately, with 
the collapse of the NI Assembly, NI cannot 
currently bring Human Rights issues forward� 

There where a lot of questions that do not 
currently have answers that where raised in the 
area of Human Rights and Brexit. For example, 
if a child was born before January 2005 they 
can have Irish Citizenship, but their siblings 
may have been born later and their siblings 
may not be able to have Irish Citizenship� 
Another question raised by the SDLP was what 
are Northern Irish, Irish passport holder’s 
status in Europe? Will Irish Citizens still be able 
to integrate into UK Society? 

As well as these questions, participants where 
also reminded that several socio economic 
issues have still not been resolved in NI for 
example equal marriage and abortion rights 
and in the past NI still had a ban on same sex 
adoption and a gay blood donation ban� NI is 
currently adhering to the EU age and sexual 
orientation legislation but there is no clarity 
about the UK government’s future plans for 
equality law after Brexit�

5. Judicial and Police Cooperation - An 
unresolved question in this area was, will 
European arrest warrants still be valid after 
Brexit? The Irish Governmnet needs to make 

also gave their viewpoints on Brexit, during the 
Second Plenary session, including Sinn Fein, 
the SDLP, Alliance, the Labour Party, People 
Before Profit and the Green Party.

There are a number of concerns Ireland has 
about Brexit (summarised below) which have 
not yet been resolved, as unfortunately, the UK 
keeps on changing its Brexit policies�

Concerns about the effects of 
Brexit:

1. The Common Travel Area- It is not practical to 
police the Irish border, border checkpoints are 
not wanted and a hard border may affect the 
free movement of people� People may no longer 
have access to healthcare, welfare, childcare, 
education and employment opportunities� 
The border issue raises questions about what 
border controls should be put in place? Should 
excise duty be charged? Where do people have 
a right to live? The common travel area changing 
after Brexit, is a big concern for businesses that 
may have to re- train their staff and buy new 
technology to pay possible new custom duties� 
Unfortunately, 91% of businesses in Ireland do 
not currently deal with cross-country trade.

There is also a large question mark surrounding 
how cross border infra structures can be 
maintained after Brexit�

2. The Peace Process - Brexit may cause an 
increase in racism, xenophobia, hate crimes, 
human trafficking and rioting. The peace 
process in Northern Ireland may be stalled�

3. Economy and Trade - Loss of EU membership 
in Northern Ireland may cause a decrease in 
funding for the social and voluntary sector� 
There is also concern about whether data 
protection and intellectual property rights will 
be the same after Brexit� 

The ROI has seen an increase in tourism due 
to peace, but this trade may be especially 
effected by Brexit, with currency fluctuations 
being a big problem. The ROI is 88% dependent 
on energy from the UK, which may also affect 
businesses after Brexit. The agri- food market, 
another one of the biggest sectors in the ROI, 
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sure that NI, EU and the ROI laws are comparable 
after Brexit� Access to the European Court has 
been useful to NI in past, however NI may no 
longer be able to go to the EU court of Human 
rights after Brexit�

6. Pollution - There may be an increase in 
pollution and wildlife may also be impacted 
after Brexit, due to NI not having to comply 
with EU Regulations anymore�

7. Education - There where several areas of 
concern around this issue, for example will 
qualifications be recognised across the border? 
Can people still do apprenticeships across the 

border? A major 
concern was that 
higher education 
research funding 
may be lost in the 
UK after Brexit,  
leading to more 
EU citizens going 
to school and 
doing research in 
the ROI.

8. Welfare rights - Luckily, Ireland has 
arrangements for pensions, social welfare 
rights and social insurance, that pre date the 
EU, from the 1920’s. However participants 
where worried about current levels of child 
poverty, increasing on both sides of the border 
after Brexit and the fact that pensioners may 
lose their free bus passes�

However, Ireland has to also consider the 
unique circumstances of Northern Ireland as 
well, these are given below:

The unique circumstances of 
Northern Ireland

Like the ROI, NI needs peace and prosperity. 
NI’s economy will be hit particularly hard by 
Brexit, as currently 54.6% of its exports go to 
the EU and 74% of its imports are from the EU. 
Border communities and the peace process 
will also be particularly affected by Brexit in NI.

However, unlike the ROI, NI’s local government 
is not currently functioning, therefore it is 

unable to have Civic Dialogues on Brexit, like 
Ireland� NI businesses need to be able to talk 
to the UK government and the UK government 
must listen to NI’s concerns, unfortunately the 
Secretary of State for NI does not appear to 
be interested in NI business’s concerns�Where 
is GB’s civic dialogue on NI and Brexit? It was 
noted that no Unionist representatives where 
present at the All Ireland Civic Dialogues on 
Brexit�

What the Irish Government is 
doing 

Ireland has a track record of finding solutions 
to problems, it can arrive at the least worse 
outcome to Brexit� Ireland already had a 
contingency plan before Brexit and the 
Irish Government has held All Ireland Civic 
Dialogues to work out how to best solve the 
Brexit problem�

So far, each Government Department has 
been asked to produce an audit of the effects 
of Brexit on their Department� Ireland is now 
carrying out detailed research on the effects of 
Brexit (both internally and externally).The Irish 
Government even has a special government 
committee to discuss the effects of Brexit. 

The Irish Government will be at every 
negotiating table of the UK’s exit from the EU, 
it is engaging with NI, GB, other EU Member 
states and other EU institutions on Brexit� In 
GB, the Taoiseach is attending Prime Minister 
(PM) meetings, ministerial meetings, British 
Irish Council and other existing meeting 
structures for senior officials on Brexit.

In Europe, the Irish Government are meeting 
PMs at European summits, the Irish Embassies 
are fully mobilised, there are briefings for EU 
embassies in Dublin and senior officials are 
meeting in key capitals�

The Irish Government is also meeting with 
the Head of the Brexit Task Force� The latest 
Brexit Briefings from the Irish Government can 
be found at www.merrionstreet.ie/brexit or @
merrionstreet and @dfatirl on Twitter.
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in being the only English speaking country left 
in the EU, after Brexit.

As NI’s government is currently not working, the 
Irish Government should lobby on behalf of NI, 
to GB and the EU. London, Dublin and Belfast 
must come together to protect NI Citizen’s 
Human Rights after Brexit, gaps in rights should 
be identified to prevent regression. In fact, the 
Scottish Government has already mentioned 
44 human rights it wants under Brexit, the 
Irish Government could look at these as a 
basis to base NI’s 
rights on� Under 
the Good Friday 
Agreement, NI 
should have a 
Northern Ireland 
Bill of Rights by 
now� The Irish 
G o v e r n m e n t 
should also strive 
to keep the peace 
process in NI after 
Brexit�

The Irish government should challenge all 
British assurances to what they actually mean 
on Brexit, for example what is happening about 
the border?  In this respect, Ireland can learn 
from Sweden, which has a common border 
with a non - EU country. Another idea is that 
Ireland could use smart technology around the 
border� Cross border issues and challenges 
that will affect people on a day to day basis 
after Brexit, should be audited.

There are already existing bilateral agreements 
between Ireland and the UK outside the EU, 
like the Commonwealth, so Ireland will be able 
to work with the UK after Brexit. One thing is 
for certain, the new Europe, without the UK, 
will be a completely different Europe.

The Solution

Brexit can be likened to a divorce settlement 
between Europe and the UK. It is complicated 
like most divorce settlements, Ireland’s close 
relationship with the UK can also be likened to 
a divorce, which has occurred because Ireland’s 
wife (NI) has run off with its best friend (GB 
voted to leave the EU).

However, after Brexit, everything should not 
be doom and gloom for Ireland� The People 
Before Profit party actually voted for Brexit 
and this party wants people to look at the 
benefits of Brexit. For example, the EU is anti - 
worker and anti - migrant, the EU has horrific 
anti-refugee policies, the Mediterranean sea is 
already a cemetery for refugees� People Before 
Profit wanted a left wing Brexit, but this Brexit 
is looking like a right wing, anti-immigrant 
Brexit. People Before Profit agree with the Irish 
Government that they don’t want less worker’s 
rights under Brexit. People Before Profit want 
a Socialist Brexit, with an increase in worker’s 
rights. People Before Profit, like the Irish 
government, do not want borders.

The ROI will still be committed to peace and 
friendly relationships with other countries 
after Brexit. However, the ROI must retain its 
strength, stability and security by staying at the 
heart of the EU. In the past, Ireland has been 
able to rely on the UK also being in the EU, but 
Ireland cannot rely on this anymore�

Ireland is better off in the EU economically. 
Brexit may actually bring economic and trading 
opportunities to the ROI. For example, the ROI 
had 45% exports to the UK 10 years ago, this 
has been cut to 37% exports to the UK now, 
as the ROI has expanded into other markets. 
To boost its economy, the ROI must make sure 
that the ROI’s products are what the current 
market is looking for� The Irish Government 
believe An All Island Economy is a good idea, as 
NI is very small (it only has 4.8 million people) 
therefore an open border benefits everyone.

Another advantage of Brexit to the ROI is the 
fact that banks will probably relocate to the 
ROI after Brexit, to give continued access to 
the Eurozone� Ireland has a very big advantage 
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Sonia Jensen

Transgender support is the 
new growth industry

It was in January 1988 that Linda Marshall (of 
this Parish) first attended this latter meeting, 
later becoming Group Coordinator of the 
Belfast TV/TS Group and in 1991 first President 
of the Belfast Butterfly Club, Northern Ireland’s 
premier transgender support charity, a position 
she still occupies today, 26 years on.

Throughout the 1990s the Butterfly Club 
thrived, with attendances at its twice monthly 
meetings in the mid twenties� Towards the end 
of the decade club members were venturing 
out into wider Northern Ireland society, giving 
Ulster its first real look at birth males presenting 
as females� People who for years had hidden 
away in the security of a sub-culture were 
taking tentative steps into mainstream society, 
like the pioneers from the Gay community had 
done years before�

With the new millennium the momentum 
for transgender emancipation grew and the 
Belfast Butterfly Club published its visionary 
strategic plan “Transgender 2001”, obtained 
grant aid from the National Lottery and a variety 
of English charitable trusts and established its 

Emotional support for transgendered people 
was unheard of until 1960 in the United States 
which brought the formation, by Virginia Prince 
and others, of the Society of the Second Self 
(Tri-ess).

Six years later came the creation of the 
Beaumont Society in the United Kingdom, set 
up in London by an Irish cross-dresser named 
Alga among others� This support organisation 
spanned the British Isles with a network of 
regional and area organisers and marked 
the first attempt this side of the Atlantic to 
end the isolation and trauma of anyone not 
comfortable with their birth gender�

Named after a colourful French cross-dresser 
the Chevalier D’Eon de Beaumont who had 
scandalised London society a couple of 
hundred years before by regularly presenting 
as a female in public, the Beaumont Society’s 
Irish Regional Organiser was an Englishman 
living in Ballymoney known as Daphne�

Throughout the 1970s and 80s Daphne travelled 
the length and breadth of Ireland in male 
garb meeting transvestites and transsexuals, 
similarly attired, in hotel lounges for a chat 
about their gender-related problems over a 
cup of tea� Anyone living in Ireland contacting 
the Beaumont Society via an anonymous mail 
box in London was referred to Daphne�

At that time there was very little tangible peer 
support and virtually no information available 
for anyone seeking help. Occasional meetings 
took place in a private house in North Down 
and later the Gay support group Cara-Friend 
made available a room for a meeting once a 
month in its Belfast headquarters�
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own permanent headquarters in Lisburn in a 
converted garage�

A ground-breaking conference “Transgender 
Symmetry” was held in 2007 with celebrity 
Richard O’Brien as headline speaker and 
participation from a variety of statutory 
agencies�

In more recent times there has been a 
significant growth in the number and diversity 
of transgender support bodies operating 
in both Belfast and Londonderry, each with 
their own specialisms such as SAIL catering 
for the families of transgendered people and 
GenderJam aimed at transgender youth. Other 
small groups cater for transsexuals wishing to 
transition only or for birth females who identify 
as male�

The Belfast Butterfly Club draws its membership 
from across the whole of Northern Ireland and 
beyond and remains the only organisation 
which aims to provide peer support for the 
entire transgender spectrum aged over 
eighteen. Meetings of its members take place 
every week in North Belfast and monthly 
open meetings are still held in the Cara-
Friend premises in the city centre� All adults 
are welcome. You can find out more from the 
website – www.belfastbutterflyclub.co.uk  or 
by ringing the helpline 07704799352 which 
operates from 8pm to 10pm every Wednesday.

Trans* Unionist

Adrianne Elson

Its taken me quite a long time to pluck up the 
courage to write this because I have to admit 
to being in the eyes of many, an oxymoron, 
someone who either does not, or should 
not exist because SHOCK, HORROR, I am a 
transgendered Unionist. “BUT HOW”? I hear 
you say, how can I simultaneously be one of 
those pink, cuddly, virtue signalling snowflakes 
and an out of date sectarian bigot? Before I 
go on, just let me say, I have as little time for 
those personality traits as most well balanced 
people� I have few friends in the former or 
latter TRIBES and therein lies the source of my 
difficulties, I have no TRIBE, no pigeon hole in 

which people can place me and I find that is 
how most people think, I have lost friends from 
the transgender and unionist communities, 
when they have realised what I am� 

I don’t agree with what I see as many of the 
regressive, social policies of the more “right 
wing” unionist parties and would see my my 
view of unionism to be progressive, also I am at 
odds with many of the “left wing” transgender 
movement, who want to silence our opponents. 
The fact that I have chosen to delay my physical 
transition to “father” a child with my transman 
husband, is to place me in the category of being 
“Not Trans enough”, doomed to be placed at 
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Every individual in these areas, needs to start 
to open their minds and break free from the 
years of religious indoctrination they have gone 
through. This may be hard for some (especially 
those who have known nothing else). 

Individuals in working class areas can and 
must unlock their own potential and go 
forward� Although they may have been abused 
by the Church in the past, now is the time for 
individuals to enact real change! The religious 
bigots and parasitic clergy, must be isolated 
and banished, then and only then, can we all go 
forth and spread the Good News of Humanism�

- Sharon Stitt

Dear Editor,

I wish to congratulate you and the rest of the 
production team on a very creditable first 
issue of the new magazine�  The cover was very 
attractive and the range of articles interesting 
and accessible�

This magazine promises to provide a platform 
for us, as members of the association, to 
make contact with others, and to find out their 
opinions and ideas�  I hope members will take 
advantage of this opportunity to engage with 
others and provide you with articles about 
anything which takes their fancy�

I would assume that the magazine will take 
some months to find its feet but I would guess 
that there are those, like me, who are quite 
happy to have a reasonably non challenging 
selection of items to engage our attention�

- Dr Carole Castles McClure

Dear Editor,

In my last letter to the Irish Freethinker 
magazine, I detailed how my family and I where 
attacked because I am a Humanist� As a follow 
up to my last letter, I would like to say what 
people in poor, working class areas of Belfast, 
can do as Humanists, to prevent such attacks.

It can be extremely difficult fitting into poor, 
working class areas, if you do not follow the 
area’s accepted religion� Your local community 
may treat you with suspicion, if you are a 
Humanist and obviously you cannot ask the 
local clergy for help! 

Letters to the Editor

the bottom of the LGBT social hierarchy, a 
cross-dresser, a transvestite, fetishist, bottom 
feeder, the lowest of the low. Also I am set for 
damnation in the eyes of some of my former 
Protestant evangelical friends�

I’m not a clone, just unusual, I’ve spent most 
of my life swimming against the tide, I imagine 
that most of the people reading this are broad-
minded and I am part of a strong shoal�
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humanIst PublICatIons

new humanIst

Journal of the Rationalist Association, Trinity 
House, Sculpins Lane, Wethersfield, Braintree, 
Essex, CM7 4AY

the FreethInker 
In-depth articles, reviews and commentary 
from a rationalist viewpoint Online only at: 
freethinker�co�uk

bha news

Newsletter of the British Humanist Association� 
Available from 39 Moreland Street,London 
ECIV 8BB

humanIst tImes

Journal of the Humanist Association of Ireland, 
384Royal Terrace West, Dun Laoghaire, Co. 
Dublin 

IrIsh FreethInkers and humanIsts

Bi-monthly Journal available from Brian 
McClinton, 25 Riverside Drive, Lisburn, BT27 
4HE

Free InquIry 
lnternational secular Humanist magazine 
published by the Council for Secular 
Humanism.. Available from PO Box 
664, Amherst, New York 14226-0664. 
Online at: www.secularhumanism.org/fi/

the PInk humanIst 
An LGBT magazine for Atheists, Humanists, 
Sceptics and Freethinkers. Online at:  
thepinkhumanist�com 

the humanIst magazIne

1821 Jefferson Place NW, Washington, 
DC 20036. Published by the 
American Humanist Association�  
Subscribe online at: thehumanist.com

humanIst PersPeCtIves 
Quarterly journal available from: PO Box 3769, 
Station C, Ottawa ON, KIY 4J8 Canada

the oPen soCIety 
Journal of New Zealand Rationalists and 
Humanists, 64 Symonds St., Auckland lOOl, 
New Zealand 

humanIst meetIngs In Ireland

humanIst assoCIatIon oF northern Ireland 
Second Thursday, 7:30pm, The Belfast Bankers 
Club, 31 Malone Road, Belfast, BT9 6RU 
Contact: Jennifer on 07818 036404 or email 
info@humanistni.org

humanIst assoCIatIon oF Ireland

First Sunday of each month, 4pm, Ashling Hotel 
Dublin. Online at: humanism.ie

belFast humanIst grouP

First and Third Mondays of the month, 8pm, 
31 Malone Road, Belfast. Contact Catherine 
Burnett on 02890642956

IrIsh FreethInkers and humanIsts

Holiday Inn Express, 106a University Street, 
Belfast, Last Thursday, 8pm Contact: Brian 
McClinton brianmclinton@btinternet.com 
02892677264

north Coast humanIsts 
Lodge Hotel, Coleraine. Second Tuesday, 6: 
30pm. Contact: Jennifer at 07818 036404 or 
email jennifer.sturgeon@btinternet.com.  
Online: facebook.com/NorthCoastHumanists

useFul ContaCts

brook ClInIC

29a North St, Belfast BT1. Contact 02890328866 
(Also 7 Lodge Road, Coleraine, BT52 1LU)

belFast butterFly Club

TV/TS? Belfast Butterfly Club Helpline 
07704799352. Wed 8pm to 10pm; or write to: 
PO Box 210, BT1 1BG 

Cara-FrIend 
Gay information/ befriending men’s line 9032 
2023 (Mon - Wed); Lesbian line 90238668 (Thurs 
7.30pm-10pm).
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