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Articles should desirably be original works by the contributing 
author, that haven’t been published elsewhere, and aren’t under 
consideration for publication elsewhere, including online. 
Preference will be given to articles of suitable quality authored by 
members of affiliated societies of the Council of Australian 
Humanist Societies, or of special interest to humanists in Australia. 
Timing of which items appear in which issue is at the discretion of 
the editor. Please send contributions early, preferably before 1st 

December, March, June, and September and no later than the 15th. 
Member articles and other items will be edited as judged necessary 
to enhance readability, to shorten or lengthen, to fit the page and 
paragraph, to clarify, to update or correct matters of fact, to reduce 
repetition, or to remove any inappropriate elements. Significantly 
edited articles will be fed back to the author for further suggestions 
prior to publication.  
 Inappropriate content might be removed without discussion, and 
may include matters considered objectionable, defamatory, 
obscene, offensive, discriminatory, or which breach confidentiality, 
or bring CAHS or affiliated societies into disrepute or conflict. 
Nevertheless, strong views and vigorous debate are encouraged, as 
long as judiciously expressed.  
Articles should edit down to about 1500 words, fitting two pages - 
though there’s room for one longer article per issue. All members 
of our member societies are encouraged to contribute, regardless 
of experience. The editors will help make it suitable for publication.  
Reviews are welcome and can be about any experience relevant to 
humanism - books, films, music, art, podcasts, TV, radio, theatre, 
activities, methods, places, lifestyle choices, programmes, events. 
Australian Humanist is a humanist journal, and humanism is more 
than just atheism, rationalism, secularism, or scientism. We’d love 
to get articles which advance the humanist movement in particular, 
and which address issues of concern to humanism, including 
ethical discussions, or life choices that refine our humanity.  
We want stories that relate to our designated campaigns, our 
history and our future, and advice on ways to develop relevant 
skills, and to involve humanists in improving the world.  
Original ideas offering positive alternatives to religion, and articles 
which strengthen our theoretical position, explore issues that bring 
us together, and appeal widely, are especially encouraged. 
Be assured all items submitted are always gratefully received, 
although we regret we cannot offer a retyping service for lengthy 
handwritten or typescript items. When we organise our online 
presence there will be additional space, so all contributions will be 
able to find a place, one way or another. If in doubt, send it in! 

Please send your contributions to : 

    treasurer@humanist.org.au 
 

 

Murray Love, Editor 
(Editor away December 2018 please send contributions November) 

Don’t forget to keep thinking of 2018-19 AHOY (Australian 
Humanist of the Year) nominations from our state and 
territory associations. Pass on your suggested nominations 
and supporting details to your committee members, and 
please remember the process is confidential.  
Past AHOYs have included John Bell, Leslie Cannold, Bob 
Brown, Inga Clendinnen, Diana Warnock, Eric Bogle, Philip 
Nitschke, Ted Noffs, Anne Levy, Julian Burnside and Kate 
Durham, and Gareth Evans. In 2018 it’s Gillian Triggs. 

We had a complaint that Da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man  on the cover 
of the last issue indicated a masculinising of the journal. (It was 
actually based on the UK’s New Humanist journal that used 
Leonardo’s image on the cover for a year in the mid-1970s). 
We encourage all women members with authorial ambitions to 
please contribute, and help redress any imbalances. 
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Our cover this quarter features the 
very first cover of The Australian 
Humanist from December 1966. The 
drawing was produced by then leading 
political cartoonist Bruce Petty.  

The holder of the ‘Humanism’ banner 
rides a complicated cycle while 
reflecting in a mirror titled ‘The 
Common Good’. The cycle’s indicators 
have the options ‘Turning Right’ or 
‘Turning Wrong’. The rider is plugged 
into ‘The Common Good’, and follows 
the upside down pointed hand. 

There are other cycle riders below 
with fingers pointing in all directions. 
There’s a guy with a megaphone, and 
a rich guy with a cigar. A pedestrian 
holds a placard. Some wrecked cycles 
lie about on the ground. 

This was humanism in the 1960s and 
1970s, directing social change in a 
politically intense world. 

Some issues like conscription, 
reproductive choice, divorce, peace, 
censorship, etc. made progress at the 
time. Others are still with us. Many 
have been taken over by specialist 
organisations like Dying with Dignity.  

Where are the successors of the 
academics, medical practitioners and 
other professionals who led the 

humanist movement in those far off 
times? In the old days, leadership lay 
with those aged in their thirties and 
forties, where we now have a gap. 

Has increased workforce participation 
also meant a decline in the availability 
of time for volunteering and 
involvement? Have we in the 21st 
century lost our optimism for social 
change? Has cynicism about politics 
infected the sources of involvement 
for generalist pressure group ? 

Volunteers are in short supply for 
everyone, from soccer clubs to 
political parties. Do people think 
corporations can provide all the 
services they might require? Do 
younger people even know how much 
ordinary people once provided for 
themselves, through various voluntary 
community organisations? 

A hundred years ago, medical 
insurance was provided through 
voluntary associations. Have any of 
you checked out the price of medical 
insurance these days—even after 
heavy government subsidy? The de-
mutualising of the AMP, for instance, 
hasn’t looked good lately. Privatised 
electric and banking companies 
haven't been getting good press. 

In a very ‘corporate’ world, does 
humanism need to get on the 
corporate bandwagon? I don’t think 
we’d get much if we bundled up 
humanism as a brand and sold shares.  

Maybe we should turn it into a 
‘foundation’, and seek philanthropic 
support! Or just get off our bums and 
make Australian humanism live again 
as a thriving democratic community. 

What kind of future should we be 
building for the humanist movement?  

Rather than just keeping the old 
remnants alive, we need to focus on 
ways to freshen our appeal, and make 
our movement a real alternative in a 
world weary of discredited platitudes.  

Rather than just trying to come up 
with new ideas, we might put some 
effort into revitalizing our own 
traditions of reason with compassion.  

There may seem easy pickings in 
jumping on populist bandwagons, but 
those going after low-hanging fruit can 
end up dealing with fruit loops. 

If we don’t take humanism seriously, 
no one else will. We need to use our 
journals, our talks, and our annual 
conferences as opportunities to 
discuss our own problems as a 
movement, and to build solutions.  

That’s what I’ll be doing, in editing this 
journal, and in developing the 2019 
convention. Can you help? 

That’s my rave for this issue. It would 
be great to get feedback from readers. 
I am trying to make the items as easy 
to read as possible, but it’s not a 
precise art. Sentences, paragraphs and 
articles have all gotten shorter and I 
think the print is a little bigger. 

I can only hope that members are 
reading and enjoying the new look 
magazine. Let me know what you 
think. Right now, as we transition to a 
new editor in a different state, we can 
publish nearly everything we receive 
so it’s a good time for new 
contributors to get involved. 

You might be able to tip us off with 
some gossip, write a short review of 
anything, send in a photo of interest, 
or write your own theory of 
everything, but you never know where 
things will lead. If in doubt, send it in. 

Of course we’d also love to get quality 
articles focused on developing new 
waves of humanism in the 21st 
century. Share your 
best thoughts with 
the rest of us. 
 

Murray Love, 
Editor 
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Religion is declining rapidly in many places around the 
world. Here in Australia our last census result indicated that 
the proportion of people with no religious belief had 
reached 30% and climbing. 

I believe the decline of religion in Australia is continuing at 
an increasing rate. Even defenders of christianity 
acknowledge the rapidity of its decline.  

For instance Greg Sheridan, in his book God is Good for You, 
writes that christianity’s decline is so rapid that “Australia is 
about to become, if it has not already become, a majority 
atheist nation”. 

The decline of christianity has been caused by all sorts of 
reasons. Some of these reasons include: 

 The increasing realisation that christianity is simply not 
true, there is no evidence that the christian god exists. 

 Revulsion at the terrible things done in the name of 
christianity (This is definitely not to say that only terrible 
things are done in the name of christianity, but it is the 
terrible things which have hurt christianity’s credibility). 

 An increasing awareness that, for people seeking a 
credible value system and outlook on life, there are 
alternatives, such as humanism, to explore. It is not 
christianity or nothing, it is christianity or a host of 
alternative value systems that our culture offers to 
people to choose from. Christianity has gone from being 
the framework within which issues are discussed, to 
being just one of many options people can choose from. 

 Awareness that religion is not necessary to explain the 
natural world. Science can do that in a more evidence-
based and persuasive way than religion ever could.  

 A hollowing out from within. More and more, christian 
groups present as their message  what is basically a 
humanist set of values, such as love and the need to 
respect the dignity of our fellow human beings. Then  
they face the quandary that the main difference 
between themselves and humanism, is about the source 
rather than the content of their values.  

Christians say God is necessary to find a path to love and 
respect for others. Humanists say what is necessary is to be 
open to the best of our human potential, to use reason and 
evidence to justify beliefs, and so on. Love comes from the 
human heart, not from God. 

Many religious believers come to a point where their focus 
seems more on emphasising God’s key role is as a 
justification for their values, rather than on emphasising 
belief in the actual existence of God. They are, by then, well 
on their way to losing their ‘faith’. 

I have met more than one ex-christian who has told me that 
they reached a point, where God’s main role was to justify  
values such as love and respect for others. When they 
realised they could have all the same values without the 
need for God to justify them, their ‘faith’ just disappeared. 

Humanism, both  as  a  source  of  values,  and  as  a 
demonstration that there can be values without gods, 
makes a  strong  contribution  to  these  factors (especially 
the third and fifth ones)  as  an alternative to  christianity  
rather  than only  as  a critique of christianity. 

My personal goal is the positive promoting of HUMANISM. 
Humanism is a more evidence-based, more rational, more 
truthful source of values than christianity, so its promotion 
usually has the additional effect of  sending christianity (and 
religion generally) into decline.  

Promoting humanism is a different type of project to 
promoting atheism. Atheism, by itself, isn’t a value system, 
and offers nothing to replace christianity as a set of values. 
An atheist may well become a humanist, but an atheist 
could also choose nihilism, Nietzscheism, Marxism; all sorts 
of value systems to guide their life.  

I don’t think atheism provides an alternative value system 
to religion. It simply means not believing in theism! Atheism 
doesn’t imply in its own right any particular value system, 
other than I suppose the need to select a non-religious one.  

Humanism is the actual alternative, to not only religion, but 
to other value systems as well. So I have started saying to 

President’s 
Perspective 
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people, when discussing the battle between religion and 
atheism, that the battle is not between religion and 
atheism, its between religion and humanism.  

We are the actual alternative. So this is one suggestion I 
make: When we encounter a discourse framed as religion or 
atheism lets see if we can reframe it as religion or 
humanism. Humanism is the best alternative available to 
people for building a set of values and living a good life.  

One example of how humanism provides such an 
alternative is its inherent focus on respect for the rights and 
dignity of all human beings, not just those in one country. In 
the last issue of AH I wrote about how humanism can 
provide a platform for developing policies to help us move 
beyond the age of political nationalism.  

At this year’s IHEU General Assembly the Auckland 
Declaration against the Politics of Division was adopted.  

Its core message is that: “The best ethical foundation from 
which to approach the problems of today’s world and the 
future of us all is to try to see humanity as one global 
community. The greatest achievements of human progress 
and solidarity can be won by rejecting the politics of 
xenophobia and tribalism and instead working together for 
the common good.” This message is one which should 
resonate with all humanists, and a reminder humanism has 
much to contribute to improving humanity’s future.  

Humanism is an alternative not just to religion, but to 
ideologies such as political nationalism which threatened 
the world with conflict today.  Too often we allow our 
national and religious identities to seem more important 
than the one identity we all share - our common humanity. 

Humanism is based on respecting our common humanity, 
and the dignity of all human beings. Seen in this light all 
wars are really civil wars - civil wars of humanity. As 
humanists one of our main goals must be to work to stop 
the civil war of humanity. 
 

Lyndon Storey, President, 
Council of Australian Humanist Societies 
§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§§ 

 

AUCKLAND DECLARATION AGAINST  
THE POLITICS OF DIVISION 

The right of all people to participate in the government of their 
society has been a foundation of human freedom and happiness 
wherever it has existed. We are fortunate to live in a world in 
which, through the efforts of humanists as well as religious 
believers, democracy is widely recognised as being the most just, 
rational, and effective form of governance available to humanity. 
Today, more people than ever before have the ability to shape the 
political direction of the community in which they live. 

However, wherever there is democracy, there is always the risk of 
its abuse by demagogues, who seek to exploit the genuine 
grievances of sections of the population by misdirecting blame 
onto unpopular minorities, which may include pre-existing and 
competing political groups who are maligned as “elites”. 
Demagogues frequently employ intolerant forms of nationalism as 
well as other forms of prejudice and hatred. Their rhetoric appeals 
to negative emotions rather than to empathy and reason. 

This politics of division is resurgent in many parts of the world. It is 
exemplified in a new generation of so-called “strong men” 
politicians, who purport to stand up for popular interests, but who 
are eager to diminish human rights and disregard minorities in 
order to gain and retain power for their own ends. They are a 
present threat to human dignity, the rule of law, human rights, and 
freedom globally. 

Against this tendency, we affirm: The best ethical foundation from 
which to approach the problems of today’s world and the future of 
us all is to try to see humanity as one global community. The 
greatest achievements of human progress and solidarity can be 
won by rejecting the politics of xenophobia and tribalism and 
instead working together for the common good. 

Democracy is much more than a periodic opportunity to vote. For 
democracy to flourish it must be underpinned by the rule of law 
and the principle of equality under the law for all. Respect for 
human rights as defined in The Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights of 1948, including the right to freedom of expression, 
should be a minimum standard for all democracies.  

The human rights of minorities, not just majorities, must be upheld 
and protected. Freedom of expression must include the right to 
openly criticise political parties, leaders, and policies. As well as 
voting positively for representatives, democracy must respect the 
value of a free press and include systems of transparency, 
accountability, and the capacity for the people to criticise and 
peacefully replace failing and unpopular governments. 

Democracies can thrive only in a culture of open debate. Debate 
and rational inquiry should seek to settle disagreements in a 
peaceful and tolerant manner. Today’s problems are more 
complex than ever before. Any politician claiming to have easy 
answers to them must be subjected to great scrutiny. 

Across the world the speed of human progress is accelerating but 
the fruits of human progress are not being evenly enjoyed. Infant 
mortality is declining, life expectancy and income are increasing 
but many are still in poverty in a world of plenty.  

Too often, human rights are violated, there is insecurity, and in 
many countries there are new threats to economic stability, the 
environment, and social protection. These problems should be 
addressed by individuals, non-government organizations, 
governments, and international organizations. 

We reject the politics of division and call on all politicians and 
citizens to reject the over-simplified policy-making and rhetoric 
which characterise it and to recognise the damage to humanity 
that divisive politics can cause. 

We commit ourselves to addressing the social causes of the 
politics of division: social inequality, a lack of respect for human 
rights, popular misconceptions about the nature of democracy, 
and a lack of global solidarity; and we call upon our member 
organizations and all humanists to join us in this work. 

We urge humanists internationally to uphold and advocate the 
values of democracy, rule of law, equality, and human rights, and 
to identify and resist the politics of division wherever they see it in 
their own nations and internationally. 
 

 IHEU General Assembly, Auckland, New Zealand ,  
5th August 2018 

https://iheu.org/humanists-condemn-politics-division-
resurgent-many-parts-world/ 
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 “Afterwards, Kathy and I talked and did not stop talking. I took 
her to the opera, and we happened to be seated behind Gough 
and Margaret Whitlam. Kathy leant forward teasingly to Gough: 
'What's the goss?' He turned around, looked at us both, and 
expostulated, 'You are!' “ 

Geoffrey Robertson ‘Rather His Own Man’ 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Most of us lead down-to-earth lives, but we can rely on 
some of our AHOYs to provides us with a bit of ‘goss’, and 
perhaps an occasional gossip column might be in order. 
Geoffrey Robertson, our 2014 Australian Humanist of the 
Year, obliges us in his newly published memoir, Rather His 
Own Man: In Court with Tyrants, Tarts and Troublemakers.  

Hopefully one of our readers will review it, but for the 
moment it’s an interesting source to get this gossip column 
under way as part of our new look Australian Humanist! 

In the extract featured above Geoffrey is describing one of 
the first times he stepped out with Kathy Lette after 
meeting her on his TV show Hypotheticals. He had asked 
her on the show to breastfeed her baby while seated next 
to Joh Bjelke-Petersen. Geoffrey brings together heroes 
and villains from the early days of Australian humanism. 

Apart from marrying an AHOY, Cathy Lette was also the 
writing partner of Gabrielle Carey, producing the notorious 
Puberty Blues in 1979. Gabrielle in turn was the daughter of 
a prominent early member of the Humanist Society of NSW, 
Alex Carey, who committed suicide. Gabrielle, raised as 
secular, turned Catholic during a visit to Ireland. 

Geoffrey Robertson’s previous girlfriend, Nigella Lawson 
also has her own humanist connection. Her mother, 
Vanessa Salmon, an heiress and society beauty, divorced 
Nigel Lawson shortly after Thatcher came to power. In 1983 
she married A. J. Ayer, the philosopher who had been 
President of the British Humanist Association from 1965 to 
1970. Vanessa died of cancer two years later. 

In the spirit of all this circularity, Ayer subsequently 
remarried the woman he had divorced just prior to 
marrying Vanessa. Also to keep things incestuous, the 
husband Kathy Lette had deserted for Geoffrey Robertson, 
later married a daughter of Gough and Margaret Whitlam! 
So humanists manage to maintain gossip-worthy lives on 
two sides of the globe. Let’s all keep an eye out for reports 
of ‘interesting’ events in our small humanist world. 

Some of us remember Clive Hamilton’s appearance at our 
2017 Melbourne convention promoting his book: Defiant 
Earth: The Fate of Humans in the Anthropocene.  

Clive was notably scornful of humanity’s legacy of late. He 
expressed ideas similar to other ‘anti-humanist’ and ‘post-
humanist’ writers. Some who heard his talk seemed 
shocked he associated humanists with those who have been 
ravaging the planet Earth. It all left a bad taste in the mouth. 

Now Clive Hamilton himself has copped some opprobrium 
from another of the speakers at the 2017 convention, Tim 
Soutphommasane. Clive’s 2018 book is Silent Invasion: 
China’s Influence in Australia. In responding Tim asks us to 
consider: “references in Professor Hamilton’s book to  
‘China’s fifth column in Australia’... Such language flirts with 
exciting an anti-Chinese or Sinophobic racial sentiment… It 
all smacks of The Yellow Peril revisited. At a time when 
populist energies are running high... we must not create the 
conditions for the rehearsal of lazy prejudice!” 

Clive Hamilton was stunned: “I expected Communist Party 
spokespersons in Beijing to attack me as racist and ‘anti-
China’. I didn’t expect people like Tim Soutphommasane…”. 
Well Clive, as they say: “no-one expects the Spanish 
Inquisition!” Maybe Clive might learn how it feels to feel 
‘misunderstood’. Or maybe not. He wrote in response: “The 
motivation for identity politics is a kind of competitive piety, 
verging on the sanctimonious... I know how this works; I’ve 
played the game. Most of us grow out of pious one-
upmanship. But some get paid not to grow out of it.” Ouch. 

I have noticed before, it can earn more litigation and scorn 
to call a fellow Australian ‘a racist’, than to actually racially 
vilify someone in Australia. This has made the job of Tim 
Soutphommasane, paid Race Discrimination Commissioner, 
a pretty thankless one for the last five years. Tim was 
appointed in the dying days of the Rudd government and his 
term has now expired. The Andrew Bolts of the world have 
been calling for him not to be replaced. 

Clive might have been more cautious, even if he has real 
concerns to discuss. And he might like to contemplate 
whether he could have appeared a bit sanctimonious 
himself sometimes. There is more on this in the Sydney 
Morning Herald but I note the SMH, like rival News Limited 
papers, is now only found behind an Internet ‘pay wall’. 

Getting back to attacks on the philosophy or ideology of 
‘humanism’ from people we might have expected to be 
more friendly, brings up the case of Yuval Noah Harari, the 
Israeli historian of humankind who was favourably reviewed 
in issue no. 129 of Australian Humanist. 

Harari has written two huge bestsellers being Sapiens: A 
Brief History of Humankind and, more recently Homo Deus: 
A Brief History of Tomorrow. His usage of the term 
‘humanism’ in these books has earned him the ire of Tom 
Flynn, the Executive Director of the Council for Secular 
Humanism, and editor of their magazine Free Inquiry. Flynn 
is particularly offended that Harari uses humanism to mean 
‘The Worship of Man’ and to classify liberalism, 
communism, capitalism, nationalism, and worst of all 
nazism, as humanist forms of ‘religion’.  

In a 2017 editorial in Free Enquiry, Flynn asks: “From what 
source or sources does Harari derive this spectacularly 
inaccurate caricature of humanism?” He concludes Harari 
simply made it up, but, like we were in Melbourne, when 
shocked by Clive Hamilton, I think he isn't sufficiently aware 
of an existing movement of ’post’ or ‘anti-humanism’. 

Flynn objects: “that while some humanisms are religious, 
secular humanism, at least, is not” and cites his own article 
in his own journal, Secular Humanism: Not a Religion! While 
Harari’s use of words and concepts can verge on the silly in 
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his two nevertheless interesting books, it is also a bit silly to 
think we possess the word ‘humanism’ or that adding 
‘secular’ proves our innocence, and solves all the problems. 
If you don’t have access to Free Enquiry, a copy of Flynn’s 
editorial can be found in full at: https://www.meetup.com/
OCHumanists/messages/boards/, with the title Another 
distortion on humanism (1 & 2). 

 A more thorough and balanced coverage of the issues 
appeared in this year’s Free Enquiry and is viewable at:  
https://www.secularhumanism.org/index.php/articles/9724 

While sympathizing with why Flynn sees Harari’s “extreme 
and factually untethered” critique effectively “smearing 
humanism,” A. P. Norman, a humanist philosopher and 
frequent contributor to Free Inquiry, tries to view Harari’s 
efforts in a more charitable light, as work which does 
contain important insights. 

Norman reached out to Harari with a plea to rethink and 
rescind his critique of humanism. Harari does not quite do 
this, but does make an interesting response, and the 
ensuing exchange can be seen in full at the above url. 

Norman addresses himself to Harari as a fan of the latter’s 
work, but is at pain to distinguish humanism from fascism 
and concerned the misunderstandings around the word 
could harm the humanist movement. He presses the 
importance of human rights to the humanist movement. 

Harari replies:  “I’d like to focus first on what is probably the 
most important issue. What do we do with our shadow? 
People who celebrate the achievements of modernity, of 
the enlightenment, and of secularism often are not sure 
what to do with communism and fascism. Are they too part 
of modernity? Are they too a product of secular 
enlightenment? My view is that they are, but this does not 
negate the achievements and values of modernity and of 
the secular enlightenment. It does mean that we should be 
on our guard, acknowledge our shadow, and reject all 
notions that ‘it cannot happen to us’.” 

He goes on: “Perhaps secular humanism does not sanctify 
humanity at all and instead sees authority as inherent in 
science (in which case, why call it ‘humanism’ and not 
‘scientism’?). But the humanist movements that had a big 
impact on history did sanctify humanity. Perhaps secular 
humanism recognises only the authority of science. 
But...there was no scientific basis in 1776 for the claims that 
all humans are equal or that they all have ‘rights’. As far as I 
know, there has never been any scientific definition for 
‘rights’ nor any scientific basis for believing that humans 
have these rights”. 

Responding in turn for the humanists, Norman states: “I 
agree that believing in the supreme value of humanity does 
not by itself vaccinate us against terrible crimes. I 
understand that there’s much more to ethics than human 
rights, and that ‘Can it suffer?’ is a much better question 
than ‘Is it human?’ I concede...the notion of human rights 
has little scientific basis. It’s also true that modernity has 
been very hard on animals and the environment”. 

Norman asks Harari to read his article: Getting Humanism 
Right-Side Up: A Reality-Based Mattering Map and 
Alternative Humanist Manifesto https://thehumanist.com/

magazine/january-february-2015/features/getting-humanis 
m-right-side-up as well as the various manifestos and 
statements of the global humanist movement.  

He rightly points out that Harari’s argument for describing 
Nazis as humanistic could equally apply to other cultural 
groups like christians, muslims or buddhists and is therefore 
somewhat meaningless. He reiterates the concern that 
Harari’s wide influence in this regard can damage the 
valuable work of the existing humanist movement. 

Harari responds positively: “ I have great sympathy for the 
humanist cause as you define it, and it would pain me to do 
any harm to the reputation or efforts of the humanist 
movement. I believe that humanism as you define it has 
been and still is one of the most beneficial movements in 
history”. Yet there is a ‘but’ or at least a ‘however’ attached. 

Harari makes the reasonable claim that his broader usage of 
the word: “is not some new invention of mine, but 
something that is very common among historians in general. 
When I did my BA in history twenty years ago, when my 
professors talked about ‘humanism’ they usually talked 
about Pico della Mirandola, Bacon, or Locke rather than 
about the 1933 Manifesto”. He is right in this. 

Harari quotes extracts from the first Humanist Manifesto to 
make further points of his own. He points out that all the 
major ideologies get misused, and that humanists have the 
same need not to “shirk responsibilities for the bitter 
fruits…” as the religious or political ideologies.  

Harari gives us his last word: “My impression is that the 
humanist movement thinks too much in terms of the old 
battles, while neglecting the new battles. That is very 
dangerous... the fate of humankind and of life itself will 
hinge on our attitude toward bioengineering and AI rather 
than on our attitude toward God and Scriptures....I suspect 
humanism is extremely exposed to the temptations of 
technological utopias”. 

Norman has one long last counter-response but Harari 
does not get further involved.  

It’s heartening to have our spirited defenders, but do we 
really do enough to claim possession of the word 
‘humanism’? Maybe our movement needs to do a lot more 
to offer a real alternative. More action, yes, but perhaps we 
also need more organizational effort too, and a continual 
review of our theoretical and ethical underpinnings. 

Gossip gathered by Murray Love 

STOP PRESS - LATE GOSSIP JUST IN THIS WEEK 
Former Governor-General and our highest ranking 
Australian atheist, and the 1996 Humanist of the Year, 
Bill Hayden has been baptised a Catholic in the month 
of September 2018 at the age of 85.  

Do not adjust your set, this is real news, not fake news, 
from the ABC news website. Although what the real 
story behind it all is, we may never get to know. 

See further details at:  http://www.abc.net.au/
news/2018-09-19/bill-hayden-turns-to-god-at-85-
baptism-brisbane/10280724  
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The word pilgrim derives from Old French pelegrin which is 
from Latin peregrinus. The ‘-egr-’ is related to the ‘agri-’ part 
of ‘agriculture’ (also distantly related to the word acre) and 
means ‘field’. The Latin breaks down into “someone coming 
through the fields” and peregrinus in Roman times meant a 
foreigner or traveler or ‘a stranger in these parts’. 

So the word pilgrim is not inherently religious in its origins, 
but, like many useful words, it was taken over for describing 
travelers to sacred sites during the long ages when religion 
ruled the West. Mind you, the feudal system depended on 
forcing people to stay on their master’s land to work his 
crops, so piety became one of the few excuses people could 
use to get away from things for a while, and ’see the world’.  

Still it is not hard to see there are those among us who 
reject all usage of words associated with religion, including 
chaplain and spiritual, and no doubt pilgrimage too. While I 
respect their right to their own opinion and their right to 
express it, I don’t agree. I think it’s actually a more effective 
tactic to  take over religious words and give them a universal 
secular meaning. In fact ‘meaning’ is what it is about. 

It is a normal human desire to have a life of significance, and 
unfortunately this often degenerates into sneering, being 
’holier-than-thou’ or  engaging in competition for status. Yet 
it is one of the fundamentals of humanism to ‘find your own 
meaning’ in life and we should approach this in a spirit of 
liberating ourselves, rather than constraining others. 

It might be nice to have our own word (peregrination?) but 
using a private language has its own pitfalls. For us to set the 
fashion in vocabulary, we should first fulfil our task of 
making humanism a universal philosophy, as it is intended 
to be. We are far from this achievement at this stage. 

I confess I have taken a special interest in this, and humanist 
pilgrimage is a theme I have presented in slideshows on a 
Sunday afternoon. It is a broad theme. It includes visiting 
memorials to scientists, but also philosophers, activists, 

artists, writers, freethought heroes and martyrs. 

The act of pilgrimage can include seeing projects which thrill 
us, sites of historic events we consider turning points, sites 
of paleontological significance for humanity, works of art 
that express humanistic values, manuscripts, relics and great 
museums around the world, rare events like eclipses of the 
sun, or things which characterise human advancement. 

What makes it a pilgrimage is how much we invest it with 
meaning for ourselves. We need to know the history, hear 
the story somewhere, be infected with another’s 
enthusiasm, hold the memorialised individual in high 
personal regard, understand the importance of what was 
achieved there, appreciate the rarity, grasp the superlative 
nature of the place or object, enter empathically in the 
moment or the ambience. 

We can’t be perfunctory, unengaged, or led along. 
Sometimes a tour group is the only way to get there, 
sometimes the guide enhances the significance, but 
sometimes it’s good to get there on your own and get 
immersed. Back in the 1970s a photo would have seemed a 
betrayal of empathy - gauche tourism, but as I get older I 
need these reminders. And sharing on Facebook seems to 
work best if you include yourself in the image. 

There are still some of us old enough to feel superior to 
social media, but I fully accept these now have a role in 
seriously sharing our deeper feelings. Mind you there are 
those people who seem to lack deeper feelings, and use 
social media for status and degrading others. But once 
again, I don’t think that is solved by heroic withdrawal, and I 
try to use social media constructively. 

If you’ll forgive an aside, note that, as mentioned on page 13 
of this issue, the Norwegian humanists shamelessly accept 
being classified among the local religions, and for their pains 
get over $10 million a year from their tax system. There can 
be practical gains in swallowing a bit of pride.  
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I would like to start off a series of photo-essays on moments 
of pilgrimage, with a homage to Galileo Galilei. 
 

The Museo Galileo is in the city of Florence in Italy. It has 
original items of Galileo’s including his telescopes (right), as 
well as the scientific instruments collected by the Medici 
family over five centuries.  

The collection now includes the humanist equivalent of a 
saintly relic. It is Galileo’s middle finger giving an eternal ‘up 
yours’ to the Inquisition. Below left are Murray and Fay 
Love in 2016 in front of the mounted finger. A close-up is 
below right. I thank no less than A. C Grayling for alerting 
me to this item, in a recorded talk he gave some years ago. 

The whole museum is well worth a visit, just for the 
instrument collection alone. Being in the presence of the 
finger somehow brings the history to life for me. 

It would be lovely if other travelers amongst us could share 
their own similar experiences. It doesn’t have to be a 
scientist. Send photos of significant places or objects or 
events you think of special interest to humanists, with or 
without yourself in the picture. A single photo is acceptable, 
if you don’t mind being incorporated in a larger photoessay. 
 

 

 Galileo is buried in the Basilica di Santa Croce in Florence. 
When he died in 1642 the Pope complained of his 
"vehement suspicion of heresy" and he was buried in a 
small room out the back! By 1737 He was better honoured, 
and reburied in his monument in the main body of the 
basilica. During this move, fingers were removed from his 
remains. They were in a private collection until recently 
purchased and moved to the museum. (Author Murray Love 
with Galileo's monument in the background) 

This can become a regular or irregular column. There is no 
need for the photos to be from a latest trip. Older photos 
from earlier trips are fine. 

Please email pictures to treasurer@humanist.org.au  

It is better if the pictures are your own so they can be freely 
published and shared with the humanist community. We 
might also share on the website. 
 

Photos and text by Murray Love 
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Michael S. Gazzaniga 

The Consciousness Instinct: Unravelling the Mystery of 
How the Brain Makes the Mind 

New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2018 

Reviewed by John Ness 

Gazzaniga is a neuroscientist and prolific author, and The 
Consciousness Instinct is his most recent attempt to 
synthesise work from several fields. These are psychological 
studies of people with damaged brains, discoveries from 
the rapidly evolving science of brain imaging, plus concepts 
from classical and quantum physics. The synthesis gives 
new insights into what consciousness is, how it develops, 
and where it is located in the brain. 

The first caution is that the book may not be an easy read 
for people with a limited background in biology, as is the 
case for this reviewer. The book contains some fascinating 
observations. His work has led the author to conclude that 
consciousness is not a high level function emerging from 
complexity, a construct which has lately been popular. 
Instead, the origins of consciousness can be found deep 
within the brain at multiple locations. 

Not only that but consciousness, at the level of being aware 
of one’s own body as an entity separate from the rest of the 
environment with defined boundaries, is evident even in 
insects. The author cites recent Australian work to back this 
claim, and indeed Australian science papers, the occasional 
philosopher and even geography feature in the book. 

The author’s case is that consciousness is a basic instinct of 
life itself and derives from a fundamental distinction 
between living and non living matter. As is the fashion these 
days, authors like to quote from, or use for illustrative 
purposes, the path from deterministic Newtonian 
mechanics, to quantum physics to indeterminate quantum 
mechanics, and Gazzaniga is no exception. 

However, he does put this to better use than most authors 
by arguing how life follows a ‘complementarity’, or two 
path system. On one path the way things are done, and the 
structures that are developed, follow deterministic physical 
laws - exogeneous to the system. On the other path the 
methods selected, and the rules for replication and 
evolution, are endogenous to the system, and were 
‘randomly’ selected as an intrinsic part of the origin of life.  

In this case life follows both a law-based deterministic path 
and a rule-based non-deterministic one. Both are essential 
and inseparable features of life. Consciousness is then 
defined as a self-awareness of life - but not necessarily of 
the structures and processes underlying such self-
awareness. Consciousness is embedded in life ab initio. 

This view makes the argument about whether free will 
exists at both conceptual and practical levels passé. It points 
a way out of worked-over arguments from the time of 
Descartes about the mind/body duality. It also solves a 
conundrum about whether the human brain can ever know 
itself, and places the horizon to the limits of knowledge 
ever further away, if indeed there are such limits. 

Some humanists may need more evidence that 
consciousness is a basic low-level function of life, not a high 
level one derived from complexity. Yet all would agree with 
the author that there’s no need for spooks in the system, or 
external agents like gods, to confer consciousness on 
humans - or any other life form for that matter.  

The author uses a partly analogous and partly observation-
based concept of consciousness, flowing through various 
layers in the brain. Each higher layer may be aware of the 
inputs from lower levels, but not from itself. The flow rate is 
fast enough to give an impression of continuity, but not so 
fast that comprehension, feelings, and memories blur into 
one indecipherable blob.  

The ideas and supporting arguments are enlightening and 
whether one finds them fascinating, disruptive, or an 
affront to existing concepts, would perhaps depend on how 
well versed the reader is in biology, and the philosophy of 
the mind/brain challenge. 

The author is dogmatic at times, and repeats “knowing 
everything about form yields nothing about function” – 
surely knowing everything about form would yield some 
knowledge about function!  

A reader who knows a little bit of classical physics can also 
have some fun picking out the less than completely correct 
forays the author makes into various aspects of the physics 
of motion and thermodynamics. The author seems unaware 
of the fuzzy boundary between quantum and non-quantum 
behaviour - which is size and temperature dependent. 

Some advice from people with expertise in these areas may 
have lent a bit more deterministic leverage to his 
complementarity model of brain behaviour. 

These quibbles do not detract from the overall merit of the 
book which is to illuminate the centuries old mind/brain 
challenge. Gazzaniga shows a path out of circular 
arguments to a much more interesting and expansive 
horizon, that may forever fade as we move towards it, and 
be ever the more interesting because of that. 

REVIEWS 
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Developed by Professor Jane Davies, Liverpool University 

Get into Reading (social programme) 

Reviewed by Colin Gray 

After decades of teaching high school English in Hereford, 
England, Colin retired and trained in Get into Reading. Later 
Colin migrated to Canberra and got the Belconnen 
Community Service (BCS) interested in offering the 
programme in the ACT community. 
 

“Reading? Literature? You’re kidding - that’s for intellectual 
people!” This kind of response is common, though 
expressed in various ways. Whether it’s upbringing, 
education, social or cultural environment, or any 
combination of these factors that causes the negative 
response, it is all too familiar. 

Jane Davies, lecturer in English at Liverpool University 
believes that literature, good literature (a term much 
debated), is available to everyone, whether ‘literate’ or not.  

She is obviously right. Otherwise, what were all those 
unlettered people doing packing into the Globe and other 
theatres to see and hear Shakespeare, Marlowe and Ben 
Jonson? Yet, ironically, many people now cite Shakespeare 
at school as what put them off literature! 

The English curriculum has much to answer for, though it 
can’t be given all the blame. Analysing the causes, however, 
is not our business here.  

Jane, with some other like-minded teachers including her 
husband Professor Philip Davies, set about finding ways to 
help people discover the deep pleasure, the nourishment, 
the engagement, the emotional and intellectual stimulation 
that comes with reading good literature. 

One of their early initiatives was to resurrect the 19th 
century tradition of ‘penny readings’ in Liverpool. Writers, 
most famously Charles Dickens - who loved this kind of gig - 
gave public readings of their work. They were hugely 
popular and cheap - just a penny per person. Here was 
literature made available to all, whether or not they had 
attended school, or learned to read.  

The initiative, which has taken off in a big way in the UK and 
spawned its own field of research, is called Get Into Reading.  

It’s best to start describing it by saying what it isn’t. It isn’t a 
literacy programme, though improved literacy is often a 
by-product. It isn’t a book club, nor a literature class.  

The three principal requirements are quality literature, a 
small group of up to 10, and everything read aloud. Nobody 
is required to read anything outside the session, which is 
typically, 60-90 minutes in length. Sessions should be 
regular in both time and place. In each session a facilitator is  

 

 

 

 

responsible for bringing, most commonly, a short story and 
a poem to complement it, and for reading them aloud. 

Everyone will be given a copy but they do not have to follow 
it. Some prefer just to listen. Anyone can share the reading 
but there’s no pressure to do so. The facilitator will pause at 
suitable points along the way to allow and encourage 
responses and discussion.  

There is never any pressure to speak and there must be no 
sense that any responses might be invalid. The facilitator is 
not a teacher, though he or she may need to help with 
vocabulary, context and clarification. 

There is no notion of discovering a ‘correct reading’. The aim 
is that readers be encouraged to share their responses. The 
story and the poem are ‘out there’ and readers can get 
involved to the extent to which they feel comfortable. 

When a group becomes established it may be that they’ll be 
keen to read a whole novel in weekly episodes. This can 
build a wonderful sense of continuity and community. 

Some groups have read plays. Indeed, one group chose to 
read Shakespeare's King Lear when they heard there was to 
be a professional production locally. They were so inspired 
by this experience that they wanted to perform the play 
themselves. And so they did, in the open air in a public park. 
Remarkably, they were a group recovering from stroke. 

There are many stories of the benefits of Get Into Reading. 
Although there are open groups in public libraries and 
community centres, there are also many groups for people 
with specific issues. Mental health is a huge area where 
benefits can be remarkable, even to the extent that a reader 
has been able to reduce or even cease medication. 

There is a social benefit for: isolated individuals; full time 
carers; single mothers; groups of drug rehabilitators; 
maximum security prisoners; those living with dementia; 
groups at GP’s surgeries; lunchtime groups at workplaces. 
Whatever the group, whatever the context, the literature is 
always the focus. 

Research has been fascinating. Professor Davies has worked 
with neurologists, medical practitioners, and psychologists 
to find out what happens when we read quality literary 
language, such as great poetry, and what is happening when 
people try to articulate their responses to literature. 

One discovery is that challenging poetry and the creative 
use of language lights up the brain. It has to create new 
pathways. It is enlivened. It is not surprising that so many 
group members find the experience at the very least 
refreshing, and commit themselves to regular attendance. 

If people who think literature is not for the likes of them can 
be brought into a group, they usually find that they are 
readers after all. They discover they have an intellectual and 
emotional life which reading feeds and reading liberates.  

You’d think, having taught for 37 years, I’d know about the 
benefits of reading aloud, but people keep surprising me.  
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The following is an edited translation of a 2017 article from the 
Human-Etisk Forbund (i.e. Norwegian Humanist Society) 
magazine Fri tanke (i.e. Free thought). The translating is by Lars 
Lindahl, a long-time member of HSV, originally from Sweden. 
Lars came to Australia many decades ago to work for Ericsson. 
Editing and enhancement is by Murray Love, AH Editor. 

“How would you feel as a Norwegian, if you lived in a 
Muslim country and you were only represented in the media 
by [Christian] priests?” The question was put in 2007 in 
connection with the start of a new organisation LIM - Likhet 
I mangfoldet (i.e. Equality among the Many). 

 It was focused on the common assumption that all people 
from Muslim countries would be believing Muslims. 
Technically, they are ‘Muslims’, but many care very little 
about their assumed faith.  

An investigation in 2007 found that 70% of Muslims in 
Norway rarely or never went to the mosque. Yet it was 
nearly always conservative imams who were invited by 
media to speak for the Muslim population in Norway. 

After first attempts failed due to personalities clashes, in 
2009 other people started a new initiative to unite secular 
Muslims, and in 2010 LIM was re-formed as Likestilling 
Integrering Mangfold (i.e. Equality Integration Diversity), 
giving non-religious Muslims a voice in Norway.  

LIM also works for understanding co-operation and dialogue 
to reduce prejudice and conflict between the Muslims and 
non-Muslims of Norway. Eight years on, LIM still exists and 
the purpose it was formed for, is more important than ever.  

In the last year several other secular-Muslim organisations 
have popped up. The Secretary-General of LIM is happy with 
this. She thinks it makes more people engage.  

Things are going the right way. More and more people 
manage to break with the social control and traditional 
values in the Muslim environment.  

But there are also small groups that move in an extremist 
direction. The Islamic Council of Norway moved in a 
fundamentalist direction that's not representative of most 
Muslims in Norway.  

A LIM representative said, ‘Remember that we are also 
Muslims even if we define ourselves as secular.’ 

The next organisation is the SSI Senter for Sekulær Integrering 

(i.e. Centre for Secular Integration), founded in May 2016. 
It’s an initiative by concerned citizens, many with Muslim 

background, to prevent extremism by increased focus on 
adaptation to democracy, equality and secularism.  

They saw the conflict escalating, with Muslim populists on 
one side, and right wing populists on the other. SSI wants to 
help with a constructive critique of Islam, because 
conservative and radical Islam has created concern and 
fright among the majority of Norwegians. SSI is more critical 
of religion than LIM. And they are more engaged in 
criticising oppressing structures directly. 

Ex-Muslims of Norway is another organisation, whose leader 
was formerly a conservative Muslim from Turkey. He has 
been quoted as saying: “I saw Islam as the only solution and 
was convinced that this life had no other meaning. Life was 
only a divine test. Everything is about after life”.  

He believes that Islamists have a conscious strategy of using 
democracy to get power and introduce religious 
dictatorship. Democracy is a vulnerable governing system. 
Islamists are experts in abusing democracy and values like 
freedom of speech and freedom of religion. 

He believes that many people with Muslim background who 
defends western values in Norway are too careful. They 
want to be politically correct.  

It was not enough for him, so he founded Ex-Muslims of 
Norway. He believes it’s the Islamists who are right about 
what Islam really is. “Islam is Mohammed! If you remove 
Mohammed there is no Islam. The moderates are just 
people who don’t take Islam that seriously.”  

Ex-Muslims of Norway demand that moderates dissociate 
themselves from Islam also ideologically, which they don’t. 
That makes the organisation controversial. 

There is also a fourth secular-Muslim group - SEFF Sekulær 
Feministisk Front (i.e. Secular Feministic Front). SEFF aims to 
stand up for the rights of minority women. They started at a 
rally on 8 March in Oslo this year with slogans like: ‘No to 
child hijabs’, ‘No honour in honour killings’, ‘Let clitoris and 
foreskin live’, and ‘No force in love’. 

SEFF has benefited from being cofounded by comedian 
Shabana Rehman Gaarder, giving good access to the media. 

 Another initiative with good media access has been 
‘Skamløs’ (Shameless). This was created when Nancy Herz, 
aged just 20 and from Lebanon, spoke out against social 
control over women in Muslim environments. 

Along with Sofia Nesrine Srour and Amina Bile, these 
‘shameless girls’ collected stories from young women who 
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have personally experienced negative social control. 

In a youth column in an evening paper, Aftenposten, Nancy 
demands people engage in ending the religiously 
determined control of women and not remain silent. The 
contribution led to a big engagement and many young 
women with Muslim background have joined her. 

One of the co-founders of SSI thinks that this sudden rise in 
engagement around secular Muslims is due to the special 
climate in the debate around Islam, and the radicalisation 
that has taken place among Norwegian Muslims. 

He wants an end to the easy working conditions that 
Islamists have in Norway. When we have grown up in a free 
liberal country it is important to defend these values and 
bring them forward. 

According to Statistisk sentralbyrå SSB (Statistics Norway) 
there are 148,000 registered members of Islamic mosques 
that receive government support. They are about 2.8% of 
the population. The number of members in registered 
mosques have increased by 33% from 2012 to 2016.  

The number of people with Muslim background (which 
doesn’t say anything about whether they are practising or 
not) are probably between 200,000 and 250,000.  

Most Muslims have immigrant background, either by 
themselves, or both parents are born outside of Norway. 
Most have a background from one of these countries: 
Pakistan, Iraq, Somalia, Bosnia-Hercegovina, Iran or Turkey.  

The Norwegian mosques have traditionally been organised 
after nationality. Many mosques are organised under the 
umbrella organisation Islamic Council of Norway, but after 
an internal fight some mosques have started work to 
establish a new organisation. 

 

Original article in 
Norwegian by 

Even Gran 
  

Even works as a journalist 
at fritanke.no and senior 
adviser in the Human-
Etisk Forbund of Norway 

SEKULÆR FEMINISTISK FRONT (SeFF):   
Back: Anita Farzaneh (Secular Forum), Ingalill Sandal ( Likestilling, Integrering 
& Mangfold), Tone Grebstad (Senter for Sekulær Integrering).   
Front: Atefeh Moradi (Ex-Muslims of Norway), Shabana Rehman Gaarder 
(SeFF), Æsæl Manouchehri (Likestilling, Integrering & Mangfold).  

Australian Humanist editor & current President of the Humanist 
Society of NSW, Murray Love (left) took the opportunity to meet 
Roar Johnsen , retiring Treasurer of the International Humanist and 
Ethical Union (IHEU) when Roar and his wife Tove passed through 
Sydney on their way back from the IHEU General Assembly and 
conference weekend in Auckland in early August 2018.  
This was a chance to share stories and statistics about the humanism 
movement in our various countries. We met in Humanist House, the 
headquarters of the Humanist Society of NSW for a brief hour on a 
Tuesday afternoon. It’s a shame Roar and Tove weren’t available for a 
weekend meeting. His name has its own proper pronunciation in 
Norwegian, but for English speakers he accepts ‘roar’ ( as lions do!). 

Roar Johnsen is also a Past President of the Norwegian Humanist 
Association (Human-Etisk Forbund) which has more than 89,000 
members, and is one of the largest ‘religious’ organizations in 
Norway outside the Norwegian Church.  
The head office is located in Brugata, Oslo. There are about 90 
paid employees, and around 9,000 volunteers in about 120 teams 
spread throughout the country. 
For each member about 800 NOK ($135 AU) p.a. is received from 
the government, equivalent to that paid to churches for their 
members. They offer ceremonies for naming, confirmation, 
marriage and funerals. They work for human rights and dignity in 
Norway, and assist less well funded humanist organisations and 
conferences around the world.
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n a book review in January’s Australian Humanist, 
Rosslyn Ives pondered if humans would ”fare well into 
the future despite overpopulation”. 

In all the angst about burgeoning infrastructure costs, 
environmental degradation, global warming, and over-
exploitation of water, forest, and marine resources, it’s 
curious that population growth - the driver of these issues - 
can escape mention in both polite and political circles. 

Population growth isn’t so much the elephant in the room, 
as a herd of elephants stomping through the house! From a 
bare million 100,000 years ago, global human population 
has soared to over seven billion, mostly in the past fifty 
years. If people were distributed evenly over the land 
surface, Australia would have a population of 380 million. 

Somewhere between one million and seven billion, there 
should be an optimum human population, with decent living 
standards for all, while maintaining global ecosystems, and 
not dooming so many other species to extinction.  

Human society seems to be bifurcating. One lot over-
indulges while declining in numbers due to low fertility rates 
- although their total mass may remain constant! The other 
lot exists at subsistence level but with higher family fertility, 
often attempting to shortcut into the good life by crossing 
into the countries of the first group.  

One sees evidence for such a dystopic future in the daily 
news. But is it really so? In a bid to counter such ideas, Hans 
Rosling, a doctor and educator who advised UNICEF and the 
WHO, started writing a ‘book on facts’.1 His work was 
completed posthumously by his son and daughter-in-law, 
and Factfullness was released early in 2018.  

This article will consider the main points of his arguments, 
along with additional information, to assess if humans are 
on a path to destruction, or if there are reasonable grounds 
to be optimistic about the future. 

Rosling’s emphasis on the necessity to consider facts should 
resonate with humanists who have a long tradition of trying 
to convince people to accept evidence and empirical data 
over myths, faith and decrees from higher authorities.  

 It’s also time to plot a change in our struggle against 
religion to oppose even more egregious - yet plausibly 
convincing - denials, distortions and rejection of facts that 
don’t suit certain ideologies or a desire for personal wealth. 

Rosling argues the data does not show an ever expanding 
population - as long as living standards rise. He uses UN 
statistics to show that irrespective of country, ethnicity or 
religion, fertility universally declines as income levels rise. A 
replacement rate of 2.1 births per female is reached at 
around $8,000 per capita per annum. Whereas, the average 
births per woman in the ‘state of nature’ is around 7.0.  

It took the USA about 400 years and Australia about 200 
years to get down to the zero population growth (ZPG) 
fertility rate of 2.1. Iran, a highly religious country, took 
fewer than 70 years to reach this milestone. This alone 
should cause us to reflect on the breeding rates of Catholics, 
Muslims, people with low albedo and high libido, or 
whoever else we think we are about to be swamped by.  

A curious issue is why women are the main vectors of the 
religion meme, when in nearly all religions, they get second 
class membership. What’s the benefit to females in 
supporting patriarchal religions? It may be religion’s promise 
of justice for oppressed classes in the next world. As 
societies evolve to provide justice for women at the broad 
level and in the family structure, women may no longer 
have the key role in religious propagation. 

For the past 30 years, it has been commonly accepted that 
the decision by the Chinese Communist Party to impose a 
one child limit on Chinese families was one of exceptional 
foresight, albeit very harsh for a lot of families, and that this 
decision formed the basis of the Chinese economic miracle. 
But Rosling says the decline in birth rate was already 
underway and attributes little significance to this decree. 

Rosling may however be incorrect in assigning the primary 
role to income. While income and fertility rates are strongly 
linked across countries, ethnicity, religion and time, it seems 
the causal link is actually between education and fertility. 

The Wittgenstein Institute in Austria has been involved in 
demographic studies for many years, and they claim it is 
rising education standards that underpin improvements in 
productivity, especially in rural production and certain types 
of manufacturing, and that this flows into rising incomes, 
improved health care and declining fertility rates.2  

Rosling expects the world population to peak at around 
eleven billion by 2100 and he bases this partly on the data 
that shows that the number of people under fifteen years of 
age has already peaked and is in slow decline. 
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The Wittgenstein group take a different approach, with five 
scenarios assigning different rates to the education levels of 
countries, and to levels of cooperation between countries.  

Using Kenya as an example, they show how the current 
population of 43 million can expand to a maximum of 75 
million or a devastating, and still increasing 160 million by 
2100, depending on how rapidly the education levels rise.  

The most depressing outcome will be if countries become 
focused on security and national advantage. This leads to a 
population of around 13 billion, and still growing, by 2100. 
With modest levels of international cooperation, the other 
four models show population peaking around 8.5 billion in 
2050 under the maximum rate of education improvement, 
and 9.5 billion in 2070 with a more gradual one.  

It is often cited that the education of girls is the key to 
reducing birth rates, and this seems to be well established, 
although the Wittgenstein group put more emphasis on 
overall levels of education - except for a few cases where 
the education was strongly asymmetric between males and 
females. It would be interesting to see what would happen 
in a society where females were educated to a higher level 
than males, but such cases seem non existent. 

There are practical reasons why educating females can 
lower fertility rates. The education process effectively 
reduces the procreative years of females by 3-10 years. It 
gives females better and more informed choices about their 
own health, their fertility and the health of their family. 

There may also be an evolutionary influence operating. 
Worldwide, females prefer to breed with males of equal or 
higher intelligence, and who are taller. This raises the 
question of why humans have not followed the example of 
peacocks, and ended up with a plethora of tall boffins with 
big heads bobbing above the general mass of males! 

 However, since education is a proxy for intelligence, more 
highly educated females will have more restricted choices in 
terms of mates to select, will take more time in finding such 
mates, and so further limit the time available for 
procreation, as well as the desire to breed early and often. 

The world still shows considerable asymmetry in the 
distribution of males and females in the education levels 
achieved, but the divergence is more pronounced in the age 
cohorts above 30 years. In India, for example, the 
proportion of females with no education is around 50% 
higher in the 15-20 year age cohort, but in the 60-65 year 
cohort uneducated females are about 3 times that of males.  

The work by the Wittgenstein group gives solid grounds for 
optimism that humanity will not breed itself into a 
catastrophe, provided the current ‘my country first, right or 
wrong’ mantra emanating from the USA, Turkey, Russia etc 
does not take hold throughout the world. 

But the living standards required for declines in fertility in 
the very populous low-income countries may not be 
achievable in a warming world of finite energy resources. 
How many of us in the over-developed world would really 
be prepared to live simply, so that others may simply live?  

It turns out that we may not be forced to endure this affront 
because it is possible to meet the challenges of increasing 
the education, health and living standards of virtually all 

global citizens without destroying the biosphere, or 
polluting ourselves into an early grave. 

Without new technological marvels, but just consistent 
improvements, and technological and social changes 
already in progress, we can break the nexus between rising 
living standards and increased energy use. Recent work3 has 
shown changes in activity levels and energy intensity can 
actually lead to an overall decline in total energy use, even 
while population and income levels continue to rise.  

The example given is a smartphone, which can substitute 
for a whole range of other devices (TV, video, GPS, tablet 
etc.) and with a power consumption of less than 10% that of 
the other devices. A smartphone is a relatively trivial 
consumer of power, but it is not only the power demand of 
the final device, but that of the whole manufacturing chain. 

 When this overall integration of power demand is 
considered we can see that energy consumption will peak 
and then start to decline, perhaps as the population peak is 
reached. An estimated3 decline in global energy demand 
from around 410EJ at present to only 250EJ by 2050 may be 
optimistic, but the report makes a compelling case based on 
a detailed review of the major sectors for energy demand 
and supply. (Note 1 EJ is 1018 Joules)  

There is no iron clad law of progress that says humans will 
continue to increase and prosper, and indeed simple 
mathematics shows that it is not possible to expand 
populations ad infinitum. However, there is no corollary law 
that says humans are doomed to extinction due to a 
lemming-like propensity to over-breed, over-consume, and 
over-pollute a finite world. 

 It’s too easy to project a pessimistic future where business-
as-usual continues until a catastrophic reset. The brief 
analysis provided here, based on the literature references, 
indicates that an improved global future is not an 
impossible task, and not even a utopian one.  

With continuing expansion of education, and a gradual 
increase in living standards, along with sufficient political 
stability and international cooperation to get the 
demographic shift to a declining population after 2050, the 
children of today, averaged over the whole globe, can 
reasonably expect to have better living standards than their 
parents, a characteristic once reserved for those in a 
relatively small section of the global village. 
 

1.H. Rosling: Factfullness;  Flatiron Books April 2018 

2. K. Samir et al. The human core of the shared socio-
economic pathways: Population scenarios by age, sex and 
level of education of all countries by 2100  v. 42 p. 181-192 
Global Environmental Change, January 2017.  

3. A. Grubler et al. A low energy demand scenario for 
meeting the 1.5C target and sustainable development goals 
without negative emission technologies v. 3 
pp 515 -527 Nature Energy, June 2018  

 

               John Ness   

John works in telecommuncations  
and is a member of HSQ 
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he ‘fear’ in the title might be one's own fears, 
the fears we think others are feeling, real fear, 
phony fear, or just ‘fear itself’! Harmony is the 
idea that we can all get along despite our fears. 

Harmony is implicit in ideas like multiculturalism and peace. 
Multiculturalism is under attack. Yet it draws on the same 
Enlightenment roots as the notion of Humanism. Humanism 
has always been global rather than local in its values.  

Toleration is another important enlightenment value. But 
can or should we tolerate intolerance?  

Some have legitimate concerns that prioritising the need to 
preserve harmony can trump individual rights to forthrightly 
discuss controversial matters - truly free societies are “by 
nature cacophonous, argumentative and full of dissent”. 

Yet different viewpoints don’t get equal treatment within 
the cacophony. Debate can cross a fine line into 
condemnation of a group - or censorship of a viewpoint. 
Criticism is not necessarily persecution, but exaggerated or 
selective criticism can vilify an unpopular minority group. 

Do we remember kneecapping in Ireland and burning tyres 
full of petrol around people’s necks in South Africa? There 
used to be the Tamil Tigers and gas attacks in Tokyo metro 
stations – largely forgotten. So moving on is possible. 

Yet the Islamist terrorist can seem unforgiveable when they 
conduct brutal decapitations or fire on concerts, cafes and 
offices. There is much else to be repulsed by, including 
stonings, hangings and beheadings for trivial offences in 
Iran, Saudi Arabia and other Islamic countries.  

Many humanists want to remove the problem - get rid of 
the bad eggs. We can try to manage who our neighbours 
might be – good luck with that – but we can’t eliminate a 
billion Muslims. We need to seek some kind of resolution. 

After Islamic State attacks in Brussels in 2016 the city’s then 
mayor, Yvan Mayeur called it: “ an attack against the values 
of freedom and democracy, against the humanism that we 
value so much in Brussels.” Note his use of ‘humanism’ for 
his values. This same Mayor Mayeur, gave the welcome 
address at the 2014 European Humanist Federation 
assembly and conference in his city. He knows humanism. 

Does humanism have the wherewithal to respond to fear? 

In 2016, the so-called experts blamed Brussels for lax 
security. Yet Belgium regularly hosts major events and 
leaders, and has all the modern security apparatus. It’s so 
easy to blame ‘laxity’, and has the effect of justifying ever 
stronger policing powers - and limiting privacy and rights.  

Whether a thief picking which car to steal, a bully choosing a 
victim at school, or a terrorist wanting someone to blow up, 
there will always be factors that make one target more, or 
less, difficult, or easy, to attack than some other one.  

The violence is only moved along by the security approach. 
The victim gets blamed for being vulnerable, yet the 
perpetrator was going to strike at someone, somewhere, 
somehow. We cannot secure every concert or café, every 
precinct or queue, and every bus, train or plane - forever! 

This security approach, coupled with an equally ‘tough-
minded’ obsessive, self-righteous approach by the Islamist 
fanatics, drives an arms-race of chest-thumping, shirt-
fronting, heavy-handed behaviour lethal to our lives in small 
measure, but to our rights and freedoms in larger measure. 

For thousands of years, the warrior castes of all societies 
have justified their supremacy by the threat from the 
warrior castes of competing societies. The result is they get 
to lord it over the productive, creative, inquisitive ‘castes’ all 
over the world. It’s a perennial protection racket favouring 
thugs and their descendants and equivalents. 

The philosopher Hobbes tried to make a virtue out of this 
process as a basis for state-building. Another philosopher 
Machiavelli tried to make princely violence more efficient. 
But we have also seen the potential of freedom, rights and 
democracy to moderate the process. And humanism. 

Humanism is a kind of thriving where our empathy, our 
creativity, and our rational exploration and discussion, 
progress us together, across a wide front, to a better world. 

Humanism is under attack but there is not much concern 
expressed. Emotions are moved by threats to people rather 
than to values. The focus, whether empathy or antipathy, is 
often on refugees. And it’s true that most of the threat 
around the world is felt by these ordinary people. 

T 
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 The reasons why refugees elicit sympathy from humanists 
are, I hope, clear enough. The treatment of boat arrivals 
was atrocious, wasteful, expensive and cruel. Of course we 
should treat people decently, and unlimited detention is a 
blight on our society. Not to mention the Syrian refugees.  

To get some inclusion of differing views I have extracted 
comments from the web. (N.B. these do not represent my 
views or those of the humanist movement). 

"Why are these 'refugees' so determined to get to countries with 
generous welfare benefits? Why take more Muslims when we’re 
already struggling to integrate millions of them already here? Are 
people aware of the problems that Muslims bring? High welfare 
dependency, sky-rocketing crime, calls for Sharia, ghettos, parallel 
societies, resistance to integration and assimilation, terrorism, anti-
Semitism, rape-gangs? Many of these ‘refugees’ are fit, young men 
of fighting age. Why aren’t they staying to fight for their 
homeland? Isn’t it more compassionate for Europe to secure its 
borders, turn around illegal boats and deter these ‘refugees’ from 
making such a dangerous journey”? 

===================================== 

“Muslims have a track record of ignoring western values and laws. 
They have a belief system that is thousands of years behind. They 
do not care for our freedoms they are not interested in integrating 
into our society. They do not understand or care for the separation 
of state and religion. We have our own problem and it is not our 
responsibility or duty to resolve the Middle East problems “ 

These are ‘moderate’ attacks - there are plenty of others 
more scathing and vicious! Ultimately, such views call for 
some kind of apartheid, sending Muslims to Muslim 
countries and keeping Australia for Christians and seculars. 

I have heard some humanists express similar concerns. They 
want things to go back to the way they were. I don’t think 
modern Australia could, or should, go back to the kind of 
authoritarianism needed to enforce cultural homogeneity.  

The idea of a tough-minded solution flourishes though, and 
is an enticement to elect right-wing governments (which 
actually have a different agenda suited to the needs of the 
wealthy). Our humanistic value of equity means we can’t 
resolve conflict by antiquated discriminatory practices. 

Yet a spontaneous breakout of unanimity based on a 
common ‘rational’ approach seems even less likely. Despite 
a certain ‘like-mindedness’ people who identify as rational 
are not as unified as might be expected. We often can’t 
properly discuss divisions within the humanist community.  

Meantime we’re obligated to share our world with people 
with far more different, objectionable and dangerous ideas.  

Often humanists concerned about Islam frame it in more 
secular terms as not being able to criticise because of 
‘political correctness’. And it’s true that many Muslim 
spokespeople use ant-racism to dismiss justified criticism.  

Unfortunately, much of the dialogue is just about how 
foolish everyone else is. Most viewpoints have some validity 
but most won’t see the further complexities. They point at 
problems not at solutions. Truths and lies get mixed 
together. It’s hard work to follow the threads. 

For those who think the problems all run one way, here’s 
another experienced viewpoint extracted from the Internet: 

“I'm not Muslim, but I did arrive as a refugee to Australia about 35 

years ago. I did what I was supposed to do. Learnt English. Got a 
job. Paid taxes. Became a citisen. Married a true blue Aussie. Yet 
I've constantly had the fact I'm not really Australian pointed out to 
me. I am Australian! I deserve to be here. I have contributed, and I 
continue to do so. But, I've always been called a wog. I've always 
been told that my English is very good, but you know, the accent”. 
 “Just yesterday my boy came home from school. He said 'dad can 
you not give us leftovers ‘cause the other kids said it was wog food 
and that it stinks. They didn't stop calling me wog all afternoon. I 
hate it'. So now my kids are also wogs. They must conform. 
‘Otherness' must be removed. Yet my kids are born here. No 
foreign accent. What's going on?” 
He asks what is happening. One huge problem for all hope 
of change is that a few unpleasant experiences far outweigh 
many good experiences, which we tend to take for granted. 
So it’s hard to get a positive momentum for progress. 

The security approach says we should teach school children 
how to avoid being bullied. Yet at best this moves bullies on 
to someone else – someone eating ‘the wrong food’! 

One trick (or cheat) is to get the issues framed on 
favourable terms to oneself and one’s tribal identities. 
Framing is looking at something from only one particular 
viewpoint. Much public debate breaks down to assertions 
that one framework or another is the essential view.  

But humanists need to examine issues in the round, from 
various different perspectives, even including those of 
criminals, terrorists and religious people. 

In politics, unproductive solutions to the flow of refugees 
mix and match with equally absurd approaches to drugs, 
crime, work, money, war, borders, environment, and 
energy. Language and logic themselves get bastardised. 

The best humanists can do is to encourage genuine critical 
thinking that ‘begins at home’. It’s not about how wrong 
everyone else is. Separating the good from the bad needs to 
begin with examining our own ideas in the light of different 
viewpoints and objective data. It’s rarely just good vs bad. 

The humanist movement needs to engage more in public 
debate, develop think-tanks, resident scholars, lobbyists, 
conferences and all other forms of good hard thinking, and 
gathering and studying facts and solutions. Of course this 
won’t happen without serious contributions. 

There needs to be a humanist ethic developed that 
combines a love of people with a love of learning and a love 
of the world as it really is. Rejuvenating the humanist 
movement can contribute to solving the world’s problems. 

 People do need an alternative to consumerism and religion 
that finds meaning in working together. Humanism is both a 
theory and practice, and both need development. 
Humanists need to get constructively involved in some hard 
thinking needed to rise above the so-called clash of 
civilisations, and to find a basis for a 
common human understanding. 
 

Murray Love  
 

(An earlier version of this article appeared 
 in the NSW newsletter Viewpoints 

Volume 55 Issue 02– Apr, May, Jun 2016) 
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The Missing 

Mangalsutra 
ntil quite recently Bollywood movies had a typical 
representation of the Indian married woman. She’d 
be dressed in a traditional Indian sari, sport a red 

dot (bindi) on her forehead, and wear a mangalsutra around 
her neck. A mangalsutra is a piece of jewellery with a special 
significance for the position of women in India. 

Mangal means auspicious and sutra means thread. The 
consecrated necklace is worn by married women, a little like 
the wedding ring in the West, with one difference. In India, 
only the wife wears the necklace. The husband, on the other 
hand, has no external markers of matrimony whatsoever.  

The message is clear – the wife is visibly ‘taken’, while the 
husband is free, unclaimed. The mangalsutra is a serious 
piece of jewellery, to be held on to under all circumstances.  

A crime reporter discovered that the theft of a mangalsutra 
is always reported, and always pursued. Both the police and 
the victim appreciate the sensitivity of the crime.  

Of course, for the thief, it’s just another piece of gold, to be 
sold for quick cash. But for the wife, the husband and 
society at large, it represents the sanctity of the marital 
bond, which is solely the wife’s responsibility. But the 
upkeep of the wife or woman is nobody’s responsibility.  

This outlook is manifested in some dangerous ways. India 
has the largest number of malnourished children in the 
world. The World Bank reports rates of malnutrition among 
India’s children at double those of Sub-Saharan Africa! 

A big contributing cause is the age of the mothers, a large 
percentage of whom are adolescents. Over three quarters of 
these are anemic and gain less than half the weight during 
pregnancy compared to the world average. The reasons for 
these ghastly statistics aren’t hard to find. 

The woman is the custodian of the family’s honour. Even 
now the narrative of a girl being born to adorn her future in-
laws’ family remains common in large parts of India. Thus all 
efforts must be made to secure her virtue, and keep her 
‘pure’ until she’s married off.  

But in the meantime, she’s seen as a waste of the family’s 
precious resources, since she’s earmarked for another 
family when she becomes old enough. 

The girl child gets less food to eat, receives less schooling, 
and often gets very little medical attention, if she survives at 

all. At some point she is married off into another family 
whose outlook towards women matches her own family’s - 
that girls are chattels, to be used for household work and 
produce progeny, preferably male.  

It is customary for the women and girls of the household to 
eat last, to have no personal demands, and for the men to 
corner the lion’s share of the family’s resources. While the 
government can battle physical abuse, cultural norms are 
much harder to overturn. And culturally, the woman comes 
last in the hierarchy, frequently below the cattle.  

Pregnant women have no privileges, and get no additional 
nutrition. In recognition of the gravity of the problem, the 
government now gives free iron and folic acid tablets to all 
pregnant women. Nonetheless nutrition is still an 
unattainable luxury in many households, ironically even in 
non-destitute ones. The pregnant woman often hands over 
her nutritionally enhanced food to her children or husband, 
considering them worthier of special treatment than her! 

Elsewhere around the world, the move to industrialization 
has emancipated women in droves. Work for women 
changes the narrative. They become more empowered and 
socially stronger. This isn’t the case in the sub-continent. In 
fact, the statistics there are tilting backwards. 

The monster devouring most hopes of female emancipation 
is the caste system. The woman’s status is lower than the 
lowest caste. At the same time, endogamy, the system of 
marriage within the same caste, ensures that the traditional 
orientation towards gender roles is perpetuated. 

An example of this can be found in the role of the woman 
after marriage, even within an urban, middle-class 
household. The wife usually seeks permission from her 
husband and in-laws to continue working after marriage. 
This permission is often withdrawn when the first child is 
born. The mother must assume responsibility for the child. 

 A report by the OECD a few years ago discovered that the 
Indian man spends a mere nineteen minutes a day in 
housework, amongst the lowest in the world. The UN 
gender equality index placed India 132 out of 148 countries.  

The slow pace of industrialization and jobless growth have 
created a situation where female participation in the 
workforce has declined in the last few years. 

U 
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India’s restrictive labour laws, meant to protect the rights of 
organised labour, have created a situation in which 
entrepreneurs choose to import rather than manufacture. 
As a result, there’s a huge demand for the few 
manufacturing jobs that do exist, and women, hobbled by 
circumstances, naturally lose the race. 

At the same time, the rise of urbanisation is seeing a 
shrinkage in farm labour, where female participation was 
traditionally high. Women are being forced out of the labour 
market, even before they could actually enter it in big 
numbers. This is an alarming development. 

Aside from the huge loss of opportunity to the economy, the 
absence of women in the workforce means that traditional 
gender roles continue to play out in society. There are a 
number of consequences, some trivial, some quite grave. 

Cheerleaders for India point to the dramatic rise in female 
education in the last few years. When British rule finally 
ended in 1947, the percentage of literacy was just 12%. The 
last census in 2011 estimated literacy to be 74%, and it is 
still growing. Statistics vary in different parts of the country. 
The southern state of Kerala leads on most counts of 
development, while northern states lag significantly behind. 

But the figures show a different picture when one considers 
high school and college education. Less than a third of girl 
children in India finish their education at an appropriate age. 

A recent Financial Express article had this to say about the 
education of girls in India: “Net enrolment ratio for girl 
children dips from 88.7% at primary to 51.93% at secondary 
and to a dismal 32.6% at higher secondary levels. Roughly 
one in every five girls enrolled drop out after class 8”.1  

Access to secondary and higher secondary schools is one of 
the primary reasons for these statistics. Girls can’t travel to 
schools located far away from their homes. When the then 
Chief Minister of the eastern state of Bihar gave bicycles to 
schoolgirls, it was one of the most appreciated measures of 
social welfare, contributing hugely to his re-election.  

Hygiene and sanitation is another reason for girls to drop 
out after primary school. Hardly any school in the rural 
areas, and very few in cities, offers privacy and toilet 
facilities to menstruating girls. Girls find it more convenient 
to simply drop out rather than suffer the humiliation.  

In a recent Thomson Reuters Foundation survey, India was 
rated the most dangerous country in the world for women 
due to the high risk of sexual violence and being forced into 
slave labour. Manjunath Gangadhara, of Karnataka state 
said "India has shown utter disregard and disrespect for 
women... rape, marital rapes, sexual assault and 
harassment, female infanticide has gone unabated," but 
otherwise there was a loud howl of outrage around the 
country when the report was revealed. 

Aside from largely nationalistic arguments and the usual 
chestnut about all our goddesses being female, and the 
female being a devi (goddess), not much came out in the 
way of actual counter-argument. Perhaps this is because 
there really isn’t much to offer. 

The Prime Minister of India has a way with words, coining a 
new slogan almost every day. Narendra Modi launched the 

Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao (BBBP) scheme in 2015. In English 
it means Teach the Girl to Save the Girl. It acknowledges 
that female infanticide and foeticide is rampant across the 
country. India has one of the world’s lowest sex ratios.  

The reality on the ground, however, in spite of such 
sloganeering, remains grim. In most of the states ruled by 
the Prime Minister’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) the 
attempts to muzzle the freedom of the girl are blatant. 

 Curfews and dress codes for college students have become 
almost a norm. Campuses cite the declining law and order 
situation to restrict the movement of girls, while doing 
almost nothing to punish the errant boys. 

In a Kafkaesque turn of events a few years ago, in the 
northern state of Haryana, where the sex ratio is the lowest, 
the village elders unilaterally withdrew all girls from school 
when the menace of harassment by boys went out of 
control. Nothing was done to the boys, who continued to go 
to school, and continued to enjoy right of way. 

Has urbanisation and modernisation turned the situation to 
the girls’ advantage? One would like to think so. Now every 
sportswoman's achievements, for instance, are loudly 
celebrated in the media. Almost every state offers incentives 
for sending girls to school, and many of them, to raise the 
sex ratio, offer cash incentives to families with daughters. 

In the big cities there is an increasing trend of girls marrying 
out of choice, and thus breaking the caste hegemony. But 
the pace of change, for a country of this size, is glacial, and it 
will be a long time before a woman in India can feel safe, 
empowered and free. 

A minuscule minority is on par with its Western counterpart, 
but most Indian women remain frustrated and many 
haven’t felt the winds of change at all. A massive male 
mandate has repelled the attempts to emancipate females. 
A bill to raise the proportion of women in parliament to a 
third, has been throttled by every political party.  

The rise of a Hindu right wing party, with its very male-
centric culture (all the successive heads of its social wing 
have been unmarried men), and the valorisation of 
traditional practices have pushed the feminist agenda back. 

The poison emanating from social media, witnessed around 
the world, has had a particularly alarming impact on 
women, with online threats of sexual violence becoming 
almost commonplace.  

In the West, the Industrial Revolution and the two wars 
yanked women out of domesticity into the workplace, and 
propelled them into a more egalitarian society. In the 
absence of a corresponding revolution in India, one wonders 
how much things are going to change for its females. 
 

1. Dropout rate of girl students is a challenge for Modi’s New 
India: Here’s why, August 14, 2017, The Financial Express  

Article author Sangeeta Mall is a 
novelist and writer based in Mumbai, 
India and the former consulting editor 
of International Humanist News  
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Can you tell us a bit about yourself? For example: the major stages 
of your life. Any particular challenges you may have faced, any 
moments when you particularly found that life was worth living?

I grew up in south-western Sydney, attending mostly 
catholic boys’ schools. I remember being a little more 
religious than most of the other boys, becoming an altar boy 
and even harbouring an ambition to be a priest at one stage. 
I abandoned all these thoughts though at around 15, 
deciding it was all most likely untrue. 

After school, I completed half a business degree before 
abandoning it and heading off to London for two years 
where I met my partner Theo, who returned with me to 
Australia in 1996. We travelled to Vancouver, Canada to 
marry in April 2006. 

In 2000 I was elected to South Sydney City Council with the 
Australian Democrats and subsequently served as Deputy 
Mayor from 2001 until 2004 when the council was merged 
with the City of Sydney. In 2004, I co-founded Australian 
Marriage Equality, serving as its convenor until 2011. 

I am not one, I like to think, who spends too much time 
wondering if life is worth living or not, although this may be 
a sign of just how lucky I have been. 

When I think of my good fortune I think mostly of having 
known and become friends with some very interesting and 
ethical people. I may have sought such people out, of 
course, so it may not be entirely by accident. Curiosity has 
often driven me, and several of my friends, as well as my 
husband, say I do not always fully appreciate personal risk. 

You say that around 15 years of age you gave up religious beliefs 
as most likely untrue. What happened then in terms of the 
development of your philosophy of life? Did you identify as an 
atheist at this stage? And at what stage did you join the humanist 
movement? Was this an important decision, or were you, for all 
intents and purposes, operating as a humanist well before that?  

To be frank, I recall being in Year 10 at De La Salle College, 
Revesby, when in 1984 the Principal, Brother Michael, came 
in to class and said “Boys, if any of you live in the electorate 
of Bass Hill (which was nearby), tell you parents to never 
vote Labor again. They have just legalised sin”! 

He was referring to NSW decriminalising homosexuality 
under the premier Neville Wran, who was the member for 
Bass Hill. My ears pricked up. Sin seemed much more 
appealing than holiness. I very soon identified as an atheist, 
though kept it to myself until leaving school.  

I joined the Humanist Society of NSW several years ago, only 
becoming aware of them, as I happen to live on the same 
street as their premises in Chippendale. Although a 
member, I am not as regular an attender of events as I 
would like to be. Before that, I was, as no doubt the vast 
majority of humanists are, a humanist without necessarily 
identifying as one. 

You were very active in helping to achieve marriage equality. 
Humanists value rational thought and evidence-based approaches 
to forming opinions, so how did you go about convincing people to 

nterviewee Peter Furness is a member of the 
NSW Humanist Society. Peter takes his 
humanism seriously and has helped bring 
educational opportunities to young 
Ugandans, supporting the development of 
humanist infrastructure in a country that has 
seen some serious inhumanity in its past.  

Peter is interviewed by Elizabeth Dangerfield from 
the ACT Humanist Society. 
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support changes to the Marriage Act to allow gay couples to 
marry? Was it possible to convince people who initially opposed 
these changes to change their opinion on this issue? 

In 2004, there was less than 40% support for same-sex 
marriage. By around 2010, support had reached well over 
60%. Of course, rational discussion and evidence are the 
basis of sound opinions, but I suspect, for better or worse, 
the catalyst for most people to begin reconsidering their 
views is emotion.  

I think the most effective tool which brought about this 
change was the stream of personal stories by LGBTI people, 
both in the media, and in individual conversations 
throughout the country. What was unimaginable, if not 
unheard of, for many people in 2004, became utterly 
acceptable. I also think that as Australia had been left 
behind so many other countries, including places like 
Canada, Britain and New Zealand, among many others, 
many people started to suspect (or have confirmed) that 
we had become a rather backward place. 

It is quite important, I think, to remember that you will only 
ever win over some people to your argument, never 
everyone, and that in a democracy that is all that is 
required, if you are attempting to have a law changed. 
 

Tell me about Humanist Aid Australia, how was it formed, and 
what was the inspiration or motivation that meant people were 
prepared to put so much effort into it?  

Humanist Aid Australia is a small registered charity formed 
in 2014 by me, and a group of long-term friends in Sydney, 
wanting to do something worthwhile with their time and 
energy, that would make a positive difference to the lives 
of other people. 

We wanted to support secular, non-religious charities 
operating without any agenda other than to assist those in 
need. One charity we supported early on was the Uganda 
Humanist Schools Trust (UHST), a British charity run by 
Steve and Hilary Hurd. 

The Ugandan Humanist Association had been formed in 
2004 by former students of the Makerere University in 
Kampala. The association invited the International 
Humanist and Ethical Union (IHEU) to host a Humanist 
Visions for Africa Conference in Uganda. It was decided to 
explore the setting up of humanist schools, free from 
religious indoctrination (most unusual in Uganda), which 
would have a large charitable component catering for 
students who would not otherwise receive an education. 

 The Uganda Humanist Schools Trust (UHST) supports these 
schools, located in rural districts, which have developed 
into impressive institutions from humble beginnings. 

In 2015, the UHST asked if any of us would like to attend an 
International Friendship Week to see for ourselves where 
our funds were going. I work in the airline industry and can 
travel cheaply (all travel expenses are paid by ourselves and 
do not come out of charity funds) and jumped at the 
chance to go to Uganda, a place I had not ever considered 
visiting. I was the only one from Australia, the others being 
from the UK, with an American from the St Louis Ethical 
Society and later a woman from Germany. 

Have the results been worthwhile? 
At the end of my first day out of the capital Kampala, after 
we travelled in a mini-bus through the country, passing 
through many towns and villages, and having met some of 
the students and teachers at the first school, I remember 
going to bed utterly depressed. How could some misguided 
westerner, I thought, possibly make any difference in what 
was a seemingly never-ending ocean of poverty. 

But soon my view changed entirely. The students, teachers, 
and others we met were in no way despondent. I was made 
very welcome and soon learnt just how far the money we 
had raised had gone, and that it had truly made a 
difference. I especially enjoyed the opportunities to chat 
with the older students doing their A levels (HSC), and the 
teachers, about my life in Australia, and theirs in Uganda. I 
loved hearing their (sometimes differing) opinions about 
religion and politics and even sport. I loved their genuine 
curiosity and optimism. 

I noticed that when a teacher entered a classroom, 
sometimes with even up to 120 students, there would be 
instant silence. Hilary Hurd had mentioned that this was in 
marked contrast to the classrooms she had taught in in 
Manchester, UK. Humanist Aid Australia have developed a 
relationship with the Isaac Newton High School, located in 
a rural part of Masaka District.  
 

How have things been progressing? 

We are currently providing seven full-time boarding 
scholarships for secondary students with the support of 
donors, including members and friends of the Humanist 
Society of NSW. 

I have been to Uganda twice now. On my second visit, I met 
with Kato Mukasa, the current chair of the Ugandan 
Humanist Association and a board member of IHEU.  

The Ugandan Humanist Association have a charitable arm, 
the (wordy) Humanist Association for Leadership, Equity 
and Accountability (HALEA). HALEA have established the 
Pearl Vocational Training College in the rural Lwengo 
District, not too far from the Isaac Newton High School.  

A very different institution, it mostly provides training to 
young women, to enable them to obtain employment or to 
start their own business ventures. Youth unemployment in 
Uganda is over 80%.  

Many of these young women and girls already have 
children, and the college provides family planning services, 
and will soon launch a nursery and childcare centre.  

Humanist Aid Australia are currently raising funds for the 
construction of a wall to surround this facility, necessary to 
keep young children in, as well as a licensing requirement. 

I am very glad to have made a friend of Kato. He is a truly 
amazing person. He once ran, unsuccessfully, for 
parliament on an anti-corruption platform, but did much 
better than he or anyone else had expected.  

Kato Musaka had also, as a straight man, written a book 
The Bitter Pill: Unlearning the Myths about Homosexuality 
aimed at Ugandans in the lead up to the so-called ‘Kill the 
Gays’ bill debated by Uganda’s parliament in 2013, for 
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which he had been on the receiving end of a campaign of 
violence, intimidation, vandalism and burglaries. 

I am really delighted that, along with my friends and those 
who have generously donated, I have been able to make a 
contribution to these projects in Uganda. 

[Peter Furness was interviewed by Elizabeth Dangerfield] 

Do you think that Humanists have a moral obligation to help 
others in a practical sense? 

I am not sure. I am, however, interested in purpose, 
meaning, joy, connection with others, doing things other 
than just working at your job to make money. I think these 
are things we have to do or find ourselves. 

L-R: Ed Schmidt (USA), Trisha Rogers, Steve & Hilary Hurd, Andrew 
West (UK) and Peter Furness (Australia) in 2015 

vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 

Students at the Pearl Vocational Training College,  
with some of their babies and children. 

See more wonderful photos of this fantastic project at:  
http://www.humanistaid.org.au/gallery 

If you would like to support the work in Uganda see:  
http://www.humanistaid.org.au/donate 

Lukyamuzi Yozefu, a trained and outspoken journalist with CBC 
Radio and BBSTV in Uganda, travelled to Pearl Vocational Training 
College to conduct a class on critical thinking, Some big ideas were 
raised. The girls are unlikely to have been exposed to such 
discussions at other institutions. 

Kato Mukasais shown here on the far left outside the World 
Humanist Conference in Oxford, UK in 2014 

Humanist Aid Australia funded a water tank so students didn't 
need a long walk each day with jerry cans of water. 

Isaac Newton High School, Masaka District, Uganda. 
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Dear Editor, 

The Fourth Estate, being the press and other news media, 
while not a formally recognised part of the political system, 
still wields an indirect but significant influence on society. 

Greg Sheridan, Foreign Editor of The Australian, published in 
that paper’s weekend edition of 4/5 August 2018, almost a 
full page ‘advertorial’ for his book, God is Good for You, with 
a bold headline, “Old Testament stories of wisdom, love 
echo through the ages”. Sheridan has cherry-picked the 
more acceptable parts of the Old Testament. 

Half the article consists of full colour reproductions of 
Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel frescoes labelled: “Stories 
from the old Testament brim with humility”! 

It is worth noting that at the time of the ‘debate’ on Same 
Sex Marriage, this part of the Fourth Estate, The Australian, 
actively promoted the ‘NO’ vote! 

Need I add further, that Australia’s current parliament has 
numerous elected members overtly pursuing their mission 
to ensure that church dogma prevails over the secular state 
in the formulation and execution of public policy? 

A review of the list of Australian Humanist of the Year 
(AHOY) - “who have made an outstanding contribution to 
public life, consistent with Humanist ideals and values”- will 
reveal several who have endeavoured to have the archaic, 
anachronistic customs of prayers in parliament no longer 
practiced, and to have the religious chaplains in public 
schools discontinued. 

In this context, one needs to look at the relevant 
Constitutional provisions regarding Church and State, 
historically in conflict. Section 116 of the Constitution states: 
“The Commonwealth shall not make any law for establishing 
any religion, or for imposing any religious observance, or for 
prohibiting the free exercise of any religion, and no religious 
test shall be required as a qualification for any office or 
public trust under the Commonwealth”. 

Justices Ronald Wilson and William Deane set out ‘indicia’ of 
the meaning of ‘religion’, including: a belief in the 
supernatural; a belief in ideas relating to "man's nature and 
place in the universe"; and the adherence to particular 
standards, codes of conduct or practices by those who hold 
the ideas. This latter part of the definition is surely a cause 

for concern in a democratic state, when those in power take 
this as license to put religious practices outside of the law! 

Elsewhere in the same issue of the Weekend Australian a 
small article by Jacquelin Magnay from London, claims that 
“Sharia law has been recognised by a British court for the 
first time”. The court ruled that a separated couple’s sharia 
law marriage of 20 years earlier had created a ‘valid 
marriage’. Unlike in Australia, de facto relationships don’t 
automatically enable the woman to claim maintenance or 
assets. At least now this particular woman can.  

But if the divorce had been handled under sharia, the man 
does not even have to face the council, and is usually given 
custody of the children, and most of the assets.  

The woman had originally wanted a civil ceremony as well 
as the sharia law ceremony, but the man had “fobbed her 
off”. The judge declared that her sharia ’husband’ had taken 
advantage of her “meek and undemanding nature”! 

One of my favourite articles is a piece our own Phillip 
Adams, (1987 AHOY) wrote in the Weekend Australian, 
October 2001. This, of course, followed the extraordinary 
events of September 2001. I have treasured a copy of the 
article, titled Have Faith in Disbelief, all these years.  

In it Phillip says, if you “rid your mind of these restrictive, 
blinkered views, if you refuse to acquiesce to ordained 
authority, to orthodoxies, and articles of faith, you’ll 
suddenly have room, betwixt the ears, for all sorts of 
interesting possibilities”.  

Phillip advocates: “Choose insatiable curiosity over 
conviction. For questions are better than answers and 
doubts are preferable to dogmas!” 

My final plea to our coterie of humanists is to read, if they 
have not already, the prolific writings and public forum 
appearances of Sam Harris, including his books like The End 
of Faith and Letter to a Christian Nation.  

Harris, a neuroscientist, tells us that with the certain 
knowledge that death is the final curtain, and that there is 
no afterlife in a paradise or heaven, it is therefore 
imperative to make the most of each hour of every day 
doing your best serving humanity.  

In this, Harris has read and digested the Holy Bible, cover to 
cover, and has documented many startling revelations 
which don’t stand up to careful scrutiny.  

He shows us how even a Jain sage can write a better list 
than the notorious Ten Commandments. “Mahavira, the 
Jain patriarch, surpassed the morality of the Bible with a 
single sentence: Do not injure, abuse, oppress, enslave, 
insult, torment, torture, or kill any creature or living being.” 

 Harris imagines a different world if the Bible had contained 
such precepts. He ask how Christians can claim the Bible is 
the ultimate morality when they have “abused, oppressed, 
enslaved, insulted, tormented, tortured, and killed people in 
the name of God for centuries.” 

Ongoing discussion and/or debate on interpretation of the 
Bible, and giving so much credence to the supernatural, can 
be counter-productive to an otherwise useful life.  

Donald Bailey  
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Our second public lecture for the year waited until June and 
was presented at the bigger venue of the Unitarian Hall in 
East Melbourne. 

Lara Kaput and Steven Unthank, two former Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, detailed child abuse within the church 
community, and punishment of dissenters by ostracism.  

There is a class action in preparation to obtain redress for 
victims. Steven Unthank found that JW hospital chaplains 
unethically reported personal health records to the church 
hierarchy. This was a breach of privacy which revealed a 
loophole in the law.  

We offered humanist support to any ex-religious people 
who felt lost in modern life. 

In July we publicly screened the documentary, Fade to Black, 
about the right-to-die campaign of cancer sufferer Peter 
Short, which also featured Drs Philip Nitschke and Rodney 
Syme (AHOY 1998 and 2017, respectively). Back in October 
2014 HSV contributed towards the production of this movie.  

Returning to Balwyn Library in August, our lecturer Sean 
Frost, offered various perspectives on sustainable energy: 

 Clean energy and climate action were included in the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals, the energy and 
sustainability transitions being intertwined. Human-
caused climate-change was more urgent than most 
people realised. 

 In August 2017 the American Humanist Association called 
on all humanists to take action to save the planet. We 
should reduce greenhouse-gas emissions today, not just 
hope to remove CO2 from the atmosphere some day.  

 Future electricity networks could be made secure, 

reliable and less expensive, by embracing distributed 
energy resources, variable renewable energy, energy 
efficiency, energy storage, demand response, smart grid, 
microgrids and community power.  

 Restraining the global temperature rise to 2 Celsius 
degrees was feasible technically – but the prospect of 
deep cultural change was another matter. 

At a membership discussion meeting, a private member’s 
bill to remove the federal government’s veto over territorial 
legislation was deemed simplistic and unworthy of support, 
despite the notorious quashing of voluntary assisted dying 
law in NT (1997). To the question, “were science and 
religion in conflict?” most said “yes”, particularly on 
evolution, and on the unreality of god.  

We wrote to the Senate Committee on Procedures 
reviewing parliamentary prayers. Considering the case of a 
former ASIS agent threatened with political imprisonment, 
we wrote to the relevant minister that the arrest violated 
the Witness Protection Act 1994.  

The HSV Committee has subscribed to The Independent and 
Peaceful Australia Network, and lent support to the National 
Secular Lobby.  

The committee has contracted with Joe Sehee to manage 
the establishment of a secular spiritual care network. He has 
described spiritual care as providing emotional-existential 
support to a person in crisis, which is often compounded by 
a lack of connection.  

The State Department of Health & Human Services regards 
spiritual care as an allied health profession. At present the 
qualification for the role is a theological certificate. There is 
a case for unbelievers to get the same attention, and the 
need for an accrediting agency - which Humanist Societies 
are in a position to fulfil.  

 

 Stephen Stuart 

Secretary, Humanist Society of Victoria 

http://vichumanist.org.au/ 

The Humanist Society of Western Australia has decades of 
proud history, but has lately been inactive. Why not 
consider helping out by offering to become a committee 
member or office bearer for the HSWA. 

Contact a member of the CAHS executive listed on the back 
of this journal if you would like to participate in reviving 
humanism in Western Australia. 

CAHS can assist by establishing a network through its 
Microsoft Teams system which allows online meetings to get 
communications started. 

Murray Love on behalf of Humanist Society of WA 

http://ipan.org.au/
http://ipan.org.au/
http://www.nationalsecularlobby.org/
http://www.nationalsecularlobby.org/
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Over the three months from July to September, the ACT 
Humanist Society has continued to arrange regular social 
gatherings at its Meetup discussion group. 

We also have a monthly Forum, where members have been 
able to discuss topical issues such as: 

 Is Nationalism contrary to human flourishing? 

 The Human Union Project: what it is  
and how we could participate 

 Social Media and its effects on   
face to face communication 

 My Beef with Belief 

Our very active management committee continues to meet 
monthly, and has been progressing ideas generated at our 
recent Planning Day. 

This has included the production of some consumer 
pamphlets, and the possibility of offering a course on 
Humanism through U3A. 

Members have participated in several public rallies including 
an ICAN (International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear 
Weapons) rally to encourage the federal government to sign 
the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons.  

We also supported another rally by the Refugee Action 
Committee, protesting the five years of detention of asylum 
seekers on Manus Island and Nauru. 

In July we put in a submission to the Senate Standing 
Committee on Procedure about the proposal to replace the 
opening Parliamentary Prayer, arguing that the prayer 
contravenes the principles of freedom from religious 
imposition and equality of religions.  

Our full submission is available on line at the Campaign 
section of our website: canberrahumanist.org.au. 

We have also just recently signed up as supporters of the 
vision of Australia Remade, a project that was funded by the 
Australian Conservation Foundation, Action Aid, GetUp, the 
Community and Public Sector Union, Greenpeace, National 
Union of Workers and Oxfam.  

Australia Remade sets out nine pillars that most Humanists 
would find idealistic and sympathetic to our views of the 
world. You can read the documentation of the project here:
  
https://www.australiaremade.org/ 
 

Peter Williams 

Secretary,  

ACT Humanist Society 

http://www.canberrahumanists.org.au/ 

We had a very different kind of afternoon talk at Humanist 
House on Sunday 8 July 2018, with a visitation by the Prince 
of Darkness himself - or was it? 

It was a dress rehearsal version of a new two-person play 
featuring a straight-man who did the summoning, but kept 
his soul out of the bargain, and the big-talking divo of 
devilry, Lucifer, a nattily dressed visitor who discussed his 
triumphs in exploiting the dark side of humanity. 

The play was by longstanding member John Levack who 
played Satan, while Murray Love played the mystified 
magician who called him up. It was an enjoyable new way to 
examine some of the worst things happening around the 
world and excited a very interesting Q&A which John deftly 
handled, while still in his demonic persona. 

Two weeks later we had our annual Humanistmas in July, an 
attempt we make each year to simply be a community, 
gathered round tables sharing food we have each brought 
along to share. It worked fairly well this year for those who 
participated, but there was only one woman and one young 
person so that was a shame. Still they did bring, they did 
share, and they did commune and kept it all simple, so I 
count it a big success. 

August perhaps fell a bit flat, maybe due to the very 
depressing Abbott/Dutton putsch and the subsequent rise of 
the ScoMover (rhymes with comb-over) government. We 
successfully discussed death and dying at our Activism 
Meeting on the second Sunday but our discussion of 
abortion got unduly upsetting. We’ve had better Activism 
Meetings, and need to be more sensitive.  

Then our discussion of ‘Humanitarianism’ on the fourth 
Sunday was poorly attended although an interesting little 
chat was had by those who came. 

The Rationalists Society of NSW now meets at Humanist 
House and we publicise their meetings. They had the biggest 
event there in August with three ex-Muslims speaking, 
including Imtiaz Shams, founder of Faith to Faithless, and 
fresh from an appearance at the Humanist convention in 
Auckland in New Zealand.  

We have now had our AGM on Sunday 9 September, and 
the existing committee was re-elected unchanged and 
unopposed. On Sunday 23 September we discussed terms 
like Humanism, Atheism, Secularism, Skepticism, 
Rationalism, Scientism and Freethought at the Meetup, as 
well as Agnosticism, Deism, Ethicism, and Positivism. The 
liveliest debate seemed to be Atheism vs Agnosticism! 
 

Murray Love, 

President, Humanist Society of NSW 

http://www.hsnsw.asn.au 
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The final quarter of 2018 will be most challenging regarding 
human rights and the civil rights of Australian secularists.  

The government’s long-awaited Ruddock review into 
‘religious freedom’ was handed to then Prime Minister 
Malcolm Turnbull in May.  

Its release to the public anytime soon appears unlikely—
particularly so under the nouveau prime-ministership of 
Scott Morrison, a devout Pentecostal. 

Morrison has already vowed to change laws to protect 
religious freedom while stating: 

 “I’ll be taking a proactive approach when it comes to 
ensuring that peoples’ religious freedoms are protected. At 
the end of the day, if you’re not free to believe in your own 
faith, well, you’re not free." 

"I’ll be taking a proactive approach when it comes to 
ensuring that peoples’ religious freedoms are protected.” 

Scott Morrison also stated that he would have "more to say" 
on stronger laws while giving an unequivocal "yes" on the 
need for changes which argued that children in public 
schools should not face curbs on Christian traditions. 

"Like anyone else, they should be able to do Christmas 
plays, they should be able to talk about Easter. That’s our 
culture. There’s nothing wrong with that," he said. 

It is already becoming obvious that Morrison’s statements 
are emboldening the religious right groups responsible for 
constantly lobbying state and territory governments 
regarding religious instruction in public schools. 

For various reasons, religious instruction arrangements here 
in Queensland state schools are currently in disarray.  

Anachronistic religious instruction provisions within the 
anything-but-secular Queensland education legislation 
operating since 1910 urgently need to be repealed. 

Such action was recently supported in a Queensland 
Teachers’ Union policy statement. 

Of further concern is the 2019 rollout of the four-year 
extended National School Chaplaincy Programme under 
Scott Morrison’s quasi theocratic leadership. This absurd, 
unsupervised, unaccountable and unconstitutional billion-
dollar scheme continues to be a human rights disaster. 

We are endeavouring to examine the redrafted NSCP 
agreements which will be circulated to all Australian states 
and territories during October. 

While as a humanist I remain optimistic, the apparent, 
inexplicable dismantling of The Enlightenment can 
sometimes make this difficult! 
 

Ronald Williams 

President 

Humanist Society of Queensland 

http://hsq.org.au/ 

It has been a quiet few months for HSSA following the 
successful April Convention.  

Unfortunately, there was not an increase in local 
memberships following on from the Convention, despite the 
topics and speakers being well received by attendees.  

The difficulty in attracting the young advocates and activists 
of humanism to become paid members is a critical issue that 
remains unsolved.  

Our social get-togethers remain popular, with many non-
members attending to socialise.' 
 

Tanya Watkins 

President  

Humanist Society of South Australia 

http://sahumanists.org.au/ 

AFFINITY GROUPS 
 

Joining an affinity group is one way for people to 
link up over a shared common interest.  

At the last AGM CAHS passed 
a motion that we act to facilitate 
co-operation between individual 
members of affiliated humanist 
societies with common 
interests, by helping to 
establish Affinity Groups for 
interested members. 

Affinity Groups can form around 
issues for activism, meditation 
or critical thinking, science or 
art, theory or practice, 
community outreach or 
personal growth or any passion 
members are wanting to share 

in a humanist context. 

Even if only one member locally holds a particular 
passion, there can be others in other states and 
territories, and modern technology can bring them 
together under a CAHS team. 

As a first step to develop processes for 
establishing Affinity Groups under the CAHS 
umbrella, national President Lyndon Storey is 
inviting expressions of interest from Humanist 
Society members. 

It just takes one committed person to get 
something started. If you would like to start an 
Affinity Group for developing and expressing 
humanist values and insight on a particular issue 
or policy area, please contact Lyndon by email at: 

 

president@humanist.org.au 
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The third quarter of 2018 saw action in a number of areas 
for CAHS. Highlights included our delegate attending the 
IHEU 2018 Convention and CAHS joining ICAN.  

The IHEU General Assembly was held during this period. The 
General Assembly made some important decisions, 
information about its outcomes can be found here:  
https://iheu.org/report-international-humanist-meetings-
new-zealand/ 

One outstanding result was the adoption of the Auckland 
Declaration against the Politics of Division, a very timely 
message at a time of increasing global tensions that should 
resonate with all humanists, and a reminder that humanism 
has much to contribute to improving humanity’s future. 

Connected to this, and as part of seeing humanism as a 
philosophy relevant to many issues, CAHS has recently 
become a partner organisation of the International 
Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN). ICAN 
supports adherence to, and implementation of, the United 
Nations nuclear weapon ban treaty.  

ICAN was awarded the 2017 Nobel Peace Prize for its “work 
to draw attention to the catastrophic humanitarian 
consequences of any use of nuclear weapons” and its 
“ground-breaking efforts to achieve a treaty-based 
prohibition of such weapons”. We strongly support ICAN 
and encourage individual humanist to do what they can to 
support this campaign.  

A submission was made to the Senate procedure committee 
supporting the Proposal to replace the parliamentary prayer 
with an invitation to prayer or reflection.  

An article by Lyndon Storey, reflecting on Greg Sheridan’s 
book God is Good for You, that put the case for humanism 
was published in Australian Outlook, an online publication 
of the Australian Institute of International Affairs. Work also 
continued on developing affinity groups and more will be 
reported in the next edition of Australian Humanist. 

Lyndon Storey 

President 

Council of Australian Humanist Societies (CAHS) 

http://www.humanist.org.au/ 

During an event in April at the European Parliament in 
Brussels, IHEU Chief Executive Gary McLelland called upon 
European governments to repeal all blasphemy laws - and to 
do it now! “Let us do more than mere words, let us make 
this serious gesture to states around the world; blasphemy 
laws are not acceptable, and they should be repealed, now.” 

In October, Ireland will vote in a constitutional referendum 
to end their blasphemy law. At the All-Ireland Humanist 
Summer School conference ln August, Gary McLelland urged 
humanists to work hard together, to make sure the 
referendum goes the right way - not just for Ireland but for 
the world: "It would be easy to let the existence of far worse 
laws elsewhere make you downplay the importance of 
abolition here…But on the contrary: it’s precisely because 
there are far worse laws, more proactively and grotesquely 
enforced elsewhere, that makes it so vital that this 
referendum goes the right way!" 

Ahmad Al Shamri was sentenced to death “for atheism” by 
the Supreme Court of Saudi Arabia in April 2017. One and a 
half years later his status is still unknown, although it is 
believed he is still incarcerated. The IHEU is encouraging all 
its Member Organizations to send an email to their local 
Saudi embassy to demand an update on Ahmad’s status. 

The IHEU has joined other NGOs calling on  the UN not to 
grant membership of the Human Rights Council to states 
which are “unfit” due to their record on human rights and 
international cooperation. The coalition, sent an open letter 
to UN members voting to elect states to the Council in 
October. The letter says some States running for election 
“fail to fulfil minimal requirements with regard to both the 
promotion and protection of human rights and cooperation 
with the Council and other UN human rights bodies and 
mechanisms.” 

Compiled by Murray Love on behalf of the IHEU 

https://www.gofundme.com/at-risk 

£6,624 of  
£20,000 goal 

Please 
donate 
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stands for the building of a more humane society through 
an ethics based on human and other natural values in a 
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