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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, but the earlier the better. 
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.  Editing is a normal process 
and no reflection on the literary talent of the author concerned. 
 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 relevant experience - 
books, films, music, art, podcasts, TV, radio, theatre, activities, 
methods, places, lifestyle choices, programmes, webpages, 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, exploring 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 

THE FUTURE OF AUSTRALIAN HUMANISM  
The next Australian Humanist Convention will take 
place on the weekend of World Humanist Day, 
between Friday 21st and Sunday 23rd June 2019 at 
Humanist House, 10 Shepherd Street, Chippendale 
in the Sydney CBD. 

Details on the programme and how to subscribe to 
the  weekend convention are in the four page 
inclusion with this issue of Australian Humanist. 

The more movers, shakers, champions and activists 
from the states and territories who can make it, the 
more developments we can get happening.  

We need the whole Australian Humanist Movement 
to get involved, whether you can manage to get to 
the convention or not.  The convention will not be 
where it all ends, but where it all begins. 

Costs kept minimal to allow anyone to participate. 

Our apologies for there being so many items by the Editor 
in this issue. Be assured that no articles from anyone else 
have been denied a place.  Do please consider making a 
contribution to your national humanist journal. 
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This issue covers the period until June 
2019, and thus encompasses the 30th 
anniversary of the dramatic and 
shocking event in Tiananmen Square 
in Beijing in 1989.  

In my search for an image which 
conveys the spirit of humanism in a 
post-sexist context, I had thought of 
the Goddess of Democracy, a goddess 
we can all accept.  

Having found a suitable available 
image,  I then realised a significant 
anniversary was upon us. Of course 
we shouldn’t forget other massacres 
perpetrated by British and other 
imperialist forces against defenseless 
campaigners for human rights.  

Yet for various reasons Tiananmen 
remains a potent source of disgust, 
perhaps particularly because those 
responsible died peacefully in their 
beds, and the events continue to be 
systematically denied in China. 

In this way it is like Turkey’s denial of 
the Armenian Genocide and 
Australia’s difficulty in facing its own 
past.  Mass slaughter as a solution to 
awkward moments, in the defense of 
established wealth and power, has 
been altogether too often normalised. 

These events are crimes against 
humanity. Humanists, of all people, 
need to hold them at the top of the 

mind, and to always be looking for 
ways to undo the damage done. 

The events in Tiananmen Square in 
1989 followed a visit to China by 
Mikhail Gorbachev. I can only imagine 
he felt the shocks as much as we did, 
because shortly after he gave the East 
Germans the word that the jig was up, 
and The Wall came tumbling down.  

Then, in December the same year the 
dictator Nicolae Ceaușescu was 
summarily executed by firing squad 
after a show trial.  Ceaușescu and his 
wife were the last people officially 
executed in Romania. 

Some nameless (Australian) guy in 
New Zealand applied his own vicious 
version of punitive slaughter to the 
Muslim community there. Another 
crime against humanity.  

Another (nameless) prince of the 
church has seen the inside of jail after 
conviction for abusing, both violently 
and sexually, two choir boys. This will 
remain true, even if high powered 
lawyers find a basis for appeal.  

The damage done seems beyond 
repair, but at the least we can take 
away the guns, and take away the 
pointy hats that confer such 
unwarranted status and authority. 

It wouldn’t hurt us either, to exercise 
more caution in making criticisms 
impacting on whole populations and 
on innocent individuals. 

Some of us think we can find better 
things to do than just bashing religion, 
and this will be one of the themes at 
our upcoming convention. 

We need to broaden our appeal  in 
many ways. In both this issue and the 
last we have reminded our readers of 
‘alternative humanisms’. This is a 
catch-all for ideas that extend beyo nd 
clichéd anglo-spheric paradigms from 
entitled ‘middle-aged white men’ - as 
stereotyped recently by newly minted 
politician, Kerryn Phelps.  

All too often, Australian humanists 
seem to think and speak as if the 
developments of the late 20th century 
were the ‘end of humanist history’.  

If we go about thinking we’ve got it 
right once-and-for-all, and just need 
to advertise more, get some younger 
people who’ll follow instructions, do 
all the things that worked in the past,  
and expect that ‘she’ll be right’, then 
we’re slowly nailing down the coffin 
lid on Australian Humanism. 

The June convention has to be about 
exploring alternatives, and we need to 
get people thinking.  

Younger people simply aren’t waiting 
for their elders to  mansplain what 
humanism or the world really is, 
always has been, and always will be. 

It’s a difficulty that older generations 
can be so well represented in our 
votes and forums. It’s a problem if 
failure to find new younger successors 
is misinterpreted as evidence of the 
indispensability of the established. 

There are fewer members from 
younger generations. Any effort by 
them to seize levers of influence might 
even be technically undemocratic. But 
perhaps we need to allow a wider 
berth than their girth can justify. 

Of course mere ‘youthiness’ is to be 
treated as skeptically and cautiously 
as what Stephen Colbert named 
’truthiness’. It looks and sounds good, 
but can turn out hollow, or sometimes 
they’re just after our assets. 

Our organisations are open to elder 
abuse. But if the bona fides can be 
established, then we need to pass on 
some batons, not just the jobs. 

Revival can only 
come from those of 
us with petrol still 
in the tank. 

Murray Love, 
Editor 
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Former president of the American Humanist Association, 
Bette Chambers, is famous for saying: 

 “Humanism is the light of my life and the fire in my soul. It is 
the deep felt conviction, in every fiber of my being that 
human love is a power far transcending the relentless, 
onward rush of our largely deterministic cosmos. All human 
life must seek a reason for existence within the bounds of an 
uncaring physical world, and it is love coupled with 
empathy, democracy, and a commitment to selfless service 
which undergirds the faith of a humanist.” 

While not a perfect definition of humanism, this is one of 
my favorite quotes. I’ll tell you why I think so: 

It’s pithy: not needing analysis, sub-clauses or qualification. 

It’s about love - love from the human heart - from our 
human  potential to build loving relationships with others. 
Love doesn’t depend on a god or ideology - it’s a humanist 
thing.  Humanism isn’t just dry ideas, but  an inspirational 
outlook on life. Advocates of humanism too often leave out 
love, abandoning it to religion and sentimentality. Bette 
Chambers puts love front and centre, where it belongs.  

It’s about values, not just dry scientism. Reason, evidence 
and science are important priorities, but not the only 
humanist values. Those we try to reach out to justifiably see 
detached rationality as dry and uninspiring - repressing, 
when we should be expressing, our true humanity. Bette 
Chambers meets this issue head on. Despite an ‘uncaring 
physical world’ in a ‘largely determinist cosmos’ she makes 
clear that humanism respects, supports, and draws upon 
the range of human capacities. Real humanism sets out to 
combine the best of heart and mind, of feeling and reason, 
not just picking one part, and insisting that it is the whole.  

It’s list includes empathy and democracy - primary 
humanist values. Love cannot by itself guide life and politics. 
Empathy and human rights give the basis for respecting 
others, relieving their pain, and sharing their joy. Sympathy 
and compassion provide the impulse, then reason and 
evidence are used to develop sensible practices and 
coherent ethical systems, inspired by love and service.  

I could go on discussing both the strengths and weaknesses 
of the statement, but I will only take up a bit more space 
with analysis.  I disagree with the word ‘faith’ because we 
have scientific evidence of our capacity for empathy, and 
the positive role of loving behaviour in people’s lives.  

We have evidence that democracy and human rights are 
better for human flourishing than authoritarianism. While 
we can’t say science conclusively shows that love and 
democracy are the best paths to follow,  we can certainly 
show evidence and reason to justify the humanist position.  

Still, humanism has no official creed, and different 
humanists highlight different aspects of our common values. 
I would like to look at three types of question we ask.  

The first level has DIVINITY questions about religion, like 
“Does God exist?” Most of us say “No! The world is natural 
rather than supernatural”. Those humanist critics of religion 
who focus on this aspect, can makes humanism seem little 
more than a long-winded version of atheism.  

After that comes a second level with LEGITIMACY questions. 
“Can there be ethics, morality, justice, etc. without God?” 
“Does life have meaning without religion?” Our answer is 
“Yes, humans can create ethics and meaning for 
themselves!” But second level questions are still being 
framed in terms set by religion. 

History and anthropology show how humans develop 
ethical systems. The history of philosophy is peppered with 
arguments for ethics that do not rely on the supernatural.  

Our Amsterdam Declaration declares “morality is an 
intrinsic part of human nature” and refers to “human 
values”. A.C. Grayling has said that “ethics must be drawn 
from, and responsive to, the nature and circumstances of 
human experience”. In The Descent of Man, Darwin argued 
that a ‘moral sense’ was the product of evolution. 

I strongly agree with the above answers to the questions 
about ethics and meaning without religion. But they’re not 
the answers that drew me to humanism. They don’t help an 
individual decide what she should do. They don’t offer an 
ethical framework to consider, just the possibility of one.  

President’s 
Perspective 
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The third and highest level of question we might call 
HUMANITY questions. Our humanity questions disregard 
religion altogether, and simply ask what is the best 
approach to living ethically and meaningfully.  “What are 
the best ethical rules to follow?” or “What is the meaning of 
life?” Answering with: “Human beings can work this out for 
themselves.” isn’t very helpful or useful, even though it 
might assert the legitimacy of the humanist position. 

As more and more people are born into non-religious 
families, and as the intensity of the practice of daily 
religious life declines for mainstream believers, the 
legitimacy questions become less important. It’s clear that 
we can have a meaningful life without God, and the 
evidence is provided by the people around us who do so.  

The humanity questions, those not at all framed in terms of 
religion, will become more frequent, as more and more 
people set out to answer them for themselves.  This brings 
me back to Bette Chambers, who provides a personal 
answer - love, empathy, democracy and service - to the 
implied question of what gives meaning to her life, and she 
sources it to the values and insights of humanism.  

 Bette Chambers doesn't claim the meaning in her life 
comes from not believing in gods or the supernatural. She 
doesn’t stop at asserting our ability to work these out 
without ‘God’.  Instead she provides a direct answer to the 
question of meaning, based on her humanism. 

In other words her quote provides an answer to a humanity 
question, within the framework of the struggle for meaning 
in an indifferent universe. She bypasses the first two types 
of question, and goes directly to issues of our humanity. 

It’s not that Bette Chambers' statement is the authoritative 
definition of humanism, but that it addresses, in a sincere 
and inspiring manner, the kind of third level questions 
which really matter to people. 

It’s not that I completely agree with her, but that it was my 
interest in these humanity questions that drew me to 
humanism, and I suggest the same can apply to the kinds of 
people we need to reach out to, to revive our movement. 

When people needing answers ask what humanism offers, 
and they get a level two answer “Yes we can!” or even just a 
level one answer “No it isn’t!”, this is totally dissatisfying.  

I have heard that even the bible says not to give a child a 
stone when he asks for bread. Lower level answers are no 
more nourishing than stones. We can replace stones with 
bread by going to level three, and addressing humanity. 

In the first wave of Australian Humanism we faced an 
environment saturated by religion, and needed to take arms 
against a tide of oppressive dogma.  But that is not the case 
today. Most Australians are already ignoring religion, but 
many still want answers to third level questions.  

The word ‘humanity’ references our human essence -  our 
vulnerability, our destiny, our dignity, and our global 
community. The third level humanity questions are the  big 
questions.  If we can’t offer answers to humanity questions, 
we may well continue our movement’s slide into irrelevance 
and obscurity. Succeeding generations will move on, to 
grapple with their key questions without any help from us.  

Please understand I am not suggesting there is a single true 
and correct humanist answer to third level questions. But 
there are characteristic humanist approaches. Humanism 
provides a platform  for developing and presenting a range 
of answers to the issues of discovering our own humanity, 
and respecting the humanity of others.  

Getting answers, discovering and realizing our potential, 
and making meaning through our choices and actions is a 
personal journey. Whereas learning to live ethically and 
happily with others is a journey we share with many people, 
but still requires us to evaluate situations. There are no 
simple and no standard answers. 

But humanists need to be more alert to the sort of 
questions that people are asking, and ready to help them to 
explore answers which can address their questions. Like 
Bette Chambers tried to do, we need approaches which 
focus on the most important social and individual needs.  

A humanist approach to issues of meaning and ethics can 
begin by cultivating our senses of empathy, sympathy, and 
compassion in a learning community. By developing these 
capacities in ourselves, we strengthen our own humanity 
and have more to share. Our social capital goes up in value, 
and we become a community people want to be part of. 

Giving ourselves firm foundations, through a rational and 
evidence-based approach to ethics and politics, will inspire 
policies enhancing freedom to grow and explore, as well as 
opportunity for nourishment and fulfilment, available to all 
of humanity. Exploring, actualising and cultivating individual 
humanity needs to starts with those within our movement.  

Each person has distinctive capacity, whether to discover 
the next grand unified theory in physics, or just to relax and 
enjoy life by appreciating art, sport, and friendship.  

Of course our social and our individual potential will come 
into conflict at times. Humanist ethics and political outlook 
must include respect for the basic dignity, freedom, and 
need for fulfilment of all human beings.  

When it comes to the crunch, the individual potential needs 
to be developed in the context of our positive sociality and 
of basic respect for others, not in the context of an extreme 
antisocial individualism. But I would not want to lurch to the 
other extreme, and say concern and respect for others 
should overwhelm individual identity. 

In any event, I’m not trying to solve the conundrum of the 
ideal balance of social and individual values here today. I 
merely make the case that third level questions are the 
important questions to ask, and humanism contains within 
it paths for each of us to forge strong answers to these 
questions. Bette Chambers provides an example of at least 
one good answer that can be developed within humanism.  

As our national convention approaches it is important to 
think carefully about how to renew humanism for the fast 
arriving 21st century, and power the second wave 
Australian Humanism needs to get going. Preparing for this 
requires careful thought about how the insights of 
humanism lead to answers for today and tomorrow, to the 
questions which trouble and inspire coming generations. 

Lyndon Storey 
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In the last few years, the rise of the political Far Right in 
Europe and in the USA has seen an increase in regressive 
values, with one of the major organising themes being 
around conflict, or perceptions of it, between national 
sovereignty and immigration.  

Recently we saw how the devaluation of refugees as less 
worthy, and in effect sub-human, has corroded our own 
humanitarian values at the highest level. 

Home Affairs Minister, Peter Dutton, said that 300 refugees 
(a speculative figure) who were ‘medivaced’ to Australian 
hospitals would displace locals and lengthen hospital 
waiting lists. Prime Minister Scott Morrison was quick to 
endorse this as ‘simple math’! 

In fact it’s so simple that it ignores the estimate of Dr Kerryn 
Phelps that the figure will likely be 70 not 300, and that 
there are 701 public hospitals in Australia with 61,000 beds. 
The private sector has about half this number again, making 
it a ‘baseless claim’ in the words of St Vincent’s Health.  

Are we in Australia heading down the road of the Far Right?  
Many of our leaders and decision-makers reject the 
utilitarian and humanist values central to our society. Can 
we find policies and other ways to rebuild broader support 
for these values in society? 

No matter how European politics works out in future, the 
prospect of a welcome to more refugees seems unlikely.  

It’s widely accepted that the world is destabilising. The slow 
resolution of conflict situations means more long-term 
refugees. More authoritarian governments are expected to 
attack dissidents and their own minorities, and the closing of 
borders everywhere, means countries will be less inclined to 
go out on their own with softer policies.  

Today’s global numbers are unprecedented. There are 25 
million refugees in havens outside their country of origin. 
1.4 million have been assessed by UNHCR as needing 
resettlement solutions, making an 18 year average wait, 
since the annual quota is 75,000 globally!  

So what else can be done to reduce the current long-term 
‘warehousing’  and confinement of refugees in Lebanon, 

Jordan, Malaysia and other locations, with reduced human 
rights to work, move, organise and govern their 
environment? Add to this poor access to education for their 
children, and living as supplicants for food, healthcare, 
communication, and almost everything else. 

In their November 2015 Foreign Affairs article and 
subsequent book, Refuge – Transforming a Broken Refugee 
System the economist Paul Collier and the refugee academic 
Alexander Betts proposed innovations to promote economic 
development opportunities in the countries of refuge.  

This development aims for amelioration but with the long 
term intent of achieving some normalcy in lifestyle and 
preparing the refugees for return, through opportunities for 
greater control of their lives and income generation.  

The political task at the local level, where refugees are seen 
as economic rivals and intruders with potentially sinister 
intent, is to seek mutual interest and gains which also 
benefit governments and citizens of the host countries. This 
could allow refugees, newly seen as an asset not a cost, to 
achieve a respected long-term place in the host country.  

The proposal which generated particular interest was for an 
economic zone for the two million Syrian refugees who had 
fled to Jordan and Lebanon by early 2016. This had support 
from the King of Jordan, UK leaders David Cameron and 
Gordon Brown, the UN and World Bank, President Obama, 
the Davos Forum and some interested multinational firms. 

The challenges of such a project are obviously immense and, 
for a range of reasons, the Jordan and Lebanon compacts 
had limited success. There is debate amongst professionals 
as to how and whether the existing humanitarian model can 
include development, but there is also substantial optimism 
about, and interest in, various other models.  

A lot has been learnt from successes in Uganda and Ethiopia 
in Africa, and from Asian precedents such as the Bataan 
Special Economic Zone in the Philippines, which was 
originally a refugee processing centre. Northern Malaysia 
and southern Thailand where 200,000 refugees have been 
for over ten years, and Indonesia with 14,000 refugees, are 
two locations under consideration. 
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The strategy of economic development becomes an 
additional tool in the box of solutions to avoid the long-term 
waste of refugee lives,  and extends the rationale for 
refugee support beyond the usual ethical divide, by bringing 
together important values for both the Left (rescue, 
protection, human rights) and the Right (skills training, 
economic development, enterprise and sustainability.)  

 If credible policies and solutions which transcend the 
political divide can be found, there will likely be gains in the 
committed supporter base, especially from those looking for 
what’s rarely discussed: a credible ‘road map’ to the future. 

In our part of the world, the development zone innovation 
gives focus to the much promoted regional solution 
approach. Ellen Hansen, a senior UN advisor to the recent 
UN compacts on Refugees and on Migration, has now called 
for better inclusion as well as humanitarian assistance:  

“We are also looking for the hosting countries to have more 
inclusive policies to allow refugees access to the labour 
market, to allow refugee children to go to local schools, to 
give refugees access to national health services...We are 
trying to build a system that is better for refugees and the 
people who host them.” 

Economic zones could leverage all that, if they were able to 
draw on generous funding from the rich countries of the 
world, where we have been free-riding on the tolerance and 
hospitality of those generally poorer states who have been 
harbouring the bulk of the world’s refugees - generosity and 
tolerance which is fast running out, as these countries have 
their own problems. It’s time to act. 

                                                      Kevin Bain 

An earlier version of this article was published on  
11.2.2019 at John Menadue's blog: 

Pearls and Irritations   http://johnmenadue.com/  
This article was written before the tragic events in Christchurch 

 

Kevin is an economic analyst, 
retired teacher, and member of 
the Humanist Society of Victoria.   

Kevin‘s READING GUIDE on 
refugees,  asylum seekers, 
immigration and multiculturalism 
can be accessed at the 
Mornington Peninsula Human 
Rights Group website:  
 

http://
www.mornpenhumanrights.org/  
 

Additional references can be found in the following books and 
webpages: 
 

The 25 June 2018, UNHCR article: Gap between refugee 
resettlement needs and opportunities widens, found at: 
 

https://www.unhcr.org/en-au/news/
press/2018/6/5b30ab0d4/gap-refugee-
resettlement-needs-opportunities-widens.html 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
Refuge - Transforming a Broken Refugee System   

by Alexander Betts and Paul Collier,  Penguin  2018 (pbk) 

 

 

A shorter online article (8 Sep 2017)  by the same authors: 
https://ideas.ted.com/how-can-countries-help-
refugees-while-also-raising-their-gdp-let-them-
work/   (Betts & Collier) 
 

See also various articles at the REFUGEES DEEPLY  website : 
https://www.newsdeeply.com/refugees  

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 
cooperation between individual 
members of affiliated humanist 
societies with common interests, 
by helping to establish Affinity 
Groups for interested members. 

Groups can form around issues 
for activism, meditation or critical 
thinking, science or art, theory or 
practice, community outreach, 
personal growth or any passion 
members wish 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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While holidaying in January this year, Murray Love, the 
editor of Australian Humanist, and his wife Fay, Secretary of 
HSNSW, visited Conway Hall just off Red Lion Square near 
Holborn station in London. The square is the site of a tribute 
to Bertrand Russell, with a bust of him as a young man. 

The façaded Conway Hall is the building with the ornate 
ironwork in the upper centre of the picture above. Apart 
from meeting rooms on the ground floor it has one of the 
world’s few humanist libraries on the upper floor. You can 
see the ironwork and access the balcony from the library. 

There are also additional offices in a building at the back.  

It is the headquarters of Conway Hall Ethical Society 
(formerly South Place Ethical Society). Some of their history 
is presented on a giant plaque inside (pictured below). 
Many famous humanists and rationalists are listed on it. 

The society is thought to be the oldest surviving freethought 
organisation in the world and is the only remaining ethical 
society in the United Kingdom. It now advocates secular 
humanism, and is a member of Humanists International. 

The hall is the site of a century of tradition of Conway 
Memorial Lectures. They also publish a journal.  

Find out more at:  https://conwayhall.org.uk 
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The library has busts of two of 
the giants of nineteenth 

century secularism which was 
an important predecessor to 
the humanist and rationalist 

movements. 

On the left is  
George Holyoake (1817 – 1906) 

While on the right is 
Charles Bradlaugh (1833 – 1891) 

A small part of the section of the library explicitly on humanism 

A view of the library on the upper floor with its vista out onto Red Lion Square 
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THE FIRST HUMANIST MANIFESTO 
The modern humanist movement’s first appearances were 
in the USA, where the American Humanist Association 
began in 1941, two decades before Australia. In the decades 
before formation they had begun a humanist journal, and a 
conference in 1933 issued a humanist manifesto.  

Many of the signatories to the manifesto were Unitarian 
ministers, and the first president of the association was a 
Unitarian minister. Attendees at Unitarian churches today 
still mainly call themselves humanists. 

The earlier founders of what came to be called secular 
humanism expressed their ambitions in terms of a new 
approach to religion. Is this a paradox?  

Just as, nowadays, some see themselves as spiritual while 
not religious, in the 1930s the early humanist movement 
saw themselves as religious but no longer theistic. 

The manifesto refers to ‘religion’ itself rather than ‘a 
religion’. Hence rather than a set of beliefs it is invoking a 
principle, a dimension of living, a technology for human 
purpose and meaning.  

Many humanists dislike the word Religion and its attempted 
successor Spirituality. Some call humanism a ‘philosophy’. 
This solves their personal nomenclature problem, but leaves 
humanism looking a bit lame, when it is actually both a 
potent ancient tradition and a permanent revolution in our 
understanding of ourselves and how we fit into the world. 

This earliest humanist manifesto expresses itself as a reform 
in the understanding of religion. It sees danger in identifying 
that word with obsolete doctrines and methods which have 
been powerless to solve modern problems of human living.  

Instead the writers of the manifesto see religion as intended 
for realising the highest values of life, through interpreting 
the real world, with  a larger scientific understanding of the 
universe, and our greater awareness of global humanity. 

This process results in a firm new basis for our sense of 
values, our ideals, and our shared techniques for living. 

The revolution in thinking that the manifesto demands is for 
religion to be vital, frank and fearless, and capable of 
furnishing suitable social goals and personal satisfactions. 

To be a synthesising and dynamic force, religion must be 
shaped for the needs of its age, and the generation of that 
era gave itself responsibility to do this. It is a project they 

don’t appear to have completed, but other generations have 
their own chance to work on the process. 

Generations of humanists have passed who found other 
aspects of the humanist vision to keep themselves busy. But 
might this unfinished business inspire new generations? 
Things go in cycles. Is there a new wave in rhythm with a far 
older wave from the Lost Generation of the 1920s & 30s? 

Getting back to the manifesto, it requires that any hopes 
and plans must be formulated in the light of the science, in 
an uncreated universe, where humans are an evolving part 
of nature. The existence and value of phenomena are to be 
determined by intelligent inquiry, and assessments related 
to human needs. Of course, succeeding generations have 
never had a problem with considerations like these. 

The manifesto’s goal was to establish the conditions of a 
satisfactory life for everyone on Earth, in a free and 
universal society, where people voluntarily and intelligently 
cooperate for the common good. It was quite socialistic at 
the time, and a new style of socialism (e.g. Bernie Sanders) 
seems to be coming back into fashion. 

The document denies any distinction between sacred and 
secular, then declares theism obsolete, and that all attempts 
to modernise it have failed. The new human-centred 
approach to religion includes in its frame philosophy, work, 
art, science, love, friendship, recreation and anything else 
expressive of intelligently satisfying human living.  

Sentimental or unreal hopes, and wishful thinking, are 
discouraged, but a “heightened sense of personal life” to 
displace discredited religious emotions is encouraged. The 
“comprehensive realisation of human personality” 
effectively replaces old ideas about salvation. 

Consciousness of the fragile environment and concern for 
other species was not well developed at that time, and the 
manifesto doesn’t address these issues. But neither does it 
proclaim the Earth as humanity’s possession to exploit. 

Many 20th century humanists seem to have been relieved 
when the term ‘secular humanism’ seemed to sweep away 
the awkward aspects of the first humanist manifesto, and 
ideas like Julian Huxley’s Religion without Revelation. 

But does a humanism reduced to mere secularism loses 
some appeal? I think, in the Australia of today, humanism 
needs all the appeal it can get.  Let’s not let old prejudices 
keep us from discussing alternatives, old and new. 

 

ALTERNATIVE HUMANISMS 

Murray Love 
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PSYCHEDELIC HUMANISM: FROM PERSONAL EXPERIENCE TO SOCIAL 
ENGAGEMENT was presented at the Boom Festival Liminal Village  at the 
end of July 2018 in Idanha-a-Nova, Portugal by Dr Andrea Zeuch, a 
medical doctor and activist who lives and works in Berlin. She is also a 
founder of the MIND European Foundation for Psychedelic Science. 

Dr Zeuch’s Psychedelic Humanism is definitely ‘alternative’ but seems to 
have many familiar values, including science and skepticism, It does seems 
to attract a different kind of audience than the one we’re used to!  

See a video of the talk at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SkJB1Q5sU-4https:// 

 

See more on the Boom Festival at:   
www.boomfestival.org/boom2018/program/  

Andrea Zeuch 

AUSTRALIAN HUMANISM 
ABROAD 

As a tourist in Cambodia, walking past 
the Siem Reap provincial hospital, you 
wouldn't expect to see a familiar face.  

Then, on an eye-catching signboard, 
you see eye-surgeon Fred Hollows, 
Australian Humanist of the Year 1991. 

 Fred died in 1993, but his international 
work is being carried forward by AusAID 
and the Fred Hollows Foundation. 
 

Great work, Fred.  

Story & Photo: Stephen Stuart 2019 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SkJB1Q5sU-4
https://www.boomfestival.org/boom2018/program/
https://www.boomfestival.org/boom2018/program/
https://www.boomfestival.org/boom2018/program/
https://www.boomfestival.org/boom2018/program/
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Jack Grassby 

Postmodern Humanism: a rough guide to belief in the 21st 
century  (book)   Washington [England], TUPS Books, 2005 
 

Downloadable version at:  

http://www.jackgrassby.co.uk/downloads/
Humanism_Book.pdf  
 

Downloadable version of a shorter 2007 address on the 
philosophical considerations in the first half of the book: 

http://www.jackgrassby.co.uk/pmh21/files/
PostMod_Paper.doc 
 

Reviewed by Murray Love 
 

A shorter review will likely get read, but, in the spirit of 
presenting alternative humanisms, I thought this 194 page 
book was worth taking  seriously, and it was worth noting 
implications that  the book itself insufficiently expounded. 

 Jack Grassby was born in April 1925. He lives in the UK’s 
Tyneside area and is a member of the North East Humanists 
and the Newcastle Philosophy Society. A former Marxist 
trade-unionist, he taught electrical engineering for 25 years. 

Jack is a ‘Local Hero’ In the north-east of England, where 
there is now a Jack Grassby Prize in Public Philosophy. In 
this book, he addresses humanism from a plausibly rational 
perspective, but within a postmodern framework. 

I first discovered Jack’s book in the library at Conway Hall, 
while in London. I then found a PDF download of the book 
on his website, which I read on my return to Australia. 

 I haven’t been able to find on the Internet any responses 
by other humanists, or even other postmodernists, to Jack’s 
book . It’s a shame if his work hasn’t attracted either praise 
or criticism, or stimulated further very necessary effort at 
modernising humanism as a philosophy. 

I found Jack’s postmodernism a lot simpler and more 
straightforward than usual. Jack embraces relativism and 

uses it synonymously with postmodernism. Sometimes I 
think he seems more like an existentialist. 

 He starts from the usual contention that the ‘Death of God’ 
dumped us in an intellectual and moral vacuum, wherein 
any behaviour or belief  is permissible, and where we no 
longer know who we are, or what we are to do about it.  

Jack works within the resulting relativism, by  going back to 
first principles in a philosophical survey, in the context of 
contemporary thought in sociology, science, and politics. 

 He examines what 'belief' is, then goes on to explore and 
reconstruct a fresh philosophical framework for a possible 
humanist belief system which can emerge from his analysis, 
with distinctive foundations, ethics and social values. 

The book’s contents are as follows: 

Part I:   Origin of the Species; Rationality & Agency; End of 
Utopia; Science & Positivism; Idealism versus Realism; Social 
Reality; Phenomenology & Existentialism; Autonomy. 

Part II: Postmodernism; Deconstruction; Reason and Logic; 
Belief & Social Theory; Structuralism versus Social Action; 
Conflict and Cooperation; Belief Systems; Humanist Beliefs, 
Principles, Values & Ethics; Grand Narratives & Visions; 
Humanist Political Policies & Organisational Structures. 

Beginning by asking what humanism is, the book dismisses  
secular humanitarianism, mystic elevation of the human, or 
the kind of denial of religious transcendentalism that fails to 
follow through on moral and philosophical consequences. 

Respectively, Jack finds these ideologies too ubiquitous, too 
pretentious, and too fatuous “to excite a popular 
response”. It has to be admitted that Jack’s book hasn’t 
excited a response either. I hope this review makes a start. 

He insists that what define our values, and make our actions 
authentic, is our acceptance or rejection of available cultural 
traditions and social values, as well as our reactions to our 
various genetic predispositions.  For Jack, even a pro-social 
genetic response is not an ethic. Altruism only becomes an 
ethic, if it is a freely chosen alternative to self-interest. 

He declares that homilies like “the greatest happiness for 
the greatest number”, or “do unto others as you would be 
done by”, cannot alone provide a rigorous basis for ethics. 

For Jack, humanism accepts the consequences of a secular, 
non-transcendent reality where all our human concepts and 
values are by us and for us. They can only be our values and 
our truth - subjective, pragmatic, provisional and relative. 

He sees rationality, autonomy and subjectivity as a priori for 
our belief system, and our values. We are compelled to 
assert our values with attention to their rational consistency 
and coherence. He calls this recognition of the pragmatic, 
relativist nature of our values, and the necessity to realise 
these values by existential action, the essence of humanism. 

Finally, Jack gives a list of rationally coherent and consistent 
values and beliefs, which might be asserted for humanism: 

Materialism. A denial or disregard of the supernatural - 
but not necessarily to the extent of scientific reductionism. 

Equality. If there is no transcendent universal standard, 
and no objective arbiter of value, then all humans have an 
intrinsic equality - we cannot reasonably assert otherwise. 

REVIEWS 

http://www.jackgrassby.co.uk/downloads/Humanism_Book.pdf
http://www.jackgrassby.co.uk/downloads/Humanism_Book.pdf
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Freedom. We are free autonomous agents, even if we just 
think we are. We can choose reasons, attribute purposes, 
and need to recognise that, by our freely chosen actions, we 
define the essence of the human species. 

Positivism. We conceive patterns and structures in human 
behaviour we can choose as authentic expressions of human 
value, meaning and purpose. We must think as idealists 
(phenomenologists) yet act as quasi-realists (empiricists). 

Anthropocentrism. If we wish to identify a particular status 
for the human species in the universe, we must recognise 
this as self-acclaimed - an assertion for us, and by us. 

Having identified our values, we can use rationality to 
deduce our ethics. The ethics Jack derives are: 

Tolerance. It seems reasonable and coherent, to conclude 
that free and equal autonomous agents, responsible for 
creating human values, must tolerate the right of others to 
act according to their chosen values. 

Pragmatism. If we embrace relativism, then humanist 
beliefs, values and purposes have to be understood as 
provisional and pragmatic, and seen as continually evolving.  

Universalism.  If all are equal, and all in the same boat, we 
can recognise the need for a global view of human affairs. 

Democracy. A device for allowing the maximum exercise of 
expression of human potential individually and collectively, 
and for negotiating differences. 

The humanism which emerges from Jack’s book doesn’t look 
so terribly different from the humanism of the various 
manifestos and statements of organized global humanism.  

But now it is grounded in the free choices of humanists, 
rather than depending on a smug scientism, or a contention 
that we must be right because we’re more ‘rational’.  

The change implicit in Jack’s book is not for a big change in 
our typical values, but a change in ourselves as humanists. 

The humanist movement needs  to become recognised, and 
appreciated, as an open growing community who’ve chosen 
what we believe to be the best way of living, rather than 
one composed of people presuming they hold The Key to 
Reality, and simply dismissing others as wrong-headed.  

Our choices will still need reasoned analysis to bring them to 
coherence with scientific discoveries, and between and 
within our other beliefs, and the other choices we make. 
Once we acknowledge the role of choice in our viewpoints 
and actions, the use of reason become even more essential. 

Yes we get harassed by smug dogmatic theism, right-wing 
certainty, and the politics of fear. Yes we might sometimes 
feel deserted or criticised by our left-liberal colleagues. But 
we shouldn’t overplay the certainty of our own ideas to 
compensate. The values we have chosen sell themselves.  

What won’t sell is any negativity towards others, dwelling in 
an echo-chamber of superior rationality, failure to seriously 
live up to the best of our values, and any shortfall in effort 
and ability to truly engage with others, in a way they might 
feel respects them,  and which draws them closer to us. 

Of course there are many exceptions, and it might be that 
my observations range more widely, or apply more locally, 
than the ideas described in the book under review.  

The book starts with the typical postmodernist view that 
there is a crisis in confidence in the ‘western’ intellectual 
tradition. (Without disregarding other non-Eurocentric 
traditions). So for Jack it should follow that other humanists 
seek solutions to this crisis, and will respond to his book. 

But the membership of humanist groups includes many not 
acknowledging any such crisis, pointing to progress around 
the world in many spheres. For such humanists and 
secularists, Jack’s re-founding of humanism on a relativist 
basis may not be seen either as necessary or as welcome. 

Yet we also acknowledge a crisis of denial of environmental 
dangers, breathtaking religious claims and accusations 
about family values, and wall-to-wall neo-liberalism. 

We feel wedged by moral panics and dog-whispered 
prejudices. We can’t get sensible reform, even on issues 
which enjoy majority support in the community. 

We can see that, despite the Religious Right dismissing us as 
‘relativists’, their side of the Culture War is exploiting all the 
evasion, uncertainty and ambiguity it can get its hands on. 

I suggest that the dearth of opportunity for us to debate 
them on common ground, simply is this same crisis of 
intellectual foundations, viewed from a different angle. 

Complacent secularism thinks because we know we’ve got 
the things we think matter pretty right, then we’re entitled 
to win in politics or culture, and be left in peace and security 
with all our rights intact. Such complacency leads to lazy 
thinking, inaction, and a losing strategy over the long-term. 

We need to take personal responsibility for our values, in 
both an individual and a corporate sense, not separating our 
valuing of people from our valuing of reason. We need to 
listen to what others are really saying. We need to know our 
own stuff. We need to live what we believe is true. We need 
to be a loving and a lovable community.  

Only then can we start strategically winning and growing.  

Jack Grassby has made a serious effort to update the 
philosophy of humanism, and his work deserves to be read, 
appreciated and critiqued by serious humanists everywhere. 

REVIEWS 



14 
Australian Humanist no. 134 April-June  2019 

When, a few decades ago, the Chinese Communist Party 
switched China from Maoist revolutionary socialism to what 
looks to all the world like full-on capitalism, they named it 
“Socialism with Chinese Characteristics”!  

In recycling this phrase I’m not suggesting Australian 
Humanism has ironically become its very opposite, but  I do 
think Australian Humanism has differed from that in other 
countries, even English-speaking ones.  

I’ll begin by looking at what some might think is 
characteristic of Australians generally, checking out surveys 
and web pages on Australian preferences and behaviour 
traits, noting discernible differences in the history of the 
humanist movements in Australia and elsewhere. This is a 
personal view rather than an academic study. 

Should we develop an Australian form of humanism? Will a 
thriving future for Australian Humanism depend on 
appealing to distinctively Australian characteristics, or less 
drastically, Australian statistical tendencies?  

No-one has deliberately set out to be uniquely Australian, 
but any examination of our history shows that humanism in 
Australia has a past and present significantly different from 
the developments in Britain, North America and Europe, not 
to mention Asia and the global south. 

This is not due to any breakdown in the fellow feeling and 
common beliefs of humanists around the world. There are 
enjoyable fulfilling visits by Australians to overseas humanist 
gatherings and headquarters - and vice versa.  But do these 
brief encounters consider the different habits ‘back home’? 

To be perfectly frank, most members of humanist 
organisations are very much ‘individuals’ and don’t fit 
general stereotypes. But Australian Humanism happens in a 
unique Australian environment, so an examination of 
Australian geographic and demographic stereotypes seems 
a necessary way to make a start. 

Australia sees itself as a big-hearted country with a down-to
-earth attitude. While many Australians insist they are 
‘spiritual’, even though not ‘religious’, this is generally a 
pragmatic nation, cynical about professed values. 

Geographically, Australia is literally an isolated country - ‘girt 
by sea’. We’re a long way from most other English-speaking 
countries, and not even all that close to mainland Asia.  

Within the country, the major cities, which are also the main 
population centres, are thousands of kilometres apart. The 
lack of a single focal metropolis like Paris or London makes 
Australia decentralised, and this doesn’t help Australian 
Humanism in building up a hard core of  leadership.  

Demographically, Australia consists of scattered indigenous 
groups, and many layers of immigration. This country is 
unavoidably multicultural, but with an unfortunate sense 
among some that they are more Australian than others. In 
its past tradition it was a ‘man’s’ country with gold-miners, 
cane-cutters and sheep-shearers, as its masculine 
stereotypes. Yet Australian women also needed to be tough. 

Looking at tourist guides, we are said to have an “honest, 
direct and well-intended nature”. Apparently Australians say 
their favourite thing to do is simply spend time with friends 
and family. Of course, Australians also love mocking and 
teasing one another, all presumably in good humour.  

Australians like to see themselves as an 'irreverent' society 
where we say, ‘Gidday’ to the boss, swear at the dinner 
table, slag off our politicians, and take the piss out of 
ourselves. Australians pride themselves on egalitarianism, at 
least compared to the English class system.  

It’s not considered very Australian to take religion too 
seriously, but this also seems to apply to not taking 
secularism, atheism or humanism too seriously.  

Australians scorn pretense, resent perceived arrogance, see 
themselves as skeptical of authority, and will cut down 
someone they think is getting “too big for their boots”.  

Yet they readily accept hierarchy in groups and 
organisations and don’t like anyone who ‘rocks the boat’. 
Advocates of change, and intellectuals, are also treated with 
cynicism. The abiding characteristic of Australians seems to 
actually be  ambivalence, with a dash of delusion. 

Australian Humanism has itself had a different history from 
other countries. It sprang into existence here in the 1960s 
without much of the preceding history. A particular feature 
of Australian humanist history is the absence of the Ethical 
Movement as a forerunner of humanism.  

There are many such ethical groups still functioning in the 
USA, and the British Humanist Association was actually 
formed out of that country’s Ethical Union. 
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Another absence is the Unitarian form of humanism. There 
are only about eight such congregations in Australia 
whereas the UK claims 170 in a population just two and half 
times larger. In the USA with thirteen times our population 
there are possibly 1100 congregations. The statistics are 
admittedly lumpy, but Australian Unitarianism is clearly tiny 
compared to the USA or the UK.  

In America, asking which church you go to is a normal part 
of conversation. There is a social pressure to belong to a 
church of some kind, and the numbers attending Unitarian 
churches get boosted by this social prejudice.  

But in Australia no-one need worry about being considered 
unrespectable for sleeping-in on Sundays. Thus Australia has 
no tradition of ‘congregational humanism’. In fact, many 
Australian humanists are virtually unaware of the Unitarian 
or the Ethical Culture movements. 

It is difficult to explain these historical movements briefly, 
but they lead to a form of humanism that is more like a 
church community, though of course without theistic 
dogmas, albeit the congregation may well include some 
members holding a variety of beliefs. 

The resulting community-oriented approach can encourage 
more frequent gatherings, more assiduous collecting of 
funds and assets, and involvement as a family, and this can 
make for a more committed and enduring membership. 

To get a sense of the difference, instead imagine an 
Australia with 20 or more humanistic ‘congregations’ in 
Sydney, the same in Melbourne and 10 or more around 
each of Brisbane, Adelaide and Perth. Then compare this to 
roughly one Unitarian church per city as at present.  

In the USA, and perhaps also in Britain, the humanists in this 
congregational category would exceed those in the more 
explicitly secular types of associations we’re familiar with. 

In Australia, some humanists find it hard to get their head 
around even acknowledging the members of such 
congregations as humanists at all. Admittedly, while they 
provide a kind of diversity, there are a lot of old, white 
people in these American UU churches, although they do 
seem to include good female representation. 

Another difference is that in America there are some full-
time paid humanist chaplains and Ethical Society leaders, 
although most groups depend on volunteers.  Secular 
organisations in the USA and the UK have quite a few paid 
employees and the Norway Humanists have over 90. I 
cannot think of anyone in Australia who makes a living out 
of anything we could call humanism. 

In discussing Asian and African situations, I have limited 
expertise and no doubt some unconscious prejudices.  

India’s tradition of humanism was stronger in the early days 
of independence, but it seems to have withered in today’s 
era of murderously intolerant clashing fundamentalisms on 
the sub-continent. One could hope the sheer scale of India 
could throw up some exceptional cases of strong humanist 
organisations, but this has not been my observation.  

Amazingly, the ideology of India’s Hindu fundamentalist 
party get’s called Integral Humanism, but I note it got its 
name back in the 1960s when the word ‘humanism’ had real 
cachet in India. The Indian Constitution actually calls for 

“scientific temper, humanism and the spirit of inquiry and 
reform” but this doesn’t seem much help lately, and clearly 
the word is open to misuse. 

India does have cases of courageous opposition by humanist 
individuals to  abuses and scams by alleged holy men.  

Uganda in Africa is another country where a militantly 
conservative form of religion (this time Christianity admixed 
with unpleasant superstitions) dominates the culture. 

 However, here there is a thriving humanist movement 
running secondary schools, rehabilitating unwed mothers 
and the like. Training teachers in humanist principles is a 
vital task in a region where very traditional cultural values 
form the background for even those well-motivated enough 
to teach in humanist secondary schools. 

It is fascinating to observe in their reports how humanism 
can inform approaches to leadership and discipline and 
motivation in schools. Uganda is an exemplar of how much 
regarding humanism we tend to take for granted in 
Australia. in less lucky countries, a humanist understanding 
of people and the world has to be built from the ground up. 

back again in Asia, Chinese people, with various pragmatic, 
modernist, communist, Confucian, Daoist, and even 
Buddhist backgrounds might be expected to have a natural 
inclination towards humanism. Yet I am unaware of any 
formal humanist movement in that country.  

This is not to say there aren’t discernible humanist strands 
of thought in China’s various cultural traditions. We often 
see Australians of Chinese background taking a strong 
interest in our activities at Humanist House in Sydney. 

Greater engagement with different traditions around the 
world would open up our movement, expanding the scope, 
insight and appeal of Australian Humanism. 

Looking at  South America, we find an instance of an actual 
humanist cult, being the movement started by ‘Silo’, an 
Argentinian, who died in 2010. There have been up to a 
million followers of his Humanist Movement, so-called, 
around the world. There is said to be a Sydney presence of 
this group, but I can’t find any trace on the Internet. 

In most other respects, South American humanists compare 
closely to continental European humanists. In Europe there 
seems to be the usual differences from Anglo-Saxon 
philosophy versus Continental Philosophy, and European 

Australia’s population centres 
are highly decentralised 
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countries also have their own distinct academic traditions.   

Most Australian humanists don’t really study continental 
forms of philosophy, though we are intrigued by the strong 
financial position some European humanists enjoy. In 
Norway the government raises taxes for supporting each 
person’s religion, and the humanists receive millions of 
kroner  to hire staff and help humanists in poor countries.  

Australian conditions are a long way from this, and here 
humanists get the worst of both sides of ‘church & state’.  

Humanists in Australia have failed to get public funds and 
recognition and ownership of things like ethics, celebration 
of life stages, chaplains and community workers, schools 
and universities, and similar services that have lifted the 
profile of humanists in other countries. 

Established members of Australian humanist societies 
appear to prefer their humanism modernist and western, 
preferably Anglo-Saxon philosophically, with a manly, 
eccentric individualism. They prefer minimalism as regards 
theory, and don’t seem to even read humanist journals let 
alone books, except the few who contribute to the journals.  

The priority for many Australian humanists is battling 
religion, and they can be confrontational with those they 
consider not as rigorous as themselves. Such attitudes 
constrain growth in the humanist community. 

A lot of secularists in Australia put their hope in younger 
generations around the globe who often say they are too 
busy for religion. But such secularism should not be taken 
for granted, as they will likely also be too busy for any 
deeper thinking, including humanism.  

One day these young people will settle into middle age, and 
have families and concern for status and respectability. 
Some may take up religious affiliation at that point.  

Australian humanists must actively provide an attractive 
alternative, not think the battle is won because a survey 
shows that young people behave like young people. 

In my own experience growing up as an Australian baby-
boomer it didn’t seem to me there was much interest in 
religion around, but a lot of conservatism was buried under 
the braggadocio, contrived rebellion, and recreational 
irresponsibility common to youth of all generations.  

Quite a lot of people of my age emerged over the long term 
as conservative and vaguely Christian, voting for Howard 
when they once voted for Whitlam. Sometimes the 
conservatism on display is an anti-intellectual indifference to 
all deeper thought, yet although not church-attending, these 
types are not likely to become humanists either. 

For the next section I shall be relying on a recent survey* of 
Australian religious attitudes. This was financed by 
Evangelical Christians (where are our surveys?), but still 
throws up some interesting data worth looking at.  

My first observation is that the survey report often lumps 
SBNRs, the  ‘Spiritual but not Religious’ in with the 
‘Religious’, calling them  “Spiritual or Religious” - ignoring 
the vital phrase ‘but not religious’! But then many Australian 
humanists also  write off SBNRs as another kind of religious!  

I think myself this is an unwise prejudice. The SBNR 
demographic is a spectrum. Many will have ideas quite 

compatible with an open-minded form of humanism. 14%
were found to be SBNRs in the survey. I suggest we should 
look to at least half of these latter as potential humanists.  

Having a few ‘wrong ideas’ should not exclude someone 
from the community of Australian humanists, if they also 
have a good many ‘right ideas’. Humanists don’t help our 
movement by becoming dogmatic, intolerant or judgmental 
towards newcomers interested in our community. Many of 
us humanists get things wrong ourselves sometimes! 

When the survey looked  at the SBNRs there were only small 
fractions of this group that bought into religions, gods, 
realms, the supernatural, or New Age ideas.  

Half of them didn't even think they were on 'a spiritual 
journey', and barely a third accepted the statement "I 
believe there is an ultimate purpose and meaning in life". 
Some referred to an “inward journey”. I think most of us can 
relate to something as simple as that.  For many SNBRs 
spiritualty seems just to mean concern with well-being, 
mental health, personal growth and stress management. 

The survey found 33% to be of ‘no religion’, which accords 
with the 2016 census. Within this third of Australians, the 
survey found just half of this group say they prefer a 
scientific and rational, “evidence-based” approach to life. 

The implication here is that a good many non-religious 
Australians have reasons for deciding to avoid religion other 
than ‘science and reason’. No doubt many are distracted by 
their busy involvement in making and spending money, not 
to mention all those family barbecues. Such reasons are 
likely to keep them away from humanism too. 

Australia has a strong skeptic movement here, with a 
thriving subculture, attracting many of that ‘evidence-based’ 
17% of the population. There is also a strong atheist 
movement, popular with those  opposing religion. This is 
particularly true of the Sydney scene. 

We shouldn’t give up on our hope to win over some 
Australians currently identifying with a religion. Many 
Christian say they’re open to change. There is nothing about 
humanism to prevent it  becoming a majority viewpoint in 
this country, if it could be explained effectively, and was 
being well-lived, and well-understood, by its adherents. 

Only 45% in the survey explicitly identified as Christian, with 
only a third of  these regular in their churchgoing. Australia 
simply cannot be described as a majority Christian country. 
In fact 57% are ‘not at all active in practising religion’! 

The survey tries to find hope in the amount of discussion 
about religion. Yet much of this is complaining about Islam!   

The survey finds Australians are most often prompted to 
think about spiritual, religious or metaphysical ideas through 
conversations, reading, thinking about issues, and life crises. 
If humanism is to engage with Australians, we also need to 
have an engagement in situations such as these. 

 Elsewhere the survey found that mainstream newspapers 
and TV are still the important sources for ideas. In the 1960s 
and into the 1970s the humanist movement managed to get 
into these media. This is near impossible these days. We 
need to do more than just feel sorry for ourselves about it.  

There needs to be a core of well-informed Australian  
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humanists, competent to conduct conversations about all 
that humanism offers. There needs to be contemporary 
books and articles and websites available, and the serious 
education of a new generation of leaders and supporters. 

 We need our best ideas out there in the zeitgeist, so that 
intelligent people will turn our way when life prompts them 
to hard thinking, and we need to have a community, and 
trained workers, able to respond to crises in people’s lives.  

Of course, often our ideas are already out there, but not 
explicitly identified as humanist. We need to work on this. 

The survey tells us that many people in Australia  are put off 
Christianity by things like clerical sexual abuse, homophobia, 
hypocrisy, and violence. Yet Australians also seem to agree 
that words like “caring, kind, and loving” apply to Christians. 

The lesson that Australian humanists need to draw from this 
is that people already know about the dark side of religion – 
they aren’t dependent on secular activists to hammer these 
points. In fact doing so can backfire, as it makes us look 
anything but “caring, kind, and loving”, and these are the 
appealing traits that we need to be cultivating in ourselves. 

Further factors Australians find off-putting about Christianity 
are: being judgmental or authoritarian, being old-fashioned 
or exclusionary, and always asking for money!  

No matter how bright our ideas may be, it is always hard not 
to look old-fashioned, if our members tend to be old 
themselves. And it can accidentally look exclusionary if most 
of us are white, or male. Australian humanists need to work 
harder to overcome such misunderstandings. 

Being judgmental or authoritarian happens too easily in the 
more sensitive world of the 21st century. Young Australians 
set very high standards for accepting differences, but some 
old secular soldiers still tread on toes with heavy boots. 

The survey showed Australians are repelled from religion by 
celebrities and politicians pushing their faith, but attracted 
by ordinary people “living out a genuine faith”. From this we 
learn that being authentic and compassionate might assist 
in our own engagement with fellow Australians. 

The survey finds Australians are put off religion by 
“philosophical discussion and debating ideas”. This a bit of a 
worry, as we humanists do a lot of this. It’s a pointer to us to 
‘keep it simple, stupid’. There is an element of anti-
intellectualism here.  It may even explain the ‘minimalism’ 
on theory I discerned in some (not all) Australian humanists.  

While it is vital for our sustainable growth, to present a 
humanist community living a consistent humanistic ethos,  
only a smaller number need to be engaged in putting all this 
into words. Hopefully there can be enough of us who are 
interested in the theory, to keep our ideas fresh and clear. 

The survey finds Australians say they are repelled by stories 
of miracles, but attracted by stories of people whose lives 
were changed by coming to faith. To be frank, the latter 
type of salvation story is usually presented as another kind 
of miracle tale, but the distinction is worth exploring.  

Humanism has a kind of salvation story of its own in a 
person getting real, with feet firmly on the ground, breaking 
free from delusions and prejudices, and discovering the 
beautiful world and the joy of knowing it well.  

We should learn how to present our own redemptive  and 
uplifting stories in a way that people can relate to. Do any of 
us know people whose lives have been transformed by 
coming to humanism? Maybe not many, and many do it on 
their own without calling it humanism, or they might  
gravitate to the skeptic or atheist movements.  

Yet if there were unashamedly humanistic groups and 
individuals engaging with the community, many would come 
to see their experience of growing into maturity in humanist 
terms, and be willing to express them that way. 

Hence it behoves we humanists to rediscover our own path. 
Humanists are of course unbelievers, just as the skeptics and 
atheists are, but humanism offers so much more.  

The first wave of Australian Humanism took a positive path,  
successfully campaigning for key reforms like abortion and 
divorce. But the remnant if this wave has been vague about 
anything much besides opposing religion, and Australian 
geographical and demographic circumstances have also 
made it difficult to consolidate an appealing approach. 

Australian humanists have relied in the past on being the 
main movement representing the non-religious. It became 
easy to think that humanism is whatever Australian 
humanists do, and have always done, and not worry too 
much about what humanism really is.  

A diversity of eccentricity within an otherwise stereotypical 
demographic profile, is not the most effective foundation 
for opening up Australian Humanism. We need diverse 
groups presenting an integrated approach, wide in its 
appeal while clear in its focus, or in its range of concerns. 

It’s a shame that our legendary provincialism and anti-
intellectualism have also comprised some of the influence of 
Australia on Australian Humanism. Yet in many ways the 
Australian population, or at least a good proportion of them,  
can be described as naturally humanistic. 

Contemporary communications technologies offer the 
chance to develop much more interaction at a nation-wide 
level. In small ways this is happening already but, without 
getting judgmental, much more needs to happen.  

Despite best efforts, there is an easy satisfaction with local 
achievement across the scattered cities. Some are content 
to be a big fish in a little pond, or just avoid the complexities 
of wider involvement. And who can blame anyone else, in a 
small world with a handful of overworked activists. 

Yet if anything is to change, there has to be new people 
coming forward. Any such new people will still have 
‘Australian characteristics’, but perhaps also the will and the 
means to overcome some of the difficulties that have 
hobbled us in the past. 

Have enough Australians  outgrown our suspicion of ‘big 
ideas’, our complacency, and our provincialism to coalesce 
around a clearer understanding of 
humanism in Australia? 

Murray Love 

*    https://mccrindle.com.au/wp-
content/uploads/2018/04/Faith-and-

Belief-in-Australia-
Report_McCrindle_2017.pdf 
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We are losing the battles, but can we win the war? 

As a five-year-old I was desperate to find solace in this 
great cosmos that seemed so meaningless.  Like everyone 
else, I suspect I tried to believe in God.  I looked him up in 
the phone book and made calls, but always got no answer.  
I felt that God was a redundant notion. 

To discover that you’re an atheist at five is a lonely 
experience.  You then flail around trying to find a value 
system to live by.  On the way to becoming a Humanist I 
made a serious detour and became a communist. I joined at 
fifteen and was expelled at seventeen - it didn’t last long.  

I was overwhelmed by the similarities between the 
Communist Party and the Catholic Church. Both of them 
were very cruel to people they regarded as heretics and 
blasphemers.  Both had their indexes of disapproved books.  
One had excommunication, the other expulsion.  Both had 
forms of confession and eerily similar prophets.  

When that ‘god’ of communism failed me, I wandered 
around lonely as a cloud for a while until I stumbled upon 
humanism, about the only ‘ism’ left with any respectability.  
Although we always have to be careful that we don’t enter 
our own dogmas, that humanists too don’t become a little 
too cosy or smug or sure of a set of beliefs.  

The one thing that I hold to as I get older is that although 
fundamental assumptions can be held to, we are damn silly 
if we don't admit to the possibility of intellectual evolution. 

We’ve all lived through the era of mass media, a world 
where information and ideas are filtered through a small 
and essentially unpleasant group of human beings. In 
Australia they have names and faces like Kerry and Rupert. 
Elsewhere they are more corporate and abstract. 

 Mass media brought with it a limited range of intellectual 
options and a huge amount of gate keeping. But at least it 
gave society pretty much a common agenda. We tended to 
know what the issues were at the same time, because we 
looked at the same television channels and newspapers, 
and listened to the same radio stations.   

That era is effectively over. I wrote over the last forty years, 
predicting that mass media wouldn’t survive.  

I think I was pretty much on the money.  

I can remember when it was almost mandatory to read the 
Women’s Weekly, when it was the most successful journal 
on Earth.  Now the titles run into the thousands.  The 
demographics are sliced ever finer.  

What happens to a society when mass media, which at 
least gave a society some cohesion, is replaced by what I 
call mess media? 

 One thing that happens is that monopoly control breaks 
down.  Terrific, good, tick. It means that the unmediated 
experience becomes more and more important.  But, in our 
realm I think this gives us some problems. 

When I was a teenager it seemed by the end of the century 
religion would be completely dead and buried. All temples, 
churches, cathedrals, and synagogues would be museums. 
Humanists would wander around looking at strange old 
artefacts, wondering how people, could have been so silly.  

But we left the last century in fact with a world in which 
religion and religiosity, fanaticism and cults were more 
powerful, than at any point in human history! 

At the end of the 20th century where you would have 
thought that religion would have done itself in, instead you 
find that it is doing great business.  Not only in its 
conventional form of big brand religions but also through 
all the cults and nonsenses of the New Age. 

 I know there is another side to that story – that secularism 
is also enjoying its triumph.  At least when these debates 
were being held in the mass media there was a chance of 
dealing with them, and humanists could take part, and 
while we’d lose as often as we won, at least everything was 
on the table for discussion.  

My fear with the new media is that we are moving into an 
era of ghettos of choice.  We simply go into a place where 
we are comfortable with our prejudices, bigotries, 
paranoias and anxieties. Instead of engaging in interaction, 
what you are now getting are people who are on feed-back 
loops through the Net which go across a region, a country 
and across the planet. 

I refer of course primarily to the hate pages. To the 
marketers of bigotry and racism who are now gaining toe-
holds in Australia through this new technology.  

Edited reprint of a 2001 article in which Phillip Adams presages how a finely divided media world would give greater opportunity 
for many voices to be heard, but also allow white supremacists like the perpetrator of the NZ massacre to live in a vortex of hate
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In the live world where people make a personal choice in 
regard to their lifestyle, position on the gender spectrum 
and all sorts of issues, they reinforce their feelings, not by 
interacting through political engagement which is losing 
fashion at an electrifying rate, not by the abrasions and 
conflicts you get in discussion, but by opting out of that 
process.  To become a demographic of one or a hundred or 
a thousand, like the white supremacist groups who only 
listen to themselves, who get on these incredible vortexes 
of hatred and destruction, and they are all over the place. 

We are living in the end of a society made up of masses of 
people - a society that is no longer a society.   We are 
moving into an era where more and more of society will be 
predicated on these cults.  Not necessarily religious cults, 
but cults by every definition, political cults, lifestyle cults 
where people remove themselves from the great debates. 

How do you run an election in this framework?  I remember 
the first Clinton campaign became less and less interested in 
mass television, and more and more interested in feeding 
directly through the cable system, into these ever narrower 
community groups.  This allows you to modulate and change 
your story depending on who you are talking to. Clinton did 
this masterfully. 

I think mass media had its great problems and god knows it 
will be good to see the end of the monsters who ran it, but 
we are moving into uncharted waters. 

It is very hard for us to deal with this toxicity, these 
dangerous sort of cancers, of hatred, bigotry and madness 
that are rampaging through the whole world. You see the 
manifestations like those poor creatures who committed 
mass suicide so they could leap onto the Hale-Bop comet.  

I could give you dozens of others.  

Humanists have never been organised terribly well, which is 
one of our strengths as well as a weakness.  We don’t have a 
sacred text.  We don’t have a pope.  We’re not a particularly 
hierarchical organisation.  We don’t necessarily agree with 
each other on a whole range of issues. 

All we agree about is that we should predicate our lives and 
beliefs on rational discourse, rather than on faith and 
dogma.  Yet I’ve sometimes sensed over the years a need for 
dogma, even among humanists, and I urge us to make sure 
we don't become parodies of what we object to. 

What can humanists do, in the light of the armies of the 
night who seem to be getting more powerful?  Well not lose 
our cool.  We have to remember, the other side of the story 
is somewhat more optimistic. 

My old friend Christopher Hitchens gave a very interesting 
lecture on the BBC.  In it he celebrated the unmediated 
world in which he saw strength from a community where 
people like him, and indeed me, are becoming irrelevant.   

We also have to recognise that never in human history have 
so many lived in secular freedom as they do now.  We’re no 
longer dragged off to the stake and burnt alive.  There was a 
time when we would all have been rounded up. 

We can now speak out without fear of being jailed, or 
tortured by the Inquisition.  And because we aren’t 
particularly organised, all we can do is gather behind the 
barricades whenever we see the need to.  

Remember a lot of impact can come from single people.  
Individuals can still shake this country and the planet.  

 Ralph Nader was a young lawyer working out of a boarding 
house when he wrote Unsafe at any Speed. He was the most 
admired person in America.  He stood up against the 
corporations and he beat them.  I use Ralph to remind me, 
that any person sufficiently resolved can change the world. 

Philip Nitschke’s another example.  I’m lost in admiration for 
Philip.  He fights this lonely fight, usually abandoned by 
others in the medical profession, who just don’t want to 
take the heat.  He keeps slugging away.   

He has his disappointments and his defeats, but little by 
little the mindset of our nation is changing in regard to the 
voluntary euthanasia issue.   

We Australian are lucky – I’ve been trying to explain this to 
the Americans. We are an agnostic people. We might tick 
one of the religions in the little box on the census form but 
we don’t feel it very deeply.  We don’t pack the churches at 
weekends.  Abortion is not a major political issue.  

We don’t have death rows where we send people to die by 
fatal injection or other forms of capital punishment, because 
we are not a society based on religiosity with its inevitable 
vengefulness.  We are a pragmatic, ironic, laconic, deeply 
irreverent people.  So in this world humanists should be able 
to move more freely. We should be able to make alliances. 

I don’t think this is a bad country to be a humanist, but we 
have to make sure that we never miss an opportunity to 
fight the good fight.  Whether it is over euthanasia 
legislation being crushed by the religious elements in 
parliament, or whether it’s this extraordinary last ditch 
attempt to dismantle the ABC and leave it in ruins. 

There’s a lot of work to be done.  There isn’t many of us.  It’s 
tiring, it’s exhausting, you get sick, but we have no option 
except to fight on, knowing that despite all the evidence for 
gloom,  we can still in fact have an impact.   

Why should the devil have the best technologies.  We’ve 
also got to engage in the new technologies to see whether 
we can confront the hate-pages, with rational pages.  To 
confront those vortexes of social negativity with the good 
joyous news of rational and skeptical thought. 

I’m always delighted to be associated with the Humanist 
Movement. I’m proud to be a friend of it. I congratulate it 
on having its fortieth anniversary in Australia.  

Ladies and gentlemen we are but a tiny number.  We are 
beleaguered, but we’re still here.  I think the next forty years 
will be even more testing than the last. 

I look forward to seeing you all here in 
forty years’ time. 

Phillip Adams AO 

Phillip Adams is a journalist, radio 
presenter and massive contributor to 
Australian media. Phillip was Australian 
Humanist of the Year in 1987 .  
This article is from a speech Phillip gave at the Australis2000 Congress on 
14 November 2000 at UTS in Sydney, recorded by Dick Clifford., then 
transcribed and edited by Rosslyn Ives, and originally printed in  AH No. 61 
Autumn 2001.  Further abridged and retitled  in 2019 by Murray Love. 
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The Society’s public lecture in February was an update on 
the campaign to expose abuses committed within the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses sect Whistle-blowers Lara Kaput and 
Steven Unthank presented evidence to the UK Charity 
Commission and toured Europe to link up with former 
Jehovah’s Witnesses members. You can see a previous 
report on their work in Australian Humanist issue 132 p. 24.  

They have collected a dossier of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
documents world-wide, and testimony of abuses, which are 
published on the web at JWleaks.org and SaySorry.org. HSV 
gave them a donation in the interest of social justice.  

At members’ meetings various topics were discussed: These 
included: defending our practice of writing submissions to 
public inquiries and unsolicited representations to 
responsible bodies; ranking the nominations for Australian 
Humanist of the Year; environmental challenges of 
biodiversity loss and climate change.  

We had good news about the case of a human-rights free-
lance journalist, who came to Australia after being physically 
attacked in his homeland of Bangladesh, where persecution 
of atheists was common and condoned by the government. 

 In 2016 HSV and Progressive Atheists together appealed to 
the immigration minister to cancel his deportation order, 
but we got nowhere. In August 2018 we transferred our 
appeal to PEN International, who found a skeptic society in 
Germany which would arrange his resettlement there.  

We contributed to a fund raised locally to pay for his travel, 
and he got away just in time before his visa gave out. 

Victorian members of federal Parliament were lobbied to 
support Kerryn Phelps’s bill on urgent medical treatment for 
those in immigration detention, which gratifyingly was 

passed. Facebook was used to speak out for the human 
rights of asylum seekers and to endorse the annual Walk for 
Justice for Refugees on Palm Sunday, 14 April 2019. 

The committee has been concerned at the prospect of 
declining membership and scheduled a special committee 
meeting in December to plan a strategy for 2019 and 
beyond. Six strategic objectives were defined, each of which  
is to be advanced by a team of active members and 
coordinated by a ‘strategic champion’. These were:  
build membership; retain membership; improve HSV public 
profile; implement targeted programs; improve governance; 
and consolidate financial position.  

Our community engagement officer, Sue James, analysed 
our communications, and recommended consolidation of 
members’ information and standard signage. Les Allan set 
up webmail for use by committee, and began sending out 
frequent bulletins about Society events to members and 
enquirers, using Mailchimp. Steve Halliwell retired from 
committee in March for reasons of health. 

The School Strike for Climate, in Melbourne on Friday 15 
March, was a lively demonstration by schoolchildren. HSV 
joined the throng with the usual banner, but lacked 
supporters to unfurl it properly. 

Joe Sehee conducted a two-day training program for secular 
spiritual care volunteers in March. Advance notice on 
Facebook produced a full house of applicants. In an 
interview about disaster recovery care on ABC Radio 
National Soul Search on 10 March 2019, Joe attributed the 
need for such care to a general waning of community life.  

The ex-religious support network, under Les Allan, convened 
a number of Meetups, starting in November. Joe Sehee 
talked about finding meaning, then Peter Veitch told of 
breaking with the Seventh-day Adventist church, and later 
guest speaker Margaret Livingstone told of leaving the Free 
Methodists in USA and finding Sunday Assembly instead.  

The summer solstice party featured Rod Bower’s Hymn to 
the Sun, in its world-premiere musical rendition to the tune 
of How great thou art, and also raised a heap of groceries 
for Asylum Seeker Resource Centre.  

The International Darwin Day picnic  on Tuesday 12 
February attracted more humanists than other freethinkers, 
for a change. We congratulated member Robert Bender on 
his Order of Australia Medal for conservation work. 

We are sad to announce the death of Rudolf Anders, a 
valued member for more than twenty years. He was 
mourned by his humanist friends. His down-to-earth poetry 
and prose came from deep reflection, and his encouraging 
contributions will be greatly missed. 

The speaker at our public lecture in March was Fiona Patten 
MLC, who expanded on secularism, humanism and political 
engagement.  Having championed progressive legislation 
governing abortion and voluntary assisted dying, she aimed 
at further reforms of drug law and sex work, replacing 
prayer in parliament and easing social isolation. 

 Stephen Stuart 

Secretary, Humanist Society of Victoria 

http://vichumanist.org.au/ 
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We all had a bit of a break over Christmas and New Year but 
we were back on Sunday 27 January for the first Meetup 
event of 2019. Each January we try to start the year looking 
at humanism itself. This time we wanted to get some 
momentum started for the Future of Australian Humanism 
convention at Humanist House, Sydney in June. 

Meetup is a social media platform for groups, and members 
RSVP to say they’re planning to come. A good many young 
people RSVPed for the 27th but most didn’t turn up, even 
after I’d virtually pleaded in the blurb: “Input from new and 
younger Meetup members will be vital to the discussion”! 

Still we carry on.  I read my little sermon on the future of 
humanism to a lesser number of mostly old regulars. There 
were one or two young people who came, and the point 
was made that we need to make humanism ‘sexier’. 

We used to get about half of our RSVPs dropping out on the 
day, but it seems worse this year, so far.  Yet, conversely 
bucking this trend, the number of people  registered on our 
NSW Humanists Meetup  exceeded 2000 for the first time in 
February, and is already approaching 2050. 

So we do have a lot of people expressing some kind of  
identification with humanism. But there are a lot of other 
Meetups in Sydney with catchy names and similar values. 
Our Meetup members are spoilt for choice, and we are in 
constant competition for young people’s limited time.  

John August stepped up when the speaker couldn’t make it 
to our 2019 Darwin Day on Sunday February 10. He was able 
to get notes from the speaker on the topic NATURAL 
HISTORY BEFORE DARWIN: “a colourful interlude in history 
populated by mavericks, clergymen, idealists and gentlemen 
scientists”. It was well attended and enjoyed. 

Our Meetup event on Sunday 24 February was ironically 
titled HUMANISM WITH AUSTRALIAN CHARACTERISTICS. 
The discussion was intended to explore what is different 
about humanism in Australia. The scattered population and 
provincial attitudes seem to be stumbling blocks but a 
principal difference is a near absence of suburban Unitarian 
congregations and the like. There doesn’t seem to be a 
distinctive Australian philosophy of humanism. ( See the 
resulting lengthy article, beginning page 14 in this issue ) 

John August came through again for our March HuVAT talk. 
This time he gave his own very considered view on the 
realities of ECONOMICS. John expressed concern about the 
monetisation of our public spaces, and the psychological 
manipulation of consumers. Then he took us ’under the 
hood’ on the neoliberal obsession with ’growth’ in the 
economy. They say it’s about ‘jobs, jobs, jobs’, but who does 
it really benefit? Finally John discussed the idea of 
‘equivalent earths’ as a way to visualise and understand the 
consequences of economic exploitation. A popular topic. 

Elaborately titled RELIGIONS - TRIBAL, ANCIENT, MODERN, 
SECULAR, ECONOMIC, the Meetup event on Sunday 24 
March was a secular survey of the topic of Religion. What 
was it really, and what did people mean by the word?  

Some attendees wanted to stick firmly to religion being 
necessarily tied to supernatural expectations. Others were 
flexible as to counting things like Nazism or Communism as 
religions. It seemed harder for people to accept the idea of 
economic religions like neoliberalism or consumerism, but 
some could consider nationalism a religion.  

Most people thought football was definitely a religion!  

The real point was whether humanists should be excessively 
focused on the falseness of supernatural religions, when 
there are other ‘belief systems’ imposing greater dangers. 

Humanist House continues to get a makeover in anticipation 
of the convention there in June. Ian Bryce and Fred Flatow 
discovered and fixed some of the holes in the roof, greatly 
improving its waterproofing capabilities. We installed a 
beautiful new floor with a timber finish at the end of March. 

NSW is looking forward to the coming convention, and  
meeting a good many interstate visitors to discuss the many 
ways we can revive and rebuild a future for humanism in 
our own country of Australia. See the brochure in this issue. 

Murray Love 

President, Humanist Society of NSW 

http://www.hsnsw.asn.au 

The Humanist Society of South Australia (HSSA) is an 
association of like-minded humans who seek a rational 
constructive approach to all human affairs.  

The HSSA acts to defend freedom of opinion, and the 
expression of that opinion, as well as every other civil liberty 
of the individual, supporting the widest concept of 
education for all people, for the better understanding and 
enjoyment of human life.  

Membership of the Humanist Society of South Australia is 
one vital way of ensuring that the humanist movement is 
able to continue its vital work in advocating for a more just 
and compassionate society in South Australia. 

The HSSA continues in 2019. Social events are held each 
month in strategically located pub venues. HSSA also works 
with a number of other organisations in the Adelaide area 
sharing similar goals. 
 

 Compiled by Murray Love from HSSA sources 

 Humanist Society of South Australia 

 https://www.meetup.com/Humanists-SA/ 

 http://sahumanists.org.au/ 

 +61 403 835 058 

 info@sahumanists.org.au 
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In the last Australian Humanist I discussed the loss in 1910 
of a critical clause in the Queensland Education Act, which 
read: “In State schools and provisional schools secular 
instruction only shall be given and no teacher shall give any 
other than secular instruction in any State school building”. 

Despite the education acts of NSW, Victoria, and the ACT 
still carrying similar clauses, the Queensland act has been 
without this essential stipulation for over a hundred years! 

in February 2019 the Labor Education Minister Yvette Berry 
explained that the ACT’s Education Act required schools to 
operate in a secular, non-sectarian way, and thus  
participation in the National School Chaplaincy Programme 
would cease in the Territory’s public schools at the end of 
the year—a landmark ‘first domino to fall’ decision. 

The crucial clause in the ACT’s act was: “Education in 
government schools is to be non-sectarian, secular 
education”. This graphically demonstrates the value of the 
word ‘secular’ within public education statutes. 

In February 2019 we launched our “Let’s get ‘secular’ back 
in the Queensland Education Act” campaign with a seven-
minute video circulated via relevant websites and social 
media platforms. 

https://vimeo.com/316385830 

Subsequently, following productive meetings with the 
Queensland Council for Civil Liberties and the Queensland 
Teachers’ Union, we are honoured that our Back in The Act 
campaign is now supported by these important bodies.  

Furthermore, the QCCL has commenced making approaches 
to the Queensland Minister of Education regarding this vital  
and long-standing issue. 

HSQ stalwart, and Dying With Dignity Queensland 
committee member, the unstoppable Phil Browne, has been 
encouraging our members and all who support VAD, or are 
concerned with any aged care issues, to please consider 
sending a submission to the Queensland government: 
Inquiry into aged care, end-of-life and palliative care and 
voluntary assisted dying. 

The closing date for submissions is 15 April 2019.  
Instructions on how to do so are included in this link: 

https://bit.ly/2DPhsDI  

Ron Williams 

President 

Humanist Society of Queensland 

http://hsq.org.au/ 

 

In the 3 months from January to March 2019 the ACTHS has 
continued to arrange regular social gatherings at its Meetup 
discussion group, as well as a monthly Forum, where 
members have been able to discuss topical issues such as: 

● Humanist hopes for a New Year 

● How can we best use our time? 

● How can we build empathy for our indigenous people? 

● Can the world shift to  sustainable food & healthy diets? 

● The recent EAT-Lancet report on a planetary diet. 

We celebrated International Darwin Day over a dinner with 
a talk from Dr Elizabeth Finkel, biochemist and co-founder of 
Cosmos magazine and winner of the Eureka Award for 
Science Journalism. She spoke about Darwin’s life and work 
and its impact on our society today. 

To strengthen our community ties we have started two new 
activity streams. We now have a Book Club, with the first 
meeting in February discussing Semiosis by Sue Burke. The 
second is on Soul of an Octopus by Sy Montgomery. 

Additionally, we have Community Outings to exhibitions, 
cultural events or natural environments. The first was an 
exhibition of Roman objects at the National Museum, on 
loan from the British Museum. The second was to an 
exhibition of Pre-Raphaelite Masterpieces from the Tate, at 
the National Gallery of Australia. Our third will be to 
Mulligan’s Flat, a local wildlife sanctuary. 

The Society is also supporting a public six-week course 
Introduction to Humanism, presented by Lyndon Storey 
(inaugural Convenor of ACT Humanist Society and current 
CAHS President), which commenced in March. It will provide 
an introductory overview of Humanism as a philosophy of 
life and a method of developing ideas and values. 

Our active committee continues to meet monthly, and has 
been progressing ideas generated at our Planning Day, 
including the production a new consumer pamphlet Are You 
a Humanist? We have also continued publishing some 
thoughts on living as a Humanist in our "Musings" blog: 

 https://bit.ly/2SlEqpc   

The most recent explores: “Should Humanists be Vegans?” 

On March 27 we had our AGM and elected the new 
committee for 2019/20, comprising: Mary-Anne Cosgrove 
(Convenor); David Cosgrove (Deputy Convenor); 
Liz Forman (Treasurer); and Committee Members Lyndon 
Storey, Dierk von Behrens, and Sven Erlic. The committee is 
still looking for a new Secretary, and thanks Peter Williams 
for his work in the previous years. 

Report by Peter Williams & Mary-Anne Cosgrove  

ACT Humanist Society 

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

https://bit.ly/2DPhsDI
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The first quarter of 2019 has been a busy one for CAHS. 
Humanist Society of Victoria President Rod Bower joined the 
CAHS committee representing Victoria, replacing Stephen 
Stuart. Stephen has served Australian Humanism at the 
national level in a variety of roles over many years, and his 
contributions to CAHS have been well appreciated.  

CAHS is a strong supporter of ICAN; the Nobel Peace Prize 
winning International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear 
weapons.  CAHS President Lyndon Storey, working in 
conjunction with an ICAN campaign, recently sent a letter to 
Bill Shorten endorsing the ALP’s recent commitment to 
ratify the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons.  

This is part of the work of CAHS, and Australian Humanism, 
broadening our involvement in topical issues.   

CAHS also received and distributed news that the IHEU will 
now be functioning under the name Humanists 
International. This change has been developing over a long 
period, and is intended to give the global humanist 
movement a clear and easily recognisable identity.  

A CAHS sub-committee has developed an updated 
Constitution, including the option of using the name 
Humanists Australia - a clearer identity for us than ‘CAHS’. 

The updated Constitution is more relevant to contemporary 
times, and the draft has been circulated to member society 
committees for discussion. We are confident of having a 
reformed constitution ready to be voted on at the CAHS 
AGM to be held on June 21 2019 - World Humanist Day. 

The AGM will  be the first of the events around this year’s 
Australian Humanist Convention in Sydney. CAHS has been 
working closely with HSNSW to ensure that this year’s 
Convention will have a strong focus on the issues we need 
to address to help Australian Humanism move forward. See 
elsewhere in this Australian Humanist for more info on the 
coming convention: The Future of Australian Humanism.  

Lyndon Storey 

President 

Council of Australian Humanist Societies (CAHS) 

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

The IHEU’s big news is that it is no longer the IHEU. It’s new 
acronym HI won’t get you far in Google searches. 

 Fortunately entering IHEU still gets you their website.  

Years of editorial convenience using the unique word IHEU 
are over, but I hope readers will forgive the occasional slip. 
(We will still be able to use ‘CAHS’ as an abbreviation along 
with the new name Humanists Australia!) 

 So let’s say HI to Humanists International, and check out 

the new look at:  https://humanists.international/ 
 

The 2019 Humanists International General Assembly takes 
place Sunday 2 June 2019 in Reykjavik, Iceland, in 
conjunction with the General Assembly of the European 
Humanist Federation, and the Icelandic Ethical Humanist 
Association convention over the same weekend. 

HI remains busy: pressuring the U.N. Human Rights Council 
to act against so-called 'witchdoctors' and 'traditional' 
healers who continue to torture and kill children in a 
number of countries: protesting abortion laws under which 
women are being jailed after suffering miscarriages; and 
shepherding the successful and unsuccessful campaigns to 
eliminate blasphemy laws around the world. 

They’re also monitoring the World Congress of Families, 
held in Verona, Italy at the end of March 2019. Speakers 
there included people who have called for the death penalty 
for gay people, the criminalisation of abortion, and for 
women to be “submissive”. Humanists and others in Italy 
have protested apparent support from the right-wing Italian 
government for the event.  

Compiled M. Love from  Humanists International sources 

Please contact a member of the CAHS executive  listed on the 
back of this journal if you would like to participate in reviving the 
humanist movement in Western Australia. 
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WHAT EXACTLY IS HUMANISM? 
 

The IHEU has developed a  
Minimum Statement on Humanism: 

 “Humanism is a democratic and ethical life stance that 
affirms that human beings have the right and responsibility 
to give meaning and shape to their own lives. Humanism 
stands for the building of a more humane society through 
an ethics based on human and other natural values in a 
spirit of reason and free inquiry through human capabilities. 
Humanism is not theistic, and it does not accept 
supernatural views of reality.” 
 

Every humanist is a unique individual who thinks for 
themselves. The Australian Humanist Societies are 
communities in which members can share in cultivating 
their own humanity which implies decency, compassion, 
reason in decision-making, and joy and calm in living.  

In accordance with the minimum statement, and other 
declarations, we can understand that humanists aspire to 
be democratic in their political engagements, ethical and 
responsible in their social life, grounded in meaningful 
values in their own life, committed to reasonableness and 
enquiry free from dogmas in their thinking life, loyal to 
humanity as a whole, and respectful of their part in the 
natural world, in which they find their only place. 

Living in the light of such values, humanists come to 
understand that absolute answers are not be found, and 
that human limitations will mean that different ways of 
viewing problems can lead us to many different ideas. 
Humanists spend much of their time together discussing 
and debating social, ethical, scientific and political issues.  

Because humanism is often the next step human beings 
take after abandoning the illusions of religion, the humanist 
movement is also concerned to defend the interests of the 
non-religious, and to lobby in opposition to religious 
groupings seeking to impose narrow views on the 
Australian population. 

Famous Australians who have identified with humanism 
include people like Fred Hollows, Tim Flannery, Peter 
Singer, Olive Zakharov, Jane Caro, Carmen Lawrence, Eva 
Cox, Phillip Adams, and Gillian Triggs. If these are your 
people, why not join us today. Contact one of our local 
associations at the addresses on the left. 
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