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Serving the humanist community in Dorset

Saturday 9th April 2.00pm Moordown Community Centre, Coronation Ave, BH9 1TW

Secularism For All…
including the religious
A talk by Megan Manson
A common misconception about secularism is that it's a
principle by atheists, for atheists. But separation of religion and
state is essential to protect the human rights of all individuals Click image to RSVP
including members of religious communities.
In this talk, National Secular Society head of policy and research Megan Manson will explain how
the NSS campaigns to uphold the rights of people in faith communities, and works with
members of those communities to fight injustices. She will explore the issues specifically
affecting religious communities, including caste discrimination, illegal faith schools and
conversion therapy. And she will invite discussion on how to encourage more people who belong
to religions to embrace secularist principles.
Wednesday 27th April 7.30pm Elstead Hotel, 12-14 Knyveton Road, Bournemouth BH1 3QP

Seven Moons
A presentation by Bob Mizon, Fellow of the Royal Astronomical Society
Astronomers will tell you that the Universe, both near and far, is always stranger than we think
when we get a closer look at the objects we study. Bob Mizon offers a tour of seven of the more
bizarre natural satellites of the Solar System as revealed since the 1980s by space probes. The
Solar System has more than 200 moons, a couple larger than the planet Mercury, that orbit its
eight planets, five dwarf planets and even some of its countless asteroids. There are many of these
moons that amazed the scientists who sent ingenious machines to study them: worlds of fire and
ice, captured asteroids, ‘eggs’ and ‘melons’ in space, orbiting rubbish piles, places where
burgeoning life might be hiding in tepid oceans beneath icy crusts…
What forces and events created them? What scars were left on them during the enormous
collision storms of the infant solar system? To what do some of them owe their unlikely structures,
colours and breath-taking features? How did they come by their often fanciful names?
And what of our own Moon? A sterile rock-ball reflecting some useful sunlight onto our planet at
night? There’s so much more to it than that. Let’s find out more…
Email: chairman@dorsethumanists.co.uk
Phone: 07910 886629
HMRC Charities Ref No EW10227
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Humanist of the Year
Our Dorset Humanists Humanist of the Year
is Dean Robertson. David Warden said: “Dean
discovered us in 2012 when we were taking
part in a debate at Bournemouth University
with Moorlands Theology College on the
historical existence of Jesus. He joined the
committee in 2013 and so he’s been on our
team for nine years. I thought it was high
time that I recognised his loyal service. He’s
been our pub social organiser for years. He
also prepares fantastic curries for our lunch
events. He’s organised barbecues for us. He’s
always extremely willing to help with our
festivals. And he was one of the main
organisers of our 25th anniversary party –
along with Lyn Glass. I just want to say a
massive thank you to Dean for being a highly
valued member of the committee for nine
years – he’s one of our ‘wise heads’ and I do
rely on him as well as everyone else on the
team.

Gurdjieff
Dorset Humanists member Corinne Hills would like to find other people
locally who are interested in or practice the work of George Gurdjieff.
Gurdjieff, who died in 1949, was a Russian thinker and psychologist who
developed an approach to self-development called ‘The Fourth Way’
combining the body, emotions, and mind. Corinne joined groups following
and practising his work in the 1980s and she says that this work and way of
life never leaves you. She would be delighted to meet anyone else in our
group who has knowledge, or experience, or interest in Gurdjieff. Email
tundra1169@yahoo.co.uk or text 07585 844284.

Dates for your diary
Saturday 14th
Moordown
Question Time – a selected panel will answer questions from the
May 2.00pm
floor about Ukraine and other topical issues.
Wednesday 25th Elstead
Kate Parker from Shelter
May 7.3pm
Plus social events and walks which will be announced on Dorset Humanists Meetup. Please check all
events nearer the time in case of any venue changes. Depending on public health announcements,
events may switch to Zoom or be cancelled at short notice – please check Meetup nearer the time. We
respectfully ask you to take all reasonable precautions to ensure that you do not spread infection to
others at our events. If in doubt, please stay at home. Videos are usually available later on YouTube.
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The Philosophy of Science…
and how to avoid Scientism
Thirty-three people attended our March event at the Elstead Hotel
to engage with Barry Newman’s presentation on the philosophy of
science. This is an edited report of his presentation. If you would like
to watch the whole recording, click on the image of Barry.

Why bother with this subject?
Humanists profess not to believe in deities
and religions but to believe in logic and
science. That’s fine, but we need to recognise
that it’s not a perfect way of gaining
knowledge about the universe. We need to
be sceptical and insightful about the
limitations of what we believe in.

Charles Sanders Peirce
in 1859, an American
philosopher and
logician who
described the idea of
‘abduction’ –
inference to the best
explanation.

2. Inductive reasoning (based on observed
“I am aware that my talk could be
data). We do this all the time. It’s a way of
interpreted as undermining confidence
arriving at probable conclusions. Example:
in the scientific method and
“I’ve seen 12,000 white swans, therefore
philosophy. My intention is to
swans are white.” We gather as much data
introduce an element of healthy
as possible and then we move from a set
scepticism to counteract what is often
of observations to a general rule. It is a
generalisation – not pure truth. It may not
seen as uncritical scientism among
apply everywhere.
Humanists.”

What is science?
Science endeavours to gain knowledge in
order to explain the universe, predict future
events, and control future events. The
conduct of science has guiding principles and
specific tools. But all are imperfect and
therefore the product is imperfect.

Logic - a primary tool
Logic is extremely intimidating! But it’s
unavoidable and we can’t make much
progress without it. There are three basic
forms of propositional logic:
1. Abductive reasoning (inference to best
explanation) was described relatively
recently by Charles Sanders Peirce (US
1839 – 1914). This provides the simplest
and most likely conclusion from a limited
set of observations. It’s a ‘best guess
heuristic’ [heuristic means shortcut or
rule of thumb.]

3. Deductive reasoning (based on logic) is a
different animal altogether. This does lead
to absolute truth, because the truth is
buried in your starting position. The
classic example is ‘All bachelors are
unmarried. John is a bachelor. Therefore
John is unmarried.’ This is an absolute
statement. To claim it is not true would be
to create a contradiction – a terrible crime
in philosophy!

A (or the) scientific method
This is just an interpretation of how most
science works most of the time. It’s a process.
It starts with an observation or a set of
observations. It’s followed by a question:
Why? What? How? At that point, a hypothesis
is created. It is a creative, imaginative process
– although part of a cultural progression. This
hypothesis or conjecture provides an
explanation of the phenomenon observed. At
this point, the hypothesis can be testable 
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or non-testable. An untestable hypothesis
would be ‘It’s due to unicorns or God’. These
are deemed to be pseudoscience. Another
example is Freudian psychoanalysis or Marxist
theory where whatever you say can be
squeezed into the hypothesis or the theory
can be tweaked to fit whatever happened. In
proper science, the hypothesis is tested by a
set of experiments. The rules include:
1. Maintenance of rigorous scepticism,
because your senses can fool you.
2. Excluding confounding variables. If you
are trying to find a relationship between x
and y, you have to try and exclude all the
other possible influences on y. This can be
very challenging and costly.
You collect a lot of data and then you
transform the data into mathematics so that
it can be processed, for example by statistical
analysis, which in themselves are deductive.
Then you transform our mathematical answer
back into the real world: “I think that this
causes that, with this degree of certainty.”
That’s a version of a scientific process. And
the conclusion attempts to answer the
question “Does the data support or refute the
hypothesis?”. A good theory is one that is
deemed to have high descriptive and
predictive power.

The Uniformity of Nature principle
Science is based on the assumption that the
same natural laws and processes that operate
in our observations have always operated, will
operate forever, and apply everywhere. But
can we be sure? This principle is just an
assumption based on prior observations. It’s
an inductive inference. According to Hume, if
you can imagine that something else might
happen then what you have is not absolute
truth.

Principle of Consilience
This is when evidence from multiple
independent and unrelated sources, often
using different and unrelated means of
measurement, converges on the same
conclusion. This creates a strong degree of
confidence in your findings.

A question on meta-analysis led to an
interesting digression in which Barry claimed
that meta-analysis (an approach to research
synthesis that uses quantitative methods to
pool and compare results in the literature)
routinely discards most studies as not meeting
rigorous criteria. The point about metaanalyses, the good ones, is that they set strict
entry criteria and there’s an attempt to make
the research objective. Barry also made some
critical comments about the science
publishing industry:

“There’s a lot of garbage out there.
People publish to stay in a job.
Journals publish to make money. A lot
of research and the publication
industry is exactly that – an industry.
You mustn’t believe that science is
some kind of pure [process]… people
have to pay their rent.”

Principle of Simplicity (William of
Ockham – 14th century)
Ockham’s principle: “Plurality should not be
posited without necessity” or “Entities should
not be multiplied beyond necessity.” This is a
heuristic principle (a handy tool) meaning
‘conceptual economy’ or ‘theoretical
parsimony’. It means that simplicity is a
scientific virtue and it’s almost axiomatic, a
truth in itself, that simpler theories are better
than complex ones as long as they are
consistent with the data. But why is this view
justified or valuable? Complex models are
affected by increasing statistical ‘noise’
because there’s a degree of uncertainty in
every element of the model. There’s also an
aesthetic response to simplicity. We are
drawn to the beauty and purity of simple
explanations. 
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A third justification for Ockham comes from
Karl Popper. He said that simpler theories are
more attractive because they are testable and
more prone to falsification. If the attempt to
falsify persistently fails then the theory is held
to be strong. But there’s no objective or
rational reason why simpler theories should
be better than complicated ones. And some
theories are very, very complicated, such as
quantum.

Karl Popper (AustrianBritish philosopher,
1902-1994). He
received the Humanist
Laureate Award from
the International
Academy of
Humanism.

Hume’s problem

Karl Popper and falsifiability

One of the biggest issues in the philosophy of
science and epistemology is this issue of
induction. In a nutshell, we cannot apply a
conclusion about a particular set of
observations to a more general set of
observations because circumstances are
imaginable where the premises may be false.
So if you see 10,000 white swans then you
come across a black one. But can you imagine
a purple swan with red flashing lights? Hume
says that because you can imagine such a
thing, it is possible that somewhere in the
universe such a thing exists. Therefore
induction cannot give you an absolute
answer. Therefore the use of inductive
reasoning to establish 100% truth cannot be
rationally justified. This is because induction
presupposes the Uniformity of Nature and
the Uniformity of Nature relies on induction
(it’s always been so). So induction, to Hume,
is a circular argument. So we must be very
careful when we say ‘experiments show x’.
They show to a degree.

Popper agreed with Hume in that it is not
possible to prove that something is absolutely
correct by inductive reasoning. But he did
claim that it is possible to disprove something
deductively (i.e. absolutely). If nearly all the
data you have support a particular theory, all
you need is one contrary result and the
theory is dead. [An example: “Fossil rabbits in
Precambrian rocks" is reported to have been
among responses given by the biologist J. B. S.
Haldane when asked what evidence could
destroy his confidence in the theory of
evolution, given that rabbits did not exist at
this point in geological time.] Popper claimed
that the purpose of the scientific process is to
refute hypotheses, so avoiding the need for
proof by induction. He chucked induction out.
All you have to do is disprove something. The
problem is that this is not how scientists
work. They don’t set out to disprove things.
They set out to prove things. This may be
something to do with the human mind. And
negative results do not get into the journals
because they don’t make interesting reading.

The logical empiricists or positivists of the
20th century tried to set up a rational, logical
process by which you can quantify induction
and calculate the certainty of knowing
something through induction. From induction
you can extract a probability of something
being true [Barry briefly explained the
Bayesian method for calculating probability].
Another approach is to say that we can
approximate based on data. The English
philosopher P. F. Strawson (1919-2006) said
that the problem of induction is not a
problem at all. Induction is just a tool we use
to understand the universe.

“Scientists are human beings with all
the flaws and foibles of human
nature.”
Popper also tried to demarcate science from
non-science. He said, “Scientific theories
regularly disagree with accepted views based
on common sense or previous theories. These
theories make bold counterintuitive claims
about the nature of reality. However, so too
do mythological and metaphysical theories!
So how is scientific knowledge to be
demarcated from myth and metaphysics?” 
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Popper claimed that only things which are in
principle falsifiable are within the realm of
science. Something which cannot be falsified
is pseudoscience. For example, God is a
mythological and metaphysical concept which
cannot be disproven. So when someone
claims that God cannot be disproven, Popper
provides the tool to counter that it’s a
subjective, mythological belief.
“Induction is the glory of science and the
scandal of philosophy.” An oft-quoted
aphorism by C.D. Broad in 1926. One can see
why. It’s like having a slightly blunt axe which
cuts the tree down every time. An off the cuff
metaphor!

The Causal Fallacy
Causality is essential to the way we
understand our world. But when we talk of X
causing Y, what we really mean that Y usually
follows X. It’s just a sequence of events that
we have previously experienced. Regular
association is conflated with causation. So
what do we mean when we say that X caused
Y? If you drop a brick on your foot it hurts.
But what was the cause? Was it gravity,
warped spacetime, shoe compression, tissue
damage, neurotransmitters, the clay that
made the brick, or the Big Bang?

Thomas Kuhn and his paradigms
Kuhn (1922-1996) was
an American
philosopher of science.
His book The Structure
of Scientific Revolutions
(1962) was a
sociological-historical
survey of science.
Science accepts a set of ideas, a package,
which he called a ‘paradigm’, and scientists
work within that paradigm. He called this
‘normal science’. We find things to fit our
preconceived ideas. We enrich the paradigm
but we don’t punch out at it at all. The
paradigm is sustained by scientists in a
community in a given society. For Kuhn,
science is a sociological entity. A group of
people agreeing with each other and

progressing things by filling in gaps. They’re
living in a paradigm bubble. Along comes a
revolution, a new paradigm or idea. Einstein
is the obvious example. Scientists in the two
paradigms can’t even communicate with each
other according to Kuhn. He said the two
paradigms are ‘incommensurable’.
There’s a popular myth that Kuhn was
suggesting that scientific knowledge is a
subjective, sociological phenomenon. He
went on record to say he really didn’t mean
that. Myths like the world being held up by a
tortoise are not true, even if your society
believes it.
My question is, did Kuhn caricature science or
did he make a useful contribution?

n Feedback from Phil Butcher
I thought Barry's talk was excellent although I
feel that he, especially as highlighted in bold
in this report, over-emphasised the idea that
science is imperfect as a route to the truth. I
agree it is imperfect, but I also think it is
better than any other method. There is no
perfect method. A lot of people prone to
wishful thinking will latch on to the idea of
"imperfect" to rubbish anything scientists say
that they would prefer not to believe.
Phil Butcher presented the Scientific Method
& Pseudoscience session in our 2019 Science
Course at Moordown Community Centre.
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AGM report in brief
Our AGM was held on Saturday 12th March at Moordown Community Centre,
following a delicious lunch organised by volunteers Aaron Darkwood, Corinne Hills,
and Lyn Glass. We are very grateful to all three of them, and others who gave
assistance on the day.
1. Accounts for the year ending 31st December 2021
The accounts were presented by our treasurer Daniel Dancey. Member Chris Smith confirmed
that she was satisfied with the accuracy of the accounts and members voted to approve them.
We are very grateful to Daniel and Chris for their work on this.
2. Hope for Food Foodbank
Dorset Humanists have donated £2,594 worth of food and toiletries to this local foodbank
since the last AGM. Thanks to all members who donated to this very worthy cause and to Dean
Robertson for organising the donations.
3. Dorset Humanists committee
These members of Dorset Humanists were re-elected: David Warden, Lyn Glass, Cathy Silman,
John Kingston, Chris Street, Dean Robertson, Simon Whipple, Phil Butcher, and Daniel Dancey.
Sally Hawksworth was elected for the first time. David Warden was elected to serve as Chair of
Dorset Humanists for a further one-year term and Vice-Chair Lyn Glass led a vote of thanks to
David.
4. Humanist of the Year 2022
Dean Robertson was made Dorset Humanists Humanist of the Year 2022. This is in grateful
recognition of Dean’s nine years of loyal service on the committee and his help with organising
our 25th anniversary and other events in our social programme.
5. Proposal to change the Jane Bannister Winter Appeal to an Annual Appeal in line with the
accounting year
This proposal was made by David Warden and it was approved.
6. Proposal to change the name of the Jane Bannister Winter Appeal
This proposal was made by Aaron Darkwood with a secondary proposal by Lyn Glass to
postpone any change to 2023. Members voted to postpone the change to 2023 which will be
ten years after the death of Jane Bannister, former Chair of Dorset Humanists.

7. Discussion about which charities to support with our 2022 Appeal
There was insufficient time to come to a conclusion. The view was expressed that making a
donation to the Ukraine humanitarian relief effort may not be the most effective use of our
relatively small donation. Small, local charities in line with our ethics are generally preferred,
but there was also an interest in giving perhaps half of the amount raised to the Uganda
Humanist Schools, of which our member Chris Smith is a trustee and so we have a personal
link to this humanist cause abroad. The committee will take this matter forward.
Further information
Please email chairman@dorsethumanists.co.uk if you are a paid-up member of Dorset
Humanists and would like a copy of the minutes or any other information about Dorset
Humanists.

View from the Chair
David Warden
Chairman of Dorset Humanists

U

kraine proves that universal values don’t exist. So said the veteran historian (and
atheist) David Starkey in a recent lecture hosted by the New Culture Forum. This is
disappointing for humanists who revere the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, one of the closest things we have to holy scripture. But David Starkey must be
right in this assessment. We had hoped, with Francis Fukuyama, that the end of history
had occurred with the fall of the Berlin Wall and that liberal democracy would spread
throughout the world. We reaped the peace dividend and, across Europe, we became
dependent on Russia for oil and gas. Many people in Russia, as well as Ukraine, are
leaning towards the West in terms of values. They prefer free and open societies and they
respect the right of independent countries to democratic self-determination – the right
sort of liberal nationalism. But Vladimir Putin, and his chief ideologue Aleksandr Dugin,
hark back to a different era. Their type of nationalism seeks to recover lost territories of
the Russkiy Mir – ‘the Russian world’ – which lives on in their imagination. They believe
that Russian speakers everywhere owe allegiance to Russia, not to other, ‘artificial’
polities. Ukrainians are ‘little brothers’ and if they are leaning towards the West this is
because of the influence of ‘Nazis’. In all of this, they are supported by the Russian
Orthodox Church which objects to the autocephalous nature of the Ukrainian church. It
adds up to the kind of authoritarian and theocratic society which has generally been
preferred by monotheistic religions throughout the ages, and opposed by humanists. At
its worst, it is genocidal because opposition is apostasy and infidels have no rights.
Universal rights based on liberty and self-determination are an aspiration rather than an
established fact. But as thousands of young people flee Russia, the prospects of change
from within are diminished. Neither are we in a position to effect regime change – recent
failures have put paid to that idea. Putin and Dugin object to the assumption that
America is the sole global superpower and they, along with China and Islamist states,
want the world to be multipolar. How can humanists accept a world in which we are
expected to co-exist with oppressive states, whose very different scales of values are to be
‘respected’? We tried globalisation, and we hoped that trade would put an end to war.
But following that course has simply fed the dragon.
Liberals in the West who despise both nationalism and patriotism must be experiencing a
degree of cognitive dissonance in response to Ukraine. Zelenskyy is a popular,
democratically-elected leader wrapping himself in the mantle of Churchill. Women and
children have left the country (two million of them to Poland, itself being sanctioned by
the EU), whilst men lay down their lives for their country and their freedom. The
‘unstoppable’ force of Russian imperialist nationalism is being resisted by the
‘immovable’ object of Ukrainian nationalist self-determination. History continues.

