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Serving the humanist community in Dorset

Saturday 9th October at 2.00pm. Moordown Community Centre, 21 Coronation Ave,
Bournemouth BH9 1TW.

Charles Bradlaugh
A talk by Keith Hayward
“Abhorred as an atheist, reviled as a republican,
and loathed as an advocate of birth control,
Charles Bradlaugh was one of the most
detested men in mid-Victorian England.”
From Dare to Stand Alone: The Story of Charles
Bradlaugh (2011) by Bryan Niblett

Click image to RSVP. The image shows Charles
Bradlaugh as a young man and as an older man.

Don’t forget to get your ticket for our 25th
anniversary celebration! Click image for more info.
Tickets (£5 members; £10 non-members) available
at our live events or email
Lyn.glass@btinternet.com

Email: chairman@dorsethumanists.co.uk
Phone: 07910 886629
HMRC Charities Ref No EW10227

Almost all of the social changes which Charles
Bradlaugh campaigned for we now take for
granted, such as atheists being able to serve as
MPs. He was elected as the Liberal MP for
Northampton four times but not allowed to
take his seat because of his atheism and
republicanism. On at least one occasion, he
was escorted from the House of Commons by
police officers and at one stage he was even
taken to the small prison cell located under Big
Ben. Bradlaugh succeeded George Holyoake as
the leader of the secularist movement and he
founded the National Secular Society in 1866
when he was 33 years old. He died at the age
of 57 in 1891. In November 2016, a portrait
bust of him was added to the Parliamentary Art
Collection in the Palace of Westminster. His
daughter, Hypatia Bradlaugh Bonner (1858–
1935), was a peace activist, author, atheist and
freethinker. She was named Hypatia after the
Ancient Greek pagan philosopher,
mathematician, astronomer and teacher.
Keith Hayward is a committee member of
Farnham Humanists.

Click for
events

Click for
website
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Wednesday 27th October 7.30pm Bourne Suite at the Elstead Hotel, 12-14 Knyveton Road,
East Cliff, Bournemouth BH1 3QP. Join us in the bar after the talk.

Village vernacular
A talk by John Hubbard

Portrait of Aquinas by Antonio
del Castillo y Saavedra, ca. 1649
(public domain).

Click the image to RSVP on Meetup

Dorset's villages are famed, not only for the
intriguing variety of their names such as Toller
Porcorum and Fifehead Neville, but also for the
attractiveness of their numerous smaller buildings.
In this talk John will explore the influences of
period, locality and landowners on the style and
construction of these rural communities and
reflect on their architectural and social history and
current and future development. He will take us
on a tour of the county from north to south and
east to west, focusing on individual villages and
their distinctive characteristics.
John Hubbard is a member of Dorset Humanists
and he has given us many excellent talks in the
past on a variety of topics of interest to humanists
including George Eliot, Thomas Hardy, and
architecture.

Wednesday 20th October 7.30pm Bourne Suite at the Elstead Hotel, 12-14 Knyveton Road,
East Cliff, Bournemouth BH1 3QP. Join us in the bar after the debate.

The Big Green Debate
Simon Whipple and David Warden go head-tohead in a friendly and informative debate, chaired
by Phil Butcher. The motion for the debate is:
"Personal sacrifice will be required by everyone to
ensure that the world achieves carbon net zero by
2050".
On 1st May 2019, the UK Parliament declared a
'climate emergency', acquiescing to one of the
demands of Extinction Rebellion. One month later, Parliament agreed to legislate for the
ambitious target of reaching net zero by 2050. The UK was the first major economy to do so.
But how can this be achieved? Two schools of thought appear to be emerging: one is that
everyone will have to make deep and painful sacrifices to reduce their personal carbon
footprints; the other is that personal sacrifice is futile - what we need is a kind of 'Earthshot
Mission' to rapidly transition the global economy to climate-friendly technologies.
Click the image to RSVP on Meetup

Simon is a member of Dorset Humanists Committee and he is one of our event organisers.
Simon will speak in favour of the motion. David is Chairman of Dorset Humanists and he will
speak against the motion.

Dorset Humanists Bulletin October 2021

Humanism in school
Our schools visiting team has resumed a
busy schedule of humanist presentations
in local schools. Cathy Silman will be
visiting a school in Broadmayne in
November and David Warden (image,
left) has been visiting St Edward’s RC &
CE School in Poole to do a series of joint
presentations with Dave Pegg, a
Christian schools visitor. Schools seem
particularly open to this joint approach.
Have you got a passion for informing
school students about Humanism as a
non-religious ethical philosophy? You can
get trained by Humanists UK to be a
schools visitor and you can join our team
which visits schools in Dorset and
beyond.
Please email David if you would like to
know more.
chairman@dorsethumanists.co.uk
https://understandinghumanism.org.uk/

Dates for your diary
Sat 13th
Moordown
November, 2pm

The State of the World’s Wildlife – a talk by Emeritus Professor
Norman Maclean. Norman is a former Chairman of South Hants
Humanists.

Weds 24th Nov,
7.30pm

Brunswick
Hotel

Dorset Humanists 25th Anniversary. Entertainment by the Mother
Ukers (a popular ukulele band). Tickets (£5 members; £10 nonmembers) available at events or email Lyn.glass@btinternet.com

Sat 11th
December, 2pm

Moordown

Populism: The Revolt Against Liberal Democracy – a talk by Roger
Eatwell, Emeritus Professor of Politics at the University of Bath.
Plus mince pies and seasonal entertainment by the Hawkridge
Singers.

Sat 8th January,
2pm

Moordown

Weds 26th
January,
7.30pm

Elstead

The Common Good – a talk and discussion led by economist Henri
Ruff. Is the Common Good important, and if so, why? If it’s
important, what practical steps can we consider to reach whatever
is the Common Good?
Bad Information and Fake News: The threat to democracy – a talk
by Mike Flood, Chairman of Milton Keynes Humanists

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.
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What has Aquinas
got to do with
Humanism?

An idealised portrait of
Aquinas by Antonio del
Castillo y Saavedra, ca.
1649 (public domain).

Alexander Lucie-Smith’s talk on Thomas Aquinas at our
evening meeting in September was pacy and
informative. From just one page of notes he provided us
with a good overview of Aquinas, entertaining us with
his mastery of subtle theological distinctions and fluency
in several languages including Latin and German. The
talk introduced us to Aquinas's thoughts on reason,
humanity, law, the common good, and God. This report
is an edited transcript.

Thomas Aquinas, or ‘Thomas of Aquino’, was
born in 1225. (The town of Aquino is about
halfway between Rome and Naples). He was
a Dominican friar, philosopher, Catholic
priest, and enormously overweight. He
studied at the universities of Naples and Paris
(the Sorbonne). His magnum opus on
theology and philosophy, Summa Theologiae,
runs to sixty volumes. He was a proponent of
‘natural theology’ (the belief that knowledge
of God can arise naturally, not just from
divine revelation) and founder of a school of
thought known as ‘Thomism’ which includes
both theology and philosophy. He argued
that God is the source of both reason and
faith. Philosopher Anthony Kenny considers
Aquinas to be ‘one of the dozen greatest
philosophers of the western world’. Aquinas
died in 1274 at the age of forty-nine.
The Aristotle connection
What was Aquinas’s greatest achievement?
According to Alexander Lucie-Smith, it was
that he introduced the works of Aristotle into
academic discourse. Aristotle had been
totally forgotten in the West. Augustine of
Hippo (who lived 354-430) never mentions
Aristotle in his works at all. Aquinas gained
access to Aristotle through various Arab
scholars. Until then, it had all been Plato, the

Platonists, and the Neo-Platonists. Plato’s
dialogues are very readable but Aristotle
never wrote a book. All we have are the
lecture notes of his pupils which are
incredibly compressed and excruciatingly
boring because they were not meant to be
books! But Aristotle is incredibly important.
We are all Aristotelians. If you’ve ever uttered
this phrase: “Yes, but it’s not quite the same
thing is it?” then you’re an Aristotelian
because Aristotle invented categories. For
example, he defined human beings as
rational animals. His most famous pupil,
Alexander the Great, used to send plant
specimens back to Aristotle from all over the
world for classification and categorisation.
Grace and nature
In theology, Aquinas said something
incredibly important: ‘grace presupposes
nature and brings it to perfection’. Or
‘grace co-exists with nature’. [Grace means
something along the lines of ‘God’s generous
condescension to the natural world in which
we live’.] Aquinas would have taught that
someone can have grace and nature at the
same time and not at each other’s expense.
To many religious believers, including
Protestants, Greek Orthodox, and Muslims,
this is absolute heresy of the first order. 
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Lutherans and Muslims believe in an ‘utterly
transcendent vision of God’. That is to say,
the journey into God involves the
annihilation of human nature. Aquinas
believes that the journey into God brings
about the fulfilment of human nature.
Aquinas would approve of a pagan insofar as
the pagan was a good person. He would have
approved of superb engineering for example.
But the idea of natural gifts being
praiseworthy is not a Protestant idea or a
Muslim idea. For example, the Book of
Common Prayer says, ‘There can be no good
works before salvation’. One of the things the
Protestant approach suggests is that ‘to
accept God into your life’, first of all you have
to destroy your humanity. No Catholic
believes that. No Catholic believes that you
have to clear the ground of your human
nature before you can accept grace. Grace
presupposes nature and brings it to
perfection. Nature is good. This is one of the
points that was firmly rejected at the
Reformation. The people who really hate
Aquinas (and Aristotle) are the Orthodox and
the Lutherans. Luther’s people burnt all the
books of Aristotle they could find. The
Protestants rejected ‘philosophy and religion’
because they said that if you put philosophy
into religion then religion ceases to be
religion – it collapses into philosophy. The
Orthodox and the Muslims would say the
same thing. Why would you want human
words when you’ve got the Quran? But
Aquinas is clear – when you start thinking
about God your reason does not go out of
the window. Reason and faith engage with
each other and they are complementary. So
the idea of natural gifts and natural
goodness, and the fact that people who don’t
believe in God can be pleasing to God, that is
a Thomistic idea and a very important one.

that if the law is unreasonable it is not
binding on you and you are free to disobey it.
Moreover, in certain circumstances, if the law
is unreasonable you are morally obliged to
break the law because there is a higher law
than the written law which is the law of
nature which is imprinted in your rationality.
And therefore we get the idea of
conscientious objection from Aquinas. So
the Prince can make his law but if the law is
not rational it can, and sometimes must, be
rejected. And no law is definitive because no
law can foresee all circumstances. Therefore
every law has to be updated from time to
time. This is important because it respects
human autonomy and it places human
autonomy at the centre of morality. The
other thing he said is that law is made for the
common good. If it’s not for the common
good it is to be rejected. For example, if a law
is going to have a bad impact on the most
vulnerable in society then we should come
up with another law.

Law, rationality, and the common good

An Deus Sit – Whether God is

Aquinas defined law as ‘an ordinance of
reason made by him who has care of the
community and made for the common good’.
In other words, what makes law binding on
you is its rationality. And therefore it follows

For Aquinas, to ask whether God exists was a
nonsensical question. There’s nothing in your
head that wasn't first in your senses. So that
chair in front of me does exist as an existing
thing in the world. But Aquinas would 

 Click the image if
you want to listen to
the talk on YouTube

Sculpture of Thomas
Aquinas, 17th century,
at Slovenské národné
múzeum, Bratislava,
Slovakia.
Credit: Svencb (background
removed). Creative
Commons Attribution-Share
Alike 2.5 Generic license.
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have rejected the idea that God is an existing
thing in the world. Because if he was an
existing thing in the world then he’s not God.
When I use the word ‘is’ of the chair and ‘is’
of God I use them analogously, not in the
same sense. Now Wittgenstein wrote that
‘the world is all that is the case’. So God is
not in the world. Therefore God is not the
case. ‘Of that which we cannot speak we
must pass over in silence.’ What Aquinas
would have said is that God is the ground of
our existing. God is the reason why things
exist in the world. God is that which holds
the world in being.
Aquinas’s Five Ways
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Argument from the first mover
Argument from causation
Argument from contingency
Argument from degree
Argument from final cause (teleological)

At the end of each way, Aquinas says: ‘And
this is what people call God’. But he doesn’t
say it is God. He seems to be referring to ‘the
God of the philosophers’, the sort of God that
Aristotle believed in, although both Aristotle
and Plato were pretty close to being atheist.
Argument from the first mover: Everything
that moves is moved by something else.
Something must have started off this
movement, and you can’t have a regression
to infinity, therefore the first mover exists,
and this is what people call God. Now this
argument has collapsed because the first
sentence is wrong. According to Newton,
everything that moves, moves itself. The
planets are moving themselves by the force
of gravity.
“Nature and Nature’s laws lay hid in night:
God said, Let Newton be! and all was light.”
― Alexander Pope
Argument from causation: Everything we see
has got a cause so there must be a first
cause. And this is what we call God. Again,
this doesn’t go down particularly well these
days .

Argument from contingency: This is more
complicated. Everything that exists doesn’t
have to exist (it’s contingent on something
else). But for something to exist something
has to exist before it (something that has to
exist in an absolute or necessary sense). Is it
possible to imagine nothing existing? Surely
something must exist necessarily. And the
absolute being that presupposes contingent
being is what people call God.
Argument from degree: This hasn’t aged
particularly well. We see good, better, best.
Therefore there is a hierarchy of goodness.
And at the top of the hierarchy there’s the
absolute goodness and that’s what people
call God.
Teleological argument: This still attracts a lot
of attention. Everything that exists has a
purpose, it’s there for a reason. And there
must be something that has given everything
in the universe a reason to be. And that final,
final cause is what people call God. This has
come in for a terrible pounding in recent
years. The idea that a thing like an acorn has
[an intrinsic] purpose seems hugely
discredited. This is a massive philosophical
discussion today because it can collapse into
what’s called biologism. For example, ‘If God
had meant us to fly he would have given us
wings!’ No Catholic believes this. Is our
purpose in life to know the truth? That’s
what Thomas Aquinas would say. Or is the
truth like a mirage, something we go looking
for but does not exist in reality? Human
beings are born with a desire to know the
truth and truth exists. This sums up Thomas
Aquinas in a nutshell.
Alexander Lucie-Smith is writer, speaker, and
Catholic priest. He has a degree in English
literature from the University of Oxford, and
a doctorate in ethics from the Gregorian
University in Rome. His main academic
interests are in the writings of Saint
Augustine, and in the twentieth century
ethicists and political thinkers John Rawls and
Alasdair Macintyre. He is the author of
several books and numerous articles, and has
appeared on television and radio.
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Guidance on how to write to Lords and what
to say can be found at:
https://www.dignityindying.org.uk/ in the
“Take Action” menu - “Write to the House of
Lords” or click the image above.
Their online form will randomly assign you
three Peers and provide their full names and
addresses. All you have to do is write the
letter as instructed, then press print and each
letter will be fully formatted and ready for
you to send. It’s pretty easy to do.

On Friday 22nd October the Assisted Dying
Bill will be debated in the House of Lords.
This is known as the ‘Second Reading’ and is
the moment that Peers can either throw out
the Bill or allow it to go forward for further
scrutiny. Dignity in Dying, which is
spearheading lobbying for the Bill, is
urgently requesting that supporters of
assisted dying write to Lords now - well
before 22 October - and to MPs later if and
when it reaches the Commons.

Singing for fun!
Dorset Humanists Choir, also known as the
Hawkridge Singers, is planning to sing a few
seasonal songs at our December event at
Moordown Community Centre. If you fancy a
bit of singing why not join us? Email David on
chairman@dorsethumanists.co.uk

If you believe that a mentally-competent,
terminally-ill adult who is experiencing
severe and untreatable suffering should be
able to have a dignified death at a time of
their choosing, do please take action now.
The format suggested on the website is
perfectly satisfactory, but personal letters
with personal experiences tend to be highly
effective.
Thanks to Barry Newman for bringing this to
our attention.

The photo above was taken in August 2019
when Andrew Copson spoke to us about his
book on secularism.
The choir’s name, ‘The Hawkridge Singers’, is
in memory of Christine Hawkridge whose
generous legacy enabled us to buy an
electronic piano which is still awaiting its
debut appearance!
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Letters &
Emails
It’s your column…
From Meg and Dave Rolph
We’re not able to join you for the 25th
Anniversary celebration , but send
congratulations and good wishes and thanks
to all involved in making such a success of DH
over the years! Our little West Dorset group
continues to meet monthly for interesting
discussions.
From Gary Bootle

I really enjoyed the Aquinas talk. The speaker
was excellent and it was a subject I was
interested in knowing more about. I enjoyed
the Latin and German quotes - they added
some authenticity and a flavour of the
original thinker. The translation was
significant at times to the interpretation. I
have enjoyed hearing the arguments from all
types of Christian thinkers. The academic
theologian was a very welcome addition. I
was excited to hear that level of discussion
about Aquinas’s accomplishments and
significance for Catholics. Thanks for the
booking.
From Jonathan Crozier via Meetup
Alexander Lucie-Smith was a good
communicator. He being an official
representative of a church consistently, for
me, on the wrong side of modern moral
dilemmas, I now confess that I was uneasy
about how the evening would go.
Extraordinarily, he soon put me at my ease
and I relaxed into his edutainment! But I do
wish Dr. Lucie-Smith had spoken less about
Aquinas’ theology of grace and more about
Aquinas’ rationality and his concept of natural
law. (Maybe, out of habit, he defaulted to
Catholic mode, and forgot he was addressing
a group of humanists!) Under the influence of

Aquinas’ thinking on natural law, in Catholic
France, until the Revolution put a stop to it,
homosexuals were burnt at the stake. The
opportunity I was hoping for to cross-examine
Fr. Lucie-Smith about this did not therefore
present itself. (Science today, whilst still
investigating the nature and causality of
homosexuality, does exhibit a general
consensus that it is a naturally-occurring
variant found in human beings.) The topic of
fundamentalism was mentioned in the
Meetup blurb for the talk, yet coverage by the
good Doctor was conspicuous by its absence!
His potted history of Western philosophy,
however, was very listenable. As much of the
evening was taken up with this, if your
appetite has been whetted, do try this
comparably “easy listening” yet quality
version by Anthony Kenny.
https://youtu.be/RfS1VFdZk7o
Although in five parts, just this first video is
bound to encourage your interest in the rest.
(I like the new Elstead venue by the way.)
From Barry Newman
I must say that I did not enjoy the talk as
much as Jonathan evidently did. In terms of
delivery, it was at times extremely fast to the
point of incoherence. The use of excessive
Latin with tortuous translation and dismissive
epithets did not make a positive contribution.
The talk took Christian faith (of some flavour)
for granted, the speaker seemingly unaware
of his audience, to whom the arcane schisms
between Christian sects are probably an
irrelevance. Clearly an articulate, clever and
highly informed speaker who, like Aquinas,
may be a little isolated in academia.
However, the YouTube video referenced by
Jonathan is, as he says, excellent. Aquinas
seems to have freed Christianity from its
theological straightjacket and welcomed
reason as a path to truth, which may well
have been the beginning of the end of
religion. For that his contribution must be
greatly valued by humanists! A great pity that
Averroes (Ibn Rushd) was less successful in
liberating Islam.

View from the Chair
David Warden
Chairman of Dorset Humanists

I

was fascinated by Alexander Lucie-Smith’s talk. As I mentioned during the Q&A,
I first came across Aquinas in a book called Escape from Reason by the
fundamentalist evangelical Christian writer Francis Schaeffer (1912-1984) who
complained that ‘the rot set in with Aquinas’. Schaeffer wrote that if you let nature get a
foot in the door it will ‘eat up grace’. In other words, if you allow reason into theology it
will ultimately devour revelation and faith. He was right of course. This is what has
happened in many strands of modern theology. It’s what happened to me. After
studying theology and philosophy for three years at the University of Kent, reason
overcame faith. So Aquinas is a bit of a humanist hero. He certainly seems more
humane than Augustine of Hippo who inspired the Protestant reformation.
But what is faith? Faith is the illusion that an idea in your head is veridical
(coinciding with reality) even when you only have subjective and non-verifiable
evidence of its reality. We don’t need to have faith in the existence of chairs. But most of
us do have a kind of practical faith in the reality of the self or the ego. We think there is
an ‘I’ inhabiting the biological machine which is our body. But in reality there is nothing
but the biological machine which gives rise to this illusion. This is why Descartes was
wrong. Thinking does not establish the existence of the ‘I’. The only thing we can be
sure of is that thinking, or consciousness, is occurring. People who have faith in God are
simply entertaining one more illusion – the illusion of a kind of superego called God.
They converse with (pray to) this psychic illusion and imagine that it is a real being
living in some invisible dimension beyond empirical detection. The illusion is very
powerful which is why billions of people have it. How did I come to see through it?
What broke the spell? It’s difficult to reconstruct the whole sequence of intellectual
processing that took place when I was twenty-two years old but essentially I came to
the realisation that God is entirely a mental construct which does not correspond to any
external empirical reality. Immanuel Kant and David Hume were the two philosophers
who demolished most of the philosophical supports, such as Aquinas’s five ways.
Maybe you are supposed to just accept that this is what faith entails – a groundless
belief that an idea in your head of, say, a unicorn, is there because there really are
unicorns existing in some invisible dimension of reality. I can’t accept that. And I
suspect that is not what Alexander Lucie-Smith thinks. I’m pretty sure he thinks that the
idea of God in his head is there because there really is a God existing in some invisible
dimension of reality or some mysterious ‘ground of being’. Many people cannot accept
the idea that the universe is ultimately a cold, lifeless, alien and unconscious place. It’s
an austere idea, but it dispenses with all of those pesky angels, demons, gods, goblins,
priests, prophets, and popes which have so plagued the history of humanity and
impeded the exercise of reason.

