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Creating space for conversation

Saturday 12th December at 2.00pm
Join us on Zoom from 1.30pm for virtual mince pies and chat.
Talk starts at 2pm. Meeting ID: 892 3575 9989 Passcode: 156121

Click tree to
attend on
the day

The Deeper History of Christmas
A talk by Andy Thomas
Christmas has a longer and deeper history beyond the reach of
modern cynicism. It is a festival that is hardwired into us.
Festivals once gave important structure to civilisation, and their
diminishment has perhaps diminished us too. Yet, for
Westerners, regardless of religion, Christmas is the one that has
somehow retained its scale and key place in our busy schedules,
continuing to joyfully disrupt normal life once a year. There must
be reasons for this. For all the modern grumbling about the
stresses of the season, the ancients didn’t mark the ascent from
the lowest point of the sun’s annual journey for nothing, and the symbolism of light-in-thedarkness still has currency today. Every little plastic light twinkling amongst the decorations in
essence represents our star, and the return of its warmth in northern climes.
Andy Thomas is the author of Christmas: A Short History from Solstice to Santa (2019)

Phil Mayer 100th
birthday
We send our very best
wishes to Phil Mayer
for a happy 100th
birthday on 18th
December. Phil served
on our committee for
many years as
treasurer and was our
Humanist of the Year
2011.
Email: chairman@dorsethumanists.co.uk
Phone: 07910 886629
HMRC Charities Ref No EW10227

Nathan Whitlock 0th
birthday
We send our warmest
welcome to Nathan
Whitlock and
congratulations to
parents Simon and
Josie Whitlock, and
grandparents Phil and
Katie Butcher. A very
contented-looking
fellow!

Click for
events

Click for
website
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Saturday 9th January at 2.00pm
Join us on Zoom from 1.30pm for friendly chat. Talk starts at 2.00pm.
Meeting ID: 889 6860 2722 Passcode: 672036

The Buddha Pill: Myths and facts about meditation
A talk by Dr Miguel Farias. Psychological scientists have been feeding the
public a range of ideas about meditation: it’s supposed to help us become
more compassionate, to heal various mental health problems in adults and
children, to work for the mind like going to the gym works for the body, to
very rarely have side effects, and to be a recipe for a happy life. In this talk,
I will unpack these beliefs, trace their development, and tease out what is
fact from fiction about the effects of meditation.
Miguel Farias is an experimental psychologist who specializes in the study
of beliefs and spiritual practices, including meditation. He is the co-author
of the Buddha Pill: Can Meditation Change You? and the lead editor of the
Oxford Handbook of Meditation. He has been a Research Fellow and
Lecturer at the University of Oxford and is the founding director of the
Brain, Belief, & Behaviour Lab at Coventry University. In 2017 he won the
William Bier award, given by the American Psychological Association, for
his work on the psychology of religion and spirituality. The BBC, National
Geographic, and New Scientist have reported his work, and he speaks
regularly at science festivals and other events.
Click the pic to
attend on the day

Find out more at miguelfarias.co.uk

Wednesday 27th January at 7.30pm
Join us on Zoom from 7.00pm for friendly chat. Talk starts at 7.30pm.
Meeting ID: 890 0410 9135 Passcode: 385755

Sentientism: taking Humanism to the next level
A talk by Jamie Woodhouse. Sentientism is a philosophy that grants
degrees of moral consideration to all sentient beings. In Jamie’s view, most
humanists needlessly consume products that require the harming and
killing of sentient non-human animals – implying that, in terms of their
actual choices, they do not grant them a meaningful level of moral
consideration. Humanism tends to consider humans only as moral agents
or subjects. So, in his view, Humanism needs an upgrade.
Click the pic to
Anthropomorphism limits us and our morality whereas Sentientism takes
attend on the day
us to the next level. At the very least, he’d like to start a debate and
maintain constructive pressure on the Humanist movement to extend moral consideration to
all sentient beings.
Jamie left a Managing Director role in 2017 to work on a range of projects including
Sentientism and Effective Altruism. https://sentientism.info/
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Dorset’s Architecture of
the Age of Reason
In October, our speaker John Hubbard delighted us with a visual feast
about our county’s rich Georgian heritage. We are surrounded by so
many ugly modern buildings we often fail to notice the gems of the
past hidden in plain sight. John explained that the term ‘Georgian’
covers four monarchs of that name from 1714-1830. In the field of
architecture, this long century largely adopted the classical
vocabulary, though expressed in different idioms. Above all, the
architecture of this time was driven by intellectual exchange, by
travel, observational research and recording, and by publishing, an
architecture that delighted in strict systems of mathematical
proportion. It was an architecture, in all its evolving variations,
supremely of the Age of Reason.
George III presides over
Weymouth

‘Vitruvius Britannicus’ (the
‘British Architect’) had enormous
influence on the practices and
fashion of the whole century.

Belvidere, Weymouth. We need
to train our eyes to appreciate
subtle variations in proportion
and decoration.

Where Dorset towns were fashionably re-created in the eighteenth
century it was often the confirmation of growing prosperity, as in
Poole, with the updating of its streets and building of its merchants’
mansions, or the result of disaster, as at Blandford following a
devastating fire in 1731. There were also the demands of social
fashion, as at Weymouth, where the regular visits of George III
between 1793 and 1805 increased the demand for reasonable
accommodation by the court and fashionable society in a seabathing resort, which still fulfils the requirements for visitors over
two hundred years later. The continuing fear of large fires,
particularly after the calamity in London in 1666, was also
instrumental in the changing of house design. Reason was applied to
make towns and cities safer places.
We should acknowledge though that classicism has always had its
critics amongst those who preferred the exuberance of gothic, and
who found the mathematical rationalism of the classical revival too
austere and heartless. It was, for its own century, the ideal
expression of the Age of Reason, but to appreciate it you do need to
train your eyes to the subtleties of variation in decoration, and learn
some of the specialised vocabulary of architecture: quoins, pilasters,
pediments, lintels and rustications to name but a few.
Came House
near Dorchester
(1754) the work
of architect
Francis
Cartwright of
Blandford. Less
daunting than
Kingston
Maurward and
more of a
home.
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George Jacob Holyoake
The blasphemy trial, 1843
At our November event, David Warden began
his talk on the life of George Holyoake by
providing a quick resumé of his long life. This
report mainly focuses on his dramatic trial for
blasphemy.

• Holyoake was born in 1817 in Birmingham,
son of a foundry worker. At the age of 8, he
started work in the foundry and also
started at elementary school – he was a
keen student and later became a teacher
of maths and literacy

“I really enjoyed my first ever online
Humanist event. I knew nothing about
George Holyoake and was impressed
by his commitment and persistence
against what many would see as
overwhelming odds”.
Susan Goddard

• He married and had a family

• In later life, he toured the United States
and was considered important enough to
meet the US president Rutherford Hayes

• Lost his Christian faith in his early 20s

• Died in 1906 in Brighton, age 88

• 1840s: Became an ‘Owenite missionary’,
preaching the ‘gospel’ of socialism as
conceived by wealthy industrialist and
utopian reformer Robert Owen

The decisive drama of his life, which brought
him national and enduring fame, was the trial
for blasphemy. At the age of twenty-four,
Holyoake became an Owenite lecturer in
Worcester and then he was promoted to
become ‘social missionary’ for the ‘diocese’
of Sheffield and the surrounding area. As you
can imagine, the bishops got a bit worried
about the fact that utopian socialists were
dividing England up into ‘socialist dioceses’.

• Jailed for blasphemy at the age of 25
• 1850s: Became a Fleet Street journalist,
invented the idea of ‘Secularism’, and
wrote many books
• A pioneer of the Co-operative movement
• Identified as a ‘Gladstonian Liberal’ and
several times considered a Parliamentary
career
• His circle of associates included John Stuart
Mill, George Eliot, William Gladstone and
many other eminent people
• He befriended foreign revolutionaries who
used London as their base

The Owenite organisation ran into difficulties
when the authorities found out they were
collecting money on the door for their Sunday
meetings. This was against the law. Only
churches could take collections on a Sunday.
The authorities said that if they would declare
themselves to be a Protestant sect they
would be allowed to take Sunday collections.
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Some of the Owenites were prepared to
compromise on this and some of them
weren’t, including Holyoake and the social
missionary for Bristol, Charles Southwell.
Southwell started publishing an atheist
journal called the Oracle of Reason and within
a couple of months he was jailed for
blasphemy. Holyoake took over editing this
journal when Southwell was in prison. On
24th May 1842 Holyoake was on his way to
Bristol when he stopped to give a lecture in
Cheltenham on the subject of ‘home
colonisation’ ̶ the Owenite idea of
transforming the whole country into a
patchwork of co-operative villages. A
clergyman complained during the question
and answer session that Holyoake had said a
lot about home colonisation but nothing
about religion. Holyoake was provoked by this
observation. In reply he said that religion cost
£20 million a year and that if the poor had
cost the state this much they would be put on
half pay. So he suggested that as long as the
distress of the poor persisted then God
himself should be put on half pay. There was a
hearty round of applause but this off the cuff
response was picked up by the editor of the
Cheltenham Chronicle slide who described
Holyoake as a ‘poor misguided wretch’ and
expressed the hope that the authorities
would take steps to prevent any further
publicity to such ‘diabolical sentiments’.
The local magistrates were persuaded that it
was a clear case of blasphemy and they
ordered the police to bring Holyoake to
justice. As soon as he heard that the police
wanted to arrest him he returned to
Cheltenham on June 2nd to give another
lecture. The police duly turned up in the
lecture hall and Holyoake extended his
lecture for another hour to keep them
waiting. At the end of the meeting they
arrested him without a warrant.
He was brought before the magistrates the
following morning, two of whom were
clergymen, and he was committed for trial. At
the police station the police surgeon
observed that he was ‘sorry the days were
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1843 poster, Leicester

gone when we could send you and Owen of
Lanark to the stake instead of to Gloucester
Jail’. He was shut in a filthy room and
presently told that he would have to walk, in
handcuffs with a police escort, to Gloucester
– eight miles away. He was saved from this
indignity by friends who persuaded the police
to allow them to pay the train fare.
Holyoake remained in jail for a fortnight
whilst bail was arranged. Once bail had been
found he set out on foot for Aston in
Birmingham to see his wife and child – a
journey of more than 50 miles. His trial date
was set for 2nd August and so he had about
six weeks to prepare his own defence. His
account of leaving Birmingham for his trial is
heartbreaking: ‘It was a bright summer
afternoon when I set out alone … to proceed
to Gloucester Assizes. It was not in my power
to leave any provision for those I left behind.
My little daughter, Madeline, ran from her
mother’s knee to the door … and called after
me down the street. Her sweet clear voice
arrested me. I looked back and saw her dark
eyes gleaming. I never met her glance again,
nor heard her voice any more.’
At the Gloucester Assizes the presiding judge
was Mr Justice Erskine and the jury was made
up of seven farmers, once grocer, one
poulterer, one miller, one maltster, and one
shopkeeper.
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The indictment was this: That George Jacob
Holyoake did maliciously, unlawfully, and
wickedly compose, speak, utter, pronounce,
and publish with a loud voice certain terrible
things to the high displeasure of Almighty
God, to the great scandal and reproach of the
Christian religion’ and so on. The prosecuting
lawyer accused him of the horrible blasphemy
of putting God on half pay. Holyoake got up to
defend himself. He arranged his books and
papers silently for twenty minutes and then
he spoke for six hours. When the judge
enquired as to how much longer he would be
he thought that three hours more would
suffice. The judge offered him a lifeline. He
said that if Holyoake would convince the jury
that what he had meant was that the incomes
of the clergy should be reduced by half then
he would recommend a verdict of not guilty.
But Holyoake detested compromise and he
was there to defend free speech. The judge
concluded that he had spoken with ‘improper
levity’. The jury were minded to acquit him
but they did as the judge directed and found
him guilty. He was sentenced to six months.
Erskine was strongly criticised in some of the
London papers covering the case but he
sincerely believed that atheism was a source
of crime.
You may be wondering how on earth
Holyoake could have spoken for nine hours in
his defence. His speech included details of the
proceedings
against
him,
newspaper
comments on the case, the philosophy of
theism, tenets of socialism, and the law of
blasphemy. He included long quotations from
Socrates, Rousseau, William Godwin, Thomas
More, Lord John Russell and many more.
There were passages that subdued the court
and made the ladies weep!
When he was taken down to start his
sentence he had had no food for thirteen
hours. A kindly warder gave him an apple and
a cup of water. His diet from then on
consisted of gruel, coarse bread and
potatoes. After two months he was allowed
some salt beef.
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1850s Holyoake’s journal sold 5,000 copies a week

His cell was dirty and damp and exercise
could be taken in a tiny yard. He referred to it
as ‘My residence on the banks of the Severn’.
He heard from Charles Southwell that in the
view of some judges he had made the very
best appeal for liberty that has yet been
heard within the Courts of Justice. He briefly
thought of suicide which he thought could be
accomplished by lying his head on the ground
and driving the leg of his iron bed through his
brain. Whilst in prison, in pitch darkness, he
managed to write a book refuting the
theological arguments of William Paley – the
famous defender of the Design Argument for
the existence of God. In the prison common
room he opened a school and taught other
prisoners how to read. One day the governor
handed him a letter from his wife. Their
daughter Madeline had contracted a fever
whilst she was enfeebled by poverty and had
died. Holyoake was released on 6th February
1843.
The next time he lectured in Cheltenham he
said that he had been called upon to pay a
certain price for freedom of speech and that
as he had now paid the price he had
purchased the right to freedom of speech.
Whereupon he repeated his blasphemy. This
time the Cheltenham magistrates did nothing.
They had been severely criticised in the
House of Commons and widely ridiculed in
the national press for their previous actions
against him.
n A full transcript of David’s talk is available.
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Jane Bannister Winter Appeal 2020
Dorset Humanists Hardship Fund now open
for your generous donations!
Our Winter Appeal has raised thousands of pounds in previous years for a diverse range of
charities including Refuge for Women, New Forest NightStop for homeless young people,
Michael House Hostel, Mosaic for bereaved children, and End of Life Companions at
Bournemouth Hospital. The appeal is named in memory of Jane Bannister who was Chair of
Dorset Humanists until 2009. This year, following approval at our AGM in November, we have
launched our own Hardship Fund. From time to time, our pastoral team becomes aware of
members in financial difficulties who need immediate help. Our Hardship Fund will enable our
pastoral team to give immediate relief to members in need.
How to donate
We are in the process of setting up a Just Giving page. In the meantime, you can send a cheque
made payable to ‘Dorset Humanists Winter Appeal’ and sent to our treasurer John Kingston,
90 Lowther Road, Bournemouth, BH8 8NS. Or you can make a bank transfer (email
jrd.kingston@gmail.com for details).
Process in brief
If a member of Dorset Humanists feels that they have a need which could be met or partially
met by a grant from this scheme they should contact a member of the pastoral team (contact
details on our website) for an informal and confidential discussion. Typically, the recipient will
be unwaged or on a very low wage with no savings for a ‘rainy day’. The pastoral team will not
undertake a detailed financial assessment. The merits of the case will be based on discussion
with, and a presumption of trust in, the member concerned. All communications will be
treated in the strictest confidence with the exception that details will be shared with the
pastoral team plus a member of the committee (the whole committee may also be involved in
the decision-making process but the committee itself is also bound by confidentiality). A
decision will be made based on circumstances and need and payment made as soon as
possible. Any disagreements or complaints will be addressed by the whole committee.
The scheme will only make grants, not loans. Grants may only be made to established
members of Dorset Humanists. The pastoral team may also offer signposting to other agencies
and charities which may help. The pastoral team will not offer any advice which could be
interpreted as ‘giving financial advice’.
Grants may be made for a variety of purposes such as a specific item of furniture, repair to an
essential piece of equipment, or a stopgap grant to alleviate Universal Credit delay. These
examples are illustrative, not exhaustive. If a member needs help with utility bills Cathy Silman
will investigate to see whether they can get help elsewhere.
Normally a direct payment will be made for the item or service required rather than payment
into a bank account which could be in overdraft. Care will be taken to avoid making a payment
which would place the beneficiary in a situation where they become disqualified from claiming
a means tested benefit.
A full scheme draft is available on request. Email: chairman@dorsethumanists.co.uk
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Letters &
Emails
It’s your column…
From Greg Atkins
Since many of you voted for me in the
Humanists UK Trustee Election I wanted you
to know that I have resigned from the board,
and from Humanists UK, although not from
Dorset Humanists. I feel I should explain my
reasons for taking this action.
I have been a member of various Humanist
organisations for nearly 50 years. I was a
member of the British Humanist Association
(BHA) until the formation of the Humanist
Association of Ireland in 1992. I was also a
member of the Humanistischer Verband
Deutschlands when I lived and worked in
Germany. From what I remember, the
governance of the BHA was different to the
situation now. I have particularly fond
memories of the democratic and open
operation of the then BHA, which contrasts
with the current operation of Humanists UK.
Paid officials had less power and liaison
committees existed in several areas. Such
officials are valuable provided that they
perform the function that should be
intended, that of efficient administrators and
advisors who serve the membership and take
their remit from them. In my opinion this is
not currently the case in Humanists UK. Most
decision making functions reside with a small
group of senior officials; it is they who hold
most power in Humanists UK rather than the
board, members exert little influence, and
there is no accountability to the membership
which clearly affects function. It is telling that
less than 2% of members voted in the recent
Trustee Election.
As an elected trustee, I attended only one full
board meeting, but I had a number of online
meetings and telephone calls with the Chair,
the Vice Chair, and the Chief Executive. After
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my first meeting I wrote to the Chair and
asked that four topics be discussed by the
board. These were:
1. Reform of the governance of Humanists UK
to make paid officials accountable to
members.
2. Revision of Humanists UK educational
resources to ensure that links are provided to
religious studies syllabuses at GCSE and A
level for the four examination boards and
consultation with members with appropriate
experience regarding other possible revisions.
3. Incorporation of a science interest group
into Humanists UK and that science be reestablished as a primary tenet of Humanism
in the Humanists UK mission statement, as in
the second paragraph of the Amsterdam
Declaration.
4. Adoption of an impartial complaints
procedure as stipulated by the Charity
Commission.

I have found much that is positive about
Humanists UK, especially the progress made
in representing non-religious people in recent
years and the aspirational aims of Humanists
UK, but it soon became apparent to me that
progress on these suggested reforms was not
possible, either because it was not the
board’s responsibility or for some other
reason. Because of the seriousness of the
issues I raised and the apparent impossibility
of initiating discussion to address them, I
decided to resign both from the board and
from Humanists UK, although my lifelong
commitment to Humanism remains.
n Disclaimer: The views expressed in this
letter are Greg’s and they are published here
for the sole purpose of informing our
members of the reasons why Greg resigned
from the Humanists UK Board of Trustees.
Dorset Humanists is a Partner Group of
Humanists UK and we enjoy a very positive
relationship with them. Greg is a valued
member of our schools visiting team and we
look forward to working with him in 2021 as
we re-launch our schools visiting programme.

View from the Chair
David Warden
Chairman of Dorset Humanists

I

n the Q&A session after my talk on the great Victorian humanist George Jacob
Holyoake, whose political position would clearly be described today as ‘left
liberal’, Simon Bowden asked me whether I thought that Humanism has a
natural affinity with the political left. I said something to effect that it does but that
Humanism should be inclusive of perspectives from the right. These days, even saying
something as mild as this can unleash fury in some quarters, often because the
meanings of words are being inflated. ‘The right’ is routinely taken to mean ‘far-right’
and even ‘fascist’. I think we need to resist this inflationary pressure and try to use
words accurately and descriptively. Our humanist value of ‘engaging in dialogue and
debate rationally’ can help us to understand our turbulent times.
I’ve spent a lot of time this year trying to make sense of what’s going on. There was a
brief period of unity in March when Britain seemed to come together in a common fight
against a microscopic foe, SARS-CoV-2. It wasn’t long before a Sunday newspaper
created a fresh narrative which blamed the entire fiasco on Boris Johnson but, according
to Klaus Schwab of the World Economic Forum, the exponential progression of the
pandemic took many Western governments by surprise. Despite the biggest moneyprinting operation since the Second World War to pay the wages of millions of workers
on furlough the government was still blamed for failing to feed children during the
school holidays. In Minneapolis on May 25th , a black man was killed by a policeman
and suddenly we had rioters on the streets defacing and tearing down statues
associated with racism and slavery and threatening to hurl Baden-Powell into Poole
Harbour. As a consequence, we’ve had to get up to speed with ‘critical race theory’ and
decide whether BLM is liberal and progressive or Marxist and revolutionary. The 45th
President is being removed from power but 74 million Americans voted for him, a fact
which needs understanding at a deeper level than mere epithets of stupidity and
racism.
One of the most helpful ideas of the year for me was Jonathan Haidt’s insight that left
and right should be seen not in terms of good and evil but as yin and yang, a
complementary polarity. The most hopeful political books are by integrative writers
who understand the meaning of community and the common good such as
conservative Nick Timothy’s Remaking One Nation (2020) and socialist Paul Embery’s
Despised: Why the Modern Left Loathes the Working Class (2021). I recommend both of
them, especially the second.

But enough of politics! I wish you a Merry Winter Festival, and a speedy vaccination in
the New Year. Thank you for your incredible support through difficult times and for
making our humanist community so precious.

