Dorset Humanists Bulletin – February 2021

Serving the humanist community in Dorset

Saturday 13th February at 2.00pm
Join us on Zoom from 1.30pm for friendly chat. Talk starts at 2.00pm.
Zoom Meeting ID: 812 2074 3954 Passcode: 795881

Darwin Day: A talk by Adam Mynott
on Evolutionary Psychology
Evolutionary Psychology is a relatively new academic field that
examines how human behaviour has been adapted over millennia
by natural selection. If our physical attributes have been honed
by natural selection surely our minds have been similarly adapted.
But are some of the ways we behave, burned into our DNA tens
of thousands of years ago, appropriate or useful in the 21st
century world?
Adam Mynott first joined the BBC as a trainee radio reporter in 1981 and then worked for BBC
Radio Leeds in the mid-1980s. Since then he has worked on the Today programme covering the
first Gulf War, and as a South Asia correspondent. He was embedded with US Marines during
the second Gulf War. In 2009, he became a BBC World Affairs Correspondent. He lives in Alton
and has recently retired. He’s not a professional psychologist but an ‘interested amateur’.

Wednesday 24th February at 7.30pm
Join us on Zoom from 7.00pm for friendly chat. Talk starts at 7.30pm.
Zoom Meeting ID: 886 7155 3428 Passcode: 761312

Data for Sale: how much is your
information worth?
In this talk Dan Dancey will inform us about what kinds of
information companies collect about us online, why it actually
matters to us in real life and what we can do about it. There will
be a section at the end about avoiding scams and viruses online.
Dan is a member of Dorset Humanists and a Bournemouth
University graduate in IT security.

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

Click for
events

Click for
website
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Saturday 13th March at 2.00pm
Join us on Zoom from 1.30pm for friendly chat. Talk starts at 2.00pm. AGM starts at 3.30pm.
Zoom Meeting ID: 812 5138 4969 Passcode: 949981
.

“The Goldilocks Paradox” and AGM 2021
A talk by scientist, author, and local humanist Geoff Kirby

Geoff Kirby in his
‘Russell’s Teapot’
tee shirt

How did the universe come into existence 13.77 billion years ago? And
why is our universe so exquisitely finely tuned to allow – even to
encourage – life to exist? These questions have challenged atheists and
given succour to believers in a deity, albeit one that may have created
our universe, set it going and then lost interest. The second question has
become known as ‘The Goldilocks Paradox’ because in the 19th-century
fairy tale Goldilocks found that Baby Bear’s porridge was “just right”.
How could such a perfect universe spring into existence without the
presence of an interventionist deity?

Since the beginning of the 21st century both questions have been
extensively confronted by scientists. Geoff will explain, in simple terms,
why there may be an infinite number of universes external to the one we inhabit and how
universes can appear spontaneously from nothing. He will also explore a theory which is rapidly
growing in popularity amongst physicists and cosmologists; namely that our universe may be a
computer simulation created and run by pan-dimensional aliens.

Geoff has degrees in physics and environmental science. After a long, successful, and enjoyable
career in science he took up writing and publishing books at the age of 75. Now in his early
eighties, he claims to feel fitter than when he was in his twenties. He has been an active
member of West Dorset Humanists for many years. This is his second talk for Dorset
Humanists.

Calling all members!
Please stay for a short AGM after Geoff’s talk. We’ll let
you take a comfort break just before we start!
Formal motions and nominations to stand for election to
the committee should be received by the Secretary by
Wednesday 17th February. Please contact David Warden
or Cathy Silman for more details if required. Motions for
approval are expected to include a proposal for Dorset
Humanists to become a charitable company and some
minor tweaks to the Constitution. More details will be
included in the March bulletin.
David Warden will also announce the Dorset Humanists
Humanist of the Year Award!
David Warden will
announce our Humanist of
the Year award at the AGM.
Greg Atkins was our 2020
recipient.

Email catherinesilman311@btinternet.com or phone
07817 695615.
Please click here to RSVP via Meetup to let us know
you’re coming. That’s the Goldilocks talk followed
by the AGM on 13th March 2pm
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Sentientism: Evidence,
Reason, and Compassion for
All Sentient Beings
January speaker Jamie Woodhouse provided us with a comprehensive overview of the
philosophy of Sentientism which, he argues, is a natural extension of Humanism.

“This was a superb event and very
thought provoking, thank you!”
Gail B on Meetup
Sentientism has got a great deal in common
Humanism – I count myself as a humanist as
well. Some people think of Sentientism as an
extension or an upgrade of Humanism.
I describe Sentientism as a broad
philosophical platform or worldview. Like
Humanism it’s committed to using evidence,
applying reason, and having a broad moral
consideration. They key difference is the
principle that moral consideration should be
extended to all sentient beings – all beings
capable of suffering. A personal journey to
sentientism might go like this:
• I am sentient – I experience suffering and
flourishing
• I reason, based on evidence, that some
other beings are sentient too
• I experience suffering as bad and
flourishing as good
• I reason, based on evidence, that other
sentient beings do too
• Morality is about determining bad/good
actions and outcomes based on a concern
for others
• It’s moral to avoid causing suffering and to
encourage flourishing for sentient beings
Where did Sentientism come from?
I’m keen to emphasise that Sentientism is not
just a modern invention. The term might be

new but it has ancient, deep and global
philosophical roots.
Both Humanism and Sentientism start from a
naturalistic point of view. Naturalism leads to
atheism, and then Humanism adds a layer of
universal compassion for all other humans.
This was the flow of thinking that I followed.
But it’s not just humans that suffer. Shouldn’t
we have a moral concern and compassion for
non-humans as well? This has an ancient
heritage in philosophies like Buddhism and
Jainism. Jeremy Bentham said the key moral
question is not whether a being can reason or
talk but ‘Can they suffer?’. And this question
is at the core of Sentientism. This line of
thinking has been developed more recently
by Peter Singer and Richard Ryder who were
the first to use the term Sentientism.
You then get into some weirder stuff! At least
as a thought experiment we could imagine
robots, artificial intelligence, and aliens
having a level of sentience. Maybe this is a
distraction but it does make the idea of
Sentientism future-proof.
Humanism itself is already thinking about
this. Humanists UK and Humanists
International have updated their definitions
of Humanism to include all sentient beings.
Challenges to Sentientism
Some people say that Sentientism goes too
far and that we should only care about
humans. Eco- and Biocentrism go even
further in granting moral consideration to
plants, trees, rocks, rivers, eco-systems
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– the whole planet as a Gaia system.
Sentientists would say that a river, a rock, or a
plant can’t experience anything. Animalism
extends moral consideration to all animals,
not just sentient ones. Veganism is of course
related to Sentientism but many vegans have
a mystical or magical worldview whereas
Sentientism, like Humanism, is explicitly
naturalistic. A sea sponge is classed as an
animal but it has no nervous system at all.
Transhumanism shares some links to
Sentientism. Transhumanists like David Pearce
[who spoke to Dorset Humanists in 2020] do
extend moral consideration to all sentient
beings but this is not true of all
transhumanists.
Is it sentient?
Sentientism doesn’t have a list of species or
entities that count as sentient. We should
recognise that our views will never be perfect.
They should always be probabilistic,
provisional and prudent, based on the quality
of the evidence. The consensus would include
humans, mammals, birds, fish, reptiles,
rodents, many invertebrates like octopuses,
but probably not plants, rocks, and rivers. We
need more research about simple
invertebrates like insects. It may not be
binary. Sentience may have fuzzy boundaries.
What to include?
Obviously we include companion animals in
our moral consideration. Many people will
include ‘charismatic’ wild animals like lions,
tigers, dolphins, gorillas, orang-utans. But
many of us exclude farmed animals, at least in
practical terms. We can include animals
considered vermin, and even kill them if
necessary, but we can still give them moral
consideration.
Arguments against Sentientism
Is ‘sentience’ too vague? Should ‘moral
consideration’ be a matter of degree or
absolute? [There’s a whole list of arguments
and brief answers in Jamie’s presentation].
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“There are ways of killing farm
animals (e.g. anoxia) that seem, based
on brain scans, to allow the animal a
‘happy’ death. Would eating meat
humanely slaughtered thus be morally
defensible?” Phil James in Zoom chat
How could Sentientism change things?
If all eight billion humans were sentientists,
what would be different in our world? We
would see an end to discrimination based on
species. In a sentientist utopia there would be
no animal farming or fishing – our agriculture
would be completely plant-based. The UN
Sustainable Development Goals could be
rewritten and this could help us achieve the
goals, for example by ending the climate
impacts of animal farming. The UDHR could
be upgraded to include sentient rights. Some
of the most basic rights such as the right to
exist and freedom from avoidable harm are
shared with all sentient beings.
How big could the Sentientism movement
get?
The term was first used in 1977. There are
probably tens of millions of people with this
worldview even of they don’t know the term.
Notable Sentientists include Diana Fleischman
and David Pearce [both of whom have spoken
to Dorset Humanists]. I’ve been trying to build
some nascent global communities around the
concept – open to anyone who is interested.
n Further information and reading
https://sentientism.info/
The Expanding Circle:
Ethics, Evolution, and
Moral Progress (2011)
by Peter Singer
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Can meditation be harmful?
On 9th January, our speaker Miguel Farias explored some of the
scientific research into meditation and mindfulness. Miguel is
an experimental psychologist specializing in the study of beliefs
and spiritual practices. He is originally from Lisbon and he did
his doctorate in Oxford. His research interests have included the
effects of yoga and meditation in prisons. He is the lead editor
of the Oxford Handbook of Meditation and co-author of the
‘Buddha Pill: Can Meditation Change You?’

What’s the difference between mindfulness
and meditation?
Mindfulness is a form of meditation where
you focus on the flow of awareness rather
than an object or a mantra which would be
typical of other forms of meditation.
Why do we meditate?
Do we meditate because our minds are
typically a jumble of thoughts? There’s a
whole range of potential benefits from
meditating including cognitive benefits (an
ability to focus more); improving your prosocial behaviour (ability to feel empathy and
compassion towards others); existential
benefits (finding out more about yourself);
experiencing a special form of consciousness
(‘experiencing pure awareness’).
The traditional aim of meditation, however,
was never to achieve physical or mental
wellbeing. This is a recent development of
meditation in the modern world. Traditionally,
the goals of meditation were liberation from
the cycle of death and rebirth, union with the
divine, salvation of the soul, harmony or
balance, and so on.
For how long have humans been
meditating?
There is evidence that meditation techniques
have been used for at least 15,000 years, the
oldest of which we may describe as shamanic
ecstatic practices mostly relying on dancing
and singing. Religious meditation, from about
3,000 years ago, has mostly been in the form

of mindfulness in the Theravada Buddhist
tradition and transcendental meditation in
the Hindu tradition. But there is a wide
plurality of meditation practices across world
religions. Within Hinduism there’s pranayama
(breath control) and tantric techniques; in
Buddhism there’s Vipassana which gave rise
to the modern mindfulness movement and
visualisation techniques; in Taoism you have
Tai Chi and traditional Chinese medicine; in
Judaism, Christianity and Islam you find a
variety of recitation techniques.
Is meditation different from relaxation
techniques?
Meditation is part of a large body of ‘mindbody’ techniques including yoga, tai chi, and
relaxation methods. The philosopher William
James wrote about these techniques, mostly
focussed on the body and breathing, in the
late 19th century and they were popular up to
the 1920s. Edmund Jacobson wrote a
bestselling book about them called You Must
Relax: Practical Methods for Reducing the
Tensions of Modern Living (first edition in
1934 – note that the word ‘stress’ was not
common until after the 1950s). Jacobson
claims that he got rid of the spiritual
component and made the topic thoroughly
secular. In 1975, there was another bestselling book by Harvard doctor Herbert
Benson called The Relaxation Response.
Benson claimed that meditation and physical
relaxation methods lead to identical results
but this is an ongoing discussion within
meditation research. Continued next page 
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There have been fifty years of what we might
call ‘meditation science’. The first wave of
popular meditation in the West started in
1970 and the first academic article appeared
in the journal Science and was entitled ‘The
physiological effects of transcendental
meditation’. Between 1970 and 1977 over
one hundred academic articles were
published on the effects of transcendental
meditation including decreased hypertension
and stress, reduced asthma and insomnia,
improved intelligence and lower neuroticism.
Does meditation produce a unique state of
consciousness such as ‘pure awareness’?
Leading mindfulness teacher Jon Kabat-Zinn
has written that ‘…when I use the word
“mindfulness” I am using it as a synonym for
“awareness” or “pure awareness”’. According
to a study in 1970, Transcendental Meditation
seemed to produce a unique ‘fourth state of
consciousness’ distinct from wakefulness,
sleep and hypnosis. But this effect was not
replicated in subsequent studies.
The word ‘mindfulness’ is a translation of the
Sanskrit word ‘smrti’ and the Pali word ‘sati’
which originally meant to ‘remember’ or
‘recollect’
(possibly
associated
with
recollection or visualisation of the Buddha). It
was only in 1954 with the publication of the
book The Heart of Buddhist Meditation: The
Buddha’s Way of Mindfulness by the German
Buddhist monk Nyanaponika Thera that the
word ‘sati’ was interpreted as meaning ‘bare
attention’ and this was retranslated as ‘pure
awareness’ by Jon Kabat-Zinn and others.
So can we experience a unique state of
consciousness by meditating? Are there any
neural correlates of meditation? There are
quite a lot of brain imaging studies and what
emerges most clearly from these studies is
that various meditation techniques activate
different areas of the brain depending on
whether they are focussing on words or an
image or just paying attention to the flow of
consciousness or specific dispositions such as
loving kindness and compassion. The only
commonality is activation of the interior and
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Do we meditate because most of the
time our minds look like this?
mid-insula, associated with interoception
(awareness of internal processes such as
breathing or the heart beating).
Can mindfulness meditation techniques
benefit our mental health in a unique way?
There’s a vast literature on this question! A
meta-analysis from 2014 in the Journal of the
American Medical Association finds moderate
evidence for relief of anxiety, depression and
pain but low evidence for relief of stress
which is somewhat unexpected giving that we
have Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction
programmes. There was no effect or
insufficient evidence for any effect on
positive mood, attention, substance use,
eating habits, sleep, and weight. And finally
there was no evidence that mindfulness
meditation techniques were better than
active treatments such as exercise, drugs, and
other behavioural therapies.
Can meditation have negative effects?

The first discussion in Buddhist literature of
‘meditation sickness’ if meditation is not
carried out in the correct way goes back to
the 5th century. In 1977, the American
Psychiatric Association recommended that
research into meditation had to consider its
usefulness and well as its dangers. The
problem was brought to my attention by one
of my students who was on a meditation
retreat where she had an acute psychotic
episode followed by a chronic deep 
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depression. It took her over ten years to get
over it. Today she is however a practising
Buddhist and she has put together a website
called Meditating in Safety.
But how common are these events? In August
2020 we published a systematic review of the
literature and overall we found a prevalence
of around 8%. However, this is similar to the
prevalence of negative effects reported for
psychotherapeutic practices in general
(between 5% and 10%).

The most common adverse effects are anxiety
and depression but also stress, hallucinations,
psychosis, pain, re-experiencing trauma, fear,
de-personalisation, gastro-intestinal problems
and suicidal behaviour. We’re unclear at this
stage what might be driving this. We need to
do more research. But we know that
meditation teaching is not regulated and
many teachers are not aware of potential
adverse effects.
The institutionalisation of mindfulness
Over five years ago Parliament released a
report called ‘Mindful Nation UK’ with a
preface by Kabat-Zinn who claimed that
mindfulness was going to change the course
of human evolution. It was presented like a
New Religious Movement. The problem I have
with Kabat-Zinn is that this has become a
political movement and for the last ten years
he has been trying to advance a political
agenda where mindfulness becomes a sort of
new LSD. Timothy Leary was trying to do
something similar in the 1960s. It’s a
simplification of Buddhism and I think there is
something intellectually dishonest about it.’
n Further information and reading

• The Buddha Pill: Can Meditation Change
You? (2015) Miguel Farias and Catherine
Wikholm
• https://miguelfarias.co.uk/
• Mindfulness and Madness, BBC Radio 4
• Meditating in Safety

Jane
Bannister
Winter
Appeal
Dorset Humanists Hardship Fund is open
for your generous donations!
Click to
donate
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
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
Click the Just Giving link above. Or you
can send a cheque made payable to
‘Dorset Humanists Winter Appeal’ 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).
Hardship Fund details here:
https://dorset.humanist.org.uk/wp/about
-us/pastoral-care/
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Letters &
Emails
It’s your column…
From Cathy SIlman
I do not think I as a Humanist, regardless of
my politics, can concur with the Chairman’s
View last month that being the 5th richest
nation in the world can shake off
despondency. What is the point of being rich
if we having rising amounts of child poverty?
According to Government figures in 2019,
child poverty remains broadly stable at about
4 million but 70% of those children come
from families who are working and that was
up 67% from the year before.
In 2015 we were ranked as 33rd in a list of the
40 most developed countries with regard to
child poverty.
If leaving the EU is an opportunity for the
government to relook at society and the way
we may measure the prosperity of a nationnot as we do now by GDP but by using
indicators such as education, life expectancy
and reduction of carbon emissions, then I
would be only too pleased.
I suggest looking at the recent report
published by Positive Money - The Tragedy of
Growth.
n The Tragedy of Growth by Mira Tekelova
can be accessed here.
From Frances Usher
I was shocked and very sorry to read the
letter in the last Bulletin which asked, in
connection to Dorset Humanists' participation
in Holocaust Memorial Day each year,
whether we really gained anything from
celebrating 'death days’. ‘Do we really gain
anything?’ is the wrong question. You're not
trying to gain anything by observing such
days. You're trying to stand, however briefly,
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however weakly, with those millions and
millions of innocent men, women and
children who perished in the most fearful
ways, and to say that this was unbearable and
must never be forgotten or treated lightly - as
just something we might have learned at
school or glimpsed in a movie or magazine.
Do we need an annual reminder? I think so.
My generation, the first to learn about the
Holocaust, may have, like me, carried the
horror of it every day of their lives since. But
times pass; people need reminding. Not to
learn to hate the Germans. I don't think many
of us did that, even at the time. Because we
could see that what the Germans did, and so
many other nations have done before and
since, is a sign of what humans can sink to
and to say, as Humanists, that we must
always work to steer a different course
through life.
From Elaine and David Stott
We found the Bournemouth and Poole
Holocaust Memorial event on Sunday 24th
January very moving and thought provoking.
The two personal stories were very
interesting and showed the individuals
concerned to have great courage and
determination.

The depths of cruelty and depravity that we
humans have done and do sink to is often
difficult to comprehend. When staying in
Strasbourg some years ago we went to the
Natzweiler-Struthof camp in Alsace. The cruel
and perverted logic of what was done there
stunned us to tears and silence.
We will make a donation to the Trevor
Chadwick fund. We have many strong and
happy memories of Swanage over the last 50
years and look forward to seeing the statue
there.
Read about Swanage
hero Trevor Chadwick
here.

View from the Chair
David Warden
Chairman of Dorset Humanists

W

as Donald Trump a fascist? I read Umberto Eco’s How to Spot a Fascist (2020)
and Kevin Passmore’s A Very Short Introduction to Fascism (2014) in order to
try and answer this question. Passmore claimed, frustratingly, that it is
impossible to define fascism. All you can do, he suggests, is describe all the various
movements, organisations and political parties which have attracted this label. Umberto
Eco was more helpful. He supplies a list of fourteen characteristics of what he refers to
as ‘Ur-fascism’ (the prefix ‘ur-’ meaning original or earliest). His list includes a quasireligious ‘cult of tradition’, an anti-Enlightenment and anti-intellectual bias, totalitarian
dogmatism, purity of race and xenophobia, an appeal to sections of society who feel
alienated and humiliated, a siege mentality (enemies within and without), a sense of
constant war leading to Armageddon and a thousand-year reign of the victors, a cult of
masculinity, death and heroism and scorn for the weak, intolerance of sexual deviance,
rejection of individual human rights and their replacement with a monolithic ‘common
will of the people’, a strong leader and attempts to de-legitimize Parliament, and the
widespread use of Orwellian Newspeak. Well, it’s quite a list and we can debate how
many items would have to be ticked in order for a particular individual such as Trump
to qualify. Trump was clearly a charismatic, narcissistic and chauvinistic figure. He was
anti-intellectual and was called a ‘moron’ by those who worked with him in the White
House. He appealed to sections of society who felt left behind by the forces of
globalisation. He called into question the legitimacy of the 2020 election, apparently
with no substantial evidence, and his followers rampaged through the Capitol. It ticks
some of the boxes. But it falls far short of the militaristic and millenarian fantasies of
Mussolini and Hitler. Describing him as a fascist may feel satisfying but it doesn’t get us
very far in trying to understand the Trump phenomenon.
David Goodhart’s latest book, Head Hand Heart: The Struggle for Dignity and Status in the
21st Century (2020) suggests that, in the US and UK in particular, the expansion of
university education to include around half of the young generation, along with
‘assortative mating’ (graduate professionals marrying each other), and an educational
‘arms race’ to secure good jobs, has led in the last few decades to the emergence of a
privileged ‘cognitive class’ or even ‘caste’. This class has become culturally and
financially dominant and its members smugly assume that their success is based on
merit. The ‘bottom’ half of the educational distribution, meanwhile, is left to fend for
itself against the forces of globalisation and mass immigration. If they complain they are
castigated as thick, racist, backward, old, white, and xenophobic. Goodhart argues that
the hegemony of the cognitive class may have peaked and that artificial intelligence will
increasingly eat into its privileged and entitled position. He looks forward to a social
and financial rebalancing between cognitive, creative, craft, skilled, and caring work.

