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Dedicated to all those who think for themselves and act for others





Welcome



Here’s a secret that more and more people are discovering: you don’t need religion to live a good life. The natural world is wonderful enough, without having to imagine a supernatural or divine dimension to it. And our natural human capacities for reason, kindness and love are all we need to live well and with meaning.


Throughout history there have been non-religious people who have believed that this life is the only life we have, that the universe is a natural phenomenon with no supernatural side, and that we can live ethical and fulfilling lives – using reason and humanity to guide us. These people have looked to scientific evidence and reason to understand the world. And they’ve placed human welfare and happiness – as well as the welfare of other sentient animals – at the heart of how they choose to live their life.


Today, people who hold these beliefs and values are called humanists. There are millions of individuals around the globe who share this way of living and of looking at the world – even if they haven’t heard of the word ‘humanism’, and realised that it describes what they believe.


You might have heard of humanism before, or you might be reading this now and thinking: This describes me! I’ve been a humanist without even knowing it.


There are more humanists today than ever before, as the influence of religion wanes around the world. And many religious people are finding humanist ideas appealing – and religions themselves are changing as a result.


Humanism is a positive approach to life which has underpinned many of the humanitarian revolutions as well as the drive for equality over the last few centuries. That is something we should celebrate.


We wanted to share humanist ideas even more widely, and that’s why we’ve written this book. We’ve collected together what we hope are inspiring and thought-provoking words from humanists – past and present – containing universal lessons on finding purpose, meaning and joy in our lives. The humanist tradition is dynamic and evolving – it’s an ongoing conversation about how to live truthfully, ethically and happily. We hope this book will help you find a way to join that conversation.




Andrew Copson and Alice Roberts


October 2019
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Hello babies. Welcome to Earth. It’s hot in the summer and cold in the winter. It’s round and wet and crowded. On the outside, babies, you’ve got a hundred years here. There’s only one rule that I know of, babies – God damn it, you’ve got to be kind.


Kurt Vonnegut








[image: Illustration]





children of earth



We are here because one odd group of fishes had a peculiar fin anatomy that could transform into legs for terrestrial creatures; because the earth never froze entirely during an ice age; because a small and tenuous species, arising in Africa a quarter of a million years ago, has managed, so far, to survive by hook and by crook.


Stephen Jay Gould
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All the evidence points to the origin of our universe in a Big Bang, when matter was created out of energy, in a huge explosion nearly 14 billion years ago.


Much more recently – about 4.5 billion years ago – this planet formed out of molten debris orbiting around its star, our sun. Then, around a billion years later, the first life forms appeared.


Starting with single-celled organisms, millions of different species evolved here – and are still evolving. Many millions of species have become extinct, but there are still millions left, from bacteria to plants, and fungi to animals.


We are one of those species.


We are earthlings like every other life form on this planet.
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Though below me, I feel no motion Standing on these mountains and plains Far away from the rolling ocean Still my dry land heart can say I’ve been sailing all my life now Never harbor or port have I known The wide universe is the ocean I travel And the earth is my blue boat home


Peter Mayer







We humans are part of nature, not separate from it.


We’re connected to every living thing on the planet.


If you feel a sense of quiet comfort in a green forest, or joy when the rain falls around you, or pleasure when the sun warms your face, you’re feeling a deep and meaningful connection with your own natural environment.


Try to think about this next time you are outside in nature.


We are nestled in the story of life on this planet – part of it.
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The humanist has a feeling of perfect at-homeness in the universe. He is conscious of himself as an earth-child. There is a mystic glow in this sense of belonging . . . Rooted in millions of years of planetary history, he has a secure feeling of being at home, and a consciousness of pride and dignity as a bearer of the heritage of the ages and growing creative centre of cosmic life.


Eustace Haydon
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We could never have loved the earth so well if we had had no childhood in it, if it were not the earth where the same flowers come up again every spring that we used to gather with our tiny fingers as we sat lisping to ourselves on the grass . . .


George Eliot







India is famous as a land of many gods and goddesses. Historically, there was a wide diversity of beliefs there, just as there is today. India even had its own ancient humanists.


Known as the philosophers of the Charvaka (or Lokayata) school, and originally part of an oral tradition, their teachings were first written down around 2,600 years ago. Like modern scientists, they saw the universe as a natural phenomenon and human beings as part of nature:




‘There is no heaven, no final liberation, no soul, no other world . . . How can this body, once dust or ashes, return?’


‘Who paints the peacocks? Who makes the cuckoos sing? There is no cause of these things except nature.’





The original texts of the Charvaka school did not survive – we only know their words from later quotes. But we do know they were enormously influential. Some scholars of Indian philosophy believe their ideas may even have represented the secular ‘common sense’ of Indians of the day.


The twentieth-century Indian humanist M.N. Roy summed up the Charvaka philosophy:




Morality is natural, it is a social convention and convenience, not a divine command. There is no need to control instincts and emotions; they are commands of nature. The purpose of life is to live; and the only wisdom is happiness.
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For humanists, the question of why we are here is not a real question.


There is no direction or purpose to the universe; no ‘why’ in that sense.


Human beings often do things with purposes in mind, with aims and ends in view. But the moon, the sun, the stars – and the universe as a whole, with all the natural processes that occur in it – are not the sort of things that can have purposes, aims and ends in mind.


Realising that there is no ‘why’, that there is no higher reason for our existence, liberates us to create our own meaning in our lives.





I use the word humanist to mean someone who believes that man is just as much a natural phenomenon as an animal or a plant, that his body, his mind, and his soul were not supernaturally created but are all products of evolution, and that he is not under the control or guidance of any supernatural Being or beings, but has to rely on himself and his own powers.


Julian Huxley
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It doesn’t make sense to ask why we are here, but it does make sense to ask how we came to be here.


The answer is an amazing story.


Our journey started deep in time and deep in the oceans, when a spark of life flickered into being. Just a few molecules clustering together, replicating, pulling a membrane around itself . . .


This was the beginning of all life on earth.


Then life unfurled, gathering pace and energy and complexity – spawning multicellular life forms, branching in many different directions, generating so many different species.


Endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful.


Generation by generation, forms changed, evolved. Getting closer to the present, we find ancestors who were fish, amphibians, reptiles, early mammals, early primates, apes – all the way to us, to humans.


We are the last human species to have evolved, around 300,000 years ago, in Africa.





I’d rather be a rising ape than a falling angel.


Terry Pratchett
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All the atoms that make up your body existed before you were conceived and will be there at the end, after you have gone.




I know that nothing is destructible; things merely change forms. When the consciousness we know as life ceases, I know that I shall still be part and parcel of the world. I was a part before the sun rolled into shape and burst forth in the glory of change. I was, when the earth was hurled out from its fiery rim. I shall return with the earth to Father Sun, and still exist in substance when the sun has lost its fire, and disintegrated into infinity to perhaps become a part of the whirling rubble of space. Why fear? The stuff of my being is matter, ever changing, ever moving, but never lost; so what need of denominations and creeds to deny myself the comfort of all my fellow men? The wide belt of the universe has no need for finger-rings. I am one with the infinite and need no other assurance.


Zora Neale Hurston
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Feeling part of the universe can bring us closer to all other human beings as well.




This spiritual experience came one evening as I stood looking over the green ocean towards the red sunset. A great calm came over me. I became lost in the beauty of the scene. My spirit reached out and became one with the spirit of the sea and sky. I was one with the universe beyond. I seemed to become one with all life. This experience had a profound effect on me. It came to me often when I was alone with Nature. It swept over me as I looked out to the stars at night. It was a continuous inspiration. I felt that I was more than an individual. The life of all time was within me and about me . . . I have no sense of a personal God. My philosophy is founded on the experience I described. I cannot be other than a world citizen, identifying with all peoples.


Fenner Brockway








We are part of this natural universe and this natural world. We are part of the story of life on this planet. We can feel a real sense of belonging and connectedness in this story, and also a humility in the face of all the contingencies and chances that led to the survival of our species.


We’re not the pinnacle of evolution but we do have special abilities that mean we have the power not only to understand but to transform the world around us.


We can manipulate our environment in ways and to a degree that no other animal can or has ever been able to do. We have the capacity to make tools and machines that help us to obtain food, to travel vast distances, and to survive in harsh environments. We have developed the ability to combat disease and to produce amazing architecture as well as great art and music. We are capable of all these things – but also of searing acts of destruction that place us and millions of other species at risk.


Our conscious appreciation of who we are and where we’ve come from brings with it a huge responsibility.


We are not just like every other animal: we are both incredibly powerful and aware of our impact.
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Although denying that we have a special position in the natural world might seem becomingly modest in the eye of eternity, it might also be used as an excuse for evading our responsibilities. The fact is that no species has ever had such wholesale control over everything on earth, living or dead, as we now have. That lays upon us, whether we like it or not, an awesome responsibility. In our hands now lies not only our own future, but that of all other living creatures with whom we share the earth.


David Attenborough





The humanist approach has always been one of concern for other animals too.


Because of the word humanist, some people get the mistaken impression that this view of the world must be exclusively human-centred, not taking other animals into account.


Nothing could be further from the truth.


Because we are related to all living things and because we understand what it is to feel pain and pleasure ourselves, this gives us a moral connection to other animals that can feel.




The question is not, ‘Can they reason?’ nor ‘Can they talk?’ but ‘Can they suffer?’


Jeremy Bentham


We should be bound by the laws of humanity to give gentle usage to these creatures.


David Hume


The only justifiable stopping place for the expansion of altruism is the point at which all whose welfare can be affected by our actions are included within the circle of altruism.


This means that all beings with the capacity to feel pleasure and pain should be included.


Peter Singer








The World Organisation for Animal Health promotes ‘five freedoms’ for animals who are under human control. They are based on the assumption that we have a moral responsibility to other animals because they have needs and feelings:




1. Freedom from hunger or thirst by ready access to fresh water and a diet that maintains full health and vigour.
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