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1. Introduction 

Mystrikism is a philosophy of life much akin to the humanist philosophy. Duncan 
McDonald is the originator and puts his philosophy like this: 

Mystrikism is a sensible, syncretic, philosophical identity offering a 
naturalistic alternative to traditional religion. We uphold an ethos that 
prioritises kindness and honesty through compassion and the methods of 
science without relying on unsubstantiated ideas such as the supernatural. 

[McDonald 2023] 

No humanist would disagree with this approach. Nonetheless, McDonald thinks 
humanism requires an upgrade. As he puts it: ‘Mystrikism respectfully enhances, 
complements, and expands upon the scope of humanism’ [McDonald 2023]. 

The problem McDonald [2024] has with humanism is on five fronts, as follows: 

First, it has a ‘Human-Centric Focus’: ‘Humanism’s emphasis on human welfare and 
potential is often seen as anthropocentric, which centres humans as the most essential life 
forms in the universe.’ 

Second, it does not pay sufficient heed to ‘Earth’s Ecological Balance’: ‘Mystrikism 
criticises humanism for failing to recognise the interconnectedness of all life forms. 
Decisions primarily focusing on environmental issues that benefit humanity can lead to 
ecological imbalances and environmental degradation.’ 

Third, it largely ignores ‘Non-Human Perspectives’: ‘Mystriks argue that humanism 
does not adequately consider the intrinsic value of non-human life forms. Animals, plants, 
and entire ecosystems are often viewed through the lens of their utility to humans rather 
than their inherent worth.’ 

Fourth, it fails to take a ‘Cosmic Perspective’: ‘From a cosmological standpoint, the 
human-centric view is seen as limited and narrow. Earth is not the centre of the universe, 
and humans are not the pinnacle of life.’ 

Fifth, it is prone to ‘Neglecting “Spirituality” & Meaning’: ‘Humanism is sometimes 
seen as insufficient in addressing existential questions about the meaning and purpose of 
life. Humanism centres on human progress and fulfilment, which leads to a neglect of a 
deeper search for relevance and significance.’ 

I can understand McDonald wanting to differentiate his new philosophy from others 
that have come before it. However, is what he writes about humanism true? In this essay, 
I’ll take a deep dive into the reasons he gives for his demoting of the humanist outlook. 
(Well-known Sentientist, Jamie Woodhouse, similarly faults humanism for being 
human-centric. I respond to Woodhouse’s criticisms in Humanism Versus Sentientism [Allan 
2025].) 

https://www.rationalrealm.com/philosophy/metaphysics/humanism-versus-sentientism.html
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The core of McDonald’s assessment is given in his essay titled Humanism - A Friendly 
Critique [McDonald 2024]. (All references in this essay are to McDonald [2024] unless 
otherwise noted.) In it, he tells us he ‘critically examines various key humanist texts’ to show 
us ‘where humanism may fall short in recognising the needs of other sapient beings (as yet 
undiscovered), sentient life, the environment, and nature’s ecosystems’. His critique 
enumerates these four areas of concern in particular: 

1. Human-Centric Focus 

2. Subduing Hubris and Egotism 

3. Ethics and Morality Beyond Humans 

4. Naturalised “Spirituality” 

In Section 2, I review in turn each of his criticisms of the key Humanist documents he 
identifies. In Section 3, I explore in more depth how an insufficient attention to the history 
of humanism and the meaning of the term can easily lead to the misunderstanding that 
humanism is anthropocentric. In Section 4, I place humanists’ concerns for animal rights and 
environmental degradation within the broader context of humanist priorities and 
objectives. Finally, I wrap up with some concluding thoughts on comparisons between 
humanism and Mystrikism. 

Note that for clarity, where I refer to humanism as a philosophy of life or world view, 
I will use the lowercase ‘h’. Where I refer to the Humanist movement consisting of 
organizations, leaders and members, I will use the uppercase ‘H’. The only exceptions will be 
where either word is part of a quotation. 

  

https://www.mystrikism.org/friendsandallies
https://www.mystrikism.org/friendsandallies
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2. Key Humanist Documents 

2.1 Human-Centric Focus 

The key Humanist documents McDonald [2024] reviews are Humanist Manifesto III 
(2003), The Amsterdam Declaration 2002, A Secular Humanist Declaration (1980) and 
Humanist Manifesto II (1973). He also considers documents that are not official Humanist 
pronouncements. These are The Oxford Declaration on Freedom of Thought and Expression 
(2014), The Brussels Declaration (2007) and the United Nations Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (1948). What I hope will become clear in the following discussion is that 
McDonald regularly takes a very restrictive and less than charitable interpretation of the 
documents and of humanism more generally. 

So, what problems did McDonald find in his examination? In the problem area of 
‘Human-Centric Focus’, McDonald concludes that ‘Across the primary humanist documents, 
the emphasis on human well-being and progress is consistently prioritised over other 
sentient beings and the natural environment.’ To support his case, McDonald first turns to 
Humanist Manifesto III [American Humanist Association 2003]. He points out that: 

the text explicitly states that humanism is about “the greater good of 
humanity”. The focus on human welfare is clear in the statement: “Ethical 
values are derived from human need and interest as tested by experience. 
Humanists ground values in human welfare”. 

However, the final sentence of the above quotation is incomplete. It stops short. In 
Humanist Manifesto III, that entire sentence reads, ‘Humanists ground values in human 
welfare shaped by human circumstances, interests, and concerns and extended to the 
global ecosystem and beyond.’ This is hardly a prioritization of human beings over the 
environment and other sentient beings. In the same universalist vein, the concluding section 
of Humanist Manifesto III calls on our ‘civic duty to participate in the democratic process 
and a planetary duty to protect nature’s integrity, diversity, and beauty in a secure, 
sustainable manner’. 

Furthermore, the compilation and signing of Humanist Manifesto III was the work of 
the American Humanist Association (AHA). Readers digging a little deeper in the AHA 
website will discover the AHA organized the Environmental Justice Summit and released its 
Resolution on Environmentalism [American Humanist Association 2019] a few years ago. In 
that document, the reader will find the following: ‘WHEREAS all life on this planet has 
intrinsic value and holds the right to access clean air, clean water, and healthy habitats . . .’ 
Understandably, it also contains a number of declarations about the importance of 
conservation, sustainability, veganism and a number of other important ecological 
principles. Far from devaluing non-human sentient life and the natural world, the humanist 
authors of these documents are enjoining us to act urgently on the principles that McDonald 
is criticizing humanism for ignoring. 

McDonald next turns to considering A Secular Humanist Declaration [Council for 
Democratic and Secular Humanism 1980]. Here, he similarly complains that in this 

https://americanhumanist.org/what-is-humanism/manifesto3/
https://americanhumanist.org/key-issues/statements-and-resolutions/resolution-on-environmentalism/
https://secularhumanism.org/a-secular-humanist-declaration/
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document there is ‘no significant mention of the welfare of non-human life or ecosystems’. 
However, the Introduction makes clear the specific purpose of the document in pushing 
back against undemocratic and anti-secularist ‘dogmatic authoritarian religions’ as well as 
new ‘cults of unreason’ and bizarre paranormal and occult beliefs. Even though the focus of 
this Declaration is not on non-human life and ecosystems, it nonetheless highlights their 
importance. It is difficult to understand how McDonald can complain that there is ‘no 
significant mention’ of these when the signatories state categorically that they ‘are aware 
of, and oppose, the abuses of misapplied technology and its possible harmful consequences 
for the natural ecology of the human environment’. The authors here are not beating 
around the bush about their opposition to ecological damage. 

McDonald complaining that a key humanist document does not focus on his 
preferred primary message when its express intent is on allaying one or more other great 
evils is a blind spot that recurs in his review of the next document in his sights. Reading The 
Brussels Declaration [Humanists International 2007], he complains that ‘the natural world is 
mentioned in the context of how it benefits human life rather than as an independent moral 
consideration’. The operative sentence in the Declaration is this: ‘We recognise our duty of 
care to all of humanity including future generations, and our dependence on and 
responsibility for the natural world.’ Note, however, that the second instance of the 
conjunctive ‘and’ in that sentence introduces a separate and independent concern and not 
one of subservience to human needs. As one of the conjuncts, ‘we recognise our 
responsibility for the natural world’, it stands on its own. 

If the writers had intended what McDonald says they meant, they could have easily 
put their supposed human exceptionalism less ambiguously as: ‘We recognise our duty of 
care to all of humanity including future generations, and responsibility for the natural world 
ensuing from our dependence on it.’ Furthermore, later in that same document, the 
humanist authors write: ‘Free inquiry must be limited only by respect for the rights of others 
and by concern for all sentient creatures.’ Again, this is hardly an expression of human 
exceptionalism coming at the expense of the natural world. 

McDonald’s reading of the Declaration is uncharitable in another way. The express 
purpose of the document was to reaffirm the unity of Europe against the historical backdrop 
of religious persecution and sectarian wars. Celebrating the 50th anniversary of the Treaty 
of Rome and the foundation of the European Union, the authors seek to ‘reaffirm the 
common values that have shaped and guided the foundation of modern European 
civilisation, and that will continue to inspire and shape our future’. The authors put the 
central message of the Declaration this way: 

The Secular Vision for Europe is neither a manifesto nor a program of 
action, but a re-statement of the ground rules that enable all Europeans 
whatever their origin or background to live together in peace and harmony. 
They are based on an understanding of our common humanity, individual 
human rights, mutual tolerance, and agreement neither to resort to threats 
or violence nor to seek to impose our own particular worldview on others. 

[Humanists International 2007] 

https://humanists.international/policy/the-brussels-declaration/
https://humanists.international/policy/the-brussels-declaration/
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For McDonald to quibble that the Declaration doesn’t put enough emphasis on the 
natural world is to fundamentally misread the authors’ purpose in writing the Declaration. 
It’s akin to complaining that Mary Wollstonecraft’s classic polemic against male domination, 
A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, doesn’t put enough emphasis on industrial pollution. 

In the list of documents he reviewed, McDonald includes the Amsterdam Declaration 
2002 [International Humanist and Ethical Union 2002]. He makes no mention of it in his 
critique and seems unaware Humanists International released an updated version on the 
Declaration’s twentieth anniversary. Perhaps he did not mention it because even in this 
earlier version it declares: ‘Humanism ventures to build a world on the idea of the free 
person responsible to society, and recognises our dependence on and responsibility for the 
natural world.’ 

The updated Amsterdam Declaration 2022 [Humanists International 2022] builds on 
its earlier sentientist and environmentalist position expressed in the 2002 version. The very 
first principle in the 2022 document emphasizes the moral salience of sentience, stating that 
‘morality is inherent to the human condition, grounded in the ability of living things to suffer 
and flourish, motivated by the benefits of helping and not harming’. The fifth principle 
further emphasizes that ‘we are part of nature and accept our responsibility for the impact 
we have on the rest of the natural world’. 

If McDonald had looked a little wider, he would have found that moral concern 
beyond humanity is again emphasized in Humanists International’s [2019a] Reykjavik 
Declaration on the Climate Change Crisis in which it advocates for urgent action to protect 
‘non-human animals and natural ecosystems’. Summarizing its Advocacy Issues, Humanists 
International [2019b] states unambiguously that ‘Humanists care about many things: 
humanity and other non-human animals, human rights, democracy and secularism, the 
environment, and the future.’ To gain membership of Humanists International, Humanist 
organizations around the world are required to agree to this moral philosophy of inclusion. 
In their application for membership [Humanists International 2019c], they are required to 
confirm that they support the IHEU Minimum Statement on Humanism, which states in part 
that humanism ‘stands for the building of a more humane society through an ethic based on 
human and other natural values’ [Humanists International 1996]. I think a fair reading of 
these key humanist documents show that the humanist philosophy enjoins us to look 
beyond our parochial human concerns to include other sentient creatures and the natural 
environment. 

  

https://humanists.international/policy/amsterdam-declaration-2002/
https://humanists.international/policy/amsterdam-declaration-2002/
https://humanists.international/what-is-humanism/the-amsterdam-declaration/
https://humanists.international/policy/reykjavik-declaration-on-the-climate-change-crisis/
https://humanists.international/policy/reykjavik-declaration-on-the-climate-change-crisis/
https://humanists.international/what-we-do/advocacy/issues/
https://humanists.international/civi/become-a-member/
https://humanists.international/policy/iheu-minimum-statement-on-humanism/
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2.2 Subduing Hubris and Egotism 

In his Humanism - A Friendly Critique [2024], McDonald then moves on to his second 
area of complaint, ‘Subduing Hubris and Egotism’. Here, he opines that ‘None of the 
documents explicitly recognise a secular concept or philosophy that actively subdues human 
hubris or egotism.’ Picking out A Secular Humanist Declaration [Council for Democratic and 
Secular Humanism 1980], he protests that ‘there is no reference to an external force or 
concept that would limit human pride. Instead, it emphasises human confidence in solving 
problems’. Likewise, for the Humanist Manifesto III [American Humanist Association 2003], 
he writes: ‘There is no recognition here of a broader perspective that could temper human 
pride, such as humility in the face of the unknown or the cosmos, which is a key concept in 
Mystrikism.’ 

Is humanism really lacking in the humility stakes, as McDonald argues? Not at all. In 
fact, the opposite is the case. A Secular Humanist Declaration expressly points out our 
human fallibility and implores humility when the authors write: ‘Since human beings are 
prone to err, we are open to the modification of all principles, including those governing 
inquiry, believing that they may be in need of constant correction.’ And again: ‘We 
recognize the need for intellectual modesty and the willingness to revise beliefs in the light 
of criticism.’ In the same humble vein, the Humanist Manifesto III points out that our ‘values 
and ideals, however carefully wrought, are subject to change as our knowledge and 
understandings advance’. 

McDonald bemoans that for humanism ‘there is no reference to an external force or 
concept that would limit human pride’. Over and above humanism’s honest expressions of 
human fallibility and humility, I’m unclear on what McDonald has in mind here. If McDonald 
is looking for a concept, I suggest ‘epistemic fallibility’ or ‘theory revision’ or something 
similar. There is no shortage of resources in philosophy that humanists can and do use to 
caution us towards taking a fallibilist approach to knowledge. 

Other than that, given that McDonald’s Mystrikism and humanism are one in 
asserting that we live in a godless universe, what other ‘external force’ is there to show us 
when and where we are wrong? It is precisely appeals to some suprahuman epistemic 
authority that humanists have historically pushed back against and continue to do today. 
The humanist documents that McDonald so readily finds fault with are born from the 
cruelties endured over centuries where dogmatic religious authorities burned heretics at 
the stake, led crusades and other religious wars against the ‘infidel’, and enslaved fellow 
human beings and suppressed women on the authority of their inerrant holy books. If 
McDonald shares a naturalist outlook with humanists that rejects supernaturalism, as he 
says he does, I’m curious where he finds this ‘external force’ outside of ourselves to curb 
our pride. 

  

https://www.mystrikism.org/friendsandallies
https://secularhumanism.org/a-secular-humanist-declaration/
https://americanhumanist.org/what-is-humanism/manifesto3/
https://secularhumanism.org/a-secular-humanist-declaration/
https://americanhumanist.org/what-is-humanism/manifesto3/
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2.3 Ethics and Morality Beyond Humans 

Next, McDonald [2024] objects that humanism is deficient in the area of ‘Ethics and 
Morality Beyond Humans’. Unlike his earlier complaint about the Humanist Manifesto III 
[American Humanist Association 2003] in the area of ‘Human-Centric Focus’ (see Sec. 2.1 
above), McDonald now recognizes that the authors advocate extending our moral concerns 
to the ‘global ecosystem and beyond’. But, McDonald protests, ‘this remains a secondary 
consideration to human needs’. How so? That sentence in the Manifesto reads: ‘Humanists 
ground values in human welfare shaped by human circumstances, interests, and concerns 
and extended to the global ecosystem and beyond.’ To say that humanist values are 
‘extended to the global ecosystem and beyond’ is not to imply that these are somehow of 
less value or tangential. The word ‘extended’ is value neutral, meaning that the word entails 
nothing about the relative value of that to which the thing in question is extended. 

Now, it’s arguable that writing that ‘Humanists ground values in human welfare’ is 
not the best choice of words with which the authors could have started that sentence. 
However, I can understand why they chose those words. Look at the opening sentence to 
the Manifesto emphasising a life lived ‘without supernaturalism’. Clearly, advocating 
grounding values here in human welfare is a pushback to religions basing values in a 
supposed divine realm, significantly divorced from human concerns. This sentence is a 
reaction against supernatural dogmatism that sees our sufferings as tangential to the divine 
being’s desires and plans. This is another case of where I think we need to take a charitable 
reading of the documents, paying due regard to their historical and philosophical context. 

This kind of unsympathetic reading continues in McDonald’s next paragraph 
complaining that A Secular Humanist Declaration [Council for Democratic and Secular 
Humanism 1980] ‘does not address the well-being of non-human sapient beings or sentient 
life, nor does it present a comprehensive ethical system that includes these considerations’. 
As I showed above, this was not the purpose of this particular document, as it was fighting 
back against religious intolerance and persecution. The clue for its key purpose is in its title, 
including as it does the descriptor ‘Secular’. 

The third document to which McDonald points in this section is the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) [United Nations (General Assembly) 1948]. Again, he 
misses this document’s historical context. While conceding that it is ‘not a strictly humanist 
document’ (Why include it, then?), he complains nonetheless that in it, there is ‘no mention 
of non-human life or ecosystems, and the focus is entirely on human dignity and equality’. 
This entire focus, as McDonald may well be aware, makes sense as the impetus for the 
formulation and ratification of this ground-breaking international declaration was protecting 
basic human rights, arising as it did from reflecting on the horrors of the Nazi atrocities and 
the Second World War. The work on it was driven by the urgent need to prevent what the 
world had endured: the persecution and mass murder of Jews, homosexuals, gypsies and 
political opponents, the confiscation of property, the denial of secure housing and 
employment, cruel medical experimentation and a myriad of other moral obscenities 
perpetrated in the name of Fascism. 

https://americanhumanist.org/what-is-humanism/manifesto3/
https://secularhumanism.org/a-secular-humanist-declaration/
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
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Humanist organizations around the world support the UDHR and make no apologies 
for its focus on the prevention of human suffering. To quibble that the UDHR does not 
include within its scope non-human life or ecosystems, I think, misses its stated purpose and 
devalues the enormous effort that scores of people from diverse cultures put into its 
framing and the long and difficult negotiations undergone to get the support of member 
nations in order to prevent a repeat of the Holocaust. There are other important but 
separate declarations of animal rights and environmental conservation that we can all 
support without diminishing the worth of the UDHR in preventing abject human suffering. 

On the question of animal suffering raised here by McDonald, it’s important to note 
that from the time of the Enlightenment very prominent humanists such as Jeremy Bentham 
and John Stuart Mill have been advocating for the humane treatment of non-human 
animals. On the broader question of preserving the natural environment with all of its living 
creatures, the humanists John Stuart Mill, George Lefevre, Baron Eversley and William 
Morris founded Britain’s first conservation organisation in 1865, the Commons Preservation 
Society. 

In 1886, humanist Henry Stephens Salt had published A Plea for Vegetarianism. In 
1891, he went on to found the Humanitarian League, advocating for animal rights. With the 
same outlook, prominent humanist, Thomas Hardy, wrote in 1910 how the common origin 
of all species requires ‘a readjustment of altruistic morals, by enlarging, as a necessity of 
rightness, the application of what has been called “The Golden Rule” from the area of mere 
mankind to that of the whole animal kingdom’ [reproduced in Humanists UK 2022]. Other 
prominent humanists had their own contributions to make, including Murray Bookchin, E. O. 
Wilson and Lester R. Brown. (For an overview of humanist activism in this area since the 
mid-19th Century, I refer the reader to A Brief History of Humanist Environmentalism 
[Humanists UK 2023b].) 

This same humanist concern for non-human life and for the environment extends to 
today. For example, world-renowned humanist, David Attenborough, is a tireless champion 
for all species. Three other internationally-known contemporary humanist advocates are 
Professor Peter Singer, ex-Senator Bob Brown and Lyn White. Singer received the Australian 
Humanist of the Year (AHoY) [Humanists Australia 2024] award in 2004, while Brown was 
awarded the same accolade in 2010. More recently, White received the award in 2019 ‘in 
recognition of her passionate and effective advocacy of humane treatment of animals 
everywhere’. Humanists Australia [2022] explains its stated value of ‘Compassion’ thus: ‘We 
have compassion for all humans and other feeling beings.’ In addition, Humanists Australia 
[2021] devoted their entire Autumn 2021 (No. 141) issue of their Australian Humanist 
national magazine to animal rights while Humanists UK [2021a] recently endorsed the 
World Organisation for Animal Health’s Five Freedoms for animals. 

Humanist organizations around the world are taking practical steps to preserve and 
rehabilitate the natural environment. I noted above the work the American Humanist 
Association has done with its Environmental Justice Summit and their Resolution on 
Environmentalism [American Humanist Association 2019]. Humanists UK is also doing great 
work here with its Humanist Climate Action. This is ‘a volunteer-led network of Humanists 
UK members and supporters committed to redefining lifestyles and campaigning for policies 
that promote low-carbon, ethical, and sustainable living in the light of the degeneration of 

https://heritage.humanists.uk/article/a-brief-history-of-humanist-environmentalism/
https://www.humanistsaustralia.org/awards-list/ahoy-2004-peter-singer-kkhw5
https://www.humanistsaustralia.org/awards-list/ahoy-2010-bob-brown-475ar
https://www.humanistsaustralia.org/awards-list/ahoy-2019-blbgx
https://www.humanistsaustralia.org/awards
https://www.humanistsaustralia.org/awards
https://www.humanistsaustralia.org/values
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1MRw_GHIr70GG_ghOukLiuNg62a2hcVLy/view
https://www.humanistsaustralia.org/magazine
https://americanhumanist.org/key-issues/statements-and-resolutions/resolution-on-environmentalism/
https://americanhumanist.org/key-issues/statements-and-resolutions/resolution-on-environmentalism/
https://humanists.uk/humanist-climate-action/
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the Earth’s climate and biodiversity’ [Humanists UK 2023a]. Closer to home, I can add here 
Humanists Australia’s [2023] Climate Change and the Environment challenge. This program 
puts into action its stated ‘Environment’ value: ‘We value and respect the planet and all the 
life it contains’ [2022]. Even more locally for me, Humanists Victoria [2018] devotes an 
entire section to valuing and preserving the ‘Environment’ in its official statement of Policy 
Principles. Again, this is but a very small snapshot of what Humanist organizations are doing 
in practice around the world—many times more, I might note, than any Mystrik community 
is achieving. 

In fact, if it were not for the long line of seminal humanist thinkers and activists such 
as David Hume, Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill agitating during the Enlightenment 
period against the Christian human-centric view that animals are mere chattels over which 
we have ‘dominion’, there most likely would be no Mystrik community today. These radicals 
also developed the notion that morality is grounded in the capacity for pleasure and 
suffering, again opposing the religious glorification of suffering and appeals to supposed 
divine commands. Mystrikism is also presumably indebted to the humanist biologist Charles 
Darwin and naturalist philosophers such as T. H. Huxley for positioning humans as animals 
within the broader panoply of living things. I do think if it were not for these pioneer 
humanists pushing back against the dogmatic religious repressions marking the previous 
centuries, Mystrikism would be no more than whispers in dark rooms. 

 

  

https://www.humanistsaustralia.org/campaign/climate-change-s3azn
https://www.humanistsaustralia.org/values
https://vichumanist.org.au/policy-principles/
https://vichumanist.org.au/policy-principles/
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2.4 Naturalised ‘Spirituality’ 

The final area to which McDonald [2024] devotes his attention is ‘Naturalised 
“Spirituality”’. Here, he objects that: ‘A naturalised form of “spirituality” akin to Mystrikism 
is generally absent or underdeveloped in these humanist documents.’ The use of the term 
‘spirituality’ is hotly contested in humanist circles because of it supernatural and religious 
connotations. My own view is that this is one of the words humanists need to reclaim from 
the religious. However, I’m not going to get hung up on a word when what is at stake here is 
the meaning and connection we bring to our fellow human beings, our deep reflection on 
our own lives and our awe of the natural universe. And it is because humanism is deeply 
concerned with these aspects of our lives that I am a humanist. 

Contrarily, McDonald begins by taking issue with the Humanist Manifesto III 
[American Humanist Association 2003] because it only ‘briefly touches on awe and wonder’. 
He has a problem with the Manifesto’s statement that humanists find ‘wonder and awe in 
the joys and beauties of human existence, its challenges and tragedies’ because it only 
‘suggests a fleeting engagement with transcendent experiences, but it is not a core or 
defining element of the manifesto’. Why this expresses only a ‘fleeting engagement’ with 
what is beyond our own lives is not explained. 

I think a more charitable reading of the Manifesto shows otherwise. The 
introductory sentence of the Manifesto affirms our ability to ‘aspire to the greater good of 
humanity’. The very sentence from which McDonald quotes begins with ‘We aim for our 
fullest possible development and animate our lives with a deep sense of purpose’. How 
McDonald sees this finding of meaning and beauty outside of our individual existences as 
‘not a core or defining element of the manifesto’ is beyond me. 

Now, McDonald may object that that is all well and good, but the Manifesto still 
neglects ‘transcendent experiences’. However, McDonald’s Mystrikism and humanism share 
the view that there is no metaphysical realm beyond the experiences of sentient beings. Just 
what these ‘transcendent experiences’ are experiences of other than experiences of the 
natural world is left for McDonald to explain if his critique of humanism is going to bite. For 
humanist discussions on ‘awe and wonder in life’, I suggest sourcing the many humanist 
articles and book chapters written on this very subject. 

McDonald also takes aim at the supposed deficiencies of A Secular Humanist 
Declaration [Council for Democratic and Secular Humanism 1980]. He complains that it 
contains ‘no significant discussion of “spirituality” beyond rejecting supernaturalism’. Again, 
expecting to find such a deep treatment of this aspect of humanism in a brief document 
intended to reinforce democratic pluralism and tolerance in an age of religious dogmatism is 
misguided. McDonald highlights how the document endorsers ‘recognize the importance of 
religious experience’ while they deny that such experiences ‘have anything to do with the 
supernatural’. From this, McDonald concludes: ‘This leaves little room for a naturalised form 
of spirituality that celebrates awe and wonder without invoking the supernatural, as seen in 
Mystrikism.’ But how does McDonald get to that conclusion? Besides being a non-sequitur, 
his conclusion is divorced from humanist history and literature. 

https://americanhumanist.org/what-is-humanism/manifesto3/
https://secularhumanism.org/a-secular-humanist-declaration/
https://secularhumanism.org/a-secular-humanist-declaration/


Leslie Allan Humanism Versus Mystrikism 

 Downloaded from https://www.RationalRealm.com 13 

As humanists excited about scientific enquiry, our natural response is awe and 
wonder of the universe and of all life in it. Many notable cosmologists, astrophysicists, 
neuroscientists, philosophers, biologists, and so on, are humanists who spend their entire 
careers marvelling at the immense vastness and complexity of the universe and of life. For 
example, humanist biologist Richard Dawkins [2004] speaks of things and occasions that 
make him ‘feel in awe’ and that invoke in him ‘a profound senses of the sacred’. Humanist 
philosopher Simon Blackburn [2004] recounts his feeling of ‘awe and reverence’ and his 
‘sense of the sacred’. In the same vein, we can also count here Daniel Dennett, Massimo 
Pigliucci, Jim Al-Khalili, A. C. Grayling, Sean Carroll, James Watson, David Attenborough, and 
many others. 

A good book to read here is Chris Johnson’s [2013] A Better Life: 100 Atheists Speak 
Out on Joy & Meaning in a World without God that tells the personal stories of many 
humanists who revel in wonder and awe. Here is but a very small sample of other humanist 
musings on natural wonders. In their educational pamphlet, Wonder: A Humanist 
Perspective, Humanists UK [2021b] discusses awe, wonder and spirituality. The American 
Humanist Association [TheHumanist.com Staff 2024] magazine shares thoughts from some 
prominent humanists on Finding Awe and Wonder in the One World We Have. In another 
article in the same magazine, titled Finding Awe in the Complexity of the Universe, humanist 
and physicist Alan England [2022] writes of how he is ‘awed with the size and complexity of 
the universe and all of its laws’ and how the ‘known physical laws are a constant source of 
marvel’. Moving closer to home, in her article on What Gives Life Meaning?, fellow 
humanist Rosslyn Ives [2017] writes of how ‘awe-inspiring’ it is to view the Milky Way. 
Humanism, she implores, recognizes a ‘sense of mystery’. Humanists Australia [2023], with 
its Climate Change and the Environment challenge, begins by emphasizing how ‘Humanists 
find wonder in the natural world’. In my own booklet on Humanism and the Good Life, I 
reveal how, as humanists, we have a deep ‘appreciation of love, wonder, music and art’ and 
how ‘Humanists stand in awe at the magnificent complexity of the universe, the beauty of 
nature, the all-consuming power of love, and the inspiration that drives art and music’ [Allan 
2019]. 

This is just a tiny snapshot of how humanists stand in awe and wonder of the natural 
universe. Again, Humanist organizations have done more to foster awe and wonder from a 
non-religious standpoint than any Mystrik community. The lesson here is that to truly 
appreciate the breadth and depth of humanist thinking and action, it pays to read beyond a 
small set of humanist declarations and manifestos. 

Another aspect of spirituality is humanists’ reflection on the meaning and purpose in 
our own lives and our deep connection with others. From mid last century, there developed 
a whole field of research and clinical practice called ‘humanistic psychology’ that explores 
this area. Prominent figures here are Abraham Maslow, Carl Rogers, Alfred Adler and 
Clayton Alderfer. In addition to this uniquely humanist emphasis on meaning and 
connection, Humanist societies around the world are working at building supportive 
communities and helping people transition from their psychologically damaging religious 
beliefs and communities to finding a new way of living. Humanists UK founded their Faith to 
Faithless (F2F) initiative. Humanist Dr Darrel Ray started the Recovering from Religion (RfR) 
international network. Here in Australia, I initiated and run the Ex-Religious Support 
Network (ESN), which is a Humanists Australia Community. Each of these initiatives, and 

https://www.theatheistbook.com/products/abetterlife
https://www.theatheistbook.com/products/abetterlife
https://understandinghumanism.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Wonder-a-humanist-perspective.pdf
https://understandinghumanism.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Wonder-a-humanist-perspective.pdf
https://thehumanist.com/commentary/finding-awe-and-wonder-in-the-one-world-we-have
https://thehumanist.com/magazine/spring-2022/features/journeys-to-humanism-finding-awe-in-the-complexity-of-the-universe/
https://vichumanist.org.au/article/what-gives-life-meaning/
https://www.humanistsaustralia.org/campaign/climate-change-s3azn
https://www.humanistsaustralia.org/s/Humanism_A4_booklet-compressed.pdf
https://www.faithtofaithless.com/
https://www.faithtofaithless.com/
https://www.recoveringfromreligion.org/
https://www.meetup.com/ex-religious-support-network/
https://www.meetup.com/ex-religious-support-network/
https://www.humanistsaustralia.org/communities
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others included, are humanists’ attempts to help people connect deeply with their own 
inner being and with their fellow travellers in a universe without god. 

As another example from my own work in building community and purpose as part 
of Humanists Australia, we run a series of reading group sessions using two Humanists UK 
books; one on Being Good [Norman 2018] and the other on Living Well [Docwra 2017]. This 
year, we are conducting some weekend reflection sessions centred on a book I mentioned 
above, A Better Life: 100 Atheists Speak Out on Joy & Meaning in a World without God. 
Many of the stories in the book are from well-known and not so well-known humanists. 

McDonald’s contention that a naturalised form of ‘spirituality’ is ‘generally absent or 
underdeveloped’ in humanism is, I suggest, a serious mischaracterisation of the humanist 
philosophy and of the international humanist movement. To see the full extent of how 
humanism connects people with the marvels of the universe and of nature and explores the 
human condition, I encourage readers to visit their local or national Humanist society and to 
engage more broadly with the extensive humanist literature on this subject and with 
Humanist communities. 

  

https://humanists.uk/wp-content/uploads/Being-Good-pages.pdf
https://humanists.uk/wp-content/uploads/Living-Well-pages.pdf
https://www.theatheistbook.com/products/abetterlife
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3. The Meaning of ‘Humanism’ 

As I worked our way through the key humanist manifestos, declarations and 
principles, I gave some hints about the primary concerns of humanists stemming from the 
birth of modern humanism during the Enlightenment. I now want to explore that further, as 
misunderstandings about the history of humanism have led to significant confusions about 
its intent. McDonald suffers from this confusion when he writes in the introduction of his 
critique of humanism that ‘Humanism, often centred on promoting human welfare, 
scientific inquiry, and ethical living, is frequently critiqued for its anthropocentric focus.’ 
(Woodhouse’s ‘Sentientism’ makes this same mistake. I respond to this Sentientist criticism 
in Allan [2025].) 

The idea that humanism is ‘anthropocentric’ can arise quite naturally as the word 
‘human’ forms the first part of the term used for this philosophy. Those unfamiliar with 
humanism easily fall into the trap of thinking that ‘humanism’ is ‘human-centric’ in the 
sense of promoting human-exceptionalism at the cost of other sentient creatures. 
Humanists UK [2021a] puts this common misunderstanding succinctly: 

Sometimes people think that because humanists are called humanists that 
they are unduly or narrowly concerned with the rights and welfare of 
human beings. But this is a fundamental misunderstanding of the word 
‘humanism’: most humanists are strong supporters of animal welfare and 
recognise the necessity of sensible policy that respects and acknowledges 
animal sentience and their capacity to suffer. Humanists are called 
humanists because as human beings we try to make ethical decisions on 
the basis of our human capacity to reason, rather than looking to sources 
outside of human experience for guidance about what is right and wrong 
(in this sense, humanism contrasts with theism). 

In order to respond to this misunderstanding, let’s first get clear on what 
‘anthropocentric’ means. Here is how three reputable dictionaries render the meaning of 
this word: 

1 : considering human beings as the most significant entity of the universe  

2 : interpreting or regarding the world in terms of human values and 
experiences 

[Merriam-Webster] 

considering humans and their existence as the most important and central 
fact in the universe 

[Cambridge] 

regarding humans as the most important and central factor in the universe 

[Collins] 

  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/anthropocentric
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/anthropocentric
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/anthropocentric
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So, for a world view to be ‘anthropocentric’ is expressly to put human beings at the 
centre of moral concern, akin to how racists elevate the moral importance of a certain race 
and how sexists put on a pedestal a certain sex. The humanist documents McDonald cites 
and that I reviewed above, in fact, show the opposite to be the case. As we saw, these 
documents from the major Humanist organizations reference the ‘intrinsic value’ of all life, 
the grounding of values in ‘the global ecosystem and beyond’ and our ‘responsibility for the 
natural world’. These can hardly be counted as seeing ourselves as the ‘most significant’ and 
‘central factor in the universe’ to the exclusion of all else. 

Attending to the history of humanism and how the term came about ought to dispel 
further any fears that humanists promote this kind of human-exceptionalism. (Yuval Noah 
Harari spreads his own misconceptions about the term ‘humanism’ in his book, Sapiens. 
Humanists UK [2023c] responds comprehensively to Harari’s mistakes, so I won’t say more 
about them here. See also his exchange with humanist philosopher, A. P. Norman [Harari 
and Norman 2018].) 

The use of the English word ‘humanist’ first appeared in the late 16th Century as a 
retrospective description of certain scholars during the Renaissance who worked to 
resurrect and study the ancient texts in their own language. Studying the holy texts as part 
of this endeavour, these scholars eschewed strict dogmatic theological interpretations to 
study them in their cultural context as human creations. The label ‘humanist’ for these 
scholars derives from the Italian ‘umanista’, a term we associate today with the 
‘humanities’—studies in philosophy, literature and history. Humanities scholars still use the 
term ‘humanist’ today to refer to these Renaissance students of language and society. 
However, this is not how the term is used by modern humanists to refer to themselves. 

During the period of the European Enlightenment from the 17th to the early 19th 
Centuries, what is today called ‘humanism’ evolved significantly. This period witnessed a 
surge in intellectual and philosophical exploration, emphasizing human reason, 
experimental science and individual freedom. Enlightenment thinkers such as Voltaire, 
David Hume, Denis Diderot, Jeremy Bentham, John Stuart Mill and Thomas Paine advocated 
for humanistic values such as rational thinking, human rights and the alleviation of misery 
and suffering for all. This era saw a progressive shift away both from supernatural 
explanations for natural phenomena and theological justifications for controlling individual 
and social behaviour. 

Starting in the 19th Century and increasingly in the early 20th Century, the term 
‘humanism’ was applied to this enlightened non-religious and non-theistic approach to life 
that decoupled human reason and morality from supposed divine revelation and the wishes 
of an imagined divine being. Incorporating the word ‘human’ in ‘humanism’ signified this 
reliance on human reason and our moral capacity for empathy to ascertain what is true and 
what is good and right independently of the old religious dogmas. What is important to note 
here is that with this earliest appellation of the word to this kind of outlook, incorporating 
the term ‘human’ did not signify an anti-animal or anti-environmental intent. (Andrew 
Copson covers the historical meanings of the term ‘humanism’ and what it means today in 
his book chapter titled What Is Humanism? published in The Wiley Blackwell Handbook on 
Humanism [Copson and Grayling, eds, 2015].) 

https://understandinghumanism.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Handbook-of-Humanism-What-is-Humanism.pdf
https://understandinghumanism.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Handbook-of-Humanism-What-is-Humanism.pdf
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From the mid-20th Century, societies of individuals started self-identifying with the 
‘humanism’ label. In the U.S., the American Humanist Association (AHA) was formed in 
1941. Internationalising the movement got started in 1946 when the World Union of 
Freethinkers held a conference in London on The Challenge of Humanism. In 1950, a 
Humanist Council was formed to bring together various secularist and Humanist 
organisations. The global movement of Humanism coalesced when in 1952, five Humanist 
organizations got together to form the International Humanist and Ethical Union (IHEU) 
(now named Humanists International). In a further move, in 1956 the Literary Guide was 
renamed to The Humanist (now named New Humanist). Then in 1967, the Ethical Union 
became the British Humanist Association (now named Humanists UK). From the early 1960s, 
Humanist societies were formed in the various states in my home country of Australia. (For 
more on the history of humanism, see Tribe [1967], Dahlitz [1994], American Humanist 
Association [2021], Humanists UK [2023d] and Wikipedia [2024].) 

All of these modern humanist organizations and the many others I have not 
mentioned continue the legacy of those earlier Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment 
pioneers who advocated for the use of human reason and the development of an ethic 
based on the human values of compassion and fairness. These ideas were promulgated as a 
more fruitful approach compared with the dogmatic and repressive religious creeds of the 
day. 

Once we recognize the initial impetus and continuing raison d’être of the Humanist 
movement in providing a positive alternative to the religious view of life, humanists 
highlighting and pushing back against religious dogma and intolerance should come as no 
surprise. Given this historical focus, it should become clear that the humanist philosophy 
neither minimizes the moral significance of non-human sentient creatures nor the 
importance of our shared natural environment. 

I would much prefer McDonald to be using his energies in dispelling these 
misconceptions of humanism instead of further propagating them. Humanism is not a 
decrepit form of Mystrikism that requires decommissioning. It has its own unique place in 
history and serves a vital function in today’s world of dangerous conspiracy theories, rising 
religious nationalism and persecution of free thinkers. I will have more to say on this in the 
next section. 
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4. Humanist Priorities 

It may be objected that, nonetheless, the little time and resources that Humanist 
organizations spend on advocating for animal rights and environmental preservation 
indicates a moral bias against non-human sentients and ecological integrity. I don’t think 
this criticism is fair as it ignores the unique advocacy of Humanist and other secular groups 
for the rights of the non-religious and against egregious religious repression. 

Consider the breadth of issues that Humanist organizations tackle in this space of 
religious political overreach and outright persecution. In many countries, humanists, 
atheists and apostates are being imprisoned and murdered for their beliefs, along with gays 
and transgender folk. The rise of white Christian nationalism in the U.S. and Russia is, piece 
by piece, leading to the dismantling of the separation of church and state. In other 
countries, less overt attacks on secular democracy see substantial public funds being 
redirected towards indoctrinating children in public schools and subsidising rich private 
religious schools. Councils and parliaments are routinely opened with a religious prayer. 
Free speech is severely curtailed with blasphemy laws used to settle personal grievances. 
Religious institutions receive massive tax breaks and are freed from governance 
requirements, exemptions not available to non-religious institutions. 

Women and girls are especially discriminated against, being denied education, 
economic independence and freedom of movement in the name of religion. The denial of 
their reproductive rights (sex education, contraception, abortion) on the basis of religious 
strictures leads to unwanted pregnancies, social disadvantage and, in all too many cases, 
death from late and botched abortions. Add to that the psychologically damaging effects of 
purity culture, being taught to fear eternal punishment in hell and the forced isolation from 
one’s family after leaving one’s religion. 

On all of these crucial issues, Humanist organizations conduct research to gather the 
facts and run campaigns through public awareness and political lobbying. Despite 
McDonald’s assertion that his world view ‘respectfully enhances, complements, and 
expands upon the scope of humanism’ [McDonald 2023], these are not issues that I see his 
Mystriks addressing in any meaningful and practical way. In addition, Humanist 
organizations do an enormous amount in creating community and a sense of belonging for 
the growing number of non-religious. They conduct non-religious humanist marriage and 
funeral ceremonies, and provide a safe space and counselling for those psychologically and 
physically damaged by religion. Where are McDonald’s Mystriks providing these services 
that would not otherwise be delivered? 

For the two causes that McDonald rightly cares about, there are many dedicated 
groups with the necessary expertise and resources already advocating for non-human 
sentients and the environment. If Humanist and other freethinker groups did not advocate 
for the non-religious in all of those areas I mention, no other group would pick up the tab. 
McDonald’s Mystrik community is not doing this valuable work in providing safe community 
to the ex-religious, saving the lives and livelihoods of freethinkers and apostates, and 
protecting political and social freedoms. In fact, Humanist groups are doing considerably 
more already campaigning against animal cruelty and environmental degradation compared 
with the actions of the Mystrik community. And from my experience of Humanist groups 
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over many years, members of Humanist societies are much more likely to be environmental 
campaigners, vegetarians and vegans compared with the general population. 

In addition, I haven’t seen McDonald complaining about the lack of priority given to 
non-human animals and the environment by the many other social justice activist groups to 
which people subscribe. The advocates of feminism and anti-racism, for example, also fall 
well short of McDonald’s ideal by displaying ‘a consistent prioritisation of human well-being 
and progress over non-human concerns’. Activist groups such as the National Organization 
for Women (NOW) and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP) are also ‘focused on human rights and autonomy, with no significant recognition of 
other sentient life’. Why isn’t he writing ‘A Friendly Critique’ for each of these 
organizations? I mean, the names of these activist groups belie a scope of moral concern 
that is even more restrictive than that supposedly of ‘humanism’ (i.e., extending, as they do, 
to only ‘women’ and ‘colored people’). 

To that criticism, it could be objected that feminism and anti-racism are not world 
views, as is humanism. These groups make no claim to an all-encompassing ethic, set up as 
they are explicitly to tackle a single issue, McDonald might say. However, there are world 
views that I could have brought up to highlight McDonald’s inconsistency here. Consider, for 
example, these world views: Marxism, Objectivism (Ayn Rand), Anthroposophy (Rudolf 
Steiner), Existentialism (Sartre), Judaism, Christianity and Islam. The movements 
representing these world views campaign for the interests of non-human sentients to an 
even less extent compared with that of humanism. I haven’t seen McDonald pick out any of 
these movements for special attention showing how they must do better. Perhaps it is 
because they don’t have ‘human’ in their name, making them an easy target for accusations 
of ‘anthropocentrism’. 

Even if McDonald were consistent in his criticism of other world views, why stop at 
critiquing world views only? The leaders and members of feminist and anti-racist activist 
groups also subscribe to a world view that on McDonald’s terms deserve criticism for their 
narrow focus. And for those leaders and members who do not hold a world view, they ought 
to be, nonetheless, deserving of McDonald’s criticism for not giving sufficient attention to 
non-human animals and the environment in their activism. 

Of course, all of this criticism of other activist groups is nonsense as it falsely 
assumes that an activist can only subscribe to one and only one activist group or ideology. 
But people are multi-dimensional. For example, I am a humanist and a sentientist and a 
feminist and an anti-racist, all at the same time. To constrain each of the activist groups to 
which we belong to give equal or almost equal priority to non-human sentients and the 
environment is to emasculate each group’s strategic resources and its impact. Each group, 
to be effective in changing an unjust practice, must develop an expertise in and a strategic 
focus on that particular injustice, be it animal cruelty, patriarchy, worker exploitation, the 
persecution of the non-religious or global warming. 

What this means is that given a movement’s particular interests, skills and resources, 
it is most likely to affect real, positive change if it primarily focuses on those themes and 
concerns and not others. Humanist organizations share this necessary strategic focusing of 
efforts with Marxists, feminists, anti-racists, environmentalists and animal activists (hence 
my analogy). If, for example, feminist and anti-racist movements had chosen to focus more 

https://now.org/
https://now.org/
https://naacp.org/
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on other major wrongs of the world, they would not have made the global impacts in 
righting the injustices and sufferings they did focus on. An organization that prioritizes all 
major injustices prioritizes none. 

Cognizant of this necessary strategic focus at the global level, Humanists 
International [2019b] put it like this: 

As an organization, Humanists International has a strategic focus on a 
range of human rights priorities and issues based on humanist values, 
which are promoted though our advocacy work. They are issues which 
unite humanists, or on which humanists have a specific and unique input, 
issues which represent trends across international boundaries, or concerns 
that are sometimes overlooked or underrepresented on the international 
stage. 

Humanists UK [2023e] also make clear their campaign priorities based on specific 
secularist concerns: 

We devote much of our time to campaigning and lobbying on behalf of the 
non-religious as well as for freedom of religion, belief, speech, thought, and 
expression more generally. We work for an open society and a secular state 
with no religious privilege or discrimination based on religion or belief. 

I suggest much of the criticism around humanism and Humanist organizations being 
‘human-centric’ arises through inattention to this distinction between an organization’s 
philosophical commitments and its social and political realities. The term ‘centric’ can apply 
to either of these two facets, resulting in equivocation as a criticism of one facet is assumed 
to apply to the other. If all a critic means is that Humanist campaigns, by and large, centre 
on issues of human injustice and suffering, then, as I’ve tried to show, that does not entail 
that humanism per se devalues non-human life or that it is ‘human-centric’. This risk of 
overstatement also applies to the charge of ‘anthropocentrism’. This derogatory term is 
open to the same kind of equivocation. 
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5. Final Thoughts 

In my response to McDonald, I’ve tried to correct the misconceptions of humanism 
that he presents. I’ve tried to show how his uncharitable reading of key humanist 
declarations, manifestos and principles misinterprets their meaning and is blind to their 
historical context and the mission of the humanist project. 

First, charging humanism with the slurs of ‘human-centrism’ and 
‘anthropocentricism’ misses completely humanism’s proud tradition tracing back to 
Enlightenment humanists. I pointed to how humanist activists such as Bentham and Mill, 
through the pioneer humanists of the 19th Century to today advocated for the rights of 
animals and for preserving the entire ecosystem. This concern is increasingly reflected in the 
humanist declarations and manifestos of the 20th and 21st Centuries. 

Second, I have tried to show how the word ‘human’ in ‘humanism’ does not signify a 
belief in the pre-eminence of the species Homo sapiens above all others. Taking this word as 
an indicator for why Humanist organizations have historically focussed mainly on human 
issues is to seriously misunderstand the meaning of ‘humanism’. By tapping into the 
inspiration of the Renaissance scholars, the early ‘humanists’ endeavoured to draw 
attention away from human dependence on a divine realm to focus on human capabilities 
for reasoning and ethical thinking. In this crucial respect, the philosophy of ‘humanism’ 
contrasts with classical ‘theism’ and not with valuing non-human species. Criticizing 
Humanist organizations for not focusing much more on non-human sentients is to seriously 
misconstrue the raison d’être of the Humanist movement since its earliest beginnings. 

Third, McDonald’s conclusion that humanism promotes human pride and hubris is 
based on an all too quick reading of these key Humanist documents. A more careful reading 
shows the opposite, asking us to recognize our human fallibility. 

Fourth, I pointed to a number of examples of humanist reflections on awe and 
wonder of the natural universe that betrays McDonald’s complaint that humanism is lacking 
in this aspect of our lives. Similarly, I referred to but a small snapshot of humanistic 
resources on naturalised spirituality. 

Humanism is a world view much broader than McDonald lets on, arising within the 
historical context of centuries of persecution and discrimination against those who thought 
outside the religious constraints of the society they lived in. From the 19th Century to the 
current day, I see Humanist organizations as having set themselves four specific tasks: 

1. showing how we can lead moral and meaningful lives without a god or gods 

2. combatting the egregious interference of religion into state matters (e.g., 
constitution, education, employment, taxation, ceremonies) 

3. promoting social justice for the alienated and exploited (e.g., the poor, 
slaves, women, gays, transgender, non-religious) 

4. providing safe community and support for the non-religious and ex-religious 
(e.g., Faith to Faithless, Recovering from Religion, Ex-Religious Support 
Network) 
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The Enlightenment project of encouraging the use of reason over authority and of 
promoting tolerance over bigotry is not yet finished. In some ways, we have taken a 
retrograde step globally. If you think the traditional work of Humanist organizations around 
the world is largely done, think again. As I write, Humanists International [2024] released 
their Freedom of Thought Report 2024. It reports that blasphemy laws still exist in at least 
89 countries across the globe, affecting 57 percent of all peoples on earth. These laws target 
humanists, atheists, freethinkers, apostates and the religious whose beliefs are not in line 
with those mandated by the state religion. In seven countries, ‘blasphemy’ is punishable by 
death. In another 63 countries, the punishment is a long prison sentence. In at least 10 
countries, the crime of ‘apostasy’ is punishable by death. 

With the persistence of Humanists International and other kindred organizations, 
the President of the Humanist Association of Nigeria, Mubarak Bala, has finally been 
released from his 24-year prison sentence for ‘blasphemy’. He remains in fear of being 
murdered by vigilante mobs. In Afghanistan, among other harsh repressions, the Taliban 
authorities have banned girls from secondary school and university education and women 
from many forms of employment. In the United States, Evangelical and other religious 
conservatives have succeeded in outlawing what were legal abortions. Religious 
conservatives leveraging Trump have torn at the fabric of democracy in the hope of 
ushering in a new theocracy. The Enlightenment project of encouraging reason and 
tolerance is far from completion. In many places, these humanist goals are being beaten 
down with a new wave of religious intolerance and fanatical political authoritarianism. 

Humanists International, Humanists UK, the American Humanist Association, the 
Humanist Association of Nigeria, along with many other Humanist organizations around the 
globe, are working at alleviating and preventing these egregious harms. Here in my home 
country, Humanists Australia is supporting a refuge fleeing from religious persecution while 
the Ex-Religious Support Network I run provides community and peer support for those 
leaving their religion. Despite McDonald’s noble thoughts, this valuable work is not being 
done by him and his followers. His claim that ‘Mystrikism respectfully enhances, 
complements, and expands upon the scope of humanism’ [McDonald 2023] remains an 
aspiration that is yet to be realized with action on the ground. Whatever progress is being 
achieved is because of the thinly dispersed and very under-resourced Humanist and other 
freethinker organizations around the world. 

In addition to this valuable endeavour, Humanist organizations are working on 
animal rights and environmental issues. To complain, however, that saving lives, protecting 
secular democracies, combatting religious and political persecution and providing 
community is not as important as other priorities diminishes and demeans the tireless 
efforts of those humanists working on the ground changing lives. 

Meanwhile, there are many dedicated animal rights and environmental 
organizations with the necessary expertise and resources already doing very significant work 
in reducing animal suffering and protecting the biosphere. So, let’s help Humanist 
organizations do even more to raise awareness of animal suffering and environmental 
degradation while appreciating the special work they do in alleviating egregious religious 
and political persecution and intolerance. Let us also not forget the significant contributions 

https://fot.humanists.international/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/FOTR-PAGE.pdf
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individual humanists make qua humanists in their work within animal rights and 
environmental organizations. 

I titled this essay, Humanism Versus Mystrikism reluctantly as it comported with 
McDonald’s competitive approach to assessing the two world views. I appreciate he may be 
looking for a differentiator that provides the unique selling proposition for his world view 
compared with alternatives. My natural way of working is different. My preferred stance 
and that of the Humanist communities to which I belong is to take a collegial approach 
instead of writing public critiques of our respective world views. (Note that I have had long 
conversations with McDonald on his views of humanism and I much valued our respectful 
and informative dialogue.) The Humanist communities here in Australia work closely with 
kindred organizations and progressive religious communities on issues of common social, 
political, welfare and environmental concerns. I think that’s how we can best advance our 
common concern for the issues we both care deeply about. 

 

Note: The views expressed in this essay are my own and do not necessarily reflect 
the views of any particular Humanist organization. 

 

I am grateful to Danny Klopovic, Debbie Hoad, Akiva Quinn, Lyndon Storey and Vince Giuca 

for their many corrections to and comments on the pre-release version of this essay. I remain 

wholly responsible for any errors and omissions in the published version. 
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