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1. Introduction 

There are many critics of the philosophy of life known as ‘humanism’. Most critics 
are external to humanism, usually religious. Some criticisms are damning, such as those by 
popular historian, Yuval Noah Harari, and found in his books, Sapiens and Homo Deus. What 
perturbs me most is when fellow humanists and supporters put substantive objections to 
humanism. Of particular concern are the criticisms that humanism is ‘anthropocentric’ and 
‘human-centric’. Jamie Woodhouse is a UK resident and a self-professed humanist who, 
nonetheless, finds fault along these lines. In this essay, I will undertake a close examination 
of Woodhouse’s critique and respond as best I can. 

Because of this perceived ‘anthropocentricism’, Woodhouse believes that humanism 
needs an ‘upgrade’ to what he aberrantly calls ‘Sentientism’. Woodhouse describes his 
Sentientist world view this way: 

In a sentence, sentientism is “Evidence, reason and compassion for all 
sentient beings”. Sentientism is a worldview or philosophy – a way of 
thinking about what to believe in and who to care about. It is committed to 
using evidence and reason and grants moral consideration to all sentient 
beings. 

[Woodhouse 2024a] 

For Woodhouse, humanist organizations grant insufficient attention to non-human 
sentient creatures, both in statements of principle and in social action. As Woodhouse 
[2023] puts it: ‘it always concerned me that humanism was too centred on our own species’. 

In the following section, I will challenge this conclusion, drawing upon the official 
pronouncements of the global Humanist organization, Humanists International, and key 
national bodies. I will also highlight how humanists from the time of the Enlightenment have 
been working on the ground to advance the interests of non-human sentients. The terms 
‘anthropocentric’ and ‘human-centric’ are also ripe for equivocation, making it unclear the 
nature of the actual complaint. I will tease out a strong sense of these terms that, on 
examination, fails to apply to humanism. In addition, I’ll address a weaker sense that applies 
to almost all worthwhile social movements, with the consequence that the accusation loses 
its sting. 

Woodhouse is right, however, in pointing out that most of the advocacy work of 
Humanist organizations is on combatting social injustices. By attending to the historical 
development of the term ‘humanism’, we will better appreciate how this primary focus on 
human concerns does not entail diminishing the value of non-human sentients. In Sec. 3, I 
explore how the term ‘humanism’ came to denote freethinkers who believed that human 
beings have the innate capacity for reasoning and moral judgment without reliance on a 
supposed supernatural realm. In effect, ‘human’ in ‘humanism’ refers to our capacity as 
human beings to discern the truth and to direct our own moral lives without some divine 
overseer. 
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In Sec. 4, I then apply that historical appreciation of the origins of ‘humanism’ to the 
specific question of whether humanist organizations are devoting enough campaigning 
specifically to issues of animal suffering. Here, I draw the important distinction between an 
organization’s philosophical commitments and the necessary strategic focussing of limited 
resources to specific areas if it is to advance its historical mandate. 

On that distinction, Woodhouse responded that strategic necessities 
notwithstanding, Humanist organizations turning a blind eye to the continued consumption 
of animal products with all of its consequent animal suffering is akin to espousing universal 
human rights while remaining neutral on slavery and human infant farming. I address this 
critique in Sec. 5 by first pointing out where Woodhouse is open to the same charge and by 
showing how his analogy breaks down in parts. Nonetheless, Woodhouse has a point. I 
make suggestions on how his wish for more action from Humanist organizations on animal 
suffering can be instantiated. 

Perhaps my most pointed criticism of Woodhouse’s approach is in Secs. 6 and 7. If 
‘sentientism’ is not properly regarded as a ‘world view’, then Woodhouse’s appeal to 
‘upgrade’ humanism to his new ‘world view’ is misplaced. If I am right on this, humanism 
can no more be upgraded to sentientism than a row boat be upgraded to an oar. In Sec. 6, I 
survey the current academic and non-academic uses of the term ‘sentientism’ and conclude 
that Woodhouse’s efforts at revising the meaning of the term have been unsuccessful. 

In Sec. 7, I turn the tables on Woodhouse to show how his efforts are not in actuality 
in the service of upgrading humanism to Sentientism. Rather, by packing all of the 
traditional humanist concerns over religious dogmatism and totalitarian intolerance into his 
redefined ‘sentientism’, Woodhouse is, in effect, aiming for an upgrade of sentientism to 
humanism. I argue that this attempt is a backward step as Woodhouse fails to translate his 
conscription of traditionally humanist concerns into action on the ground. In that sense, his 
attempted upgrade is merely perfunctory. 

Because Woodhouse most times uses the term ‘sentientism’ in his irregular sense of 
a complete world view, this complicates how I will use the term in this essay. When 
speaking of his reuse of the original term, Woodhouse does mention how the original 
meaning refers to a moral theory only; viz.: ‘the granting of moral consideration to sentient 
beings’ [Woodhouse 2019b]. This is what he counts as ‘Sentiocentrism/Sentientism v1.0’. As 
he puts it: ‘Over time, the terms sentientism and the more recent sentiocentrism have come 
to be used largely synonymously.’ 

With his revisionist agenda, Woodhouse now wants to pull these two terms apart. 
Woodhouse [2024a] explains: ‘This re-casting would leave the term “sentiocentrism” to 
apply to the granting of moral consideration to all sentient beings while using “Sentientism” 
to describe an explicitly naturalistic worldview that grants the same moral consideration.’ 
For Woodhouse, this new ‘sentientism’ is an expansion of the current meaning to also 
include the philosophy of naturalism and the use of reason and evidence not only on moral 
matters, but in all dimensions of human enquiry; that is, to make ‘sentientism’ a complete 
‘world view’. 
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Given these two meanings of ‘sentientism’, in this essay I will endeavour to make 
clear to readers to which I am referring. Where I refer to sentientism as a moral philosophy 
only, I will use the lowercase ‘s’. Where I refer to Woodhouse’s redefined Sentientism as a 
complete world view, I will use the uppercase ‘S’. The only exceptions here are where either 
word is part of a quotation. In a similar vein, I will make a distinction between humanism as 
a philosophy of life or world view and the Humanist movement consisting of organizations, 
leaders and members. For the former, I will use the lowercase ‘h’, while for the latter, I will 
use the uppercase ‘H’. 
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2. Is Humanism Anthropocentric? 

In his essay, Humanism Needs an Upgrade: Is Sentientism the Philosophy That Could 
Save the World?, Woodhouse [2019a] writes about the virtues of his new philosophy of 
‘Sentientism’: 

Like humanism, it commits to using evidence and reason and grants moral 
consideration to all humans. Sentientism then goes further. It grants 
degrees of moral consideration to all sentient beings—anything that can 
experience suffering or flourishing. 

As Woodhouse explains, Sentientism is the better philosophy because, unlike 
humanism, ‘it grants moral consideration to all sentient beings, not just humans’. 

It may seem as if Woodhouse is criticising humanism for rejecting the moral worth of 
non-human sentients. That’s not the case. He recognizes there is no inconsistency between 
being a humanist and recognizing our moral obligations to non-human sentients. As he 
notes: ‘moral vegans and vegetarians are more likely to be atheists or humanists than the 
general population’. His problem is that while ‘many humanists already grant moral 
consideration to non-human animals . . . sentientism makes that explicit’. 

But is it really the case that when Woodhouse wrote this in 2019, humanism only 
explicitly ‘grants moral consideration to all humans’? Oddly, in that very sentence extolling 
how sentientism remedies humanism’s blind spot, Woodhouse illustrates how the ‘national 
organization Humanists UK includes this [moral consideration of non-human animals] in its 
definition of humanism’. 

Further, in that same month that Woodhouse had his article published, the American 
Humanist Association conducted its Environmental Justice Summit, one outcome of which 
was the release of its Resolution on Environmentalism [American Humanist Association 
2019]. In that document, readers 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 . . .’ 

More than a decade previous, the American Humanist Association [2003] drafted 
and released Humanist Manifesto III. In it, it states: ‘Humanists ground values in human 
welfare shaped by human circumstances, interests, and concerns and extended to the 
global ecosystem and beyond.’ Humanists UK and the American Humanist Association are 
two of the largest humanist organizations in the world. 

During that same period, the International Humanist and Ethical Union (IHEU) [2002] 
(now Humanists International) released its Amsterdam Declaration 2002. Humanists 
International (HI) is the global body that represents over 160 Humanist organizations in over 
80 countries. That Declaration states: ‘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.’ Similarly, The Brussels Declaration [Humanists International 2007] 
states: ‘We recognise our duty of care to all of humanity including future generations, and 
our dependence on and responsibility for the natural world’. 

https://secularhumanism.org/2019/04/humanism-needs-an-upgrade-is-sentientism-the-philosophy-that-could-save-the-world/
https://secularhumanism.org/2019/04/humanism-needs-an-upgrade-is-sentientism-the-philosophy-that-could-save-the-world/
https://americanhumanist.org/key-issues/statements-and-resolutions/resolution-on-environmentalism/
https://americanhumanist.org/what-is-humanism/manifesto3/
https://humanists.international/policy/amsterdam-declaration-2002/
https://humanists.international/policy/the-brussels-declaration/
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In Canada in 2012, the Executive Director of the BC Humanist Association, Ian 
Bushfield, explained our obligations to non-humans thus: ‘We respect the rights of animals 
because it is a mere extension of the rights that we grant to other human beings’ [Bushfield 
[2012]. 

Moral concern for all sentients 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]. What I have tried to show here is that even back in 2019 when Woodhouse was 
beginning his advocacy, his claim that humanism as a philosophy neglected to include 
specifically non-human sentients within its moral orbit is historically untrue. 

In his 2021 article co-authored with Amy Halpern-Laff, Woodhouse aspires to ‘A New 
Dimension for Humanism?’ He asks rhetorically, ‘Why does humanism center human needs 
and interests alone?’ [Woodhouse and Halpern-Laff 2021]. It’s difficult to see how 
humanists’ moral concern for non-human sentients is so ‘new’ when in the same article they 
point to how for ‘many humanists, animal well-being is already a critical issue in its own 
right’ and how ‘many humanist organizations already grant moral consideration to animals 
other than humans’. And again, ‘humanists are leading the way’ on being vegan and 
vegetarian. I’m somewhat sympathetic here towards Woodhouse and Halpern-Laff in their 
quest for more Humanist organizations to put ‘sentience as the central qualifier for moral 
consideration, not an add-on to humanity’. However, I do think their hyperbole about 
concern for all sentients being ‘new’ in a supposedly exclusively human-focused philosophy 
is unwarranted and misleading. 

It’s in Woodhouse [2022a] short essay, Can Humanists and Atheists Break Free From 
Human Supremacism?, that he is most confrontational and misleading. Writing of the 
humanist and atheist movements, he charges that ‘the centres of gravity of these 
movements remain firmly anthropocentric – even human supremacist’. His reference to 
‘firmly anthropocentric’ links directly to the text of the American Humanist Association’s 
[2003] Humanist Manifesto III where readers can view it for themselves. Just how grounding 
values in ‘human welfare’ and the ‘global ecosystem and beyond’, as the Manifesto 
proposes, is ‘anthropocentric’ and ‘human supremacist’ is left unexplained by Woodhouse. 
In fact, this Manifesto extends values even beyond Woodhouse’s narrower concern with 
only sentients, including as it does ‘nature’s integrity, diversity, and beauty’. This leaves 
Woodhouse open to the similar charge of being unethically sentiocentric and sentio 
supremacist. 

https://humanists.international/policy/reykjavik-declaration-on-the-climate-change-crisis/
https://humanists.international/what-we-do/advocacy/issues/
https://humanists.international/what-we-do/advocacy/issues/
https://humanists.international/civi/become-a-member/
https://humanists.international/policy/iheu-minimum-statement-on-humanism/
https://humanists.international/policy/iheu-minimum-statement-on-humanism/
https://thehumanist.com/magazine/fall-2021/philosophically-speaking/philosophically-speaking-a-new-dimension-for-humanism
https://thehumanist.com/magazine/fall-2021/philosophically-speaking/philosophically-speaking-a-new-dimension-for-humanism
https://sentientism.info/can-humanists-and-atheists-break-free-from-human-supremacism
https://sentientism.info/can-humanists-and-atheists-break-free-from-human-supremacism
https://americanhumanist.org/what-is-humanism/manifesto3/
https://americanhumanist.org/what-is-humanism/manifesto3/
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Woodhouse further undoes his own case by citing Humanists International’s and 
Humanists UK’s current definition of ‘humanism’. These include ‘a duty of care to all of 
humanity, including future generations, and beyond this to all sentient beings’ [Humanists 
International 2022b] and ‘a concern for human beings and other sentient animals’ 
[Humanists UK 2023e]. 

Is there some semblance of truth in Woodhouse’s accusation? Is there a sense in 
which humanism could be ‘anthropocentric’, and ‘firmly’ so? 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] 

I think the documents I cited from the major Humanist organizations referencing the 
‘intrinsic value’ of all life, the grounding of values in ‘the global ecosystem and beyond’ and 
our ‘responsibility for the natural world’ can hardly be counted as seeing ourselves as the 
‘most significant’ and ‘central factor in the universe’. Seeing this as ‘firmly’ so is on even 
more shaky ground. 

Now, what Woodhouse may mean here by ‘anthropocentric’ is simply the behaviour 
of spending more activist time on human justice issues compared with non-human sentient 
concerns. So, on this meaning, a Marxist organization is ‘anthropocentric’ in virtue of it 
spending little to no time on non-human sentient campaigns. On this account, a Marxist can 
also be a sentientist with no hindrance, just as a humanist can be a sentientist with no 
contradiction. In this case, Woodhouse’s charge of being ‘anthropocentric’ loses its sting. 
Different movements simply focus on different kinds of injustice. 

Just how we should read Woodhouse is not clear. In Woodhouse’s [2020a] earlier 
essay on A Unifying Morality? How is Sentientism Different?, he defines ‘anthropocentrism’ 
as the view that ‘humans are what matters’. In this earlier essay, he explicitly contrasts 
‘anthropocentrism’ with ‘sentiocentrism’, the latter being ‘the philosophy that sentient 
individuals, primarily humans and most animals, are the centre of moral concern’. There, 
Woodhouse is not casting ‘anthropocentrism’ as merely giving practical focus to certain 
human issues (such as workers’ rights). If this weaker meaning of ‘anthropocentrism’ (i.e., 
merely giving different focus) is all that Woodhouse’s intends, many sentiocentrists and 
Woodhouse’s Sentientists would be equally guilty of ‘animal-centrism’, considering their 
almost single-minded focus on non-human sentients. In this case, just as Woodhouse points 
the finger at humanists (and, potentially, Marxists) for not caring enough about animals, 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/anthropocentric
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/anthropocentric
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/anthropocentric
https://sentientism.info/a-unifying-morality-how-is-sentientism-different
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fingers point back to many sentiocentrists and Sentientists (on Woodhouse’s meaning) for 
not caring enough about sexual slavery, child poverty, nuclear proliferation, war, pandemics, 
totalitarianism, and a host of other egregious injustices and human sufferings. (I say more 
on the criticism that humanists are focussed too heavily on the wrong issues in Sec. 4 
below.) 

So, the question raised for Woodhouse is this: Is a movement ‘anthropocentric’ 
when it: 

1. explicitly disregards the moral worth of all non-human sentients, or 

2. leaves open the possibility of the moral worth of non-human sentients, or 

3. actively spends most of its time and resources on rectifying human injustices? 

On Woodhouse’s own rendition of ‘humanism’, charging the movement with a) is 
clearly mistaken. Charging it with b) or c) leaves humanism neither more nor less 
‘anthropocentric’ than many other world views, such as Marxism, Objectivism, 
Anthroposophy, Existentialism, Judaism, Christianity and Islam. That being the case, I do 
question why Woodhouse is not writing opinion pieces and running seminars and training 
programs lambasting these world views for their ‘anthropocentricism’. 

This lack of clarity over Woodhouse’s complaint continues in his latest offerings. 
Woodhouse’s [2024c] recent webinar for teachers is worth quoting in full on this question 
so as to give him a fair representation. At 14 minutes and 45 seconds into the video, 
Woodhouse had this to say: 

So, it’s worth spending a moment or two on this balance between 
humanism and Sentientism. Because humanism, frustratingly, many 
humanists seem to think that humanism is just about humans. But it really 
isn’t. Humanism isn’t about humans as moral patients. It’s about humans 
as moral agents. So, as I was saying, humanism says, “Well, we don’t need a 
god to tell us to be good. We, as human agents can decide our own 
morality or can construct or can discover it.” So, humanism already 
technically can be open to moral consideration for non-human sentient 
beings. And indeed many humanists and some of the Humanist 
organizations are slowly edging in that direction, updating their definitions 
and getting more serious about animal ethics and ideas like veganism. But 
again, it’s slow progress. I still think it’s fair to say that the humanist 
movement today is overwhelmingly centred on humans. The technical 
term here is ‘anthropocentric’. Whereas Sentientism explicitly rejects 
anthropocentrism and says that every sentient being should matter. 

So, up until the last sentence in this quote, Woodhouse agrees that humanism is not 
‘anthropocentric’ in the sense of a) above (explicit moral disregard of non-human sentients). 
Yet, in that final sentence, he puts Sentientism and ‘anthropocentrism’ in juxtaposition. 
They can only be in juxtaposition if he means by ‘anthropocentrism’ here the view that 
non-human sentients have no moral worth (i.e., as in a) above). But then how can 
humanism be ‘anthropocentric’ in this sense after Woodhouse has already pushed the point 
that humanism is ‘open to moral consideration for non-human sentient beings’? This to me 
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is a clear example of where equivocation on the meaning of ‘anthropocentrism’ can lead to 
what seems a much stronger claim against humanism than is warranted by the evidence. 

My second key point about Woodhouse’s webinar for teachers is that he starts by 
objecting to the mistaken view that ‘humanism is just about humans’; that is, that 
humanism is human-centric. Yet, a little later, he takes that back by complaining that ‘the 
humanist movement today is overwhelmingly centred on humans’. To be fair, perhaps 
Woodhouse here is making a distinction between the philosophy of ‘humanism’ and the 
‘humanist movement’. If that’s the case, then it’s a distinction I wish he’d taken more care 
to draw for his readers and listeners over the years. Headlines such as ‘Is Humanism Good 
Enough?’ and ‘Humanism Needs an Upgrade’ give a misleading impression that the fault is 
with the philosophy of humanism. I have the same concern with Woodhouse’s rhetorical 
question, ‘Why does humanism center human needs and interests alone?’ [Woodhouse and 
Halpern-Laff 2021]. 

This misrepresentation of humanism extends to the way he coaches teachers in how 
to instruct students about Sentientism. In his teachers’ guide, Ethical Veganism in RE: Unit 6, 
he asks teachers to explain to students how humanism fails to ‘explicitly include in its circle 
of moral consideration, all sentient beings (sentients)’ [RE Today Services 2022: 11]. At the 
same time, Humanists UK is advising teachers on how to avoid exactly this 
misunderstanding. In its Dos and Don’ts: How to Present Humanism and Avoid 
Misconceptions [Humanists UK 2022b], this guide for teachers recommends presenting the 
word ‘humanist’ to mean someone who ‘makes their ethical decisions based on reason, 
empathy, and a concern for human beings and other sentient animals’. It also warns: 

The word ‘humanism’ may contain the word ‘human’, but that does not 
mean that human beings are the sole object of concern. Humanists are 
typically concerned about animal welfare, believing we should work to 
reduce the suffering of all sentient creatures, and support work to reduce 
the human impact on the environment. 

Why am I spending so much time on this complaint of Woodhouse’s? It’s precisely 
because charges of ‘human-centrism’, ‘anthropocentricism’ and ‘human supremacism’ 
sound quite serious to Woodhouse’s readers and listeners, conjuring up as it does images of 
arrogance, moral indifference and even cruelty. However, that is not the impression that a 
dispassionate observer of the movement will get if they study the movement, its history and 
the people and motivations behind it. 

Now, what of Woodhouse’s [2022a] grievance that ‘the centres of gravity of 
humanist movements’ is ‘even human supremacist’? I think this claim is both incorrect and 
unnecessarily inflammatory. It’s particularly jarring to the leaders of humanist movements 
with its allusion to white supremacy and all of the racist bigotry and authoritarianism it 
entails. If humanism is really so ‘firmly anthropocentric’ and ‘human supremacist’ in its 
concerns, then it’s perplexing how Woodhouse was given a ‘“headline Saturday night slot” 
at the American Humanist Association annual conference to talk about Sentientism’ and 
how the CEO of Humanists UK released a video ‘setting out a compelling case for 
Sentientism’. Woodhouse proudly retells both these inclusions in this self-same article. Add 
to that Woodhouse’s [2022b] interview with the Vice-President of Humanists UK and 
perhaps the world’s leading thinker and writer on humanism, A. C. Grayling. Woodhouse, in 

https://teachvine.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Unit-6-16-18-SENTIENCE_2401.pdf
https://understandinghumanism.org.uk/teaching-about-humanism/dos-and-donts/
https://understandinghumanism.org.uk/teaching-about-humanism/dos-and-donts/
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particular, highlights Grayling saying that ‘I agree wholeheartedly with what you describe as 
the sentientist’ which, he continues, ‘is not surprising since we are both paid up humanists’. 
Again, this is hardly a display of ‘human supremacism’. 

It is with some irony that I note Woodhouse’s [2018a] early advice to himself: ‘I see 
humanism as a critically important force for good that I don’t want to distract from or 
fragment.’ It is difficult to square this supportive sentiment with his publication of articles, 
production of videos and teaching materials, and deliverance of talks on how 
‘anthropocentric’, ‘human-centric’ and outright ‘human supremacist’ humanism is. In line 
with his earlier stated cooperative spirit, I invite him to do more of what he is already doing 
so admirably; that is, educating grass-roots humanists about the sufferings of non-human 
sentients and encouraging them to do more in alleviating and preventing that suffering. 

In the meantime, Humanists International [2022a] released its updated Amsterdam 
Declaration 2022 (Declaration of Modern Humanism), building 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’. 

But don’t think this concern for all sentient life and for the biosphere as a whole is 
new to humanism. Importantly, this giving of moral regard to non-human entities by key 
humanists goes back much further than even the current century. On the question of animal 
suffering, 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 2022a]. 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 animals 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 

https://humanists.international/what-is-humanism/the-amsterdam-declaration/
https://humanists.international/what-is-humanism/the-amsterdam-declaration/
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
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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 [2021] 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 
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 of its official statement of Policy Principles to valuing and preserving the 
‘Environment’. This is but a very small snapshot of what Humanist organizations are doing in 
practice around the world, allaying any notion that humanism is anthropocentric and 
human-supremacist. 

In fact, Sentientists perhaps owe their existence to a long line of seminal humanist 
thinkers and activists more than to anything else. During the Enlightenment period, 
naturalist utilitarian humanists such as David Hume, Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill 
agitated against the Christian human-centric view that animals are mere chattels over which 
we have ‘dominion’. They 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. Sentientists are 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, Sentientists would be a much rarer breed today. 

  

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/
https://www.humanistsaustralia.org/campaign/climate-change-s3azn
https://www.humanistsaustralia.org/values
https://vichumanist.org.au/policy-principles/
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3. What Does ‘Humanism’ Mean? 

In this section, I want to delve more into what the label ‘humanism’ means in its 
historical and contemporary context. Back in 2018, when Woodhouse started his advocacy, 
his complaint then was not that the philosophy of humanism only recognized the moral 
status of humans. In his essay of that year, Is Humanism Good Enough? [Woodhouse 
2018a], the worry he expressed was over the word ‘humanism’: 

The central reason I decided to go ahead was the term humanism itself. 
While many humanists do extend their circles of concern more widely, the 
term humanism implies and encourages a focus on one species and gives 
us all excuses for cognitive dissonance (not that we need any). 

In that early essay, Woodhouse readily conceded that ‘Humanists UK references 
sentient non-human animals in its definition’. (The definition states that a humanist makes 
ethical decisions based on ‘a concern for human beings and other sentient animals’.) 
Pointing to one humanist campaign against animal suffering, he is annoyed, however, that 
this campaign ‘seems just as motivated by wanting to avoid privileging supernatural views’. 
Surveying the meaning of ‘humanism’, I hope, will dispel that uneasiness. 

The idea that humanism is focused exclusively on the human species can arise quite 
naturally as the word ‘human’ forms the first part of the term used for this philosophy. As 
Woodhouse points out, 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 [2021] 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). 

So, it’s easy to fall into the trap of thinking that humanism puts 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. Attending to the history of humanism and 
how the term came about ought to dispel 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].) 

https://jamiewoodhouse.com/is-humanism-good-enough
https://humanism.org.uk/humanism/
https://humanism.org.uk/humanism/
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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].) 

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 [2024a].) 

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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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 ‘privileging supernatural views’ should come as no 
surprise. Historically, the various Humanist movements have had no aspirations of becoming 
predominantly animal rights organizations. There are already many specialist organizations 
acting in that strategic space. 

For Woodhouse to try and mould humanism into sentientism is to seriously 
misunderstand humanism’s focus historically and in this modern period. I would much 
prefer Woodhouse to be using his energies in dispelling these misconceptions of humanism 
instead of further propagating them. Humanism is not a disabled form of Sentientism that 
requires an ‘upgrade’. 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. Are Humanists Doing Enough? 

From the beginning of his advocacy work, Woodhouse [2018a, 2018b] has 
complained that the Humanist movement does not do enough about alleviating the 
sufferings of non-human sentients. Woodhouse [2020a] continues with this grievance in his 
essay, A Unifying Morality? How Is Sentientism Different?, where he protests: 

So far, Humanist organisations focus their programmes almost entirely on 
the human species, many humanists are still not yet vegan (implying they 
do not grant even a base level of moral consideration to farmed animals) 
and some humanists even use their interpretation of humanism as human 
supremacy to justify the exploitation of non-human animals. 

I greatly admire the work that Woodhouse is doing in raising awareness of animal 
suffering and the need for more action among Humanist groups. However, I think it unfair 
to blame humanism per se for how some humanists misinterpret humanism to justify animal 
exploitation. As I have shown, by the time of his writing that essay, key Humanist 
organizations were already emphasizing the moral worth of all sentients (see Sec. 2 above). 

I note that in that same essay, Woodhouse [2020a] criticizes those Sentientists who 
are ‘needlessly consuming products’ made from sentient non-human animals. Woodhouse 
passes this failing off as simply ‘cognitive dissonance or akrasia’ and not as a reflection on 
the value of Sentientism as a world view. I am disappointed that Woodhouse did not allow 
the same charitable interpretation of the humanist world view for which, similarly, there are 
followers who do not live up to its principles of reason and universal compassion. 

In the next year, in their essay, Philosophically Speaking | A New Dimension for 
Humanism?, Woodhouse and Halpern-Laff [2021] advocate for shifting priorities: 
‘Humanists are active leaders. We oppose all forms of oppression and exploitation of 
marginalized populations, often before more mainstream progressives. We should be out 
front opposing animal oppression and exploitation as well.’ 

Here, I think Woodhouse and Halpern-Laff have not given enough credit for what 
Humanist organizations, large and small, have already achieved on the issues of animal 
rights and, more broadly, on environmental degradation. Now, I agree with their practical 
suggestion: ‘One small change we could make would be to serve only plant-based foods in 
our organizations. We would be directly reducing the suffering we cause while at the same 
time leading by example.’ 

Humanist organizations are very strapped for resources as they typically have 
smaller membership bases than religious institutions and don’t have the advantage that 
these same institutions have of wealth reserves built up over centuries with the help of 
state sponsors. What I can suggest is that if Sentientists wish to use humanism as a vehicle 
for faster change on animal rights, they volunteer their time and skills to formulating these 
kinds of campaigns and then help in running them. 

Until such support comes through from the Sentientist community and given the 
animal rights and ecosphere campaigns already executed by Humanist organizations, is 
there a case for a radical reprioritization towards animal rights issues? Considering the 

https://sentientism.info/a-unifying-morality-how-is-sentientism-different
https://thehumanist.com/magazine/fall-2021/philosophically-speaking/philosophically-speaking-a-new-dimension-for-humanism
https://thehumanist.com/magazine/fall-2021/philosophically-speaking/philosophically-speaking-a-new-dimension-for-humanism
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unique advocacy of Humanist and like-minded secular organizations for the rights of the 
non-religious and against egregious religious repression that I outlined in the previous 
section, I don’t think so. 

Think about 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. These are not 
issues that I see Woodhouse’s Sentientists 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 Woodhouse’s 
Sentientists providing these services that would not otherwise be delivered? 

For the causes that Woodhouse rightly cares about, there are many dedicated 
groups with the necessary expertise and resources already advocating for non-human 
sentients. 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. Sentientist groups are 
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 addition, I haven’t seen Woodhouse complaining about the lack of priority given 
to non-human sentients 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 
Woodhouse’s ideal in how they ‘focus their programmes almost entirely on the human 
species’ [Woodhouse 2020a]. Activist groups such as the National Organization for Women 
(NOW) and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) also 
‘center human needs and interests alone’ [Woodhouse and Halpern-Laff 2021]. Why isn’t he 
writing essays and giving talks on how ‘the centres of gravity of these movements remain 
firmly anthropocentric – even human supremacist’ [Woodhouse 2022a]? I mean, the names 

https://now.org/
https://naacp.org/
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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’). 

Now, Woodhouse could respond 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, he might say. To that, I point out that Sentientism is 
itself not a bona fide world view, Woodhouse simply conscripting the name of a specific 
moral theory. Because of this, Sentientism cannot legitimately be compared with or 
considered as an ‘upgrade’ to humanism. (I deal with the meaning of ‘Sentientism’ in Sec. 6.) 

But let’s grant for the moment that Woodhouse’s redefined Sentientism is a genuine 
world view. There are world views that I could have brought up to highlight Woodhouse’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 Woodhouse 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 ‘human-exceptionalism’. 

Even if Woodhouse 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 Woodhouse’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 Woodhouse’s criticism for not giving sufficient attention to 
non-human sentients 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 (on its 
commonly accepted meaning) 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 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 
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. 
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Cognizant of this necessary strategic focus at the global level, Humanists 
International [2019b] puts 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 [2023f] 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-supremacist’. Likewise, 
the 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. Is Humanism Blind to Animal Suffering? 

In the previous section, I pointed to an important distinction that some critics, 
including Woodhouse, fail to notice. That is the distinction between the philosophical 
assertions of a world view, including its ethical commitments, and what its representative 
organizations choose to focus on because of limited resources and expertise. With limited 
capabilities, organizations need to focus strategically on their core mandate if they are to 
make substantive progress on their campaigns. In this regard, Humanist organizations are 
no different, focusing as they do largely on issues of religious overreach and providing 
community for the non-religious. 

Nonetheless, Woodhouse could say appeals to the necessity of strategic focus do not 
justify humanism and Humanist organizations turning a blind eye to the industrial scale 
cruelties meted out to animals in factory farming. As Woodhouse [2020a] points out: ‘So far, 
Humanist organisations focus their programmes almost entirely on the human species, 
many humanists are still not yet vegan (implying they do not grant even a base level of 
moral consideration to farmed animals)’. 

I agree with Woodhouse that citizens consuming animal products produced from 
factory farms are contributing to massive amounts of avoidable animal suffering. And we all 
need to do more to wind down the cruel commercial trade in animal products, including 
humanists. One point to note is that this is not a failing unique to humanists and unique to 
this kind of suffering. There are existential threats that, if not eliminated, may, in time, wipe 
out not only all of humanity, but all sentient creatures. These threats include global 
warming, nuclear proliferation and large meteor strikes. The increasing hold of despotic 
rulers is another existential threat to add to the mix. 

If Humanist organizations are guilty of not sufficiently directing their attention and 
that of their members to the harms of consuming animal products, then, it seems to me, 
Woodhouse and Sentientists as a group are equally responsible for not spending enough 
time campaigning on these existential threats that will potentially kill all sentient life on this 
planet. And as inaction on these threats simply allows the political momentum towards 
extinction to continue, Woodhouse and the Sentientism community are also culpable of not 
doing enough to change their own behaviour. 

But is the charge of hypocrisy against humanist organizations credible? Woodhouse 
[2024h] delivers his sharpest critique in a Facebook comment suggesting this thought 
experiment: 

. . . imagine humanist organisations made a range of pronouncements 
about universal human rights and moral consideration yet considered the 
ethics of modern enslavement or even human infant farming as “an open 
question” or took a neutral stance on it. The organisations would not have 
any policy stance or campaign against these things (maybe an occasional 
mention of “better welfare” for the enslavement and the infants?)- and 
while the vast majority of self-declared humanists continued to 
enthusiastically and needlessly support these practices through their 
consumption choices. 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/sentientism/posts/3925881334349264/?comment_id=3925993137671417&reply_comment_id=3938257506444980
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The sting here is the analogy to Humanist organisations currently making 
pronouncements advocating moral consideration for all sentients, yet at the same time 
considering the enslavement of non-human sentients and of animal farming as morally an 
open question or taking a neutral stance on it. To be fair, I’m not aware of any Humanist 
organization to date declaring neutrality on the moral question of factory farming. I also 
think it unfair on that basis to assume silence on the matter to mean moral neutrality. 
Taking on board the important distinction I made in the previous section, a more charitable 
view is to interpret that silence as indicating that this issue, as important as it is, is not 
within the purview of the organization’s strategic focus. 

Secondly, I don’t think Woodhouse’s scenario is analogous to current humanists’ 
practice on consuming animal products. Far from the ‘vast majority’ of self-declared 
humanists consuming animal products, as Woodhouse [2019a] himself recognizes, 
‘approximately 40 percent [of U.K. humanists] said they were vegan or vegetarian—a rate 
much higher than that of the general population’. Woodhouse puts this propensity down to 
how ‘evidence and reason’ underlie both atheism and humanism. This is the second aspect 
for which, I think, Woodhouse’s scenario is uncharitable to the program focus of Humanist 
organizations. 

Thirdly, I don’t think the practices of ‘self-declared’ humanists ought to be our guide 
to humanist moral norms, no more so than expecting the behaviour of ‘self-declared’ 
Catholics to represent official Catholic teaching. Fourthly, I don’t see any evidence for 
Woodhouse’s generalization that the remaining 60 percent of self-declared humanists who 
consume animal products do so ‘enthusiastically and needlessly’. I suspect most have not 
fully cognized the level of suffering endured by factory-farmed animals and consider 
(mistakenly) animal products to be necessary for human health. 

One humanist organization that has campaigned on reducing animal suffering in 
farming practices is Humanists UK. Woodhouse characterizes this effort as analogous to 
doing an ‘occasional mention of “better welfare”’ for the exploited. I don’t think this is a fair 
characterization. For a start, the campaign began in 2017 and is ongoing, involving lobbying 
high street shops and supermarkets, making representations to government boards, 
responding to draft legislation and proposals, appealing to the government and endorsing 
the World Organisation for Animal Health’s Five Freedoms for Animals [Humanists UK 2021]. 

Considering Humanists UK’s other campaign initiatives, I find this effort over an 
extended period of time very admirable. This work on animal welfare happens in addition to 
a number of other campaign initiatives, including six campaigns in the area of schools and 
education, eight in the area of human rights and equality, ten in the area of secularism and 
six in the area of public ethical issues [Humanists UK 2023f]. 

It could be objected that this effort focuses mainly on ensuring that animals are 
stunned before slaughter. Even the support for Five Freedoms for Animals does not seek to 
eliminate factory farming altogether, Woodhouse might say. However, this staged approach 
to elimination is perhaps more realistic given that factory farms can’t be dismantled in one 
fell swoop. (For example, Animals Australia [2025] conducted a campaign to ban live sheep 
exports.) In addition, Humanists UK’s lobbying for removing the religious exemption for 
stunning makes better use of its expertise in pushing back against religious exceptionalism. 
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Harking again to strategic focus, Humanists UK [2021] also explains, ‘we do not seek to 
duplicate the efforts of specialist animal welfare organisations like the RSPCA or the British 
Veterinary Association’. 

That said, I do think there is opportunity for Humanist organizations that are not 
currently pushing back against animal suffering, resources permitting, to broaden the scope 
of their campaigns. There may be more room to ‘walk the talk’ on humanist 
pronouncements, as Woodhouse has pointed out. As we have seen, Humanist declarations 
include how humanists ‘respect our planet and all the life it supports’ [Humanists Australia 
2023], stand for ‘an ethic based on human and other natural values’ [Humanists 
International 1996], consider ‘all life on this planet has intrinsic value’ [American Humanist 
Association 2019] and that morality is ‘grounded in the ability of living things to suffer and 
flourish’ [Humanists International 2022]. There is more work to be done in putting these 
principles into action. 

With help, there is scope also to enhance existing campaigns. One example where 
changes can be made is with the Humanists UK [2021] Animal Welfare campaign I 
mentioned above. The campaign portal explains how ‘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 UK 2021]. With that 
in mind, the campaign could be extended beyond simply requiring stunning to advocating 
for the phasing out of factory-farm produced meat. For example, Humanists UK could 
propose to the government that only vegetarian meals are offered in school canteens and 
public service cafeterias. 

Another area of opportunity is the American Humanist Association’s work on 
environmental sustainability. Even though it has a very specific and full agenda for winding 
back theocratic overreach in the United States, to its credit it did conduct its Environmental 
Justice Summit. One output of this summit, the Resolution on Environmentalism [American 
Humanist Association 2019], nobly affirmed the Association’s ‘support for sustainable 
agriculture and food consumption, including transitioning toward plant-based diets . . .’ The 
rationale for the advocacy of plant-based diets could easily be expanded to include 
eliminating the suffering of animals. 

One final example involves my home country. Humanists Australia [2023] runs its 
Climate Change and the Environment campaign. Although the campaign declares admirably 
that ‘we value and respect our planet and all the life it supports’, the motivation for 
environmental sustainability only mentions ‘care for all human beings who live here, 
including those yet to come’. Here again, that motivation can easily be expanded to include 
the desire to avoid the needless suffering of non-human sentients. 

In all three of these cases, and in other similar cases around the world, thought could 
be put into running a separate campaign to phase out factory farming. Here, I am on board 
with Woodhouse’s aspirations in wanting to see more done to advance the welfare of 
non-human sentients. However, Humanist organizations need help. Reworking existing 
campaigns and developing new ones along these lines requires resources. And that is what 
Humanist organizations around the world are very short on. For this refashioning of 
campaigns to be achievable, I encourage Woodhouse and his fellow Sentientists to offer 

https://humanists.uk/campaigns/public-ethical-issues/animal-welfare/
https://americanhumanist.org/key-issues/statements-and-resolutions/resolution-on-environmentalism/
https://www.humanistsaustralia.org/campaign/climate-change-s3azn
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their time and expertise to those Humanist organizations that welcome the opportunity to 
be more effective in reducing animal exploitation and suffering. Woodhouse is doing an 
admirable job in educating and prompting Humanist organizations to do more in this space. 
As a committed humanist himself, this is where I would like to see Woodhouse progress 
beyond simply pointing out deficiencies in current Humanist programs. I would like to see 
him and his fellow Sentients put their shoulder to the wheel to help Humanist organizations 
move to the next phase in effectiveness. 

  



Leslie Allan Humanism Versus Sentientism 

 Downloaded from https://www.RationalRealm.com 24 

6. Is Sentientism a World View? 

In Woodhouse’s [2019a] essay, Humanism Needs an Upgrade: Is Sentientism the 
Philosophy That Could Save the World?, he makes the plea that ‘it’s time for us to upgrade 
humanism to sentientism as an inclusive, well-grounded movement for addressing the 
world’s problems’. However, this request only makes sense if sentientism is in fact a world 
view. In this section, I question whether sentientism really is a world view, as Woodhouse 
proposes. It seems that the only people who regard sentientism as more than a moral 
theory advocating for the basic moral consideration of all sentients is Woodhouse himself 
and the people following his web site at sentientism.info and his social media portals. 

From what I can discern, Woodhouse began advocating for extending the meaning of 
‘sentientism’ to include applying ‘evidence and reason’ in 2018. Back then, for Woodhouse 
[2018a], it was still an ‘ethical philosophy’ only, with no mention of it including the 
philosophy of naturalism. In the next year, Woodhouse [2019a] observed how ‘Sentientism 
has remained a fairly niche term since it was developed as a concept by philosophers such 
as Richard D. Ryder and Peter Singer in the 1970s’. Even so, in this piece, he wanted to 
broaden this ‘little-known philosophy’ even further to mean one that also now ‘rejects the 
supernatural’ as a result of applying ‘evidence and reason’. 

Woodhouse was right in observing that at the close of the second decade, 
‘sentientism’ still referred exclusively to a moral philosophy and was not used much outside 
of academic philosophical circles. Nonetheless, of late, Woodhouse [2024a] has made even 
more explicit his intention of revising the meaning of ‘sentientism’ from being simply a 
moral theory debated by academic philosophers to being an all-encompassing world view: 

In recent years, I have suggested we re-cast Sentientism in two ways. First, 
as a more broadly naturalistic worldview that applies evidence and reason 
in all domains – not just when determining sentience or moral 
consideration. Second, as a pluralistic philosophical platform that specifies 
naturalistic epistemology and sentiocentrism but remains neutral beyond 
those commitments. 

To support this revisionism, Woodhouse [2024a] looks to the earliest uses of the 
term to uncover those features he wants to load in: 

Brophy, Singer and Ryder described their Sentientism (whether using the 
term explicitly or not) from the start as a naturalistic worldview – 
sometimes explicitly providing a secular alternative to religious ethical 
systems as in this 1991 paper 
[https://digitalcommons.calpoly.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1537&co
ntext=bts] by Ryder. 

But is this true? I don’t think so. In the essay referenced by Woodhouse, Richard D. 
Ryder twice defines ‘sentientism’. First, in the opening paragraph as: ‘Let us proclaim this 
creed of sentientism: that anything, human or nonhuman, terrestrial or extraterrestrial, 
natural or man-made, that can suffer should be included within the circle of our compassion 
and morality’ [1991a: 1]. And then towards the end he reiterates: ‘I have suggested that our 

https://secularhumanism.org/2019/04/humanism-needs-an-upgrade-is-sentientism-the-philosophy-that-could-save-the-world/
https://secularhumanism.org/2019/04/humanism-needs-an-upgrade-is-sentientism-the-philosophy-that-could-save-the-world/
https://digitalcommons.calpoly.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1537&context=bts
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morality is based upon a concern for all sentients—which I have called sentientism, 
although I could equally have called it consciousism’ [1991a: 4]. 

There is no inclusion here in Ryder’s meaning of anything to do with a ‘broadly 
naturalistic worldview’ and a ‘naturalistic epistemology’. In fact, Ryder spends his entire 
essay showing with numerous examples how a religious outlook can give proper moral 
regard to animal suffering. In a second essay, Ryder [1991b: 115f.] reinforces his definition 
of ‘sentientism’ as ‘the moral primacy of the individual’s capacity to feel pain or distress 
regardless as to whether these states are experienced by a human, a rat, an alien, or a 
machine’. Here again, ‘sentientism’ is cast simply as a moral theory that does not exclude 
religion or supernaturalism. 

And then, two years later in a book chapter titled Sentientism, Ryder [1993] makes 
not even an allusion to a broader naturalist agenda when he defines ‘sentientism’ as a 
bare-bones moral standpoint: ‘What I mean by sentientism is simply that the importance of 
sentiency should be recognised and that sentiency, in whatever host it arises, should guide 
our morality.’ 

It seems Woodhouse, himself, is unsure on this point. In his A Unifying Morality? 
How is Sentientism Different?, Woodhouse [2020a] casts his version of ‘Sentientism’ as 
‘Sentiocentrism/Sentientism v 1.0’ plus ‘broad naturalism’ (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1 – Where did Sentientism come from? 

[Page 3 – Presentation slides downloaded from Woodhouse 2024b] 

Here, it seems, the earlier version of ‘sentientism’ propounded by Ryder et al was 
not naturalistic to begin with and needed Woodhouse to add this element. 

With all of Woodhouse’s efforts, has he succeeded in expanding the meaning of 
‘sentientism’ in either academic circles or among the broader public? It seems not. Even 
today, in the comprehensive and well-respected Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, the 

https://sentientism.info/a-unifying-morality-how-is-sentientism-different
https://sentientism.info/a-unifying-morality-how-is-sentientism-different
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only mention of ‘sentientism’ is a reference to Gary Varner’s 2000 essay titled Sentientism. 
Here, Varner [2000] uses the term in its original and accepted sense of a normative moral 
theory. 

Reviewing the recent literature on sentientism shows no deviation from this usage of 
the term. For example, in Walter Veit and Heather Browning’s essay on Defending 
Sentientism, they define ‘sentientism’ as the view ‘that capacity to have negative or positive 
feelings is necessary (and, typically, sufficient) for moral status’ [Veit and Browning 2023: 
168]. Or take the very recent essay by François Kammerer [2024]. Here, he and the 
interlocutor he addresses in his paper take ‘sentientism’ to be a moral theory about how a 
certain type of consciousness ‘intrinsically contributes to intrinsic value’. In none of these 
cases do the authors regard ‘sentientism’ as a broader world view. (For more recent 
academic publications, see the PhilPapers entry at https://philpapers.org/s/sentientism.) 

In a less academic but still somewhat authoritative source, the Wikipedia [2024b] 
entry on Sentientism regards ‘sentientism’ as ‘an ethical view that places sentient 
individuals at the center of moral concern’. Looking more broadly afield using an internet 
search, I could not find any use of the term ‘sentient’ that went beyond it being a moral 
theory. Even the Sentientist magazine published online on Medium simply defines 
‘sentientists’ as people who ‘have compassion for every sentient being — human, animal or 
even artificial — and use evidence and reason to find answers to moral questions’ [Hein 
2023]. As another case in point, Sentience Research [2024] defines ‘Sentientism’ as ‘an 
ethical view which places sentient individuals (i.e., basically conscious beings) at the center 
of moral concern’. One non-academic use of ‘sentientism’ I could find is from Omnizoid 
[2023], who tells us that sentientism is the claim that ‘we should advance the welfare of all 
sentient beings, not merely humans’ and then goes on exclusively to discuss moral theory. 

From what I can discern, ‘sentientism’ is not regarded as a world view encompassing 
the application of reason in and beyond moral debate and advocating the rejection of the 
supernatural. That’s the case both inside academia and within the broader public discourse. 
After more than half a decade of Woodhouse’s efforts in broadening the meaning of 
‘sentientism’, it seems his advocacy has had very little to no impact beyond his Sentientism 
circle. If I am right in that sentientism cannot be properly regarded as a world view on the 
same plane as humanism, then any talk of an ‘upgrade’ of the latter to the former seems 
premature. Notwithstanding, I applaud Woodhouse’s work in educating all self-professed 
humanists to take the sufferings of non-human sentients more seriously; that is, to live up 
to the ideals of humanism. 

  

https://philpapers.org/s/sentientism
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7. Is Sentientism Upgraded? 

In the previous section, I tried to show that ‘sentientism’ cannot be properly 
considered a ‘world view’, despite the efforts of Woodhouse over many years to expand the 
meaning of the term from its current use as referring to a moral theory only. That being the 
case, Woodhouse’s [Woodhouse 2018b, 2019a, 2020a, Woodhouse and Halpern-Laff 2021] 
talk of giving humanism an ‘upgrade’ to Sentientism is misplaced. Attempting such an 
‘upgrade’ is akin to trying to upgrade a bicycle to a bicycle wheel. 

In any case, in Woodhouse’s eyes, what would an ‘upgrade’ of humanism to 
Sentientism look like? Woodhouse informs us of the changes to the philosophy he is 
recommending. So, aside from including the philosophy of naturalism and promoting the 
use of reason universally (which humanism already does), Woodhouse’s [2019] proposed 
‘upgrade’ of humanism includes explicitly granting ‘moral consideration to non-human 
animals’. However, it’s hard to discern what Woodhouse intends this ‘upgrade’ to require in 
practical terms. Does he mean changing the names of all of the humanist 
organizations—global, national and local—by replacing the ‘Humanist’ moniker with 
‘Sentientist’? How will this be achieved as there is no global authority mandating the names 
of individual Humanist organizations? 

Does he mean explicitly including the moral dictum that all sentients are worthy of 
moral consideration in all Humanist declarations around the world? The global organization, 
key national organizations and many local organizations have already done that over the last 
couple of decades. How does Woodhouse propose affecting this change for the outstanding 
Humanist organizations as there is no central authority prescribing policy principles to 
Humanist groups around the world? Unlike religious organizations, there is no set of 
humanist dogmas that must be accepted on pain of excommunication. 

Does Woodhouse mean requiring existing and current members of Humanist 
organizations to refrain from eating all animal products? Is he suggesting that behavioural 
requirement be met before a prospective member’s application is admitted? And that an 
existing member be ejected if it be found out that they transgressed this behavioural 
requirement? Unlike religious institutions, Humanist organizations historically have not 
regulated members’ private behaviour in accordance with some set of commandments. If 
they started doing so, how does Woodhouse propose plugging the potential loss of large 
numbers of existing members and the significant slowdown in recruiting new members, 
thereby starving Humanist organizations of resources that are already in short supply? 
Woodhouse is silent on these practicalities. 

Perhaps more importantly, Woodhouse’s efforts so far do raise for me the question 
of which world view has been upgraded to which? It seems to me that contra humanism 
requiring an upgrade to the non-existent sentientist ‘world view’, the attempted upgrade 
has gone in the opposite direction. Woodhouse has in fact been trying to upgrade 
sentientism to humanism. In the previous section, I referred to Woodhouse’s efforts in 
incorporating both naturalism and the application of reason to all domains into the meaning 
of ‘sentientism’. As Woodhouse [2024a] himself puts it in his Frequently Asked Questions 
About Sentientism: 

https://sentientism.info/what-is-sentientism/frequently-asked-questions
https://sentientism.info/what-is-sentientism/frequently-asked-questions
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In recent years, I have suggested we re-cast Sentientism in two ways. First, 
as a more broadly naturalistic worldview that applies evidence and reason 
in all domains – not just when determining sentience or moral 
consideration. Second, as a pluralistic philosophical platform that specifies 
naturalistic epistemology and sentiocentrism but remains neutral beyond 
those commitments. 

These two features are conjointly specific to humanism and, to some extent, its 
kindred philosophies of rationalism and freethinking. In particular, the humanist rejection of 
supernatural explanations and of religious dogma are picked up most explicitly by 
Woodhouse in his answers to Frequently Asked Questions. Here, Woodhouse [2024a] tells 
us that: 

The primary alternatives to this naturalistic epistemology include fideism 
(faith), dogmatism (unchanging beliefs) or revelation. These ways of 
thinking are often used to justify supernatural beliefs not well supported by 
evidence or reasoning. This means they are likely to be untrue and 
fabricated. The histories of these fabrications are often fairly transparent. 
Supernatural beliefs developed in these ways are also largely arbitrary, in 
that they don’t correspond to the real world. There are a functionally 
infinite number of beliefs for which there is no good evidence – so the 
choice of which to believe is arbitrary. Some supernatural beliefs don’t 
have directly harmful effects but many of them do – leading to poor 
decisions and often discriminatory, harmful ethical systems. 

As if this incorporation of the humanist aversion to the supernatural and religious 
dogmatics into his version of ‘sentientism’ were not clear enough, Woodhouse takes on 
board all of the very specific social and political issues germane to humanism. In 
Woodhouse’s [2020b] essay, In a Sentientist World – What Disappears?, many of the items 
he lists as ‘sentientist’ concerns read as if they were pulled from a humanist source. (See, 
for example, Humanists International’s [2023] The Freedom of Thought Report 2023: Key 
Countries Edition.) Woodhouse includes all of the following concerns: 

 Discrimination 

 Theocracy 

 Fascism 

 Nationalism 

 Religiously motivated terrorism and war 

 Amoral and immoral foreign policy 

 Apostasy 

 Infant Genital Mutilation (FGM and MGM) 

 Shunning 

 Institutionalised abuse and cover ups 

 Blasphemy and blasphemy laws 

https://sentientism.info/in-a-sentientist-world-what-disappears/
https://fot.humanists.international/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/FOTR-2023-FINAL.pdf
https://fot.humanists.international/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/FOTR-2023-FINAL.pdf
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 Witchcraft motivated abductions, mutilations and killing 

 Cruel Punishments 

 Religious constraints on dress, speech and behaviour 

 Harmful aspects of Religions and Cults 

 Prayer 

 Faith schools 

 Dogmas 

 Religious and traditional constraints on progress 

These specifically humanist concerns that ‘might disappear if everyone became 
sentientist’ [Woodhouse 2020b] constitute 18 concerns out of Woodhouse’s list of 25 
concerns in total. Clearly, what is currently the only commonly-understood sentientist 
concern of eliminating speciesism so that non-human sentients count in moral 
decision-making has now ballooned out with Woodhouse’s refashioning to include all of the 
traditional humanist concerns in pushing back religious exceptionalism and political 
authoritarianism. Under Woodhouse’s rewrite of ‘sentientism’, the seminal sentientist 
concern of ‘Harm to Animals’ now only constitutes two items in Woodhouse’s radically 
expanded list of concerns. And as I had demonstrated in Sec. 2 above, this concern for 
animal suffering is already included in humanist principles. 

Woodhouse’s expanded list of ‘sentientist’ concerns is very far removed from the 
central focus of the leading sentientists he admired for their ground-breaking moral 
advance. The other worry of ‘Climate Emergency’ that Woodhouse includes in his list is 
another concern that is already being acted upon by various Humanist organizations. This is 
what I mean when I suggest that it is ‘sentientism’ that has been nominally upgraded to 
humanism by Woodhouse, and not the other way around. 

Woodhouse’s motivation, it seems, in his including all of these traditional 
anti-authoritarian and anti-religious humanist concerns into his ‘sentientism’ list is so that 
he can proclaim that his ‘sentientism’ is humanism+. As noble as this intention may be, I 
suggest that putting all of these items on his list is simply paying lip service to all of these 
serious concerns. Why do I say that? Because Humanist organizations around the world are 
working on the ground to combat these egregious harms from authoritarian rule and 
religious intolerance. Paradoxically, while Woodhouse complains that humanists are 
spending too much time on these concerns, detracting from the time that humanists could 
be spending on alleviating animal suffering, he seems content to load up his list of 
‘sentientist’ concerns with specifically humanist issues while doing virtually no work on the 
ground on these issues. 

For example, in their essay, Philosophically Speaking | A New Dimension for 
Humanism?, Woodhouse and Halpern-Laff [2021] pin the ‘sentientism’ tag to a range of 
social justice issues: ‘Sentientism expands humanism, already a critical philosophy and 
growing global movement. Like humanism, sentientism is pro-human rights—anti-sexist, 
anti-racist, anti-ageist, anti-nativist, anti-fascist and anti-LGBTQ-phobic.’ In Woodhouse’s 

https://thehumanist.com/magazine/fall-2021/philosophically-speaking/philosophically-speaking-a-new-dimension-for-humanism
https://thehumanist.com/magazine/fall-2021/philosophically-speaking/philosophically-speaking-a-new-dimension-for-humanism
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[2019b: 8], Sentientism: Evidence, Reason and Compassion for All Sentient Beings, he does 
even more cramming of humanist concerns into his reimagined ‘sentientism’. Here, he 
includes such particular items as ‘religious / apostasy discrimination’, ‘theocracy, fascism, 
exclusionary nationalism, towards secularism, evidence-based policy, democracy, free 
speech, global citizenship’, ‘FGM, MGM, shunning, behaviour / dress constraints, blasphemy 
/ apostasy punishments’, ‘religious or tribally motivated war and terrorism’ and ‘witchcraft, 
homeopathy, conversion therapy’, among others. However, you will be hard pressed to find 
mention of these critical issues on his web site (sentientism.info), let alone concrete actions 
taken to address them. 

Consider also the social aspects that Woodhouse thinks need to change with a 
reorientation to his now redefined ‘sentientism’. In his Sentientism in Action, Woodhouse 
[2024d] clumps sentientist activism into 12 areas for action: Environment, Education, 
Agriculture, Economics, Finance, Development Goals, Rights, Culture, Justice, News, 
Language and Politics (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2 – Sentientism in action 

 

Moving from left to right and top to bottom within his matrix of 12 areas for action, 
here is my summary (extracted from his description of each area) of what he thinks is 
important in his agenda for action: 

minimize climate change, teach children reason and sentiocentricity, 
phase out animal agriculture, include non-human sentients in economics, 
invest in non-human sentients, include non-human sentient development 
goals, develop non-human sentient rights, consume art involving 
non-human sentients, reform the justice system, include more non-human 

https://www.academia.edu/75706826/Sentientism_Evidence_reason_and_compassion_for_all_sentient_beings
https://sentientism.info/sentientism-in-action
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sentients in news broadcasts, reform language to be more inclusive of 
non-human sentients and advocate politically for non-human sentients 

Woodhouse’s ‘Areas to add’ in future show the same blinkered approach with three 
of the four areas focused exclusively on animals: ‘Sentientist Law’, ‘Sentientist Ceremonies’ 
and ‘Sentientist History’. 

Some areas of humanist concern get a brief mention in Woodhouse’s descriptions of 
each action area (e.g., critical thinking, secularism and freedom). However, by and large, 
these isolated items are overwhelmed by the much more numerous items focusing on 
non-human sentient issues. Look again at the laundry list of humanist items that 
Woodhouse [2020b] is supposedly concerned about and that I bulleted above. Ask yourself: 
Where are Woodhouse’s proposed action items for fighting back on theocracies, fascism 
and nationalism? What about the action items for combatting ‘religiously motivated 
terrorism and war’, eliminating infant genital mutilation, abolishing the crimes of apostasy 
and blasphemy, exposing sexual and physical abuse and cover ups in religious institutions, 
eradicating the harms of witch hunting and shunning, pushing back against religious 
persecution and constraining harmful religious cults? In practice, Woodhouse’s [2018b] bold 
claim that ‘Sentientism encapsulates the benefits of humanism’ seems little more than 
empty rhetoric. 

Woodhouse could reply that sought-for actions on these items are implied by the 
general appeal to naturalistic thinking and the reliance on reason and evidence. But how will 
these specific historical concerns of Humanist organizations be actioned when they do not 
even appear in Woodhouse’s Sentientist ‘action’ matrix? Listing these items as ‘sentientist’ 
concerns is simply paying lip service, a charge that Woodhouse so easily lays at the door of 
Humanist organizations when they don’t put the priority he wants on issues of animal 
suffering (as important as these are). Again, it seems to me the only role that Woodhouse’s 
[2020b] inclusion of these specifically humanist concerns into his now redefined ‘sentientist’ 
philosophy is just so that nothing is left out in his proposed ‘upgrade’ of humanism to 
Sentientism. However, without action, all of this is mere words. 

Woodhouse gives the impression of ‘sentientist activism’ springing from the 
‘sentientism movement’ [Woodhouse 2019b: 12, 2024b, 2024i]. However, according to 
Woodhouse [2023], this ‘movement’ in actuality is ‘anarchic, informal, unorganised – no 
governance, no money, no membership’. Woodhouse’s proposed ‘upgrade’ to Sentientism 
looks to me more like a downgrade to little more than a single web site, podcast and 
YouTube channel where people can visit to add their name as a committed ‘Sentientist’. 

Two other indicators of how human issues figure for Woodhouse [2024e] compared 
with non-human sentient concerns are the types of articles he has featured on his list of 
Resources: Articles. The top four articles are on an interview with himself and three articles 
are on what’s wrong with humanism. The final four are on sentient rights, the philosophy of 
the environment and a classical defence of sentiocentrism. A visit to Woodhouse’s 
Sentientism Sub-Reddit for more resources reveals the same exclusive focus on non-human 
sentients. Of the dozens of articles on that page, I found only one that was not centred on 
animal and Artificial Intelligence issues. (One article was about raising children 
non-religious.) A visit to Woodhouse’s [2024g] Sentientism YouTube channel hosting well 

https://sentientism.info/resources/articles
https://www.reddit.com/r/Sentientism/
https://www.youtube.com/@Sentientism/videos
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over 200 videos again reveals the almost exclusive focus on non-human sentients with 
barely a word about human sufferings. 

Woodhouse’s redefining of ‘sentientism’ (or, more accurately, nominally upgrading it 
to humanism) was supposed to solve the problem of humanism’s lack of strategic focus on 
animal sufferings. Woodhouse [2018a] complained how he could ‘only find one IHEU or 
Humanist organisation campaign that focuses on non-human animals’ and that most 
humanists ‘cannot even have a base level of moral consideration for sentient animals’. 
Later, Woodhouse and Halpern-Laff [2021] pointed out how for humanism, care for 
non-human animals is just ‘an add-on to humanity’. And how humanists ‘should be out front 
opposing animal oppression and exploitation as well’ and how ‘expanding humanism . . . can 
more effectively address the world’s problems’. 

However, given the issues Woodhouse is expressly choosing to focus on, his upgrade 
of sentientism to include all of the traditional humanist concerns turns out to be a false 
promise. His disquiet over human sufferings under theocracies and fascism, his disdain for 
religious terrorism, cults, witch hunts and all the other specific humanist worries he lists, 
turn out to be a perfunctory ‘add-on’ to his concern for non-human sentients. Woodhouse is 
certainly ‘out front’ opposing animal oppression and exploitation—while concern for all the 
other egregious human injustices he mops up under the banner of ‘sentientism’ 
unfortunately takes a back seat. 

The upshot here is that humanism is not in need of an ‘upgrade’ as it already 
recognizes the worth of all sentient beings. In Woodhouse’s attempt to mimic humanism’s 
naturalistic world view valuing reasoning in all domains and its objections to totalitarianism 
and religious intolerance, his new ‘Sentientism’ has so far failed to live up to its promises. 
Judging by Woodhouse’s practical priorities, my worry is that in his attempt to upgrade 
traditionally-understood ‘sentientism’ to include historical humanist concerns, any such 
changeover is perfunctory. Even more of a concern to me is that affecting this ‘upgrade’ 
diverts scarce brain-power and resources that can be better utilized in advancing our 
common cause. 
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8. Final Thoughts 

There is much more work to do in realizing the humanist aspiration for reducing 
egregious suffering arising from gross injustices, both of human and non-human sentients 
alike. I’m at one with Woodhouse in his ambition. I greatly admire the invaluable work that 
he is doing within humanist communities and more broadly in the public sphere of 
educating people everywhere on the very real impacts of their everyday buying and 
consuming behaviours. 

Detracting from Woodhouse’s good work here is his most unhelpful full-frontal 
attack on humanism, charging it with ‘human-centrism’, ‘anthropocentricism’ and even 
‘human supremacism’. These kinds of slurs and attempts to replace humanism with a 
supposed ‘upgrade’ to Sentientism is misplaced on a number of counts. First, I pointed out 
how humanism has a proud tradition tracing back to Enlightenment humanists such as 
Bentham and Mill, through the pioneer humanists of the 19th Century to today in 
advocating 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 
indication 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 instead 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, I argued that it’s not a real option to ‘upgrade’ humanism to the Sentientism 
‘world view’ because Sentientism is not in actuality a world view. Despite Woodhouse’s best 
efforts, ‘sentientism’ remains both within and outside academia the name of a very specific 
moral theory. Given that Sentientism groups currently do not constitute an effective 
‘movement’ for pushing back against religious and authoritarian breaches, transitioning the 
many Humanist organizations around the globe doing real work on the ground to 
Sentientism would amount to a downgrade of an effective worldwide movement to not 
much more than a hope and a promise. 

We need to recognize that humanism is neither the poor cousin of Sentientism nor 
of sentiocentrism. That is the case even if we include within the meaning of ‘sentientism’ 
the ontology of naturalism and the epistemology of applying reason to all domains of 
enquiry, as Woodhouse had attempted. On the other side, as Woodhouse points out, the 
moniker ‘humanism’ is easily misinterpreted to mean ‘human exceptionalism’. I sometimes 
wonder whether a name change would help to advance the humanist cause. On the other 
hand, I feel the label ‘sentientism’ is not only a mouthful, it is also almost completely 
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unknown outside of the discipline of professional philosophy. For the general public, my 
worry is that the term ‘sentientism’ sounds positively opaque. 

In addition, co-opting that name will only generate more confusion as listeners and 
readers come across both its senses. For each encounter with the term, academics and 
informed public alike will need to think twice about which sense it is meant to convey: the 
usual academic sense of a certain moral theory or the divergent sense of a particular world 
view. Changing the name of humanism now after more than a century and a half of its 
modern use would also decouple humanists from a proud legacy of moving societies 
forward in a range of areas that people recognize instantly (e.g., abortion, euthanasia, free 
speech, women’s and gay rights, liberal education, democracy, poverty). 

Humanism is a world view broader than any specific moral theory and 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) 

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 

https://fot.humanists.international/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/FOTR-PAGE.pdf
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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 refugee fleeing from religious persecution 
while the Ex-Religious Support Network I run provides community and peer support for 
those leaving their religion. Despite Woodhouse’s noble aspirations, this valuable work is 
not being done by Sentientist ‘activists’. 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 the value of these efforts. 

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

For someone who feels deeply about the massive sufferings of non-human sentients 
at the hands of humans, I appreciate Woodhouse’s frustration with Humanist organizations 
not making this issue a high priority. However, we need to accept the historical fact that 
humanism is not solely or principally a philosophy about animal rights. Humanism as a world 
view encompasses the moral philosophy of sentientism while also having a much wider 
philosophical scope in including the virtues of reason, autonomy, democracy and 
secularism. Nor are the various Humanist groups aiming to mimic animal welfare 
organizations. As much as Woodhouse advocates for animal rights to be given a higher 
priority, there are existing specialist activist groups already doing marvellous work in this 
area. In my own part of the world, Animals Australia and Animals Australasia have achieved 
much. The same is true in other parts of the world. 

Each organization has its specific strategic priorities shaped by the mission of the 
organization. Blaming Humanist organizations for not doing enough for animals is akin to 
pointing the finger at civil rights bodies, feminist groups and Marxist organizations for 
wasting too much time advocating for non-whites, women and workers respectively. Each of 
us is at liberty to work in more than one organization and for more than one worthwhile 
cause at a time. Being a feminist and working for the National Organization for Women 
(NOW) does not mean that feminism or feminist organizations are ‘anthropocentric’ or 
‘human supremacist’. Nor so for humanism and the Humanist movement. 
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I think it more productive for these organizations to work together on joint 
campaigns, rather than accuse each other of having misguided priorities. I can point here to 
how the Humanist organizations in my own country form alliances with kindred 
organizations to further their joint concerns. I know many humanists who also belong to 
two or more activist organizations. This is the spirit of mutual co-operation I want to 
encourage, instead of each of us finding fault with the other. 

Woodhouse does make the incisive point that if Humanist organizations proclaim the 
intrinsic value of all sentient creatures, they need to put more focus on combatting the 
industrial scale of animal suffering occurring in our food chains. This is where Woodhouse is 
good to push Humanist organizations to do more and in this essay I’ve suggested revamping 
some current Humanist programs. I have questioned how much Humanist groups, though, 
ought to reallocate existing resources to focus much more on animal suffering. 

Here, I look again to other advocacy groups dedicated to specific immoral 
discriminations. Leaders and many members of the National Organization for Women 
(NOW) also believe that people of colour have full moral worth. Likewise, leaders and many 
members of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) also 
believe that woman are due full moral consideration. And I’m convinced that the leaders 
and members of both groups would steadfastly object to the cruel and unnecessary 
suffering of factory-farmed animals on principle if only they were fully aware of the extent 
of that suffering. 

However, it would be misguided to blame women’s rights groups for not prioritizing 
people of colour. It would be short-sighted to blame anti-racist groups for not focusing on 
women. And it would be wrong to blame both kinds of groups for not spending much more 
of their resources on fighting against factory-farming and meat eating. To use each group’s 
principled objections to the other forms of discrimination as a bludgeon with which to beat 
them with the charge of hypocrisy is to ignore the historic mission of each of these 
movements. In this essay, I appealed to Woodhouse to treat the Humanist movement with 
the same charity with which he treats other advocacy groups fighting against egregious 
injustices. 

As I have illustrated with a number of examples, key Humanist groups are 
campaigning actively against animal suffering and environmental degradation. I suspect they 
are doing more than the representatives of many other world views. The Humanist 
movement has much more to achieve in these areas. I titled this essay Humanism Versus 
Sentientism reluctantly as it comported with Woodhouse’s competitive approach to 
assessing the two approaches. In place of casting inflammatory accusations of 
‘human-centrism’, ‘anthropocentricism’ and ‘human supremacism’ while quite cursorily 
suggesting an overwrite of the humanist programme with an ‘upgrade’, I’d rather see 
Woodhouse working in a spirit of collaboration rather than confrontation. I’d prefer to see 
him working with Humanist organizations in striving to alleviate animal suffering instead of 
further compounding misunderstandings of what humanism is and stands for. Here, I invite 
him to engage with Humanist groups to see how he and his fellow Sentients can move the 
humanist project forward in campaigning for animal rights. Woodhouse and the members of 
the Sentientist community have much expertise and needed human resources to offer both 

https://now.org/
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national and local Humanist organizations in helping to bring about real change in 
minimizing the suffering of non-human animals. 

 

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 Jamie Woodhouse, Debbie Hoad and Lyndon Storey 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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