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EDITOR’'S STATEMENT

As publishers of Secular World Magazine, The Secular explore what it means to live well, live justly, and live
Community thesecularcommunity.org is proud to offer freely in a secular world.

a space for voices committed to reason, evidence, and

human progress. We believe in the power of open inquiry, — The Editors

constructive debate, and global solidarity to overcome
the challenges facing humanity today.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
This magazine is more than a publication—it's a platform We believe thoughtful conversation is the cornerstone of
for visionaries, reformers, skeptics, scientists, artists, a vibrant secular community.
activists, and everyday citizens who understand that the
future must be shaped not by ancient dogma, but by our In future issues, this space will feature letters and
shared responsibility to one another and to the Earth. feedback from our readers—your insights, critiques, and
reflections on the ideas we publish. Whether you agree,
In each issue, you'll find articles that challenge as- disagree, or want to expand the conversation, we want to
sumptions, celebrate cultural diversity, highlight sci- hear from you.
ence-based innovations, and offer practical pathways to
a better way of living—free from superstition, grounded For this inaugural issue, we're holding the space open as
in reality, and driven by hope. an invitation. Your voice matters, and we look forward to

including it in upcoming editions.
Whether you're a lifelong secularist or just beginning to
question the frameworks handed to you, we welcome To share your thoughts, please write to us at
you into a growing global conversation. Together, let’s editor@secularworldmagazine.org.
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Declaration of Policy and Aims

remarkable advancements in science, technology,

and economic development have brought
undeniable benefits, but they have also produced
complex systems that now threaten the very ecosystems
upon which we depend. Climate change, inequality,
political instability, and widespread misinformation are
symptoms of a world out of balance.

H uman civilization has reached a crossroads. Our

One of the most persistent barriers to lasting, rational
solutions is the continued dominance of religious
ideologies rooted in ancient texts and traditions. While
often claiming moral authority, these belief systems too
often divide us, suppress critical thinking, and obstruct
evidence-based approaches to the pressing challenges
of our time.

Now more than ever, it is essential that we embrace
a worldview grounded in reality—not one shaped by
supernaturalism, dogma, or blind faith. We must reclaim

our shared human agency and face the future with
courage, clarity, and compassion.

Secular World Magazine promotes a reason-based
path forward, built upon these core principles:

+ Democratic and secular governance that protects
freedom of thought and expression

+ Universal human rights and dignity for all people,
regardless of gender, ethnicity, or belief

+ Ajust economic system that rewards contribution,
ensures opportunity, and prioritizes well-being
over profit

+ Environmental restoration and stewardship, honoring
our role as caretakers of the planet

Through thoughtful analysis, storytelling, and global
perspectives, Secular World Magazine is committed
to showcasing solutions, advancing secular values,
and inspiring a more enlightened, sustainable, and
compassionate world. @

Cosmology Corner

Pillars of Creation (NASA / Hubble Image)

These towering columns of gas and dust, located within the Eagle Nebula,
are vast stellar nurseries where new stars are actively forming. The image
reveals both the beauty and the ongoing processes that shape our universe.
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Global Secular Events
January - February 2026

January 2026

January 1 - Secular New Year Reflections

Many secular groups use the New Year as a time to set
intentions that are about values rather than resolutions
about appearance or consumption: deepening kindness,
reducing our ecological footprint, and investing more time in
community and curiosity.

u R

January 2-3 - Quadrantid Meteor Shower
(Night of Jan 3-4)

The first major meteor shower of the year, the Quadrantids,
peaks on the night of January 3-4, 2026, with the potential
for bright “fireball” meteors in dark skies of the Northern
Hemisphere. It's a perfect excuse for a late-night dose of
awe and a reminder that we live on a moving planet in a
dynamic cosmos.

January 24 - International Day of Education (UN)
The UN’s International Day of Education, observed every
January 24, recognizes education as a human right

and a cornerstone of peace, equality, and sustainable
development. It's a good moment to support schools,
libraries, and programs that expand learning opportunities—
especially for girls and marginalized communities.

January 26 - International Day of Clean Energy (UN)
Recently established by the UN, the International Day of

Clean Energy calls for a just and inclusive transition away
from fossil fuels towards clean, affordable, and reliable
energy for all. It connects climate science with social justice,
emphasizing that the benefits of clean energy must reach

the poorest households, not just wealthy nations.

January 27 - International Holocaust Remembrance Day
(UN)

On January 27, the world marks the anniversary of the

liberation of Auschwitz-Birkenau and remembers the six

million Jews and millions of other victims murdered by the

Nazi regime. The day is both a memorial and a warning:

to confront antisemitism, racism, and authoritarianism

wherever they appear today.

February 2026

February 12 - Darwin Day

(Global celebration of science and reason)

Darwin Day celebrates the birthday of Charles Darwin
(February 12, 1809) and, more broadly, the power of
scientific inquiry and evidence-based understanding of the
natural world. Many humanist and secular groups mark
the day with talks, teach-ins, and nature walks that honor
evolution, curiosity, and our shared biological kinship.

February 17 - Annular Solar Eclipse (“Ring of Fire")
On February 17,2026, an annular solar eclipse—the “ring

of fire,” when the Moon covers the Sun’s center but not its
edge—will be visible in Antarctica, with a partial eclipse
across parts of Africa, South America, and the surrounding
oceans. Even if you're outside the path, it's an excellent
opportunity for education on orbital mechanics, safe solar
viewing, and the history of eclipse lore.

February 20 - World Day of Social Justice (UN)
The World Day of Social Justice focuses global attention
on poverty, inequality, unemployment, gender injustice, and
barriers to human rights. It's an ideal anchor date for talks,
campaigns, and local actions connecting secular ethics to
fair work, living wages, and inclusive social protections. ¢
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What Makes Life Satisfaction So

Uneven Around the World?
Jemocracy, Secularism, and the Conditions
for Human Flourishing

hen Our World in Data re-
w leased its new analysis of

life satisfaction in 2025, the
results may not have been surpris-
ing, but they were deeply revealing.
At the very top of the global rank-
ings sat a familiar cluster: Finland,
Denmark, Iceland, and Sweden—
four Nordic nations that have come
to represent a model of prosperity
rooted not in wealth alone but in
strong democratic institutions,
social trust, and generally secular

societies. At the bottom were Malawi, Lebanon, Sierra Why the Nordic Countries Consistently

Leone, and Afghanistan, countries marked by political

instability, deep poverty, and in several cases, restrictive Lead the World

or fragile religious and governmental structures. Finland, Denmark, Iceland, and Sweden regularly top
global indices of happiness, trust, democracy, equality,

What emerges from this contrast is a fundamental truth and quality of life. The Our World in Data results merely

about human well-being: people thrive where societies reaffirm what decades of research have shown: these

are stable, free, inclusive, and oriented toward serving are societies where the “foundations of well-being” are

the public good. They struggle when institutions fail, deeply embedded in public life.

when corruption thrives, when fundamental freedoms

are curtailed, or when daily life is overshadowed by inse- 1. Full Democracies and Trustworthy Institutions

curity and hardship. All four Nordic countries are classified as full
democracies under the Economist Intelligence
This isn't a story about culture or geography—but Unit’s Democracy Index. This means:

about systems, governance, and the conditions under

which human beings can live lives of dignity, autonomy, * Strong rule of law
and possibility. * Transparent governance

¢ Independent media
e Low corruption

People everywhere want the same e Robust civil liberties

thingS: safety, dignitY. °pp°rtunitY: People who feel they have a meaningful voice in

autonomy, and a sense of belonging. how their societies operate tend to experience

Life satisfaction is the outcome of higher life satlsfacuqn. Whgn governm.ents are
trustworthy and public services are reliable, daily

syStems that prOteCt and nurture life becomes less stressful, and citizens feel more

these human needs. secure about the future.
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Highly Secular Societies with Broad Religious
Freedom

The Nordic countries are among the most secular nations
in the world. While freedom of religion is fully protected, a
limited number of people participate in organized religion,
and public policy is guided by evidence, not doctrine.

This doesn’t mean religion is unwelcome—only that per-
sonal belief is personal, not a political tool or a source
of division. Secular governance tends to correlate with:

e Strong protections for minority rights

e Gender equality

¢ LGBTQ+ equality

e Scientific literacy

e Social policies based on data, not dogma

Theresult is a sense of fairness and autonomy that
supports people’s ability to live authentically.

Universal Social Supports that Reduce Daily Stress
Nordic societies invest heavily in welfare systems
designed to reduce barriers to well-being:

e Universal health care

e Affordable child care

¢ High-quality public education

e Worker protections and paid leave

e Social safety nets

Life satisfaction rises when people know that illness
won't bankrupt them, childcare won't consume their

':.‘Q

salary, and job loss won’t mean losing their home.

High Social Trust and Low Inequality

Perhaps the most defining feature of the Nordic
model is social trust—trust in neighbors, institu-
tions, and the belief that society is working for
everyone. Low levels of inequality further reinforce
this trust.

When people perceive their society as fair, they are
more optimistic, cooperative, and satisfied with life.

Why the Lowest-Scoring Countries Struggle

At the other end of the spectrum, Malawi, Lebanon, Si-
erra Leone, and Afghanistan face structural conditions
that undermine well-being at every level.

1.

Fragile or Failing Democratic Systems

Each of these countries ranks poorly on measures of
governance:

¢ Lebanon suffers from political paralysis, corrup-
tion, and sectarian power-sharing arrangements
that block reform.

¢ Malawi and Sierra Leone hold elections but
struggle with limited capacity, weak institutions,
and high corruption.

e Afghanistan, under Taliban rule, has virtually no
democratic institutions or civil liberties.

Without functioning governance, public services

deteriorate, economic opportunity declines, and

citizens lose faith in the future.

High Levels of Poverty and Insecurity
Life satisfaction tracks closely with the ability to
meet basic needs. These countries face:

¢ Food insecurity

e Lack of stable employment

e High crime or conflict

e Limited health care

e Infrastructure failures

People preoccupied with survival naturally report
lower well-being.

The Burden of Religious or Ideological Restriction

While each country’s circumstances differ, restric-
tive or politicized religion plays a role in suppressing
life satisfaction.

¢ In Afghanistan, theocratic rule severely restricts
women’s rights, education, freedom of expres-
sion, and personal autonomy.

¢ Lebanon’s sectarian system divides political
power strictly by religious identity, fueling cor-
ruption, gridlock, and resentment.

¢ In Malawi and Sierra Leone, religion isn’t author-
itarian, but strong religious norms often override
evidence-based policy, especially in areas like re-
productive rights, education, and LGBTQ+ equality.

The broader pattern is clear: when religion controls
the state or fractures it, well-being declines.

Lack of Social Safety Nets

Unlike the Nordic model, these nations cannot
provide widespread protections such as universal
health care, stable pensions, or robust educational
systems. People rely on family or religious networks
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rather than predictable institutions—an arrangement
that quickly collapses under economic strain.

What This Tells Us About
the Ingredients of Human
Well-Being

The contrast between the top and
bottom of the life satisfaction rank-
ings reveals a profound insight:

Well-being is not about culture,
temperament, or climate. It is about
freedom, stability, fairness, and the
ability to shape one’s own life.

Across global studies, four elements consistently predict
higher life satisfaction:

1. Democracy and civil liberties

2. Secular, evidence-based governance

3. Universal access to health, education, and social
protections

4. Low inequality and high social trust

The Nordic countries embody these principles. The low-
est-scoring countries, through no fault of their people,
are grappling with the absence or breakdown of these
structures.

The Bigger Lesson:
Build the Conditions,
and Well-Being Follows

People everywhere want the same
things: safety, dignity, opportunity,
autonomy, and a sense of belong-
ing. Life satisfaction is the outcome
of systems that protect and nurture
these human needs.

If the world hopes to close the well-being gap be-
tween the Nordics and the nations at the bottom

of the ranking, the path forward is not mysterious.
Strengthen democracy. Promote equality. Build secular,
evidence-based institutions. Ensure that no one falls
through the cracks.

When societies invest in human flourishing, the results
show up—again and again—in the data. ¢

Food For Thought

“Creativity
is intelligence
having fun.”

— Albert Einstein
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Celebrating Nature

The Wood Wide Web

The hidden network that connects the forest—and what it
teaches us about cooperation, resilience, and life itself.

the trees stand alone—each one an individual life
striving for its share of sunlight and rain. But be-
neath the fallen leaves, another story unfolds.

w alk through a quiet forest and it’s easy to believe

Hidden in the soil lies a vast, living network of fungal
threads that link roots together like an underground
internet. Through this “Wood Wide Web,” trees share
nutrients, send distress signals, and even pass wisdom
from one generation to the next. What appears to be

competition aboveground is, in fact, a deep and continu-

ous collaboration below it.

The Secret Beneath Our Feet

The story begins with mycorrhizae—a partnership
between plant roots and certain fungi that dates back

more than 400 million years. “Myco” means fungus, and
“rhiza” means root; together, they form a living bridge
that benefits both sides.

The plant provides the fungus with sugars it makes
through photosynthesis. In return, the fungus gathers
minerals and water from the soil, extending the reach of
the plant’s roots by hundreds or even thousands of times.

Each gram of healthy forest soil may contain miles of
these microscopic filaments—fine as silk, yet collective-
ly powerful enough to shape ecosystems. Through them,
forests become more than collections of trees; they
become communities.

When scientists began tracing the flow of carbon and
nutrients through these networks, they made an aston-
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ishing discovery: trees aren't just feeding themselves.
They're feeding each other.

Mother Trees and the Forest Internet

In the 1990s, forest ecologist Suzanne Simard of the
University of British Columbia mapped these under-
ground connections in Canadian forests. Her research
revealed that large, mature “mother trees” share carbon
and nutrients with younger ones, even those shaded
from sunlight. When seedlings are stressed or injured,
nearby trees can increase the flow of resources through
the fungal web, sustaining the young until they can grow
on their own. Simard’s team used isotopic tracers to
prove it—living evidence that forests redistribute life
through a hidden generosity.

In one experiment, when a birch tree was shaded, its
Douglas-fir neighbor sent extra carbon through the
fungal network to help it survive. Later, when the fir
was stressed, the birch returned the favor. The forest, it
seemed, was alive with reciprocity.

These discoveries have reshaped ecology. What once
looked like a battleground of competition now appears
as a network of interdependence, where cooperation
enhances survival and resilience.

A Lesson in Connection

The implications reach far beyond the forest. Humanity
has often imagined progress as independence—standing
apart, conquering nature, mastering the world. Yet the
Wood Wide Web reminds us that the oldest and most
successful systems on Earth thrive on connection.

Forests that maintain rich fungal networks recover faster
after droughts, fires, and pests. Those that lose them—
through clear-cutting, soil compaction, or monoculture
farming—struggle to regenerate. Without the fungi, the
trees can’t communicate. Without the trees, the fungi
have nothing to feed on.

It's a mutualism that mirrors the delicate balance of eco-
systems everywhere—and perhaps, in a broader sense,
the balance of human society itself.

If we were to design our own communities with this
principle in mind, they might look different. Less about
extraction and more about exchange. Less about isola-
tion and more about interdependence. The Wood Wide
Web is not just a biological marvel; it's a metaphor for
sustainable living.

The Fungal Frontier

Scientists are only beginning to understand the complex-
ity of these underground webs. Fungal networks span
entire forests, connecting species across distances
once thought impossible. Some networks may persist
for centuries, regenerating themselves through endless
cycles of decay and renewal.

In 2019, researchers mapped a massive fungal network
in Oregon covering over 2,000 acres—the largest known
organism on Earth. Nicknamed the “Humongous Fun-
gus,” it may be more than 2,500 years old.

And yet, most of its activity occurs invisibly, in the dark
quiet beneath the soil—proof that the planet’s most influ-
ential life forms are often unseen.

Recent studies even suggest that fungi transmit
chemical “messages” in patterns that resemble prim-
itive communication. When one tree is attacked by
insects, others nearby respond within hours, producing
defensive compounds. The language of the forest is

not spoken or heard—it’s felt, conducted through living
threads of mycelium.

Wonder and Responsibility

When satellite imagery captures a forest from above, the
branching shapes of rivers, roots, and lightning all echo
one another. And when scientists visualize the Wood
Wide Web, it looks strikingly like another structure we
know well-the human brain.

Neurons and mycelium follow similar mathematical
patterns, suggesting that nature reuses its most ele-
gant designs wherever communication and connection
are needed.

To stand among the trees and know this is to feel a kind

of humility. The forest is not simply scenery or resource;

it is a living network of relationships, ancient and ongo-
ing. Every breath we take depends on that network—the
carbon absorbed, the oxygen released, the soil enriched

by the quiet labor of fungi.

And it's fragile. Climate change, deforestation, and
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pollution threaten to unravel the delicate partnerships
that keep forests alive. Yet by understanding how nature
sustains itself through cooperation, we may find a path
forward for ourselves.

The Wisdom of the Web

Imagine the soil beneath your feet glowing faintly with
life—a vast lattice of filaments pulsing with messages
and meals. In that unseen realm, generosity is not a
moral choice; it's a survival strategy. Every exchange
strengthens the whole.

The Wood Wide Web is not a metaphor humans imposed
on nature—it’s a truth nature has always embodied.

It reminds us that connection is not weakness, but
strength.

As Suzanne Simard wrote, “A forest is a society of trees.
They recognize neighbors. They nurture their young.
They remember.”

Perhaps in learning how forests live, we may remember
how to live wisely, too. @

Celebrating Human Creativity

’.'!.'ﬁ..

,l|||l
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Brooklyn Bridge

Completed in 1883, the Brooklyn Bridge was a triumph of 19th-century engineering, uniting elegance and strength
through innovative use of steel cables. It stands as a lasting symbol of human ingenuity, cooperation, and problem-

solving at scale.
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Running Out: [ran's Water Crisis
and the Limits of Desalination

Follow-up to last issue’s freshwater feature

shrinking under the combined pressures of climate

change, population growth, and unsustainable water
use. In our last issue, we explored how NASA satellite
data reveals a world steadily running dry. Nowhere is this
trend more alarming—or more geopolitically consequen-
tial-than in Iran, a nation confronting one of the most
severe freshwater collapses of any major country.

n cross the globe, rivers, lakes, and aquifers are

Iran’s water crisis is not simply a matter of drought. It is
the product of decades of over-extraction, climate-driv-
en heat, aging infrastructure, and rapid population
growth. And as Iran’s lakes disappear and its ground-
water sinks to irreversible lows, the country has begun
a national debate echoed worldwide: Is large-scale

desalination the answer? Or a costly distraction from

deeper structural problems?

A Country at the Edge of Hydrological

Collapse
Iran once possessed a surprisingly diverse water land-
scape—snow-fed mountains, ancient underground ganat

channels, and vast aquifers. But today:
e Over 300 Iranian cities face severe water stress.

e Groundwater levels have fallen so far that, in many
regions, aquifers are past the point of recovery.

¢ Lake Urmia, once the Middle East's largest lake, has
shrunk by more than 90%.

e Dust storms from dried lakebeds now aggravate
respiratory illness from Tehran to Tabriz.

e Desertification is accelerating across central Iran,
threatening agriculture and rural livelihoods.

Farmers have drilled tens of thousands of illegal wells,
depleting groundwater to keep crops alive. Urban de-
mand has grown rapidly. And climate change has pushed
temperatures higher while cutting snowfall—undermin-
ing the natural “water bank” Iran relied on for centuries.
The result is a national emergency hiding in plain sight.

The Promise—and Perils—of Desalination
Facing a future in which traditional freshwater sourc-
es may not recover, Iranian officials have increasingly
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Desalination plant

turned to desalination plants, especially along the
Persian Gulf coast. Iran already produces hundreds of
thousands of cubic meters of desalinated water per day,
and new mega-projects aim to pipe desalinated seawa-
ter deep inland.

The appeal is obvious:
Seawater is effectively unlimited. Freshwater is not.

But desalination comes with significant challenges—
technical, environmental, and economic—that limit its
usefulness as a global solution.

1. Enormous Energy Costs
Desalination is energy-intensive. Countries with
cheap fossil fuels (Saudi Arabia, UAE) or abundant
renewable power (Australia, Israel) use it widely. But
nations dependent on unstable grids or expensive
energy face high barriers.

Iran’s aging energy infrastructure is already strained.
Scaling desalination without massive investment
would deepen electricity shortages and raise water
prices—putting the most vulnerable at risk.

2. Environmental Damage
Large desalination plants discharge concentrated
brine—saltier than seawater and often laced with
chemicals—back into the ocean. Without careful
management, this brine creates oxygen-poor zones
that can devastate marine ecosystems.

In the Persian Gulf, one of the most saline and
enclosed bodies of water on Earth, widespread de-
salination is already pushing the limits of ecological
tolerance.

3. Not a Fix for Agriculture
Globally, 70% of freshwater is used for agriculture.
Desalinated water is simply too expensive to irrigate
farms on any large scale.

Iran’s crisis is driven overwhelmingly by agricultural
overuse. No amount of seawater turned into drinking
water can compensate for that.

4. Infrastructure Hurdles
Transporting desalinated water hundreds of miles
inland—in a country with rugged terrain—requires
vast pipelines, pumping stations, and power. These
megaprojects can take a decade or more, and bil-
lions of dollars, to complete.

Desalination as a Tool—Not a Salvation
So is desalination useless? Far from it.

Desalination can be a critical part of a country’s water
portfolio—especially for drinking water in coastal cities.

It is already saving lives in Israel, Spain, Australia, Saudi
Arabia, and parts of California during severe droughts.

But desalination cannot solve the underlying causes of
global water insecurity:

e The overuse of groundwater

e Wasteful irrigation

e Poor water governance

¢ Climate change

e Urban inefficiencies

e Loss of natural water-holding ecosystems
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5. Renewable-Powered Desalination
Where desalination is necessary, powering it with so-
lar and wind is the only sustainable long-term path—
especially for countries with abundant sunshine.

In Iran, desalination may help stahilize some city sup-
plies, but it cannot rescue collapsing aquifers or reverse
decades of unsustainable agriculture.

What Iran—and the World—Really Need

The lesson from Iran’s water disaster extends far beyond
its borders. The world must think in terms of renewing
natural water systems, not just replacing them.

A Warning, and an Opportunity

Iran’s water crisis is tragic—but it is also a preview of
challenges facing much of the world. From the Ameri-
can Southwest to northern China, from North Africa to
India, nations are over-drawing water that took thou-
sands of years to accumulate.

1. Agriculture Reform
Shifting to water-efficient crops, modern drip irriga-
tion, and eliminating illegal wells are essential for

Iran—and any nation facing water stress. L .
Desalination will play a role. But no technology can

replace the natural systems that once kept freshwater

2. Restoring Natural Water Cycles ) ’
plentiful and predictable.

Wetlands, floodplains, and mountain snowpacks act

as natural reservoirs. Protecting and restoring them L .
The real solution lies in reinventing how we manage

is more cost-effective than industrial fixes.

Managed Aquifer Recharge

Some countries (Australia, India) now actively re-
plenish aquifers using treated wastewater or storm-
water. Iran is beginning to explore this approach but

water, aligning agriculture with climate reality, and
restoring the ecosystems that sustain us. Iran’s ex-
perience shows what happens when those steps are

delayed. The rest of the world still has time—though not

much—to learn from it. @

needs major investment.

4. Urban Efficiency
Fixing leaks, recycling wastewater, and tiered pricing
can cut household water use dramatically.

Nature’s Awe

Mantis Shrimp

Small but extraordinary,
the mantis shrimp
possesses one of the
most complex visual
systems known and
delivers one of the
fastest strikes in the
animal kingdom. Itis a
reminder that nature’s
most remarkable
innovations often occur
far beyond human notice.
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When Curiosity Takes Flight:

peculiar and delightful scene has been unfolding:

sulphur-crested cockatoos strutting up to public
drinking fountains, gripping the lever with their power-
ful beaks, and releasing a stream of fresh water for a
well-timed sip. What began as an isolated observation
has blossomed into a remarkable case study in animal
learning, cultural transmission, and the ways wildlife
continues to adapt to a rapidly changing human world.

n cross Australia’s urban parks and coastal towns, a

In recent years, researchers and citizens alike have

documented cockatoos mastering an impressive vari-
ety of tasks—opening garbage bins, unlocking simple
mechanisms, and even mimicking the solution-finding

strategies of their neighbors. But the latest behavior, ma-

nipulating drinking fountains to obtain water, shows just
how quickly animals can innovate when the environment
demands it.

”'--.ﬁ_qu-l:'.hl.1.|\

A Thirst for Innovation

Australia is no stranger to heat, and for many native
species, securing reliable freshwater sources is a daily
challenge. Urban areas, with their lawns, sporting fields,
and concrete expanses, often reduce natural water
availability. Drinking fountains, however, offer an abun-
dant and predictable source—one generally designed for
humans rather than wildlife.

'he Clever Cockatoos of Australia and
Their Newfound Skill

Early reports came from suburban Sydney, where
park-goers noticed cockatoos hopping onto water foun-
tains and experimenting with the moving parts. These
birds, well-known for their dexterous beaks and high
intelligence, quickly connected the mechanics: press
lever - water flows. Once the association formed, the
behavior spread. Videos captured cockatoos confidently
operating fountains—sometimes drinking, sometimes
playfully spraying water around, and sometimes appear-
ing to demonstrate the trick to curious onlookers, human
and avian alike.

What makes this phenomenon scientifically compelling
is not just the innovation itself, but the way the behavior
appears to have traveled through cockatoo communi-
ties. Instead of each bird independently reinventing the
technique, researchers observed that the fountain-oper-
ating method radiated outward along social networks.
This suggests cultural transmission—learning from oth-
ers—which is relatively rare but increasingly documented
among highly intelligent bird species.

Cockatoos: The Feathered Problem-Solvers

Sulphur-crested cockatoos are part of the parrot family,
one of the most cognitively advanced groups of birds on
Earth. Their brain-to-body ratio rivals that of primates.
They form long-term social groups, exhibit play behavior,

T
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and show clear signs of curiosity-driven exploration.

In 2021, a study published in Science revealed that cock-
atoos in the Sydney region had learned to open house-
hold garbage bins by prying up the lids and walking them
open along the hinge. This behavior, too, started with a
few individuals and spread through local populations,
with regional variations—almost like distinct cultural
“styles” of bin opening.

The drinking fountain discovery appears to be a natural
extension of the same intelligence:

¢ Ability to recognize cause and effect
¢ Fine motor control using beak and feet
¢ Willingness to experiment

¢ Capacity to imitate and teach

Intriguingly, observers report that younger cockatoos
practice repeatedly, often failing the first few attempts.
Persistence is key, and older, more experienced birds
seem to demonstrate the behavior, intentionally or not,
by performing it near juveniles.

What This Tells Us About Animal Culture

The concept of culture—behaviors learned socially and
passed down through generations—was once reserved
for humans. Today, ethologists recognize that many spe-
cies possess forms of cultural knowledge: chimpanzees
learn tool use from elders; whales adopt regional songs;
crows teach offspring about dangerous humans.

Cockatoos now join this growing list. Their ability to
acquire and spread behaviors that make use of hu-
man-created environments suggests a dynamic kind of
intelligence: not simply surviving alongside humans, but
actively adapting to us.

The fountain-opening skill also raises deeper questions:

¢ Do cockatoos intentionally teach, or does social
learning emerge naturally through observation?

e Will these behaviors persist across generations?

¢ Could new variations emerge—birds manipulating
different fountain mechanisms or learning to time
their drinking during busy hours?

What we do know is that such learned behaviors help
animals thrive in environments that have been drastically
reshaped by human activity. Instead of being pushed
out, some species—cockatoos, ravens, raccoons—turn
into innovators.

A Mirror on Our Own Evolutionary Story
Why does the sight of a cockatoo operating a drinking

fountain thrill us? Partly because it feels wonderful-

ly familiar. We recognize ourselves in their curiosity,
persistence, and social learning. Humans, too, thrive by
observing one another, adopting new techniques, and
refining ideas across generations.

Seeing the birds master our machines reminds us that
intelligence is not an exclusively human trait. It arises
across the tree of life wherever environmental pressures
reward adaptability, cooperation, and creativity.

This is more than an amusing anecdote. It's a story
about shared cognition, about our evolutionary kin using
ingenuity to solve modern problems. And it reaffirms
something secular humanists often emphasize: mean-
ing and wonder don't require the supernatural. Some-
times they perch right in front of us, white crest shining,
tugging on the lever of a public fountain.

Living alongside Urban Wildlife

The rise of inventive animal behaviors also prompts
important conversations about coexistence. As climate
change brings more extreme heatwaves to Australia,
water access becomes critical for wildlife. The cocka-
toos' ingenuity highlights both their resilience and the
pressures they face.

Cities can support this coexistence through:

* More accessible water stations designed with wild-
life in mind

¢ Native tree planting programs that restore habitat

¢ Public education on feeding and interacting respon-
sibly with urban animals

When communities foster environments where wildlife
and humans overlap safely and sustainably, remarkable
behaviors can flourish.

A Final Sip of Wonder

In the end, the cockatoos’ fountain trick is a reminder
that the natural world is not static or separate from us.
It is shaped by the same forces—curiosity, adaptation,
social learning—that drive human progress. These birds
aren't just surviving in our cities; they’re participating in
them, innovating within them, and revealing intelligence
that many once believed belonged only to us.

The next time a bright-crested cockatoo hops onto

a fountain and presses the lever just right, it's worth
pausing. There is a small story there about life, resil-
ience, and possibility. And perhaps, in its own quiet
way, it’s an invitation to rediscover our connection with
the living world—not as distant observers, but as fellow
learners sharing the same unfolding planet. ¢
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The Power of Gratitude: How a
Simple Journal Strengthens Secular Living

circles. Because many of us have moved away from

religious structures, the language of thankfulness
can feel tangled with ideas of divine grace or cosmic
reward. Yet gratitude itself—stripped of supernatural
framing—is one of the most powerful psychological tools
we have for improving well-being, strengthening relation-
ships, and building a more grounded, compassionate
approach to life.

G ratitude is sometimes misunderstood in secular

One of the simplest ways to cultivate it is through a grat-
itude journal. You've probably heard of the idea before:
write down a few things each day that you appreciate.
But beneath its simplicity is a well-documented, re-
search-supported practice that can profoundly change
the way we experience the world.

Why Gratitude Matters for Secular People

For those of us who value reason, evidence, and human
connection, gratitude isn't about thanking a deity. It's

about acknowledging the real forces that shape our
lives—our own choices, the efforts of others, the sys-
tems and communities that support us, and the beauty
of the natural world.

Psychological studies show that gratitude practices can:
e Reduce anxiety and depression

e Strengthen social bonds

¢ |Improve resilience during adversity

¢ Increase empathy and compassion

® Promote healthier sleep and overall emotional stability

For secular individuals, these benefits aren’t “gifts"—they
are the result of our own attention, intentionality, and the
human capacity to reflect on experience.

How a Gratitude Journal Works

A gratitude journal doesn't require artistry or profound
insight. Its effectiveness comes from frequency and
sincerity.
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Most people follow one of two rhythms:

1. Daily entries—quick lists of 3-5 things you appreci-
ated that day.

2. Weekly reflections—a longer look at moments or
people that shaped the week in a positive way.

Entries can be broad (your health, the support of a
partner) or strikingly small (the first cool morning after
a heatwave, the taste of fresh fruit, your dog greeting
you at the door). The point is not to force optimism, but
to train attention.

We are evolutionarily wired to notice threats and prob-
lems. Gratitude interrupts that bias long enough to
remind us of the good that coexists alongside difficulty.
Over time, the journal becomes a kind of personal data
set—a record of real, meaningful experiences that might
otherwise be forgotten.

A Tool for Secular Ethics

Gratitude subtly reinforces the values at the heart of a
secular lifestyle. When we recognize what enriches our
lives, we become more mindful of how we can enrich
the lives of others. Seeing clearly how interdependent
we are encourages generosity, empathy, and social
contribution.

In this sense, gratitude is not passive. It is active
awareness—a recognition of our shared humanity
and our responsibility to foster well-being within our
communities.

How to Begin (and Stick With It)
A few simple guidelines help turn the practice into a habit:

¢ Choose a format you enjoy—a paper notebook, a digi-
tal app, or a simple text file.

¢ Keep entries short, especially at the beginning.

¢ Be specific—"I'm grateful for my friend” is good; “I'm
grateful for Anna checking in on me today” is better.

¢ Include challenges—sometimes a difficult event teach-
es resilience or reveals support you didn’t expect.

¢ Reread occasionally to notice patterns and progress.

You're not trying to create a perfect chronicle—you're
training the mind to widen its field of vision.

A Secular Practice for a Meaningful Life

Gratitude journals remind us that even in times of uncer-
tainty, daily life is threaded with moments of kindness,
beauty, and connection. When we take a moment to re-
cord them, we cultivate a more grounded and intentional
way of living—one rooted in reality, not wishful thinking;
in awareness, not denial; in shared humanity, not super-
natural expectation.

In a culture that often encourages cynicism or distrac-
tion, gratitude remains a quiet act of resistance. It says: |
see what is good, and | choose to let it matter.

And sometimes, that's enough to transform everything. 4

NATURE’S AWE

Baobab Tree

Known as the “tree of
life,” the baobab can
live for thousands of
years, storing water
within its massive
trunk to survive harsh
climates. Its form
tells a story of deep
time, resilience, and
adaptation written
into living matter.
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The Real Creation Story — Part 4

Evolution and the Tree of Life: How Simple Cells
Became a Living World

fragile cells drifting in ancient oceans, feeding on

chemical energy and sunlight. But from those hum-
ble origins grew everything—the forests and coral reefs,
the sprawling savannas, the beating hearts, and eventu-
ally the minds capable of asking how it all began. This is
the next chapter in the universe’s creative journey: how
evolution shaped the dazzling tapestry of life.

l ife on early Earth began in the quietest of ways: tiny,

The Slow Sculptor:
Natural Selection in Action

Once the first true cells appeared, they brought with
them a remarkable feature: the ability to make imperfect
copies of themselves. These small copying errors—mu-
tations—were the spark that ignited evolution. Most mu-

tations changed little. Some were harmful. But occasion-

ally, one bestowed an advantage: a protein that worked
better in heat, a membrane that conserved energy, or a

molecular pump that captured more nutrients.

Natural selection favored cells whose traits improved
survival and reproduction. Over millions of genera-
tions, populations shifted. Life diversified. What began
as a handful of primitive lineages fanned out into
many branches.

Evolution didn’t need foresight. It didn’t need direction. It
only needed variation, inheritance, and time. With those
ingredients, complexity became inevitable.

The Oxygen Revolution:
A Planet Transformed

Among life's earliest champions were cyanobacteria—
microbes that mastered a powerful trick: using sunlight
to split water and release oxygen. What began as a
chemical side effect eventually altered the entire planet.

January/February 2026 | Secular World Magazine 17



Oxygen accumulated in the oceans, then the atmo-
sphere. At first it was toxic to many early organisms;
some died, others retreated to low-oxygen niches. But
life adapted yet again. New metabolic pathways evolved
to harness oxygen's energy, giving rise to respiration—a
far more efficient way of powering cellular processes.

E

This “Great Oxygenation Event,” around 2.4 billion years
ago, was one of the most important turning points in
Earth’s history. It cleared the way for larger, more com-
plex cells and ultimately reshaped the face of the planet.

The Leap to Complexity:
The First Eukaryotic Cells

The next evolutionary leap may have been the most
creative merger in the history of life. At some point—per-
haps 1.8 billion years ago—a large, simple cell engulfed
a smaller bacterium. Instead of digesting it, the host
formed a partnership. The captured bacterium provided
energy; the host cell offered shelter.

This ancient symbiosis gave rise to eukaryotic cells—
the type of cells found in plants, animals, fungi, and
us. Their internal compartments allowed chemistry to
specialize. Their energy production soared. Their DNA
became organized and protected.

This moment, the birth of the first complex cells, was the
evolutionary equivalent of the invention of the engine,
the factory, and the library all at once. For the first time,
life had the molecular machinery to grow large, change
shape, cooperate, and innovate.

Multicellularity:
When Cells Learned to Work Together

Once complex cells existed, the next great leap was co-

operation. Multicellularity didn’t evolve once—it evolved
repeatedly: in animals, plants, fungi, algae, and even
slime molds. Each time, solitary cells discovered advan-
tages in collaboration.

Cells that stayed stuck together could share labor. Some
specialized in movement, others in sensing the world,
others in digestion or reproduction. Communication
networks formed. Patterns emerged.

What began as clusters of cells became the first sea-
weeds, sponges, jellyfish, worms, and simple plants. The
oceans filled with increasingly intricate life forms.

By about 540 million years ago, during the Cambrian
explosion, evolution ignited a burst of innovation. Hard
shells, jointed limbs, eyes, teeth, and nervous systems
appeared. Predation began. Ecosystems took shape.

Life had become not just complex, but dynamic.

Life Conquers the Land

For most of Earth’s history, life was an oceanic phenom-
enon. The land was barren—scoured by wind and ultravi-
olet radiation.

Then came the pioneers.

Plants arrived first, evolving ways to resist drying out by
developing waxy coatings and internal plumbing. Their
presence transformed the continents, anchoring soils
and pumping oxygen into the air.

As vegetation spread, animals followed. Early arthro-
pods scuttled onto shorelines. Amphibians emerged
from fish ancestors, bridging water and land. Reptiles
came next, evolving tough, protective eggs that freed
them from returning to the water to reproduce.

Forests grew. Rivers teemed with life. Mountains, des-
erts, and plains became new laboratories for evolution.
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The Age of Dinosaurs:
Their Unexpected Legacy

For more than 160 million years, dinosaurs dominated
Earth. They grew to astonishing sizes, filled every eco-
logical niche, and diversified into hundreds of species.
But even during their reign, small feathered dinosaurs—
birds’ ancestors—were quietly writing the next chapter.

Then, 66 million years ago, a cataclysmic asteroid im-
pact triggered a mass extinction. Three-quarters of all
species vanished, including the non-avian dinosaurs.

But evolution never stops. Birds survived. Mammals,
once small and nocturnal, radiated into new forms—
whales, bats, primates, elephants, and countless others.
From devastation came opportunity.

The Rise of Humans:
One Twig on a Vast Tree

Only around 6 million years ago—an eye-blink in geo-
logical time—the lineage that would become human
branched off from other apes. Our ancestors walked
upright. They crafted tools. They learned to cooperate,

to communicate, to imagine.

Eventually, Homo sapiens emerged: a species capable
of shaping its environment, building civilizations, and
pondering its origins. We are newcomers, but our

roots run deep. Every cell in our bodies carries echoes
of ancient oceans, early bacteria, and the first replicat-
ing molecules.

The tree of life is not a ladder but a sprawling, tangled
network, with millions of branches. Humans occupy only
one small twig. And yet, from this vantage point, we can
look back across billions of years and trace the unbro-
ken chain that links us to the first sparks of biology.

A Living Universe

The tree of life is still growing. New species evolve. 0ld
ones fade. Ecosystems respond to climate, geology,
and chance. The creative processes that began billions
of years ago continue today—in every seed that germi-
nates, every embryo that forms, every mutation that
offers some organism a slightly better chance.

We are part of this story, not separate from it. The
atoms of our bones were forged in ancient stars, the
chemistry of our cells was shaped by Earth’s earliest
oceans, and the spark of life inside us is the same spark
that animated the first protocells. The universe has not
only given rise to life—it has given rise to beings capa-
ble of understanding that life.

And in doing so, it has created something extraordinary:
a way for the cosmos to reflect on itself. 4

January/February 2026 | Secular World Magazine 19



God-Shaped Hole,

or Human-Shaped Need?

By Thomas Bear
‘0ff The Chain Atheist’

church steeple, the resonance

of temple bells, the chants of
monks; all have symbolized more
than just faith. They have represented
a focal point for human life, a place of
gathering, support, and shared iden-
tity. We've been indoctrinated, both
explicitly and implicitly, to believe the
longing for this connection is a spiri-
tual desire, a “god-shaped hole in the
heart,” as some would say.

F or centuries, the silhouette of a

What if that’s not the whole story,

though? What if the pull we feel toward religious belief
isn't spiritual and divine in origin, but human nature? What
if the force driving the pursuit of a relationship with a
higher power has more rational and logical roots that are
closer to home?

The Primal Drive for Connection

Long before “holy” books, our ancestors thrived through
community connection and cooperation. Huddled togeth-
er in caves and by fires offered safety, shared resources,
and the sharing of vital knowledge. This isn't a philosoph-
ical topic; it's ingrained in our instinct and engraved in our
evolutionary DNA. Exile meant death; belonging meant
survival. This primal fear of isolation and powerful desire
for inclusion is the raw engine that religion effectively
hijacked and harnessed.

Sociological and psychological research consistently
points to this truth. Studies on social cohesion and
attachment theory show that human well-being is intrin-
sically linked to our relationships with others. When we
feel a sense of belonging, our stress levels decrease, our
resilience to adversity increases, and our overall health
improves. We are, at our core, social creatures.

This fundamental need for connection is what religious
institutions often promise to fulfill. They offer a ready-
made “family,” a support system for life’s challenges, and
a shared narrative that binds people together.

Deconstruction of
"Divine” Calling

| was a Christian for 33 of my 50
years, but my search for meaning and
truth led me to the path of decon-
struction, a long, winding, and often
lonely road. One where every mile
marker was another question chip-
ping at beliefs that once felt as solid
as bedrock, but eventually were prov-
en to be unfounded. After years of
study and research stripped away the
layers of dogma and doctrine, | was
left with a simple yet powerful conclu-
sion based upon introspection and observation...

What | once believed to be a desire for a “relationship with
god,” was in reality a profound and deeply human need
for belonging. Religion doesn’t have a monopoly on com-
munity and connections; it merely packaged it in such a
way as to fool the masses into thinking that without it,
they are broken and lost.

Reclamation

This realization isn’t about attacking faith; it's about
reclaiming a vital part of what it means to be human. It's
about recognizing that the “divine” calling many of us feel
is actually the echo of our deepest, most basic needs:

to be seen, to be heard, and to belong. It's a testament
to our innate capacity for empathy and our fundamental
need for relationships.

The good news is that you don't need a deity or a doctrine
to find this connection. The tools are within us and all
around us. You can find community in a book club, a hik-
ing group, a volunteer organization, a local sports team,
or even an online forum. The sense of shared purpose
and identity can be found wherever people gather to sup-
port one another, share resources, and learn together.

The journey of deconstruction may be lonely, but the path
forward doesn’t have to be. We are hardwired for belong-
ing, and it's up to us to find it in places that truly resonate
with our authentic selves. ¢
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CELEBRATING CULTURE

Kenya: Honoring Ancestral Roots While
Embracing A Rapidly Changing World

here savannas meet soaring moun-
w tains and modern cities echo with

ancestral rhythms, Kenya is a nation
defined by movement, diversity, and deep
cultural continuity. Stretching from the
Indian Ocean to the Rift Valley highlands,
its landscapes shape a way of life that is as
varied as it is interconnected. Kenya's story is one of
many stories—over 40 ethnic communities, centuries

of migration and trade, and a modern nation continual-

ly balancing tradition and innovation.

Today, Kenya stands as one of Africa’s cultural pow-
erhouses: youthful, creative, multilingual, and globally
influential, yet profoundly rooted in its rich heritage.

A MOSAIC OF PEOPLES AND LANGUAGES
Kenya's multicultural identity is one of its greatest
strengths. More than 40 ethnic communities contrib-

ute their own languages, histories, and
artistic traditions. Swahili (Kiswabhili), the
national language, serves as a unifying
thread—born from centuries of coastal
trade and blending Bantu structure with
Arabic vocabulary. English, widely spoken
in education and business, adds another
dimension to Kenya's global outlook.

Yet each region retains its own linguistic and cultural
textures: the lyrical tones of Kikuyu, the rhythm of Luo
drum songs, the Maasai's iconic chants, the coastal
cadence of Swahili poetry. Kenya is a place where multi-
lingualism is the norm, and where language is as much a
cultural home as it is a medium of connection.

FAITH AND SPIRITUAL TRADITIONS
Kenya's spiritual landscape is a blend of Christianity,
Islam, and enduring indigenous beliefs. While Christianity
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is the majority faith and Islam thrives along the coast,
many people continue to honor traditional practices
rooted in respect for ancestors, nature, and community
harmony.

Rituals of passage remain central—birth, circumcision,
marriage, and elderhood are marked with ceremonies
that unite families and reinforce identity. In rural areas,
sacred trees, mountains, and caves still serve as cultural
anchors, linking everyday life to the spiritual world.
Despite diverse beliefs, Kenya's religious life is generally
characterized by tolerance, coexistence, and a shared
emphasis on community responsibility.

FAMILY, COMMUNITY, AND THE RHYTHM OF
DAILY LIFE

Community is the heart of Kenyan society. Extended
families often span several households, and neighbors
are treated as kin. The concept of harambee—"pulling
together"—is both a national motto and a lived philoso-
phy. It reflects the belief that collective effort strength-
ens everyone, whether building a school, helping with a
wedding, or supporting a neighbor in need.

Life moves with both energy and intention. Markets hum
with conversation and color; matatus (minibuses) play
exuberant music and public art; and Sundays often bring
families together for shared meals and slow afternoons.
Kenya's social warmth is both spontaneous and gener-
ous—visitors frequently remark on feeling welcomed as
participants rather than observers.

CUISINE: A CELEBRATION OF LAND AND

TRADITION

Kenyan food reflects its regional diversity and agricul-

tural abundance. Meals emphasize freshness, shared

eating, and comfort:

e Ugali - A staple maize porridge served with vege-
tables, meat, or fish. Simple, filling, and central to
Kenyan identity.

* Nyama Choma - Grilled goat or beef, often
enjoyed communally with laughter, conversation, and
cold drinks.

Ugali served with vegetable stew

e Sukuma Wiki - Sautéed greens, a daily favorite across
households and a symbol of resilience.

¢ Chapati - Soft, layered flatbread rooted in Indian influ-
ences along the coast.

¢ Pilau - Spiced coastal rice flavored with cardamom,
cloves, and cinnamon, traditionally served on special
occasions.

Tea culture (chai) is another beloved tradition—milky,
sweet, aromatic—serving as both comfort and conversa-
tion starter. Along the coast, Swahili dishes incorporate
coconut, seafood, and centuries of cultural blending
between Africa, Arabia, and Asia.

ARTS, MUSIC, AND CREATIVE EXPRESSION
Kenya's art scene is vibrant and ever-evolving. Tradi-
tional crafts—Maasai beadwork, Kikuyu basket weav-
ing, coastal woodcarving—remain iconic expressions
of identity. Meanwhile, modern artists experiment with
photography, digital media, spoken word, and Afro-fu-
sion music.

Music is woven into the fabric of daily life. Percus-
sion-rich folk traditions live alongside contemporary
genres like gengetone, Afro-pop, and the globally
acclaimed sounds of artists such as Sauti Sol and
Fadhilee Itulya. Dance, too, is central—energetic, expres-
sive, and communal.

Kenya's literary presence is influential, from Ngiligi
wa Thiong'o’s explorations of language and freedom
to modern voices that chronicle urban life, identity,
and change.

LANDSCAPES OF WILDLIFE, MOUNTAIN, AND SEA
Kenya's geography is as iconic as its culture. The Great

Rift Valley cuts through the heart of the country, sur-
rounded by highlands, lakes, and fertile plains. Mount

Kenya rises dramatically above the central region,

holding spiritual significance for many communities and
serving as a national symbol of resilience.

To the south, the Maasai Mara's sweeping savannas
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support one of the world’s most spectacular wildlife
migrations. Along the coast, turquoise waters and centu-
ries-old Swahili towns blend beauty with history.

Nature is not just scenery—it is identity. Pastoralist
communities move with the seasons; coastal life follows
the tides; farmers rely on ancestral knowledge to work
the land. Conservation efforts have gained momentum,
with community-led initiatives protecting wildlife while
honoring cultural traditions.

CHALLENGES AND THE SPIRIT OF RESILIENCE
Kenya faces modern pressures—urbanization, economic
inequality, climate stress, and political tensions. Yet its
capacity for reinvention remains strong. A young pop-
ulation drives innovation, from tech hubs in Nairobi to
sustainable agriculture and community conservation
projects in rural areas.

The values of harambee, adaptability, and optimism shape
Kenya's path forward. Whether through grassroots initiatives,

,UNESCO Treasures of Kenya

Where history, wildlife, and human
ingenuity meet

Lamu Old Town

A beautifully preserved Swahili settlement with cor-
al-stone houses, intricately carved doors, and centu-
ries of Indian Ocean trade history.

Mount Kenya National Park

Glacial peaks, forests, and alpine meadows sur-
rounding Kenya's sacred mountain—an ecological
and cultural landmark.

artistic expression, or scientific entrepreneurship, Kenyans con-

tinue to reimagine their nation with confidence and creativity.

A LIVING CULTURE

Kenya's cultural strength lies in its balance: honoring an-
cestral roots while embracing a rapidly changing world.
Itis a place where identity is layered and dynamic, where
the warmth of community is matched by the boldness of
innovation.

From the echo of drum rhythms at sunset to the aroma
of spiced pilau wafting through a coastal market, Kenya
reflects the enduring richness of a people connected by
land, language, and shared humanity.

As a Swahili proverb reminds us: “Unity is strength, divi-
sion is weakness.”

In Kenya, that spirit continues to guide a culture both
ancient and vibrantly alive. 4

volcanic formations, and some of the most important
paleoanthropological sites in the world.

Kenya Lake System in the Great Rift Valley
Three interconnected lakes (Bogoria, Nakuru, and
Elementaita) known for flamingos, rich biodiversity,
and dramatic geothermal features.

Sacred Mijikenda Kaya Forests

Twenty scattered forest sites that preserve the
cultural heritage of the Mijikenda communities,
blending natural beauty with ancestral spirituality.

Lake Turkana National Parks
A stark, otherworldly landscape home to crocodiles,
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Your Health, Your Future
Sleep and Mental Health: Why Quality Rest Matters
as Much as Diet and Exercise

through diet, exercise, and regular checkups. We

try to eat more vegetables, walk more steps, and
maybe even meditate from time to time. Yet one pillar
quietly shapes everything else—our sleep. For decades,
sleep was treated as an optional luxury, something to
“make up for over the weekend.” But modern science
has rewritten that idea entirely. Today, researchers place
sleep right beside nutrition and physical activity as a
foundation of long-term wellbeing.

M ost of us think of health as something we build

And when it comes to mental health, sleep isn’t simply
helpful—it's indispensable.

The Brain's Nightly Restoration Cycle

During sleep, the brain performs maintenance tasks it
cannot do while awake. Neurons reduce their activity,
freeing up the energy needed for repair, detoxification,
and memory consolidation. One of the most important
discoveries in sleep research is the glymphatic system—
the brain’s cleansing network that flushes out metabolic
waste, including amyloid-beta proteins associated with
Alzheimer's disease.

This “deep clean” happens primarily during slow-wave
sleep, the restorative stage of non-REM sleep. When

we cut sleep short, we interrupt this process. Over time,
the buildup of toxic proteins and chronic inflammation
can increase risks for cognitive decline, depression,
and anxiety.

Sleep isn't passive downtime. It is active, essential,
biological work.

In an age of constant motion and digital
distraction, choosing sleep is an act

of self-care. Better sleep enhances
memory, sharpens focus, improves
mood, lowers disease risk, and
strengthens emotional resilience.

Mental Health: The Two-Way Relationship

The connection between sleep and mental health is so
strong that researchers call it bidirectional. Poor sleep
can trigger or worsen mental health disorders, and men-
tal health disorders can disrupt sleep in return.

SLEEP’'S IMPACT ON MOOD

Even a single night of inadequate rest reduces activity

in the prefrontal cortex, the brain’s center for impulse
control, emotional regulation, and decision-making. At
the same time, the amygdala, which processes fear and
stress, becomes more reactive.

Studies show:

e | ack of sleep increases emotional volatility

® People become more sensitive to negative events

e Everyday challenges feel bigger and harder to navigate
This is why sleep loss can make a small disagree-

ment feel overwhelming or lead to anxious spirals that
wouldn’t occur when well-rested.

SLEEP AND DEPRESSION

Chronic insomnia increases the risk of developing de-
pression by two to three times. Meanwhile, more than
80% of people with depression experience sleep distur-
bances. Treating sleep problems early can reduce the se-
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verity of depressive symptoms—and in some cases, help
prevent the onset of depression altogether.

SLEEP AND ANXIETY

When sleep is interrupted, the body produces more corti-

sol, the primary stress hormone. High cortisol levels can
create persistent anxiety, racing thoughts, and a sense
of internal restlessness. Research also suggests that
good sleep improves the brain’s ability to extinguish fear
memories, helping people respond to stress with more
clarity and less reactivity.

The Cost of a Sleep-Deprived Society

We live in a world wired for sleeplessness. Stress,
screens, artificial lighting, shift work, social media, and
round-the-clock responsibilities all push bedtime later
and cut the depth of our sleep cycles. According to pop-
ulation surveys, nearly one in three adults does not get
enough sleep, and many more report poor sleep quality.

The consequences show up everywhere:

¢ Reduced productivity and attention

e Increased risk of accidents

e Greater likelihood of chronic disease

e Higher rates of depression and anxiety
e Shorter lifespan

In fact, insufficient sleep is now considered a public
health crisis by multiple medical and governmental
bodies.

Deep Sleep, Memory, and Learning

Sleep plays a direct role in learning and mental perfor-
mance. During deep sleep and REM sleep, the brain
stabilizes new memories, links them to existing knowl-
edge, and prunes unnecessary neural connections. This
optimization allows us to think creatively, problem-solve,
and make wise decisions.

Students who pull “all-nighters” often retain less infor-
mation than those who sleep regularly. The same applies
to adults: whether trying to learn a language, master a
musical instrument, or adapt to new workplace challeng-
es, sleep reinforces every skill.

Quality rest literally rewires the brain for success.

How Much Sleep Do We Really Need?

While individual needs vary slightly, experts consistently
recommend:

e 7-9 hours per night for most adults
e A consistent sleep schedule—even on weekends

¢ High-quality, uninterrupted sleep rather than fragment-

ed dozing

Older adults sometimes assume they need less sleep,

but research shows that the biological requirement stays
largely the same. What changes is our ability to attain
deep sleep, making good sleep habits even more import-
ant with age.

Strategies for Sleeping Better

Improving sleep often requires small, sustainable ad-
justments rather than drastic changes. Evidence-based
approaches include:

1. Create a Sleep-Friendly Environment
e Keep the room cool, dark, and quiet
e Use blackout curtains or a sleep mask
e Keep electronics out of the bedroom if possible

2. Establish a Routine
Going to bed and waking up at the same time an-
chors the body’s circadian rhythm, improving both
sleep onset and sleep quality.

3. Limit Late-Night Stimulation

e Avoid heavy meals before bedtime
e Reduce caffeine after late afternoon

e Turn off screens 1-2 hours before bed (blue light
suppresses melatonin)

4. Try Relaxation Techniques
Deep breathing, stretching, or guided meditation can
calm the nervous system and promote restful sleep.

5. Be Mindful of Alcohol
Alcohol might help you fall asleep, but it disrupts
deep sleep and leads to nighttime awakenings.

6. Seek Professional Help When Needed
Chronic insomnia is treatable. Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy for Insomnia (CBT-1) is especially effective
and is often more sustainable than medication.

Sleep Is Preventive Medicine

In an age of constant motion and digital distraction,
choosing sleep is an act of self-care. Better sleep en-
hances memory, sharpens focus, improves mood, lowers
disease risk, and strengthens emotional resilience. It
helps us show up as the people we want to be—patient,
thoughtful, energetic, and mentally clear.

If diet and exercise strengthen the body, sleep strength-
ens the mind. And for long-term mental health, that
might be the most powerful investment we can make. ¢
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Secular Snapshots:
Short facts to spark big thoughts

i THE QUIET SUPERVOLCANO

Yellowstone erupts roughly once every 600,000 years—
but its most powerful activity today is the constant rise
of heat from a magma chamber so big it reshapes the
ground by inches each year. Earth’s surface is less sta-
ble than it seems.

% THE NEXT SPACE RACE

More than 20 nations now have independent launch
capabilities. Space exploration is shifting from super-
power rivalry to a global scientific venture—cooperation
increasingly matters more than competition.

& FORESTS AS CLIMATE ENGINES

The Amazon rainforest generates up to half of its own
rainfall by releasing water vapor from trees. Cut too
many trees, and the system collapses—turning the
world’s largest forest into a savanna.

& THE CHEMISTRY OF LIFE

0Of the 118 known elements, living organisms rely pri-
marily on just six: carbon, hydrogen, nitrogen, oxygen,
phosphorus, and sulfur. Life is both simple in ingredients
and astonishingly complex in form.

TIME TRAVEL IS REAL (SORT OF)
Astronauts aboard the International Space Station age
about 0.01 seconds less per year than people on Earth
due to time dilation. It's tiny—but real, measurable proof
of Einstein’s relativity.

THE AIR WE SHARE

A single breath contains more molecules than there are
stars in the observable universe. Statistically, each of us
inhales at least one molecule exhaled by every human
who ever lived.

# THE GLOBAL WATER LOOP

The water you drink today may once have been part of
a cloud drifting over the Himalayas, a droplet in an Irish
storm, or a prehistoric sea. Earth continually recycles
every molecule—nothing truly disappears.

&) ANIMAL CULTURES

Elephants, whales, and some bird species pass down be-
haviors—songs, migration routes, tools—through learning
rather than instinct. Culture isn't uniquely human; it's a
feature of intelligence itself.

Z PLANETS BEYOND COUNTING

Astronomers estimate at least 100 billion planets in our
galaxy alone, and many are Earth-sized. Statistically, life
elsewhere is likely—but distances between stars make
communication unimaginably difficult.

@ THE FIRST FIRE

Ancient humans began deliberately using fire at least
400,000 years ago. This mastery reshaped our diet, our
gatherings, our tools—and arguably our minds, as nightly
firelight became humanity’s original classroom.

THE MEMORY OF ICE

Antarctic ice cores preserve bubbles of ancient air up
to 800,000 years old, allowing scientists to reconstruct
past climates with remarkable accuracy. The planet
keeps its own diary—we're just learning to read it.

& THE POWER OF COOPERATION
Anthropologists estimate that humans became the
planet’s dominant species not because of strength but
because of scale: we can cooperate in groups far larger
than any primate. Shared stories—not muscle—built
civilizations. ¢
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