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Our Humane Education Project... how are we doing? 
   I was once told by an acquaintance who had been an ardent activist in a well-funded 
organisation that we could not know how effective our ‘teaching for compassion’ 
education project was unless we had professional independent research done on 
perceptible gains! I merely said we used our limited funding to try to inculcate 
compassion and teach animal care as effectively as we could and were not much 
concerned with producing statistics.  
   It is true, of course, that we can’t say with exactitude what precise effects the project is 
having, but there is plenty of heart-warming evidence, even if it can’t be toted up neatly 
in percentages. 
   Our immediate objective is to sensitise children to animal sentience and to provide 
information about essential animal care and the role of the SPCA, but we go much further 
than that in showing that cruelty to animals all too easily becomes cruelty towards human 
beings, and that compassion and kindness are fundamental in making one a real human 
being.  
   We educate about fireworks. We educate about caring about all living creatures. We 
emphasise the loyalty and trusting responses of animals. We ask that the children be our 
ears and eyes in their environments, and that they share what they have learnt with their 
families and neighbours.  
   We do encounter some callousness and cruelty, but we also encounter people who, 
having little themselves, love and look after their animals. We totally believe that 
teaching compassion is crucial and, since we have been professional educators ourselves 
in our day, we would like nothing better than to see compassion and kindness emphasised 
within the formal education system. This is why our education officer encourages 
teachers to attend the SPCA workshops along with the children. At least some of them 
will feel empowered to teach in ways that the formal system does not regard as worth 
formalising.      
 
The phenomenon of the “Hundredth Monkey” 
   To some, this fascinating phenomenon might sound like an entertaining modern ‘myth’ 
or perhaps something just beginning to acquire the status of a meme, but there is much 
scientific evidence to confirm that it is well beyond mere speculation. 
   Let’s look for a moment at where the “hundredth monkey” description originated as a 
way of describing in everyday terms a manifestation recorded through the centuries and 
written about in depth by British pioneering Cambridge biologist, Rupert Sheldrake, in 
his presentation of his morphic resonance hypothesis in both scientific and speculative 
papers, articles, books, interviews, dialogues, and on television.    
   Almost forty years ago, the Japanese government was supporting research into the 
habits of small colonies of monkeys living on some of the small islands off Japan. One 
young female monkey, who became known as Ima, was observed to be cleaning wild 
potatoes before eating them by washing them in a stream.  
   It wasn’t long before other monkeys in her immediate group began copying her tuber-
washing activities. But then it was noticed that monkeys in other colonies not in any 
obvious contact with Ima’s group began washing roots before eating them.  



   What was rather more surprising was that monkeys on other islands who were 
definitely out of contact began the rinsing habit, until finally it was observed among 
monkeys on the mainland of Japan and further afield.  
   It was estimated that Ima’s desire for sand-free food had inexplicably spread to other 
islands after about a hundred monkeys on her island had begun washing roots before 
eating them. Biologist/writer Lyall Watson called this “the hundredth monkey 
phenomenon”, as a way of saying that when a sufficient number of individuals of any 
species begin to repeat a way of behaving, some kind of pattern seems to be formed, and 
the new behaviour can jump the “natural barriers” of time and space.  
   One remarkable instance concerns the pioneering work of William McDougall with 
fifteen generations of rats learning to run a complex maze. The findings were that each 
generation ran the maze faster and faster, seemingly presenting evidence for the 
inheritance of acquired characteristics and supporting the then largely discounted theories 
of Lamarck… but an unexpected finding was that in laboratories all over the world 
unrelated rats new to the running of the maze (‘first-generation’ rats) were running it as 
speedily as McDougall’s fifteenth generation rats.   
   If you would like to engage your sense of wonder in an area that might seem a bit 
arcane at first, Google Rupert Sheldrake and morphic resonance; William McDougall’s 
maze experiments; Sheldrake and Jung’s theory of the Collective Unconscious; and 
Sheldrake’s dialogues with the brilliant British physicist, David Bohm, and Bohm’s 
theory of the implicate order of the universe that fits rather well with Sheldrake’s 
morphic resonance.   
   But back to ordinary people like us: if just a small number of people begin to do “the 
right thing”, it would appear that is often sufficient to set positive change in motion… 
just as a small number of people doing “the wrong thing” could set negative change in 
motion. We begin to see how what we think and do as individuals really matters, whereas 
one so often hears people say “Well, what can I do? I’m only one person.” Yet there is 
more than a little evidence that we share some kind of ‘collective memory’ that can affect 
those around us and be passed on much further than we ever suspect. 
   It makes showing empathic concern for all living creatures in our inter-connected world 
suddenly of greater importance than many perhaps realise. This is where the formal 
education sector could play a much more important role, and where we are trying, via our 
various SPCA outreach projects and our education programme, to make a difference, 
much supported by our devoted volunteers and our generous donors and sponsors.     
       
An ethical decision 
   At the end of November, Oil Company TransCanada suspended the construction of a 
terminal on a major pipeline which runs along the St Lawrence river. The decision was 
made to allow for a thorough investigation into the situation of the endangered beluga 
Arctic white whales in the area. The Committee on the Status of Endangered Whales, a 
body of marine scientists, estimated that the beluga population in 2004 was over 10,000 
and that it is now less than 1,000. Pollution and industrial development are seen as major 
factors in the decline of these northern whales.  
   The terminal was expected to be in operation by 2018 as part of the $10,5 billion 
Energy East pipeline. Whatever its outcome, this is a momentous financial decision. It is 



also an ethical one and is a ray of hope in a world where animals more often than not lose 
out to commercial interests.  
   Concern about animals and animal populations is part of the global movement for 
social change, but it is generally lagging behind other social concerns, and it is largely 
left to animal welfare organisations to give animal issues at least a small place in the 
public conscience.    
   There needs to be greater global recognition that the animal welfare movement is part 
of the global movement for social change. So this far-off event in Quebec does concern 
us all because it is a notable example of ethical concern taking precedence over large-
scale industrial interests.  
 
 
 


