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The Humanist Worldview  

Introduction  
 
The meaning of the word ôworldviewõ (or world -view) can be summed up as ôan attitude to life  based on 

a set of beliefs and valuesõ.   

 

The Humanist worl dview is based on a set of beliefs and values  developed over many centuries .  Itõs a 

worldview that has always relied on the best scientific knowledge to explain aspect s of life and the 

world .  Thatõs why, when todayõs Humanists try to work things out, they try to use reason and 

rationality  to do so , and they donõt take seriously any explanations that rely on miracle s or gods.  

Some people hold similar worldviews to Humanists: 

    

 

Agnostics  are uncertain about the existence of g od(s)                                               
 
 

Atheists  have no belief in god(s)                                                                  
 
 

Humanists  also have no beliefs in gods .  And Humanist groups worldwide use a  

symbol called the Happy Human to represent celeb rati ng the one life  we have.   

 

Some Atheists and Agnostics are also Humanists, but it õs not possible to be a Humanist and to 

believe in anything divine or supernatural.  Another difference between these worldviews is that 

Humanists try to live by a specif ic moral code  and accept certain moral principles , whereas 

Atheists and Agnostics may live by a moral code close to the Humanist one , or they m ay not.  
 

The International Humanist and Ethical Union  (IHEU ) is an umbrella organization for al l 

Humanists groups  in the world , and it  describe s Humanism as:  
 
òA democratic and ethical life stance, which affirms that human beings have the right and 
responsibility to give meaning and shape to their own lives.ó  
 
 

The British Humanist Association  (BHA)  is a UK organisation describ ing Humanism th is way:  
 

òHumanism is an approach to life based on humanity and reason - humanists recognise 
that moral values are properly founded on hu man nature and experience alone .ó   
 
 
 

Class Activity :  Many Humanist  organisations like the BHA above, adapt the symbol o f the 

Happy Human to suit their local circumstances and views .  Could your class design a Happy 

Human to represent Humanism in Scotland? The design would need to be simple enough  to be 

reproduced on a variety of material li ke badges, banners and letterheads .  The Humanist 

Academy will display the designs on its website and could even adopt one for future  use. 
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The Humanist Worldview  
 

Here are s ome general principles  supported by Humanism :  

  

Democracy and Human Rights  

The ri ght to hold a freely chosen worldview  

Free Speech and Expression  

 

The separation of government and religion  

Equality for individuals and groups  

An understanding of the world through reason  

Explanations supported by evidence   

Respect for the dignity of eve ry human being 

 

Moral behaviour in personal and social situations  

Obligations to conserve and protect the worldõs resources  
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The Humanist Worldview  

Beliefs and Values  ð Some General Differences  

Religious Worldview  Humanist Worldview  

 

SUPERNATURAL 

Spirit ual forces exist that can be 

deliberately creative or destructive  

 

 

NATURAL  

Forces known to exist are natural (like 

gravity) ; th ey have no deliberate intentions    

 

OTHER-WORLDLY 

Another place exists with  divine beings, 

angels, spirits, etc  

 

WORLDLY 

Only what we have observed and measured 

can be relied on to exist  

 

 

FAITH DRIVEN  

 Beliefs  can be held on faith alone  

 

EVIDENCE DRIVEN  

All beliefs should be supported with 

evidence  

 

 

REVEALED KNOWLEDGE 

Knowledge has come from  God, and is taught  

by religious l eaders 

 

GAINED KNOWLEDGE  

Knowledge has come from  human 

investigati ons and is taught by educators  

 

AN AFTERLIFE  

We all live again in Heaven or Hell  

 

ONE LIFE  

We only have one life to live as best we can   

 

BODY AND SOUL  

Humans have a body, a mind and a separate 

soul  

 

BODY AND MIND  

Humans have a body, and a mind but thereõs 

no evidence of more than that   

 

 

DIVINE ETHICS  

Morality arises from divine commandments 

 

HUMAN ETHICS  

Morality arises from human decisions 

SACRED 

Holy books buildings  and special clot hes 

 

SECULAR  

Ordinary books, buildings and clothes  

 



SECTION /OUTCOME  1 - THE HUMANIST WORLDVIEW  

 

4 

 

The Humanist Worldview  

 

SUMMARY 

 

 Humanism can be described as a worldview, but not a religion (see Table,  page 3)  

 

 The Humanist worldview and its principles are based on a set of beliefs and 

values about the world and humanityõs place in it.   

 

 The Humanist worldview can be summed up with three Rs - Realistic, Rational 

and Reasonable.   

 

 When searching for answers, Humanism places emphasis on evidence - not on 

faith .  

 

 It õs possible to be an Atheist or an Agnostic as well as a Humanist, but itõs not 

possible to be a Humanist and believe in anything supernatural like a g od. 
 

 

???  
1) What is IHEU?  Briefly d escribe  how IHEU defin es the Humanist worldview .   

 

2) Give two  examples of supernatural claims t hat would be unacceptable to Humanists  

 

3) What would a Humanist be likely to base their views on ? 1) Investigating and thinking 

critically about the issues involved 2) The worldview of friends and relatives ? or  

3) Something else ?  

 

4) According to the Beliefs and Valu es in t he Humanist worldview  (page 3), pick out the  two  

that seem to be the most significant in separating Humanism from a religious worldview?     
 

Humanism is based on Beliefs and V alues that provide Humanists with their principles 

and their reasons for approaching things in certain ways .  To explain th is Humanist 

approach clearly, t he next section separates Humanism into four elements called: 

Secular, Ethical, Scientific ( Empirical ) and Liberal .  
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Secular  

Issue -  Social E quality and J ustice  
 

To say that someone is ôsecularõ, usually means they donõt believe in or follow any religio nõ.  

Applied to a country , secular  means there is no official state religion  and the government tries 

to  treat people equally even though they have different beliefs and worldviews . 

Government s have to decide how places like schools, hospitals  and law 

courts are run .  But when the population is made up of individuals and 

groups all with different beliefs  and their own ideas about how these 

institutions should be run ð then the rules governments make cannot 

satisfy everyone.  For this reason, Humanists believe the best 

solution is for  government s to be secular, not support any one religion 

and treat everyone and every worldview equally under the law .  In a secular environment , people 

are free to follow the ir  private beliefs , and in public  it leaves fewer opportunities for 

discrimination .      

 

 

 

 

The above publication reports that the non -religious group is a fast -growing group. If that 

information is accurate  and more people are not religious , then, itõs even more important that 

government s are secular and treat  all people equally regardless of which worldview they hold .   

 

Throughout history, the followers of  different worldview s have been in conflict ð eg in some 

parts of Scotland tensions still exist between Catholics and Protestants.  This could be the 

reason that many  religious people are also secularists  because they acknowledge that a secular -

run country  where no single worldview is privileged is the best way to ensure respect and fair 

treatment for all  of them .   
 

Humanists support secularism because they believe that government s work best if they act for 

the common good while remaining religiously neutr al and not promot ing any group or worldview 

over any other .  Secularism also allows individual politicians to act according to their personal 

convictions when it comes to voting on a particular issue . 

 
 

CLASS DISCUSSION :   Consider the strengths and weaknes ses of a secular -run childrenõs 

organisation  like the Woodcraft Folk for boys and girls and its more religious counterparts like 

the Boy Scouts  or Boys Brigade . 

At the beginning of this millennium the world held around two billion  

people identifying broadly as Christians, and just over one billion 

identifying broadly as Muslims, while there were just under one billion 

non-reli gious people.  (Information from the World Christian 

Encyclopaedia, 2001)  
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Secular  

Issue -  Separation of G overnment and Religion  
 

Countries are run i n a variety of ways :  Some are Theocracies  (Saudi Arabia, Iran , the Vatican) 

where day-to -day government runs according to particular religio us rules. Some are Totalitarian  

(North Korea or Myanmar (Burma)) , where the state controls much public and priv ate life . And 

some are Democracies (UK, Australia ) where the government is selected  through  majority vote .   

 

Many countries  are secular states  (India, Turkey , USA), where all public institutions are meant 

to remain neutral and not take sides in matters of religion or belief , although in practice itõs 

more complicated than that .  For example, in the USA, the majority of the population (78%) 

identif ies as Christian  and the majority in Turkey are Muslims, while in India the majority are 

Hindus. And many people from within these rel igious groups would like  to see their respective 

views having priority in a ll aspects of public life .    
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The dark areas on the world map above highlight secular countries.  Th ose in the lighter colour 

(including the UK) are partly secular  ð for example, although in England and Scotland the 

majority of the population  is non-religious;  both countries  have established or official churches 

that continue to have influence in how the countr y is governed. 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
CLASS DISCUSSION :  A total of 26 Bishops sit in the House of Lords  in London.  Although t he 

Bishops are unelected, they can help to pass laws that affect the lives of many people who may 

not share t heir  religious views .  Discuss this situation in regard to Secularism and the place of 

religion  in government . 

òWe want a society in which all are free to practise their faith, change it or not have 

one, according to their conscience. Our belief or lack of it should neither advantage 

nor d isadvantage. Religion should be a matter of private conscience, for the home and 

place of worship; it must not have privileged input into the political arena where 

history shows it to bring conflict and injustice.ó  

National Secular Society  
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Secular  
 

SUMMARY 

 

 Humanists believe matters of government and matters of religion should be kept 

separate.   

 

 In a secular environment, the followers of all worldviews can practise their beliefs 

without fear of persecution and without priv ilege above others . 

 

 In a democratically -run country , secularism provides the best means of a  free and 

equal environment for all its citizens . 

 
 

 

 

???  
 

 

1) Can a person be religious and a secularist?  

 

2)  Give an example of a modern secular country   

 

3)  If the gov ernment of a country sponsors one religion, what would that indicate 

about the value place d on those who have diff erent worldviews?   

 

4)  How would it benefit a religious person to live in a secular country?   

 
 

 

 

The next part discusses one of the main corne rstones of Humanism, its moral and 

Ethical element . 
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Ethical  
Issue -  Empathy and Compassion  

 
 
 
 
 
 

  Ethics:     Deciding what is right or wrong  

 Morality:  Doing what is right or wrong  

 

Individuals and societies make decisions all the time about what  is moral and what  is not .  Some 

of these d ecisions are then made part of the law of the land and reflect the moral standards of 

th e people who live there .    

 

At one time slavery, child labour, and racial discrimination were all acceptable practices  in most 

of  the developed world .  But, as our knowledge and understanding of the world and ourselves 

progresse d, it force d our opinions about right and wrong to change.  So, to address modern -day 

moral dilemmas like those in geneti c engineering , organ transplant, ene rgy conservation, etc, 

Humanists believe we need a set of 21 st  century global ethics.  
 

Some morality is already hardwired into human biology and people can use this 

built -in morality as a guide to their behaviour .  Our conscience, which is partly 

informed  by our experiences in the world,  can prompt us to ôsenseõ when 

situations are right or wrong .  Also, i f we witness our family, friends or other 

human beings suffering , our sense of empathy and compassion would make us 

feel bad .  Whereas, acting out of  alt ruism (being kind with no thought for reward ) usually makes 

us f eel good.  
  
 
 
 

Many people think humans ought to live by absolute commands, like ôyou shall not killõ.  At first 

glance, this instruction seems  quite sensible, until we try to put it into co ntext .  Then we could 

find ourselves asking: What about killing in war? What about killing in self -defence? What about 

merciful killing ? What about killing animals for food, and so on .  And, most people might expect 

courts to be lenient on someone who had killed after being mentally or physically tortured for 

years.  In all these instances the  fixed morality of ôyou shall not killõ seems too rigid .   
 

Consequently, most Humanists support situation ethics  ð ie, they believe that some moral 

dilemmas need to b e decided in reference to a specific context.  Actions that are considered 

right and proper in one circumstance might be seen as wrong once we account for differences in 

culture  and geography as well as differences in time .   

 

CLASS DISCUSSION :  Can you think of other  practices that used to be considered no rmal, 

moral and acceptable and are now regarded as unacceptable?  

òI consider ethics to be  an exclusively human concern with no 

superhuman authority behind it. ó Albert Einstein  
 

òPeople have gut feelings that give them emphatic moral convictionsó Steven Pinker  
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Ethical  
Issue -  Moral Pri nciples, Co - operative Relationships  

 
Humanism acknowledges a set of basic moral principles which are independent of any worldview, 

but are so significant that different cultures at different times have all found them necessary 

for the function, progress and maybe even the survival of their communities . Humanists 

sometimes call these principles the ôcommon moral decenciesõ 

which refer to attributes like : honesty, fairness, responsibility, 

intellectual integrity, etc . The reason the Humanist approach 

includes an Ethical element, is mainly due to the significance of 

these principles  to human life .   
 
 

But, although co -operative  traits like fairness help individuals and 

groups to survive, the se traits need encouraging and nurturing .  

So, Humanists believe that when people are young and forming  their personal moral code, they 

should be encouraged to practis e the virtues of fairness and responsibility, so that through 

time, this behaviour becomes second nature and part of the ordinary social life of  the  

community, making it a pleasant place to live for everyone .  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Critical intelligence means to question and reflect up on something before 

making a judg ement on it.    Practising behaviour  like self -control, responsibility, 

and respect for other s, all help to develop critical intelligence.   Many ancient 

Eastern cultures e mphasised that this type of critical thinking was at the very 

heart of a moral character - in contrast to merely following rules .   A similar 

approach to morality was also recommended by the ancient Greeks , sometimes 

called Virtue Ethics .   

 
 

Thinking critically also means thinking about the outcome  of actio ns, especially if  another person 

might be harmed .  I tõs often easy to fool  vulnerable people into believing ideas that have no 

truth to them , but often such actions have serious consequences .  Being willing to take 

responsibility for your actions  is an important part of morality , so Humanists encourage critical 

thinking and a responsible attitude (like considering consequences) in all aspects of life, 

particularly in moral actions .   
 
 

CLASS DISCUSSION :   Would it be possible to build any type of community i f everybody in 

it told lies, cheated and committed violence to each other?  If no one could be trusted to act 

fairly, honestly and peaceably, what would be the result?    

òThe single most important ethical imperative we can develop for ourselves and 

bequeath to the future is the need to be critically intelligent. ó  Paul Kurtz  
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Ethical  
 
 

SUMMARY 

 
 

 Humanism acknowledges a set of basic moral principles (common moral decencies) 

that have been accepted for centuries as the basis of good behaviour.  

 

 Ethical discussion s need to take account of every aspect of life and adjust  

according to different times and cultures  as part of an evolving process.    

 

 Human beings are already biologically equipped to act morally and compassionately, 

and these capacities can guide us to act virtuously  and behave well. 

 

 Critical thinking and a ccepting the consequences of actions is a major part of being 

moral.  
 

 
 

 

???  

1) Humanism regards some moral principles  as ôcommon moral decenciesõ, can you name 

two of them ?  

2)  What are the chief attributes of  Virtue Ethics?  

3)  Why is it important for any community to apply a) critical  intelligence  to its moral 

codes and b) continually update its moral cod es?  

4)  In what circumstances can our innate (in -built) sense of morality help us?  

5)  I n what circumstances should we reflect deeply on issues ?  

 

The next part outlines some of the principles that underlie the Scientific (or Empirical ) 

element  of Humanism.   
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Scientific (Empirical ) 
 

Issue ð Scepticism about U ntested Claims 
 

Humanists believe scientific investigations are the best way to find out about everything that 

exists, especially when we already have the technology to do so .  Our present scientific 

advancements allow us to investigate into areas that previous generations could not even have 

thought about .  So, although practices  (like astrology or tarot cards ) that are 

not based on sound evidence may still be useful as entertain ment, in scientific 

terms th ey have little or no value in helping us advance as a species.  
 

The scientific method  used by scientists  usually includes an idea in th e form of 

a hypothesis , meaning ôa temporary explanation thatõs adopted to account for 

certain observations õ.  When a hypothesis is tested, th e test must be repeated 

many times.  If itõs proved correct, the hypothesis will become a theory  meaning 

ôan explanation thatõs accepted by the scientific communityõ.  And well -established theories are 

often referred to as facts . 

 

 
 

 

One basic value that Humanists and scientists share is a ôsceptical attitude õ ð meaning 

questioning and thinking deeply about both sides of  any matter .  A sceptical attitude encourages 

serious enquiry and so avoids the mistakes that can be made when something is decided on 

someoneõs personal opinion or without any verification  (an untested claim) .    

 

Adopting a sceptical  attitude  is especially useful in science because existing theories need to be 

kept under constant surveillance  to ensure they can withst and serious challenges .  So, science 

doesnõt deal in certainties, all theories are  provisional and open to change, ready to be updated , 

revised  or even abandoned altogether wh en new evidence turns up  that contradicts them .  

That õs why there are strict rule s in the scientific method .  Other methods of investigating that 

donõt use the  rules  of the scientific method are not accepted  in the science community .   

 

Some untested claims are often  believed to be true  even if they have no supporting evidence 

and few scientists endorse them .  But believing in something when there is no evidence for it, 

plays no part in science . 

 

 

 

Although the sceptical attitude of scientists has contributed enormous benefits to the people 

of the world, Humanists would say that scient ists  also have a personal and social responsibility 

to maximise these benefits while making every endeavour to minimise any potential harm they 

could cause.  

 

RESEARCH ACTIVITY : Carefully read through  (several times if necessary)  t he extract of 

David Humeõs essay on Miracles in Appendix 3 . Consider how Humanists would use Humeõs 

argument to support a scientific outlook when confronted with improbable claims. 

òExtraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence ó ð Carl Sagan 

òA wise man proportions his belief to the evidence ó ð David Hume 
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Scientific (Empirical ) 
 

Issue ð Reliable Evidence  
 

 

To make progress humanity needs reliable sources of evidence on which to b uild  its  store of 

knowledge and its technology  - and this is what science and the scientific method gives us.  

Without science, we would still be unaware that the Earth goes 

around the sun and about  the effect cigarettes have on our lungs.  

What we can be sure of is that  aeroplanes stay in the air and our 

computers and mobile phones  work because the scientists who 

designed them g ot their sums right .    
   

The fact that scientific results are under constant scrutiny by the rest of the world, is what 

makes science an objective  and reliable method for  gaining accurate information .  This contrasts 

with  personal opinion that is subjective  and not testable, so not valid scientifically .  Although 

science has been able to suggest answer s to many of the big questions in life, scientific  results 

are always reported cautiously, leaving open the possibility of error.  The early pioneers of the 

scientific method include people like Darwin, Einstein and Newton to whom we owe so much 

because th ey have helped us to understand many of the mysteries that puzzled our ancestors .     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In scientific areas like pharmacology, psychiatry or biology, only reliable evidence and natural 

explanations count .  For this reason most scientists in the f ield of Evolutionary Biology, reject 

supernatural, faith -based ideas like  ôIntelligent Design õ; (the idea that an intelligent being ( God) 

created everything ).  This claim has some support from the faith community, and even some 

scientists (who are also rel igious) support it . But  like any other claim that cannot be tested in a 

scientific investigation, the claims made about Intelligent Design have no endorsement from the 

worldõs scientific community .    

 
 

CLASS DISCUSSION :  Why is  it necessary to repeat scie ntific experiments , perhaps in 

different places and different times  and under exactly the same conditions?  

Scientific education is by far the best training for all walks of life,   

because it teaches us how to assess situations critically and react  

accordingly. It gives us an understanding based on reverence for  

life -enhancing technologies as well as for  life itself. If we do not know how things 

work, how can we fix things? And how are we going to use these powerful 

technologies wisely? Sir Harold Kroto, (2007)  
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Scientific  

(Empirical ) 
 

 

SUMMARY 
 

 The evidenced-based information that science produces is central to the  Humanist 

approach to lif e.  

 

 Over the cen turies, scientific scholars have made discoveries and inventions that 

have allowed modern people to live comfortable, safe and healthy lives.  

 

 Without scien tists , we would be ignorant about our place in the solar system and 

the workings of our bodies, and our main sources of information about the world 

would still be myths and superstition .   

 

 One day we might discover new ways of investigating mysteries and gaining 

information, for now, the scientific way is the most reliable .   
 
 
 

???  

 

1) Humanists emphasise the significance of evidence to justify any information about 

the world. But why is evidence so important?   

 

2)  What do Humanists mean when they talk about ônaturalõ explanations for the world? 

In what ways does a natural explanation differ from a supernatu ral  explanation?  

 

3)  Scientific discoveries are shared worldwi de and the language of science including 

the natural laws of physics  and the scientific method, are standard  and universal .  

I n what ways is this standardization  and universality beneficial?  

 
The final part in this Section discusses some aspects of the Liberal element of 
Humanism    
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Liberal  
Issue -  Democracy, R ights and Responsibilities  

 
 

Just as Humanism recognises core ethical principles, it also accepts core Liberal principles, some 

of which ar e:  an open society; freedom  of belief and expression; Human Rights; equality before 

the law; non -discrimination; free and fair elections, and so on . 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Humanists are strongly committed to preserving the principles of Democracy and the freedoms 

listed above that usually accompany it.   This  commitment is strong because the se Liberal 

principles took a long time to achieve and many people paid with their life when fighting for 

them . Humanists therefore are keen to ensure that democratic freedoms are never  lost or 

diminished .     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Enlightenment was an 18th  century European movement driven by 

intellectual s.  It advocated reason as the basis of moral  authority and it 

brought with it major social reforms and a decline in the authority of the 

ar istocracy and the church  and strengthened the notions of human rights .  
 
 

During th e Enlightenment,  liberty was expressed by many 

as the independence and autonomy of the individual and 

demands were made t o reduce the restrict ions on how people spoke, wrot e 

and behaved.  Once this enhanced liberty  was won it permitted people  to 

speak, think and enquire much more freely , and without fear of 

persecution.  
 
 

CLASS DISCUSSION :  Johnõs personal opinions and attitude  to life are broadly in line with a 

Humanist worl dview, but his family and the community he lives in all have different worldview s. 

In what ways could John exercise his democratic rights of free speech and  stay loyal to his 

worldview yet  keep good relations with his family and friends ?    

òNatural rights are universal concomitant of the condition of being human, and as 

such are independent of time, place, and the accident of social developmentsó  

AC Grayling 
 

Here's freedom to them who would speak  

Here's freedom to them who would write  

For there's non e ever feared  

that the truth should be heard  

than they whom the truth would indict.  

Robert Burns  
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Liberal  
 

Issue  -  Free S peech and Human Rights  
 
 

Many Humanist thinkers and philosophers in the UK and elsewhere contributed to the 

Enlightenment .  Probably the most famous Scottish contr ibutor at that time was David Hume, a 

moral philosopher from Edinburgh.  One of his well-known pieces of writing from 1777 is :  An 
Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding . 
 
 

Almost two centuries later, i n December 1948, the General  

Assembly of the United Nations  regarded the rights of 

individuals as the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in 

the world , and they adopted the Universal Declarati on of Human 

Rights. Some Humanists were fortunate enough to take part in 

this historic process.  

 
 

Humanists have no particular affiliations to any political party, but all over the world, Humanist 

organisations consider it their responsibility to actively participate in political affairs especially 

if there is a threat to democratic rights and freedoms .   
 

In 2002, the International Humanist and Ethical Union  (IHEU) held a Humanist 

gathering in A msterdam .  The conference collectively made a declaration 

concerning Democracy and Human Rights .  This declaration allowed Humanists 

worldwide to identify with these principles and the Humanist movement .   
 

 

In the UK , some Humanists and religious writers regard it as a duty to condemn actions that 

restrict the freedoms of individuals or to criticise demands made by groups for  special 

privileges whether th ese are in education, entertainment or politics .  And European Humanists 

continue to monitor bodies lik e the United Nations and the European Council for Human Rights  

and report on any inconsistencies or where standards fall below expected levels .   

 

In former times, people could be imprisoned or even lose their life for offences that people 

today would find  trivial .  For example, in Edinburgh in the year 1697, a n 18 year-old boy called 

Thomas Aitkenhead was hanged for disagreeing with something written in the Bible.  In 

Scotland today, we take freedom of speech for granted , but Democra cy and its freedoms are  

values eagerly sought after by people in other parts of the world who donõt have them .  Like 

those who hold other worldviews, Humanists are keen  to cherish and protect the rights and 

freedoms already won, because sometimes they were won at great cost  to o ther human beings . 
 

RESEARCH ACTIVITY :  Read the Amsterdam Declaration  in Appendix 2 that sets out some 

Humanist principles .  And consider the importance of continuing to support and promote these 

rights and principles even in democratic countries . 
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Libera l  
 

SUMMARY 

 

 The principles , beliefs  and values that underlie Democracy, Human Rights and liberal 

freedoms have always been central to Humanism  and Humanists have a long history 

of supporting and defending these values .   

 

 Humanists are n ever officially ali gned with any one political group, nevertheless 

they can be found taking an active interest in the processes and institutions 

connected with the running of their  countr ies.     
 

 

???  

1) What is the name of the 18th  century intellectual movement that promoted freedom 

of thought?   

 

2)  Some Humanist principles are repeated in t he Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (1948) , what are they ?  

 

3)  Humanism promotes democratic values like  liberty, equality and non -discrimination.   

Give an example of experiences people might have when these values are not upheld .  

 

4)  Rights and r esponsibilit ies are important to Humanists , but how they are linked ?  
 

We now move on to look at some specific issues (under broad area headings) where the 

Humanist approach and its four elements  are consolidated to form viewpoints .   

According to the Humanist principles discussed above (that all ethical discussions must 

be on-going, provisional and contextual), the following views on specific issues must be 

regarded as open to change, and they may not be agreed by every Humanist . But, they 

are expressed according to Humanist core values, so in general,  and for the moment , 

and on the ir  basic points , there is overall consensus from Humanists on these matters . 
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Science and Technology  

 

Issue -  Evolution   

 

 

 

 

 

 
As an explanation  of how life  developed on Earth, t he scientific community have for decades 

support ed and universally accepted the theory of Evolution  - and so do Humanists.   Evolution 

simply means the slight biological changes that take place when one generation produces another 

(for example the differences between parent and child) .  

 

The theory of Evolution is undisputed and supported by a wealth of evidence fro m around the 

world in many different fields of study , although there has been some divergence of opinions 

about the role of Natural Selection .  Natural Selection simply describes how some biological 

features  aid survival because they offer slight advantage s.  For instance , in cold climates 

animals who stand a better chance of surviv ing might  be the ones whose genes have given them a 

little extra fur .  If the  extra furry animals  survive long enough to produce offspring, they can 

pass this helpful gene on to the next generation  ð so the extra furry animal s survive  (while less 

furry animals might all die out) .  I n any particular environment  then , t hose whose genes best 

equip them  to survive, nature select s to survive .      

 

Because Humanists respect evidence, t he fact that Evolution can show evidence that every living 

organism on earth can be trace d back to a common beginning is a good reason to support it.  

Evolution shows th e first life existed in the oceans and as these  sea creatures ventured onto 

land, life branched out into a n array of different species including our own (Homo sapiens).  The 

graph on the following page shows evidence of the relationship between human and gorilla DNA 

but it needs a little explanation .    

 

A retrovirus is a type of virus thatõs able to insert its elf into the DNA of another species .  

Once itõs there, the virus  can remain indefinitely .  The graph shows five retroviruses that are 

found in primate DNA and it shows where they originated .   Although both gorillas and humans 

are prima tes, h umans did not evolve from gorillas; both species branched out from a common 

ancestor .   But we can see that humans are closely related to both chimpanzees and gorillas 

because the same group of retroviruses is found in the DNA  of all three .  Human DNA is also 

related to m ouse DNA but less so, because the mouse species separated  from the primate line  

about 75 million years ago .  
 

CLASS DISCUSSION :  Does understanding Evolution help us to understand ourselves?  
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Science and Technology  
Issue ð Transitio nal Fossils  

 

Fossils present more significant evidence for tracking the evolution of different species.  But 

fossilization is not common process because it usually requires hard body parts and for the 

creature to die near a site where the deposit s will eventually solidify into rock . So, scientists 

are extremely lucky to possess such a large store of fossil s.   

 

Even more exciting evidence for Evolution is found within  the transitional fossils . These fossils 

that have been discovered in different parts of th e world identify creatures with features of 

at least two different species within one animal .  They provide scientists with evidence of where 

different species came from and how they evolved through small changes that built up over very 

long periods of tim e. Here are two  examples:     

 
 

Archaeopteryx:   The first fossi l of this type  was found in 

Germany in 1860.  This model is on display  at the Oxford Natural 

Museum.  I t shows a prehistoric animal thatõs somewhere 

between a bird and a reptile ð we could say itõs a dinosaur but itõs 

also got feathers and wings , so itõs part bird.  I t lived in the late 

Jurassic period .  So far, nine skeletons and one feather have 

been found . 
 

 
Tiktaalik  lived about  375 million years ago . It  provides another example of an inte rmediate 

creature between lobe -finned fish that lived in water and animal s that evolved to walk on land  

(the tetrapods  - four -legged animals). Tiktaalik shows 

how ancient fish developed adaptations to help 

them survive in the ir  oxygen- poor shallow-water  of 

their time . Such adaptation s could have led to the 

evolution of amphibians which live partly in water and 

partly on l and.  
 

This sketch shows that Tiktaalik still ha d fins, 

but the bo nes inside its fins had a structure 

between fish and amphibians . It also had a stronger pelvic area adapted to propping itself up out 

of the shallow water , much like a limb .  Its  skull was also halfway  between the earlier marine -

adapted animals and the later, terrestrial -adapted animals. Fossils of Tiktaalik were found in 

2004 on Ellesmere Island , Canada. (Mock-up image by courtesy of the National Science 
Foundation) . 
 

 

RESEARCH ACTIVITY : The internet has lots of sites dedicated to fossils .  Find other 

examples of transitional ones.  
 
 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tetrapod
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amphibian
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ellesmere_Island
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Science and Technology  
Issue -  Stem - Cell Research  

 

Another area of scienti fic work that most Humanists would support is stem -cell research .  

Humanists would support this on the principle tha t people only have one life and if they  can 

improve it without harming anyone, the re is no reason not to do so .  Stem -cell research is a 

complex area, so here we can only outline some main features:   

 

Stem cells have two unique properties .  When taken from live people or animals, the cells have 

the potential 1) to continue to divide endlessly and 2) to  develop into many different types  of 

cell like a muscle cell or a brain cell .  This means that they can be used to repair or to repl ace 

other worn out or diseased organs anywhere in the body .  When scientists use certain stem 

cells, they must have the consent of the donor , but cells are taken fr om different sources :  

 

Embryonic stem cells  from embryos 4 -5 days old  develop from eggs fertilized in a laboratory .  

Adult stem cells  are generally limited to developing into the same cells as their tissue of origin .  

 

Some reasons for studying stem cells  

Knowledge:  Many of the most serious medical conditions (cancer or  birth deformities) relate to 

two conditions :  a) abnormal cell division and b) how genes turn themselves on and off.  Studying 

stem cells would give scientists valuable information about  t hese processes.     

 

Drug testing :  At present, where other types of cells are used, stem cells could replace them to 

test new drugs.   So, t he study of stem cells  would allow test s to be done for  a wider range of 

drugs.    

 

Cell-based therapies :  The demand for transplantable tissues and organs always far outweighs 

their supply, so the most valuable use of stem cells would be as replacements for diseased 

organs and tissues. For conditions  like  Parkinson's , Alzheimer's , spinal cord injury, stroke, 

burns, heart disease, diabetes, osteoarthritis, and rheumatoid arthritis , stem cells offer the 

possibility of treatment from a renewable resource that harms no one . 
 

Some opposition to stem cell research  

Most opposition to stem cell technology centres on 

the object ion that scientists are , (as the poster here 

says) ôplaying Godõ.   One argument states that 

studying stem cells is the start  of a  ôslippery slopeõ 

that would end up with the cloning of adults .  But 

most scientists dismiss this argument on practical 

grounds.  Another argument says that reproducing 

separate parts of people devalues the worth of human 

beings.  There  are many more areas of concern on 

this issue  complicated by the fact that not everyone 

is aware of the facts, including many Humanists.  So, 

even Humanists may not all speak with one voice  on 

this issue . Nevertheless , one thing is clear, Humanists 

would be on the side where the evidence is strongest .  
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Science and Technology  
 
 

SUMMARY 

 

 Evolution is a fact of life  and Humanists believe it offers the  best explanation for 

the diversity of species on the Earth . 

 
 All humans and other life are descended from a common ancestor and this ancestry 

can be traced in different ways . 

 

 Transitional f ossils provide evidence of species in the process of change and a dd to 

the evidence of Evolution . 

 

 As long as there were appropriate safeguards in place, and the study and use of  

stem cells could enhance the quality of life and possibly treat previously incurable 

conditions , Humanists would have no hesitation in support  it . 
 
 

 

???  

1) Why do  Humanists support the theory of Evolution ?  

 

 

 

2)  What special features do stem cells have  that would help improve the quality of life 

for some sick people ?  

 

 

3)  What would be one reason that Humanists would support stem cell research ?  Do 

you agree with th is reason, if so, why ?   
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Health and Medicine  
 

Issue -  Assisted Dying  
 
The terms Assisted Dying and Euthanasia are commonly understood to mean to end the life of a 

person suffering from an incurable illness , especially when that person is i n continual and 

unmanageable pain.  The processes involved in Assisted Dying can take many forms including 

intervening to end a life perhaps through a lethal dose of drugs when the person requests it , or 

to withdraw life -prolonging technologies or nourishm ent.  

 

Death is a sensitive subject and many issues surround it including legal, ethical, medical and 

social issues. Although there may be general agreement  within the Humanist movement  for  

Assisted Dying and for dignity in death  in its different forms , the re is certainly not complete 

agreement about all the issues and circumstances  involved.  But, outside the Humanist 

community, there is strong  debate about the moral implications of Euthanasia or Assisted Dying 

in any circumstance.  

 

 

Agreements and Objectio ns 

As the law currently stands in Scotland, Assisted Dying/Euthanasia  is not allowed in any form. 

In May 2006 a UK parliamentary bill that would have permitted terminally ill people to get 

help to die , was blocked.  At the same time, a UK survey was conducted by the organization  

YouGov which asked the following question:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Many issues serve to keep the subject of Assisted Dying  prominent. One of these is the 

improvements in our technologies and medication s that allow people to live longer  and in some 

cases can change the whole process of dying  altogether .  Another is the scale of the AIDS 

epidemic where millions are dying and many of them prefer to deliberately end their lives 

before their suffering becomes unbearable.  Once again, this is another  complex and difficult 

area to find agreement on , and itõs one where some Humanists also have concerns.   But, overall 

any Humanist approach would tend to concentrate on two areas:  1) discussions that highlight 

the patientõs quality of life , and 2) the im portance of respecting the patientõs own wishes.  
 
 

CLASS DISCUSSION : Is ending a life always immoral or is it sometimes justified?  What 

makes the difference?  

 

When people who have a terminal illness are suffering, do you think the law 

should be changed to allow them, if they so wish, and subject to a range of 

safeguards, to receive a prescription from their doctor to end their lives?  

 

Results (%):  Yes:  76% - No: 13% - Donõt know: 11% 

- 
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Health and Medicine  
 

Issue -  Assisted Dying  
 
Although there are many right -to -die movements ded icated to the promotion of Assisted Dying , 

it also has its opponents .  Objections are usually based on the idea of the sanctity of life and 

the lack of authority to end life .  Another concern is that officially sanctioned Euthanasia would 

lead to doctors  or family members exert ing pressure on patients to end their lives.  But, i n 

countries like the Netherlands, Belgium and Switzerland, where forms of Assisted Dying have  

been legal for several years, Euthanasia only accounts for a small percentage of all deaths  and 

the issues of concern that are hotly debated in this country as reasons to keep it illegal do not 

appear to have materialized at all .   

 

A Humanistõs View 

In his book Practical Ethics , t he well-known Humanist and bio -ethicist Peter Singer discusses 

involuntary Euthanasia, ie, without the consent of the patient , as well as non-voluntary 

Euthanasia, where patients such as severely disabled infants or those with no understanding of 

their circumstances canõt speak for themselves.  In some of these cases, where patients are 

mercifully euthanized, Singer says this represents a òjustifiable ending of a human lifeó. 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Humanist support for Assisted Dying also stems from  values for the 

right to privacy in matters of personal medical management .  I nsofar 

as people feel their  lives are valuable, then Humanists believe 

technology and medication should be used to enhance and prolong that 

life .  But, where life has become intolerable  - and there are strict 

safety procedures in place - some form of Assist ed Dying would give 

people the right to take charge of their own medical care and t o 

exercise ultimate responsibility over their own bodies .  

 

CLASS DISCUSSION : A person contracts a terminal illness but her mental faculties are 

not affected.   She is suffe ring badly.  She begs her friend to help her end her life .  What can 

the friend do?  Does the person have the right to request an end to her life or should that 

decision be taken out of her hands?  

Humanists defend as important ethical principles the right of each individual to 

live by her his own personal values, and the freedom to make decisions about 

her/his own life so long  as this does not result in harm to others. Humanists do 

not share some of the attitudes to death and dying held by some religious 

believers, in particular that the manner and time of death are for a deity to 

decide and/or that interference in the course o f nature is unacceptable.  

British Humanist Association 2005  
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Health and Medicine  
 

Issue -  Pregnancy 

 

Although a ttitudes  to p regnancy vary, in a stable relationship, itõs usually a happy event .  But, if 

a baby is unexpected or  unwanted, then a pregnancy might cause such anxiety that the woman 

considers terminat ing it .    

 

The Humanist view of the subject of pregnancy termin ation rests primarily on values of 

individual rights and responsibilities.   Generally speaking, the rights that would be paramount 

are the rights of the woman to manage her own medical care and make private decisions 

concerning her own body and general we lfare.   

 

 

The termination of a pregnancy can usually be performed safely, though it can occasionally cause 

medical or psychological problems. When terminations were illegal in 

Britain, pregnant women often resorted to ôbackstreet  abortionists õ, 

people who were generally unqualified and carried out the procedure  in 

secret, sometimes without proper hygiene control s. Women were exposed 

to serious infections and many died as a result .  In the 1960s, s ome 

Humanists actively campaigned with others to have pregnancy 

termination s legalised.  
 
 

Nowadays, t he law in t he UK permits terminati on before the 24 th  week if two doctors agree 

that ôif the pregnancy continues õ there will be a risk to the life or the mental o r physical health 

of the mother . A foetus can also b e terminated if it is severely disabled or expected to die 

shortly after birth.  After 24 weeks different rules apply  because at that stage itõs often 

possible for a foetus to survive outside the womb . 

 

 

Many terminations occur naturally without the woman being aware that she was pregnant , or as 

miscarriages that can happen at any time for a variety of reasons.  Although these may cause 

some distress to the woman and her partner, such cases are usually accepted as an unfortunate 

but natural part of life.    

 

 

CLASS DISCUSSION : A girl gets pregnant at 14 .  She has no means of caring for a baby; 

none of her family members can help her; sheõs not sure who the father is and the boy she 

suspects has no interest in children and no further interest in her.   She ha s been brought up in 

a religious family who believe in the sanctity of embryos and that itõs always wrong to terminate 

a pregnancy under any circumstances.   What shou ld she do and why?  
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Health and Medicine  
 

Issue -  Pregnancy 

 

Objections  

The most contenti ous issues around pregnancy termination concern the point at which the 

foetus is considered to be alive and a person with rights of its own .  For example, d oes a foetus 

become a human being when the heart starts beating, or when thereõs a recognizable central 

nervous system, or when it can react to external stimuli, or feel pain?   Can one of these 

developmental milestones define life or humanity?   

 

An embryo-foetus is unquestionably alive , that is, it õs able to convert nutrients and oxygen into 

energy, a process that allows its cells to divide, multiply and grow .  And itõs definitely human, 

that is, it has human DNA.  However, itõs unlikely that there could be two competing claims on 

Human Rights from within one body,  so until the foetus stops 

being physic ally dependent on the mother, Humanists would 

argue that the womanõs rights should prevail .  

 

It may have been partly on th e basis of competing claims to 

rights that i n 2004  the European Court of Human Rights did  not 

extend to a foetus the ôright to lifeõ set out in Article 2 of the 

Convention of Human Rights.  But, once outside the womb  and 

surviving independently , (even at 24 weeks old), the baby is entitled to the same  inherent H uman 

Rights enjoyed by every other person. This is despite the fact that it will not fully develop into 

a person with consciousness, memory, responsibilities, etc, for quite some time.  

 

 

If the right to life and quality of life are in conflict, Hu manists would take happiness and 

suffering into consideration  as well as t he probable  quality of life of the baby, and the rights , 

wishes and opinions of all those involved including the parents and medical staff . Adoption 

offers an alternative to termination, but whichever solution is chosen, most women would prefer 

to avoid making such e motional decisions  at all . 

 

This is an issue with plenty of room for debate about where priorities should lie, but , since the 

woman would be the one completing the pregnancy and in most cases she would be the primary 

carer of the child in i ts formative yea rs , most Humanists would put her rights and decisions 

first .  Also, she already exists as a person and will have othe r responsibilities that need to be 

taken into account - unlike the unborn foetus.  

 
 

CLASS DISCUSSION  : Consider the moral differences betw een rejecting a foetus on the 

grounds that itõs severely disabled, and rejecting it on the grounds of its sex. 

 


