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What do you think?
 H What are the aims and purposes of your life?
 H What do you think will happen to you after you die?
 H What do you hope to be remembered for after you die?
 H How tolerant of beliefs very different from your own are 

you? Where do you draw the line? What (if any) views 
should not be tolerated or suppressed? What should be 
the sanctions for intolerable views?

 H Would you call yourself an atheist or an agnostic or a 
humanist — or all three? What are the differences?

call themselves agnostics, which is not quite as vague and 
non-committal as is generally thought, agnosticism being 
the term coined by T H Huxley to describe the belief that 
one definitely cannot have certain knowledge about things 
for which there can be no evidence. Few humanists think 
that religious doctrines can be true, but most uphold and 
respect the right to believe whatever one likes, as long as it 
does not infringe the rights and beliefs of others.

Some humanists campaign vigorously for an end to 
religious privilege, and some try to argue other people out 
of irrational beliefs. Many believe that religion has done 
more harm than good and that religious codes of behaviour 
have little to offer humanity. Most accept that others 
think differently from them, and work alongside religious 
believers to alleviate some of the world’s problems. Some 
think that the major religions these days are relatively 
harmless in the west and that, if they help people to live 
better and happier lives, we should tolerate them, just as our 
non-religious beliefs are tolerated.

What do you 
think?

 H What are your basic 
moral values?

 H Do you think you owe 
your moral values to 
the religion around 
you, or did you work 
them out for yourself?

 H Why do you think so 
many cultures share 
very similar basic 
moral values?

 H What should be the 
role of the state in 
promoting morality?

 H How far do you 
think that sexual 
relationships between 
consenting adults and 
involving no one else 
are a moral issue?

 H What or whom do you 
trust as sources of 
knowledge: Journalists 
and the media? 
Politicians and the 
Government? Books? 
The Internet? Teachers 
and academics? 
Businessmen and 
industrialists? 
Religious leaders? 
Scientists? Doctors? 
Philosophers? 
Charities and pressure 
groups?
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Now that you’ve completed this course...
Do you share the beliefs and aims of the BHA?

Look at the definitions of atheism, agnosticism, and Humanism in Part 1. Do you agree 
with them?

 H Do you support the work of the BHA?
 H Are you free-thinking and open-minded?
 H Are you glad that organisations like the BHA exist to represent your viewpoint?
 H Are you sometimes irritated by the deference paid to religious thinkers and leaders?
 H Are you annoyed by the idea that there are ‘different kinds of truth’?
 H Are you glad that organisations like the BHA exist to advise and support  

non-religious people?
 H Are you glad that humanist weddings, namings, and funerals, which can be led by 

BHA-trained celebrants, are now widely available alternatives to religious and civic 
ceremonies?

 H Would you like to train as a humanist celebrant?
 H Would you like to meet people with similar ideas to your own for discussions or 

social events?

If you answered ‘YES’ to one or more of these questions, do consider joining the BHA 
as a member or supporter (see back page). You do not have to agree with everything in this 
booklet to consider yourself a humanist, and your commitment to the organisation can be 
as much or as little as you wish. Providing training for humanist officiants, educational 
resources, and support and advice to humanists and members of the public costs money, and 
we can only continue our work through the generosity of our members. It would also help 
our work if we could claim to speak for millions, rather than thousands – as we know we do!

If you found this course interesting you could:
 H Pass this booklet on to someone else.
 H Contact a local humanist group (via the BHA).
 H Make a donation to the BHA to cover the cost of publishing and mailing this booklet.

For further reading on this section, turn to the back of this booklet.
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Further reading

Electronic reading (a small selection out of 1000s)
www.humanism.org.uk is a good place to begin a web search for information about 
Humanism and the BHA. The New Humanist at www.newhumanist.org.uk is good for 
news, discussion, books and articles from past issues of New Humanist magazine.Other 
informative BHA websites are www.humanism.org.uk/news, www.humanistlife.org.uk,  
http://www.humanismforschools.org.uk, and  www.humanistheritage.org.uk.

1 – A good life without religion
 H Peter Cave: Humanism: A Beginner’s Guide (Oneworld, 2009)
 H E M Forster: What I Believe, and other essays (BHA, 1999) — reprinted talks and 

writings by the distinguished novelist, former member of BHA’s Advisory Council 
and President of Cambridge Humanists.

 H Jim Herrick: Humanism: An Introduction (RA, 2003)
 H Alfred Hobson and Neil Jenkins: Modern Humanism (North East Humanists, 

ISBN 1856541118) — a good general introduction.
 H Stephen Law: Humanism: A Very Short Introduction (OUP, 2011)
 H Richard Norman: On Humanism (Routledge, 2004)
 H Barbara Smoker: Humanism (BHA, ISBN 0706231465) — a good general 

introduction.

Philosophers, ancient and modern: there is much support for the humanist world-
view in the writings of philosophers. Some of the more accessible and available are listed 
below — most of these can be dipped into for particular topics or chapters (readable and 
clear accounts of the traditional ‘proofs’ of the existence of God and the arguments against 
them can be found in the first three):

 H Nigel Warburton: Philosophy: The Basics (Routledge, ISBN 0415146941)
 H Simon Blackburn: Think (OUP, ISBN 0192100246)
 H Julian Baggini: A Very Short Introduction to Atheism (OUP)
 H Alain de Botton: The Consolations of Philosophy (Hamish Hamilton, ISBN 

0241140099)
 H David Hume: Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (Penguin, ISBN 

0140445366)

49
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 H David Hume: An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (OUP 0198752482), 
Section X (On Miracles) — the Scottish Enlightenment philosopher considers the 
classic atheistic arguments.

 H Epicurus: The Essential Epicurus (Prometheus, ISBN 0879758104) and The 
Epicurus Reader (Hackett, ISBN 0872202429)

 H Lucretius: On the Nature of the Universe (OUP, 0192817612)
 H J S Mill: Utiliarianism, and On Liberty (Fontana, ISBN 0006860222)
 H Thomas Nagel: What does it all mean? (OUP, ISBN 0195052161)
 H Ed Ben Rogers: Is Nothing Sacred? (Routledge, 2004)
 H Bertrand Russell: Why I am not a Christian (Routledge, ISBN 0415079817)
 H Bertrand Russell: The Conquest of Happiness (Routledge, ISBN 04150986645) — 

as well as his more demanding works, Russell wrote many articles and essays for the 
general reader which still contain much good sense on religion and how to live well.

See also BHA educational briefings on: Arguments on the existence of God; The 
paranormal, miracles and faith healing; Jesus; The Bible; all of which can be found on 
www.humanismforschools.org.uk.

2 – Making sense of the world: science and naturalism
 H David Attenborough: Life on Earth (and/or the BBC video of the TV series)
 H Andrew Brown: The Darwin Wars (Simon & Schuster, ISBN 0684851485) — an 

important and entertaining insight into the current scientific debate on evolutionary 
theory.

 H Charles Darwin: The Origin of Species (Penguin, ISBN 0140432057) and The 
Descent of Man — Darwin changed the way most of us think about human beings 
and our place in the universe.

Every humanist should at least dip into these seminal works, which are surprisingly 
readable.

 H Richard Dawkins: The Selfish Gene (OUP, ISBN 019260925), The Blind 
Watchmaker (Penguin, ISBN 0140144811), and The Greatest Show on Earth 
(Bantam ISBM 059306173X) — on evolution

 H Richard Dawkins: Unweaving the Rainbow (Penguin, ISBN 0140264086) — on 
the beauty and inspiration found in science. Dawkins is a combative atheist, an 
inspiring defender of science, and always an exciting read.

 H Adrian Desmond and James Moore: Darwin (Penguin, ISBN 0140131922) — 
‘unquestionably the finest biography ever written about Darwin’.

 H Jared Diamond: The Rise and Fall of the Third Chimpanzee (HarperCollins, 
ISBN 0060984031) — a tour de force on human evolution and genetics
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 H Jared Diamond: Guns, Germs and Steel (Vintage, ISBN 0099302780)
 H Robert Hinde: Religion and Darwinism (BHA booklet)
 H Michael Shermer and Stephen Jay Gould: Why people believe weird things 

(Freeman, ISBN 0716733870) — ammunition for the sceptic.
 H Steven Pinker: How the Mind Works (Penguin, ISBN 0140244913)
 H Frans de Waal: Good Natured (Harvard, ISBN 0674356616) —the origins of right 

and wrong in humans and other animals

BHA educational briefing: ‘Nature’, on www.humanismforschools.org.uk

3 – Where do moral values come from?
 H Simon Blackburn: Being Good (OUP ISBN 0192100521) or A Very Short 

Introducation to Ethics (OUP) — a short, clear introduction structured around the 
threats to ethics.

 H Dylan Evans and Oscar Zarate: Introducing Evolutionary Psychology (Icon 
Books, ISBN 1840460431)

 H Jonathan Glover: Humanity (Pimlico, ISBN 0712665412) — a moral philosopher 
surveys the atrocities committed by humanity in the 20th Century, atrocities made 
easier by technological advances coupled with a decline in religious sanctions. A 
grim read, but not totally pessimistic: Glover also analyses acts of heroism and 
altruism. He notes patterns in human behaviour and psychology and comes to the 
conclusion that we need to strengthen our man made moral codes and cultivate our 
moral imaginations.

 H Richard Holloway: Godless Morality (Canongate, ISBN 0862419093) — the 
former Bishop of Edinburgh writes about the necessity of separating religion from 
ethics.

 H Matt Ridley: The Origins of Virtue (Penguin, ISBN 0140244042)
 H Richard Robinson: An Atheist’s Values (out of print but available from online 

booksellers secondhand)
 H Universal Declaration of Human Rights (available via the United Nations 

Association)
 H Mary Warnock: An Intelligent Person’s Guide to Ethics (Duckworth, ISBN 

0715628410)
 H Robert Wright: The Moral Animal (Abacus, ISBN 0349107041) — a very readable 

account of the life of Darwin, and aspects of evolutionary psychology.

BHA educational briefing: Thinking about Ethics, which can be found on www.
humanismforschools.org.uk.
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4 – Applying humanist ethics
 H Peter Singer: Practical Ethics (ISBN 0521297206)
 H Jonathan Glover: Causing Death and Saving Lives (Penguin ISBN 0140220038)
 H Jeremy Hayward, Gerald Jones & Marilyn Mason: Exploring Ethics (John Murray, 

2000, ISBN 0 7195 7181 2) — an accessible introduction to ethical theory, coupled 
with a collection of activities and philosophical games, aimed at sixth-form students, 
but popular with adults too.

 H Humanist Philosophers’ Group: For Your Own Good? (BHA, 2000, ISBN 0 901825 
20 4) — a study of paternalism including issues such as personal autonomy and who 
is the best judge of what is good for us.

BHA educational briefings on moral issues, with discussion questions: Abortion; 
AIDS and HIV; Animal Welfare; Crime and Punishment; Discrimination and Prejudice; 
Drugs; Embryo Research; Environmental Issues; Family Matters; Human Rights; ‘Nature’; 
Suicide; Voluntary Euthanasia; War; World Poverty, all of which can be found on www.
humanismforschools.org.uk.

5 – Humanist history and organisations today
 H www.humanistheritage.org.uk
 H David Berman: A History of Atheism in Britain (Routledge, 1988)
 H Bill Cooke: The Blasphemy Depot (RA, 2003) — the history of the Rationalist 

Press Association
 H Jim Herrick: Against the Faith (Glover and Blair, ISBN 090668109X) — some of 

the great freethinkers of the past.
 H Nicolas Walter: Humanism, What’s in the Word? (RA, ISBN 0301970017) — a 

history of the word.
 H A N Wilson: God’s Funeral (Abacus, ISBN 0349112657) — on the decline of faith 

in the 19th and 20th centuries.

BHA books on non-religious ceremonies: Sharing the Future, New Arrivals, Funerals 
Wthout God.

6 – So what do you think? Are you a humanist?
 H Humanist Philosophers’ Group: What is Humanism? (BHA, 2002, ISBN 0 901825 

22 0)
 H Humanist Philosophers’ Group: Thinking about Death (BHA, 2004)
 H Jim Herrick: Humanism – An Introduction (RA, 2009)
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BHA educational briefing: Death and other Big Questions which can be found on www.
humanism.org.uk.

Compilations of quotations, poetry and prose for 
humanists

 H Margaret Knight & Jim Herrick: Humanist Anthology (RA, ISBN 0301940010)
 H Nigel Collins: Seasons of Life (RA, 2000, ISBN 0301000018)
 H Christopher Hitchens: Portable Atheist: Essential Readings for the Non-Believer 

(Da Capo, ISBN 0306816083)
  

Scientific, sceptical and philosophical magazines
Including: New Scientist, Scientific American, The Philosophers’ Magazine, Philosophy 

Now, Think, The Skeptic, New Humanist

BHA publications available from BHA, 1 Gower Street, London WC1E 6HD,  
phone 020 7070 3580, website www.humanism.org.uk.
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Join the British Humanist 
Association and help us to:

Promote Humanism
The BHA promotes the understanding of Humanism through its website, publications, 
speakers, and resources for teachers and students.

Play your part in influencing society
If every humanist joined the BHA our views would carry more influence with government 
and the media – numbers really do matter!

Have a stronger voice in your area
Campaigns are far more effective when local members and national organisations work 
together.

Develop the social side of Humanism
More members mean more and better events and more local groups. From conferences, 
discussions and lectures to family network weekends, there should be something for you.

Develop our humanist ceremonies network
The demand for our high quality humanist ceremonies (weddings, affirmations, baby 
namings and funerals) is growing very rapidly, and members can apply to train for this 
demanding but very rewarding work.
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If you are already a member,  
you can help by:

Checking that you really are a member of the BHA
Your membership may have lapsed, or you may be a member of a local group but not of 
the BHA, the organisation that represents you nationally. The BHA is a charity and every 
member and every pound helps.

Making a donation
We receive no Government funding and depend entirely on the generosity of our members 
and supporters. For instance, if you received this booklet free you may like to donate the 
normal purchase price of £5.

Completing a Gift Aid declaration like the one overleaf
If you are a UK taxpayer, we can claim an extra 28p in the £ from the Inland Revenue on 
membership subscriptions and donations, and it costs you nothing.

Joining a Give as you Earn scheme
Regular donations, whether by standing order or a tax-efficient Give as You Earn scheme, 
mean that we can plan ahead

Becoming a life member
Only £500 

Remembering us in your will
Have you thought about leaving a legacy to the BHA?

Volunteering
From stuffing envelopes to data entry, we can always use help in our busy London office.
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For more information
H Visit our website www.humanism.org.uk.
H Telephone 020 7079 3580.
H Email info@humanism.org.uk.
H Write to BHA, 39 Moreland Street, London EC1V 8BB

To join, donate or sign a Gift Aid Declaration
Please copy or cut out and return the next page.
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The Direct Debit Guarantee (This Guarantee should be detached and retained by the Payer)  
• This Guarantee is offered by all banks and building societies that accept instructions to pay Direct Debits  • If there are any changes to the amount, 
date or frequency of your Direct Debit the British Humanist Association will notify you 10 working days in advance of your account being debited or 
as otherwise agreed. If you request the British Humanist Association to collect a payment, confirmation of the amount and date will be given to you at 
the time of the request. • If an error is made in the payment of your Direct Debit, by the British Humanist Association or your bank or building society, 
you are entitled to a full and immediate refund of the amount paid from your bank or building society – if you receive a refund you are not entitled to, 
you must pay it back when the British Humanist Association asks you to • You can cancel a Direct Debit at any time by simply contacting your bank or 
building society. Written confirmation may be required. Please also notify us.

 I/we would like to give a monthly amount by Direct Debit of:  £3    £5    £10    OTHER £   

Here is my urgent gift to help make the British 
Humanist Association’s crucial work possible.

Please return this form to: British Humanist Association, 39 Moreland Street, 
London EC1V 8BB.   Thank you. 

Instruction to your Bank or Building Society to pay by Direct Debit

Date

Signature(s)
Name(s) of Account Holder(s)

Please fill in the form and send to: British Humanist Association,  
1Gower Street, London WC1E 6HD

Bank/Building Society Account NoBranch Sort Code

Instruction to your Bank or Building Society

Please pay The British Humanist Association Direct Debits from the account 
detailed in this Instruction subject to the safeguards assured by the Direct 
Debit Guarantee. I understand that this Instruction may remain with British 
Humanist Association and, if so, details will be passed electronically to my 
Bank/Building Society.

To: The Manager Bank/Building Society

Address

Postcode

Banks and Building Societies may not accept Direct Debit Instructions for some types of account.

8 7 1 4 2 1

Service User Number

Name and full postal address of your Bank/Building Society
Reference (For office use)

Your details  Name 

Address  

 Postcode 

Home tel no  Email 

 I enclose a cheque payable to the British Humanist Association  OR   Please debit my credit/debit card

Card type:   Visa    Mastercard    Solo       Card holder’s name:  

Card number: 

Valid from: /   Expiry date:  /

Signature(s):   Date: / /

 I would like to make a one off donation of:  £40    £100    £250    OTHER £ 

Make your gift worth more with Gift Aid

I ___________________________ am a UK taxpayer and would like the British Humanist Association to reclaim tax on all 
donations I have made for four years prior to this year and any future donations, until I notify you otherwise. You must pay an 
amount of Income Tax and/or Capital Gains Tax at least equal to the amount of tax the charity reclaims on your donations in the appropriate tax year  
(a tax year is 6 April one year to 5 April the next). If your circumstances change after your declaration and you no longer pay tax, please let us know.

Would you also like to join the BHA? 
The membership subscription is covered in full by a minimum monthly donation of £3

  I would like to become a member of the British Humanist Association 
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