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I want to share a little story that sums up the power of humanist campaigning.

Last September, my partner and I were resting in the maternity ward at Glasgow’s Queen 
Elizabeth University Hospital with our day-old baby. The view from our window included 
a patch of pavement where, until eighteen months previously, we would have been able to 
see anti-abortion protestors holding up placards denouncing abortion. This unwelcome and 
intimidating sight has confronted far too many people seeking abortion care and recovering 
from giving birth in Glasgow over the last few years.

But on that day, the pavement was gloriously empty. Because the buffer zone laws which we 
helped to bring into force now prevent anti-abortion protestors from staging their “prayer 
vigils” within 200 metres of any abortion service. It was a visible and heartening testament 
to the power of our work to do real good in the world.

Perhaps we all need a story like that just now. Because the months since have been difficult 
to take. In March we lost a crucial vote on assisted dying. We’ve seen the voices of reaction 
and bigotry in the Scottish parliament grow louder and angrier with May’s Holyrood election 
results. And on the international stage, the poisonous politics of Christian nationalism 
continue to set the agenda.

We’ve seen the voices of reaction and bigotry in the Scottish parliament 
grow louder and angrier with May’s Holyrood election results.

But there’s too much work to do to lose heart. This parliamentary term gives us a chance to 
forge networks with dozens of new MSPs and push for the changes Scotland needs: an end 
to anti-LGBT conversion practices, decriminalising abortion, opt-out rights from religious 
observance for our school pupils, and urgent action on the climate crisis. 

We hope you will join us on the journey

Greg Thomas 
Communications Manager, Humanist Society Scotland, editor of Humanitie

Humanitie Magazine    3

Welcome to 
the new issue 
of Humanitie

Greg Thomas

Editorial
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With the SNP’s election 
as the largest party in the 
new Scottish parliament, 
they must embrace the 
politics of humanism, 
secularism, and hope.

Humanist Society Scotland congratulates 
the SNP on their election as the largest 
party in the Scottish Parliament. Scotland 
voted overwhelmingly for MSPs who 
support a woman or pregnant person’s right 
to choose an abortion and who oppose 
harmful conversion practices against 

LGBT+ people. The progressive majority in 
parliament must now turn these principles 
into action. This means reforming Scotland’s 
outdated abortion laws and legislating to 
ban conversion practices outright.

So too, MSPs who support children’s 
freedom of thought must work to end 
compulsory religious observance in schools. 
No pupil should be forced to worship, 
pray, or affirm their belief in God. And in 
non-denominational schools, religious 
observance should be replaced with a 
Time for Reflection model that respects 
the diversity of beliefs in our school 
communities. Following the passage of 

Our message to 
the incoming 
SNP government
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the Religious Observance Bill in February, 
Ministers can implement these important 
changes in time for the new school year.

	 Scotland voted 
overwhelmingly for 
MSPs who support a 
woman or pregnant 
person’s right to 
choose an abortion and 
who oppose harmful 
conversion practices 
against LGBT+ people.

The government must also commit to 
ongoing, urgent, and equitable climate 
action to ensure Scotland meets its net zero 
commitment by 2045.

We also need to 
acknowledge the 
election of Reform UK 
MSPs for the first time. 
The party continues to 
support divisive Christian 
Nationalist politics and 
withdrawal from key 

human rights treaties. Reform members 
have also expressed openly racist, anti-
LGBT+ and anti-abortion positions. As 
humanists, we urge the strongest possible 
response against any attempt to undermine 
democracy, sow fear and division, and 
attack human rights and the rule of law.

	 No pupil should be forced 
to worship, pray, or 
affirm their belief in God. 

With a large intake of fresh MSPs, the new 
parliament offers a renewed opportunity 
to advance and protect human rights in 
Scotland. In particular, the SNP must uphold 
its commitment to legislation that outlaws 
conversion practices, tackles misogyny, and 
incorporates more human rights treaties 
into Scots law.  
 
We look forward to working with the 
new parliament and government to make 
Scotland a more secular, compassionate, 
and socially just country.

Photos:  FM John Swinney and Malcom Offord MSP

Cover story

We say goodbye to CEO Fraser Sutherland and 
welcome Janine Hunt as Interim CEO

We are sad to announce that Fraser Sutherland has left his role as Chief 
Executive Officer of Humanist Society Scotland. We are very grateful to 
Fraser for the work he has done during his time with Humanist Society, 
and we wish him all the very best.

However, we are delighted to announce that Janine Hunt has joined us as Interim 
CEO. Janine brings a wealth of experience in charity sector management, policy, and 
governance. We are thrilled to have her with us as the recruitment process begins for the 
organisation’s new, permanent CEO.

Photo:  Janine Hunt, our interim CEO



view should decide for themselves whether 
to take part. Polling released in 2025 found 
that two thirds of Scots agree.

	 The new system embeds 
discrimination into law.

Under the new law, school pupils have been 
granted an independent right to opt in to RO 
against their parents wishes. But young people 
who want to opt out must still seek permission 
from home. Humanist Society Scotland 
strongly criticised this lopsided approach. The 
new system embeds discrimination into law 
by affording religious pupils stronger rights 
to act in line with their beliefs than their non-
religious classmates. Religious observance 
must be a genuine choice for all pupils, not 
only those who want to take part.   
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What do recent school 
reforms mean for  
non-religious pupils
Joe Higgins, Policy and Campaigns Officer

In one of their final acts before the Holyrood 
election, MSPs voted to pass the Children 
(Withdrawal from Religious Education) Bill. 
The legislation changes who holds the right 
to opt out of religious observance at school. 
But what do the new rules mean for non-
religious pupils, and the future of religious 
observance in non-denominational schools?

Who can opt in (or out) of religious 
observance now? 
Historically, the right to withdraw children 
from religious observance was exclusively 
reserved to parents. Pupils had no 
equivalent right to opt themselves out, no 
matter their age or maturity. The status quo 
was criticised for failing to respect children’s 
freedom of expression and right to their 
own beliefs, as protected under UNCRC 
Articles 12 and 14. Human rights experts 
argued that children capable of forming a 
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Preaching is not teaching

Why should religious observance be 
optional? 
The Scottish Government claims that 
religious observance assemblies are 
“sufficiently objective, critical and 
pluralistic” and include pupils of all faiths 
and none. But our report, Preaching is not 
Teaching, found that religious observance 
is still exclusively Christian-led in many 
non-denominational schools, often 
involving prayers, hymns and worship. 
Testimonies in the report highlight how 
these non-inclusive practices can actively 
discriminate against the non-religious: 

“I don’t like to go to church with my 
school because it feels like I’m being 
forced to paint my room a colour I 
don’t like… The minister doesn’t use 
words like ‘Christians believe’ and 
instead uses words that imply it’s a 
fact.” 

Pupil 

“Children often ask me why they 
are required to attend Christian 
services. One child pushed further 
and asked whether he had to pray 
and sing hymns. I told him that I 
wouldn’t make him do anything he 
was uncomfortable with. He later 
told me he felt pressure to join in.” 

Teacher

“We became aware that my 
daughter was being forced to 
pray because she told us how 
uncomfortable she felt. She was told 
by an adult very sharply that she 
was being disrespectful if she didn’t 
go along with it. She was upset and 
embarrassed by this.” 

Parent

What happens now? 
The government has tasked itself with 
updating guidance for schools, with promises 
to consider how religious observance can 
be delivered more inclusively. For non-
denominational schools, we’ll make the case 
that no child should be taught that any one 
faith is “the truth”, nor be asked to pray, 
worship, or affirm their belief in God. 

	 Compulsory religious 
observance in schools 
will remain a blight on 
Scotland’s commitment 
to equality.

Legal academic Dr Andrew Tickell has 
warned that the “opt-in only” law could face 
legal challenge by a non-religious school 
pupil under the ECHR. His verdict follows the 
recent UK Supreme Court decision, which 
ruled that collective worship in Northern 
Irish schools amounts to “indoctrination”.

As long as attendance is compulsory and 
pupils are compelled to pray, religious 
observance in schools will remain a blight 
on Scotland’s commitment to equality. 
The newly passed legislation fell short of 
upholding non-religious pupils’ views and 
beliefs. But it has launched an important 
conversion on the role religion plays in 
schools, in our increasingly diverse and 
secular country.
 

Read our 
full report: 
Preaching Is 
Not Teaching 



Finding meaning in grief

8    Humanitie Magazine

Chaplain and writer Lindsay de Wal, 
who has recently moved to Scotland, 
tells us how the big questions of life, 
death, and morality are not just for the 
religious, and explains what motivated 
her to write a textbook for humanist 
chaplains.

My route into humanist chaplaincy was 
driven by a long-standing interest in how 
human beings make meaning, cope with 
suffering, build connections, and navigate 
mortality. I first trained in Utrecht. Then 
I worked at the Humanist Community at 
Harvard, and as a head of chaplaincy in 
the NHS. I’ve also written about humanist 
chaplaincy and existential care, undertaking 
a PhD at Middlesex University on the 
experiences of non-religious chaplains 
entering traditionally faith-based healthcare 
chaplaincy teams.

One of the central ideas underpinning 
my writing is that existential care belongs 
to everybody. Questions about meaning, 
identity, loss, hope, fear, isolation, purpose, 
and mortality are shared human experiences, 
even though religious traditions have 
historically provided important frameworks 
for exploring them. These questions belong 
to all of us. Humanist chaplaincy begins from 

the understanding that profound existential 
need and the need to seek deep care are 
human experiences, whether religious or 
non-religious.

	 Questions about 
meaning, identity, loss, 
hope, fear, isolation, 
purpose, and mortality 
belong to all of us.

I’ve also written a lot about the importance 
of presence. Chaplaincy is often 
misunderstood as being all about providing 
answers. In reality much of it is about being 
willing to remain present with people in 
uncertainty or distress, without rushing to 
fix or explain things. Another key theme is 
inclusivity. Good chaplaincy today has to 

Finding meaning  
in grief: providing 
existential care
Lindsay de Wal
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be capable of supporting people across 
a wide diversity of beliefs, identities and 
worldviews.

Something that has always struck me about 
chaplaincy is how often the meaningful 
moments are quiet and almost invisible 
from the outside. Much of the work 
happens in ordinary conversations that 
become extraordinary because someone 
finally feels able to speak honestly. In 
healthcare settings, especially, people can 
feel incredibly isolated, not only physically, 
but existentially. Chaplaincy often creates 
rare spaces where people can speak without 
needing to perform strength or certainty.

	 In healthcare settings, 
especially, people can 
feel incredibly isolated, 
not only physically, but 
existentially. Chaplaincy 
often creates rare spaces 
where people can speak 
without needing to 
perform strength or 
certainty.

Some of the most meaningful experiences 
I’ve had involved simply sitting with people 
through difficult moments without trying 
to impose interpretations onto them. I 
remember supporting one patient who 
repeatedly apologised for “not believing in 
anything” and worried that this somehow 
meant they were facing illness alone. Over 
time, our conversations shifted away from 
belief labels and towards the relationships, 
values, and memories that had shaped their 
life. By the end, they spoke with far more 
peace and self-acceptance. Experiences like 
that reinforced for me how important non-
judgemental existential support can be.

This work continually reminds me that 
human beings fundamentally need 
connection, compassion, and meaning-
making. Whether in chaplaincy or funerals, 
I’ve never really seen the work as being 
about religion versus non-religion. It’s about 
accompanying people through some of the 
most vulnerable and significant moments of 
human life with care, honesty, and humanity.

Lindsay’s 
new textbook 
Humanist 
Chaplaincy 
in Practice, 
published in May 
2026, explores 
the role of non-religious pastoral 
care, healthcare chaplaincy, 
and contemporary existential 
support in our increasingly 
diverse societies.



Kenmure Street, people power, and humanism
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Henry Bell is a poet and historian living 
in Glasgow. He tells us about helping 
to ignite the protests that got two men 
freed from immigration detention in 
Pollokshields, now the subject of an 
award-winning documentary film.

The day the Battle of Kenmure Street 
happened I was waiting for my partner 
to go into labour. She headed off to an 
appointment at the New Victoria Hospital, a 
pal took my oldest daughter to a dance class 
at the bowling green down the street, and I 
sat down to do some work. I looked out the 
window and, seeing a border enforcement 
van, jumped out of the door. A neighbour 
told me that someone had locked on under 
the van, and a few other people I know were 
standing in the street raising the alarm.  
I joined them and spent the next eight hours 
trying to help stop the UK Border Agency 
from detaining the two men from across the 
road who have lived in the Shields as long 
as I have. 

It was one of the most inspiring days of 
my life. If you are involved in politics then 
all too often you experience defeat, or 
the slow attritional type of action where 
you never really know whether you have 
achieved anything. Here was a day when 
we came together and stopped harm from 

happening, where we kept our neighbours 
safe.

	 A neighbour told me that 
someone had locked on 
under the immigration 
enforcement van, and a 
few other people I know 
were standing in the 
street raising the alarm.

There are so many reasons that Kenmure 
Street happened. Decades of political 
organising, community building and public 
education, and of course chance. I think it’s 
important to see it like a flowering fruit. It 
might be the showy bit that we see, but really 
it speaks to a huge organism underneath, 
with branches and roots all over the place.

Then there’s Pollokshields itself. It is a 

Kenmure Street, people 
power, and humanism
Henry Bell, writer and historian
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brilliant neighbourhood and always has 
been. It’s extremely diverse, not just in 
terms of nationality, ethnicity, and religion, 
but also class and other identities. I think 
that’s a great strength. That said, most of 
the time I have lived in this neighbourhood 
there’s been very little integration.

Lots of work was done at the local Bowling 
Green to create a community space where 
you’d see new families, Scottish-Pakistani 
aunties, and the young team all hanging 
out and over-lapping. But it was slow and 
painstaking work, making sure folk on the 
street knew and trusted each other. 

	 No idea of god or 
authority is needed,  
we can use reason  
and experience to  
build a better world.

No idea of god or authority is needed, we 
can use reason and experience to build a 
better world. I believe in the potential of 
humans and of society to better themselves, 

to not lessen life, to stand unalienated 
and true to their essence. It’s all about 
centring real humans, their needs and 
consciousness in a transformation of 
society that is not just economic, but 
moral and cultural.  

If there was one lesson from Kenmure 
Street it is to talk to your neighbours. 
Organise with them. Invite them round. 
Make things with them. Many of them will 
have different views to you. Some may even 
have imbibed racist views. Still, talk to them, 
try and find out where these ideas come 
from and help them find a way out of them.

Photo: The protest at Kenmure Street in 2021. 
Wikipedia/CC

Learn more 
about the Battle 
of Kenmure 
Street in the 
documentary 
Everybody to 
Kenmure Street (2026), directed 
by Felipe Bustos Sierra



Let’s Change the Act
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We are proud to be part of Let’s 
change the Act, a campaign to fully 
decriminalise abortion in Scotland. Jill 
Wood, Policy Manager at Engender, 
the organisation spearheading the 
campaign, gives us the lowdown.

Scotland’s abortion law is in urgent need 
of modernisation. Lots of people think 
abortion is already decriminalised in our 
country, but it isn’t. Women and pregnant 
people do not have the legal right to end a 
pregnancy. Two doctors have to approve 
any request for an abortion. Other rules 
set out in the Abortion Act 1967 dictate 
how, where, why, and when abortion can be 
accessed.

The criminalisation of abortion in 
Scotland is rooted in archaic law. The 
Abortion Act 1967 reflects the sexism 
and outdated clinical practices of the 
1960s. Crucially, Scotland is not currently 
meeting international health standards. 
The World Health Organisation and all 
relevant professional health bodies in the 
UK recommend decriminalising abortion. 

Scotland’s abortion law is not compliant 
with global human rights standards. UN 
human rights treaty bodies have called for 
the UK to reform its abortion law.

	 Barriers to abortion care, 
including unnecessary 
restrictions in the 
law, are more likely to 
impact disabled women, 
younger women, migrant 
women, women of 
colour, trans and non-
binary people, and those 
in remote, rural, and 
deprived areas.

Let’s Change the 
Act: why we need to 
properly decriminalise 
abortion in Scotland
Jill Wood, Policy Manager,  
Engender
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Abortion is crucial for gender equality and 
women’s rights. Access to safe abortion 
is essential for rights to privacy, bodily 
autonomy, safety, financial security, health, 
and other human rights. Marginalised 
groups and vulnerable individuals are most 
at risk of harm. Barriers to abortion care, 
including unnecessary restrictions in the 
law, are more likely to impact disabled 
women, younger women, migrant women, 
women of colour, trans and non-binary 
people, and those in remote, rural, and 
deprived areas.

We also know that criminalisation creates 
stigma. Abortion is treated differently 
from other forms of healthcare under 
the law without medical justification, 
perpetuating a stigma that prevents people 
from accessing routine care. The rise of 
far-right narratives is a profound threat to 
abortion rights. The overturning of Roe v 
Wade, the constitutional right to abortion 
in the United States, has demonstrated 
how organised and well-funded anti-rights 
movements can reverse abortion access 
to devastating effect. There is growing 
evidence indicating that these same groups 
have been rapidly expanding funding across 
the UK for anti-abortion and anti-rights 
attacks. Decision-makers in Scotland must 
strengthen our abortion framework to 
safeguard reproductive rights for future 
generations.

	 The rise of far-right 
narratives is a profound 
threat to abortion rights.

Scotland is now behind the rest of the UK 
on this issue. Northern Ireland acted to 
decriminalise abortion in 2019. In 2025, MPs 

voted to ensure that women in England and 
Wales women cannot be prosecuted for 
ending their own pregnancy. So, how do 
we make decriminalisation a reality in our 
country? The Scottish Government recently 
commissioned a review of abortion law 
in Scotland, following years of advocacy 
from abortion rights and women’s equality 
campaigners. The findings were published 
in November 2025, recommending 
decriminalisation and other changes.

Anti-abortion groups have since mobilised 
to lobby MSPs with misinformation about 
the expert group’s recommendations. 
But this doesn’t represent public opinion 
in Scotland. Repeat polling by YouGov 
suggests that the overwhelming majority 
(83-97%) support a woman’s right to 
choose an abortion.

We can make decriminalisation a reality 
by demonstrating the support for change 
to our new elected representatives in the 
early days of the next Scottish Parliament. 
It’s vital that we keep up the pressure 
and ensure that this hard-won progress 
does not become a casualty of the 2026 
Holyrood election.

Get involved with Let’s Change 
the Act: sign up to the campaign, 
email your MSP, and more at 
letschangetheact.co.uk



14    Humanitie Magazine

Humanist news

Humanist news

We help to win new jury 
rules for the non-religious

Jurors who choose to make a secular 
affirmation will now be treated fairly, 
under new legislation passed in Scotland in 
December 2025.

In Scotland, jury members must make 
a solemn declaration that they will act 
impartially and with integrity. They have the 
option of taking a religious oath or making 
a secular affirmation. Until recently, the 
legal process for oaths and affirmations was 
different. Jury members choosing to swear 
the religious oath did so as a group. Jurors 
opting for the secular alternative had to 
affirm individually and name themselves to 
the court.

In practice, this meant that jurors were 
treated differently according to their 
personal beliefs. Moreover, the requirement 
to stand up in front of a court and tell 
everyone who you are is a daunting 
prospect.

We highlighted the unfair treatment of 
non-religious jury members to the Scottish 
Courts and Tribunal Service in 2023. In 
response, the Scottish parliament passed an 
amendment to the Oaths Act 1978 to scrap 
the separate rules for oaths and affirmations. 
The changes were agreed as part of the 
wide-ranging Victims, Witnesses and Justice 
Reform (Scotland) Bill.

Most MSPs choose secular 
oath in Holyrood first

Following May’s Holyrood elections, a large 
number of new MSPs were elected to the 
Scottish parliament, with many MSPs also 
returning. For the first time, a majority of 
parliamentarians opted to make a solemn 
affirmation over the religious oath. This 
suggests that Scotland has elected its most 
openly non-religious parliament in history.
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All MSPs are required to declare their 
allegiance to the monarch before taking up 
their new role. They can choose between 
a religious oath and a secular affirmation. 
Following the 2026 Scottish parliament 

elections, 67 MSPs chose to affirm and 62 
swore the oath. This marks the first time 
since devolution that a majority (52%) of 
MSPs opted to make a secular affirmation.

Broken down by party, a majority of Green 
(87%) and SNP (69%) MSPs chose to affirm 
alongside 41% of Labour and 40% of Liberal 
Democrat members. In contrast, only 3 
Reform UK MSPs opted for the secular 
alternative and all 12 Conservatives took the 
religious oath.

Regrouping after the 
assisted dying bill falls
 
In March, we were extremely 
disappointed to report that MSPs had 
voted against legalising assisted dying 
for Scotland. Liam McArthur’s assisted 
dying bill was rejected at Holyrood by 
69 votes to 57.

	 We will continue, as we have done for decades, to 
campaign for choice, compassion and control for dying 
people in Scotland, and for an end to needless trauma 
and suffering for families.

This bill was the product of years of campaigning and research into best practice from 
around the world. It was also subject to intense scrutiny at Scottish parliament, including 
more than 80 hours of debate and 250 amendments agreed. This makes it all the more 
frustrating and disappointing that MSPs have chosen to vote it down.

However, Humanist Society Scotland’s campaigning doesn’t stop here. We will continue, 
as we have done for decades, to campaign for choice, compassion, and control for dying 
people in Scotland, and for an end to needless trauma and suffering for families.

	 The 2026 election 
was the first time 
since devolution that 
a majority (52%) of 
MSPs opted to make a 
secular affirmation.



Performances, lectures, and artistic activities 
celebrating humanism in Scotland and beyond! 
Themes include:
•	 Art and ecology
•	 Children’s rights and education
•	 Fighting LGBT+ conversion practices
•	 Humanism and the performing arts

Festival of 
Humanism 
2026

Book at humanism.scot/events or scan the QR code

Saturday 
14 November 
Clayton Hotel 

Glasgow 

Ticket prices start at just £30 (concession price)  
including lunch and refreshments


