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What is Humanism?
Humanism is a lifestance concerned with our life in the natural world 
and what we as creatures in that world can accomplish among our-
selves. Some refer to Humanism as a religious movement, others a 
philosophical community. Many Humanists consider themselves to be 
atheists or agnostics, some others consider themselves indifferent or 
simply uninterested in questions about God. Ultimately, it is a tradi-
tion centered on how humanity as a diverse community can survive, 
thrive, and take responsibility for the world we share.

Humanists often find inspiration in the beauty and majesty of nature–the vastness of the stars, the mystery of the 
oceans; others, in the storytelling power of art and music; still others, in a sense of a shared story among beings on this 
Earth, and our small yet still meaningful place in that story. Every Humanist has their own experience and sense of the 
world from which they find a meaningful journey. 

Humanists and friends have gathered for many years at Tufts to find community and shared experiences as well as 
to celebrate what makes each person unique. All members of the Tufts community are welcome to connect with the 
different programs in Humanist life, including with the Humanist Chaplain to discuss your own path and ask questions. 
Read on to learn more about our recent and ongoing activities.

Best wishes,  
Walker

Tufts Humanists at the Loj in Woodstock, NH, 2013 Corrinne Smith, A18, offering the Humanist reading 
at the Baccalaureate Service 2018

Humanist Chaplain Walker Bristol, 
A14, M.Div.



Spotlight: Kumar Ramanathan, A15, Ph.D.  
Student in political science at Northwestern University and former president of Tufts Freethought Society 

Freethought/HCAT was a treasured community for me during my time at Tufts. It was a rare space where I met not only 
a group of friends, but also a community that enabled me to learn a great deal about myself. When it was difficult to 
bond with others over shared identity or shared tradition, Freethought/HCAT offered a space where we could come to-
gether to explore our different identities and to make new traditions. I remember 
events like discussion meetings and jam sessions fondly, but what I cherish the 
most is the opportunity those times of respite gave me to connect with others who 
were also eager to learn and to share. Our emphasis on personal stories and val-
ues taught me to seek out and respect those aspects of others’ lives when I meet 
them. Sharing our stories again and again, with new friends and with old friends, 
allowed me (and I think others too) to chart and reflect on our own growth, which 
is an experience I valued in a time where change seemed constant. At a time when 
I was still discovering my beliefs and exploring my interests, Freethought/HCAT 
gave me a space in which to form community around shared values and shared 
questions, and to learn from the beliefs, interests, and passions of others.

Humanism at Tufts
Humanists, atheists, agnostics, and friends have been gathering at Tufts since 
2007. The Tufts Freethought Society was a TCU student organization that 
drew nonreligious students together for regular discussion meetings and social 
events. Eventually, they began sponsoring panel discussions and educational 
programs, including a nationally-publicized debate between Tufts Professor 
Daniel Dennett and political commentator Dinesh D’Souza.

Over time, Tufts Freethought grew more involved in interfaith and justice work 
on campus, especially around LGBTQ rights and sexual violence prevention. 
Humanists were a part of the earliest meetings of the Interfaith Student Coun-
cil and collaborated with their peer religious organizations to support the uni-
versity’s non-discrimination statement. All the while, students involved in the 
Humanist community connected with one another to talk, sing, and reflect on 
their experiences of life and identity while on campus. 

In 2014, Tufts became the first university in the United States to fund a profes-
sional Humanist chaplaincy position, after years of organizing by students and 
alumni seeking institutional support. The Humanist Chaplain organizes pro-
gramming that supports students, faculty, and staff from the myriad nonreligious 
identities at Tufts, educates the community about the changing U.S. spiritual 
landscape, and offers individual care and counseling to those seeking a listening 
ear. In 2016, Tufts Freethought changed their name to the Humanist Community 
at Tufts (HCAT) in part to better reflect their relationship with the Humanist 
Chaplaincy. The current Humanist Chaplain is Walker Bristol, A14, M.Div.
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Above: Dr. Anthony Pinn,  
scholar of Black Humanism 
speaking as a part of the New 
Directions series, April 2018

Humanist students at Tufts Kids’ Day 2013

Education 
The Humanist Chaplaincy sponsors the annual New Directions series, where 
activists, chaplains, and thinkers attuned to the changing spiritual landscape of 
the United States are invited to campus to spark conversation around Human-
ist identity in the world today. Several panel discussions across the years have 
engaged with themes of Humanist identity formation, social activism, and end 
of life care in an increasingly non-religious America. In 2018, scholar Anthony 
Pinn offered remarks on Humanist life and social movements like Black Lives 
Matter.

Service and Advocacy
An important part of Humanism is taking responsibility for the world 
we share. For years, Humanists at Tufts have worked collaboratively 
with campus and local partners to address housing insecurity and 
homelessness in the Somerville area, recognizing the impact private 
institutions can have on housing prices in their host communities. 
Additionally, Freethought and HCAT have historically partnered with 
other students and staff to work towards sexual violence prevention 
on campus and greater education around healthy relationships.

Left: New Directions in End of 
Life Care panel, March 2017

Commissioned Portrait Exhibit in Goddard 
Chapel for Trans Day of Rememberance



Support Humanist Life at Tufts 
University 

The innovative work of the Tufts Humanist Chap-
laincy is made possible by the generous support of 
friends and donors. We ask you to please join us in 
giving to ensure the continued support and growth 
of this program.

To make a one-time or recurring gift to the Tufts 
Humanist Chaplaincy online, please visit: chap-
laincy.tufts.edu/giving. To discuss a major gift, 
endowment, or bequest, please contact Human-
ist Chaplain Walker Bristol or our Advancement  
liaison Rob Ayles: 617-627-2675; Robert.Ayles@
tufts.edu.
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Frequently Asked Questions
Are all Humanists atheists? 
Many Humanists consider themselves to be ei-
ther agnostics, meaning they’re unconcerned with 
questions about God, or atheists, meaning they 
don’t believe in God. Nonetheless, there are some 
Humanists who believe in God or something simi-
lar to a god or gods. 

Where do Humanists find morality? 
Humanists root their morality in many sources—
some from an ethical philosophy, others from the 
spirit of literature that inspires them, others still 
from their dedication to a community or move-
ment. Typically, this morality concerns making the 

best possible world for ourselves through inclusive collaboration 
among different people and taking responsibility for how we im-
pact the world we share.

Do I have to be a Humanist or an atheist to be a part of 
any of these events? 
Not at all! All members of the Tufts community are always wel-
come and encouraged to join us at any group program or event.

Is Humanism the same as Humanistic Judaism or Islamic 
Humanism? 
Humanistic movements in different religious or cultural tradi-
tions often share a moral philosophy and secular sensibility with 
Humanism and secular humanism. Still, they carry deep and sto-
ried histories of their own that distinguish them from the Human-
ist movement in the United States and northern Europe.

$50  
will fund a social community program 
among nonreligious students at Tufts 
to connect with each other in a safe, 
collaborative environment

$100  
will fund materials for a 
cleanup program to brighten 
the community we share in 
Medford and Somerville

$250  
will fund travel expenses for a scholar of con-
temporary religion and Humanism to come to 
Tufts and connect with students and faculty 
on America’s changing religious landscape

http://chaplaincy.tufts.edu/giving
http://chaplaincy.tufts.edu/giving
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