
FORTHCOMING EVENTS 
Tuesday 18th August, 7.30pm:  Non-LSS event.  Skeptics in the Pub.  Is It Creative to Believe in the 
Paranormal?  Dr Christine Mohr in the Square Bar, Hotel Street, Leicester. 
Wednesday 2nd September, 7.30pm:  Non-LSS event.  Philosophy in Pubs.  Whose Life?   Back bar of the 
Swan and Rushes, Oxford Street, Leicester (along from DMU). 
Sunday 6th September, 6.30pm, Secular Hall:  To My Son in Spain , the UK premiere of Saku Pinta’s film 
telling the story of Finnish/Canadian volunteers in the Spanish Civil War. 
Sunday 13th September, 11am-6pm:  Secular Hall Open  Day.  Secular Hall will be open to the public as part of 
English Heritage Open Days.  A chance to learn more about the history of the Hall and Society. 
Sunday 13th September, 6.30pm, Secular Hall:  Meet the Secular Society.  Short secular talks and a chance 
for members of the public to put questions on any topic and debate with the panel of LSS members. 
Tuesday 15th September, 7.30pm:  Non-LSS event.  Skeptics in the Pub.  Forty-five Minutes From Attack!  
WMD and state-sponsored conspiracy theories.  Richard Wilson in the Square Bar, Hotel Street, Leicester. 
Sunday 20th September, 6.30pm, Secular Hall:  City of Sanctuary: The Asylum Seeker Voucher Scheme.  
Bessie Hayes, Society member, will tell more about the destitution facing asylum seekers in Leicester and how the 
voucher scheme makes their situation worse. 
Thursday 24th September, 10.30am-12.30pm: Coffee Mo rning at the Hall.  John and Ariadne hosting. 
Sunday 27th September, 6.30pm, Secular Hall: Sex, R elationships and Education.  Paul Conneally, Senior 
Adviser in Health Education for Leicester City Council, will explain more about the City’s aims for sex education in 
its schools following the new government guidance. 
Sunday 4th October, 6.30pm, Secular Hall: The Reaga n Democrats: the Influence of race, religion and 
tradition on the American voter.  Joe Merton will ask why some Democrats were prepared to vote for the 
unlikeliest of candidates. 
Wednesday 7th October, 7.30pm:  Non-LSS event.  Philosophy in Pubs.  Holiday Snaps . Back bar of the Swan 
and Rushes, Oxford Street, Leicester (along from DMU).   
Sunday 11th October, 6.30pm, Secular Hall: Communit y Cohesion is Not About Faith.  Val Carpenter, 
Director of Diversity Hub, has worked on community issues for over thirty years and will argue that community 
cohesion is more than simply getting religious groups talking to each other. 
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Afghanistan 
Once again the debate has ignited - except perhaps in 
the pages of this journal!  I’ve raised it several times 
before but never had a single response.  This is Britain’s 
biggest war since the Falklands. Are members not 
bothered?  Or are you, like me, slowly coming to the 
conclusion that withdrawal would be wisest?  
Come on, let’s get this debated! 
With the Panther’s Claw operation the number of British 
casualties has risen dramatically.  Opinion polls show 
consistently that the majority of the population want to 
bring the troops home.  So what are the arguments? 

For keeping the troops there: 
· We are fighting to prevent the Islamic fundamentalist 

Taliban and Al Qaida regaining a foothold on which to 
set up training camps for Jihadis who will then come 
and unleash terrorism here at home. 

· We are fighting to establish a liberal democratic state 
where women have equal rights with men and girls get 
an education. 

· We are fighting to defend the democracy already 
established, to prevent a return to warlordism. 

· We are fighting to stop the growing of opium poppies, 
the major source of the heroin that causes huge 

damage to many young Brits, a major cause of crime. 

For pulling them out: 
· The war is unwinnable; nobody has ever defeated 

Afghan tribesmen, even with far greater forces. 

· Al Qaida has plenty of other lawless places where it 
runs training camps (Pakistan, Somalia, Yemen, etc.). 

· Fighting Muslim fundamentalists overseas merely 
gives a propaganda weapon for home-grown 
extremists to rally Muslim youth to their cause on the 
grounds of the infidel invasion of Muslim lands. It’s 
counter-productive. 

· The government we are fighting to defend is no better 
than the Taliban.  It has passed fundamentalist Sharia 
legislation and the ‘parliament’ is stuffed full of the 
same warlords who exercised tyrannical rule before 
the war.   

· It is a war to establish strategic control of the area for 
the USA to facilitate exploitation of central Asian 
resources.  Karzai is an American puppet. 

· The Taliban in power was more effective in controlling 
poppy production than we have been.  They now 
promote it to generate funds for the fight against our 
invasion, so our presence is again counter-productive. 

Harry Perry 



Jesus’ Teaching 4 – Future   

On 28th August 1963, on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, 
Washington, Martin Luther King said this: ‘I have a dream that 
one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning 
of its creed: We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all 
men are created equal.’  

Now the interesting thing is that King was a Baptist minister 
yet his concept of the future was very much of this world.  

That too was the vision of Jesus. The classical evangelist of 
the Christian Church wants people to be ‘saved’ for a future 
Kingdom of Heaven beyond the grave. Jesus wanted us to 
build a kingdom of heaven on earth: ‘Thy Kingdom come, Thy 
will be done on earth as it is in heaven.’    

Of course people might be concerned about a Humanist 
interpretation of Jesus getting mixed up with talk of heaven, 
the rule of God and so on.  But Jesus was a man of his time 
and probably accepted the basic theology of his people.  
What he could see only too clearly was a need for people in 
ordinary everyday life to find a hope for themselves and he 
gave them it by suggesting that they worked hard to build that 
future out of love, separating the important from the 
unimportant as they went along and trying to live a better life 
than one simply based on past example and even precept.  
That was the point that Martin Luther King was trying to make 
and he too was a disciple of Jesus.  And Jesus, like King, was 

thinking of a better world on earth before he thought of a 
kingdom in the sky.  

It is a daring suggestion that we can make a better future for 
ourselves on earth; it assumes that the world we live in can 
cope with it.  Yet in a strange amalgam of ancient teaching 
and modern scientific theory, the theory of evolution does 
suggest that the world we live in has enough space for this to 
happen.  It is how we grab our opportunities that counts.  We 
must take charge of our own evolution.  That may be the crux 
of our time.  But it is also hard to predict at any one moment 
how the next will turn out.  The kingdom has no prior definition 
as to details.  It has to be created and what is created may not 
be what we might have initially expected.  Jesus challenged 
us to use our heads.  

Working as I do with a team dedicated to those with learning 
disabilities I find that there is no problem helping them to form 
amorous relationships even if it is between 
same-sex couples, and usually, because 
people with learning disabilities do not 
often understand these things, without the 
ceremony of marriage.  Each relationship 
is a small but important evolutionary step 
in the creation of a better future based on 
love, diligence and recognition of priorities.  

John Edmondson 

Board Membership 
The Board is very keen to recruit female members to help 
share the work of running the Society and to infuse fresh 
thinking.  If you think you can help we feel it would be a 
good idea to put your name forward to chat about it and 

possibly come along to a meeting or two before the AGM 
so that you know what you are volunteering for.  Just call 
Allan or Michael G (contact details on the back page) and 
we will set something up. 
Harry Perry, Secretary 

Gay Humanist Charity Incensed at the Exemption for 
Faith Schools in the Equality Bill 

Harriet Harman presented the Equality Bill to Parliament in 
early July and it is now proceeding through the committee 
stage in the Commons. 
The gay Humanist charity the Pink Triangle Trust (PTT) 
states that it fully endorses Peter Tatchell's criticism of the 
government Bill and is especially incensed at its intention to 
exempt faith schools from its plan to tackle homophobic 
prejudice and bullying. 

It offered the following press release: ‘As a gay educational 
charity, we were delighted that the government plans to 
compel schools to teach sex education but shocked to learn 
that it will grant exemption to faith schools and allow them to 
educate pupils in line with their religious beliefs. 

‘It seems that a get-out clause for faith schools will permit 
them to present sex education ‘in line with the context, 
values and ethos’ of the schools and clearly this will permit 
them to tell pupils (in line with the teachings in their holy 

books) that lesbian and gay sexual relationships are morally 
wrong. 
‘Homophobic bullying plagues the majority of our schools 
and shocking levels of bullying are meted out to school 
pupils and teachers who either are gay or perceived to be 
gay. That is the conclusion of a wide-ranging study carried 
out by the gay equality organisation Stonewall. The study 
found that nearly two thirds of lesbian and gay pupils 
reported instances of homophobic harassment and 
significantly this figure jumps to 75% for those attending 
faith schools. 
‘It is surely unacceptable that a large proportion of our 
schools should be allowed to tell their pupils that same-sex 
relationships are wrong with the inevitable consequence 
that anti-gay bullying will increase. 
‘It seems that Stonewall is happy to go along with the 
exemption even though its own study found that 
homophobic harassment was higher in faith schools.’ 
George Broadhead   

Happy Birthday, Alice! 
We’re sure other members will 
want to join with us in wishing 
our member, Alice Sluckin, 
congratulations on reaching her 
90th birthday on 21st July.  

Alice had a distinguished career 
in chi ld psychology and 
development and is still enjoying 
an active retirement, attending 
events regularly and also 
recently giving a talk to the 
Society at the Hall. 

Happy Birthday, Alice! 

Bessie Hayes and Denise Lanes 

The Poetry Edition 
We seem to have ended up with a lot of poetry in this edition 
so I’ve called it The Poetry Edition.  Original, eh? 
The thumbnail image on the front page is entitled ‘Poetry 
Reading’, by artist Irene Sheri, and can be purchased for 
$850 from Above All Art in Jasper, Tennessee:  
http://www.aboveallart.com/index.php?cPath=162 

Piano Stool 
The piano stool at the Hall has finally given up the ghost (yeah, 
yeah, yeah) so we need a replacement. 
Do you, by any chance, have an old one sitting unused in the box 
room?  (Or anywhere else, come to that!) 

If you’d be kind enough to donate it we would be very appreciative.  
Call Mike B.  Phone number on back page.  Thanks. 



What’s Happening at the Leicester Mercury ? 
Many of us enjoy slagging-off the Mercury but a local 
newspaper is an important part of a community’s life and it 
would be hard to imagine how we’d get along without one - 
even one with such an uncritical and consistently pro-
religion stance as the Mercury. 
But the Mercury has problems.  It is owned by Northcliffe 
Media, the regional newspaper arm of the oft-
reviled Daily Mail, a multinational media 
conglomerate that has expanded over 
recent years on the continent and into 
Eastern Europe.  Its group also expanded 
in the UK in 2007 by taking over 26 
regional titles from the Trinity Mirror 
Group. 
But all this expansion came just in time to 
be hit by the general downturn following the 
credit crunch.  One wonders how much of it 
depended on funds borrowed at higher than 
current interest rates - the repayment of 
which might now be testing the skills of the 
financial management team. 
Like many newspapers, the Mercury was 
already in decline before the crunch, with its 1989 
circulation of 140,000 having steadily fallen to around 
70,000 per day presently. 
Despite its expensive ‘Leicester regeneration’ revamp and 
relaunch in 2007 the Mercury building in St George Street, 
by the central ring road, is now partly mothballed as the 
printing operation has been moved to Derby to take 
advantage of economies of scale.  Further economies have 
been made by reducing to only one edition each day - no 
longer three as there was for years before and no longer, 
either, the special editions for different parts of the county.   
A newsagent gave further evidence of belt-tightening, 
telling me that half the delivery drivers have been laid off 
and she only gets one supply of papers each day - she can 

no longer call for more if there is a run on sales.  The paper 
itself has got thinner too as advertising has dried up and the 
reporting team (still based in Leicester) allowed to erode by 
natural wastage.  The freebie Metro is now also a serious 
contender for the attention of the newspaper-reading public 
of Leicester. 

Last December the former Mercury editor, Nick 
Carter, appears to have made a timely career 
move and is now heading up the Leicester and 
Leicestershire Development Company.  His 
successor, Keith Perch, has seemingly not yet 
launched any new initiatives to claw back 
readership and may only be presiding over 
further decline as the market toughens. 

Meanwhile, new media is encroaching on the 
traditional hard-copy newspaper markets.  
There is an inexhaustible supply of news 
obtainable on the internet - even the 
Mercury itself* and a blog of community 
news overseen by the Mercury’s 
community news editor, Jim Matthews!**   

In Leicester further competition takes the 
form of the rapidly expanding social enterprise ‘Citizens’ 

Eye’ and its Community Media Hub, started by John 
Coster, under whose umbrella a whole range of volunteer 
citizen reporters are producing on-line news full of local 
material and all without pay.*** 
But we must do our bit to help boost Mercury sales so keep 
writing secular letters in to Mailbox - one of the most widely 
read and liveliest spots in the paper! 

Harry Perry 

** http://communitynewsleicestermercury.blogspot.com/ 

*** http://www.citizenseye.org/ 

* http://www.thisisleicestershire.co.uk/ 

Secular Rites 
My father had no time for religion so recently when he died 
my mother and I decided to hold a secular commemoration 
at the crematorium.  I and a friend of my father presented 
appreciations of my father's life.  (He was a retired chief 
constable!)  After the ceremony a number of those present, 
who had not attended a secular funeral before, expressed 
their approval that the occasion had been conducted in this 
manner. 
A couple of weeks after the funeral, Carl the undertaker 
came to see me.  He liked the way in which my mother and 
I had conducted the funeral and asked me if I was inter-
ested in acting as an officiator at secular funerals he ar-
ranges.  He explained that there is a growing demand for 
non-religious ceremonies at funerals, especially when the 
deceased is fairly old. 
He said that he does use officiators associated with the 

British Humanist Association and produced a brochure with 
a list of such persons available in the locality.  Much to my 
surprise, I noticed that all of these people styled themselves 
with the title ‘Reverend’.  Carl said that they conducted a 
service very similar to the standard Anglican one but with 
the religious phrases altered.  Furthermore, most of them 
did not do it very well.  He had thought about offering the 
conduct of secular funerals to some priests and ministers 
who through long practice are very skillful at it! 

My own experiences of funerals conducted by Humanist 
officiators accords with that of the undertaker.  In general 
ethos they seem to be half way towards being a Christian 
service.  I suppose this is not surprising given the rather 
wishy-washy character of humanism.  So why not do it 
yourself?  

Ross Longhurst 

Make A Date with Our Open Day 
Sunday 13th September 

As usual, the Society is taking part in the annual English 
Heritage National Open Days.  We have the best show in 
town!  Please come and help to make it a day to remember. 
10.30am to 6.00pm: Ned Newitt's fine exhibition on the 
history of the Society, tours of the building (have you been 
upstairs and downstairs?), videos, information about what 
we are doing locally and what is happening locally and 

nationally - meet the officers and other active people. 
1.15pm: the Lord Mayor's visit - a first for us!  Do come and 
meet him and the Lady Mayoress. 

6.30pm to 8.30pm: a social evening of short talks about the 
Society and opportunities to meet members and visitors.  
Refreshments throughout the day.  
Please come, and bring your friends - we hope to, and 
usually do, attract new members on these days. 
Allan Hayes 



‘Endless Forms: Darwin, Natural Science  
and the Visual Arts’ 

The fully booked Secular Society coach trip to the 
Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge, on 4th July was the latest 
event in the Society’s 2009 calendar to mark the 200th 
anniversary of the birth of Charles Darwin. 

The exhibition’s main aim was to explore the effects of 
Darwin’s theory of evolution on the artists of the day … and 
beyond.  It also chronicled important 
influences on Darwin himself and the 
gradual development of his world-changing 
theories.   

The exhibition succeeded brilliantly in its 
aims.  In the first room, the scene was set 
as a range of exhibits illustrated some of 
the formative influences on Darwin.  In a 
world very different from today’s constant 
visual over-stimulation, illustrations and 
paintings could and did have powerful 
effects.  Images considered to have 
influenced Darwin profoundly included 
painted scenes from famous expeditions, 
such as those to South America and 
Captain Cook’s voyage to the Pacific 
Ocean; Audubon’s bird paintings; 
wonderful microscopic studies such as 
‘Head of the Flea’ and Philip Gosse’s 
illustrated books on marine life.  Darwin’s fascination with, 
and love of, the natural world were fed by such images and 
by friendships with the eminent naturalists of the day.  His 
was a privileged and ultimately extraordinary life. 
The main exhibition rooms then traced Darwin’s impact on 
the visual arts of Europe and America. The choice of 
exhibits cleverly illustrated the most important aspects of 
Darwin’s theories of natural selection and the descent of 
Man – theories that were possible only because he was 
able to observe and ponder the natural world so clearly, 
free from the blinkers of religious belief.  Examples of 

paintings with ‘scientific intent’ yet stunningly beautiful were: 
‘The Glacier of Rosenlaui’ by John Brett (1831-1902), 
showing how glaciers had shaped the northern hemisphere 
over distant millennia;  ‘Male Wood Duck in Forest 
Pool’  (A. H. Thayer, 1849-1921), intended to prove the 
artist’s point (wrongly, as it happened) that the duck’s 
markings were protective rather than to attract a mate. 
Darwin’s ideas fell on fertile ground in France, a country 
with a long tradition in radical thinking, anthropology and 
paleontology.  This justified the fabulous collection of 
impressionist art on display. 
The exhibition did not shy away from difficult and 
controversial issues.  Darwin, like many of his circle, had 
been influenced by the ideas of Malthus (1766-1834), who 
believed that destitution was the inevitable effect of over-
population and that the poor had only themselves to blame.  
Darwin, despite his belief that all human groups descended 
from a common ancestor and that human differences were 
superficial, believed that the survival of the fittest in human 
society meant the inevitable extinction of so-called ‘inferior’ 
races and of many in the lower classes of Western society 
(beliefs not a million miles from those of the Tory Party 
today). 
In an age of imperialism, Darwin’s ideas (combined with 

those of Malthus) had a powerful and 
malign influence on ‘educated’ Victorians 
who viewed the ‘lower’ classes and races 
as inferior (and which later led to the now 
wholly discredited belief-system of 
Eugenics).  Exhibits from Darwin’s own 
collection of photos of different ‘races’ were 
clinical and scientific, a catalogue of 
apparently doomed people.  The 
comparison with the fabulously beautiful 
‘African Venus’ sculpture, in which Cordier 
(1827-1905, a member of the French 
Society of Anthropology) celebrates the 
wonder of human diversity, is striking and 
shows that not all thinking men living at that 
time viewed other races as inferior. 

This was an intellectually stimulating and 
visually stunning exhibition.  It is a fitting 
celebration of the legacy of a remarkable 

human being who, while remaining a product of his 
background, managed so brilliantly to create a unified 
theory explaining how life evolved on our planet and how 
humanity is part of, not apart from, the rest of nature. 
The rest of the day was enjoyable too - exploring and 
admiring a city devoted to learning … and tourism. 

Our grateful thanks to Mike Burden for organising the day 
so well (including the weather), and to Bessie Hayes for the 
very useful maps and other information. 

Denise Lanes 

Censored Again 
If you read the Mercury letters page on 22nd July and 
wondered why the first few paragraphs of my letter did not 
hang together very well it was because this bit, referring to 
Leicester ice-cream king Michael Brucciani, was edited out:  

‘His criticism of the religious education standing committee, 
made up of religious representatives plus the atheist Allan 
Hayes, demonstrates the extremism of the fundamentalist 
Catholic sect, the Society of St Pius X, which he supports. 

Like Muslim fundamentalists, this group wants to convert us 
all to their religious dogmas because “only” they have the 

“objective, unchanging truth”.  They must, therefore, ensure 
that their children are prevented from mixing with others in 
community schools where alternative opinions might be 
heard and discussed – where truth and falsity might be 
found through open debate.  Faith schools are the 
fundamentalist’s weapon of choice in 
maintaining sectarian creeds through the 
indoctrination of successive generations.’   

Can anyone guess why this bit might have 
offended the editor? 

Harry Perry 



Programmes to Catch  
I watched the recent Channel 4 programme on the Church 
of England’s Alpha Course and was appalled - calculated 
psychological manipulation, using all the techniques of the 
trade and preying on people's weaknesses. 
An interesting discussion about Secularism, with Anthony 
Grayling, was on Radio 4’s Beyond Belief.  You can hear it 
on BBC4 Listen Again, http://tinyurl.com/nulb63  
Finally, the fascinating talk to the Society by Terry 
Sanderson ‘Which Way for Secularism’ can be viewed on 
YouTube at http://tinyurl.com/nfr344  
Allan Hayes 

Bobba Cass: The Profane Poetry Evening 
This turned out to be another very successful evening. It 
was successful not only because thirty people came along 

but because the age and 
gender balance were much 
more representative of society 
than usual - over 50% female. 
Bobba is very keen that poetry 
should be memorised and 
delivered from the heart.  This 
he did reciting his well-crafted 
creations with meaning, 
passion and dignity. One is 
included here. He has a rare 
feel for words, and that is as it 
should be in a poet.  I hope to 
get to know his work better: 
some of the subtleties of his 

use of language sped past me on first hearing. We hope to 
hear more of his material at the Secular Hall. 

His evening was inclusive.  He asked members to recite 
pieces of their own. 

One of Bobba’s that I hope will appear in a future issue was 
a charming rhyming piece about how he lost his faith in 
adult honesty when he opened up the back of a wireless 
and found that adults were liars as it was full of wires. 
This is a formula for an evening to be repeated: convivial, 
thought-provoking, light-hearted and profound.  Be bold, 
fellow secularists: come and express your ideas in sincere 
poetry of your own - or insincere if you wish. 
Michael Gerard  
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4th April 2007 

Bobba Cass 

The Leicester City of Sanctuary Voucher  
Exchange Scheme 

What’s the difference between an immigrant, a refugee, an 
asylum seeker and a British citizen? Most people don’t 
know. The differences are very important and I’ll deal with 
them in my talk at Secular Hall at 6.30pm on Sunday 20th 
September. 
The whole system operated by the Home Office and the 
UK Border Agency is a total shambles (I nearly said ‘an 
unholy mess’), with frequent changes and unreliable 
figures. It has been extremely difficult to clarify and pin 
things down in spite of much reading and googling. 
In recent weeks I have become deeply involved in a 
Voucher Exchange Scheme, initiated by Leicester City of 
Sanctuary, to help Section 4 asylum seekers, with the first 
exchange session due this month (August). These are 
people whose application for asylum has failed and who 
have agreed to return to their country of origin. In place of 
cash they get a weekly £35 supermarket voucher.  Imagine 
being unable to take a bus, buy a newspaper, send a letter, 
or go to the market or charity shops. There are many 
reasons which may prevent an early return and they can be 
stuck in this limbo for months or years. 
In order to help, a fair number of Secular Society members, 
along with others, have already undertaken to provide £35 
each month by standing order so that we can exchange 
one voucher per month for cash for each asylum seeker 
recommended to us. The contributors get a monthly £35 
supermarket gift card or voucher in return. 

There are already successful schemes operating in London 
and a number of other cities. Three of us visited Coventry 
in mid-June to see how their scheme functions, and it was 
truly impressive and heart-warming. 
One of the things that concerned me, however, was that 
their scheme is run by CTRIC (Churches Together with 
Refugees in Coventry) and has a distinctly religious aura. 
The Leicester scheme will be rather different, since the 
Chair of Leicester City of Sanctuary and I are both 
secularists. The assumption that only religious people, 
particularly Christians, can be caring and altruistic needs to 
be challenged constantly. The latest attempt at a takeover 
by the Bishop and Diocese involves suggestions that we 
might move, with various other organisations, into the new 
Cathedral Square development, which I for one will resist 
strongly. It is now being recognised in our management 
group that the secular viewpoint matters 
Helping these people out of destitution is one thing: 
combating prejudice and misinformation is much harder.  A 
recent letter in the Mercury refers to asylum seekers as 
‘chancers’ who have ‘closed the door of their native country 
by some trivial act of defiance’ and 
suggests that embassies in the Third 
World and Eastern Europe ‘advertise that 
the prospects in our country for 
uneducated and untrained workers is 
zero’. Come and discuss on 20th 
September. 
Bessie Hayes 

Gay Catholics Hear Call for Acceptance 
The gay Catholic organisation, Quest, which has a branch in 
Leicester, held its annual conference at Leicester University on 
the weekend of 17th-19th July. 

One of the main speakers at the conference was Terry 
Prendergast, the Chief Executive of the Catholic pro-marriage 
organisation, Marriage Care. 

Prendergast called on the Church to drop its opposition to non-
traditional family structures like single-parent families, same-
sex couples and unmarried co-habitees.  He suggested that 
while there has been some softening of the Vatican line, the 
Church needs to go further and fully accept the new models.  
Harry Perry 



Coffee Mornings 
Gluttons for punishment, you might think, but 
these Loughboro types crave the taste of 
Leicester’s civilisation too.  What else can explain 
John Catt and Ariadne Tampion’s desire to host 
three further Coffee Mornings at the Hall on 24th 
September, 29th October and 26th November,  
10.30 - 12.30?  Don’t disappoint them - come 
along and enjoy the chat and the coffee (or tea). 

Bad Language  

The God in whom I don’t believe 
Spirits words away from me 
He entwines Himself in all the best lines 
‘Ye Gods’, ‘heaven sent’, ‘praise be’  

‘There but for the grace of God go I’ 
‘May he rot/roast/sizzle in hell’  
The love, joy, pain and rage are mine 
The words are mostly His 

Through a long hot night by a high white bed 
I clutched a feverish hand 
In something suspiciously like a prayer 
‘Please God let him live’ I said 

In trudges, relentless, a new grey day 
One last touch to a pale cold hand 
Strange words slip from my secular lips 
‘God rest his soul’  I say  

Curse this God (in whom I don’t believe) 
His words won’t let me be 
They jostle my head, pop out of my mouth 
And diminish the space that is me 

I’m a serious unbeliever 
My hands strive to help not pray 
But I’ll never reach a Humanist heaven  
My bad language stands in the way 

Anon (but supplied by Gillian Lighton) 

'Incompetent Design' 
I've long appreciated the song 'Incompetent Design', sung to the tune 
of 'The Battle Hymn of the Republic' (aka 'John Brown's Body').  As 
you probably can already guess, it's a riposte to theories of 'Intelligent 
Design' which state that everything about us did not evolve, but was 
evoked by some designer.  Some designer!  S/he made errors which 
even an apprentice omnipotent deity on a Friday afternoon would have 
avoided.  It goes: 

My bones proclaim a story of incompetent design 
My back still hurts, my sinus clogs, my teeth just won't align 
If I had drawn the blueprint I would certainly resign  
Incompetent Design! 
Evo-evo-evolution  
Design is but a mere illusion 
Darwin sparked our revolution 
Science shall prevail! 

During a recent boring bus trip, I thought up a few more verses.  Feel 
free to tweak them and to add your own: 

My appendix's propensity to clog could strike me down 
And my retinal detatchment is of infamous renown 
The cells within a prostate are a source of many a frown 
A blueprint from a clown! 
Just the fact that men have nipples shows incompetence is plain 
And women's reproductive organs are a source of monthly pain 
Sugar cravings swell my stomach and my figure brings me shame 
Incompetence is plain! 
Yet there is an explanation that I proffer to my kind 
It is not that my designer should be charged and sued and fined 
If you look at evolution you'll conclude and you will find 
The watchmaker was blind! 
Unlike a magic spinning paddle that needs God to invent it 
The tale of natural selection it is one we can credit 
Our operational requirement in the very earth is writ 
It's not beyond our wit! 

We may yet need a chorus - perhaps the first few verses 
could use ‘Down with, down with the designer [x3]. I 
want my money back!’, and as we get explanatory we 
could shift to 'Glory, incremental progress [x3].  It made 
us, warts and all!’ 
Chris Williams 

Sixty Years for  
Secular Humanism  

Allan Hayes, President of our 
Secular Society, on 5th July gave 
us a rare insight into his 60+ 
years’ fight for Humanism and 
secularism.  
He started questioning aged four-
and-a-half (I remember from an 
earlier comment that he and 
Bessie, his wife to be, were in the 
same secondary school class).  
He recalled from church the hymn 

– ‘Trumpet of God sound high till the hearts of the heathen 
shake’ (remember what the Jesuits said …).  
Grammar school followed with religious instruction and all, 
but by 13 he was doubtful and by 14 rejected the 
indoctrination.  
Up to Cambridge in 1951 to do maths he remembered the 
impact on him of his discussion group at Trinity College and 
the ‘Cambridge Heretics’.  Through Tony Benn and the 
Suez situation he became suspicious of governments.  
He married Bessie in a Register Office and lived in 

Cambridge until going on to a post at MIT USA.  (I felt Allan 
was being typically modest here as he must have been 
pretty outstanding to be invited to MIT - I have to say I 
admire this trait!) 
After a second job in the USA he returned in 1965 to the UK 
and Leicester.  Soon afterwards he joined the National 
Secular Society and was Chair of the Humanist Society in 
Leicester.  It was interesting to note that in those times the 
secularists and Humanists were separated by beliefs and 
meeting places.  He cited examples of what the secular 
(including Humanists) movement had achieved, including 
his adventures with SACRE.  He concluded by talking about 
the present and the future, indicating clear directions for our 
Society.  

He talked of the latest research done for us which needs to 
be read and acted on by every member for us to move to 
the next stage of securing funding to 
upgrade our building.  He also noted a 
number of books he has found positive and 
inspiring. Allan gave us a quietly presented, 
thoughtful, meaningful and inspiring 
meeting.  

John Cook  



Atheists in the Holy Land !! 
In Palestine, there is a long history of secular, leftist and 
communist groups and parties, which not many in the West 
have heard about.  All that most Western audiences seem 
to know about is Gaza and something about the shameful 
internal conflict between Fatah and Hamas.  What they do 
not seem to know about is that since the 1920s there has 
been an organised communist group that has taken part in 
the historical struggle in Palestine. 
The role of atheists in Palestine is a double one historically, 
because not only have they struggled for social justice but 
also to secure their position as a secular community at the 
same time.  In the twentieth century, they struggled against 
the British mandate and also against the beginning of 
Zionist colonialism.  The historical catastrophe of the 
Nakba in 1948 created huge numbers of Palestinian 
refugees both inside and outside Palestine, including in the 
west bank and the Gaza strip.  This was when many 
Palestinian inhabitants found themselves dispossessed, 
uprooted and expelled from their centuries-long 
homelands.  One million Palestinians found themselves 
inside the borders of the new state of Israel and remain to 
this day in the villages and cities inside a colonial state.  
Ten million Palestinians form a modern Diaspora, scattered 
all over the world, hoping that at some future date they 
might be able to return to their lost homelands.  This 
historical event has affected every aspect of life for 
Palestinians, whether in the Middle East or in the rest of the 
world. 

As a result of the Nakba, Palestinians began to create their 
own national resistance.  At the beginning, the resistance 
consisted of small groups of militants but subsequently the 
resistance became more organised and more people joined 
it, not only Palestinians themselves.  There was also strong 
international and Arab support on the part of many 
individuals and organisations.  Several of the resistance 
groups were on the left politically, for example the Popular 
Front for the Liberation of Palestine, the Democratic Front 
and many more.  The essential purpose of these groups 
was national and social liberation, to have freedom and 
social justice in Palestine.  These groups were not only 
militant in an obvious sense but also included the feminist 
struggle, student sections, labour unions and many 

committees for the care of farmers, prisoners and to do 
with social issues such as health and education. 
It is in these leftist groups that you can find atheists in 
Palestine.  There are also independent professional, 
educated and artistic people and old leftist prisoners, 
amongst whom you will find many atheists.  These people 
face a double problem, however: the first is the occupation, 
as with the rest of the Palestinian population; the second is 
the traditional mentality of Palestinian communities, where 
Muslims are in the majority and with a significant 
percentage of Christians.  It is not so easy to be an atheist 
in such social spaces without many hot discussions and 
arguments occurring.  

The killer fact is the difference between the past and today.  
In the 1970s and 1980s of the last century, there was a 
strong leftist influence in Palestinian political and social life, 
which created many atheists.  Today, there is an increasing 
Islamic influence which affects daily life.  Besides internal 
problems in the left and the negative effects of the Oslo 
agreement, plus the effect of the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, atheists have to face a barbarous Israeli army and 
fascistic Zionist settlers.  Further, there is social 
competition between atheists and Islamic fundamentalists, 
who look on leftists as devils, not as partners in a 
revolutionary struggle.  This raises huge questions for the 
Palestinian and the Arab left, in terms of their relation 
politically and socially with Islamic fundamentalism.  
Argument continues on the left about what the nature of 
this relationship should be and unfortunately the outcome is 
still very unclear.  A useful source-book to understand 
these issues is Chris Harman’s book 
The Prophet and the Proletariat 
(London, 1999), ISBN 1898877181.  
Up to the present day there has been 
no organized movement for atheists in 
Palestine, just many individuals who 
have decided to live their lives without 
the support of traditional religious 
belief systems. 
Nidal Hatim  
(Nidal has been visiting Leicester with the young 
dancers from the Ghiras Centre in Bethlehem 
and attended a talk at the Hall.) 
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Beware the Spinal Trap 
Some practitioners claim it is a cure-all, but 
the research suggests chiropractic therapy 
has mixed results – and can even be lethal, 
says Simon Singh.  
You might be surprised to know that the founder 
of chiropractic therapy, Daniel David Palmer, 
wrote that ‘99% of all diseases are caused by 
displaced vertebrae’. In the 1860s, Palmer 
began to develop his theory that the spine was 
involved in almost every illness because the 
spinal cord connects the brain to the rest of the 
body. Therefore any misalignment could cause a 
problem in distant parts of the body. 
In fact, Palmer’s first chiropractic intervention 
supposedly cured a man who had been 
profoundly deaf for 17 years. His second treatment was equally 
strange, because he claimed that he treated a patient with heart 
trouble by correcting a displaced vertebra. 
You might think that modern chiropractors restrict themselves to 
treating back problems, but in fact some still possess quite wacky 
ideas. The fundamentalists argue that they can cure anything, 
including helping treat children with colic, sleeping and feeding 
problems, frequent ear infections, asthma and prolonged crying – 
even though there is not a jot of evidence. 

I can confidently label these assertions as utter nonsense 
because I have co-authored a book 
about alternative medicine with the 
world’s first professor of complementary 
medicine, Edzard Ernst. He learned 
chiropractic techniques himself and 
used them as a doctor. This is when he 
began to see the need for some critical 
evaluation. Among other projects, he 
examined the evidence from 70 trials 
exploring the benefits of chiropractic 
therapy in conditions unrelated to the 
back. He found no evidence to suggest 
that chiropractors could treat any such 
conditions. 

But what about chiropractic in the context of treating back 
problems? Manipulating the spine can cure some problems, but 
results are mixed. To be fair, conventional approaches, such as 
physiotherapy, also struggle to treat back problems with any 
consistency. Nevertheless, conventional therapy is still preferable 
because of the serious dangers associated with chiropractic. 

In 2001, a systematic review of five studies revealed that roughly 
half of all chiropractic patients experience temporary adverse 

effects, such as pain, numbness, stiffness, 
dizziness and headaches. These are relatively 
minor effects, but the frequency is very high, and 
this has to be weighed against the limited benefit 
offered by chiropractors. 

More worryingly, the hallmark technique of the 
chiropractor, known as high-velocity, low-
amplitude thrust, carries much more significant 
risks. This involves pushing joints beyond their 
natural range of motion by applying a short, 
sharp force. Although this is a safe procedure for 
most patients, others can suffer dislocations and 
fractures. 

Worse still, manipulation of the neck can 
damage the vertebral arteries, which supply 
blood to the brain. So-called vertebral dissection 

can ultimately cut off the blood supply, which in turn can lead to a 
stroke and even death. Because there is usually a delay between 
the vertebral dissection and the blockage of blood to the brain, the 
link between chiropractic and strokes went unnoticed for many 
years. Recently, however, it has been possible to identify cases 
where spinal manipulation has certainly been the cause of 
vertebral dissection. 
Laurie Mathiason was a 20-year-old Canadian waitress who 
visited a chiropractor 21 times between 1997 and 1998 to relieve 
her low-back pain. On her penultimate visit she complained of 

stiffness in her neck. That evening she 
began dropping plates at the 
restaurant, so she returned to the 
chiropractor. As the chiropractor 
manipulated her neck, Mathiason 
began to cry, her eyes started to roll, 
she foamed at the mouth and her body 
began to convulse. She was rushed to 
hospital, slipped into a coma and died 
three days later. At the inquest, the 
coroner declared: ‘Laurie died of a 
ruptured vertebral artery, which 
occurred in association with a 
chiropractic manipulation of the neck.’ 

This case is not unique. In Canada alone there have been several 
other women who have died after receiving chiropractic therapy, 
and Edzard Ernst has identified about 700 cases of serious 
complications among the medical literature. This should be a 
major concern for health officials, particularly as under-reporting 
will mean that the actual number of cases is much higher. 
If spinal manipulation were a drug with such serious adverse 
effects and so little demonstrable benefit, then it would almost 
certainly have been taken off the market. 

Simon Singh* 

*Simon Singh is a science writer and the co-author, with 
Edzard Ernst, of Trick or Treatment? Alternative 
Medicine on Trial. This is an edited version of an article 
published in The Guardian for which Singh is being 
personally sued for libel by the British Chiropractic 
Association.  The Secularist is reprinting it to show 
solidarity with Simon Singh and the battle to keep libel 
law out of scientific debate.  You must decide for yourself 
whether or not you think chiropractic is ‘bogus’ . 

Our member Simon Perry has been very active in the 
campaign to keep libel out of scientific debate and his 
efforts have been reported in an article in the Guardian’s 
Comment is Free: http://tinyurl.com/l2oypc 

Robert Vincent,  ‘Anarchy in the LEA -  
A History of Education in Leicester and of the  

Local Authority since 1997’  
Rob has been an educator in Leicester since 1997, as a 
teacher, as an Ofsted inspector and in many schemes for 
‘school improvement’, but if anyone on 19th July  
expected a complacent, insider view they were in for a 
shock!  His is a lively, thoughtful, critical voice, posing us 
basic questions about what education’s for and about 
democratic accountability.  This was less a history, more 
‘a morality tale’, Leicester as part victim, part ‘partner’ in 
comedies of errors, with tragic, upsetting undertows. 
Back in 1997, he argued, the Tories set up the ill-
prepared Labour city local authorities for failure, planning 
to hand the schools over to private companies and 
business interests. New Labour adopted the same 
strategy, adding its own dictatorial refinement by telling 
us exactly how to meet their targets: whether by ‘phonics’ 
or academies or overpaid consultancies. This produced 
high comedy or farce - summonses from London, ‘targets’ 

i n  b rown paper 
envelopes - but the 
outcome, especially for 
children in working-
class west Leicester, 
has been criminal 
n e g l e c t  a n d 
squandering resources 
on part ial ,  self -
promoting ‘solutions’, 
by people who don’t 
really care. 
Our discussion didn’t directly address Rob’s questions, 
but illustrated the accumulated experience of Leicester 
citizens. It showed again the limits of top-down politics. 
Personally, I feel we need to propose as well as criticise, 
for the solutions to educational and social inequalities in 
this city aren’t easy.  It was good to hear the Secular 
Society is involved in solutions too. 
Richard Johnson 

Robert Vincent 



Suicide to Avoid an ’Orrible End 
This article is produced in light of the recent Law Lords’ 
ruling (in the Debbie Purdy case) relating to the legal 
position of those who accompany suicidal, terminally ill 
patients to Switzerland.  The Law Lords have required the 
Director of Public Prosecutions to make a formal statement 
of how the DPP is dealing with the law against assisting a 
person to commit suicide.  The DPP now plans 
to do so by the end of September. 
Here is an outline of my own experience and 
discoveries while seeking the most agreeable 
means (comfort-wise) of topping myself, should 
the need ever arise. 

Many factors need to be taken into account  
when looking into the business of inducing a 
quick and painless pre-emptive death in order 
to avoid the inevitably long and distressful ends 
that are imposed by certain illnesses.   
The obvious factors, in order of importance, 
which have to be taken into account by the 
person contemplating suicide are: effectiveness (lack of 
distress, unlikely to fail); effect on loved ones; cost; 
availability of means; involvement of others; and, of least 
import to the perpetrator, legality.  Answers to moral and 
ethical problems are, in practice, enshrined in the law; and, 
apart from the important matter of protecting the vulnerable, 
tend to be a load of repetitious, dogma-based claptrap: 
completely lacking in empathy for the afflicted individual. 
My first encounter was with the Swiss Dignitas 
organisation’s founder when he gave a lecture at Conway 
Hall arranged by the British subsidiary of ‘Friends at the 
End’ (FATE), which is stationed in Glasgow  (www.friends-
at-the-end.org.uk).  After explaining the process followed in 
carrying through the Dignitas (www.dignitas.ch) service 
(seeing an approved doctor with one’s medical records to 
prove the legally required need; being issued with a 
prescription; making an appointment to go to the flat; 
reception by a friendly orderly/nurse; receiving the 
poisonous drink; being offered chocolate to take away the 
taste; and dying peacefully within minutes) he then went on 
to explain other operational factors.  The main one was the 
political threat at that time to put a stop to the foreign trade 
taking advantage of the Swiss assisted suicide law, 
because of the strain it was putting on local disposal 
services and, therefore, finances; and the NIMBY 
objections of other residents in the block of flats, from which 
Dignitas operated on the top floor (the NIMBYS had my 
sympathy: ‘Do you mind regularly sharing your lift with a 
coffin: empty going up, full coming down?’).  People on the 
surrounding housing estate also complained. 
Soon after the lecture, Dignitas entered a period of crisis: 
making two changes of premises and being hounded by 
authorities and residents, as well as those organisations 

opposed to the suicide law.  It also went through a period of 
financial crisis.  The finances appear to have stabilised, and 
they have found dedicated premises on an industrial estate: 
against which opponents have been unable successfully to 
object. 
As of October 2008, the complete Dignitas experience, 
including funeral costs (cremation), attracted a fee of 9,700 
Swiss Francs; which, at the current exchange rate, 
amounts to £5,400.  For obvious reasons this money has to 
be rendered up front.  Take away the cost of organising a 
funeral in this country and it’s not too bad. 
Although some other countries do allow doctor-assisted 
suicides under strict conditions, the lack of a tourist trade to 
them would suggest that foreigners are not welcome to use 
their services.  This leaves DIY options, to which I now turn. 
Most of the realistic alternative methods that can be 
employed to ensure a comfortable demise (that’s what all 
this is about) are explained and illustrated on an £8 DVD 
obtainable from FATE.  (There’s an Australian site, which 
will offer a download of this info for £70: so be careful.)  

Videos were shown on YouTube, until protests 
caused them to be withdrawn. 
The most favoured DIY method currently 
employed throughout the networked world is 
the use of helium gas to inflate a plastic bag 
pulled down over the head.  This is intended to 
cut off the air supply while leaving one 
breathing comfortably, and is said to achieve an 
unconscious state within five or so seconds. 
The DVD gives essential detailed instructions. 
This is a general summary only, to give an idea 
of the practicalities one may be involved in 
given the current law that makes doctor-

assisted suicide illegal in this country.   

 It is said to be important that only the person committing 
suicide should handle these items: to protect others who 
may be charged with aiding.  However, if, after death, all 
the paraphernalia is removed before the authorities are 
called, there is apparently no way that the true cause of 
death can be ascertained.  If this is so, who knows how 
many such suicides actually take place in this country? 
None of the other methods illustrated on the DVD appeal to 
me: far too messy.  Most interesting, presumably for an 
American, is the free availability of drugs from some South 
American republics which are obtainable only on 
prescription in this country.  But then they’d have to be 
smuggled back to here.  Of course, I suppose one could top 
oneself there; but within such a lax regime could one be 
certain the drugs were genuine? 
The second lecture I attended at Conway Hall was by a 
Dutch doctor recounting the problems surrounding starving 
oneself to death.  This is not a procedure one should try in 
this country: it requires the co-operative involvement of a 
doctor visiting regularly and prepared to treat the distressful 
complications that can ensue; and, under British law, such 
administrations would be labelled as aiding, even if you 
could find a doctor these days in this country to visit you on 
a regular basis.  I only attended the event 
to pick up the DVD and practise me Dutch. 

Wilf Gaunt 
The address of Friends at the End is: 
11 Westbourne Gardens,  

Glasgow,  

G12 9XD 

A Cautionary Word 
Wilf treats this topic in a typically light-hearted rationalist fashion 
but his matter-of-fact approach may upset those of a sensitive 
disposition.  Don’t read it if you are squeamish. 

Bear in mind, too, that anyone contemplating suicide needs to 
spare a thought for its effect on one’s nearest and dearest. 
Wilf makes the context for his thoughts clear - a terminal illness 
which promises only misery and indignity on the way to death.  
He is not suggesting suicide offers a general panacea for life’s 
difficulties.  Before one considers it a live option (excuse the 
pun) don’t forget that there are both palliative solutions available 
and support offered by organisations like The Samaritans 
(08457 909090; www.samaritans.org) and friends in LSS.  Ed. 

Contributors are requested to keep articles to arou nd 500-600 words.  Thank you.  Ed. 



Leicester Secular Society Contact Details 

Registered Office: Secular Hall 

75 Humberstone Gate, Leicester LE1 1WB 

Tel: 07598 971420 

Email: mail@leicestersecularsociety.org.uk 

Website: www.leicestersecularsociety.org.uk 

LSS is a company limited by guarantee  
Reg. No. 06292639 

President - Allan Hayes: Tel: 0116 241 8747 

Email: allan-hayes@ntlworld.com 

Chairperson - Michael Gerard: Tel: 0116 210 9027 
Email: michaelfrancisgerard@hotmail.com 
Treasurer/Web group admin - John Catt: Tel: 01509 
211468 

Email: treasurer@leicestersecularsociety.org.uk 

Secretary/ Secularist  ed - Harry Perry: Tel: 07795 097635 
Email: harry.perry1@btinternet.com 

Events co-ordinator - Mike Burden: Tel: 07722 782727 

Email: mikeburden2001@yahoo.co.uk 

Hall bookings - Wilf Gaunt: Tel: 07598 971420 
Email: wilfredgaunt@yahoo.com 

Website - Frank Friedmann: Tel: 0116 292 1964 
Email: web@leicestersecularsociety.org.uk 

Librarian - Gillian Lighton:  
Email: gillianlighton@hotmail.com 

Keyholders: Allan, Michael G, Michael B, Harry and Wilf are 
all keyholders for Secular Hall. 
Audio-visual kit:  This is normally held by Michael G or Mike 
Burden. 

All can be reached by post via the Hall address. 

Disclaimer and Code of Conduct 
Please note that the views and proposals expressed in the Newsletter are not necessarily those of the Editor or the Board of the 
Society and the Society and its officers accept no liability for views expressed.  As a Freethought organisation any member’s views 
will be published subject to the usual constraints of avoiding libel and occasional editing to fit the space available.  When writing 
please abstain from intemperate language and avoid being unnecessarily offensive, especially to other members!  Thank you. 

The Leicester Secularist Copy Deadline 
The copy deadline for the next edition is 12 noon on 
Monday 5th October 2009. Articles, letters, jokes, 
poems, news, announcements, book reviews, adverts 
are all welcome.  Please send to me via the Hall or 
email at the address in the box adjacent.  Include 
photos or illustrations where you have them.   
Thanks.  Harry Perry, Ed. 
NB The Editorial Team will be out of the country from 
13th August to 29th September.  Don’t call! 

Report Back from Board of 4th August 2009 

· Next meeting to be 7.30pm 8th September 

· Accounts for the year likely to show a small deficit 
after accruals 

· Room hirings promotion to be increased 

· Hall modernisation project: lease discussion 
continuing; discussions with tenants started; building 
use still to be agreed; fundraising help may be 
available 

· Bid for funding for a series of ‘Philosophy 4 Children’ 
clubs to be submitted on behalf of Society 

· Open Day planning started, usual format apart from 
the evening when we have a panel of members 

· Moving meetings venue around city considered 

· AH/SP to do press release on the Simon Singh case 

· Good Society programme on Citizens’ Radio 

· Fire risk management programme only half 
completed 

· HP confirmed standing down from Board at AGM - 
need for new Secretary and maintenance person 

Tom Paine - the Last Word? 
If you’ve still not had enough Tom Paine for one year there is an 
extensive article on him and his influence at this address:  
http://tinyurl.com/n3fp8k    
John Catt 

Autumn Events Programme 
Members and friends of LSS will soon 
be receiving copies of the September-
December ev ents programme.  
Members living in the Leicester area 
will receive five copies each and the 
Board would very much like you to 
distribute these to friends, neighbours 
and relatives or deposit them in your 
local library or other place where 
handouts are left.  Please ask the 
proprietor or manager first though. 

If you have an opportunity to distribute 
more they will be available from me.  
Contact details in the box adjacent. 
Mike Burden 
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