A Bad Election for Secularists?

The ‘Sunday’ religious affairs programme on Radio 4 on
9th May included a quick review of the outcome of the
general election in respect of religious affiliations of MPs.
Francis Davis, fellow of Blackfriars College, Oxford, and a
specialist in religion and politics, presented the topic.

His summary reported that while the religious complexion
of the Labour and Liberal Democrat MPs was probably
about the same (with Ruth Kelly and John Battle stepping
down and David Drew and the Methodist Andy Reed losing
their seats) religious MPs increased among new Tory back
benchers. (Though the Jewish Chronicle reports that the
Lib Dems now have only one Jew in their ranks.)

A possibly greater impact on secular concerns could come
from the increase in ethnic minority representation - up
from 14 to 27 MPs, (though there is no sign that they are
overtly religious.) One interesting result was the rejection
by many Muslims of the Muslim-Respect Party alliance.
Rushanara Ali in Bethnal Green and Bow defeated them,
as they were in Birmingham. There are now three women
MPs with a Muslim background for the first time.

The newly elected religious Tories plus the continuing
Christian right Tories of the ‘Cornerstone Group’ now make
a Christian-Right backbench bloc of about the same size
as the Liberal Democrat group. They place a high priority
on things like tax breaks for traditional families, an
aggressive approach to Islamic terrorism, bio-ethics and
support for faith schools but seem now to accept
homosexuality as a fact of life.

Evidence for this trend comes from earlier candidate
opinion surveys. A notable example is Fiona Bruce who
was selected as the Tory candidate in Congleton after an
open primary in which she used a campaign among house

churches to win the nomination.

The active Christian Tory Nicola Blackwood, who won
Oxford West from Evan Harris (a leading secularist), was
aided by other Christian candidates tactically dropping out
and the parachuting in of evangelicals and pro-lifers, along
with funding in support of the campaign. (The New
Statesman suggests that some funding even came from
US evangelical sources while the Telegraph has gloated
over Harris's defeat.)

Davis said there would be more research undertaken on
where religious funding played a role but it was already
clear that, as in Sutton, where the very Christian candidate
did not win, evangelical donors targeted their support on
certain candidates. In Bournemouth West Conor Burns got
similar support.

Thus the Christian-Right grouping on abortion and
embryology issues will be much more assertive than in the
past and government tensions with the churches may be
reduced accordingly - while tensions with liberals may rise.

Another aspect that may emerge depends on whether
Cameron attempts to push on with his ‘Big Society’
initiative with an expansion of faith-based welfare and the
rolling back of the welfare state. The churches are excited
about this but many congregations are terrified they won't
be able to cope with an additional social welfare role.

All'in all, Davis’s analysis does not bode well for secularists
in the coming Parliament but the weekly
email Newsline from the National Secular
Society, reviewing the new intake of MPs,
is perhaps a little more sanguine than
Davis’'s summary might lead us to be.

We will be watching!
Harry Perry

FORTHCOMING EVENTS

Tuesday 18th May, 7.30pm, Square Bar, Hotel Street:

Skeptics in the Pub. How Quackery Corrupts Real Science.

Pharmacologist Prof. David Colquhoun explains. Non LSS event.

Wednesday 19th May, 8pm onwards, The Criterion (CAM RA pub), Millstone Lane, Leicester:
Some radical entertainment for you. Non LSS event.

ew Tobin talking on Science and Faith

(singer) and Attila the Stockbroker (comedian).

Thursday 20th May, 7.30pm, Secular Hall: Prof. Andr
the Laboratory Bench.

Sunday 23rd May, 6.30pm, Secular Hall: Location Pri

vacy - Microchips in children's’ teeth, whatever ne

David Rovics
- A Perspective From

xt?

Peter Fisher, Professor of Geography at Leicester University.

Sunday 30th May, 6.30pm, Secular Hall: Headstrong M
Wednesday 2nd June, 7.30pm, Swan and Rushes, Oxford

Sunday 6th June, 6.30pm, Secular Hall: Extraordinar
Society officers and debate of any motions submitted.

Sunday 13th June, 6.30pm, Secular Hall: Social Resp
Responsibility for the Anglican Diocese of Leicester.

Tuesday 15th June, 7.30pm, Square Bar, Hotel Street
LSS event.

Sunday 20th June, 6.30pm, Secular Hall: Midsummer

y General Meeting.

onsibility and the Church.

Jazz with the Brian Humpherson Sextet.

eeting. All welcome for open discussion.

Street: Philosophy in Pubs. Non LSS event.
Members only. Half-year reports from

Peter Yates, Director of Social
Skeptics in the Pub. Psychic Frauds with Ash Price. Non-

All welcome for

some top-quality live entertainment. £6 entrance (£4 concessions).




John Mercer

Frank Dewhurst delivered this talk
to over 20 members of the Society
on Sunday 18th April.

Born to poor parents in 1795, John
Mercer would have collected the
leaves and tasted dock pudding
during the 1799 East Lancashire
Famine, and lived with relatives
when orphaned at the age of 9 — the
year he started work.

Soon working as a dyer, he came
under the wing of excise-man
Lightfoot (fabrics were taxed to fund
the Napoleonic Wars) who taught
him the 3 Rs. Self educated, his
bright mathematical mind
underpinned his discoveries in
applied chemistry — he developed
his own system of units based on halving — 1 gallon = 16
gills = 256 spoons. Dalton had discovered the law of

simple proportions and Mercer based his measures on
‘equivalents’ on which the ‘normalities’ of my own school
chemistry were based.

/) T Much of his work was
in dyestuff chemistry;
e Concerned about
effluent  pollution of
streams, he processed
waste madder to
recover usable dye.
Mercerisation  (which,
as a gift to the industry,
# he declined to patent)

strengthens cotton as well as
enhancing its dyeability. His fabric
designs look like precursors of
William Morris’'s and he
experimented with colour printing
on fabrics.

Although largely forgotten now,
Mercer achieved much public
recognition in his own time — a
founder member of the Chemical
Society and a juror at the Great
Exhibitions of 1851 and 1862, and

adviser to the government on
technical education. One
speculates that had its sponsor

Prince Albert lived longer, applied
science might have retained the
same level of state support here it
had in Germany. Considered an
over-merciful magistrate (by whom,
we may wonder?) Mercer supported his friend Cobden
against the Corn Laws and for Free Trade.

Although known as ‘awkward John’ for his inability to
march in step, Mercer was an excellent amateur
musician. No space here for Mercer’s devout dissenting
Christianity, his charitable works, and
many, many more achievements in
applied science.

Dewhurst is a common Lancashire &
name — Frank is sure one of his [
forebears would have drunk in Mercer’s |
local, but he is not related to the
Dewhurst textile family.

Frank Friedmann

Leicester Secular Society Coach Visit to the
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford

The Ashmolean has been transformed following a
major multi-million pound redevelopment which has
doubled its display space. There are 39 new galler
and a suite of new temporary exhibition galleries p
Oxford's only rooftop restaurant.

Travellers will be free to spend the time as they
choose. There are many other places in Oxford to
visit. We will set down outside the museum.

Saturday 10th July 2010

Leaving from Secular Hall at 8.30am
Seats £12
To book/reserve seats contact Mike Burden on
0116 2703335 or email mikeburden2001@yahoo.co.uk

Early payment is requested.
Seats are not booked until paid for.

Inside the new galleries, the Ashmolean presents a
redisplay of the collections. The museum’s curators have
worked with leading design company Metaphor to create
the innovative strategy Crossing Cultures, Crossing Time,
enabling visitors to discover how civilisations developed as
part of an interrelated world culture. Objects’ stories will
be told by tracing the journey of ideas and influences
through time and across continents, transforming the way
the Ashmolean’s rare and beautiful objects are
understood.

ies
lus

Themed galleries on the
lower ground floor explore
| the connections between
objects and activities
common to different
=3 cultures, such as money,
L reading and writing, and
I the representation of the
human image. The floors

above are arranged
chronologically, charting
the development of the ancient and modern

worlds. Orientation galleries on each floor introduce the
key themes, illuminating the many connections and
comparisons which bring the past to life. Crossing
Cultures, Crossing Time will highlight the strengths of the
Museum'’s collections, and create a first-class educational
environment.

Nicholas Barber, Chairman of the Ashmolean, said:
‘Renowned for our collections, the Ashmolean has always
held a strong position on the cultural map. But now, with a
magnificent new building and inspiring
displays, the Museum has been
transformed into one of the world’s great
cultural jewels.’

Booking is essential!

Please make cheques
Leicester Secular Society.

Mike Burden

payable to
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1910 — Leicester Secular Society
One Hundred Years Ago

1910 was another quiet year in the history of
the Leicester Secular Society. Sydney
Gimson was re-elected president at the
AGM (his 21° year). Mr William Wilber was
appointed secretary at a remuneration of
£13 per annum. The general committee
consisted of five men and three women
(Maud Odames, Liza Chawnor and Mrs
Woolley) and met fortnightly. There was a
separate social committee.

Members joined and rejoined (Thomas
Barclay was elected as an associate), were
reminded about arrears of subscriptions, and
moved on. Charles Eagle junior, son of the
anti-vaccination campaigner, left for Canada
and on his departure wrote: ‘I shall always

retain pleasant memories of the happy times we younger
ones have been able to enjoy ... | think | am now much
better off in education, than | should ever have been, had |
continued to attend a religious school.’

Whole families were involved in the Society, for example,
Maud Odames remained active on the general committee
and during the year both her son, Ted, and sister, Elsie
Warner, became full members. Walter Warner was her
brother. Frank Orton, her brother-in-law, was on the social
committee and another brother-in-law, Fred CIiff, resigned
his membership (but was soon back!). Two nephews and a
niece (Kenneth Odames and Bert and Dorothy Orton) were
involved in the children’s production.

The lecture series was a varied one and included talks by
Mr G W Foote (President of the National Secular Society),
by Mr R. Halstead of the Co-operative Productive
Federation on ‘Democracy in the Workshop’, and by Mr
Ernest Young (late of the Education Department, Siam) on
‘The Home Life of the Siamese’ (with lantern illustrations).
Mr J H Levy spoke on ‘The Influence of the Practice of
Vivisection on Human Health and Character’ and Sydney
Gimson spoke on ‘Mormonism’.

In March the 29" anniversary of the opening of the Hall and
Sydney Gimson’s ‘coming of age’ as president were
marked with lectures in the afternoon and a reception in the
evening for around 250 people, with entertainment, music
and dancing. The Sunday School production was
presented on two consecutive Sundays in April, this year
entitted ‘Old English Revels’, a mixture of games, dances
and folk songs. The annual outing took place in summer, a
concert was held in September and the Christmas tea and
social was held on 27" December. General social activities
included the ever-popular billiards tournaments and whist
drives.

Towards the end of the year Mr Drinkwater resigned as
manager of the Hall. Walter Warner was offered the post

Walter Warner

and the committee reported that he ‘most
heartily accepted the offer as successor'.
This was not surprising as a ‘fun’ job with
accommodation included must have been a
vast improvement on the alternatives
available to a young working man at that
time. Perhaps it was less attractive to his
wife, Lilian, living with their baby, Ben (and
expecting another child the following year),
up all those steep stairs! She had been a
lady’'s maid and found it very difficult to
adjust to and cope with working-class life.

Electric light was now installed and was a
selling point in letting the Hall. However,
there were occasional problems with
lettings, for example, in June ‘The
President explained the conditions under
which the Hall had been let, to W
Macauley, unfortunately for the Society, that gentleman had
disappeared, leaving all his debts unpaid.” Happily, there
were no problems reported with the roof this year! Instead,
‘owing to many complaints, as to the club room and the Hall
especially being insufficiently heated, Mr Allen had
examined the furnace and had found it clogged in the flues,
and required repairs to the brickwork etc.” There were also
complaints as to the state of some of the chairs.

The library appears to have been well used, though
‘complaint was made of the loose way in which books had
been taken out ... However, on a more positive note a
letter was received from W F J Gould ‘giving an interesting
account of his work, and of his interest in our Society, in
which he promises to send a further parcel of books for the
Library, upon the condition the Society pay the carriage, the
offer was gladly accepted'.

Financial problems were a major issue during the year. It
was the last year that the Society received an annual sum
of £50 from the Wright bequest and the president stated his
view that the Society needed to raise its general income by
at least £100 a year. In December a special general
meeting of members and associates was held and clearly
the situation was perceived to be serious as 60 members
were present. Along with predictable suggestions of
increased and special subscriptions, help from the dramatic
circle and whist drives, the President suggested that owing
to the rent being considerably in arrears, the balance of the
Bazaar Fund of £74 4s 6d be paid over — this was carried
unanimously. The writer of the minutes
had considerable problems with the
spelling of ‘bazaar’!

How the financial difficulties were
resolved in practice is unclear — but one
hundred years on the Society is still here!

Gillian




A Tale of Everyday Life in Palestine

It is now 62 years since ‘The Nagba’ -
catastrophe that hit Palestinian society wit e
the decision of the United Nations to hand |
over a large part of the British mandated |
territory of Palestine to Zionist Jewish |
immigrants to create the Jewish state of
Israel. Reports of the ongoing Israeli
oppression of Palestinians are legion. This |
story is just one example of the thousands §
of daily humiliations that ordinary
Palestinians  experience  under the'
occupation forces of the Israeli army.

My name is Yasser Awad Yasin. | am 27
years old and I'm from the village of Bil'in. I'm married and
| have two sons and one daughter.

Before the army invaded my house the Shabak (Israeli
security service) called me on the phone and told me to go
to their office. | didn't go so the army raided my house. |
was sleeping with my wife and children when they woke us
all up. | asked them what they were doing because | didn't
do anything. They asked me for my ID and they told me to
go to the Shabak offices tomorrow. | asked them why they
don't arrest me now and then the soldiers gave me papers
to order me to go for questioning. When | went there, first
they strip-searched me and asked if | have any weapons.
| told them | have a packet of food and they took it off me.
Then they took me to the head of the Shabak who told me
many things about myself and my family to make me
scared and to make me believe that they know everything.
They told me they know | have a son who has kidney
problems so ‘we wanted you to come here to help you.
You can send him to hospital in Israel and we can make
sure he gets all the help he needs. | understand your
situation because | also have children and | love them.’

When | heard this | told him | have two sons who are sick,
not one. So he asked me what the problem is with the

Yasser and son in Bil'in
(Photo by Hamde Aburahma)

second child and | told him he has heart
problems. So he asked me which hospital
" he goes to and | told him in Ramallah.
" ‘Why don't you send him to an Israeli
hospital where he can get better
treatment? We can help you to arrange
that.” Then | understood that he would
want something in return for this offer and
he said we can do anything for you if you
help us and work with us in Shabak and |
told him that the treatment was OK there
and he doesn't need to go to an Israeli
hospital. So he replied that my son may
die if he doesn't get the best treatment in
order to make me scared. But | told him, ‘If
he dies it will be because of your weapons and your gas
every Friday. |1 live near the Wall and we have to leave our
home every Friday to protect the children from these
things, otherwise they may die.” Then he started in a
different way. He asked me if | have a house and maybe |
need money. | told him | have a house and a job and |
don't need help from anybody.

After that he returned to the problem of my son who needs
treatment in Israel because he knew that | have a real
problem there and this was the best way to get my co-
operation to be an informer against my own people. He
asked what | would do if they refused to give him
permission to go through the checkpoint to take my son to
hospital and | said that his mother could accompany him.
‘And what if we refuse to give her a permit?’ | replied that
his grandmother would go. ‘And what if we refuse his
grandmother?’ | said | will take him to Jordan. ‘And what
if we stop him at the border?’ | replied ‘I will take him to
Ramallah —and may God help us.’

From the Friends of Freedom and Justice, Bil'in
http://tiny.cc/pb4e5
Harry

Gaining Influence

Gaining influence in politics and ideas must be a major aim
of the Society. The government's proposals for ‘free
schools’ have been welcomed by religious bodies; they
pose a serious threat to the city - they must be opposed;
the concerted attacks on secularism and the secular
society as the source of all evil - must be answered.

We are making progress: as well as the letters in the
Mercury, the comments on these in its web pages (http://
bit.ly/cICUgr) robustly challenge religious claims and
assertions. The Secularist is going out regularly, our
meetings are well attended and are more widely known
and appreciated, walks and trips are bringing in friends
(thanks to Mike Burden for both of these), Eleanor
Davidson now has a regular ‘Thought for the Day’ slot on
Radio Leicester and her Humanist funerals are influencing
a wide range of people.

Since last month’s Secularist we have had the opportunity
to again challenge Bishop Tim in a public meeting — this
time the annual lecture of ‘Human Rights & Equalities
Charnwood’, at Loughborough University. A comment
from John Catt effectively punctured the bishop’s attempt
to use statistics to claim that religion produced good
societies, and the Chair allowed me the first and last
contributions from the floor, ending with the bishop lost for
a reply. Overall | felt that we won the evening and that the
audience was very appreciative.

On 21 April | gave the inaugural talk at the refounding of
Nottingham Secular Society — after over a hundred years!
We are working on a joint meeting in Leicester sometime
in autumn. There is also a Nottingham Humanist Group -
perhaps we can get them together.

Our position in the heritage of Leicester was well conveyed
by the Society being given a full-hour-and-a-half session of
a WEA course on Radical Leicester that | am attending.
The venue is the Great Meeting Unitarian Chapel, which
nicely reminded us that Unitarians were important in
setting up this Society, and you may recall from the talk by
Peter Soulsby that nowadays we have much in common.

Several of the WEA courses would, | think, be of interest to
members. | shall myself be giving an eight-session WEA
course on Secularism and Humanism, beginning on 21
September at Vaughan College.

Those of sufficient maturity - 55 years or older - might like
to hear what | will have to say about Humanism and
Secularism to the University of the Third
Age (U3A) at Christchurch, Clarendon'_,'
Park Road, at 2.30pm on Tuesday 8" [
June.

There will be very significant news &
related to the influence and recognition | &
of the Society at the EGM at 6.30pm on
Sunday 6" June - please try to come.

Allan Hayes




A Profile of the Non-religious

On Thursday 15th April we were
fortunate enough to have along Prof.
David Voas of Manchester University to
explain some of the findings of his
research into the demographic profile of
people in the UK who reported
themselves as being non-religious in the
2001 Census and in other surveys.

It was regrettable that only a couple of
dozen members were able to attend,
though the occurrence of three meetings
in the space of eight days may have had
something to do with it. It was also
regrettable that we had the old problem
of being the filling in a noise sandwich between our tenants
above and below on this week-night event.

But that said, Prof. Voas gave us a fascinating look into the
facts and figures of non-belief with numerous charts and
diagrams showing breakdowns by age, ethnicity, gender
and locality.

It turns out that the east coast of Scotland reports the
highest figure for not having a religion with Aberdeen
leading the way. By contrast the Merseyside area reports
the highest incidence of religion - probably owing to the
impact of Irish Catholic immigration over the years.

Of ethnic groups in the 2001 Census, 53% of Chinese
declare no religion. (Is it relevant that they also score
highest in 1Q tests, | wonder?) White British are second
highest of ethnic groups at 15% complete non-believers,
while Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities report such
low incidence of non-belief that they are recorded as zero!

By comparison, the British Social Attitudes Survey of 2008
reports 35% of whites being non-religious.

In terms of trends the data shows that three key indices of
religious commitment have halved for whites in the seven
decades between 1910 and 1980. These have almost
certainly reduced further in the last two decades and the
next census in 2011 is expected to confirm that. Looked at
in terms of generational cohorts, those born in the 1980s
are the least religious of any generation. Religious
affiliation dropped off by an average of about 5% in each
decade covered by the figures.

David had taken a particular interest in the phenomenon of
the Jedi Knights (a spin-off from the Star Wars films).
Across the world in the noughties they managed to record
half-a-million adherents in various censuses and in the
Scottish census they achieved 3% of the male population
in their early twenties. Like believers in the Flying
Spaghetti Monster the Jedis are able to use all the usual
arguments of religious people about their particular creed,
just replacing a god with ‘The Force’.

A European social survey reports the same phenomenon .

as the UK in respect of gender with females always more
devoted to religion than males.  This
discussion after the lecture but no conclusions were
reached. An oddity reported by Prof. Voas was the same
gender difference appearing from the earliest ages - when
reporting is actually done by parents. David speculated
that this could be a case of the often male head of
household projecting on to the children the same degree of
belief of older members of the same sex.

This difference runs at about 4% through all age groups.

Prof. Voas noted that conversions of offspring from the
belief system of their parents was much greater from

led to some

religious to non-religious than the
reverse. This is recorded as high as
18% for people born in the fifties but
lower before and since. Ninety per cent
of the offspring of non-religious parents
are themselves non-religious. This may
counter the gloomy predictions of
Catholics and Muslims breeding their
way to domination, but it looks to me that
the rate of conversion is not as great as
the level of fecundity (religious
fundamentalists have around three times
as many kids as non-believers) - so it is
not much comfort.

Overall, there is a positive correlation
between education and non-belief but this is reversed for
younger generations (could this be a result of the
development of mass university education - taking in
students with lower levels of basic education?).

Married people are slightly more likely than single people
to be believers - or to put it another way, religious people
are more likely to get married than to ‘live in sin’.

This is paralleled by the finding that non-religious people
are more libertarian and less traditional in social attitudes -
especially for the 1960s generation. As you would expect
the connection between religiosity and positions on bio-
ethics, family and sexuality is reflected in these findings. A
worrying finding was that while the non-religious are more
hedonistic they are less happy. So cheer up, you lot!

Again as you might expect three-quarters of non-believers
say that you can never be certain about matters of ‘good
and evil’ but the surprise is that this is also true for 60% of
religious people - surprising as one of the major selling
points offered by religions is that they give clear guidelines
on ‘ethical’ matters. Obviously not to these supporters!

Surveys in Great Britain and Australia also found that
around 60% of respondents disagreed with the statement
‘my own religion is right while other religions tend to be
wrong’. Only around 18% agreed with this statement.
Prof. Voas interpreted these results as indicating a growth
in relativism - the recognition that religious beliefs reflect
different cultures and histories with none of them able to
persuade even the majority of their own followers of the
superiority or objective truth of their doctrines.

Curiously, when thinking of LSS, the findings indicate that
non-believers are less likely than believers to be involved
in politics or to support a political party. Does this suggest
that LSS would gain more members if it were less political?

Prof. Voas concluded his talk with these three points
summarising his overall findings:

Britons are becoming secular without quite knowing it,
or knowing quite what it means.

They are increasingly secular without having a strong
secularist lobby.

Much of the population remains on the fence, neither
religious nor unreligious.

Altogether, Prof. Voas gave us a valuable insight into the
state of play for secularism, though | would
enter one word of caution about the
figures, they may not yet reflect the impact
of militant religious propaganda,
government support for religions and the
impact of mass immigration from more
religious countries over the last few years.

Harry Perry
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The left-of-centre Liberal Democrat MP Simon Hughes
shows his Christian evangelical side in his speech to the
Islamic Global Peace and Unity Conference last October:
http://tiny.cc/lahca

Another Chance for an LSS Walk

It has been suggested by some members that it would
be good to include some gentle walks within our
programme.

We are therefore arranging a walk on the evening of
Tuesday 6th July setting out from the the Old Bull's Head
in Woodhouse Eves at 7pm (0S129 529148). The walk
will be under 4 miles and we should be back at the pub
by 9pm. Woodhouse Eves is on the 123 bus route
between Leicester and Loughborough. There is a
service departing Leicester Haymarket Bus Station
(Charles St.) at 18.15 arriving in Woodhouse Eaves at
18.48. The return journey can be made from
Woodhouse Eves at 21.30 arriving back in Leicester at
22.05. For those who find the pub attractive, the last
service back to Leicester is at 23.20. The bus timetable
can be downloaded from the Arrivabus website. Route
No.123.

The walk will be along the edge of the Outwoods and the
Woodbrook valley between Woodhouse Eaves and
Loughborough. Nearly all the route is on a bridleway or
footpaths with a short section along a no-through road.
John Catt

Full details and map on the Society website link from the
Calendar page (What's On > 6th July).

No Platform for Fascists?

On Sunday 11th April Mick Jarmaine put
forward the case for denying fascists a
platform. At a well-attended meeting of 34
members Mick gave a potted history of his
personal involvement in fighting fascism in
Leicester and other cities since 1979.

The emergence of the English Defence
League (EDL) was also discussed as
another arm of the British National Party
(BNP).

The subject proved especially topical with
the forth coming General Election and the threat of Nick
Griffin possibly winning a parliamentary seat in a London
constituency following their success in the European
elections.

The debate from the floor raised a number of issues
concerning how to deal with the threat of fascism. One
school of thought was that they should be allowed to put
forward their views so that the idiocy of their policies could
be exposed in open debate.

The opposite view was that they should not be allowed to
propagate their obnoxious ideologies which cause great

Mick Jarmaine

damage and harm to wide numbers of
people within society. This was underlined
by a speaker from the floor who had worked
as a community worker in the Belgrave area
and had seen with his own eyes fascists
abusing and threatening black people,
including children.

Members of the audience recalled the time
when the National Front broke up a meeting
at the Hall when Tarig Ali was the speaker.

| The cause of the rise of the BNP was also

discussed and it was pointed out by a

number of speakers that fascism appears
especially in times of economic turmoil. This led to the
question of why this happens and the view was that the
Labour government should take some of the responsibility
because of its failure to defend the welfare
of working people, including the lack of
affordable housing.

The evening was very interesting and Mick |
should be congratulated for stimulating |
atimely debate.

Bill Shelton

Voltaire’s Thought for the Day

‘It is dangerous to be right when those in power are
wrong.’

From Jill Cunningham

‘I've finished that chapel | was painting. The Rogeems
quite satisfied.’

Michelangelo in a letter to his father after spending 18
months working on the vault of the Sistine Chapel, 1512.
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Ross Longhurst

‘Don’'t Vote, It Only Encourages Them!’

was the title of the debate on Sunday 25" April at Secular
Hall. The motion itself was: ‘This house believes that we
should not vote.’

An initial vote — which as one joker pointed out should not -

have included any of those claiming that representation by
voting should be discouraged! — gave the following result:
For: 6; Against: 17; Abstentions 2.

Speaking for the motion was Mr Ross Longhurst who

contested that voting was not a method of getting things -

done because:

Parties go back on election promises.

The power is with the (fairly static) capitalist ruling
classes, not with the government of the day.

The financial crisis demonstrates this with
government borrowing huge amounts from one set of
banks to bail out another set - and ordinary people foot the
bill through higher taxes.

There is nepotism and cronyism which dilutes the
power of the people.

The goal of most politicians is self-serving.

The current system makes no change possible,

regardless of which party is in office and regardless of their
manifestos.

None of the smaller political groups point out the
undemocratic character of the system.

All parties are capitalist, regardless of their claims.

Turnouts at elections have been falling because more
people realise their vote does not give them real power.

Mike Burden
in the chair

the °

Richard Johnson

Voting is actually an important element in the dominant
bourgeois ideology.

Opposing the motion Mr Richard Johnson responded:

Elections give an opportunity to debate ideas and
ideas can result in change as they encourage critical
thinking and reform

Voting may only make small changes possible but that
evolution of society can bring about big changes over time

Voting is a social act involving a right of citizenship.

Our form of government, which we rightly or wrongly
call ‘democracy’, may be flawed, is often corrupt and
certainly in need of constant monitoring, but it is currently
the ‘least worst’ of other forms of governance.

Voting is just one form of exercising power. It is a
negotiation of power and one way that citizens can give
consent or, often more importantly, withdraw consent to
individuals in office — i.e we can remove them by voting.

If we don’t use votes, we may lose them.

There followed lively discussion and Q&As which overran
considerably, always a good sign!

At the end of the debate, a second vote was taken:

For: 8 Against: 16  with no abstentions
(one person having left before the end)

In spite of Mr Longhurst's having
apparently persuaded some individuals,
the motion was lost.

Pennie Blatchford

BHA Pays Tribute to Former Humanist MPs

The British Humanist Association (BHA) has paid
tribute to the dedication and hard work of all the
humanist MPs who have retired or lost their seats at
the General Election. The All Party Parliamentary
Humanist Group in Parliament (APPHG), which is
supported by the British Humanist Association (BHA),
has retained the majority of its humanist MP
members. However, there have also been some
significant losses, including BHA Vice President Dr
Evan Harris, former APPHG Secretary Paul Holmes,
Dr Nick Palmer, Ken Purchase, and BHA
Distinguished Supporters John Austin, Michael
Clapham, Bob Marshall-Andrews and Julie Morgan.

Andrew Copson, BHA Chief Executive, said:
‘Following the election there is a clear and undoubted
loss not only to Humanism but to wider politics of

some truly excellent and principled MPs. Humanist
MPs are at the forefront in Parliament of working for
the most important ethical issues of our time, whether
that is championing equality and human rights,
promoting a non-religious, rational perspective on
public ethical issues, or making the arguments for
inclusive education and against divisive faith schools.
We pay tribute today to the immeasurable
contribution of humanists in Parliament.

‘However, we are positive that the Humanist Group in
Parliament will gain from the new intake of MPs, and
the BHA also continues to benefit from the support of
former MPs such as our Vice President Evan Harris,
who we have no doubt will continue to represent
humanist issues, being at the forefront of
campaigning for real and positive change.’

BHA statement




The Politics of Food

Yes, we are biased! A}
Socialist perspective on food!
An unapologetic statement
from Caroline Moles and
Michael Gerard at the start of
their talk at the Hall on
Sunday 9th May.

We had a brief history of the
last 500 years. ‘Ridge and
furrow’, enclosure and
clearances. References to
big farms; industrialisation;
‘chemicals’; soil destruction;
ladybird farms (cows and
milking ); farms as leisure facilities.

Lots and lots of interesting (and worrying?) facts: 80% of
global world grain distribution in the hands of three
unaccountable privately owned companies. Monsanto —
the devils of agriculture; farmers’ suicides; genetic
modification, and what about Coca Cola?

Those wicked supermarkets, buying food at less than the
cost to produce it. Oh dear, high in salt, high in sugar,
high in fat. And those travel miles. Crikey! Chicken skin
turned into sweet and sour chicken. One egg yolk and
oodles of vegetable oil to make mayonnaise.

What about the land and the harmful influences of the
World Trade Organisation and International Monetary
Fund?

What can we do? Grow and cook our own food; reduce
packaging; check food origins; avoid food miles.

All of Caroline’s and Michael's arguments were well
researched and we were supplied with an impressive book
list which can be found on the LSS website.

Caroline Moles

| was born just after the war
into a world with 2.5 billion
people in it. | now live in
the same world but with
nearly 7 billion in it. It has
to my mind been a
staggering achievement to
raise food production in line
with increased population
and life expectancy. Has
there been exploitation? —

yes. Have there been
problems with agro-
- chemicals? — Yes (but

Michael Gerard getting better). Is all genetic

modification bad? — No.

This talk was delivered with passion and supported with
evidence. Many of the audience were in agreement. By
the end of the evening we had hardly touched on the
elephant in the room — population growth.

We need to produce more food to provide for an
increasing population, which in turn will
need to produce even more food for an
increasing population, and so on ...

Will any system of government even
dare to deal with the elephant or will
nature take its course. Finally (and
cryptically) remember the sigmoid
curvel!

Mike Burden

(NB You can obtain some notes and
the bibliography for the talk from the website if you go to
the Calendar entry for 9th May and open the link.)

http://www.leicestersecularsociety.org.uk/calendar/mohth.p

Evolution and the Evangelist
5 Guilt

All of us have done something of which we are truly
ashamed; we feel that we have let ourselves down. Yet
this guilt tells us of inner conflict and also tells us that we
may have resources within us to put things right. We can
apologise and hope to work with those we have offended
to repair any damage that has been done. It can thus lead
to reconciliation with those offended. The alternative is
often vengeance, and if vengeance is codified and control
is taken by society it becomes a major ingredient of law
which in its own confused way tries to link restoration with
punishment. There is, however, a major complication in
that sociologists have demonstrated conclusively that what
is classed as an offence is in the end determined by the
community. It is not the whole reason for personal guilt
but it is certainly part of it.

Christianity made its contribution to this vexed problem at
a much earlier period and following St Paul has tried to set
up the message of restoration and reconciliation as of
greater value than punishment, whatever line the Church
may have taken in the past. This view is largely the one
now advocated by the psychotherapeutic world where
problems are evaluated in entirely human terms.

In contrast there is now a kind of evangelist who
capitalises on guilt. Biblical quotations will be taken out of
context: ‘All our righteousnesses are as filthy rags’ (Isaiah
64 v. 6) is a favourite. Every effort will be made to try to

whip up a sense of failure and shortcoming. Once pinned
down in our sense of degradation we are then treated to a
description of the judgement of God and a way out in
repentance and a new life. This new life will in practice be
a life prescribed by the church group from which the
evangelist comes. Often new rules are introduced that
simply reinforce the sense of guilt and failure. | heard of
one church group that banned linedancing in case the
participants began to have sexual feelings. More seriously
there can be a preoccupation with such practices as
caning children or condemning homosexuality. There is
often a diminishing of empathy and ability to relate. Little
emphasis is given to our sensitivity, courage, hard work,
wisdom, problem-solving ability and emotional strength. It
is the opposite of therapy.

A better view is that we are the product of an evolutionary
process and that we have evolved the capacity to love and
to respect others. But we are ‘work in progress’ and still
have problems to overcome. We have resources too. So
we need to grasp the evolutionary moment and work
towards the creation of justice, love and
fairness for all. Only in this sense can
the task of overcoming the damage of
past failures, the task of reconciliation
and the building of a better future
together, make any real sense.

John Edmondson




Gender Convergence/ Divergence

On 21 March Jan Robertson and Clare Carr gave a joint
talk entitled ‘A Penny for Your Thoughts'. The talk was
dividing into three parts with Clare sandwiched in the
middle discussing the Myers-Briggs personality types.

Jan had promised discussion of feminism, muddles about
maths, left- and right-brain thinking and much else so
there was an expectant air in the audience when she
began.

She started by arguing that ‘difference feminism™ is
negative about science, mathematics and technology,
identifying these pursuits with male activity. Examples
were given from poetry and other sources. The link was
made with left-brain, convergent thinking allied with men
and right-brain, holistic ideas with women. Radical
feminism insists upon differences between men and
women, even if it is vulnerable to the argument that it
ignores differences between women
(arising from class, regional and
cultural differences etc.). This creates
the association of women with ‘right-
brain’, perhaps ‘woolly’, thinking, with
men, the reasoners and scientists, on
the other side of the fence. Women
‘don't do science’ (and the implication is ‘a good thing
too!")

In my view, although Jan was clearly right to reject this
(radical) feminism as hopelessly one-sided, it is important
not to throw the baby out with the bathwater. | also think
that for all its weaknesses, radical or second-wave
feminists did challenge the personal behaviour of men and
advanced the celebrated slogan ‘the personal is political’.
There is a danger that too sharp a criticism of the radicals
makes it seem as though the liberal feminists were right all
along, although liberal feminism is also, in its own way,
one-sided and deficient.

It is also important to explain why difference feminism and
patriarchal thinking identifies women with ‘right brain’
thinking. My own view is that the rigid dualism between
‘left and ‘right’ brain stems from the market and

commodity production as a result of which
relationships that are fluid and
interpenetrating appear as rigid and
separate things.

Jan’s presentation was humorous and her

PowerPoint slides were helpful and

entertaining. She is absolutely right to
challenge a rigid dualism between right- and left-brain
activity and insist that each has its own advantage and
drawback. We should strive to have both even though
historically women have tended to be ‘right brained’ and
men ‘left’.

Clare introduced us to the Myers-Briggs Personality
Inventory with its four axes. What is interesting is that
men tend to be more introverted, intuitive, thoughtful and
less judgmental than women.

These differences need to be explained. Patriarchal
societies place men in dominant roles and there is the
danger not only that these differences will be naturalised,
i.e. ascribed to some kind of essential nature, but that they
will lead teachers and recruiters to favour people like
themselves, whereas (as Clare stressed) variety and
mixture are preferable.

It is crucial that we see both right- and left-brain activities
as important and valuable and that the two-cultures
argument empties science of its humanist concerns and
the humanities of their rigour and
precision. The fear and caricature
of mathematics is a classic case of
this prejudice and rigidity (Jan made
this point in a way which drew much
laughter and agreement from the
audience). Both speakers
emphasised the importance of
variety and interpenetration
suggesting (at least unconsciously) neither was much
enamoured with the logic of commaodity production.

John Hoffman (using also a summary from Mark Ure)

* ‘Difference feminism’ conceptualises men and women as being
fundamentally different versions of the human being.

And so | thought | would do it myself.

About the Holy Bible

Somebody ought to tell the truth about the Bible.

P The preachers dare not, because they would be driventfi@npulpits. Professors in colleges dare
8 because they would lose their salaries. Politiciame dot. They would be defeated. Editors dare
i« They would lose subscribers. Merchants dare not, bethegemight lose customers. Men of fash
“ dare not, fearing that they would lose caste. Even clerks dateesause they might be discharged.

There are many millions of people who believe the Bible to déntipired word of God - millions who think that this boo
staff and guide, counselor and consoler; that it fills thegptesith peace and the future with hope - millions who believs
it is the fountain of law, justice and mercy, and thattsonise and benign teachings the world is indebtedtsoliberty,
wealth and civilization - millions who imagine that this book is a réieldrom the wisdom and love of God to the brain
heart of man - millions who regard this book as a tdnelh tonquers the darkness of death, and pours its radiancetber
world - a world without a tear.

They forget its ignorance and savagery, its hatrdibeity, its religious persecution; they remember heaventhey forgef

the dungeon of eternal pain. They forget that it impggbe brain and corrupts the heart. They forget thatlite enemy gf

intellectual freedom. Liberty is my religion. Liberty b&nd and brain - of thought and labor, liberty is a wotdcéay
kings - loathed by popes. It is a word that shattemsnes and altars - that leaves the crowned without ctebjend thd
outstretched hand of superstition without alms. Liberthéstiossom and fruit of justice - the perfume of mercy. rtybis
the seed and soail, the air and light, the dew and rain of progressrdjoy.

Robert G. Ingersoll, 1894
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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 & Events - Mike Burden:  Tel: 07722 782727
Email: mikeburden2001@yahoo.co.uk

Treasurer/Web group admin - John Catt:  Tel: 01509 211468
Email: treasurer@leicestersecularsociety.org.uk

Company Secretary - Chris Williams:  Tel: 07718 629651
Email: chris.williams@open.ac.uk

Hall bookings - Wilf Gaunt:  Tel: 07598 971420

Email: wilfredgaunt@yahoo.com

Website/News updates - Frank Friedmann:  Tel: 0116 292
1964

Email: web@leicestersecularsociety.org.uk
Librarian - Gillian Lighton:

Email: gillianlighton@hotmail.com

Secularist editor - Harry Perry:  Tel: 07795 097635
Email: harry.perryl @btinternet.com

Keyholders: Allan, Michael G, Mike B and Wilf are all
keyholders for Secular Hall.

Audio-visual kit:  This is normally held by Michael Gerard or
Mike Burden.

All can be reached by post via the Hall address.

The Leicester Secularist Copy Deadline

The copy deadline for the next edition is 12 noon on
Thursday 17th June 2010.

Remember, articles, letters, jokes, poems, news,
announcements, book reviews, adverts are all welcome.
Please send to me via the Hall or email to me at the
address in the box adjacent. Include photos or
illustrations where you have them.

The publishing schedule/copy deadline for the
subsequent edition currently looks like being Thursday
29th July.

Please bear these dates in mind for any articles or
announcements you want to have published.

Thanks
Harry Perry, Editor

LSS EXTRAORDINARY GENERAL MEETING
6.30pm, SUNDAY 6th JUNE 2010

All members are invited to attend this important haly
report back general meeting to hear officers’ reportd
progress since the last AGM. These will include disoassn
how the Society is promoting secularism; what is ¢elong
on the Hall modernisation project; and the pros ants auf
adopting charitable status.

You are invited to submit motions for discussion toong
with any proposed amendments to the Memorandum
Articles.

All proposals submitted will be circulated to members
week ahead of the meeting by the Company Secretary,
Williams.

Please get them to him at 61 St Peter's Road, LeicEE2[

1DH by 22nd May 2010.

Board Report for Sunday 9th May 2010

Discussion as to the outlook of the Society
Atheist bus campaign - funding and launch discussed
Business Plan
Preparation for EGM
Options for charitable status
Mike Burden

‘Catholicism, all religion if you like, but particularly
Catholicism, is a delicious narcotic. It may soothe the
pains and chase our worries, but it checks our growth
and saps our strengths. Render to Caesar the things
that are Caesar's and for God's sake leave God to look
after his own affairs.’

Winston Churchill

Funfair Dismissal
| just resigned from my job at the helium factory - told them |
was not going to be spoken to in that tone of voice!

‘Going to church no more makes you a Christian than
sleeping in your garage makes you a car.’
Garrison Keillor

Water Aid Petition - 100 Days to the MDG Summit

Go on line to sign Water Aid’s petition to the new coalition
government to act now on fresh water and sanitation for the
world’s poor - before the Millenium Development Goals
Summit in September. Sign here: http://tiny.cc/cx8nv

Disclaimer, Code of Conduct and Copyright

The Leicester Secularist is a not-for-profit undertaking of Leicester Secular Society. Please note that the views and proposals
expressed in this journal are not necessarily those of the Editor or the Board of the Society and the Editor, the Society and its officers
accept no liability for views expressed. As the journal of 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! We express our thanks for non-Society images
sourced under the fair use convention for the purposes of debate and education. Resolution is reduced to prevent onward
commercial use. The contents may be reproduced at will unless the item is accompanied by a copyright symbol. An
acknowledgement of the source (for original material) would be appreciated.

www.leicestersecularsociety.org.-uk
ermail- mail@/leicestersecularsociety.org.uk
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