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Dear Editor 

Mary Essinger’s self-
appointed role as poetry critic 
for the Secularist (Feb No. 48) 
causes me some concern.  She 
makes the claim that my poem 
‘Get out Simon’ does not scan.  If 
Mary had taken the trouble to 

come to the performance on 6th 
January she would have heard 
that the poem scans perfectly 
well when read aloud.  She then 
makes comments on its content 
that show she has totally 
misunderstood what it is about.  
It’s not sneering, Mary, it’s irony!  
Perhaps what we need for the 

Secularist is a poetry critic who 
knows something about poetry, 
has the wit to understand simple 
content and supports 
and encourages people 
who write. 

Hamish Whiteley 

 
 I have a 
 
 deep hole 
 
 inside 
 
 which I 
 
 can never 
 
 escape ‒ 
 
 not even 
 
 with 
 
 Chopin's 
 
 Berceuse. 
 
 
 Jill Cunningham 
 
 8.15 am   3rd March 2013 
  
 played by Maurizio Polini 
 

Leicester Sing for Water  
Leicester Sing for Water will 
be organising a ‘Come and 
Sing’ choir again this year.  
The funds are raised for 
WaterAid, who provide clean 
water and sanitation to the 
world’s poorest communities, 
saving and changing lives.  It 
is hard to imagine life without 
safe, clean running water and no 
access to a toilet – but that is the 
reality for nearly half of the 
world’s population.  In the last 
five years, over £30,000 has been 
raised by Leicester Sing for 
Water.  The concert is free but 
donations are requested from the 
audience who always contribute 

generously.  Most of the money is 
raised by the singers who are 
asked to seek £30 in sponsorship 
each. 

Music packs are now available at 
a cost of only £5 from Julie 
Burnage, 72 Helena Crescent, 
Leicester LE4 2HA.  The packs 
contain all the information, two 
CDs of the songs with each part 
recorded separately, musical 
scores and lyrics.  Anyone with a 
CD player can sing along at home 
(or in the car, etc.) and learn 
their parts.  This year for the first 
time the music recordings will be 
available online from the 
Leicester Sing  for Water 
website:  

www.leicestersingforwater.org.uk.  

There are also six free rehearsals 
leading up to the event which are 
optional.  On the day, which is 
Sunday 2nd June this year, we all 
gather for a compulsory 
rehearsal and recording of the 
songs before walking to Bede 
Park and our performance as part 
of Leicester’s Riverside 
Festival.  

Further information is 
on our website or you 
can phone Julie on 
0116 233 1683 or 
email 
leicestersingforwater@yahoo.co.uk. 

Veronica Matthew 

President’s column 
Last month I reported on the difficulties we had following 
both the Chair and the Secretary stepping down from the 
Board.  I’m very pleased to report that the difficulties 
have now passed with Eleanor Davidson agreeing to be co
-opted to the Board and to take on the position of acting 
Chair until the AGM.  In addition, Anthony Matthew has 
agreed to be co-opted onto the Board and a new member, Lou 
Friendship, has volunteered to take minutes at meetings 
without being a Board member.  Kate Housden had already 
agreed to be Company Secretary.  So, it seems we are now in a 
very strong position to carry our work forward.  Many thanks to 
those who have stepped into the breech. 

Our joint International Women’s Day event with L&DTUC and 
the Fawcett Society (page 8) was a great success with close to 
50 people present - about one-third men.  This was the first 
time in my time that women outnumbered men at an event so 
joint working and a focus on women is clearly beneficial. 

Attendances at ordinary weekly events have only been about 
average of late (25-35) but we have seen quite a few new faces.  
Perhaps now the spring is here (‘where?’ I hear you say) 
everyone will feel a bit more like going out in the evenings and 
we’ll get the average up to 30-40.  It would certainly be nice. 

The Board this week is considering my report on the outcome 
of the 23rd January outreach workshop so I’m hopeful there 
will soon be one or two new activities launched on a firm 
foundation.  As ever, the number of good ideas we have dwarfs 
the number of people willing to carry them out.  The thing is 
that the more people volunteer the less the burden 
will be on each of us and we’ll get a lot more done 
on all the things that matter to us, from 
campaigning for secularism to giving direct help to 
people who need it. 

Harry Perry 
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Forthcoming events 
Sunday 31st March, 10.30am, Thrussington:  Spring Walk.  See page 5 for the details.  All 
welcome.  (No evening meeting.) 

Wednesday 3rd April, 7.30pm, Crumblin’ Cookie, High Street:  Philosophy in Pubs.  Topic 
TBA.  All welcome for informal philosophical discussion.  Non LSS event. 

Sunday 7th April, 6.30pm, Secular Hall:  Where have all the bees gone?  John Bogunavice 
and Neil Talbot consider the reasons why the bee population is in decline and suggest ways the 
trend might be reversed. 

Sunday 14th April, 6.30pm, Secular Hall:  Headstrong meeting.  Members and guests are 
invited to raise any issues or topics of their own choosing for discussion in these informal sessions.  
All welcome. 

Tuesday 16th April, 7.30pm, Square Bar, Hotel Street:  The little atoms road trip.  Neil 
Denny tells of his 6,000-mile road trip across America exploring the topics of science and 
skepticism.  Skeptics in the Pub.  Non LSS event. 

Sunday 21st April, 6.30pm, Secular Hall:  There be dragons.  Mike Chalk of the Leicester 
Guild of Storytellers gives a round-up of dragon stories from around the world.  Promises to be 
both informative and entertaining. 

Sunday 28th April, 6.30pm, Secular Hall:  How real is the subordination of women in 
British Muslim communities?  Anne Marie Waters of One Law For All discusses the application 
of religious law in Sharia courts, unregistered marriages and polygamy.  What are the implications 
for these British women? 

Sunday 5th May, 6.30pm, Secular Hall:  Just suppose.  Mike Lawrence, founder of NOTORI 
(‘Say NO TO Religious Indoctrination’), will introduce his book and video on this topic, presenting 
a strong challenge to the authenticity of the New Testament gospels. 

Sunday 12th May, 6.30pm, Secular Hall:  Tackling world blindness.   Geoff Woodruff, 
Emeritus Consultant at LRI, will report on the cataract surgery work being done in Bihar, India 
and elsewhere without the use of sophisticated equipment. 

Sunday 19th May, 6.30pm, Secular Hall:  Can we cure our greedy society?  Prof. Robert 
Hinde says that our society is sick and the root cause is greed.  This is a moral matter and morality 
is seen, incorrectly, as dependent on religious belief. 

There are now two distinct aspects to the work 
of the mini modernisation working party 
(made up of Ned Newitt, Hamish Whiteley and 
myself).  We continue to discuss and refine 
the design details of the scheme.  A more 
detailed brief has been issued to architects 
and in turn they have issued a detailed 
timetable for the run in to starting 
the works on Monday 16th 
September.  A works period of four 
weeks has been estimated.  The 
tenants are being kept informed as 
things that impact on them are 
firmed up. 

The overall design of the Francis Ridley 
Room is to be in keeping with the 
Victorian/Arts and Crafts theme exemplified by 
many details in the building.   

The details of the A/V and hearing loop set-up have 
been considered and more or less finalised.   

Lighting and the under-seat screen designs are in 
hand and we are looking to have a movable serving 
counter to replace the tea trolley system. 

Crucially, the owner of Humberstone House has 
very kindly agreed to our having a fire escape 
route across his car park.   

The other distinct thread, now coming to the 
fore, is fundraising. 

The two threads are naturally interconnected.  We 
cannot sign a works contract until we are sure we 
have the cash in the bank to pay for it!   

The fundraising appeal will be formally launched in 
April and the working party has been busy drafting 

the text of various letters and a leaflet to 
support the appeal.   

Ahead of that, however, we have started 
to make preliminary approaches to 
members to give us an idea of how much 
we might raise from that source.  This is 
looking promising with over £7,500 
pledged from the first dozen or so asked.  
We dearly hope that all members will be 

as generous as they possibly can be when they 
eventually receive the appeal letter and leaflet. 

Approaches to statutory and grant-giving bodies 
have been initiated.  It is clear that in many eyes 
we would be much easier to support if 
the building were a place of worship 
rather than a place of anti-worship!   

But we will press on regardless. 

Harry Perry 

Progress on the mini modernisation 
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About thirty people 
turned up to hear and 
see the Not So Big 
Band under its 
director Richard 
Everitt strut their 
stuff at Secular Hall 
on Sunday 17th 
February.  There was 
immediate rapport that 
could be sensed 
between band and 
audience – probably 
aided by the audience 
recognising a prominent 
member of the Society 
in the ranks of the 
saxophonists.  Of course 
the full big band line-up, so 
popular in the mid-twentieth 
century, was usually 16 swinging 
players – but with a personnel of 
12 the Not So Big Band was not 
so small either. 

They played jazz standards by 
such great composers as Duke 
Ellington, Count Basie and Gerry 
Mulligan in arrangements by the 
director.  Even the most toffee 

nosed of the musical 
establishment now recognises the 
creative masterpieces that flowed 
out of the United States in those 
years over half a century ago. 

It would be invidious to nominate 
any of the band as top soloist:  
this is a band of gifted equals; 
though perhaps I could single out 
Paula Robinson as the rhythmic 
pulse of the band on guitar, while 

also putting forward 
some flowing, flying 
solos. 

Richard Everitt has made 
a less sweet-sounding 
version of Mood Indigo – 
less glutinous than some 
interpretations, while 
Woodchopper’s Ball, one 
of the last pieces of the 
evening, had the 
audience cheering.  

The real test of an 
evening of music is the 
audience reactions.  
Hearty applause 
throughout the evening 
and big smiles still in 

place on the faces of the audience 
as they left at the end of the 
evening told their 
story of a 
successful musical 
evening far more 
effectively than a 
critic’s pen. 

Michael Gerard 

Jazz at the Sec! 

Thanks if you sent in 
candidate photos for our 
website banner – more still 
welcome, so keep them 
coming. 

You’ll have noticed (I hope) that 
I’ve reinstated a newsy section to 
a prominent place on our 
homepage, but this is just a taster 
for the more wholesale update 
that I’m planning.  One thing our 
homepage doesn’t say clearly is – 
just what we are.  I need a few 
punchy sentences to sum us up.  
It needs to be quite 
comprehensive (so more than a 
slogan maybe) but simple and 
brief. 

Does the following fit the bill?  
Have I left out any key points?  
How can I brighten it up?  Some 
of the words (like Calendar) will 

be links to the relevant parts of 
our site, for more info. 

Leicester Secular Society 
promotes a fair and integrated 
society – specifically one with 
no religious privilege.  We do 
support individual religious 
freedom, but oppose inhuman 
religious practices and stances.  
We oppose as undemocratic the 
special place the Church of 
England has in our nation's 
constitution and oppose civic 
practices leading towards 
segregation such as faith 
schools and ethnicity-based 
community service provision.  
We meet regularly at Secular 
Hall and other venues to hear 
erudite and entertaining 
speakers, discuss the issues of 
the day and conduct campaigns.  

We also have rooms for hire, 
where many groups hold 
regular and ad hoc private and 
public meetings.  Leicester 
Secular Society was founded in 
1851, and remains as relevant 
today as ever. 

Browse our calendar and come 
along to a meeting.  If you share 
our social concerns come and 
get involved in our campaigns 
and actions.  While many of our 
policies are political we are not 
a political party, and draw our 
membership from a wide range 
of backgrounds and opinions. 

Please let me have 
your feedback! 

Frank Friedmann 

Webmaster 

What is LSS to you? 

I was walking across a bridge one day and saw a man standing on 

a ledge, about to jump off.  So I ran over and said,  ‘Stop! Don’t 

do it!’  ‘Why shouldn’t I?’ he said.  ‘Well, there’s so much to live 

for.’  ‘Like what?’  ‘Well, are you religious?’  He said yes.  I said, 

‘Me too!  Are you Christian or Buddhist?’  ‘Christian.’  ‘Me too!  

Are you Catholic or Protestant?’  ‘Protestant.’  ‘Me too! Are you 

Episcopalian or Baptist?’  ‘Baptist.’  ‘Wow, me too!  Are you 

Baptist Church of God or are you Reformed Baptist Church of 

God?’  ‘Reformed Baptist Church of God.’  ‘Me too.  Are you 

Reformed Baptist Church of God, Reformation of 1789 or 

Reformed Baptist Church of God, 1915?’ 

He said, ‘Reformed Baptist Church of God, Reformation of 

1915.’ ... 

I was surprised a heretic could make such a big splash. 
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MESSAGE FROM THE RIGHT WORSHIPFUL 

THE LORD MAYOR OF LEICESTER 

COUNCILLOR ABDUL OSMAN 

Whilst serving as Lord Mayor of Leicester I have the opportunity to meet with many 
different people, visit many places and communities and it is an honour to be First 
Citizen in this successful and diverse City. 

Leicester is well known for its racial and cultural diversity, but it is also a City that 
recognises all faiths and it is important that we respect the beliefs of everyone in 
society. 

It is also important that we appreciate and strengthen the vibrant community in which 
we live by working together and celebrating the richness that our multi-cultural and 
multi-faith City brings to us.   

I take this opportunity to send greetings to you all and wish you success. 

The Right Worshipful the Lord Mayor of Leicester 

Councillor Abdul Osman 

4th March 2013 

 

Sunday 31st March 10.30am 

Get your walking boots out!  Terry Larkin will be leading the 

annual Leicester Secular Society Spring Walk 2013. 
Meet at Thrussington  

Getting there.  Travel along the A46 Newark Road for 6 miles from the outer Leicester ring road.  (On 
your way you will pass Ratcliffe College on your left.)  Take the right-hand turn to Thrussington and 
travel for about 1 mile.  Park near the village green.  Meet near the church about 300 metres away. 

Start at 10.30am. Remember that this is the first day of British Summer Time and you should have put 
your clocks forward.  

The walk is 4.25 miles long and will last about two hours, with breaks.  There will be some walking on 
vehicular roads with pavement or broad grass verges, a few slopes and one stile.  Having recently re-
walked the route, there are two significantly muddy fields to cross so I suggest you bring something 
to scrape your boots.  

Interesting features of the walk:  churches at Brooksby and Thrussington; Brooksby Farm College; a 
brick-built hump-backed pedestrian bridge; the river Wreake.  

What to wear:  Ideally walking boots, though stout trainers would be adequate; have a second pair of 
footwear with you; a warm waterproof coat; a sweater; headwear and gloves to suit the weather. 

You may like to bring:  hot drinks, foods like biscuits and bananas.  

After the walk we aim to eat at the Star Inn Hotel in Thrussington (price about £8). I am told it is busy 
and so there may be problems in serving food but that is the only choice we have. 

If you intend to walk and/or eat contact me, Terry Larkin, on 01509 767317 (where a message can be 
left; please leave a contact number) or email me:  terrylee74@talktalk.net 

ALL WELCOME 

Terry Larkin 
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In response to Dave Ray’s 
article ‘Big pharma as bad as 
homeopathy for quackery?’  I 
am pleased the Editor put a 
question mark into the 
heading because my simple 
answer is ‘NO!’. 

My extended response starts by 
saying the human body is an 
incredibly complex system where 
there are many interactions we 
don’t fully understand.  Dave 
mentions the emotive case 
of Thalidomide where the 
‘side effects are worse 
than the original 
symptoms’ and says there 
are ‘too many cases’ like 
this.  There are 
regulations in place to 
minimise this type of 
tragedy.  We do clinical 
trials.  Thalidomide ‘fell 
through’ this system 
because clinical trials on 
drugs such as this are not 
done on pregnant women 
and birth defects did not 
occur in non-human subjects 
during earlier trials.  In fact, 
Thalidomide is still used – just not 
for pregnant women – and 
research into its use in cancer 
and HIV treatment is ongoing. 

Dave also cites Pfizer’s 
Torcetrapib for cholesterol 
control as an example, stating 
this caused increased patient 
mortality by 40%.  Wrong – it 
increased it by 60%.  Pfizer 
thought they had a new 
medication for treating high 
cholesterol levels.  They 
performed a randomised, double-
blind evaluation of the drug on 
15,000 subjects (a smaller trial 
would not have been so 

conclusive, but would have been 
cheaper!) who had coronary 
heart disease, or risk equivalent, 
under the watchful eye of the 
Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA).  During the clinical study 
there were 82 deaths when 
taking Torcetrapib compared to 
51 deaths on the leg of the study 
with no Torcetrapib.  Pfizer had 
invested nearly a billion dollars 
developing the product and 

within days of finding there was a 
higher than normal mortality rate 
they stopped the clinical trial.  
There was no malpractice, no 
litigation by either the FDA or the 
patient group, and the only threat 
of litigation came from 
shareholders who were affected 
by the 10% drop in Pfizer’s share 
price which immediately followed 
the announcement of termination 
of the trial. 

It is impossible to say in advance 
of a clinical trial whether a new 
drug will have serious side 
effects.  This is why companies do 
clinical trials.  Do we want big 
pharma to stop working on new 
medications or stop doing clinical 
trials?  

Dave’s article compares big 
pharma to homeopathy which has 
yet to be shown to work better 
than a placebo.  Homeopathy 
itself will not do any harm 
because it relies on this placebo 
effect, allowing nature to do the 
healing – as it does on self-
limiting and mild conditions.  
Homoeopathy is a blatant form of 
quackery alongside other forms 
of ‘magic healing’ and it should 

not be confused with 
medication.  Dave might 
also remember that, 
following his brush with 
an incompetent GP, his 
hernia was treated by 
keyhole surgery, which 
itself is based on years of 
research and billions of 
pounds’ worth of 
development and trials to 
ensure procedures, 
anaesthetics and other 
drugs are as safe as they 
can be.   

We live in a society which 
is open and individuals have 
choices.  If the next time Dave is 
unwell he decides not to go to his 
GP and refuses medication 
developed by ‘Big Pharma’, then 
he has every right to do so.  
However, he should be very 
careful before recommending this 
course of action to others.  The 
real danger of quackery like 
homeopathy and spiritual healing 
is when people get a false sense 
of well-being and don’t go to see 
their GP – or take 
homeopathic 
‘remedies’ in place 
of medicines that 
really do work. 

Pennie Blatchford 

Keep taking the tablets 

Many Society members participated in the   
2010 anti-homeopathy campaign 

Care, or cure?  'Bad Pharma' is no case for homeopathy 
I (somewhat confusingly) 
appreciated Dave Ray’s ‘ Big 
pharma as bad as homeopathy 
for quackery?’ article in the 
last Secularist (No. 48, 
February, p. 9).  But I’m 
intrigued when he writes, 
‘Some of the claims made for 
homeopathy undoubtedly 
smack of quackery at its 
worst.’  Some?  This of a 
‘movement’ named for its 

remedial irrationality (simila 
similibus curentur).  Which 
through its invention and 
administering of implausible 
counterfeit remedies has 
created its own care industry 
and perpetuated the myth of 
its validity.  Because, when we 
look, it is apparent that there 
is no such thing as 
homeopathy.  At all.  But I’ll 
come back to that shortly. 

My previous article (No. 47, 
January, p. 8) was not just a 
critique of homeopathy, but of 
the loophole-exploiting, celebrity-
appealing marketing of it.   

Regardless, the piece was not a 
defence of drug multinationals 
(‘Big Pharma’), in whose pockets 
sceptics who expose the 

 
(continues on next page) 
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nonsense of complementary and 
alternative medicine (CAM) are 
often accused of residing.  This 
shrill defensiveness is often 
accompanied with flagrant 
accusation of seeking to block the 
provision of information to 
vulnerable sufferers of whichever 
condition the CAM-ite purports to 
be able to treat.  And the logical 
fallacies come a-tumbling:  
reaching appeals to authorities; 
ad hominem dismissals of your 
opinion; tu quoque onus 
deflection. 

I too have read Ben 
Goldacre’s Bad Pharma 
and am as appalled as 
anybody at the malign 
machinations afforded by 
ineffective regulation.  
(And when it comes to 
rational exposé of the 
‘vested interests’ of Big 
Pharma I find it amusing 
that a renowned sceptic 
from the medical science 
community has pulled the 
rug from under CAM’s 
feet).  The point being 
that, whilst the 
withholding of trial data by 
the drugs industry is 
indisputably unethical (on which, 
I would direct you to consider the 
‘All Trials Petition’ at http://
www.alltrials.net/), it does not, as 
the CAM community would have 
you believe, constitute evidence 
for the efficacy of CAM.  
Equating Big Pharma with CAM 
quackery misses the key 
difference.  Yes, the former 
withholds, massages and 
manipulates key objective data; 
but the latter is hardly interested 
in data at all, relying instead on 
anecdotal testimonials in 
‘evidence’. 

‘As for dodgy homoeopathists, 
whether self-deluded or plain 
crooked at least they’re 
unlikely to kill you and a truly 
holistic approach to health 
sounds quite sensible to me, 
and maybe a few more GPs 
could do worse than adopt such 
practices.’ 

Adopt which practices, 
specifically?  Is this an 
endorsement of the allocation of 
public funds for homeopathy?  
With the number of CAM 
practitioners outnumbering (and 

including a number of) GPs in 
this country, finding someone 
willing to ‘lay their hands’ on you 
for a fee is not too difficult.  And 
if it makes you feel better, then 
why not?  If you’re impressed by 
the pseudoscientific language 
they’ll happily spout, which will 
likely include repeated reference 
to ‘energy’ (with various 
qualifying adjectives, such as 
‘quantum’), then go for it.  You 
can even relax your common 
sense when they present you with 
their expert advice as a 
‘nutritionist’ – a title that 
requires no actual credentials.  

But, when you’ve established 
rapport based on mutual 
disapproval of Big Pharma, why 
not ask them a few questions 
about the ‘regulation’ – or lack of 
it – within their industry.  
Whether it does something to 
keep its members in check, or 
merely serves as a legitimising 
front.  Ask the homeopath 
whether or not they justify the 
hawking of sugar pills and shaken 
water as curative remedies for all 
manner of maladies, many of 
which are imagined and/or do not 
constitute disease at all.  (The 
‘invention’ of diseases upon 
which to shift product is not 
solely a tactic of Big Pharma.)  Or 
whether they actively condemn (à 
la Ben Goldacre) those among 
their CAM brethren who do 
promote their particular 
specialism as having curative 
power over serious disease.  
(Always with a Disclaimer, of 
course.) 

Attentive care does make you feel 
better.  But cure?  We all wish 
that our overworked GP with a 
waiting room full of patients – a 

proportion of whom will not 
actually be ill – had more time for 
us.  This is where homeopathy 
insinuates itself.  The ‘remedies’ 
themselves are useless, and any 
effect is merely suggestive.  But 
detractors overlook the 
‘individualisation’ that matches a 
patient to a continually adjusted 
‘remedy’ regimen, according to 
detailed interviews recording 
case symptoms, personality 
traits, social support (and what 
colour socks they wear on a 
Tuesday, or what not), etc.  Kind 
of like a clinical horoscope.  And 
in this therapeutic context is the 

anticipation of remedies 
engendered.  As such, 
they are rendered 
inseparable from that 
care, and hence 
(conveniently for the pill-
peddling homeopath) 
shielded from scrutiny by 
randomised trial, which is 
thus dismissed as invalid.  
Disproof is therefore 
impossible.  Not forgetting 
the postulation of 
unfounded mechanisms 
which, in their 
contravention of physical 
science, rely on the 
miraculous, and you have 

what amounts to little more than 
faith healing (with appeals to the 
‘spiritual’).  Indeed, is it mere 
coincidence that, as mainstream 
religion declines, the numbers of 
CAM converts rise? 

But without (the anticipation of) 
remedies entwined with the 
attention, homeopathy is nothing:  
the individualising component is 
revealed for what it is – at best … 
care.  No more ‘homeopathic’ 
than anything else.  But because 
orthodox medicine is (relatively) 
‘bad’ at this (because it doesn’t 
have the time), the (homeopathy) 
alternative seizes the niche 
opportunity to present itself as 
the ‘good’, responding through 
retaliatory propaganda painting 
impersonal-uncaring-vested 
interest-toxic-Big Pharma-
mainstream-conventional-
orthodox medicine as 
the oppressing devil. 

And it has a 
sympathetic audience 
there. 

Lee Turnpenny 

www.leeturnpenny.com 

(continued from previous page) 
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When I was kindly asked to 
review the Secular Society’s 
International Women’s Day 
event, sponsored jointly with 
the Leicester & District Trade 
Union Council (L & DTUC) I 
wanted to review it both in the 
context of the guiding 
principles of International 
Women’s Day but also on 
whether it ‘captured’ the real 
struggle faced by many 
women today.  

International Women’s Day was 
first observed over 100 years 
ago.  It has its roots in the 
suffragette movement that 
sought political rights for women 
and their right to be treated 
equal to that of men.  Both 
women and men have observed 
this day as both a celebration and 
as an acknowledgement of the 
continual struggle of women in 
their fight for equality. 

Having danced outside the 
CURVE Theatre in support of 
‘one billion women rising’, I was 
looking forward to an interesting 
series of presentations examining 
violence faced by women in India, 
the need for better education, the 
rise in ‘rape’ jokes by comedians 
and the success of women’s 
rights in Cuba.  I was not 
disappointed. 

Joginder Bains (Association of 
Indian Women) spoke of an 
Indian society in crisis – in which 
100 million women are ‘missing’ 
and the violence against women 
is ‘legalised’.  We have all been 
made aware of the increase in the 
reporting of rape and abuse faced 
by many of India’s women.  It 
would seem that a day does not 
go by when there isn’t a horrific 
story in the national press.  But 
does this suggest an increase in 
the use of violence in Indian 
society today against women?  

Probably not – merely that such 
incidents are more shocking in 
their depravity and, if not 
‘sanctioned’ by state authorities, 
are being carried out at the very 
least with ‘impunity’. 

Sarah Vallance (The Fawcett 
Society) took this view further by 
arguing that ‘gender’ equality 
must be at the heart of policy-
making.  ‘Prevention’ has to be 
better than ‘cure’ – today in the 
UK around £40 billion will be 
spent on supporting victims of 
violence and domestic abuse.  

A multi-agency approach is 
needed by government ministers, 
educational institutions, trade 
unions and local authorities to 
change people’s attitudes and 
perceptions.  She further argued 
that the sexualisation of young 
people and girls in particular is 
happening at such a young age 
and is so persistent that it is 
raising the level of violence 
because it is increasingly being 
seen more and more as the 
‘norm’ and therefore acceptable. 

Rebecca Christiansen (Rape’s 
No Joke) offered an insight into 
how the increasing use of ‘rape 
jokes’ by British comedians is 
fuelling negative attitudes.  The 
shocking reality is that both male 
and female comedians are happy 
to belittle the act of violence and 
rape for cheap laughs. 

But it is not just comedians, it is 
also our politicians.  George 
Galloway of the left-wing 
coalition Respect Party recently 
argued that if a husband forced 
his wife to have sex with him 
against her will, it shouldn’t be 
seen as a criminal offence but 
merely one of ‘bad sexual 
etiquette’. 

Rape is not an act of ‘sex’ but of 
violence by one person against 

another but it is still a taboo 
subject.  Society needs to talk 
openly about the issues of sexual 
violence by one person against 
another if it is to move forward 
and unburden women from the 
‘shackles’ of proving that they did 
not deserve to be raped. 

Anne Green from the Cuba 
Solidarity Campaign gave us an 
uplifting presentation on how the 
rights of women in Cuba are 
enshrined in the 1959 Cuban 
Constitution in which they are 
guaranteed economic, political 
and family rights equal to men. 

The commitment and dedication 
of the Castro regime is borne out 
by the fact that Cuba spends five 
times as much on education as it 
does on military defence.  For the 
UK it is the reverse. 

But whilst we talk about the 
injustices against women and the 
‘need to stand firmly in solidarity’ 
– do we really stand together?  

Have we really achieved 
‘equality’ in the last 100 years?  
In my view, ‘yes’ and ‘no’.  
Luckily many women do not 
experience violence.  Yet often 
when we talk of ‘equal rights for 
women’ it always comes back to 
the act of violence and the 
negative impact it has on 
women’s lives.  This is true, it 
does.  But it is not the only 
negative impact. 

Government cuts to welfare 
benefits and their negative 
impact on women was touched 
upon but nothing was said about 
how, despite the introduction of 
the first Equal Pay Act back in 
1968, women’s pay is still not 
equal to that of their male 
colleagues.  It is estimated that in 
2012 women are still on average 

International Women’s Day at Sec Soc 

(continues on next page) 

Eleanor Davidson, Chair Joginder Bains Sarah Vallance Rebecca Christiansen Anne Green 
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earning between 15% and 25% 
less than men.  

We are still faced with a ‘glass 
ceiling’ in many professions – 
women make up 51% of the 
population and yet they make up 
only 22% of MPs.  Only one-fifth 
(or 20%) of companies on the 
FTSE 100 have any women on 

their boards and only 22% of 
Supreme Court judges are 
women.  

How can women hope or expect 
to be ‘valued’ equally to men 
when it is only they that ‘set the 
agenda and the bar’ by which we 
are all measured? 

I would argue therefore that until 
women have full parity with men 
in terms of access to education, 
career opportunities and most 

importantly equal pay, we cannot 
hope to achieve full ‘equality’.  

Please note that these are my 
views and may not represent 
those of the GMB Trade Union. 

Mary-Louise 
Harrison 

GMB Trade Union 
Women’s Officer, 
Leicester Services 
Branch 

(continued from previous page) 

Many of you will have 
attended the anniversary 
event on 3rd March.  We 
aimed to revive an old 
tradition, provide an 
opportunity for a social event 
and update members on the 
progress of the project.  I think 
we all enjoyed it, particularly Phil 
Taylor’s photographs and 
Eleanor Davidson’s 
amazing cake!  We were 
a little surprised how 
difficult the quiz proved 
to be and congratulate 
Peter Thompson, the 
winner with a score of 6 
out of 20.  Mike is 
making progress with his 
work on Hall speakers so 
perhaps our knowledge 
will increase during the 
year! 

We have been 
represented at training 
workshops run by 
Nottingham University 
on digital archiving, 
audio and video editing, using 
social media and copyright issues 
(and I thought the project was 
about history!). 

We are extremely pleased to 
welcome Anne Mitchard, who is 
helping the group with visual and 
design aspects of the project.  
Her skills and enthusiasm will be 
a great asset to us. 

We are required to keep a digital 
record of the progress of the 
project.  We have begun work on 
the tour of the Hall, which 
provides an example of how we 
are doing this.  A group of us 
were shown round the Hall by 
Mike Burden and we all added 
our own knowledge and identified 
items for further research.  Frank 
videoed the morning.  We shall 

eventually repeat the exercise 
when we have a new version.  
This is a huge amount of work for 
Frank and we are indebted to 
him.  If anyone feels able to 
contribute to any aspect of this 
part of the project, they would be 
more than welcome.  At the 
moment a piece on the outside of 

the Hall is being drafted. 

Some interesting contributions 
are beginning to come in, all a 
little ‘bitty’ at present but there 
are indications as to how they 
might eventually come together.  
We are in the process of 
following up some potentially 
interesting contacts.  In 
particular, Eleanor has been in 
touch with the great-great-
granddaughter of Michael Wright 
who had links with Kate 
Housden’s ancestor, William 
Henry Holyoak.  Our Heritage 
Open Day speaker in September 
is Barley Roscoe, the great-
granddaughter of Josiah Gimson, 
so we are beginning to assemble 
quite a group of our founders’ 
descendants!   

Eleanor has been in touch with 
the museum to establish links 
with regard to the new Ernest 
Gimson/Arts and Crafts gallery 
and Beryl has been making 
contacts in connection with the 
National Trust’s opening of 
Stoneywell cottage (built by 
Ernest Gimson).   

The coordinating task is 
proving rather more 
onerous than I anticipated 
and a rough timetable has 
been drawn up to try to 
keep us within our time 
limits.  I am learning a lot 
about memory and 
historical accuracy – how 
people remember events 
and how their individual 
personalities influence 
their reading of 
documents and can lead 
to widely differing 
interpretations!  I may 
write a piece on this one 
day! 

The oral history interviews are 
now getting under way.  I shall 
write more about them next 
month.   

Sadly, with the death of John 
Edmondson, we have lost a 
potential contributor, who was 
interested in the project.  He had 
promised a piece on his own 
personal journey to secularism.  I 
shall always be grateful to him 
for his encouragement. 

We are pleased with the interest 
the project is generating but 
need far more 
practical help.  If 
you can give some 
time (even half a 
day would help) 
please get in touch. 

Gillian Lighton 

All Our Stories 
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feudal society which he rules.  
And the punishments for 
speaking out – not so good! 

After five months the heat was 
unbearable and the cockroaches 
which I piff-paffed endlessly had 
taken to dropping onto my head 
while I slept.  And the radio, my 
only entertainment at home, was 
driving me mad broadcasting 
recitations from the Koran for 
days on end every time a relative 

of the Sheikh died.  I had to wait 
for my boss, who was in London, 
to send back my passport (this 
had caused a little problem when 
I went with my wife and 
stepdaughter to Dubai for a day 
before they flew out after visiting 
in April, since I could not stay in 
the hotel as I did not have a 
passport ...) and this took a 
fortnight.  I was glad to land back 
at Birmingham Airport.  I really 
feel that the Gulf States should 
be looked into more closely, as 
they present a massive threat to 

world peace and development.   

And I worry, given my close 
knowledge of Islam in that 
society, about where it is trying 
to make us all go.  The Burj 
Khalifa may be the biggest 
building in the world, and there is 
a magnificent fountain, and gold 
may be very cheap in Dubai, but 
why go there when there are 
many much more democratic 
countries in the world to visit? 

Pete Wild-Grant 

(continued from previous page) 

Saudi Arabian media sources 
have reported that an Islamic 
cleric who raped, tortured and 
killed his five-year-old 
daughter has been let off with 
a small fine, avoiding a jail 
sentence. 
Lama al-Ghamdi was the daughter 
of Fayhan al-Ghamdi, an Islamic 
preacher who makes regular 
appearances on television.  Under 
Saudi law, al-Ghamdi has had to 
pay only £31,500 in 'blood money', 
even after confessing to the 
heinous crime.  
Gulf News reports that five-year-
old Lama was admitted to hospital 
on 25th December 2011 with 
multiple injuries, including a 
crushed skull, broken ribs and left 
arm, extensive bruising and burns. 

She died last 22nd October. 
Activists from women's rights 
groups said that the father had 
doubted Lama’s virginity and had 
her checked up by a medic.  
A social worker from the hospital 
where Lama was admitted said the 
girl’s back was broken and that she 
had been raped ‘everywhere’. 
According to the victim’s mother, 
hospital staff told her that her 
‘child’s rectum had been torn open 
and the abuser had attempted to 
burn it closed’. 
Ghamdi has apparently paid 
200,000 riyals ($50,000; £31,500) 
in ‘blood money’ – a sum that can 
be paid to relatives of a murder 
victim and which, if accepted, can 
replace a death sentence. 
Human rights activists have 
indicated that judicial leniency 

towards male abusers reflects the 
highly problematic nature of the 
male guardianship system in Saudi 
Arabia. 
Currently, women in Saudi Arabia 
are considered minors, and all are 
automatically assigned to the care 
and judgement of their most 
immediate male relative.  
So far, three Saudi activists have 
raised objections to the ruling 
which is based on Saudi laws that 
state that a father cannot be 
executed for murdering his 
children, nor can husbands be 
executed for murdering their 
wives. 
 
http://tinyurl.com/bua9hqw  

On 15th February a letter to 
the Loughborough Echo 
(written by a Polish man) 
expressed shock at the 
resignation of Pope Benedict. 

My reply appeared in the Echo on 
22nd February – obviously before 
the new pope was elected.  I 
reproduce it here: 

‘Jerzy Kowalski's letter (Total 
disbelief after Pope Benedict's 
announcement, Echo, February 
15) is predictable from a citizen, 
or former citizen, of a deeply 
Roman Catholic country. 

Despite around 45 years as a 
Communist state, part of the 
Soviet bloc, the greatest 
influence on the lives of Poles is 
Roman Catholicism. 

The resignation of Joseph Aloisius 
Ratzinger as head of the Church 
of Rome (CoR) will be viewed 
with indifference by many who 

are not addicts of that institution. 

The appointment of his 
successor, whoever that is, will 
be regarded similarly. 

Those who are not followers of 
the CoR will ask questions of 
Ratzinger's successor, including 
the following:  Will he express 
regret for atrocities of the past 
such as: 

Torturing on the rack Jews and 
others in an attempt to force 
them round to the CoR's way of 
thinking? 

Burning at the stake those who 
could not be so forced? 

In Mexico in the 16th century, 
murdering new-born babies who 
had been forced round, i.e. 
baptised (how could they resist?) 
so that they could not slip into 
non-CoR ways? 

Will Ratzinger's successor change 
the CoR's policy on birth control 

so that its female members do not 
have a choice of perpetual 
virginity or perpetual pregnancy? 

Will he agree that homosexuality 
and homosexual practices exist, 
are not immoral, do no harm to 
others and must be accepted?  (I 
am a confirmed heterosexual.) 

I certainly hope that 'strong, 
uncompromising interpretation of 
the Bible does not have to be 
aggressive or insensitive' (Mr 
Kowalski's words). 

Such an attitude should not be 
adopted over one of the world's 
great works of fiction, though it is 
still regarded by millions of 
unthinking people as the 
unquestionable word of an all-
powerful being whose 
existence they can 
neither prove nor 
disprove.’ 

Terry Larkin 

‘Will Ratzinger's departure change anything?’ 
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I felt very privileged to attend the 
events during this week (25th Feb
- 1st Mar).  It started with a short 
address from the Vice-Chancellor, 
Professor Sir Robert Burgess, 
who spoke about university 
support  for asylum-seeker and 
refugee academics who have been 
unable to enjoy the same 
freedoms as our academics to 
research, lecture and write as 
they wish.  This was followed by 
talks from a panel of four women. 

First Bushra Ali, a local barrister, 
talked about the difficulties of the 
appeals process, and the frustration 
engendered following years of 
work, at vast expense on legal aid, 
when the Home Office decides to 
‘cave in’ on one particular case the 
day before it goes to court, thus 
preventing the establishment of 
court precedent that could help 
others.  Cathy Stevenson, a 
Refugee Services Project Manager 
from Leicester Red Cross, talked 
about the support they provide to 
those existing on a £35 per week 
voucher.  She told a sad story of a 
woman who had recently had a 
very sick baby, on oxygen, who 
had to walk pushing baby and 
oxygen to and from hospital daily as 
the voucher system does not allow 
for bus fares.  Unable to work by the 
rules and thus afford 
accommodation, asylum seekers end 
up destitute, starving and on the 
streets, only able to resort to 
prostitution or other methods to 
survive.  Venessa Bettinson, of DMU, 
gave an overview of the system and 
law.  Finally Maryan Anshur, a 
Somali woman who had fled a highly 
paid job with no time to gather her 
papers or proof of qualifications 
talked about her own experiences 
and the work she now does with 
Somali women in Leicester. 

On Tuesday we were given a very 
informed presentation, ‘Syria 
Uprooted’, on the conflict and the 
thousands of refugees (externally and 
internally displaced) from Iqra 
Mazhir, a third-year student studying 
International Relations.   

As the discussion after her 
presentation showed, this is a very 
complex political and social situation, 
about which the media has left us ill 
informed.  Sheila Mosley, a local 
activist concerned especially with the 
situation of the Kurds in the north, 
was able to explain further.  Again 
this highlighted the situation of 
women and children – some 75% of 
refugees – forced to flee for their own 
safety whilst their husbands, fathers 

and brothers remain to protect their 
land and property, dragged into 
fighting on one or other of the many 
sides.  Refugee camps in Lebanon 
and Jordan were described in detail, 
with both countries claiming they are 
simply too overwhelmed to cope with 
any more refugees.  This reminded 
me of how Leicester welcomed plane-
loads of Kosovans in 1998 and 
accommodated them in the empty 
International Hotel in the city centre.  
If we wanted to help we could, but 
the political will is not there. 

On Wednesday we saw a cartoon-
style film with ‘voice over’ from a 
young Eastern/Eurasian girl about 

her treatment in her own country due 
to her religion not being that of the 
majority, her perilous journey to 
England and her treatment here.  
This included her experience of ‘big 
men’ arriving in the early hours of 
the morning to transport her and her 
family to Yarlswood Detention Centre 
and how she, a child, was treated 
there.  Eventually she was granted 
refugee status and able to resume 
her life as a happy child.  Then we 
heard from a volunteer at Leicester 
City of Sanctuary, detailing their 
Thursday lunch and drop-in and 
other activities.  The Leicester 
Diocese provides free premises in St 
Martin’s House, although they are a 
multi/non-faith organisation.  They 
give out free donated food, and pay 
bus fares (see above).  There are art 
classes on Mondays to help 
integration.  Their overheads are 
about £12,000 p.a. and donations are 
welcome. The evening ended with 
inspiring songs from some of the 
Zimbabwean Association Choir. 

On Thursday we moved to Refugee 
Women’s Experiences in Fiction and 
Non-fiction.  Dr Leah Bassel 
(University of Leicester) talked about 
her research with Somali women 
(mostly second generation) in 
Canada, France and London.  She 
highlighted how these women had 
joined in solidarity with other 

women’s organisations enabling 
them to become more active in 
advocacy issues:  for example, local 
women provided babysitting while 
the Somali women were 
demonstrating.  Then Jonathan 
Taylor (De Montfort University) read 
very movingly from his recent novel 
Entertaining Strangers.  Some parts 
of the novel are based on his 
personal experiences, whilst some 
are of the Greeks and Armenians in 
Smyrna in 1922 when the Turks 
attacked and fire-bombed the city.  
Fifty thousand-plus died.  He read 
about one woman who tried to 
escape by swimming into the 
harbour.  There were 14 ships 
moored there.  They had been 
instructed not to take any 
escapees, and the British turned 
up their gramophone to drown out 
the screams of the dying.  
Eventually they did start to help 
out. 

Friday evening was a networking 
event.  It was lovely to see that 
Leah Bassel had travelled up from 
London again to be involved.  
Student representatives mingled 
and chatted with local activists.  
The evening ended with a wide 

selection from the repertoire of Red 
Leicester Choir (http://
www.redleicesterchoir.com) 
including an Italian song (‘Bandiera 
rossa’) and an African song 
(‘Shosholoza’) along with songs about 
the Diggers, Unionist songs and 
songs from the Women’s Movement, 
and ‘Nana was a suffragette’. 

Ambrose Musiyiwa, himself a refugee 
from Harare, Zimbabwe, now 
following the first-year Masters Law 
course at UoL, and Iqra Mazhir, third
-year student in International 
Relations, worked incredibly hard to 
put this programme together, and 
must be congratulated to have done 
this alongside their academic studies.  
It is also heartening to see how many 
young people are really concerned 
about what is going on in this 
country and the world. 

Videos of each event are available on 
CivicLeicester at http://
www.youtube.com/watch?
v=M3nHim3LdHo, and also vox pops 
with members of the audience. 

For stills contact Ambrose Musiyiwa 
on +44 (0) 7814 368606 or 
amusiyiwa@googlemail.com. 

Jan Wild-Grant 

janwildgrant@yahoo.co.uk 

0116 2911534 or 
07730 685 485 

UoL Refugee Awareness Week  

(Focus – refugees, gender and sexuality) 

Photo:  Ambrose Musiyiwa 
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Leicester Secular Society Contact Details 
Registered Office:  Secular Hall 

75 Humberstone Gate, Leicester LE1 1WB 

Email: mail@leicestersecularsociety.org.uk 

Website: www.leicestersecularsociety.org.uk 

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

President - Harry Perry:   

Tel:  07795 097635 

Email:  harry.perry1@btinternet.com 

Chairperson - Eleanor Davidson:   

Tel:  079 303 28755  

Email:  chair@leicestersecularsociety.org.uk 

Treasurer - Anu Kapur 

Tel. c/o:  01509 211468 

Email:  treasurer@leicestersecularsociety.org.uk  

Membership Secretary/Asst. Treasurer - John Catt:  

Tel:  01509 211468 

Email:  memsec@leicestersecularsociety.org.uk 

Company Secretary: Kate Housden:  

Tel:  07900 583306   

Email:  kmhousden@leicestersecularsociety.org.uk 

Library and archives - Gillian Lighton:  

Tel:  07989 122917  

Email:  gillianlighton@hotmail.com 

Hall bookings/maintenance - Mike Burden:  

Tel:  07722 782727 

Email:  secularhall@gmail.com 

Events co-ordinator - Allan Hayes: 

Tel:  0116 241 8747  

Email:  allan-hayes@ntlworld.com 

Website and news - Frank Friedmann:  

Tel:  07947 573951  

Email:  web@leicestersecularsociety.org.uk 

Secularist editor - Harry Perry:  

Tel:  07795 097635 

Email:  harry.perry1@btinternet.com 

Keyholders:  Mike Burden, Harry Perry and Gillian 
Lighton are keyholders for Secular Hall. 

Audio-visual kit:  Normally held by Mike Burden. 

All can be reached by post via the Hall address. 

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 may be published subject to 
the usual constraints of avoiding libel, occasional editing to fit the space available and intrinsic merit.  When writing please abstain 
from gratuitous bad 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 - with a link to the Society website. 
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copy deadline 
Regrettably, with only 16 pages to play with, 
several items failed to make the cut this month.  
Perhaps next.  

The copy deadline for the next edition is 12 noon 
on Thursday 18th April 2013.   

We will welcome new articles, letters, jokes, 
poems, news, cartoons, book reviews, etc.  Please 
send via the Hall or email to Harry at the address 
in the box adjacent.   

Include photos or illustrations where you have 
them.  Please aim for 700 words max.   

The subsequent copy deadline looks like being 
Thursday 16th May 2013. 

Thanks 

Harry Perry, Editor 

Jill Perry, Subeditor 

Stay in touch with LSS on Facebook - just ‘Like’ the 
Leicester Secular Society Facebook group:  https://
www.facebook.com/groups/102055793167467/?ef=ts 

PLEASE REMEMBER TO UPDATE THE MEMBERSHIP 
SECRETARY WHEN YOU CHANGE ANY OF  
YOUR CONTACT DETAILS.  THANK YOU. 

Summary report of the LSS Board 

meeting on 24th February 2013 
• Eleanor Davidson co-opted and appointed as 
Chair until the AGM. 

• Kate Housden appointed Company Secretary. 
• Hamish Whiteley to be Minutes Secretary if 
nobody else volunteers. 

• HP/ED/AH to meet to consider potential new 
co-optees to strengthen the Board. 

• Officer job descriptions for next Board. 
• One new member approved. 
• Progress on mini modernisation good, aiming 
to start the works on 16th September. 

• Agreed to put in £25,000 from reserves for 
mini-modernisation scheme. 

• Wish list of additional equipment/facilities to 
be prepared. 

• Agreed Board is accountable to HLF for AOS 
spending, not a single individual. 

• Provision for emergency heating discussed.  
Hall Manager to be consulted. 

• Chief Constable’s reply to President’s letter 
on religiously aggravated offences conflates 
religion with race.  Agreed to offer the Police 
a meeting to clarify and discuss. 

• Next season’s events filling up. 
• Next meeting 24th March. 


