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CHARLIE

A new poll shows that a 11% of 

British Muslims support the attack 

on Charlie Hebdo. 1,000 Muslims 

were surveyed across Britain earlier 

this year  by ComRes for the BBC. 

It shows that 11% of UK Muslims 

agree with the statement that 

"organisations which publish images of 

the Prophet Mohammed deserve to be 

attacked.”

The poll also reveals that 27% of 

Br i t i sh  Musl ims  have  some 

sympathy for the motives behind the 

Charlie Hebdo massacre and almost 

80% said they had found it deeply 

offensive when images depicting the 

Prophet were published. However, 

68% say acts of violence against 

those who publish images of the 

Prophet can never be justified while 

24% disagree.

Muslim Clerics

49% bel ieve  Musl im c ler ics  

preaching that violence against the 

west can be justified are out of touch 

with mainstream Muslim opinion, 

while 45% disagree. The pollsters 

also questions respondents on other 

issues, and found that 17% of UK 

Muslims agreed that "it is appropriate 

that Muslims who convert to other 

religions are cut off by their family.”

Leicester

If it is possible to extrapolate from 

these findings, it means that there are 

nearly 7,000 people or 2% of the 

City’s population who support the 

terrorists’ outlook. However, this 

assumes that those under 18 share 

the same views. Nevertheless, whilst 

this is only a minority of the City’s 

Muslim population, it is still a 

significant number of people. 

Serious Problem

Legal Challenge

National Secular Society campaigns 

manager Stephen Evans said: 

"These findings should concern anyone 

who values fundamental rights and 

freedoms. Like most other citizens, the 

vast majority of British Muslims are 

rightly appalled by violent reprisals for 

depicting Mohammed. But if 11% of 

Muslims think violence should be used 

to stifle free expression – and that Paris-

style attacks are an appropriate response 

to cartoons, then we have a very serious 

problem.”

The Muslim Action Forum (MAF), 

which staged a protest outside 

Downing Street against Charlie 

Hebdo in February, has launched a 

"legal strategy" to stop insults 

against Mohammed.

The organisation is to lobby MPs to 

make "Islamophobia" a criminal 

offence. They state that they intend 

"to launch a series of legal challenges 

in the English Court system" because 

"depictions of our Holy Prophet 

peace be upon Him is the worst kind 

of 'Hate Crime' that can be 

perpetrated on the 3 million Muslims 

in the UK and 1.7 billion Muslims 

worldwide."

The group says that they have 

"devised a legal strategy to prevent 

the continuous insulting and 

derogatory publications depicting 

and abusing the personality of our 

Holy Prophet Muhammad peace be 

upon Him.”

Private Members Bill

In a press release, the MAF set out 

details of their plan to outlaw 

depicting Mohammed in the UK, 

through "amendment of some existing 

legislation and the presentation of a 

Private Members Bill that promotes the 

idea of Global Civility."

They describe "Global Civility" as a 

"new direction" and argue that the 

"desecration" of "collective human 

dignity, through "insult, denigration 

or humiliation is morally and 

ethically wrong". 

They urge the 100,000 Muslims who 

they claim signed their petition to 

lobby their MPs and all candidates 

standing in the General Election.

11% of Muslims say that those who publish images of Mohammed

‘DESERVE TO BE ATTACKED’

Parents’ perspective: The Collective Worship dilemma
A parent speaks out about the damaging impact of excluding her 

young child from mandatory collective worship in school. (from 

the National Secular Society)

My four year old son has just started primary school. 

Starting school was a very exciting time for our family, we 

were looking forward to becoming part of the school 

community, so we were taken aback when we learned 

about the school's practices regarding collective worship, 

including daily recital of prayers.

The school, which is not a faith school, has not been explicit 

about its religious practices to parents. By chance, we 

spotted a prayer on the wall in reception, and were told by 

the school secretary (ahead of us accepting a place at the 

school) that such things like reciting prayers do not happen 

in this school. On another occasion a child giving us a tour 

pointed to a prayer on a birthday cake, which the children 

recite to celebrate birthdays. At the new parent induction, 

the Head did not discuss praying. There was a sheet buried 

in the school starter pack about collective worship, but it 

was not explicit about making children pray regularly 

during the school day.

Praying directly conflicts with our beliefs, and with our 

desire for our son to make up his own mind about the 

existence of gods when he is old enough to reflect on these 

questions for himself.

Concerned at our lack of choice in this matter, we had a 

meeting with the Head in which she explained that all 

children had to pray and sing songs worshipping god in 

order to meet the Standing Advisory Council for Religious 

Education (SACRE) guidelines. She also said she does the 

minimum required to meet the guidance; as far as she 

reasonably can. I did some research and passed this on to 

her, including an offer from the National Secular Society to 

help the school reform their collective worship, with a view 

to being inclusive of people of no-faith (or of different 

religions).

This time the Head replied saying prayer and Christian 

worship in hymns was part of the ethos of the school. They 

made one concession; revising the wording of the daily 

prayer for our child's class in Year R to a reflective 

statement rather than a Christian prayer. The statement is 

inclusive and we are happy with it. She also made it clear 

that from next year this concession would be withdrawn.

We went to the board of governors and were turned down 

again. They said we had the right to exclude our child from 

collective worship; as though this was a reasonable choice. 

As a parent, this is not an easy route to take.

Last month the school had harvest festival; our son took 

food. We asked the school to not include the one song 

worshipping 'god, the father', but they wouldn't change 

their mind. So we decided to use the withdrawal they had 

offered us.

Our son was taken out of assembly and was left sobbing 

outside the school hall listening to the other children 

singing and begging to go back in. Two teachers were 

physically stopping him going back. He is not a 

particularly confident or assertive child so he must have 

been really upset and confused by it all. Luckily my 

husband was at the assembly and was able to calm him 

down and let him go back in. That evening he quietly told 

me that he's had a "sad" day because he'd wanted to join in 

the singing.

How can this be offered as a reasonable solution for a 4 ½ 

year old child who doesn't understand what is going on? It 

is cruel; in his eyes he's being punished. He is the only 

child excluded. We can't, and won't, do that to him again. 

But as parents, where does this leave us? We don't want 

him to pray in school, which should be a place of 

education, not a place of worship. How can a child tell the 

difference between fact (science, maths) and matters of 

opinion (religion) when both are delivered by the teachers 

they look up to?

As for the birthday celebrations, linking birthdays with 

prayers to god (which only some families believe in) 

during 'birthday assemblies' is not at all fair in my eyes. 

Considering we found out about these prayers by 

accident, many parents must be unaware that this even 

happens… or perhaps they just choose not to think about 

it.

I understand some schools do have more inclusive forms 

of collective worship, and our local authority, Herts, states 

that collective worship should be relevant to both those of 

faith and no-faith, it also says children should not be made 

to recite prayers. However when we spoke to them they 

said prefacing the prayer with 'for those of you that wish to 

you can join in the prayer' makes it inclusive.

I have argued that bringing prayer and religious worship 

into school is neither good for the cohesion of the school 

nor embracing of the community. Considering this is a 

publicly funded community school, we are left with no 

alternatives for our son's education.

The Parent Governors Association recently issued a policy 

statement calling for an end to Collective Worship. The 

governors of our school say it is not binding and that the 

Head is within her rights to decide as she wishes.

I was brought up a Muslim but left the faith 15 years ago. 

This makes it even more challenging to turn a blind eye to 

the school enforcing religion onto my son.

Where should families like ours go for an education where 

we are respected and welcomed on an equal footing as 

people of faith?

‘Those that publish images of the Prophet Mohammed deserve to be attacked’

THE INTOLERANT MINORITY

Recent visit to the Uganda schools

Last month I returned from a two week visit 

to Uganda.

During my stay there I spent a lot of time 

with Peter Kisirinya, Director of Isaac 

Newton High School, and with Moses 

Kamya, Director of Mustard Seed School. I 

was able to spend a few days in each school 

and talk to staff about the progress of the 

schools and needs for the future. Attached 

are detailed reports on each school:

Isaac Newton High School Visit Report 

February 2015

Mustard Seed Secondary School Visit 

Report February 2015

My visit coincided with the start of the new 

school year and, only a few days before, the 

Primary Leaving Certificate results had 

been published. So the schools were 

actively recruiting the new first-year intake. 

It was clear that the scholarships provided 

by UHST supporters were helping them to 

attract some of the brightest primary school 

leavers. Competition for scholarships was 

attracting students with their families to see 

the schools and to demonstrate their 

enthusiasm to become students there.

In view of the large distances that students 

have to travel in these rural areas, the 

existence of good boarding facilities is 

important to families. They like to know 

their children will be coming to a caring and 

a safe environment where they will have 

good study facilities and a range of 

activities to give them worthwhile things to 

do when they are not in lessons. On Sunday, 

in particular, the schools offer a range of 

sports, board games, including chess, 

music, films and opportunities for religious 

observance for the few who want this. 

Families were impressed that both schools 

h a d  v e r y  h i g h  q u a l i t y  h o s t e l  

accommodation and washing and sanitary 

arrangements for boys and girls. The new 

boys hostels were at the final painting stage 

so both schools were expecting a further 

boost in student numbers in 2015. Both 

schools were planning to split the Senior 1 

class to create two parallel streams.

Both school sites were being spruced up for 

the start of term. The grass was cut, the 

grounds were being tidied, classrooms and 

hostels washed out and all furniture was 

being dusted down and cleaned. There was 

a general sense of purposefulness about 

both schools which are turning into self-

confident institutions as they move towards 

becoming self-sustaining.

The one shadow over the visit was the 

discovery that the former Fair View School 

at Mbute, which had been transferred to the 

ownership of Isaac Newton High School 

two years ago, is facing a challenge from the 

previous Director, Deo Ssekitooleko. The 

school, which had been founded as a joint 

venture between IHEU and UHASSO (the 

Uganda Humanist Association), had closed 

after failing two inspections while under 

Deo’s management. Deo found a job in 

Rwanda and for the past two years the 

school has undergone a renaissance under 

the competent management provided by 

the Isaac Newton team, led by Peter 

Kisirinya. However, Deo has returned and 

is attempting to take over again and the 

school is currently closed while a lawyer 

employed by IHEU attempts to sort out the 

legalities. We are hoping the problem will 

be solved quickly so that students at Mbute 

will be able to resume their education as 

soon as possible.

In the meantime, developments at the other 

but also a sacred duty.

In the Charlie Hebdo attack, the 

Kouachi brothers killed twelve 

people and injured several others in 

the name of Allah and their prophet.  

The cases of the Kouachi brothers, 

Nafis, and Atta are not isolated 

manifestations of the religion virus.  

Rev. Michael Bray, the American 

minister who was convicted of a 

series of abortion clinic attacks in the 

eighties, used biblical verses to 

defend his acts of terrorism.  In 1992, 

Hindu fanatics destroyed Babri 

Masjid, one of the largest and oldest 

mosques in Uttar Pradesh of India, 

based on a religious myth called 

“Ram Janmabhoomi.”

The incident ignited riots in India 

and neighboring countries. As I am 

writing this article, ISIS — one of the 

most infamous extremist groups — 

continues torturing minorities and 

beheading people in the name of 

Allah. Boko Haram, a terrorist 

organization in Nigeria, is not only 

forcing women and girls into 

prostitution but also massacring 

thousands of people mercilessly in 

the name of God.  These are only a 

few examples of the viruses of faiths, 

and they’re happening all around us. 

I don’t claim to have come up with 

any new or novel concept in 

Biswasher Virus.  Those who are 

familiar with Richard Dawkins’s 

revolutionary idea of the meme 

(introduced in his 1976 magnum 

opus The Sel f ish Gene)  are  

acquainted with the viral metaphor 

for religious ideas.  Based on this 

idea, numerous authors have 

suggested the religion memeplex can 

behave like a “biological virus” 

acting in a living organism.

Computer scientist Craig James 

(author of The Religion Virus) and 

psychologist Darrel W. Ray (author 

of The God Virus) independently 

proposed that the “religion meme” 

can be viewed as a virus.

Philosopher Daniel C. Dennett 

(author of Breaking the Spell) 

suggested that religions display 

behavioural control over people 

in much the same way that 

parasites invade organisms. For 

example, the rabies virus infects 

very specific neurons in the 

brain of a mammalian host, later 

inducing the host to bite or 

otherwise attack others. The 

lancet fluke (Dicrocoelium 

dendriticum), a parasite, infects 

the brains of ants by taking 

control and driving them to 

climb to the top of blades of 

grass, where they can be eaten 

by cows.  Another parasitic 

hairworm, scientifically known 

as Spinochordodes tellinii, 

infects grasshoppers’ brains in a 

way that makes grasshoppers 

more likely to jump into water 

and commit suicide, allowing 

the worm to mate.  Don’t we see 

similar occurrences in our 

human society? Take the 

horrifying videos of hostage 

beheadings by ISIS as an 

example.

Regardless, President Barack 

Obama has made it abundantly 

clear that the United States is not 

at war with Islam. On laying out 

a strategy for dealing with ISIS 

(or, alternatively, ISIL), Obama 

declared: “Now, let’s make two 

things clear: ISIL is not Islamic. 

No religion condones the killing 

of innocents, and the vast 

majority of ISIL’s victims have 

been Muslim. . . . ISIL is a 

terrorist organization, pure and 

simple.”

Obama continued, “ISIL speaks 

for no religion.  Their victims 

are overwhelmingly Muslim, 

and no faith teaches people to 

massacre innocents.  No just 

God would stand for what they 

did yesterday, and for what they 

do every single day.” Whatever 

the motivation behind President 

Obama’s statements — whether 

Dr. Avijit Roy, a Bangladeshi-American atheist and writer, was brutally hacked to 

death while he was returning from a book fair in Dhaka last week.  His wife Rafida  

(pictured above) was badly injured in the attack.  In one of his last articles, Dr Roy 

wrote in detail about a man who has been arrested as a suspect in his killing, Islamic 

extremist Farabi Shafiur Rahman.  In the article, published in the upcoming issue of 

the secular humanist magazine Free Inquiry, Roy describes the many threats made 

against him by Rahman, who has been linked to the radical Islamist party Jamaat-e-

Islami, and the Hizbut Tahrir terrorist group. Here is the article in full.

"Religion, a medieval form of unreason, when combined with modern 

weaponry becomes a real threat to 

our freedoms". — Salman Rushdie

On January 7, 2015, the world 

wi tnessed  a  t rag ic  a t roc i ty  

committed by soldiers of the so-

called religion of peace when two 

masked Islamists armed with assault 

rifles entered the offices of Charlie 

Hebdo and killed twelve people.

The gunmen were heard shouting 

“Allahu Akbar” (“God is great” in 

Arabic) and “We have avenged the 

Prophet Muhammad.” A mere three 

weeks before, on December 16, 2014, 

nine gunmen affiliated with the 

Pakistani Taliban conducted a 

terrorist attack in Peshawar, 

Pakistan.  They entered a school, 

opened fire, and killed 145 people, 

132 of whom were schoolchildren. 

To me, such religious extremism is 

like a highly contagious virus.  My 

own recent experiences in this 

regard verify the horrific reality that 

such religious extremism is a “virus 

of faith.” 

It all started with a book. A national 

book fair (popularly known as the 

Ekushey Book Fair) is held every 

February in Bangladesh.  Newly 

published books are displayed in 

more than five hundred stalls.  

Literally thousands of people come 

to the fair every day and enjoy 

buying new books.

Publishers start preparing for this 

event quite early as they try to get 

their books ready for the frenzy of 

the fair.  One of my recent 

publishers, Jagriti Prakashani, timed 

the publication of my book 

'Biswasher Virus' (Bengali for The 

Virus of Faith) to coincide with the 

book fair of 2014. As soon as the book 

was released, it rose to the top of the 

fair’s best-seller list.  At the same 

time, it hit the cranial nerve of 

Islamic fundamentalists. The death 

threats started flowing to my e-mail 

inbox on a regular basis.  I suddenly 

found myself a target of militant 

Islamists and terrorists.  A well-

known extremist by the name of 

Farabi Shafiur Rahman openly 

issued death threats to me through 

his numerous Facebook statuses.  In 

one widely circulated status, 

Rahman wrote, “Avijit Roy lives in 

America and so, it is not possible to 

kill him right now.  But he will be 

murdered when he comes back.”

Let’s put Rahman aside for a moment 

as I provide readers with a bit of 

background about the book. I knew 

there was a growing demand for 

'Biswasher Virus' long before it 

appeared in the market. It started 

when I wrote a few blogs on this 

particular topic on MuktoMona (a 

website of free thinkers of mainly 

Bengali descent).

Due to faith-based politics, a lot had 

happened in Bangladesh in the year 

before, some of which I attempted to 

cover in my writings.  When several 

bloggers were put behind bars for 

being openly atheist, I published 

articles including one in Free Inquiry 

(“Free thought Under Attack in 

Bangladesh,” October/November 

2013).

I also covered other incidents 

s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  S h a h b a g  

Movement, such as an incident in 

which atheist bloggers including 

Ahmed Rajib Haider and Asif 

Mohiuddin were brutally attacked 

by fundamentalists.  Mohiuddin was 

seriously wounded but luckily 

survived a murder attempt in Dhaka 

on January 14, 2014; on the other 

hand, Haider was found hacked to 

death there a month later.

I found a commonality in these 

writings: the virus of faith was the 

weapon that made these atrocities 

possible.  Another interesting case 

c o n c e r n s  Q u a z i  M o h a m m a d  

Rezwanul Ahsan Nafis, a Bengali 

student who came to the United 

States on a student visa in order to 

wage Islamic jihad.

Nafis was arrested in 2012 by the U.S. 

Federal Bureau of Investigation in a 

sting operation after attempting to 

set off a fake car bomb outside the 

Federal  Reserve bui lding in 

Manhattan. He was eventually 

sentenced to thirty years in prison 

after pleading guilty to terrorism.

In my book, I tried to analyze how an 

afterlife-obsessed, terrorist brain 

such as Nafis’s could put our 

civilization in immense danger.  

Nafis’s deep faith in a holy text and 

his belief in afterlife rewards led him 

to pursue his jihadi mission against 

the “infidels”; this can easily be 

compared to the action of a virus.  

Faith-based terrorisms are nothing 

but viruses — if allowed to spread, 

they will wreak havoc on society in 

epidemic proportions.

On September 11, 2001, Americans 

experienced a horrific atrocity in 

their own land that killed almost 

three thousand people and caused at 

least $10 billion in property and 

infrastructure damage. It was, of 

course, the virus of religion that had 

persuaded Mohamed Atta and 

eighteen others that perpetrating this 

bloodbath was not just a moral act 
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W H AT ’ S O N 

S e c u l a r H a l l
at the 

Leicester Secularist 

Sunday 15th March, 6.30pm 
Joe Orton - the writer and his work. Dr Emma Parker of Leicester 
University talks about the life and work of this extraordinary Leicester 
playwright.

"The Secular Hall shopfront uplift 

scheme is now with the planning 

department for listed building 

consent. We expect to get approval 

within the next few weeks so that 

work can start in late April.

In the wake of the Islamist attacks on 

free speech targets in Paris and 

Copenhagen the Board has approved 

a proposal that CCTV cameras be 

included in the scheme to watch the 

front of the building. 

As a noted centre for free speech (we 

have published Hebdo cartoons and 

publicly supported the solidarity 

demonstration in Leicester) and as 

host to secular Muslim speakers, we 

believe there is a small but not 

insignificant risk that local Islamist 

extremists may want to do damage to 

the building. The cameras will be 

helpful in gathering evidence against 

any perpetrators.

There has not been any specific threat 

b u t  w e  h a v e  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  

responsibility for a unique building 

and a duty of care to Hall users so 

hope that both planners and 

members will acknowledge the 

wisdom of the move.

Harry Perry

CCTV FOR
THE HALL

Sunday 22nd 
March, 6.30pm 
‘Zacks and Abdullah’ - 
jazz from South Africa. 

Ned Newitt’s 11-piece 
band, the Afro City, 
celebrate the work of 
Izaac 'Zacks' Nkosi and 
Abdullah Ibrahim 
during the Apartheid 
period. Free entry 
(collection). Bar.

Sunday 29th 
March, 6.30pm 
The General Election 
debate. With Unlock 
Democracy. Candidates 
of the six main strands 
in British politics give 
brief statements and 
answer your questions 
for the coming General 
Election. 

Sunday 5th April
Headstrong meeting 

Caroline Moles and Michael Gerrard. 

SPRING WALK - details in due course

Post election Headstrong meeting

, 6.30pm

Sunday 12th April
11.00am Sunday Assembly

6.30pm Colombia - Two faces of a country, tourist paradise or police 
state? 

Sunday 19th April

Sunday 26th April, 6.30pm

Sunday 10th May, 6.30pm

Catching the Living, Naming the Dead. Prof Mark Jobling on  DNA in 
forensic science.

Parents’ perspective: The Collective Worship dilemma
A parent speaks out about the damaging impact of excluding her 

young child from mandatory collective worship in school. (from 

the National Secular Society)

My four year old son has just started primary school. 

Starting school was a very exciting time for our family, we 

were looking forward to becoming part of the school 

community, so we were taken aback when we learned 

about the school's practices regarding collective worship, 

including daily recital of prayers.

The school, which is not a faith school, has not been explicit 

about its religious practices to parents. By chance, we 

spotted a prayer on the wall in reception, and were told by 

the school secretary (ahead of us accepting a place at the 

school) that such things like reciting prayers do not happen 

in this school. On another occasion a child giving us a tour 

pointed to a prayer on a birthday cake, which the children 

recite to celebrate birthdays. At the new parent induction, 

the Head did not discuss praying. There was a sheet buried 

in the school starter pack about collective worship, but it 

was not explicit about making children pray regularly 

during the school day.

Praying directly conflicts with our beliefs, and with our 

desire for our son to make up his own mind about the 

existence of gods when he is old enough to reflect on these 

questions for himself.

Concerned at our lack of choice in this matter, we had a 

meeting with the Head in which she explained that all 

children had to pray and sing songs worshipping god in 

order to meet the Standing Advisory Council for Religious 

Education (SACRE) guidelines. She also said she does the 

minimum required to meet the guidance; as far as she 

reasonably can. I did some research and passed this on to 

her, including an offer from the National Secular Society to 

help the school reform their collective worship, with a view 

to being inclusive of people of no-faith (or of different 

religions).

This time the Head replied saying prayer and Christian 

worship in hymns was part of the ethos of the school. They 

made one concession; revising the wording of the daily 

prayer for our child's class in Year R to a reflective 

statement rather than a Christian prayer. The statement is 

inclusive and we are happy with it. She also made it clear 

that from next year this concession would be withdrawn.

We went to the board of governors and were turned down 

again. They said we had the right to exclude our child from 

collective worship; as though this was a reasonable choice. 

As a parent, this is not an easy route to take.

Last month the school had harvest festival; our son took 

food. We asked the school to not include the one song 

worshipping 'god, the father', but they wouldn't change 

their mind. So we decided to use the withdrawal they had 

offered us.

Our son was taken out of assembly and was left sobbing 

outside the school hall listening to the other children 

singing and begging to go back in. Two teachers were 

physically stopping him going back. He is not a 

particularly confident or assertive child so he must have 

been really upset and confused by it all. Luckily my 

husband was at the assembly and was able to calm him 

down and let him go back in. That evening he quietly told 

me that he's had a "sad" day because he'd wanted to join in 

the singing.

How can this be offered as a reasonable solution for a 4 ½ 

year old child who doesn't understand what is going on? It 

is cruel; in his eyes he's being punished. He is the only 

child excluded. We can't, and won't, do that to him again. 

But as parents, where does this leave us? We don't want 

him to pray in school, which should be a place of 

education, not a place of worship. How can a child tell the 

difference between fact (science, maths) and matters of 

opinion (religion) when both are delivered by the teachers 

they look up to?

As for the birthday celebrations, linking birthdays with 

prayers to god (which only some families believe in) 

during 'birthday assemblies' is not at all fair in my eyes. 

Considering we found out about these prayers by 

accident, many parents must be unaware that this even 

happens… or perhaps they just choose not to think about 

it.

I understand some schools do have more inclusive forms 

of collective worship, and our local authority, Herts, states 

that collective worship should be relevant to both those of 

faith and no-faith, it also says children should not be made 

to recite prayers. However when we spoke to them they 

said prefacing the prayer with 'for those of you that wish to 

you can join in the prayer' makes it inclusive.

I have argued that bringing prayer and religious worship 

into school is neither good for the cohesion of the school 

nor embracing of the community. Considering this is a 

publicly funded community school, we are left with no 

alternatives for our son's education.

The Parent Governors Association recently issued a policy 

statement calling for an end to Collective Worship. The 

governors of our school say it is not binding and that the 

Head is within her rights to decide as she wishes.

I was brought up a Muslim but left the faith 15 years ago. 

This makes it even more challenging to turn a blind eye to 

the school enforcing religion onto my son.

Where should families like ours go for an education where 

we are respected and welcomed on an equal footing as 

people of faith?

‘Those that publish images of the Prophet Mohammed deserve to be attacked’

THE INTOLERANT MINORITY

Recent visit to the Uganda schools

Last month I returned from a two week visit 

to Uganda.

During my stay there I spent a lot of time 

with Peter Kisirinya, Director of Isaac 

Newton High School, and with Moses 

Kamya, Director of Mustard Seed School. I 

was able to spend a few days in each school 

and talk to staff about the progress of the 

schools and needs for the future. Attached 

are detailed reports on each school:

Isaac Newton High School Visit Report 

February 2015

Mustard Seed Secondary School Visit 

Report February 2015

My visit coincided with the start of the new 

school year and, only a few days before, the 

Primary Leaving Certificate results had 

been published. So the schools were 

actively recruiting the new first-year intake. 

It was clear that the scholarships provided 

by UHST supporters were helping them to 

attract some of the brightest primary school 

leavers. Competition for scholarships was 

attracting students with their families to see 

the schools and to demonstrate their 

enthusiasm to become students there.

In view of the large distances that students 

have to travel in these rural areas, the 

existence of good boarding facilities is 

important to families. They like to know 

their children will be coming to a caring and 

a safe environment where they will have 

good study facilities and a range of 

activities to give them worthwhile things to 

do when they are not in lessons. On Sunday, 

in particular, the schools offer a range of 

sports, board games, including chess, 

music, films and opportunities for religious 

observance for the few who want this. 

Families were impressed that both schools 

h a d  v e r y  h i g h  q u a l i t y  h o s t e l  

accommodation and washing and sanitary 

arrangements for boys and girls. The new 

boys hostels were at the final painting stage 

so both schools were expecting a further 

boost in student numbers in 2015. Both 

schools were planning to split the Senior 1 

class to create two parallel streams.

Both school sites were being spruced up for 

the start of term. The grass was cut, the 

grounds were being tidied, classrooms and 

hostels washed out and all furniture was 

being dusted down and cleaned. There was 

a general sense of purposefulness about 

both schools which are turning into self-

confident institutions as they move towards 

becoming self-sustaining.

The one shadow over the visit was the 

discovery that the former Fair View School 

at Mbute, which had been transferred to the 

ownership of Isaac Newton High School 

two years ago, is facing a challenge from the 

previous Director, Deo Ssekitooleko. The 

school, which had been founded as a joint 

venture between IHEU and UHASSO (the 

Uganda Humanist Association), had closed 

after failing two inspections while under 

Deo’s management. Deo found a job in 

Rwanda and for the past two years the 

school has undergone a renaissance under 

the competent management provided by 

the Isaac Newton team, led by Peter 

Kisirinya. However, Deo has returned and 

is attempting to take over again and the 

school is currently closed while a lawyer 

employed by IHEU attempts to sort out the 

legalities. We are hoping the problem will 

be solved quickly so that students at Mbute 

will be able to resume their education as 

soon as possible.

In the meantime, developments at the other 

but also a sacred duty.

In the Charlie Hebdo attack, the 

Kouachi brothers killed twelve 

people and injured several others in 

the name of Allah and their prophet.  

The cases of the Kouachi brothers, 

Nafis, and Atta are not isolated 

manifestations of the religion virus.  

Rev. Michael Bray, the American 

minister who was convicted of a 

series of abortion clinic attacks in the 

eighties, used biblical verses to 

defend his acts of terrorism.  In 1992, 

Hindu fanatics destroyed Babri 

Masjid, one of the largest and oldest 

mosques in Uttar Pradesh of India, 

based on a religious myth called 

“Ram Janmabhoomi.”

The incident ignited riots in India 

and neighboring countries. As I am 

writing this article, ISIS — one of the 

most infamous extremist groups — 

continues torturing minorities and 

beheading people in the name of 

Allah. Boko Haram, a terrorist 

organization in Nigeria, is not only 

forcing women and girls into 

prostitution but also massacring 

thousands of people mercilessly in 

the name of God.  These are only a 

few examples of the viruses of faiths, 

and they’re happening all around us. 

I don’t claim to have come up with 

any new or novel concept in 

Biswasher Virus.  Those who are 

familiar with Richard Dawkins’s 

revolutionary idea of the meme 

(introduced in his 1976 magnum 

opus The Sel f ish Gene)  are  

acquainted with the viral metaphor 

for religious ideas.  Based on this 

idea, numerous authors have 

suggested the religion memeplex can 

behave like a “biological virus” 

acting in a living organism.

Computer scientist Craig James 

(author of The Religion Virus) and 

psychologist Darrel W. Ray (author 

of The God Virus) independently 

proposed that the “religion meme” 

can be viewed as a virus.

Philosopher Daniel C. Dennett 

(author of Breaking the Spell) 

suggested that religions display 

behavioural control over people 

in much the same way that 

parasites invade organisms. For 

example, the rabies virus infects 

very specific neurons in the 

brain of a mammalian host, later 

inducing the host to bite or 

otherwise attack others. The 

lancet fluke (Dicrocoelium 

dendriticum), a parasite, infects 

the brains of ants by taking 

control and driving them to 

climb to the top of blades of 

grass, where they can be eaten 

by cows.  Another parasitic 

hairworm, scientifically known 

as Spinochordodes tellinii, 

infects grasshoppers’ brains in a 

way that makes grasshoppers 

more likely to jump into water 

and commit suicide, allowing 

the worm to mate.  Don’t we see 

similar occurrences in our 

human society? Take the 

horrifying videos of hostage 

beheadings by ISIS as an 

example.

Regardless, President Barack 

Obama has made it abundantly 

clear that the United States is not 

at war with Islam. On laying out 

a strategy for dealing with ISIS 

(or, alternatively, ISIL), Obama 

declared: “Now, let’s make two 

things clear: ISIL is not Islamic. 

No religion condones the killing 

of innocents, and the vast 

majority of ISIL’s victims have 

been Muslim. . . . ISIL is a 

terrorist organization, pure and 

simple.”

Obama continued, “ISIL speaks 

for no religion.  Their victims 

are overwhelmingly Muslim, 

and no faith teaches people to 

massacre innocents.  No just 

God would stand for what they 

did yesterday, and for what they 

do every single day.” Whatever 

the motivation behind President 

Obama’s statements — whether 

Dr. Avijit Roy, a Bangladeshi-American atheist and writer, was brutally hacked to 

death while he was returning from a book fair in Dhaka last week.  His wife Rafida  

(pictured above) was badly injured in the attack.  In one of his last articles, Dr Roy 

wrote in detail about a man who has been arrested as a suspect in his killing, Islamic 

extremist Farabi Shafiur Rahman.  In the article, published in the upcoming issue of 

the secular humanist magazine Free Inquiry, Roy describes the many threats made 

against him by Rahman, who has been linked to the radical Islamist party Jamaat-e-

Islami, and the Hizbut Tahrir terrorist group. Here is the article in full.

"Religion, a medieval form of unreason, when combined with modern 

weaponry becomes a real threat to 

our freedoms". — Salman Rushdie

On January 7, 2015, the world 

wi tnessed  a  t rag ic  a t roc i ty  

committed by soldiers of the so-

called religion of peace when two 

masked Islamists armed with assault 

rifles entered the offices of Charlie 

Hebdo and killed twelve people.

The gunmen were heard shouting 

“Allahu Akbar” (“God is great” in 

Arabic) and “We have avenged the 

Prophet Muhammad.” A mere three 

weeks before, on December 16, 2014, 

nine gunmen affiliated with the 

Pakistani Taliban conducted a 

terrorist attack in Peshawar, 

Pakistan.  They entered a school, 

opened fire, and killed 145 people, 

132 of whom were schoolchildren. 

To me, such religious extremism is 

like a highly contagious virus.  My 

own recent experiences in this 

regard verify the horrific reality that 

such religious extremism is a “virus 

of faith.” 

It all started with a book. A national 

book fair (popularly known as the 

Ekushey Book Fair) is held every 

February in Bangladesh.  Newly 

published books are displayed in 

more than five hundred stalls.  

Literally thousands of people come 

to the fair every day and enjoy 

buying new books.

Publishers start preparing for this 

event quite early as they try to get 

their books ready for the frenzy of 

the fair.  One of my recent 

publishers, Jagriti Prakashani, timed 

the publication of my book 

'Biswasher Virus' (Bengali for The 

Virus of Faith) to coincide with the 

book fair of 2014. As soon as the book 

was released, it rose to the top of the 

fair’s best-seller list.  At the same 

time, it hit the cranial nerve of 

Islamic fundamentalists. The death 

threats started flowing to my e-mail 

inbox on a regular basis.  I suddenly 

found myself a target of militant 

Islamists and terrorists.  A well-

known extremist by the name of 

Farabi Shafiur Rahman openly 

issued death threats to me through 

his numerous Facebook statuses.  In 

one widely circulated status, 

Rahman wrote, “Avijit Roy lives in 

America and so, it is not possible to 

kill him right now.  But he will be 

murdered when he comes back.”

Let’s put Rahman aside for a moment 

as I provide readers with a bit of 

background about the book. I knew 

there was a growing demand for 

'Biswasher Virus' long before it 

appeared in the market. It started 

when I wrote a few blogs on this 

particular topic on MuktoMona (a 

website of free thinkers of mainly 

Bengali descent).

Due to faith-based politics, a lot had 

happened in Bangladesh in the year 

before, some of which I attempted to 

cover in my writings.  When several 

bloggers were put behind bars for 

being openly atheist, I published 

articles including one in Free Inquiry 

(“Free thought Under Attack in 

Bangladesh,” October/November 

2013).

I also covered other incidents 

s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  S h a h b a g  

Movement, such as an incident in 

which atheist bloggers including 

Ahmed Rajib Haider and Asif 

Mohiuddin were brutally attacked 

by fundamentalists.  Mohiuddin was 

seriously wounded but luckily 

survived a murder attempt in Dhaka 

on January 14, 2014; on the other 

hand, Haider was found hacked to 

death there a month later.

I found a commonality in these 

writings: the virus of faith was the 

weapon that made these atrocities 

possible.  Another interesting case 

c o n c e r n s  Q u a z i  M o h a m m a d  

Rezwanul Ahsan Nafis, a Bengali 

student who came to the United 

States on a student visa in order to 

wage Islamic jihad.

Nafis was arrested in 2012 by the U.S. 

Federal Bureau of Investigation in a 

sting operation after attempting to 

set off a fake car bomb outside the 

Federal  Reserve bui lding in 

Manhattan. He was eventually 

sentenced to thirty years in prison 

after pleading guilty to terrorism.

In my book, I tried to analyze how an 

afterlife-obsessed, terrorist brain 

such as Nafis’s could put our 

civilization in immense danger.  

Nafis’s deep faith in a holy text and 

his belief in afterlife rewards led him 

to pursue his jihadi mission against 

the “infidels”; this can easily be 

compared to the action of a virus.  

Faith-based terrorisms are nothing 

but viruses — if allowed to spread, 

they will wreak havoc on society in 

epidemic proportions.

On September 11, 2001, Americans 

experienced a horrific atrocity in 

their own land that killed almost 

three thousand people and caused at 

least $10 billion in property and 

infrastructure damage. It was, of 

course, the virus of religion that had 

persuaded Mohamed Atta and 

eighteen others that perpetrating this 

bloodbath was not just a moral act 
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When the 
Facts Don’t Fit 
the Story
The BBC hoped that its poll of 

Muslim opinion would present  a 

positive image of British Islam. It 

wanted to show that British 

Muslims were not a mass of 

infidel haters. It wanted to show 

that Muslims were not the enemy 

within, but were patriotic and 

comfortable with their British 

identity. The BBC hoped the poll 

would demonstrate that British 

Muslims are just like everyone 

else in the country. 

Unfortunately, BBC's poll slightly 

backfired. It showed a worrying 

ambivalence to violence amongst 

a sizeable minority of those 

polled. The response of the BBC 

(and the press association) was to 

ignore the findings which did not 

suit their well intentioned 

message. 

The Radio Four news report on 

the survey first mentioned the 

fact that two-thirds of British 

Muslims oppose violence against 

those who publish offensive 

images without any immediately 

accompanying reference to the 24 

per cent who did not oppose 

violence. 

Pretending a problem does not 

exist is not a good way to solve it. 

The idea that nearly three-

quarters of a million people may 

theoretically be in favour of 

violent action against supposed 

blasphemers is news. It is news 

that should have been reported. 

It is also a very big problem for 

anyone who believes in free 

speech and tolerance. 

1881 IRONWORK TO GO BACK
Many years ago, the beautiful wrought ironwork on the front of the Secular 

Hall was removed. Probably to make the basement less draughty, the 

ironwork was replaced by some unattractive air bricks set in blocks. Louie 

Croxtall, who was manager of the hall, saved the three pieces of ironwork 

home from being thrown away and has looked after them for a long time. 

Mrs Croxtall, now 100 years old, eturned the ironwork to the Hall. has r The 

railings are to be cleaned up and put back in their original position as part of 

the refurbishment of the shop fronts, funded by the City Council.

A photo from the 1880's, showing the decorative ironwork beneath the windows 

of the Harriet Law room. The ironwork was probably designed by the architect of 

the SecularHall Larner Sugden. 

Original decorative features saved by Hall’s former manager

One of the three pieces of ironwork saved by Louie Croxtall

Parents’ perspective: The Collective Worship dilemma
A parent speaks out about the damaging impact of excluding her 

young child from mandatory collective worship in school. (from 

the National Secular Society)

My four year old son has just started primary school. 

Starting school was a very exciting time for our family, we 

were looking forward to becoming part of the school 

community, so we were taken aback when we learned 

about the school's practices regarding collective worship, 

including daily recital of prayers.

The school, which is not a faith school, has not been explicit 

about its religious practices to parents. By chance, we 

spotted a prayer on the wall in reception, and were told by 

the school secretary (ahead of us accepting a place at the 

school) that such things like reciting prayers do not happen 

in this school. On another occasion a child giving us a tour 

pointed to a prayer on a birthday cake, which the children 

recite to celebrate birthdays. At the new parent induction, 

the Head did not discuss praying. There was a sheet buried 

in the school starter pack about collective worship, but it 

was not explicit about making children pray regularly 

during the school day.

Praying directly conflicts with our beliefs, and with our 

desire for our son to make up his own mind about the 

existence of gods when he is old enough to reflect on these 

questions for himself.

Concerned at our lack of choice in this matter, we had a 

meeting with the Head in which she explained that all 

children had to pray and sing songs worshipping god in 

order to meet the Standing Advisory Council for Religious 

Education (SACRE) guidelines. She also said she does the 

minimum required to meet the guidance; as far as she 

reasonably can. I did some research and passed this on to 

her, including an offer from the National Secular Society to 

help the school reform their collective worship, with a view 

to being inclusive of people of no-faith (or of different 

religions).

This time the Head replied saying prayer and Christian 

worship in hymns was part of the ethos of the school. They 

made one concession; revising the wording of the daily 

prayer for our child's class in Year R to a reflective 

statement rather than a Christian prayer. The statement is 

inclusive and we are happy with it. She also made it clear 

that from next year this concession would be withdrawn.

We went to the board of governors and were turned down 

again. They said we had the right to exclude our child from 

collective worship; as though this was a reasonable choice. 

As a parent, this is not an easy route to take.

Last month the school had harvest festival; our son took 

food. We asked the school to not include the one song 

worshipping 'god, the father', but they wouldn't change 

their mind. So we decided to use the withdrawal they had 

offered us.

Our son was taken out of assembly and was left sobbing 

outside the school hall listening to the other children 

singing and begging to go back in. Two teachers were 

physically stopping him going back. He is not a 

particularly confident or assertive child so he must have 

been really upset and confused by it all. Luckily my 

husband was at the assembly and was able to calm him 

down and let him go back in. That evening he quietly told 

me that he's had a "sad" day because he'd wanted to join in 

the singing.

How can this be offered as a reasonable solution for a 4 ½ 

year old child who doesn't understand what is going on? It 

is cruel; in his eyes he's being punished. He is the only 

child excluded. We can't, and won't, do that to him again. 

But as parents, where does this leave us? We don't want 

him to pray in school, which should be a place of 

education, not a place of worship. How can a child tell the 

difference between fact (science, maths) and matters of 

opinion (religion) when both are delivered by the teachers 

they look up to?

As for the birthday celebrations, linking birthdays with 

prayers to god (which only some families believe in) 

during 'birthday assemblies' is not at all fair in my eyes. 

Considering we found out about these prayers by 

accident, many parents must be unaware that this even 

happens… or perhaps they just choose not to think about 

it.

I understand some schools do have more inclusive forms 

of collective worship, and our local authority, Herts, states 

that collective worship should be relevant to both those of 

faith and no-faith, it also says children should not be made 

to recite prayers. However when we spoke to them they 

said prefacing the prayer with 'for those of you that wish to 

you can join in the prayer' makes it inclusive.

I have argued that bringing prayer and religious worship 

into school is neither good for the cohesion of the school 

nor embracing of the community. Considering this is a 

publicly funded community school, we are left with no 

alternatives for our son's education.

The Parent Governors Association recently issued a policy 

statement calling for an end to Collective Worship. The 

governors of our school say it is not binding and that the 

Head is within her rights to decide as she wishes.

I was brought up a Muslim but left the faith 15 years ago. 

This makes it even more challenging to turn a blind eye to 

the school enforcing religion onto my son.

Where should families like ours go for an education where 

we are respected and welcomed on an equal footing as 

people of faith?

‘Those that publish images of the Prophet Mohammed deserve to be attacked’

THE INTOLERANT MINORITY

Recent visit to the Uganda schools

Last month I returned from a two week visit 

to Uganda.

During my stay there I spent a lot of time 

with Peter Kisirinya, Director of Isaac 

Newton High School, and with Moses 

Kamya, Director of Mustard Seed School. I 

was able to spend a few days in each school 

and talk to staff about the progress of the 

schools and needs for the future. Attached 

are detailed reports on each school:

Isaac Newton High School Visit Report 

February 2015

Mustard Seed Secondary School Visit 

Report February 2015

My visit coincided with the start of the new 

school year and, only a few days before, the 

Primary Leaving Certificate results had 

been published. So the schools were 

actively recruiting the new first-year intake. 

It was clear that the scholarships provided 

by UHST supporters were helping them to 

attract some of the brightest primary school 

leavers. Competition for scholarships was 

attracting students with their families to see 

the schools and to demonstrate their 

enthusiasm to become students there.

In view of the large distances that students 

have to travel in these rural areas, the 

existence of good boarding facilities is 

important to families. They like to know 

their children will be coming to a caring and 

a safe environment where they will have 

good study facilities and a range of 

activities to give them worthwhile things to 

do when they are not in lessons. On Sunday, 

in particular, the schools offer a range of 

sports, board games, including chess, 

music, films and opportunities for religious 

observance for the few who want this. 

Families were impressed that both schools 

h a d  v e r y  h i g h  q u a l i t y  h o s t e l  

accommodation and washing and sanitary 

arrangements for boys and girls. The new 

boys hostels were at the final painting stage 

so both schools were expecting a further 

boost in student numbers in 2015. Both 

schools were planning to split the Senior 1 

class to create two parallel streams.

Both school sites were being spruced up for 

the start of term. The grass was cut, the 

grounds were being tidied, classrooms and 

hostels washed out and all furniture was 

being dusted down and cleaned. There was 

a general sense of purposefulness about 

both schools which are turning into self-

confident institutions as they move towards 

becoming self-sustaining.

The one shadow over the visit was the 

discovery that the former Fair View School 

at Mbute, which had been transferred to the 

ownership of Isaac Newton High School 

two years ago, is facing a challenge from the 

previous Director, Deo Ssekitooleko. The 

school, which had been founded as a joint 

venture between IHEU and UHASSO (the 

Uganda Humanist Association), had closed 

after failing two inspections while under 

Deo’s management. Deo found a job in 

Rwanda and for the past two years the 

school has undergone a renaissance under 

the competent management provided by 

the Isaac Newton team, led by Peter 

Kisirinya. However, Deo has returned and 

is attempting to take over again and the 

school is currently closed while a lawyer 

employed by IHEU attempts to sort out the 

legalities. We are hoping the problem will 

be solved quickly so that students at Mbute 

will be able to resume their education as 

soon as possible.

In the meantime, developments at the other 

but also a sacred duty.

In the Charlie Hebdo attack, the 

Kouachi brothers killed twelve 

people and injured several others in 

the name of Allah and their prophet.  

The cases of the Kouachi brothers, 

Nafis, and Atta are not isolated 

manifestations of the religion virus.  

Rev. Michael Bray, the American 

minister who was convicted of a 

series of abortion clinic attacks in the 

eighties, used biblical verses to 

defend his acts of terrorism.  In 1992, 

Hindu fanatics destroyed Babri 

Masjid, one of the largest and oldest 

mosques in Uttar Pradesh of India, 

based on a religious myth called 

“Ram Janmabhoomi.”

The incident ignited riots in India 

and neighboring countries. As I am 

writing this article, ISIS — one of the 

most infamous extremist groups — 

continues torturing minorities and 

beheading people in the name of 

Allah. Boko Haram, a terrorist 

organization in Nigeria, is not only 

forcing women and girls into 

prostitution but also massacring 

thousands of people mercilessly in 

the name of God.  These are only a 

few examples of the viruses of faiths, 

and they’re happening all around us. 

I don’t claim to have come up with 

any new or novel concept in 

Biswasher Virus.  Those who are 

familiar with Richard Dawkins’s 

revolutionary idea of the meme 

(introduced in his 1976 magnum 

opus The Sel f ish Gene)  are  

acquainted with the viral metaphor 

for religious ideas.  Based on this 

idea, numerous authors have 

suggested the religion memeplex can 

behave like a “biological virus” 

acting in a living organism.

Computer scientist Craig James 

(author of The Religion Virus) and 

psychologist Darrel W. Ray (author 

of The God Virus) independently 

proposed that the “religion meme” 

can be viewed as a virus.

Philosopher Daniel C. Dennett 

(author of Breaking the Spell) 

suggested that religions display 

behavioural control over people 

in much the same way that 

parasites invade organisms. For 

example, the rabies virus infects 

very specific neurons in the 

brain of a mammalian host, later 

inducing the host to bite or 

otherwise attack others. The 

lancet fluke (Dicrocoelium 

dendriticum), a parasite, infects 

the brains of ants by taking 

control and driving them to 

climb to the top of blades of 

grass, where they can be eaten 

by cows.  Another parasitic 

hairworm, scientifically known 

as Spinochordodes tellinii, 

infects grasshoppers’ brains in a 

way that makes grasshoppers 

more likely to jump into water 

and commit suicide, allowing 

the worm to mate.  Don’t we see 

similar occurrences in our 

human society? Take the 

horrifying videos of hostage 

beheadings by ISIS as an 

example.

Regardless, President Barack 

Obama has made it abundantly 

clear that the United States is not 

at war with Islam. On laying out 

a strategy for dealing with ISIS 

(or, alternatively, ISIL), Obama 

declared: “Now, let’s make two 

things clear: ISIL is not Islamic. 

No religion condones the killing 

of innocents, and the vast 

majority of ISIL’s victims have 

been Muslim. . . . ISIL is a 

terrorist organization, pure and 

simple.”

Obama continued, “ISIL speaks 

for no religion.  Their victims 

are overwhelmingly Muslim, 

and no faith teaches people to 

massacre innocents.  No just 

God would stand for what they 

did yesterday, and for what they 

do every single day.” Whatever 

the motivation behind President 

Obama’s statements — whether 

Dr. Avijit Roy, a Bangladeshi-American atheist and writer, was brutally hacked to 

death while he was returning from a book fair in Dhaka last week.  His wife Rafida  

(pictured above) was badly injured in the attack.  In one of his last articles, Dr Roy 

wrote in detail about a man who has been arrested as a suspect in his killing, Islamic 

extremist Farabi Shafiur Rahman.  In the article, published in the upcoming issue of 

the secular humanist magazine Free Inquiry, Roy describes the many threats made 

against him by Rahman, who has been linked to the radical Islamist party Jamaat-e-

Islami, and the Hizbut Tahrir terrorist group. Here is the article in full.

"Religion, a medieval form of unreason, when combined with modern 

weaponry becomes a real threat to 

our freedoms". — Salman Rushdie

On January 7, 2015, the world 

wi tnessed  a  t rag ic  a t roc i ty  

committed by soldiers of the so-

called religion of peace when two 

masked Islamists armed with assault 

rifles entered the offices of Charlie 

Hebdo and killed twelve people.

The gunmen were heard shouting 

“Allahu Akbar” (“God is great” in 

Arabic) and “We have avenged the 

Prophet Muhammad.” A mere three 

weeks before, on December 16, 2014, 

nine gunmen affiliated with the 

Pakistani Taliban conducted a 

terrorist attack in Peshawar, 

Pakistan.  They entered a school, 

opened fire, and killed 145 people, 

132 of whom were schoolchildren. 

To me, such religious extremism is 

like a highly contagious virus.  My 

own recent experiences in this 

regard verify the horrific reality that 

such religious extremism is a “virus 

of faith.” 

It all started with a book. A national 

book fair (popularly known as the 

Ekushey Book Fair) is held every 

February in Bangladesh.  Newly 

published books are displayed in 

more than five hundred stalls.  

Literally thousands of people come 

to the fair every day and enjoy 

buying new books.

Publishers start preparing for this 

event quite early as they try to get 

their books ready for the frenzy of 

the fair.  One of my recent 

publishers, Jagriti Prakashani, timed 

the publication of my book 

'Biswasher Virus' (Bengali for The 

Virus of Faith) to coincide with the 

book fair of 2014. As soon as the book 

was released, it rose to the top of the 

fair’s best-seller list.  At the same 

time, it hit the cranial nerve of 

Islamic fundamentalists. The death 

threats started flowing to my e-mail 

inbox on a regular basis.  I suddenly 

found myself a target of militant 

Islamists and terrorists.  A well-

known extremist by the name of 

Farabi Shafiur Rahman openly 

issued death threats to me through 

his numerous Facebook statuses.  In 

one widely circulated status, 

Rahman wrote, “Avijit Roy lives in 

America and so, it is not possible to 

kill him right now.  But he will be 

murdered when he comes back.”

Let’s put Rahman aside for a moment 

as I provide readers with a bit of 

background about the book. I knew 

there was a growing demand for 

'Biswasher Virus' long before it 

appeared in the market. It started 

when I wrote a few blogs on this 

particular topic on MuktoMona (a 

website of free thinkers of mainly 

Bengali descent).

Due to faith-based politics, a lot had 

happened in Bangladesh in the year 

before, some of which I attempted to 

cover in my writings.  When several 

bloggers were put behind bars for 

being openly atheist, I published 

articles including one in Free Inquiry 

(“Free thought Under Attack in 

Bangladesh,” October/November 

2013).

I also covered other incidents 

s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  S h a h b a g  

Movement, such as an incident in 

which atheist bloggers including 

Ahmed Rajib Haider and Asif 

Mohiuddin were brutally attacked 

by fundamentalists.  Mohiuddin was 

seriously wounded but luckily 

survived a murder attempt in Dhaka 

on January 14, 2014; on the other 

hand, Haider was found hacked to 

death there a month later.

I found a commonality in these 

writings: the virus of faith was the 

weapon that made these atrocities 

possible.  Another interesting case 

c o n c e r n s  Q u a z i  M o h a m m a d  

Rezwanul Ahsan Nafis, a Bengali 

student who came to the United 

States on a student visa in order to 

wage Islamic jihad.

Nafis was arrested in 2012 by the U.S. 

Federal Bureau of Investigation in a 

sting operation after attempting to 

set off a fake car bomb outside the 

Federal  Reserve bui lding in 

Manhattan. He was eventually 

sentenced to thirty years in prison 

after pleading guilty to terrorism.

In my book, I tried to analyze how an 

afterlife-obsessed, terrorist brain 

such as Nafis’s could put our 

civilization in immense danger.  

Nafis’s deep faith in a holy text and 

his belief in afterlife rewards led him 

to pursue his jihadi mission against 

the “infidels”; this can easily be 

compared to the action of a virus.  

Faith-based terrorisms are nothing 

but viruses — if allowed to spread, 

they will wreak havoc on society in 

epidemic proportions.

On September 11, 2001, Americans 

experienced a horrific atrocity in 

their own land that killed almost 

three thousand people and caused at 

least $10 billion in property and 

infrastructure damage. It was, of 

course, the virus of religion that had 

persuaded Mohamed Atta and 

eighteen others that perpetrating this 

bloodbath was not just a moral act 
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Je Suis Charlie Means Je Suis Secularism

lonely, trying to push back with our 

pencils straightforward bullshit and 

pseudo-intellectual subtleties that 

they were throwing at our faces and 

that of our friends who were 

strongly defending secularism: 

Islamophobes, Christianophobes, 

troublemakers, people assuming no 

responsibility, those who throw oil 

on the fire, racists, you-asked-for-it 

... yes we condemn terrorism, but. 

Yes it is not good to threaten 

cartoonists with death, but. Yes, 

setting fire to a magazine's 

headquarters is wrong, but.

We've heard it all, as have our 

friends. We've often tried to laugh it 

off, because that's what we're best at.

But now, really, we'd like to laugh at 

something else. Because it's already 

starting again.

Cabu, Charb, Honore, Tignous, 

Wolinski, Elsa Cayat, Bernard Maris, 

Moustapha Ourrad, Michel Renaud, 

Franck  Br inso laro ,  Freder i c  

Boisseau, Ahmed Merabet, Clarissa 

Jean-Philippe, Philippe Braham, 

Yohan Cohen,  Yoav Hattab,  

Francois-Michel Saada, their blood 

was not yet dry and Thierry Meyssan 

was explaining to his Facebook fans 

that this was obviously a Judeo-

western-American conspiracy.

Who were the victims?

We were already hearing, here and 

there, these delicate people put on 

airs and graces on witnessing last 

Sunday's gathering, dribbling 

endless pettiness, seeking to justify, 

openly or in whispers, terrorism and 

religious fascism, expressing 

indignation at the fact that we can 

say police = SS, among other things.

No, in this massacre, no one death is 

less unjust than another. Franck, 

who died in Charlie's premises, and 

all his [police] colleagues killed 

during this barbaric week, died to 

defend ideas which may not even 

have been their own.

Nevertheless we are going to try to be 

optimistic, even though it is out of 

season.

We will hope that as of this January 7, 

2015, strongly defending secularism 

will be second nature for everyone.

That we will finally stop posturing 

for electoral reasons or through 

cowardice, legitimizing or even 

tolerating community separatism 

and cultural relativism, which lead to 

b u t  o n e  t h i n g :  R e l i g i o u s  

totalitarianism.

Yes, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is 

a fact, yes, international geopolitics is 

a succession of manoeuvres and 

underhand blows, yes, the social 

situation of "populations of Islamic 

origin" in France, as people say, is 

deeply unjust, yes, we must fight 

unremittingly against racism and all 

types of discrimination.

Fortunately there are several 

instruments with which we can try to 

solve these serious problems but they 

are all inoperative if one of them is 

missing: Secularism. Not affirmative 

secularism, not inclusive secularism, 

not I-don't-know-what-kind-of-

secularism. Secularism full stop.

Pushing for universal rights, it alone, 

a l lows  for  equal i ty,  l iber ty,  

brotherhood and sisterhood. It alone 

al lows for  total  freedom of  

conscience which all religions, as 

soon as they move from the arena of 

the strictly intimate into the political 

arena, deny, more or less openly 

 

This is a translation of the editorial from the first Charlie Hebdo published since the Paris attacks. It is 

reproduced here in solidarity with Charlie Hebdo.

For a week now, Charlie, an atheist 

magazine, has accomplished more 

miracles than all the saints and 

prophets together. That of which we 

are the most proud is that you have 

in your hands the magazine that we 

have always produced, in the 

company of those who have always 

produced it.

What made us laugh the most, is 

that the bells of Notre Dame rang in 

our honor ... for a week now, Charlie 

has been moving far more than 

mountains across the world. For a 

week now, as Willem has shown us 

so magnificently in his drawing, 

Charlie has many new friends. 

Some anonymous, and some global 

celebrities. Some humble and some 

affluent. Some miscreants and some 

religious leaders. Some sincere and 

some akin to jesuits. Some who will 

be with us for the rest of our lives, 

and some who are just passing by.

We take them all on board today, we 

have neither the time nor the heart to 

separate them out. But that doesn't 

mean that we are fooled. We 

wholeheartedly thank those in their 

millions whether simple citizens or 

embodying institutions who are 

truly at our sides, who deeply and 

sincerely "are Charlie." They will 

know who they are. Pissing off the 

others who don't give a fuck anyway.

There is however a question which 

still gnaws away at us: Are we finally 

going to see the foul expression 

"secular fundamentalist" disappear 

from political and intellectual 

lexicon?

Are we finally going to stop devising 

learned semantic expressions 

describing equally assassins and 

their victims?

In recent years, we have felt rather 

Parents’ perspective: The Collective Worship dilemma
A parent speaks out about the damaging impact of excluding her 

young child from mandatory collective worship in school. (from 

the National Secular Society)

My four year old son has just started primary school. 

Starting school was a very exciting time for our family, we 

were looking forward to becoming part of the school 

community, so we were taken aback when we learned 

about the school's practices regarding collective worship, 

including daily recital of prayers.

The school, which is not a faith school, has not been explicit 

about its religious practices to parents. By chance, we 

spotted a prayer on the wall in reception, and were told by 

the school secretary (ahead of us accepting a place at the 

school) that such things like reciting prayers do not happen 

in this school. On another occasion a child giving us a tour 

pointed to a prayer on a birthday cake, which the children 

recite to celebrate birthdays. At the new parent induction, 

the Head did not discuss praying. There was a sheet buried 

in the school starter pack about collective worship, but it 

was not explicit about making children pray regularly 

during the school day.

Praying directly conflicts with our beliefs, and with our 

desire for our son to make up his own mind about the 

existence of gods when he is old enough to reflect on these 

questions for himself.

Concerned at our lack of choice in this matter, we had a 

meeting with the Head in which she explained that all 

children had to pray and sing songs worshipping god in 

order to meet the Standing Advisory Council for Religious 

Education (SACRE) guidelines. She also said she does the 

minimum required to meet the guidance; as far as she 

reasonably can. I did some research and passed this on to 

her, including an offer from the National Secular Society to 

help the school reform their collective worship, with a view 

to being inclusive of people of no-faith (or of different 

religions).

This time the Head replied saying prayer and Christian 

worship in hymns was part of the ethos of the school. They 

made one concession; revising the wording of the daily 

prayer for our child's class in Year R to a reflective 

statement rather than a Christian prayer. The statement is 

inclusive and we are happy with it. She also made it clear 

that from next year this concession would be withdrawn.

We went to the board of governors and were turned down 

again. They said we had the right to exclude our child from 

collective worship; as though this was a reasonable choice. 

As a parent, this is not an easy route to take.

Last month the school had harvest festival; our son took 

food. We asked the school to not include the one song 

worshipping 'god, the father', but they wouldn't change 

their mind. So we decided to use the withdrawal they had 

offered us.

Our son was taken out of assembly and was left sobbing 

outside the school hall listening to the other children 

singing and begging to go back in. Two teachers were 

physically stopping him going back. He is not a 

particularly confident or assertive child so he must have 

been really upset and confused by it all. Luckily my 

husband was at the assembly and was able to calm him 

down and let him go back in. That evening he quietly told 

me that he's had a "sad" day because he'd wanted to join in 

the singing.

How can this be offered as a reasonable solution for a 4 ½ 

year old child who doesn't understand what is going on? It 

is cruel; in his eyes he's being punished. He is the only 

child excluded. We can't, and won't, do that to him again. 

But as parents, where does this leave us? We don't want 

him to pray in school, which should be a place of 

education, not a place of worship. How can a child tell the 

difference between fact (science, maths) and matters of 

opinion (religion) when both are delivered by the teachers 

they look up to?

As for the birthday celebrations, linking birthdays with 

prayers to god (which only some families believe in) 

during 'birthday assemblies' is not at all fair in my eyes. 

Considering we found out about these prayers by 

accident, many parents must be unaware that this even 

happens… or perhaps they just choose not to think about 

it.

I understand some schools do have more inclusive forms 

of collective worship, and our local authority, Herts, states 

that collective worship should be relevant to both those of 

faith and no-faith, it also says children should not be made 

to recite prayers. However when we spoke to them they 

said prefacing the prayer with 'for those of you that wish to 

you can join in the prayer' makes it inclusive.

I have argued that bringing prayer and religious worship 

into school is neither good for the cohesion of the school 

nor embracing of the community. Considering this is a 

publicly funded community school, we are left with no 

alternatives for our son's education.

The Parent Governors Association recently issued a policy 

statement calling for an end to Collective Worship. The 

governors of our school say it is not binding and that the 

Head is within her rights to decide as she wishes.

I was brought up a Muslim but left the faith 15 years ago. 

This makes it even more challenging to turn a blind eye to 

the school enforcing religion onto my son.

Where should families like ours go for an education where 

we are respected and welcomed on an equal footing as 

people of faith?

‘Those that publish images of the Prophet Mohammed deserve to be attacked’

THE INTOLERANT MINORITY

Recent visit to the Uganda schools

Last month I returned from a two week visit 

to Uganda.

During my stay there I spent a lot of time 

with Peter Kisirinya, Director of Isaac 

Newton High School, and with Moses 

Kamya, Director of Mustard Seed School. I 

was able to spend a few days in each school 

and talk to staff about the progress of the 

schools and needs for the future. Attached 

are detailed reports on each school:

Isaac Newton High School Visit Report 

February 2015

Mustard Seed Secondary School Visit 

Report February 2015

My visit coincided with the start of the new 

school year and, only a few days before, the 

Primary Leaving Certificate results had 

been published. So the schools were 

actively recruiting the new first-year intake. 

It was clear that the scholarships provided 

by UHST supporters were helping them to 

attract some of the brightest primary school 

leavers. Competition for scholarships was 

attracting students with their families to see 

the schools and to demonstrate their 

enthusiasm to become students there.

In view of the large distances that students 

have to travel in these rural areas, the 

existence of good boarding facilities is 

important to families. They like to know 

their children will be coming to a caring and 

a safe environment where they will have 

good study facilities and a range of 

activities to give them worthwhile things to 

do when they are not in lessons. On Sunday, 

in particular, the schools offer a range of 

sports, board games, including chess, 

music, films and opportunities for religious 

observance for the few who want this. 

Families were impressed that both schools 

h a d  v e r y  h i g h  q u a l i t y  h o s t e l  

accommodation and washing and sanitary 

arrangements for boys and girls. The new 

boys hostels were at the final painting stage 

so both schools were expecting a further 

boost in student numbers in 2015. Both 

schools were planning to split the Senior 1 

class to create two parallel streams.

Both school sites were being spruced up for 

the start of term. The grass was cut, the 

grounds were being tidied, classrooms and 

hostels washed out and all furniture was 

being dusted down and cleaned. There was 

a general sense of purposefulness about 

both schools which are turning into self-

confident institutions as they move towards 

becoming self-sustaining.

The one shadow over the visit was the 

discovery that the former Fair View School 

at Mbute, which had been transferred to the 

ownership of Isaac Newton High School 

two years ago, is facing a challenge from the 

previous Director, Deo Ssekitooleko. The 

school, which had been founded as a joint 

venture between IHEU and UHASSO (the 

Uganda Humanist Association), had closed 

after failing two inspections while under 

Deo’s management. Deo found a job in 

Rwanda and for the past two years the 

school has undergone a renaissance under 

the competent management provided by 

the Isaac Newton team, led by Peter 

Kisirinya. However, Deo has returned and 

is attempting to take over again and the 

school is currently closed while a lawyer 

employed by IHEU attempts to sort out the 

legalities. We are hoping the problem will 

be solved quickly so that students at Mbute 

will be able to resume their education as 

soon as possible.

In the meantime, developments at the other 

but also a sacred duty.

In the Charlie Hebdo attack, the 

Kouachi brothers killed twelve 

people and injured several others in 

the name of Allah and their prophet.  

The cases of the Kouachi brothers, 

Nafis, and Atta are not isolated 

manifestations of the religion virus.  

Rev. Michael Bray, the American 

minister who was convicted of a 

series of abortion clinic attacks in the 

eighties, used biblical verses to 

defend his acts of terrorism.  In 1992, 

Hindu fanatics destroyed Babri 

Masjid, one of the largest and oldest 

mosques in Uttar Pradesh of India, 

based on a religious myth called 

“Ram Janmabhoomi.”

The incident ignited riots in India 

and neighboring countries. As I am 

writing this article, ISIS — one of the 

most infamous extremist groups — 

continues torturing minorities and 

beheading people in the name of 

Allah. Boko Haram, a terrorist 

organization in Nigeria, is not only 

forcing women and girls into 

prostitution but also massacring 

thousands of people mercilessly in 

the name of God.  These are only a 

few examples of the viruses of faiths, 

and they’re happening all around us. 

I don’t claim to have come up with 

any new or novel concept in 

Biswasher Virus.  Those who are 

familiar with Richard Dawkins’s 

revolutionary idea of the meme 

(introduced in his 1976 magnum 

opus The Sel f ish Gene)  are  

acquainted with the viral metaphor 

for religious ideas.  Based on this 

idea, numerous authors have 

suggested the religion memeplex can 

behave like a “biological virus” 

acting in a living organism.

Computer scientist Craig James 

(author of The Religion Virus) and 

psychologist Darrel W. Ray (author 

of The God Virus) independently 

proposed that the “religion meme” 

can be viewed as a virus.

Philosopher Daniel C. Dennett 

(author of Breaking the Spell) 

suggested that religions display 

behavioural control over people 

in much the same way that 

parasites invade organisms. For 

example, the rabies virus infects 

very specific neurons in the 

brain of a mammalian host, later 

inducing the host to bite or 

otherwise attack others. The 

lancet fluke (Dicrocoelium 

dendriticum), a parasite, infects 

the brains of ants by taking 

control and driving them to 

climb to the top of blades of 

grass, where they can be eaten 

by cows.  Another parasitic 

hairworm, scientifically known 

as Spinochordodes tellinii, 

infects grasshoppers’ brains in a 

way that makes grasshoppers 

more likely to jump into water 

and commit suicide, allowing 

the worm to mate.  Don’t we see 

similar occurrences in our 

human society? Take the 

horrifying videos of hostage 

beheadings by ISIS as an 

example.

Regardless, President Barack 

Obama has made it abundantly 

clear that the United States is not 

at war with Islam. On laying out 

a strategy for dealing with ISIS 

(or, alternatively, ISIL), Obama 

declared: “Now, let’s make two 

things clear: ISIL is not Islamic. 

No religion condones the killing 

of innocents, and the vast 

majority of ISIL’s victims have 

been Muslim. . . . ISIL is a 

terrorist organization, pure and 

simple.”

Obama continued, “ISIL speaks 

for no religion.  Their victims 

are overwhelmingly Muslim, 

and no faith teaches people to 

massacre innocents.  No just 

God would stand for what they 

did yesterday, and for what they 

do every single day.” Whatever 

the motivation behind President 

Obama’s statements — whether 

Dr. Avijit Roy, a Bangladeshi-American atheist and writer, was brutally hacked to 

death while he was returning from a book fair in Dhaka last week.  His wife Rafida  

(pictured above) was badly injured in the attack.  In one of his last articles, Dr Roy 

wrote in detail about a man who has been arrested as a suspect in his killing, Islamic 

extremist Farabi Shafiur Rahman.  In the article, published in the upcoming issue of 

the secular humanist magazine Free Inquiry, Roy describes the many threats made 

against him by Rahman, who has been linked to the radical Islamist party Jamaat-e-

Islami, and the Hizbut Tahrir terrorist group. Here is the article in full.

"Religion, a medieval form of unreason, when combined with modern 

weaponry becomes a real threat to 

our freedoms". — Salman Rushdie

On January 7, 2015, the world 

wi tnessed  a  t rag ic  a t roc i ty  

committed by soldiers of the so-

called religion of peace when two 

masked Islamists armed with assault 

rifles entered the offices of Charlie 

Hebdo and killed twelve people.

The gunmen were heard shouting 

“Allahu Akbar” (“God is great” in 

Arabic) and “We have avenged the 

Prophet Muhammad.” A mere three 

weeks before, on December 16, 2014, 

nine gunmen affiliated with the 

Pakistani Taliban conducted a 

terrorist attack in Peshawar, 

Pakistan.  They entered a school, 

opened fire, and killed 145 people, 

132 of whom were schoolchildren. 

To me, such religious extremism is 

like a highly contagious virus.  My 

own recent experiences in this 

regard verify the horrific reality that 

such religious extremism is a “virus 

of faith.” 

It all started with a book. A national 

book fair (popularly known as the 

Ekushey Book Fair) is held every 

February in Bangladesh.  Newly 

published books are displayed in 

more than five hundred stalls.  

Literally thousands of people come 

to the fair every day and enjoy 

buying new books.

Publishers start preparing for this 

event quite early as they try to get 

their books ready for the frenzy of 

the fair.  One of my recent 

publishers, Jagriti Prakashani, timed 

the publication of my book 

'Biswasher Virus' (Bengali for The 

Virus of Faith) to coincide with the 

book fair of 2014. As soon as the book 

was released, it rose to the top of the 

fair’s best-seller list.  At the same 

time, it hit the cranial nerve of 

Islamic fundamentalists. The death 

threats started flowing to my e-mail 

inbox on a regular basis.  I suddenly 

found myself a target of militant 

Islamists and terrorists.  A well-

known extremist by the name of 

Farabi Shafiur Rahman openly 

issued death threats to me through 

his numerous Facebook statuses.  In 

one widely circulated status, 

Rahman wrote, “Avijit Roy lives in 

America and so, it is not possible to 

kill him right now.  But he will be 

murdered when he comes back.”

Let’s put Rahman aside for a moment 

as I provide readers with a bit of 

background about the book. I knew 

there was a growing demand for 

'Biswasher Virus' long before it 

appeared in the market. It started 

when I wrote a few blogs on this 

particular topic on MuktoMona (a 

website of free thinkers of mainly 

Bengali descent).

Due to faith-based politics, a lot had 

happened in Bangladesh in the year 

before, some of which I attempted to 

cover in my writings.  When several 

bloggers were put behind bars for 

being openly atheist, I published 

articles including one in Free Inquiry 

(“Free thought Under Attack in 

Bangladesh,” October/November 

2013).

I also covered other incidents 

s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  S h a h b a g  

Movement, such as an incident in 

which atheist bloggers including 

Ahmed Rajib Haider and Asif 

Mohiuddin were brutally attacked 

by fundamentalists.  Mohiuddin was 

seriously wounded but luckily 

survived a murder attempt in Dhaka 

on January 14, 2014; on the other 

hand, Haider was found hacked to 

death there a month later.

I found a commonality in these 

writings: the virus of faith was the 

weapon that made these atrocities 

possible.  Another interesting case 

c o n c e r n s  Q u a z i  M o h a m m a d  

Rezwanul Ahsan Nafis, a Bengali 

student who came to the United 

States on a student visa in order to 

wage Islamic jihad.

Nafis was arrested in 2012 by the U.S. 

Federal Bureau of Investigation in a 

sting operation after attempting to 

set off a fake car bomb outside the 

Federal  Reserve bui lding in 

Manhattan. He was eventually 

sentenced to thirty years in prison 

after pleading guilty to terrorism.

In my book, I tried to analyze how an 

afterlife-obsessed, terrorist brain 

such as Nafis’s could put our 

civilization in immense danger.  

Nafis’s deep faith in a holy text and 

his belief in afterlife rewards led him 

to pursue his jihadi mission against 

the “infidels”; this can easily be 

compared to the action of a virus.  

Faith-based terrorisms are nothing 

but viruses — if allowed to spread, 

they will wreak havoc on society in 

epidemic proportions.

On September 11, 2001, Americans 

experienced a horrific atrocity in 

their own land that killed almost 

three thousand people and caused at 

least $10 billion in property and 

infrastructure damage. It was, of 

course, the virus of religion that had 

persuaded Mohamed Atta and 

eighteen others that perpetrating this 

bloodbath was not just a moral act 
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LETTERS
I have felt a need, from the few Society 

Events which I have managed to attend, 

to draw attention to the frustration 

experienced by those attendees who are 

forced to listen, not to the speaker who 

they have made a journey to see, but to 

m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  c o n g r e g a t i o n  

determined to deliver varying lengths of 

diatribe.

The longer we live, the more grievances 

we endure, and the more time we have to 

devise remedies for society's ills. 

However, to be convinced that these 

insights must be imparted during 

another person's talk is egoistical and 

tiresome. More than once at Secular Hall 

have I been subjected to the ramblings of 

people who, blinded by cynicism, 

bloated with self-importance and 

ignorant to the nature of rhetorical 

questions, treat the guest speaker as 

although they were a malefactor on trial. 

There are apparently so many bones to 

be picked that no carrion remains come 

eight o'clock. Of course we all heartily 

defend Freedom of Speech, as something 

absolutely necessary in a fair and equal 

society. Discussion is important, debate 

is vital, but the corollary of this should 

not be a white noise of masturbatory 

babble from opinionated dotards.

This kind of interruption is incredibly 

vexing for those who, endowed with an 

ability to not react verbally to every 

occurrence ,  must  l i s ten  to  the  

interjections of others who apparently 

perceive these talks as a conversation to 

which they must contribute frequently, 

irrespective of relevance or the presence 

of others. 

I maintain that the etiquette of allowing 

public speakers to deliver their material 

in full before unleashing personal tirades 

is in no way contradictory the free 

exchange of ideas, and would in fact 

create a much more welcoming and 

much less infantile space for the 

enactment of Secularism. Please save 

questions and comments until the end.                                                                                                           

Anon

according to their marketing 

position. Oddly enough, it alone 

allows believers and others to 

live in peace. All those who claim 

to defend Muslims, while 

accepting the total i tarian 

religious rhetoric, are in fact 

defending their executioners. 

The first victims of Islamic 

fascism are the Muslims.

The millions of anonymous 

people, all the institutions, all the 

heads of state and government, 

all the political, intellectual and 

media celebrities,  all  the 

A Polite Request

religious dignitaries who this 

week proclaimed "Je Suis Charlie" 

should know that also means "I 

am secularism." We are convinced 

that as far as most of our 

supporters are concerned, that 

goes without saying. The others 

can do what they like with it.

Last but not least. We would like 

to send a message to Pope Francis, 

who this week, he as well, "is 

Charlie": We will only accept that 

the bells of Notre Dame are 

ringing in our honour when it is 

the Femen who are ringing them.

When I first read the Richard III events brief, my heart sank. Of what 

minutest relevance is the prominent promotion of the faiths of 

modern day Leicestarians to what Richard III did in his lifetime or 

with what is proposed with his remains? Many Secularists want 

nothing to do with religious ceremonies nor monarchy with its 

assumed divine rights at the best of times. So this was a significant 

turn off.

But then I began to think of what was actually involved.

We have had historians take sketchy and misleading accounts of 

Richard's life and death and work out a likely burial place, despite the 

previous conclusions of his body being thrown in the Soar. With this 

probabilistic guidance archaeologists started digging in a car park to 

find some likely shin bones. Then in a particularly human act of 

excitement, dug too fast and cracked the skull before resuming a 

slower pace to preserve the rest of the skeleton. The damage to the 

bones was consistent with some of the previously dubious accounts 

of his demise leading to even more excitement.

Some of the remains were then tested for radioactive dating to show 

they were the right age. For conclusive proof, scientists were able to 

extract the mitochondrial DNA sequences from the remains to compare 

them with the female descendants of Richard's sister to confirm his 

identity. And Leicester University, of course, invented this technique. 

The deposits around the skeleton told us that he had had worms, and 

the state of his vertebra showed the extent of his scoliosis. Blow me, we 

now even know his actual eye and hair colour!  What a thought it is that 

even 530 years of decay are not able to hide these facts. Our human 

intellectual and scientific achievements have made all this possible.

He left us a memetic inheritance: legal principles still relevant today, 

innocent until proven guilty, and the provision of bail. He removed 

restrictions on the printing of books, promoting free speech, so dear to 

secular hearts.

What a wonderfully human story, how could Secularists not be 

involved in promoting this?                                   

RICHARD III AND HIS LEGACY
A Secular Humanist Reflection from Gush Bhumbra

Parents’ perspective: The Collective Worship dilemma
A parent speaks out about the damaging impact of excluding her 

young child from mandatory collective worship in school. (from 

the National Secular Society)

My four year old son has just started primary school. 

Starting school was a very exciting time for our family, we 

were looking forward to becoming part of the school 

community, so we were taken aback when we learned 

about the school's practices regarding collective worship, 

including daily recital of prayers.

The school, which is not a faith school, has not been explicit 

about its religious practices to parents. By chance, we 

spotted a prayer on the wall in reception, and were told by 

the school secretary (ahead of us accepting a place at the 

school) that such things like reciting prayers do not happen 

in this school. On another occasion a child giving us a tour 

pointed to a prayer on a birthday cake, which the children 

recite to celebrate birthdays. At the new parent induction, 

the Head did not discuss praying. There was a sheet buried 

in the school starter pack about collective worship, but it 

was not explicit about making children pray regularly 

during the school day.

Praying directly conflicts with our beliefs, and with our 

desire for our son to make up his own mind about the 

existence of gods when he is old enough to reflect on these 

questions for himself.

Concerned at our lack of choice in this matter, we had a 

meeting with the Head in which she explained that all 

children had to pray and sing songs worshipping god in 

order to meet the Standing Advisory Council for Religious 

Education (SACRE) guidelines. She also said she does the 

minimum required to meet the guidance; as far as she 

reasonably can. I did some research and passed this on to 

her, including an offer from the National Secular Society to 

help the school reform their collective worship, with a view 

to being inclusive of people of no-faith (or of different 

religions).

This time the Head replied saying prayer and Christian 

worship in hymns was part of the ethos of the school. They 

made one concession; revising the wording of the daily 

prayer for our child's class in Year R to a reflective 

statement rather than a Christian prayer. The statement is 

inclusive and we are happy with it. She also made it clear 

that from next year this concession would be withdrawn.

We went to the board of governors and were turned down 

again. They said we had the right to exclude our child from 

collective worship; as though this was a reasonable choice. 

As a parent, this is not an easy route to take.

Last month the school had harvest festival; our son took 

food. We asked the school to not include the one song 

worshipping 'god, the father', but they wouldn't change 

their mind. So we decided to use the withdrawal they had 

offered us.

Our son was taken out of assembly and was left sobbing 

outside the school hall listening to the other children 

singing and begging to go back in. Two teachers were 

physically stopping him going back. He is not a 

particularly confident or assertive child so he must have 

been really upset and confused by it all. Luckily my 

husband was at the assembly and was able to calm him 

down and let him go back in. That evening he quietly told 

me that he's had a "sad" day because he'd wanted to join in 

the singing.

How can this be offered as a reasonable solution for a 4 ½ 

year old child who doesn't understand what is going on? It 

is cruel; in his eyes he's being punished. He is the only 

child excluded. We can't, and won't, do that to him again. 

But as parents, where does this leave us? We don't want 

him to pray in school, which should be a place of 

education, not a place of worship. How can a child tell the 

difference between fact (science, maths) and matters of 

opinion (religion) when both are delivered by the teachers 

they look up to?

As for the birthday celebrations, linking birthdays with 

prayers to god (which only some families believe in) 

during 'birthday assemblies' is not at all fair in my eyes. 

Considering we found out about these prayers by 

accident, many parents must be unaware that this even 

happens… or perhaps they just choose not to think about 

it.

I understand some schools do have more inclusive forms 

of collective worship, and our local authority, Herts, states 

that collective worship should be relevant to both those of 

faith and no-faith, it also says children should not be made 

to recite prayers. However when we spoke to them they 

said prefacing the prayer with 'for those of you that wish to 

you can join in the prayer' makes it inclusive.

I have argued that bringing prayer and religious worship 

into school is neither good for the cohesion of the school 

nor embracing of the community. Considering this is a 

publicly funded community school, we are left with no 

alternatives for our son's education.

The Parent Governors Association recently issued a policy 

statement calling for an end to Collective Worship. The 

governors of our school say it is not binding and that the 

Head is within her rights to decide as she wishes.

I was brought up a Muslim but left the faith 15 years ago. 

This makes it even more challenging to turn a blind eye to 

the school enforcing religion onto my son.

Where should families like ours go for an education where 

we are respected and welcomed on an equal footing as 

people of faith?

‘Those that publish images of the Prophet Mohammed deserve to be attacked’

THE INTOLERANT MINORITY

Recent visit to the Uganda schools

Last month I returned from a two week visit 

to Uganda.

During my stay there I spent a lot of time 

with Peter Kisirinya, Director of Isaac 

Newton High School, and with Moses 

Kamya, Director of Mustard Seed School. I 

was able to spend a few days in each school 

and talk to staff about the progress of the 

schools and needs for the future. Attached 

are detailed reports on each school:

Isaac Newton High School Visit Report 

February 2015

Mustard Seed Secondary School Visit 

Report February 2015

My visit coincided with the start of the new 

school year and, only a few days before, the 

Primary Leaving Certificate results had 

been published. So the schools were 

actively recruiting the new first-year intake. 

It was clear that the scholarships provided 

by UHST supporters were helping them to 

attract some of the brightest primary school 

leavers. Competition for scholarships was 

attracting students with their families to see 

the schools and to demonstrate their 

enthusiasm to become students there.

In view of the large distances that students 

have to travel in these rural areas, the 

existence of good boarding facilities is 

important to families. They like to know 

their children will be coming to a caring and 

a safe environment where they will have 

good study facilities and a range of 

activities to give them worthwhile things to 

do when they are not in lessons. On Sunday, 

in particular, the schools offer a range of 

sports, board games, including chess, 

music, films and opportunities for religious 

observance for the few who want this. 

Families were impressed that both schools 

h a d  v e r y  h i g h  q u a l i t y  h o s t e l  

accommodation and washing and sanitary 

arrangements for boys and girls. The new 

boys hostels were at the final painting stage 

so both schools were expecting a further 

boost in student numbers in 2015. Both 

schools were planning to split the Senior 1 

class to create two parallel streams.

Both school sites were being spruced up for 

the start of term. The grass was cut, the 

grounds were being tidied, classrooms and 

hostels washed out and all furniture was 

being dusted down and cleaned. There was 

a general sense of purposefulness about 

both schools which are turning into self-

confident institutions as they move towards 

becoming self-sustaining.

The one shadow over the visit was the 

discovery that the former Fair View School 

at Mbute, which had been transferred to the 

ownership of Isaac Newton High School 

two years ago, is facing a challenge from the 

previous Director, Deo Ssekitooleko. The 

school, which had been founded as a joint 

venture between IHEU and UHASSO (the 

Uganda Humanist Association), had closed 

after failing two inspections while under 

Deo’s management. Deo found a job in 

Rwanda and for the past two years the 

school has undergone a renaissance under 

the competent management provided by 

the Isaac Newton team, led by Peter 

Kisirinya. However, Deo has returned and 

is attempting to take over again and the 

school is currently closed while a lawyer 

employed by IHEU attempts to sort out the 

legalities. We are hoping the problem will 

be solved quickly so that students at Mbute 

will be able to resume their education as 

soon as possible.

In the meantime, developments at the other 

but also a sacred duty.

In the Charlie Hebdo attack, the 

Kouachi brothers killed twelve 

people and injured several others in 

the name of Allah and their prophet.  

The cases of the Kouachi brothers, 

Nafis, and Atta are not isolated 

manifestations of the religion virus.  

Rev. Michael Bray, the American 

minister who was convicted of a 

series of abortion clinic attacks in the 

eighties, used biblical verses to 

defend his acts of terrorism.  In 1992, 

Hindu fanatics destroyed Babri 

Masjid, one of the largest and oldest 

mosques in Uttar Pradesh of India, 

based on a religious myth called 

“Ram Janmabhoomi.”

The incident ignited riots in India 

and neighboring countries. As I am 

writing this article, ISIS — one of the 

most infamous extremist groups — 

continues torturing minorities and 

beheading people in the name of 

Allah. Boko Haram, a terrorist 

organization in Nigeria, is not only 

forcing women and girls into 

prostitution but also massacring 

thousands of people mercilessly in 

the name of God.  These are only a 

few examples of the viruses of faiths, 

and they’re happening all around us. 

I don’t claim to have come up with 

any new or novel concept in 

Biswasher Virus.  Those who are 

familiar with Richard Dawkins’s 

revolutionary idea of the meme 

(introduced in his 1976 magnum 

opus The Sel f ish Gene)  are  

acquainted with the viral metaphor 

for religious ideas.  Based on this 

idea, numerous authors have 

suggested the religion memeplex can 

behave like a “biological virus” 

acting in a living organism.

Computer scientist Craig James 

(author of The Religion Virus) and 

psychologist Darrel W. Ray (author 

of The God Virus) independently 

proposed that the “religion meme” 

can be viewed as a virus.

Philosopher Daniel C. Dennett 

(author of Breaking the Spell) 

suggested that religions display 

behavioural control over people 

in much the same way that 

parasites invade organisms. For 

example, the rabies virus infects 

very specific neurons in the 

brain of a mammalian host, later 

inducing the host to bite or 

otherwise attack others. The 

lancet fluke (Dicrocoelium 

dendriticum), a parasite, infects 

the brains of ants by taking 

control and driving them to 

climb to the top of blades of 

grass, where they can be eaten 

by cows.  Another parasitic 

hairworm, scientifically known 

as Spinochordodes tellinii, 

infects grasshoppers’ brains in a 

way that makes grasshoppers 

more likely to jump into water 

and commit suicide, allowing 

the worm to mate.  Don’t we see 

similar occurrences in our 

human society? Take the 

horrifying videos of hostage 

beheadings by ISIS as an 

example.

Regardless, President Barack 

Obama has made it abundantly 

clear that the United States is not 

at war with Islam. On laying out 

a strategy for dealing with ISIS 

(or, alternatively, ISIL), Obama 

declared: “Now, let’s make two 

things clear: ISIL is not Islamic. 

No religion condones the killing 

of innocents, and the vast 

majority of ISIL’s victims have 

been Muslim. . . . ISIL is a 

terrorist organization, pure and 

simple.”

Obama continued, “ISIL speaks 

for no religion.  Their victims 

are overwhelmingly Muslim, 

and no faith teaches people to 

massacre innocents.  No just 

God would stand for what they 

did yesterday, and for what they 

do every single day.” Whatever 

the motivation behind President 

Obama’s statements — whether 

Dr. Avijit Roy, a Bangladeshi-American atheist and writer, was brutally hacked to 

death while he was returning from a book fair in Dhaka last week.  His wife Rafida  

(pictured above) was badly injured in the attack.  In one of his last articles, Dr Roy 

wrote in detail about a man who has been arrested as a suspect in his killing, Islamic 

extremist Farabi Shafiur Rahman.  In the article, published in the upcoming issue of 

the secular humanist magazine Free Inquiry, Roy describes the many threats made 

against him by Rahman, who has been linked to the radical Islamist party Jamaat-e-

Islami, and the Hizbut Tahrir terrorist group. Here is the article in full.

"Religion, a medieval form of unreason, when combined with modern 

weaponry becomes a real threat to 

our freedoms". — Salman Rushdie

On January 7, 2015, the world 

wi tnessed  a  t rag ic  a t roc i ty  

committed by soldiers of the so-

called religion of peace when two 

masked Islamists armed with assault 

rifles entered the offices of Charlie 

Hebdo and killed twelve people.

The gunmen were heard shouting 

“Allahu Akbar” (“God is great” in 

Arabic) and “We have avenged the 

Prophet Muhammad.” A mere three 

weeks before, on December 16, 2014, 

nine gunmen affiliated with the 

Pakistani Taliban conducted a 

terrorist attack in Peshawar, 

Pakistan.  They entered a school, 

opened fire, and killed 145 people, 

132 of whom were schoolchildren. 

To me, such religious extremism is 

like a highly contagious virus.  My 

own recent experiences in this 

regard verify the horrific reality that 

such religious extremism is a “virus 

of faith.” 

It all started with a book. A national 

book fair (popularly known as the 

Ekushey Book Fair) is held every 

February in Bangladesh.  Newly 

published books are displayed in 

more than five hundred stalls.  

Literally thousands of people come 

to the fair every day and enjoy 

buying new books.

Publishers start preparing for this 

event quite early as they try to get 

their books ready for the frenzy of 

the fair.  One of my recent 

publishers, Jagriti Prakashani, timed 

the publication of my book 

'Biswasher Virus' (Bengali for The 

Virus of Faith) to coincide with the 

book fair of 2014. As soon as the book 

was released, it rose to the top of the 

fair’s best-seller list.  At the same 

time, it hit the cranial nerve of 

Islamic fundamentalists. The death 

threats started flowing to my e-mail 

inbox on a regular basis.  I suddenly 

found myself a target of militant 

Islamists and terrorists.  A well-

known extremist by the name of 

Farabi Shafiur Rahman openly 

issued death threats to me through 

his numerous Facebook statuses.  In 

one widely circulated status, 

Rahman wrote, “Avijit Roy lives in 

America and so, it is not possible to 

kill him right now.  But he will be 

murdered when he comes back.”

Let’s put Rahman aside for a moment 

as I provide readers with a bit of 

background about the book. I knew 

there was a growing demand for 

'Biswasher Virus' long before it 

appeared in the market. It started 

when I wrote a few blogs on this 

particular topic on MuktoMona (a 

website of free thinkers of mainly 

Bengali descent).

Due to faith-based politics, a lot had 

happened in Bangladesh in the year 

before, some of which I attempted to 

cover in my writings.  When several 

bloggers were put behind bars for 

being openly atheist, I published 

articles including one in Free Inquiry 

(“Free thought Under Attack in 

Bangladesh,” October/November 

2013).

I also covered other incidents 

s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  S h a h b a g  

Movement, such as an incident in 

which atheist bloggers including 

Ahmed Rajib Haider and Asif 

Mohiuddin were brutally attacked 

by fundamentalists.  Mohiuddin was 

seriously wounded but luckily 

survived a murder attempt in Dhaka 

on January 14, 2014; on the other 

hand, Haider was found hacked to 

death there a month later.

I found a commonality in these 

writings: the virus of faith was the 

weapon that made these atrocities 

possible.  Another interesting case 

c o n c e r n s  Q u a z i  M o h a m m a d  

Rezwanul Ahsan Nafis, a Bengali 

student who came to the United 

States on a student visa in order to 

wage Islamic jihad.

Nafis was arrested in 2012 by the U.S. 

Federal Bureau of Investigation in a 

sting operation after attempting to 

set off a fake car bomb outside the 

Federal  Reserve bui lding in 

Manhattan. He was eventually 

sentenced to thirty years in prison 

after pleading guilty to terrorism.

In my book, I tried to analyze how an 

afterlife-obsessed, terrorist brain 

such as Nafis’s could put our 

civilization in immense danger.  

Nafis’s deep faith in a holy text and 

his belief in afterlife rewards led him 

to pursue his jihadi mission against 

the “infidels”; this can easily be 

compared to the action of a virus.  

Faith-based terrorisms are nothing 

but viruses — if allowed to spread, 

they will wreak havoc on society in 

epidemic proportions.

On September 11, 2001, Americans 

experienced a horrific atrocity in 

their own land that killed almost 

three thousand people and caused at 

least $10 billion in property and 

infrastructure damage. It was, of 

course, the virus of religion that had 

persuaded Mohamed Atta and 

eighteen others that perpetrating this 

bloodbath was not just a moral act 



6 Leicester Secularist 

We read that when once a wealthy 

sufferer from dyspepsia went to the 

celebrated Dr Abernethy for 

treatment, the only prescription that 

blunt old worthy had to offer was - 

“Live upon sixpence a day, and 

EARN it.” (Small caps are mine); and 

Dr. T. L. Nichols, an American 

vegetarian and hydropathist, wrote 

some years ago a book entitled “How 

to live, on sixpence a day.” There is a 

portion of our Leicester working 

class for whom the one doctor's 

advice and the other's book would be 

entirely superfluous, for they have 

per force to live considerably under 

sixpence a day.

There is another portion, shop 

assistants and warehousemen, who 

give sixpence for a meal when they 

have to get one at a Coffee House or 

Restaurant and do not think it at all 

expensive. Yet another portion 

would not like to be seen in a Coffee 

House or cheap Restaurant, but go to 

a first class hotel, or to their clubs and 

give 2s. 6d. or 3s. 6d. for a meal. These 

are our local merchants, bank clerks 

and manufacturers, I suppose. Of 

course you can't dine off silver plate 

or superior services of china, in a 

large well-furnished building and 

with gentlemen in livery to wait on 

you, without paying for it all, and 

something may be charged for wine, 

and dessert; I'm not such a fool as to 

suppose that a man - an ordinary 

man- could eat 3s. 6d worth of good 

solid food. The point is that the single 

meal costs 3s 6d. 

We have no such thing as caste in this 

country, as everybody knows, all the 

same, let it be remarked that one man 

spends as much on a single dinner as 

another does on a whole week's 

dinners and as much as a third on a 

whole week's meals. Now I am not 

going to argue Socialism by any 

means, but there does appear to be 

something wrong here unless the 

hotel dinner is about twenty-fold 

better than the sixpence-a meal man 

and six fold better than the sixpence-

a-meal man. When I say better, I 

mean more industrious, more useful. 

I believe in the “survival of the 

fittest.” To me a scavenger (street 

sweeper) is as fit a person as a 

commercial traveller, a nightsoil-

man (privy emptier ) as a stock-broker, 

a collier as a duke; but the first class 

do not live so well as the second - I 

said however that I wouldn't argue. 

Let me confine myself to making 

remarks. 

From time to time we read of 

gorgeous repasts before which the 

3s. 6d. club dinner looks a mere 

nothing. Perfumed cards are printed 

with the heading “Menu,” and there 

are rigmaroles of items mostly in 

French that no ordinary person ever 

heard the like of. What are galantines 

of turkey, for instance? What are 

purees and consommes of this that 

and the other? Then there are 

compotes,  charlotte  rousses,  

canopees, Kromesquis aux huitres. 

ris de veau, pate, de foie gras, and 

deuce knows what a la chinois or 

Japonais. Did anyone ever hear such 

names? Are they true Christians who 

pamper their stomachs with these 

savoury-messes? Are they men of a 

kind and thoughtful nature, while 

our tramway conductors must bolt 

their grub between the two minute 

stoppages at the terminus and in the 

eyes of staring passengers, and while 

unemployed must munch a bit of 

doughy bread and American cheese 

and drink cheap tea to wash them 

down. And then the wines of the 

well-to-do! Such names; Chambertin 

and Chartreuse. 

Fancy Christ walking amid the 

slums of Bedford Street, Taylor Street 

o r  S a n v e y  G a t e  a n d  s o m e  

fashionable Leicester Christian 

asking Him to dinner, and inviting 

Him to partake of Chicken in aspic; 

whatever aspic is; and just imagine 

the “man of sorrows” being 

requested to taste some choice 

liquors, or a draught of lacrimoe 

Christi! To the eyes of the Divine 

Guest, would the feast look like the 

Agapoe, or like a banquet by the 

heathen Lucullus? I know of course 

that we are a Christian people, 

eminently so, but there is a difference 

between the lot of wealthy Christians 

and poor Christians that I cannot 

reconcile with the fact of both 

sections having a common Faith, 

Hope, and Charity. The man of 

carriages, jewels, servants, a villa, 

and a balance at the bank, expects 

equal felicity hereafter, with the poor 

toiler in the mill, the dweller in the 

slum. The latter often disbelieves in 

happiness hereafter, seeing the 

middle and upper classes seize on all 

the joys below and hunt for and hug 

them as though they alone had any 

reality. It may be the fault of the poor 

that THEY haven't grand eating and 

drinking, mansions and servants, 

and such things, but that is not the 

point; the real point is that if we are 

Christ ians,  as  I  conceive of  

Christianity whether born rich or 

RICH MENUS AND POOR MENUS

th
Tom Barclay (1852-1933) reprinted from: The Wyvern, January 15  1897

Tom Barclay’s parents were Irish 

immigrants and he 

Barclay was an active member of 

Leicester Secular Society, a pioneer 

Socialist and a friend of George Bernard 

Shaw and William Morris. The weekly 

Wyvern magazine ran a weekly prize essay 

competition which Tom Barclay won 

frequently. (research by Ned Newitt)

grew up in Leicester’s 

slums. 

Parents’ perspective: The Collective Worship dilemma
A parent speaks out about the damaging impact of excluding her 

young child from mandatory collective worship in school. (from 

the National Secular Society)

My four year old son has just started primary school. 

Starting school was a very exciting time for our family, we 

were looking forward to becoming part of the school 

community, so we were taken aback when we learned 

about the school's practices regarding collective worship, 

including daily recital of prayers.

The school, which is not a faith school, has not been explicit 

about its religious practices to parents. By chance, we 

spotted a prayer on the wall in reception, and were told by 

the school secretary (ahead of us accepting a place at the 

school) that such things like reciting prayers do not happen 

in this school. On another occasion a child giving us a tour 

pointed to a prayer on a birthday cake, which the children 

recite to celebrate birthdays. At the new parent induction, 

the Head did not discuss praying. There was a sheet buried 

in the school starter pack about collective worship, but it 

was not explicit about making children pray regularly 

during the school day.

Praying directly conflicts with our beliefs, and with our 

desire for our son to make up his own mind about the 

existence of gods when he is old enough to reflect on these 

questions for himself.

Concerned at our lack of choice in this matter, we had a 

meeting with the Head in which she explained that all 

children had to pray and sing songs worshipping god in 

order to meet the Standing Advisory Council for Religious 

Education (SACRE) guidelines. She also said she does the 

minimum required to meet the guidance; as far as she 

reasonably can. I did some research and passed this on to 

her, including an offer from the National Secular Society to 

help the school reform their collective worship, with a view 

to being inclusive of people of no-faith (or of different 

religions).

This time the Head replied saying prayer and Christian 

worship in hymns was part of the ethos of the school. They 

made one concession; revising the wording of the daily 

prayer for our child's class in Year R to a reflective 

statement rather than a Christian prayer. The statement is 

inclusive and we are happy with it. She also made it clear 

that from next year this concession would be withdrawn.

We went to the board of governors and were turned down 

again. They said we had the right to exclude our child from 

collective worship; as though this was a reasonable choice. 

As a parent, this is not an easy route to take.

Last month the school had harvest festival; our son took 

food. We asked the school to not include the one song 

worshipping 'god, the father', but they wouldn't change 

their mind. So we decided to use the withdrawal they had 

offered us.

Our son was taken out of assembly and was left sobbing 

outside the school hall listening to the other children 

singing and begging to go back in. Two teachers were 

physically stopping him going back. He is not a 

particularly confident or assertive child so he must have 

been really upset and confused by it all. Luckily my 

husband was at the assembly and was able to calm him 

down and let him go back in. That evening he quietly told 

me that he's had a "sad" day because he'd wanted to join in 

the singing.

How can this be offered as a reasonable solution for a 4 ½ 

year old child who doesn't understand what is going on? It 

is cruel; in his eyes he's being punished. He is the only 

child excluded. We can't, and won't, do that to him again. 

But as parents, where does this leave us? We don't want 

him to pray in school, which should be a place of 

education, not a place of worship. How can a child tell the 

difference between fact (science, maths) and matters of 

opinion (religion) when both are delivered by the teachers 

they look up to?

As for the birthday celebrations, linking birthdays with 

prayers to god (which only some families believe in) 

during 'birthday assemblies' is not at all fair in my eyes. 

Considering we found out about these prayers by 

accident, many parents must be unaware that this even 

happens… or perhaps they just choose not to think about 

it.

I understand some schools do have more inclusive forms 

of collective worship, and our local authority, Herts, states 

that collective worship should be relevant to both those of 

faith and no-faith, it also says children should not be made 

to recite prayers. However when we spoke to them they 

said prefacing the prayer with 'for those of you that wish to 

you can join in the prayer' makes it inclusive.

I have argued that bringing prayer and religious worship 

into school is neither good for the cohesion of the school 

nor embracing of the community. Considering this is a 

publicly funded community school, we are left with no 

alternatives for our son's education.

The Parent Governors Association recently issued a policy 

statement calling for an end to Collective Worship. The 

governors of our school say it is not binding and that the 

Head is within her rights to decide as she wishes.

I was brought up a Muslim but left the faith 15 years ago. 

This makes it even more challenging to turn a blind eye to 

the school enforcing religion onto my son.

Where should families like ours go for an education where 

we are respected and welcomed on an equal footing as 

people of faith?

‘Those that publish images of the Prophet Mohammed deserve to be attacked’

THE INTOLERANT MINORITY

Recent visit to the Uganda schools

Last month I returned from a two week visit 

to Uganda.

During my stay there I spent a lot of time 

with Peter Kisirinya, Director of Isaac 

Newton High School, and with Moses 

Kamya, Director of Mustard Seed School. I 

was able to spend a few days in each school 

and talk to staff about the progress of the 

schools and needs for the future. Attached 

are detailed reports on each school:

Isaac Newton High School Visit Report 

February 2015

Mustard Seed Secondary School Visit 

Report February 2015

My visit coincided with the start of the new 

school year and, only a few days before, the 

Primary Leaving Certificate results had 

been published. So the schools were 

actively recruiting the new first-year intake. 

It was clear that the scholarships provided 

by UHST supporters were helping them to 

attract some of the brightest primary school 

leavers. Competition for scholarships was 

attracting students with their families to see 

the schools and to demonstrate their 

enthusiasm to become students there.

In view of the large distances that students 

have to travel in these rural areas, the 

existence of good boarding facilities is 

important to families. They like to know 

their children will be coming to a caring and 

a safe environment where they will have 

good study facilities and a range of 

activities to give them worthwhile things to 

do when they are not in lessons. On Sunday, 

in particular, the schools offer a range of 

sports, board games, including chess, 

music, films and opportunities for religious 

observance for the few who want this. 

Families were impressed that both schools 

h a d  v e r y  h i g h  q u a l i t y  h o s t e l  

accommodation and washing and sanitary 

arrangements for boys and girls. The new 

boys hostels were at the final painting stage 

so both schools were expecting a further 

boost in student numbers in 2015. Both 

schools were planning to split the Senior 1 

class to create two parallel streams.

Both school sites were being spruced up for 

the start of term. The grass was cut, the 

grounds were being tidied, classrooms and 

hostels washed out and all furniture was 

being dusted down and cleaned. There was 

a general sense of purposefulness about 

both schools which are turning into self-

confident institutions as they move towards 

becoming self-sustaining.

The one shadow over the visit was the 

discovery that the former Fair View School 

at Mbute, which had been transferred to the 

ownership of Isaac Newton High School 

two years ago, is facing a challenge from the 

previous Director, Deo Ssekitooleko. The 

school, which had been founded as a joint 

venture between IHEU and UHASSO (the 

Uganda Humanist Association), had closed 

after failing two inspections while under 

Deo’s management. Deo found a job in 

Rwanda and for the past two years the 

school has undergone a renaissance under 

the competent management provided by 

the Isaac Newton team, led by Peter 

Kisirinya. However, Deo has returned and 

is attempting to take over again and the 

school is currently closed while a lawyer 

employed by IHEU attempts to sort out the 

legalities. We are hoping the problem will 

be solved quickly so that students at Mbute 

will be able to resume their education as 

soon as possible.

In the meantime, developments at the other 

but also a sacred duty.

In the Charlie Hebdo attack, the 

Kouachi brothers killed twelve 

people and injured several others in 

the name of Allah and their prophet.  

The cases of the Kouachi brothers, 

Nafis, and Atta are not isolated 

manifestations of the religion virus.  

Rev. Michael Bray, the American 

minister who was convicted of a 

series of abortion clinic attacks in the 

eighties, used biblical verses to 

defend his acts of terrorism.  In 1992, 

Hindu fanatics destroyed Babri 

Masjid, one of the largest and oldest 

mosques in Uttar Pradesh of India, 

based on a religious myth called 

“Ram Janmabhoomi.”

The incident ignited riots in India 

and neighboring countries. As I am 

writing this article, ISIS — one of the 

most infamous extremist groups — 

continues torturing minorities and 

beheading people in the name of 

Allah. Boko Haram, a terrorist 

organization in Nigeria, is not only 

forcing women and girls into 

prostitution but also massacring 

thousands of people mercilessly in 

the name of God.  These are only a 

few examples of the viruses of faiths, 

and they’re happening all around us. 

I don’t claim to have come up with 

any new or novel concept in 

Biswasher Virus.  Those who are 

familiar with Richard Dawkins’s 

revolutionary idea of the meme 

(introduced in his 1976 magnum 

opus The Sel f ish Gene)  are  

acquainted with the viral metaphor 

for religious ideas.  Based on this 

idea, numerous authors have 

suggested the religion memeplex can 

behave like a “biological virus” 

acting in a living organism.

Computer scientist Craig James 

(author of The Religion Virus) and 

psychologist Darrel W. Ray (author 

of The God Virus) independently 

proposed that the “religion meme” 

can be viewed as a virus.

Philosopher Daniel C. Dennett 

(author of Breaking the Spell) 

suggested that religions display 

behavioural control over people 

in much the same way that 

parasites invade organisms. For 

example, the rabies virus infects 

very specific neurons in the 

brain of a mammalian host, later 

inducing the host to bite or 

otherwise attack others. The 

lancet fluke (Dicrocoelium 

dendriticum), a parasite, infects 

the brains of ants by taking 

control and driving them to 

climb to the top of blades of 

grass, where they can be eaten 

by cows.  Another parasitic 

hairworm, scientifically known 

as Spinochordodes tellinii, 

infects grasshoppers’ brains in a 

way that makes grasshoppers 

more likely to jump into water 

and commit suicide, allowing 

the worm to mate.  Don’t we see 

similar occurrences in our 

human society? Take the 

horrifying videos of hostage 

beheadings by ISIS as an 

example.

Regardless, President Barack 

Obama has made it abundantly 

clear that the United States is not 

at war with Islam. On laying out 

a strategy for dealing with ISIS 

(or, alternatively, ISIL), Obama 

declared: “Now, let’s make two 

things clear: ISIL is not Islamic. 

No religion condones the killing 

of innocents, and the vast 

majority of ISIL’s victims have 

been Muslim. . . . ISIL is a 

terrorist organization, pure and 

simple.”

Obama continued, “ISIL speaks 

for no religion.  Their victims 

are overwhelmingly Muslim, 

and no faith teaches people to 

massacre innocents.  No just 

God would stand for what they 

did yesterday, and for what they 

do every single day.” Whatever 

the motivation behind President 

Obama’s statements — whether 

Dr. Avijit Roy, a Bangladeshi-American atheist and writer, was brutally hacked to 

death while he was returning from a book fair in Dhaka last week.  His wife Rafida  

(pictured above) was badly injured in the attack.  In one of his last articles, Dr Roy 

wrote in detail about a man who has been arrested as a suspect in his killing, Islamic 

extremist Farabi Shafiur Rahman.  In the article, published in the upcoming issue of 

the secular humanist magazine Free Inquiry, Roy describes the many threats made 

against him by Rahman, who has been linked to the radical Islamist party Jamaat-e-

Islami, and the Hizbut Tahrir terrorist group. Here is the article in full.

"Religion, a medieval form of unreason, when combined with modern 

weaponry becomes a real threat to 

our freedoms". — Salman Rushdie

On January 7, 2015, the world 

wi tnessed  a  t rag ic  a t roc i ty  

committed by soldiers of the so-

called religion of peace when two 

masked Islamists armed with assault 

rifles entered the offices of Charlie 

Hebdo and killed twelve people.

The gunmen were heard shouting 

“Allahu Akbar” (“God is great” in 

Arabic) and “We have avenged the 

Prophet Muhammad.” A mere three 

weeks before, on December 16, 2014, 

nine gunmen affiliated with the 

Pakistani Taliban conducted a 

terrorist attack in Peshawar, 

Pakistan.  They entered a school, 

opened fire, and killed 145 people, 

132 of whom were schoolchildren. 

To me, such religious extremism is 

like a highly contagious virus.  My 

own recent experiences in this 

regard verify the horrific reality that 

such religious extremism is a “virus 

of faith.” 

It all started with a book. A national 

book fair (popularly known as the 

Ekushey Book Fair) is held every 

February in Bangladesh.  Newly 

published books are displayed in 

more than five hundred stalls.  

Literally thousands of people come 

to the fair every day and enjoy 

buying new books.

Publishers start preparing for this 

event quite early as they try to get 

their books ready for the frenzy of 

the fair.  One of my recent 

publishers, Jagriti Prakashani, timed 

the publication of my book 

'Biswasher Virus' (Bengali for The 

Virus of Faith) to coincide with the 

book fair of 2014. As soon as the book 

was released, it rose to the top of the 

fair’s best-seller list.  At the same 

time, it hit the cranial nerve of 

Islamic fundamentalists. The death 

threats started flowing to my e-mail 

inbox on a regular basis.  I suddenly 

found myself a target of militant 

Islamists and terrorists.  A well-

known extremist by the name of 

Farabi Shafiur Rahman openly 

issued death threats to me through 

his numerous Facebook statuses.  In 

one widely circulated status, 

Rahman wrote, “Avijit Roy lives in 

America and so, it is not possible to 

kill him right now.  But he will be 

murdered when he comes back.”

Let’s put Rahman aside for a moment 

as I provide readers with a bit of 

background about the book. I knew 

there was a growing demand for 

'Biswasher Virus' long before it 

appeared in the market. It started 

when I wrote a few blogs on this 

particular topic on MuktoMona (a 

website of free thinkers of mainly 

Bengali descent).

Due to faith-based politics, a lot had 

happened in Bangladesh in the year 

before, some of which I attempted to 

cover in my writings.  When several 

bloggers were put behind bars for 

being openly atheist, I published 

articles including one in Free Inquiry 

(“Free thought Under Attack in 

Bangladesh,” October/November 

2013).

I also covered other incidents 

s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  S h a h b a g  

Movement, such as an incident in 

which atheist bloggers including 

Ahmed Rajib Haider and Asif 

Mohiuddin were brutally attacked 

by fundamentalists.  Mohiuddin was 

seriously wounded but luckily 

survived a murder attempt in Dhaka 

on January 14, 2014; on the other 

hand, Haider was found hacked to 

death there a month later.

I found a commonality in these 

writings: the virus of faith was the 

weapon that made these atrocities 

possible.  Another interesting case 

c o n c e r n s  Q u a z i  M o h a m m a d  

Rezwanul Ahsan Nafis, a Bengali 

student who came to the United 

States on a student visa in order to 

wage Islamic jihad.

Nafis was arrested in 2012 by the U.S. 

Federal Bureau of Investigation in a 

sting operation after attempting to 

set off a fake car bomb outside the 

Federal  Reserve bui lding in 

Manhattan. He was eventually 

sentenced to thirty years in prison 

after pleading guilty to terrorism.

In my book, I tried to analyze how an 

afterlife-obsessed, terrorist brain 

such as Nafis’s could put our 

civilization in immense danger.  

Nafis’s deep faith in a holy text and 

his belief in afterlife rewards led him 

to pursue his jihadi mission against 

the “infidels”; this can easily be 

compared to the action of a virus.  

Faith-based terrorisms are nothing 

but viruses — if allowed to spread, 

they will wreak havoc on society in 

epidemic proportions.

On September 11, 2001, Americans 

experienced a horrific atrocity in 

their own land that killed almost 

three thousand people and caused at 

least $10 billion in property and 

infrastructure damage. It was, of 

course, the virus of religion that had 

persuaded Mohamed Atta and 

eighteen others that perpetrating this 

bloodbath was not just a moral act 
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Fundamentalism - Strict and Literal
It is impossible to tell if the current 

perceived increase in fundamentalist 

religious violence is just that, 

perceived, or not. The advent of 24 hr 

news media and social media, 

delivers an increasing number of 

violent events to our computers, TV 

screens and smart phones. What is 

striking is the prevalence of 

fundamentalist religious motive 

behind most of these scenes. What is 

religion if not fundamentalist?  

S i g n i f i c a n t l y,  w h a t  a r e  t h e  

consequences of fundamentalism, 

enrobed in religion, gnawing at the 

heart of our secular democratic 

institutions?

Days of Political Dogma Over?
A plural society, a plural political 

ideology, tolerates more than one 

point of view, considers two or three 

solutions in a pragmatic search for 

equilibrium.  There have been violent 

epochs of dogmatic political ideology, 

revolutions of course, but can we in 
stthe 21  century point to any persisting 

examples of this? Few, if any, in a post-

soviet and post-fascist global 

community. North Korea perhaps, 

peripheral and quirky. Not to say our 

problems are solved of course, but the 

days of political dogmatism and 

fundamentalism could be said to be 

overtaken with the advent of 

educational enfranchisement and 

mass communications. Religion on 

the other hand, and major organised 

religions, have not the luxury of 

evolving with the times. Religion is 

human, and therefore it is dogmatic, it 

is flawed, as we are. 

Alpha and Omega

The idea of fundamentalism is 

inherently a religious construct, 

meaning something intrinsically 

literal and strict. Relatively modern 

concerns of sexual and gender 

equality pose enormous ethical and 

philosophical challenges to large 

organisations perversely bound to 

literal theological constructs. In the 

days when literacy and education 

were the high walled refuge and 

power base of the church, literal 

observance was important. You 

couldn't be religious, or pious, 

without being literal. The written 

word was the alpha and the omega of 

what a christian was. Witness the 

reformation, where the first ideas of 

approaching your deity as a personal 

reader, in your own language, started 

seismic shockwaves through a tightly 

controlled religious power structure 

across Europe.  The islamic holy book 

is rarely treated with the usual 

human consideration (covering it 

with a cloth and keeping it on an 

elevated position) when translated 

from the Arabic. 

Capturing A Child’s Mind

So a political concept can flourish and 

dissipate, and cause some upheaval 

while it goes through its stages of life, 

but can a religion? The greatest 

strength of any religion is belief, and 

the best way to accomplish religious 

belief, the day to day disavowal of 

reality, comes mainly from capturing 

the child's mind; at schools,  

m a d r a s s a s ,  c h u r c h e s  a n d  

synagogues. So given the addictive 

aspect of belief in a higher being, 

allied to the open and enduring 

receptacle of the child's mind, how 

can a religion dissipate? The corollary 

is how then can fundamentalism not 

arise, as each human flaw and frailty 

has to be worked into the religious 

state as generations and millennia 

wheel on. 

Flawed Motivations
The state, or a political ideology, may 

or may not embrace fundamentalism, 

whilst religion by its nature cannot 

embrace pragmatism. We may have 

witnessed the Anglican church drag 

itself into some form of modernity, 

inching painfully toward gender 

equality, but even here every other 

religions are a millennium away from 

giving equal status to women in their 

organisations. The presence and 

influence of these organisations 

within governing organisations, 

houses of parliament, congress etc, 

must be scrutinised to assess the effect 

of antiquated philosophies and 

dogmatic interpretations on modern 

d e m o c r a t i c  p r o c e s s e s .  T h e i r  

scriptures and ceremonies are 

immediately human constructs in the 

first place, welcoming the risk of 

seriously flawed and very human 

motivations. 

The Greatest Threat
A greater concern for the secular 

majority is when religion and state are 

firmly entwined, strongly conjoined 

in  def in ing ,  deve loping  and 

determining the behaviour of the 

execut ive  and judic iary  and 

ultimately the citizen. This is perhaps 

more widespread than first appears; 

islam is not the only religion that 

promulgates its own legal code, and 

christianity is not the only religion 

that takes full advantage of a 

democratic model that welcomes 

diversity to achieve the churches' less 

than diverse aims . While devout 

imams encourage obedience under 

sharia law, pious christians alter the 

course of the judicial process in 

bicameral legislatures over the world. 

It's not enough that your average 

believer will be consumed with all 

encompassing tolerance and mutual 

respect; the fact is the organisation 

benefiting from their belief will be 

more focused on its power base and 

the significance of the control it wields 

through fundamentally defining its 

follower's beliefs, actions and roles.

Fundamentalism could be the 

greatest threat to global stability for 

the next 100 years, and there are very 

few reasons for pragmatism and 

pluralism to suffer under the heel of 

fundamentalism other than the 

religious imperative.

Parents’ perspective: The Collective Worship dilemma
A parent speaks out about the damaging impact of excluding her 

young child from mandatory collective worship in school. (from 

the National Secular Society)

My four year old son has just started primary school. 

Starting school was a very exciting time for our family, we 

were looking forward to becoming part of the school 

community, so we were taken aback when we learned 

about the school's practices regarding collective worship, 

including daily recital of prayers.

The school, which is not a faith school, has not been explicit 

about its religious practices to parents. By chance, we 

spotted a prayer on the wall in reception, and were told by 

the school secretary (ahead of us accepting a place at the 

school) that such things like reciting prayers do not happen 

in this school. On another occasion a child giving us a tour 

pointed to a prayer on a birthday cake, which the children 

recite to celebrate birthdays. At the new parent induction, 

the Head did not discuss praying. There was a sheet buried 

in the school starter pack about collective worship, but it 

was not explicit about making children pray regularly 

during the school day.

Praying directly conflicts with our beliefs, and with our 

desire for our son to make up his own mind about the 

existence of gods when he is old enough to reflect on these 

questions for himself.

Concerned at our lack of choice in this matter, we had a 

meeting with the Head in which she explained that all 

children had to pray and sing songs worshipping god in 

order to meet the Standing Advisory Council for Religious 

Education (SACRE) guidelines. She also said she does the 

minimum required to meet the guidance; as far as she 

reasonably can. I did some research and passed this on to 

her, including an offer from the National Secular Society to 

help the school reform their collective worship, with a view 

to being inclusive of people of no-faith (or of different 

religions).

This time the Head replied saying prayer and Christian 

worship in hymns was part of the ethos of the school. They 

made one concession; revising the wording of the daily 

prayer for our child's class in Year R to a reflective 

statement rather than a Christian prayer. The statement is 

inclusive and we are happy with it. She also made it clear 

that from next year this concession would be withdrawn.

We went to the board of governors and were turned down 

again. They said we had the right to exclude our child from 

collective worship; as though this was a reasonable choice. 

As a parent, this is not an easy route to take.

Last month the school had harvest festival; our son took 

food. We asked the school to not include the one song 

worshipping 'god, the father', but they wouldn't change 

their mind. So we decided to use the withdrawal they had 

offered us.

Our son was taken out of assembly and was left sobbing 

outside the school hall listening to the other children 

singing and begging to go back in. Two teachers were 

physically stopping him going back. He is not a 

particularly confident or assertive child so he must have 

been really upset and confused by it all. Luckily my 

husband was at the assembly and was able to calm him 

down and let him go back in. That evening he quietly told 

me that he's had a "sad" day because he'd wanted to join in 

the singing.

How can this be offered as a reasonable solution for a 4 ½ 

year old child who doesn't understand what is going on? It 

is cruel; in his eyes he's being punished. He is the only 

child excluded. We can't, and won't, do that to him again. 

But as parents, where does this leave us? We don't want 

him to pray in school, which should be a place of 

education, not a place of worship. How can a child tell the 

difference between fact (science, maths) and matters of 

opinion (religion) when both are delivered by the teachers 

they look up to?

As for the birthday celebrations, linking birthdays with 

prayers to god (which only some families believe in) 

during 'birthday assemblies' is not at all fair in my eyes. 

Considering we found out about these prayers by 

accident, many parents must be unaware that this even 

happens… or perhaps they just choose not to think about 

it.

I understand some schools do have more inclusive forms 

of collective worship, and our local authority, Herts, states 

that collective worship should be relevant to both those of 

faith and no-faith, it also says children should not be made 

to recite prayers. However when we spoke to them they 

said prefacing the prayer with 'for those of you that wish to 

you can join in the prayer' makes it inclusive.

I have argued that bringing prayer and religious worship 

into school is neither good for the cohesion of the school 

nor embracing of the community. Considering this is a 

publicly funded community school, we are left with no 

alternatives for our son's education.

The Parent Governors Association recently issued a policy 

statement calling for an end to Collective Worship. The 

governors of our school say it is not binding and that the 

Head is within her rights to decide as she wishes.

I was brought up a Muslim but left the faith 15 years ago. 

This makes it even more challenging to turn a blind eye to 

the school enforcing religion onto my son.

Where should families like ours go for an education where 

we are respected and welcomed on an equal footing as 

people of faith?

‘Those that publish images of the Prophet Mohammed deserve to be attacked’

THE INTOLERANT MINORITY

Recent visit to the Uganda schools

Last month I returned from a two week visit 

to Uganda.

During my stay there I spent a lot of time 

with Peter Kisirinya, Director of Isaac 

Newton High School, and with Moses 

Kamya, Director of Mustard Seed School. I 

was able to spend a few days in each school 

and talk to staff about the progress of the 

schools and needs for the future. Attached 

are detailed reports on each school:

Isaac Newton High School Visit Report 

February 2015

Mustard Seed Secondary School Visit 

Report February 2015

My visit coincided with the start of the new 

school year and, only a few days before, the 

Primary Leaving Certificate results had 

been published. So the schools were 

actively recruiting the new first-year intake. 

It was clear that the scholarships provided 

by UHST supporters were helping them to 

attract some of the brightest primary school 

leavers. Competition for scholarships was 

attracting students with their families to see 

the schools and to demonstrate their 

enthusiasm to become students there.

In view of the large distances that students 

have to travel in these rural areas, the 

existence of good boarding facilities is 

important to families. They like to know 

their children will be coming to a caring and 

a safe environment where they will have 

good study facilities and a range of 

activities to give them worthwhile things to 

do when they are not in lessons. On Sunday, 

in particular, the schools offer a range of 

sports, board games, including chess, 

music, films and opportunities for religious 

observance for the few who want this. 

Families were impressed that both schools 

h a d  v e r y  h i g h  q u a l i t y  h o s t e l  

accommodation and washing and sanitary 

arrangements for boys and girls. The new 

boys hostels were at the final painting stage 

so both schools were expecting a further 

boost in student numbers in 2015. Both 

schools were planning to split the Senior 1 

class to create two parallel streams.

Both school sites were being spruced up for 

the start of term. The grass was cut, the 

grounds were being tidied, classrooms and 

hostels washed out and all furniture was 

being dusted down and cleaned. There was 

a general sense of purposefulness about 

both schools which are turning into self-

confident institutions as they move towards 

becoming self-sustaining.

The one shadow over the visit was the 

discovery that the former Fair View School 

at Mbute, which had been transferred to the 

ownership of Isaac Newton High School 

two years ago, is facing a challenge from the 

previous Director, Deo Ssekitooleko. The 

school, which had been founded as a joint 

venture between IHEU and UHASSO (the 

Uganda Humanist Association), had closed 

after failing two inspections while under 

Deo’s management. Deo found a job in 

Rwanda and for the past two years the 

school has undergone a renaissance under 

the competent management provided by 

the Isaac Newton team, led by Peter 

Kisirinya. However, Deo has returned and 

is attempting to take over again and the 

school is currently closed while a lawyer 

employed by IHEU attempts to sort out the 

legalities. We are hoping the problem will 

be solved quickly so that students at Mbute 

will be able to resume their education as 

soon as possible.

In the meantime, developments at the other 

but also a sacred duty.

In the Charlie Hebdo attack, the 

Kouachi brothers killed twelve 

people and injured several others in 

the name of Allah and their prophet.  

The cases of the Kouachi brothers, 

Nafis, and Atta are not isolated 

manifestations of the religion virus.  

Rev. Michael Bray, the American 

minister who was convicted of a 

series of abortion clinic attacks in the 

eighties, used biblical verses to 

defend his acts of terrorism.  In 1992, 

Hindu fanatics destroyed Babri 

Masjid, one of the largest and oldest 

mosques in Uttar Pradesh of India, 

based on a religious myth called 

“Ram Janmabhoomi.”

The incident ignited riots in India 

and neighboring countries. As I am 

writing this article, ISIS — one of the 

most infamous extremist groups — 

continues torturing minorities and 

beheading people in the name of 

Allah. Boko Haram, a terrorist 

organization in Nigeria, is not only 

forcing women and girls into 

prostitution but also massacring 

thousands of people mercilessly in 

the name of God.  These are only a 

few examples of the viruses of faiths, 

and they’re happening all around us. 

I don’t claim to have come up with 

any new or novel concept in 

Biswasher Virus.  Those who are 

familiar with Richard Dawkins’s 

revolutionary idea of the meme 

(introduced in his 1976 magnum 

opus The Sel f ish Gene)  are  

acquainted with the viral metaphor 

for religious ideas.  Based on this 

idea, numerous authors have 

suggested the religion memeplex can 

behave like a “biological virus” 

acting in a living organism.

Computer scientist Craig James 

(author of The Religion Virus) and 

psychologist Darrel W. Ray (author 

of The God Virus) independently 

proposed that the “religion meme” 

can be viewed as a virus.

Philosopher Daniel C. Dennett 

(author of Breaking the Spell) 

suggested that religions display 

behavioural control over people 

in much the same way that 

parasites invade organisms. For 

example, the rabies virus infects 

very specific neurons in the 

brain of a mammalian host, later 

inducing the host to bite or 

otherwise attack others. The 

lancet fluke (Dicrocoelium 

dendriticum), a parasite, infects 

the brains of ants by taking 

control and driving them to 

climb to the top of blades of 

grass, where they can be eaten 

by cows.  Another parasitic 

hairworm, scientifically known 

as Spinochordodes tellinii, 

infects grasshoppers’ brains in a 

way that makes grasshoppers 

more likely to jump into water 

and commit suicide, allowing 

the worm to mate.  Don’t we see 

similar occurrences in our 

human society? Take the 

horrifying videos of hostage 

beheadings by ISIS as an 

example.

Regardless, President Barack 

Obama has made it abundantly 

clear that the United States is not 

at war with Islam. On laying out 

a strategy for dealing with ISIS 

(or, alternatively, ISIL), Obama 

declared: “Now, let’s make two 

things clear: ISIL is not Islamic. 

No religion condones the killing 

of innocents, and the vast 

majority of ISIL’s victims have 

been Muslim. . . . ISIL is a 

terrorist organization, pure and 

simple.”

Obama continued, “ISIL speaks 

for no religion.  Their victims 

are overwhelmingly Muslim, 

and no faith teaches people to 

massacre innocents.  No just 

God would stand for what they 

did yesterday, and for what they 

do every single day.” Whatever 

the motivation behind President 

Obama’s statements — whether 

Dr. Avijit Roy, a Bangladeshi-American atheist and writer, was brutally hacked to 

death while he was returning from a book fair in Dhaka last week.  His wife Rafida  

(pictured above) was badly injured in the attack.  In one of his last articles, Dr Roy 

wrote in detail about a man who has been arrested as a suspect in his killing, Islamic 

extremist Farabi Shafiur Rahman.  In the article, published in the upcoming issue of 

the secular humanist magazine Free Inquiry, Roy describes the many threats made 

against him by Rahman, who has been linked to the radical Islamist party Jamaat-e-

Islami, and the Hizbut Tahrir terrorist group. Here is the article in full.

"Religion, a medieval form of unreason, when combined with modern 

weaponry becomes a real threat to 

our freedoms". — Salman Rushdie

On January 7, 2015, the world 

wi tnessed  a  t rag ic  a t roc i ty  

committed by soldiers of the so-

called religion of peace when two 

masked Islamists armed with assault 

rifles entered the offices of Charlie 

Hebdo and killed twelve people.

The gunmen were heard shouting 

“Allahu Akbar” (“God is great” in 

Arabic) and “We have avenged the 

Prophet Muhammad.” A mere three 

weeks before, on December 16, 2014, 

nine gunmen affiliated with the 

Pakistani Taliban conducted a 

terrorist attack in Peshawar, 

Pakistan.  They entered a school, 

opened fire, and killed 145 people, 

132 of whom were schoolchildren. 

To me, such religious extremism is 

like a highly contagious virus.  My 

own recent experiences in this 

regard verify the horrific reality that 

such religious extremism is a “virus 

of faith.” 

It all started with a book. A national 

book fair (popularly known as the 

Ekushey Book Fair) is held every 

February in Bangladesh.  Newly 

published books are displayed in 

more than five hundred stalls.  

Literally thousands of people come 

to the fair every day and enjoy 

buying new books.

Publishers start preparing for this 

event quite early as they try to get 

their books ready for the frenzy of 

the fair.  One of my recent 

publishers, Jagriti Prakashani, timed 

the publication of my book 

'Biswasher Virus' (Bengali for The 

Virus of Faith) to coincide with the 

book fair of 2014. As soon as the book 

was released, it rose to the top of the 

fair’s best-seller list.  At the same 

time, it hit the cranial nerve of 

Islamic fundamentalists. The death 

threats started flowing to my e-mail 

inbox on a regular basis.  I suddenly 

found myself a target of militant 

Islamists and terrorists.  A well-

known extremist by the name of 

Farabi Shafiur Rahman openly 

issued death threats to me through 

his numerous Facebook statuses.  In 

one widely circulated status, 

Rahman wrote, “Avijit Roy lives in 

America and so, it is not possible to 

kill him right now.  But he will be 

murdered when he comes back.”

Let’s put Rahman aside for a moment 

as I provide readers with a bit of 

background about the book. I knew 

there was a growing demand for 

'Biswasher Virus' long before it 

appeared in the market. It started 

when I wrote a few blogs on this 

particular topic on MuktoMona (a 

website of free thinkers of mainly 

Bengali descent).

Due to faith-based politics, a lot had 

happened in Bangladesh in the year 

before, some of which I attempted to 

cover in my writings.  When several 

bloggers were put behind bars for 

being openly atheist, I published 

articles including one in Free Inquiry 

(“Free thought Under Attack in 

Bangladesh,” October/November 

2013).

I also covered other incidents 

s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  S h a h b a g  

Movement, such as an incident in 

which atheist bloggers including 

Ahmed Rajib Haider and Asif 

Mohiuddin were brutally attacked 

by fundamentalists.  Mohiuddin was 

seriously wounded but luckily 

survived a murder attempt in Dhaka 

on January 14, 2014; on the other 

hand, Haider was found hacked to 

death there a month later.

I found a commonality in these 

writings: the virus of faith was the 

weapon that made these atrocities 

possible.  Another interesting case 

c o n c e r n s  Q u a z i  M o h a m m a d  

Rezwanul Ahsan Nafis, a Bengali 

student who came to the United 

States on a student visa in order to 

wage Islamic jihad.

Nafis was arrested in 2012 by the U.S. 

Federal Bureau of Investigation in a 

sting operation after attempting to 

set off a fake car bomb outside the 

Federal  Reserve bui lding in 

Manhattan. He was eventually 

sentenced to thirty years in prison 

after pleading guilty to terrorism.

In my book, I tried to analyze how an 

afterlife-obsessed, terrorist brain 

such as Nafis’s could put our 

civilization in immense danger.  

Nafis’s deep faith in a holy text and 

his belief in afterlife rewards led him 

to pursue his jihadi mission against 

the “infidels”; this can easily be 

compared to the action of a virus.  

Faith-based terrorisms are nothing 

but viruses — if allowed to spread, 

they will wreak havoc on society in 

epidemic proportions.

On September 11, 2001, Americans 

experienced a horrific atrocity in 

their own land that killed almost 

three thousand people and caused at 

least $10 billion in property and 

infrastructure damage. It was, of 

course, the virus of religion that had 

persuaded Mohamed Atta and 

eighteen others that perpetrating this 

bloodbath was not just a moral act 
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First I'd better explain that I define 

“religious privilege” as:  'When a 

religion or religious organisation 

gains an advantage or benefit of 

some kind whether financial, 

material, cultural or political that is 

not available to the non-religious.'  

The provision of chaplains across a 

number of institutions is one such 

privilege as it provides a platform for 

religious bodies, primarily but not 

only the Church of England, to 

advance the profile and depth of 

their organisations at public 

e x p e n s e .   T h i s  a l l o w s  t h e  

propagation of their world-view 

alongside the provision of a public 

service.

Chaplaincy
There are more than 1,600 state 

funded chaplains in the armed 

forces, in prisons, hospitals, airports, 

sea ports, police and education (CofE 

website).  The vast majority of these 

are Church of England employees 

and it is the Church that runs the 

whole system including the 

chaplains of other religions.  These 

include paid Muslim, Hindu and 

Sikh chaplains too and bearing in 

mind that the non-religious in the 

population far outnumber the 

combined numbers from these belief 

systems the absence of non-religious 

chaplains is an obvious injustice.

The CofE has to provide Christian 

chaplains for the armed forces and 

prisons by law but all the rest are 

discretionary as a  result  of  

institutional decision making.  Not 

only are the chaplains paid by the 

state but the employee overheads of 

pensions and NI too, along with 

training, phones, computers, desks, 

office equipment, stationery etc.  The 

premises they operate from, and 

their heating and lighting, are also 

provided free of charge by the 

various institutions on the public 

purse.  As NHS management 

accounts are not published it is 

impossible to know whether or not 

the Church also makes a central 

management charge for running the 

system or whether there is an 

element of profit in there too.  

Wages for the 500 odd chaplains in 

the NHS alone have been calculated 

by the National Secular Society as 

being in the region of £32m per 

annum and although these figures 

have been challenged (by Ekklesia, 

for example) nobody has come up 

with an alternative definitive figure 

because the government claims it 

hasn't got the data and the Church is 

keeping quiet.  With overheads it 

seems likely that total chaplaincy 

costs to the NHS alone is in excess of 

£40m per year.  The 358 chaplains in 

public sector prisons in England and 

Wales cost £10.3m in wages in 2009 

(Ministry of Justice Freedom of 

Information Act enquiry) and 

another FoI enquiry of the MoD by 

the NSS in 2013 revealed that wages 

for the 280 chaplains in the armed 

forces came to £22m.  So for the 

whole shooting match in all 

institutions we are probably talking 

in excess of £100m each year.

NHS Review
In recent years one or two 

institutions (like Herefordshire 

police and Leics Health Authority) 

have added one or two Humanists to 

their chaplaincy teams as volunteers.  

The NHS recently carried out a 

review of its chaplaincy services and 

one conclusion was that more 

attention had to be paid to the needs 

of non-religious patients and staff.  

In assessing that position Antony 

Lempert, Chair of the Secular 

Medical Forum, said: "We think it's 

essential that chaplaincy moves 

from a religious service to one fit for 

– and equally welcoming to – all 

members of the public.

"Whilst chaplaincy remains a paid 

job exclusively for rel igious 

applicants, then any mention of the 

inclusion of the needs of non-

religious patients remains a lip-

service, and the justification for 

publ i c  funding  i s  ser ious ly  

undermined.”

Leicestershire
It has recently emerged that Leics. 

NHS is to recruit a new chaplain to 

provide for the needs of the non-

religious.  It is not known as yet 

whether the post will be advertised 

only for atheists but one member of 

the audience at my talk did speculate 

that it could be just another job for 

one of the (CofE) boys!  I wouldn't 

put it past them.

But if an atheist/humanist is 

employed then it could be a two-

edged sword as it would at one and 

the same time establish a principle of 

equality (in principle) for the non-

religious while also confirming that 

religion, or the absence of it, is a 

fundamental defining characteristic 

of people.  Most secularists and 

atheist/humanists are likely to 

believe that the key point to be 

e m b r a c e d  i n  a  s e r v i c e  l i k e  

'chaplaincy' is the universal character 

of human needs and as such they 

should be served by professionally 

qualified people of all backgrounds.

But it ought to be noted too, that one 

swallow does not make a summer, 

and it would take a lot more than a 

token gesture to undermine the clear 

evidence that chaplaincy is a stark 

example of religious privilege.

RELIGIOUS PRIVILEGE IN THE UK
First in a series of articles by Harry Perry, based on the presentation he gave last Decemeber

Parents’ perspective: The Collective Worship dilemma
A parent speaks out about the damaging impact of excluding her 

young child from mandatory collective worship in school. (from 

the National Secular Society)

My four year old son has just started primary school. 

Starting school was a very exciting time for our family, we 

were looking forward to becoming part of the school 

community, so we were taken aback when we learned 

about the school's practices regarding collective worship, 

including daily recital of prayers.

The school, which is not a faith school, has not been explicit 

about its religious practices to parents. By chance, we 

spotted a prayer on the wall in reception, and were told by 

the school secretary (ahead of us accepting a place at the 

school) that such things like reciting prayers do not happen 

in this school. On another occasion a child giving us a tour 

pointed to a prayer on a birthday cake, which the children 

recite to celebrate birthdays. At the new parent induction, 

the Head did not discuss praying. There was a sheet buried 

in the school starter pack about collective worship, but it 

was not explicit about making children pray regularly 

during the school day.

Praying directly conflicts with our beliefs, and with our 

desire for our son to make up his own mind about the 

existence of gods when he is old enough to reflect on these 

questions for himself.

Concerned at our lack of choice in this matter, we had a 

meeting with the Head in which she explained that all 

children had to pray and sing songs worshipping god in 

order to meet the Standing Advisory Council for Religious 

Education (SACRE) guidelines. She also said she does the 

minimum required to meet the guidance; as far as she 

reasonably can. I did some research and passed this on to 

her, including an offer from the National Secular Society to 

help the school reform their collective worship, with a view 

to being inclusive of people of no-faith (or of different 

religions).

This time the Head replied saying prayer and Christian 

worship in hymns was part of the ethos of the school. They 

made one concession; revising the wording of the daily 

prayer for our child's class in Year R to a reflective 

statement rather than a Christian prayer. The statement is 

inclusive and we are happy with it. She also made it clear 

that from next year this concession would be withdrawn.

We went to the board of governors and were turned down 

again. They said we had the right to exclude our child from 

collective worship; as though this was a reasonable choice. 

As a parent, this is not an easy route to take.

Last month the school had harvest festival; our son took 

food. We asked the school to not include the one song 

worshipping 'god, the father', but they wouldn't change 

their mind. So we decided to use the withdrawal they had 

offered us.

Our son was taken out of assembly and was left sobbing 

outside the school hall listening to the other children 

singing and begging to go back in. Two teachers were 

physically stopping him going back. He is not a 

particularly confident or assertive child so he must have 

been really upset and confused by it all. Luckily my 

husband was at the assembly and was able to calm him 

down and let him go back in. That evening he quietly told 

me that he's had a "sad" day because he'd wanted to join in 

the singing.

How can this be offered as a reasonable solution for a 4 ½ 

year old child who doesn't understand what is going on? It 

is cruel; in his eyes he's being punished. He is the only 

child excluded. We can't, and won't, do that to him again. 

But as parents, where does this leave us? We don't want 

him to pray in school, which should be a place of 

education, not a place of worship. How can a child tell the 

difference between fact (science, maths) and matters of 

opinion (religion) when both are delivered by the teachers 

they look up to?

As for the birthday celebrations, linking birthdays with 

prayers to god (which only some families believe in) 

during 'birthday assemblies' is not at all fair in my eyes. 

Considering we found out about these prayers by 

accident, many parents must be unaware that this even 

happens… or perhaps they just choose not to think about 

it.

I understand some schools do have more inclusive forms 

of collective worship, and our local authority, Herts, states 

that collective worship should be relevant to both those of 

faith and no-faith, it also says children should not be made 

to recite prayers. However when we spoke to them they 

said prefacing the prayer with 'for those of you that wish to 

you can join in the prayer' makes it inclusive.

I have argued that bringing prayer and religious worship 

into school is neither good for the cohesion of the school 

nor embracing of the community. Considering this is a 

publicly funded community school, we are left with no 

alternatives for our son's education.

The Parent Governors Association recently issued a policy 

statement calling for an end to Collective Worship. The 

governors of our school say it is not binding and that the 

Head is within her rights to decide as she wishes.

I was brought up a Muslim but left the faith 15 years ago. 

This makes it even more challenging to turn a blind eye to 

the school enforcing religion onto my son.

Where should families like ours go for an education where 

we are respected and welcomed on an equal footing as 

people of faith?

‘Those that publish images of the Prophet Mohammed deserve to be attacked’

THE INTOLERANT MINORITY

Recent visit to the Uganda schools

Last month I returned from a two week visit 

to Uganda.

During my stay there I spent a lot of time 

with Peter Kisirinya, Director of Isaac 

Newton High School, and with Moses 

Kamya, Director of Mustard Seed School. I 

was able to spend a few days in each school 

and talk to staff about the progress of the 

schools and needs for the future. Attached 

are detailed reports on each school:

Isaac Newton High School Visit Report 

February 2015

Mustard Seed Secondary School Visit 

Report February 2015

My visit coincided with the start of the new 

school year and, only a few days before, the 

Primary Leaving Certificate results had 

been published. So the schools were 

actively recruiting the new first-year intake. 

It was clear that the scholarships provided 

by UHST supporters were helping them to 

attract some of the brightest primary school 

leavers. Competition for scholarships was 

attracting students with their families to see 

the schools and to demonstrate their 

enthusiasm to become students there.

In view of the large distances that students 

have to travel in these rural areas, the 

existence of good boarding facilities is 

important to families. They like to know 

their children will be coming to a caring and 

a safe environment where they will have 

good study facilities and a range of 

activities to give them worthwhile things to 

do when they are not in lessons. On Sunday, 

in particular, the schools offer a range of 

sports, board games, including chess, 

music, films and opportunities for religious 

observance for the few who want this. 

Families were impressed that both schools 

h a d  v e r y  h i g h  q u a l i t y  h o s t e l  

accommodation and washing and sanitary 

arrangements for boys and girls. The new 

boys hostels were at the final painting stage 

so both schools were expecting a further 

boost in student numbers in 2015. Both 

schools were planning to split the Senior 1 

class to create two parallel streams.

Both school sites were being spruced up for 

the start of term. The grass was cut, the 

grounds were being tidied, classrooms and 

hostels washed out and all furniture was 

being dusted down and cleaned. There was 

a general sense of purposefulness about 

both schools which are turning into self-

confident institutions as they move towards 

becoming self-sustaining.

The one shadow over the visit was the 

discovery that the former Fair View School 

at Mbute, which had been transferred to the 

ownership of Isaac Newton High School 

two years ago, is facing a challenge from the 

previous Director, Deo Ssekitooleko. The 

school, which had been founded as a joint 

venture between IHEU and UHASSO (the 

Uganda Humanist Association), had closed 

after failing two inspections while under 

Deo’s management. Deo found a job in 

Rwanda and for the past two years the 

school has undergone a renaissance under 

the competent management provided by 

the Isaac Newton team, led by Peter 

Kisirinya. However, Deo has returned and 

is attempting to take over again and the 

school is currently closed while a lawyer 

employed by IHEU attempts to sort out the 

legalities. We are hoping the problem will 

be solved quickly so that students at Mbute 

will be able to resume their education as 

soon as possible.

In the meantime, developments at the other 

but also a sacred duty.

In the Charlie Hebdo attack, the 

Kouachi brothers killed twelve 

people and injured several others in 

the name of Allah and their prophet.  

The cases of the Kouachi brothers, 

Nafis, and Atta are not isolated 

manifestations of the religion virus.  

Rev. Michael Bray, the American 

minister who was convicted of a 

series of abortion clinic attacks in the 

eighties, used biblical verses to 

defend his acts of terrorism.  In 1992, 

Hindu fanatics destroyed Babri 

Masjid, one of the largest and oldest 

mosques in Uttar Pradesh of India, 

based on a religious myth called 

“Ram Janmabhoomi.”

The incident ignited riots in India 

and neighboring countries. As I am 

writing this article, ISIS — one of the 

most infamous extremist groups — 

continues torturing minorities and 

beheading people in the name of 

Allah. Boko Haram, a terrorist 

organization in Nigeria, is not only 

forcing women and girls into 

prostitution but also massacring 

thousands of people mercilessly in 

the name of God.  These are only a 

few examples of the viruses of faiths, 

and they’re happening all around us. 

I don’t claim to have come up with 

any new or novel concept in 

Biswasher Virus.  Those who are 

familiar with Richard Dawkins’s 

revolutionary idea of the meme 

(introduced in his 1976 magnum 

opus The Sel f ish Gene)  are  

acquainted with the viral metaphor 

for religious ideas.  Based on this 

idea, numerous authors have 

suggested the religion memeplex can 

behave like a “biological virus” 

acting in a living organism.

Computer scientist Craig James 

(author of The Religion Virus) and 

psychologist Darrel W. Ray (author 

of The God Virus) independently 

proposed that the “religion meme” 

can be viewed as a virus.

Philosopher Daniel C. Dennett 

(author of Breaking the Spell) 

suggested that religions display 

behavioural control over people 

in much the same way that 

parasites invade organisms. For 

example, the rabies virus infects 

very specific neurons in the 

brain of a mammalian host, later 

inducing the host to bite or 

otherwise attack others. The 

lancet fluke (Dicrocoelium 

dendriticum), a parasite, infects 

the brains of ants by taking 

control and driving them to 

climb to the top of blades of 

grass, where they can be eaten 

by cows.  Another parasitic 

hairworm, scientifically known 

as Spinochordodes tellinii, 

infects grasshoppers’ brains in a 

way that makes grasshoppers 

more likely to jump into water 

and commit suicide, allowing 

the worm to mate.  Don’t we see 

similar occurrences in our 

human society? Take the 

horrifying videos of hostage 

beheadings by ISIS as an 

example.

Regardless, President Barack 

Obama has made it abundantly 

clear that the United States is not 

at war with Islam. On laying out 

a strategy for dealing with ISIS 

(or, alternatively, ISIL), Obama 

declared: “Now, let’s make two 

things clear: ISIL is not Islamic. 

No religion condones the killing 

of innocents, and the vast 

majority of ISIL’s victims have 

been Muslim. . . . ISIL is a 

terrorist organization, pure and 

simple.”

Obama continued, “ISIL speaks 

for no religion.  Their victims 

are overwhelmingly Muslim, 

and no faith teaches people to 

massacre innocents.  No just 

God would stand for what they 

did yesterday, and for what they 

do every single day.” Whatever 

the motivation behind President 

Obama’s statements — whether 

Dr. Avijit Roy, a Bangladeshi-American atheist and writer, was brutally hacked to 

death while he was returning from a book fair in Dhaka last week.  His wife Rafida  

(pictured above) was badly injured in the attack.  In one of his last articles, Dr Roy 

wrote in detail about a man who has been arrested as a suspect in his killing, Islamic 

extremist Farabi Shafiur Rahman.  In the article, published in the upcoming issue of 

the secular humanist magazine Free Inquiry, Roy describes the many threats made 

against him by Rahman, who has been linked to the radical Islamist party Jamaat-e-

Islami, and the Hizbut Tahrir terrorist group. Here is the article in full.

"Religion, a medieval form of unreason, when combined with modern 

weaponry becomes a real threat to 

our freedoms". — Salman Rushdie

On January 7, 2015, the world 

wi tnessed  a  t rag ic  a t roc i ty  

committed by soldiers of the so-

called religion of peace when two 

masked Islamists armed with assault 

rifles entered the offices of Charlie 

Hebdo and killed twelve people.

The gunmen were heard shouting 

“Allahu Akbar” (“God is great” in 

Arabic) and “We have avenged the 

Prophet Muhammad.” A mere three 

weeks before, on December 16, 2014, 

nine gunmen affiliated with the 

Pakistani Taliban conducted a 

terrorist attack in Peshawar, 

Pakistan.  They entered a school, 

opened fire, and killed 145 people, 

132 of whom were schoolchildren. 

To me, such religious extremism is 

like a highly contagious virus.  My 

own recent experiences in this 

regard verify the horrific reality that 

such religious extremism is a “virus 

of faith.” 

It all started with a book. A national 

book fair (popularly known as the 

Ekushey Book Fair) is held every 

February in Bangladesh.  Newly 

published books are displayed in 

more than five hundred stalls.  

Literally thousands of people come 

to the fair every day and enjoy 

buying new books.

Publishers start preparing for this 

event quite early as they try to get 

their books ready for the frenzy of 

the fair.  One of my recent 

publishers, Jagriti Prakashani, timed 

the publication of my book 

'Biswasher Virus' (Bengali for The 

Virus of Faith) to coincide with the 

book fair of 2014. As soon as the book 

was released, it rose to the top of the 

fair’s best-seller list.  At the same 

time, it hit the cranial nerve of 

Islamic fundamentalists. The death 

threats started flowing to my e-mail 

inbox on a regular basis.  I suddenly 

found myself a target of militant 

Islamists and terrorists.  A well-

known extremist by the name of 

Farabi Shafiur Rahman openly 

issued death threats to me through 

his numerous Facebook statuses.  In 

one widely circulated status, 

Rahman wrote, “Avijit Roy lives in 

America and so, it is not possible to 

kill him right now.  But he will be 

murdered when he comes back.”

Let’s put Rahman aside for a moment 

as I provide readers with a bit of 

background about the book. I knew 

there was a growing demand for 

'Biswasher Virus' long before it 

appeared in the market. It started 

when I wrote a few blogs on this 

particular topic on MuktoMona (a 

website of free thinkers of mainly 

Bengali descent).

Due to faith-based politics, a lot had 

happened in Bangladesh in the year 

before, some of which I attempted to 

cover in my writings.  When several 

bloggers were put behind bars for 

being openly atheist, I published 

articles including one in Free Inquiry 

(“Free thought Under Attack in 

Bangladesh,” October/November 

2013).

I also covered other incidents 

s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  S h a h b a g  

Movement, such as an incident in 

which atheist bloggers including 

Ahmed Rajib Haider and Asif 

Mohiuddin were brutally attacked 

by fundamentalists.  Mohiuddin was 

seriously wounded but luckily 

survived a murder attempt in Dhaka 

on January 14, 2014; on the other 

hand, Haider was found hacked to 

death there a month later.

I found a commonality in these 

writings: the virus of faith was the 

weapon that made these atrocities 

possible.  Another interesting case 

c o n c e r n s  Q u a z i  M o h a m m a d  

Rezwanul Ahsan Nafis, a Bengali 

student who came to the United 

States on a student visa in order to 

wage Islamic jihad.

Nafis was arrested in 2012 by the U.S. 

Federal Bureau of Investigation in a 

sting operation after attempting to 

set off a fake car bomb outside the 

Federal  Reserve bui lding in 

Manhattan. He was eventually 

sentenced to thirty years in prison 

after pleading guilty to terrorism.

In my book, I tried to analyze how an 

afterlife-obsessed, terrorist brain 

such as Nafis’s could put our 

civilization in immense danger.  

Nafis’s deep faith in a holy text and 

his belief in afterlife rewards led him 

to pursue his jihadi mission against 

the “infidels”; this can easily be 

compared to the action of a virus.  

Faith-based terrorisms are nothing 

but viruses — if allowed to spread, 

they will wreak havoc on society in 

epidemic proportions.

On September 11, 2001, Americans 

experienced a horrific atrocity in 

their own land that killed almost 

three thousand people and caused at 

least $10 billion in property and 

infrastructure damage. It was, of 

course, the virus of religion that had 

persuaded Mohamed Atta and 

eighteen others that perpetrating this 

bloodbath was not just a moral act 
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How democratic is the EU? 

The speaker at our annual Darwin 
thDay talk on 17  February was David 

N u t t ,  p r o f e s s o r  o f  

neuropsychopharmacology at 

Imperial College, London, and 

formerly chair of the  Advisory 

Committee on the Misuse of Drugs. 

When he famously stated in 2009 

that consuming ecstasy was much 

less dangerous than horse-riding his 

remark was judged much more 

independent than the Home Office 

could tolerate. Since then he has been 

chair on the Independent Scientific 

Committee on Drugs, which is not 

constrained by political sensitivities.

For a pharmacologist, a drug is a 

chemical with physiological effects, 

which of course includes alcohol and 

nicotine. Some drugs cause harm 

and the rational approach is to assess 

the nature and degree of the harm 

before legislating if and how they are 

to be controlled. Tobacco is a major 

cause of deaths whereas ecstasy has 

caused hardly any, a difference 

which does not correspond to 

current laws. Alcohol is the leading 

cause of death for men under the age 

of 50 and this is increasing. It is the 

only drug shown to cause brain 

damage and is probably a factor in 

dementia. Deaths from liver disease 

in Britain are rising while other 

major causes such as lung cancer 

have declined over the past forty 

years. In France policies such as a 

ban on alcohol advertising have 

brought about a decline in the 

disease over the same period. 

No Effective Pain Relief

The indirect effects of alcohol on 

society are more damaging than the 

direct effects on the drinker. When 

the various harms of drugs are 

aggregated there is no correlation 

with the control class to which they 

are assigned by legislation. In this 

A Rational Approach

country there are a million people 

with a criminal record associated 

with cannabis and in the US there are 

600,000 in prison. 80% of the world's 

population have no access to 

medica l  op ia tes  because  o f  

legislation banning them and 

proposals to ban ketamine will 

exacerbate the problem, leaving the 

majority without effective pain 

relief.

Lack of Research on the Effects of Drugs
Another effect of legislation is to 

make it very hard to research the 

effects of drugs, whether beneficial 

or harmful. LSD has been used by 

scientists such as Francis Crick and 

by artists to free imagination. It has 

also shown promise as a treatment 

for alcoholism. However the 

Vietnam War slogan 'Drop acid not 

bombs' made it sound subversive 

and so it was banned together with 

analogues despite opposition from 

Bobby Kennedy.

In the 1960s psilocybin (from “magic 

mushrooms”) was sold by the Swiss 

company Sandoz for psychotherapy 

but has since been restricted by 

legislation. With great difficulty 

there has been research on its effect 

on the brain using MRI. It was found 

that it has an effect on serotonin 

receptors, as does LSD, deactivating 

areas which integrate sensation and 

thought patterns. The connectivity 

of many areas of the brain is thereby 

increased. (This was predicted by 

Aldous Huxley, based on his 

personal experiments with the 

drug.) Even a single intravenous 

dose of psilocybin has a beneficial 

effect on depression, which is 

associated with over-activity of the 

brain.

Nutt's attempt to carry out research 

on the drug was preceded by an 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y  l o n g  e t h i c a l  

Channel 4 Offer

Prof David Nutt: Drug and Alcohol Policy
Darwin Lecture Report - Anthony Matthew

assessment, which makes research 

much more expensive. Channel 4 has 

offered to fund research on ecstasy 

(or MDMA) to be shown in television 

programmes. It is a possible 

treatment for post-traumatic stress 

disorder, allowing the sufferer to 

relive the traumatic experience and 

release the stress. It damps the 

act ivity of  the brain in the 

hypothalamus and amygdala. It has 

achieved 80% remission of the 

symptoms.

With alcohol one of the most 

dangerous drugs and freely available 

there is a case for developing an 

alternative with pleasurable effects 

and without the harmful features 

and with a known antidote. 

However, there is no commercial 

incentive for such a project.

As well as delivering his talk, to an 

audience of about 65, including a 

group of students from 

 who have been studying 

this area, Professor Nutt fielded 

questions for another 45 minutes or 

so. 

Those who want to study his 

arguments further should read his 

book Drugs - Without the Hot Air: 

Minimising the Harms of Legal and 

Illegal Drugs.

A Safe Alternative to Alcohol?

De Montfort 

University

Parents’ perspective: The Collective Worship dilemma
A parent speaks out about the damaging impact of excluding her 

young child from mandatory collective worship in school. (from 

the National Secular Society)

My four year old son has just started primary school. 

Starting school was a very exciting time for our family, we 

were looking forward to becoming part of the school 

community, so we were taken aback when we learned 

about the school's practices regarding collective worship, 

including daily recital of prayers.

The school, which is not a faith school, has not been explicit 

about its religious practices to parents. By chance, we 

spotted a prayer on the wall in reception, and were told by 

the school secretary (ahead of us accepting a place at the 

school) that such things like reciting prayers do not happen 

in this school. On another occasion a child giving us a tour 

pointed to a prayer on a birthday cake, which the children 

recite to celebrate birthdays. At the new parent induction, 

the Head did not discuss praying. There was a sheet buried 

in the school starter pack about collective worship, but it 

was not explicit about making children pray regularly 

during the school day.

Praying directly conflicts with our beliefs, and with our 

desire for our son to make up his own mind about the 

existence of gods when he is old enough to reflect on these 

questions for himself.

Concerned at our lack of choice in this matter, we had a 

meeting with the Head in which she explained that all 

children had to pray and sing songs worshipping god in 

order to meet the Standing Advisory Council for Religious 

Education (SACRE) guidelines. She also said she does the 

minimum required to meet the guidance; as far as she 

reasonably can. I did some research and passed this on to 

her, including an offer from the National Secular Society to 

help the school reform their collective worship, with a view 

to being inclusive of people of no-faith (or of different 

religions).

This time the Head replied saying prayer and Christian 

worship in hymns was part of the ethos of the school. They 

made one concession; revising the wording of the daily 

prayer for our child's class in Year R to a reflective 

statement rather than a Christian prayer. The statement is 

inclusive and we are happy with it. She also made it clear 

that from next year this concession would be withdrawn.

We went to the board of governors and were turned down 

again. They said we had the right to exclude our child from 

collective worship; as though this was a reasonable choice. 

As a parent, this is not an easy route to take.

Last month the school had harvest festival; our son took 

food. We asked the school to not include the one song 

worshipping 'god, the father', but they wouldn't change 

their mind. So we decided to use the withdrawal they had 

offered us.

Our son was taken out of assembly and was left sobbing 

outside the school hall listening to the other children 

singing and begging to go back in. Two teachers were 

physically stopping him going back. He is not a 

particularly confident or assertive child so he must have 

been really upset and confused by it all. Luckily my 

husband was at the assembly and was able to calm him 

down and let him go back in. That evening he quietly told 

me that he's had a "sad" day because he'd wanted to join in 

the singing.

How can this be offered as a reasonable solution for a 4 ½ 

year old child who doesn't understand what is going on? It 

is cruel; in his eyes he's being punished. He is the only 

child excluded. We can't, and won't, do that to him again. 

But as parents, where does this leave us? We don't want 

him to pray in school, which should be a place of 

education, not a place of worship. How can a child tell the 

difference between fact (science, maths) and matters of 

opinion (religion) when both are delivered by the teachers 

they look up to?

As for the birthday celebrations, linking birthdays with 

prayers to god (which only some families believe in) 

during 'birthday assemblies' is not at all fair in my eyes. 

Considering we found out about these prayers by 

accident, many parents must be unaware that this even 

happens… or perhaps they just choose not to think about 

it.

I understand some schools do have more inclusive forms 

of collective worship, and our local authority, Herts, states 

that collective worship should be relevant to both those of 

faith and no-faith, it also says children should not be made 

to recite prayers. However when we spoke to them they 

said prefacing the prayer with 'for those of you that wish to 

you can join in the prayer' makes it inclusive.

I have argued that bringing prayer and religious worship 

into school is neither good for the cohesion of the school 

nor embracing of the community. Considering this is a 

publicly funded community school, we are left with no 

alternatives for our son's education.

The Parent Governors Association recently issued a policy 

statement calling for an end to Collective Worship. The 

governors of our school say it is not binding and that the 

Head is within her rights to decide as she wishes.

I was brought up a Muslim but left the faith 15 years ago. 

This makes it even more challenging to turn a blind eye to 

the school enforcing religion onto my son.

Where should families like ours go for an education where 

we are respected and welcomed on an equal footing as 

people of faith?

‘Those that publish images of the Prophet Mohammed deserve to be attacked’

THE INTOLERANT MINORITY

Recent visit to the Uganda schools

Last month I returned from a two week visit 

to Uganda.

During my stay there I spent a lot of time 

with Peter Kisirinya, Director of Isaac 

Newton High School, and with Moses 

Kamya, Director of Mustard Seed School. I 

was able to spend a few days in each school 

and talk to staff about the progress of the 

schools and needs for the future. Attached 

are detailed reports on each school:

Isaac Newton High School Visit Report 

February 2015

Mustard Seed Secondary School Visit 

Report February 2015

My visit coincided with the start of the new 

school year and, only a few days before, the 

Primary Leaving Certificate results had 

been published. So the schools were 

actively recruiting the new first-year intake. 

It was clear that the scholarships provided 

by UHST supporters were helping them to 

attract some of the brightest primary school 

leavers. Competition for scholarships was 

attracting students with their families to see 

the schools and to demonstrate their 

enthusiasm to become students there.

In view of the large distances that students 

have to travel in these rural areas, the 

existence of good boarding facilities is 

important to families. They like to know 

their children will be coming to a caring and 

a safe environment where they will have 

good study facilities and a range of 

activities to give them worthwhile things to 

do when they are not in lessons. On Sunday, 

in particular, the schools offer a range of 

sports, board games, including chess, 

music, films and opportunities for religious 

observance for the few who want this. 

Families were impressed that both schools 

h a d  v e r y  h i g h  q u a l i t y  h o s t e l  

accommodation and washing and sanitary 

arrangements for boys and girls. The new 

boys hostels were at the final painting stage 

so both schools were expecting a further 

boost in student numbers in 2015. Both 

schools were planning to split the Senior 1 

class to create two parallel streams.

Both school sites were being spruced up for 

the start of term. The grass was cut, the 

grounds were being tidied, classrooms and 

hostels washed out and all furniture was 

being dusted down and cleaned. There was 

a general sense of purposefulness about 

both schools which are turning into self-

confident institutions as they move towards 

becoming self-sustaining.

The one shadow over the visit was the 

discovery that the former Fair View School 

at Mbute, which had been transferred to the 

ownership of Isaac Newton High School 

two years ago, is facing a challenge from the 

previous Director, Deo Ssekitooleko. The 

school, which had been founded as a joint 

venture between IHEU and UHASSO (the 

Uganda Humanist Association), had closed 

after failing two inspections while under 

Deo’s management. Deo found a job in 

Rwanda and for the past two years the 

school has undergone a renaissance under 

the competent management provided by 

the Isaac Newton team, led by Peter 

Kisirinya. However, Deo has returned and 

is attempting to take over again and the 

school is currently closed while a lawyer 

employed by IHEU attempts to sort out the 

legalities. We are hoping the problem will 

be solved quickly so that students at Mbute 

will be able to resume their education as 

soon as possible.

In the meantime, developments at the other 

but also a sacred duty.

In the Charlie Hebdo attack, the 

Kouachi brothers killed twelve 

people and injured several others in 

the name of Allah and their prophet.  

The cases of the Kouachi brothers, 

Nafis, and Atta are not isolated 

manifestations of the religion virus.  

Rev. Michael Bray, the American 

minister who was convicted of a 

series of abortion clinic attacks in the 

eighties, used biblical verses to 

defend his acts of terrorism.  In 1992, 

Hindu fanatics destroyed Babri 

Masjid, one of the largest and oldest 

mosques in Uttar Pradesh of India, 

based on a religious myth called 

“Ram Janmabhoomi.”

The incident ignited riots in India 

and neighboring countries. As I am 

writing this article, ISIS — one of the 

most infamous extremist groups — 

continues torturing minorities and 

beheading people in the name of 

Allah. Boko Haram, a terrorist 

organization in Nigeria, is not only 

forcing women and girls into 

prostitution but also massacring 

thousands of people mercilessly in 

the name of God.  These are only a 

few examples of the viruses of faiths, 

and they’re happening all around us. 

I don’t claim to have come up with 

any new or novel concept in 

Biswasher Virus.  Those who are 

familiar with Richard Dawkins’s 

revolutionary idea of the meme 

(introduced in his 1976 magnum 

opus The Sel f ish Gene)  are  

acquainted with the viral metaphor 

for religious ideas.  Based on this 

idea, numerous authors have 

suggested the religion memeplex can 

behave like a “biological virus” 

acting in a living organism.

Computer scientist Craig James 

(author of The Religion Virus) and 

psychologist Darrel W. Ray (author 

of The God Virus) independently 

proposed that the “religion meme” 

can be viewed as a virus.

Philosopher Daniel C. Dennett 

(author of Breaking the Spell) 

suggested that religions display 

behavioural control over people 

in much the same way that 

parasites invade organisms. For 

example, the rabies virus infects 

very specific neurons in the 

brain of a mammalian host, later 

inducing the host to bite or 

otherwise attack others. The 

lancet fluke (Dicrocoelium 

dendriticum), a parasite, infects 

the brains of ants by taking 

control and driving them to 

climb to the top of blades of 

grass, where they can be eaten 

by cows.  Another parasitic 

hairworm, scientifically known 

as Spinochordodes tellinii, 

infects grasshoppers’ brains in a 

way that makes grasshoppers 

more likely to jump into water 

and commit suicide, allowing 

the worm to mate.  Don’t we see 

similar occurrences in our 

human society? Take the 

horrifying videos of hostage 

beheadings by ISIS as an 

example.

Regardless, President Barack 

Obama has made it abundantly 

clear that the United States is not 

at war with Islam. On laying out 

a strategy for dealing with ISIS 

(or, alternatively, ISIL), Obama 

declared: “Now, let’s make two 

things clear: ISIL is not Islamic. 

No religion condones the killing 

of innocents, and the vast 

majority of ISIL’s victims have 

been Muslim. . . . ISIL is a 

terrorist organization, pure and 

simple.”

Obama continued, “ISIL speaks 

for no religion.  Their victims 

are overwhelmingly Muslim, 

and no faith teaches people to 

massacre innocents.  No just 

God would stand for what they 

did yesterday, and for what they 

do every single day.” Whatever 

the motivation behind President 

Obama’s statements — whether 

Dr. Avijit Roy, a Bangladeshi-American atheist and writer, was brutally hacked to 

death while he was returning from a book fair in Dhaka last week.  His wife Rafida  

(pictured above) was badly injured in the attack.  In one of his last articles, Dr Roy 

wrote in detail about a man who has been arrested as a suspect in his killing, Islamic 

extremist Farabi Shafiur Rahman.  In the article, published in the upcoming issue of 

the secular humanist magazine Free Inquiry, Roy describes the many threats made 

against him by Rahman, who has been linked to the radical Islamist party Jamaat-e-

Islami, and the Hizbut Tahrir terrorist group. Here is the article in full.

"Religion, a medieval form of unreason, when combined with modern 

weaponry becomes a real threat to 

our freedoms". — Salman Rushdie

On January 7, 2015, the world 

wi tnessed  a  t rag ic  a t roc i ty  

committed by soldiers of the so-

called religion of peace when two 

masked Islamists armed with assault 

rifles entered the offices of Charlie 

Hebdo and killed twelve people.

The gunmen were heard shouting 

“Allahu Akbar” (“God is great” in 

Arabic) and “We have avenged the 

Prophet Muhammad.” A mere three 

weeks before, on December 16, 2014, 

nine gunmen affiliated with the 

Pakistani Taliban conducted a 

terrorist attack in Peshawar, 

Pakistan.  They entered a school, 

opened fire, and killed 145 people, 

132 of whom were schoolchildren. 

To me, such religious extremism is 

like a highly contagious virus.  My 

own recent experiences in this 

regard verify the horrific reality that 

such religious extremism is a “virus 

of faith.” 

It all started with a book. A national 

book fair (popularly known as the 

Ekushey Book Fair) is held every 

February in Bangladesh.  Newly 

published books are displayed in 

more than five hundred stalls.  

Literally thousands of people come 

to the fair every day and enjoy 

buying new books.

Publishers start preparing for this 

event quite early as they try to get 

their books ready for the frenzy of 

the fair.  One of my recent 

publishers, Jagriti Prakashani, timed 

the publication of my book 

'Biswasher Virus' (Bengali for The 

Virus of Faith) to coincide with the 

book fair of 2014. As soon as the book 

was released, it rose to the top of the 

fair’s best-seller list.  At the same 

time, it hit the cranial nerve of 

Islamic fundamentalists. The death 

threats started flowing to my e-mail 

inbox on a regular basis.  I suddenly 

found myself a target of militant 

Islamists and terrorists.  A well-

known extremist by the name of 

Farabi Shafiur Rahman openly 

issued death threats to me through 

his numerous Facebook statuses.  In 

one widely circulated status, 

Rahman wrote, “Avijit Roy lives in 

America and so, it is not possible to 

kill him right now.  But he will be 

murdered when he comes back.”

Let’s put Rahman aside for a moment 

as I provide readers with a bit of 

background about the book. I knew 

there was a growing demand for 

'Biswasher Virus' long before it 

appeared in the market. It started 

when I wrote a few blogs on this 

particular topic on MuktoMona (a 

website of free thinkers of mainly 

Bengali descent).

Due to faith-based politics, a lot had 

happened in Bangladesh in the year 

before, some of which I attempted to 

cover in my writings.  When several 

bloggers were put behind bars for 

being openly atheist, I published 

articles including one in Free Inquiry 

(“Free thought Under Attack in 

Bangladesh,” October/November 

2013).

I also covered other incidents 

s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  S h a h b a g  

Movement, such as an incident in 

which atheist bloggers including 

Ahmed Rajib Haider and Asif 

Mohiuddin were brutally attacked 

by fundamentalists.  Mohiuddin was 

seriously wounded but luckily 

survived a murder attempt in Dhaka 

on January 14, 2014; on the other 

hand, Haider was found hacked to 

death there a month later.

I found a commonality in these 

writings: the virus of faith was the 

weapon that made these atrocities 

possible.  Another interesting case 

c o n c e r n s  Q u a z i  M o h a m m a d  

Rezwanul Ahsan Nafis, a Bengali 

student who came to the United 

States on a student visa in order to 

wage Islamic jihad.

Nafis was arrested in 2012 by the U.S. 

Federal Bureau of Investigation in a 

sting operation after attempting to 

set off a fake car bomb outside the 

Federal  Reserve bui lding in 

Manhattan. He was eventually 

sentenced to thirty years in prison 

after pleading guilty to terrorism.

In my book, I tried to analyze how an 

afterlife-obsessed, terrorist brain 

such as Nafis’s could put our 

civilization in immense danger.  

Nafis’s deep faith in a holy text and 

his belief in afterlife rewards led him 

to pursue his jihadi mission against 

the “infidels”; this can easily be 

compared to the action of a virus.  

Faith-based terrorisms are nothing 

but viruses — if allowed to spread, 

they will wreak havoc on society in 

epidemic proportions.

On September 11, 2001, Americans 

experienced a horrific atrocity in 

their own land that killed almost 

three thousand people and caused at 

least $10 billion in property and 

infrastructure damage. It was, of 

course, the virus of religion that had 

persuaded Mohamed Atta and 

eighteen others that perpetrating this 

bloodbath was not just a moral act 
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What Is A Person Worth?

Through Facebook interactions with 

my Belgian in-laws, I came across 

their current newspaper discussions 

on what effect their government’s 

proposed introduction of student 

loans would have: they being 

imposed to pay for increased 

university funding to more realistic 

levels.

Knowing that Belgium has, in 

common with The Netherlands, a 

laid-down minimum wage regime, 

which is, in fact, a realistic living wage 

even at its lowest level; and that this 

b a s i c - w a g e  r e q u i r e m e n t  

incrementally increases according to 

the certificated educational and skill 

level achieved by the employee; it 

occurred to me that simple, upwards 

adjustments could be made to cover 

the cost of the loan repayments.

It then struck me that I’d hit on a 

scheme to ensure that  the firms who 

required those skills, paid the cost of 

their acquisition. This is important in 

our global economic system, where 

companies are able to register their 

headquarters in the lowest-taxed 

havens available; and so avoid paying 

imposts imposed by those countries 

from which they’ve garnered their 

profits. They do, however, have to 

pay wages to the staff they employ; 

and those wage levels should also be 

sufficient to minimise the so-called 

“welfare spending” that has to be 

deployed from exchequers already 

depleted by ingenious tax avoidance 

strategies: strategies that are 

continually being developed and 

upgraded by international firms’ 

highly paid, expert lawyers and 

accountants.

So, since employers are able to avoid 

paying taxes, whilst being unable to 

avoid paying wages; then, our current 

lump-sum stoppages from wages, 

that go by the name of ‘tax’, should be 

replaced by a hypothecated system, 

where an employee’s health and 

unemployment insurances, and 

pension savings are itemised, and 

seen, as employee benefits: thereby 

reducing resistance among workers 

to their imposition.  The government 

here could do the same as in The 

Netherlands, and make employers 

double the values of these employees’ 

insurance and pension contributions.

When considering the rights and 

wrongs of welfare, there is a tendency 

to consider a person’s worth as 

synonymous with the requirements 

of capital and profit acquisition: this 

taking precedence over a country’s 

administrative and communal 

function, as also  its workers’ ability to 

pay their way in the world without 

having to rely on external gratuitous 

handouts.  Having to rely on such 

handouts, in spite of being “hard 

working” contributors to our 

society’s ‘commonwealth’, demeans 

the social standing of the recipients 

(dubbed the something for nothing 

brigade) and degrades their feeling of 

self-worth (bolstering our society’s 

social class divisions).

It took a pretty, young, Bolshoi-Ballet, 

prima ballerina, interviewed on 

television, to point out that the female 

corps-de-ballet, performing its 

regular,  integrated, formation 

dancing, represents the background 

culture of society; this last being 

normally created, developed, and 

maintained by society’s distaff side; so 

forming the stable backdrop against 

which incidental happenings, or 

enterprises of varying degrees of pith 

and moment, are played out. 

However, the dearth of female MPs in 

our legislature means that this 

background holistic component of our 

society is not properly represented in 

parliament; leaving the country’s 

governance to be fought out between 

right and left-wing (economic) male 

opponents: often to the detriment the 

nation’s underlying stability.

Parents’ perspective: The Collective Worship dilemma
A parent speaks out about the damaging impact of excluding her 

young child from mandatory collective worship in school. (from 

the National Secular Society)

My four year old son has just started primary school. 

Starting school was a very exciting time for our family, we 

were looking forward to becoming part of the school 

community, so we were taken aback when we learned 

about the school's practices regarding collective worship, 

including daily recital of prayers.

The school, which is not a faith school, has not been explicit 

about its religious practices to parents. By chance, we 

spotted a prayer on the wall in reception, and were told by 

the school secretary (ahead of us accepting a place at the 

school) that such things like reciting prayers do not happen 

in this school. On another occasion a child giving us a tour 

pointed to a prayer on a birthday cake, which the children 

recite to celebrate birthdays. At the new parent induction, 

the Head did not discuss praying. There was a sheet buried 

in the school starter pack about collective worship, but it 

was not explicit about making children pray regularly 

during the school day.

Praying directly conflicts with our beliefs, and with our 

desire for our son to make up his own mind about the 

existence of gods when he is old enough to reflect on these 

questions for himself.

Concerned at our lack of choice in this matter, we had a 

meeting with the Head in which she explained that all 

children had to pray and sing songs worshipping god in 

order to meet the Standing Advisory Council for Religious 

Education (SACRE) guidelines. She also said she does the 

minimum required to meet the guidance; as far as she 

reasonably can. I did some research and passed this on to 

her, including an offer from the National Secular Society to 

help the school reform their collective worship, with a view 

to being inclusive of people of no-faith (or of different 

religions).

This time the Head replied saying prayer and Christian 

worship in hymns was part of the ethos of the school. They 

made one concession; revising the wording of the daily 

prayer for our child's class in Year R to a reflective 

statement rather than a Christian prayer. The statement is 

inclusive and we are happy with it. She also made it clear 

that from next year this concession would be withdrawn.

We went to the board of governors and were turned down 

again. They said we had the right to exclude our child from 

collective worship; as though this was a reasonable choice. 

As a parent, this is not an easy route to take.

Last month the school had harvest festival; our son took 

food. We asked the school to not include the one song 

worshipping 'god, the father', but they wouldn't change 

their mind. So we decided to use the withdrawal they had 

offered us.

Our son was taken out of assembly and was left sobbing 

outside the school hall listening to the other children 

singing and begging to go back in. Two teachers were 

physically stopping him going back. He is not a 

particularly confident or assertive child so he must have 

been really upset and confused by it all. Luckily my 

husband was at the assembly and was able to calm him 

down and let him go back in. That evening he quietly told 

me that he's had a "sad" day because he'd wanted to join in 

the singing.

How can this be offered as a reasonable solution for a 4 ½ 

year old child who doesn't understand what is going on? It 

is cruel; in his eyes he's being punished. He is the only 

child excluded. We can't, and won't, do that to him again. 

But as parents, where does this leave us? We don't want 

him to pray in school, which should be a place of 

education, not a place of worship. How can a child tell the 

difference between fact (science, maths) and matters of 

opinion (religion) when both are delivered by the teachers 

they look up to?

As for the birthday celebrations, linking birthdays with 

prayers to god (which only some families believe in) 

during 'birthday assemblies' is not at all fair in my eyes. 

Considering we found out about these prayers by 

accident, many parents must be unaware that this even 

happens… or perhaps they just choose not to think about 

it.

I understand some schools do have more inclusive forms 

of collective worship, and our local authority, Herts, states 

that collective worship should be relevant to both those of 

faith and no-faith, it also says children should not be made 

to recite prayers. However when we spoke to them they 

said prefacing the prayer with 'for those of you that wish to 

you can join in the prayer' makes it inclusive.

I have argued that bringing prayer and religious worship 

into school is neither good for the cohesion of the school 

nor embracing of the community. Considering this is a 

publicly funded community school, we are left with no 

alternatives for our son's education.

The Parent Governors Association recently issued a policy 

statement calling for an end to Collective Worship. The 

governors of our school say it is not binding and that the 

Head is within her rights to decide as she wishes.

I was brought up a Muslim but left the faith 15 years ago. 

This makes it even more challenging to turn a blind eye to 

the school enforcing religion onto my son.

Where should families like ours go for an education where 

we are respected and welcomed on an equal footing as 

people of faith?

‘Those that publish images of the Prophet Mohammed deserve to be attacked’

THE INTOLERANT MINORITY

Recent visit to the Uganda schools

Last month I returned from a two week visit 

to Uganda.

During my stay there I spent a lot of time 

with Peter Kisirinya, Director of Isaac 

Newton High School, and with Moses 

Kamya, Director of Mustard Seed School. I 

was able to spend a few days in each school 

and talk to staff about the progress of the 

schools and needs for the future. Attached 

are detailed reports on each school:

Isaac Newton High School Visit Report 

February 2015

Mustard Seed Secondary School Visit 

Report February 2015

My visit coincided with the start of the new 

school year and, only a few days before, the 

Primary Leaving Certificate results had 

been published. So the schools were 

actively recruiting the new first-year intake. 

It was clear that the scholarships provided 

by UHST supporters were helping them to 

attract some of the brightest primary school 

leavers. Competition for scholarships was 

attracting students with their families to see 

the schools and to demonstrate their 

enthusiasm to become students there.

In view of the large distances that students 

have to travel in these rural areas, the 

existence of good boarding facilities is 

important to families. They like to know 

their children will be coming to a caring and 

a safe environment where they will have 

good study facilities and a range of 

activities to give them worthwhile things to 

do when they are not in lessons. On Sunday, 

in particular, the schools offer a range of 

sports, board games, including chess, 

music, films and opportunities for religious 

observance for the few who want this. 

Families were impressed that both schools 

h a d  v e r y  h i g h  q u a l i t y  h o s t e l  

accommodation and washing and sanitary 

arrangements for boys and girls. The new 

boys hostels were at the final painting stage 

so both schools were expecting a further 

boost in student numbers in 2015. Both 

schools were planning to split the Senior 1 

class to create two parallel streams.

Both school sites were being spruced up for 

the start of term. The grass was cut, the 

grounds were being tidied, classrooms and 

hostels washed out and all furniture was 

being dusted down and cleaned. There was 

a general sense of purposefulness about 

both schools which are turning into self-

confident institutions as they move towards 

becoming self-sustaining.

The one shadow over the visit was the 

discovery that the former Fair View School 

at Mbute, which had been transferred to the 

ownership of Isaac Newton High School 

two years ago, is facing a challenge from the 

previous Director, Deo Ssekitooleko. The 

school, which had been founded as a joint 

venture between IHEU and UHASSO (the 

Uganda Humanist Association), had closed 

after failing two inspections while under 

Deo’s management. Deo found a job in 

Rwanda and for the past two years the 

school has undergone a renaissance under 

the competent management provided by 

the Isaac Newton team, led by Peter 

Kisirinya. However, Deo has returned and 

is attempting to take over again and the 

school is currently closed while a lawyer 

employed by IHEU attempts to sort out the 

legalities. We are hoping the problem will 

be solved quickly so that students at Mbute 

will be able to resume their education as 

soon as possible.

In the meantime, developments at the other 

but also a sacred duty.

In the Charlie Hebdo attack, the 

Kouachi brothers killed twelve 

people and injured several others in 

the name of Allah and their prophet.  

The cases of the Kouachi brothers, 

Nafis, and Atta are not isolated 

manifestations of the religion virus.  

Rev. Michael Bray, the American 

minister who was convicted of a 

series of abortion clinic attacks in the 

eighties, used biblical verses to 

defend his acts of terrorism.  In 1992, 

Hindu fanatics destroyed Babri 

Masjid, one of the largest and oldest 

mosques in Uttar Pradesh of India, 

based on a religious myth called 

“Ram Janmabhoomi.”

The incident ignited riots in India 

and neighboring countries. As I am 

writing this article, ISIS — one of the 

most infamous extremist groups — 

continues torturing minorities and 

beheading people in the name of 

Allah. Boko Haram, a terrorist 

organization in Nigeria, is not only 

forcing women and girls into 

prostitution but also massacring 

thousands of people mercilessly in 

the name of God.  These are only a 

few examples of the viruses of faiths, 

and they’re happening all around us. 

I don’t claim to have come up with 

any new or novel concept in 

Biswasher Virus.  Those who are 

familiar with Richard Dawkins’s 

revolutionary idea of the meme 

(introduced in his 1976 magnum 

opus The Sel f ish Gene)  are  

acquainted with the viral metaphor 

for religious ideas.  Based on this 

idea, numerous authors have 

suggested the religion memeplex can 

behave like a “biological virus” 

acting in a living organism.

Computer scientist Craig James 

(author of The Religion Virus) and 

psychologist Darrel W. Ray (author 

of The God Virus) independently 

proposed that the “religion meme” 

can be viewed as a virus.

Philosopher Daniel C. Dennett 

(author of Breaking the Spell) 

suggested that religions display 

behavioural control over people 

in much the same way that 

parasites invade organisms. For 

example, the rabies virus infects 

very specific neurons in the 

brain of a mammalian host, later 

inducing the host to bite or 

otherwise attack others. The 

lancet fluke (Dicrocoelium 

dendriticum), a parasite, infects 

the brains of ants by taking 

control and driving them to 

climb to the top of blades of 

grass, where they can be eaten 

by cows.  Another parasitic 

hairworm, scientifically known 

as Spinochordodes tellinii, 

infects grasshoppers’ brains in a 

way that makes grasshoppers 

more likely to jump into water 

and commit suicide, allowing 

the worm to mate.  Don’t we see 

similar occurrences in our 

human society? Take the 

horrifying videos of hostage 

beheadings by ISIS as an 

example.

Regardless, President Barack 

Obama has made it abundantly 

clear that the United States is not 

at war with Islam. On laying out 

a strategy for dealing with ISIS 

(or, alternatively, ISIL), Obama 

declared: “Now, let’s make two 

things clear: ISIL is not Islamic. 

No religion condones the killing 

of innocents, and the vast 

majority of ISIL’s victims have 

been Muslim. . . . ISIL is a 

terrorist organization, pure and 

simple.”

Obama continued, “ISIL speaks 

for no religion.  Their victims 

are overwhelmingly Muslim, 

and no faith teaches people to 

massacre innocents.  No just 

God would stand for what they 

did yesterday, and for what they 

do every single day.” Whatever 

the motivation behind President 

Obama’s statements — whether 

Dr. Avijit Roy, a Bangladeshi-American atheist and writer, was brutally hacked to 

death while he was returning from a book fair in Dhaka last week.  His wife Rafida  

(pictured above) was badly injured in the attack.  In one of his last articles, Dr Roy 

wrote in detail about a man who has been arrested as a suspect in his killing, Islamic 

extremist Farabi Shafiur Rahman.  In the article, published in the upcoming issue of 

the secular humanist magazine Free Inquiry, Roy describes the many threats made 

against him by Rahman, who has been linked to the radical Islamist party Jamaat-e-

Islami, and the Hizbut Tahrir terrorist group. Here is the article in full.

"Religion, a medieval form of unreason, when combined with modern 

weaponry becomes a real threat to 

our freedoms". — Salman Rushdie

On January 7, 2015, the world 

wi tnessed  a  t rag ic  a t roc i ty  

committed by soldiers of the so-

called religion of peace when two 

masked Islamists armed with assault 

rifles entered the offices of Charlie 

Hebdo and killed twelve people.

The gunmen were heard shouting 

“Allahu Akbar” (“God is great” in 

Arabic) and “We have avenged the 

Prophet Muhammad.” A mere three 

weeks before, on December 16, 2014, 

nine gunmen affiliated with the 

Pakistani Taliban conducted a 

terrorist attack in Peshawar, 

Pakistan.  They entered a school, 

opened fire, and killed 145 people, 

132 of whom were schoolchildren. 

To me, such religious extremism is 

like a highly contagious virus.  My 

own recent experiences in this 

regard verify the horrific reality that 

such religious extremism is a “virus 

of faith.” 

It all started with a book. A national 

book fair (popularly known as the 

Ekushey Book Fair) is held every 

February in Bangladesh.  Newly 

published books are displayed in 

more than five hundred stalls.  

Literally thousands of people come 

to the fair every day and enjoy 

buying new books.

Publishers start preparing for this 

event quite early as they try to get 

their books ready for the frenzy of 

the fair.  One of my recent 

publishers, Jagriti Prakashani, timed 

the publication of my book 

'Biswasher Virus' (Bengali for The 

Virus of Faith) to coincide with the 

book fair of 2014. As soon as the book 

was released, it rose to the top of the 

fair’s best-seller list.  At the same 

time, it hit the cranial nerve of 

Islamic fundamentalists. The death 

threats started flowing to my e-mail 

inbox on a regular basis.  I suddenly 

found myself a target of militant 

Islamists and terrorists.  A well-

known extremist by the name of 

Farabi Shafiur Rahman openly 

issued death threats to me through 

his numerous Facebook statuses.  In 

one widely circulated status, 

Rahman wrote, “Avijit Roy lives in 

America and so, it is not possible to 

kill him right now.  But he will be 

murdered when he comes back.”

Let’s put Rahman aside for a moment 

as I provide readers with a bit of 

background about the book. I knew 

there was a growing demand for 

'Biswasher Virus' long before it 

appeared in the market. It started 

when I wrote a few blogs on this 

particular topic on MuktoMona (a 

website of free thinkers of mainly 

Bengali descent).

Due to faith-based politics, a lot had 

happened in Bangladesh in the year 

before, some of which I attempted to 

cover in my writings.  When several 

bloggers were put behind bars for 

being openly atheist, I published 

articles including one in Free Inquiry 

(“Free thought Under Attack in 

Bangladesh,” October/November 

2013).

I also covered other incidents 

s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  S h a h b a g  

Movement, such as an incident in 

which atheist bloggers including 

Ahmed Rajib Haider and Asif 

Mohiuddin were brutally attacked 

by fundamentalists.  Mohiuddin was 

seriously wounded but luckily 

survived a murder attempt in Dhaka 

on January 14, 2014; on the other 

hand, Haider was found hacked to 

death there a month later.

I found a commonality in these 

writings: the virus of faith was the 

weapon that made these atrocities 

possible.  Another interesting case 

c o n c e r n s  Q u a z i  M o h a m m a d  

Rezwanul Ahsan Nafis, a Bengali 

student who came to the United 

States on a student visa in order to 

wage Islamic jihad.

Nafis was arrested in 2012 by the U.S. 

Federal Bureau of Investigation in a 

sting operation after attempting to 

set off a fake car bomb outside the 

Federal  Reserve bui lding in 

Manhattan. He was eventually 

sentenced to thirty years in prison 

after pleading guilty to terrorism.

In my book, I tried to analyze how an 

afterlife-obsessed, terrorist brain 

such as Nafis’s could put our 

civilization in immense danger.  

Nafis’s deep faith in a holy text and 

his belief in afterlife rewards led him 

to pursue his jihadi mission against 

the “infidels”; this can easily be 

compared to the action of a virus.  

Faith-based terrorisms are nothing 

but viruses — if allowed to spread, 

they will wreak havoc on society in 

epidemic proportions.

On September 11, 2001, Americans 

experienced a horrific atrocity in 

their own land that killed almost 

three thousand people and caused at 

least $10 billion in property and 

infrastructure damage. It was, of 

course, the virus of religion that had 

persuaded Mohamed Atta and 

eighteen others that perpetrating this 

bloodbath was not just a moral act 
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AS I PLEASE Hamish Whiteley

AS I PLEASE
I went to the latest Scarman lecture 

hosted by the Department of 

Criminology at Leicester University.  

Shami Chakrabarti, the director of 

Liberty was speaking and talking 

about her new book ‘On Liberty’, the 

cheeky title of which has aroused 

some controversy over recent weeks.  

She was excellent, and gave a very 

comprehensive account of areas 

upon which Liberty campaign.  

Particularly powerful was her 

account of the serious reduction in 

access to justice faced by many 

people as a result of the reduction in 

legal aid.  She also had interesting 

and wise things to say about the 

Freedom of Speech issue, so much in 

the news at the moment.  She 

defended the right of people to say 

whatever  they wanted,  and 

questioned the whole business of 

giving and taking ‘offence’.  

She also pointed out however that 

the right to say something that may 

cause offence is not a duty to do so, 

and we may refrain from saying 

something out of politeness or taste 

or consideration for the feelings and 

views of others.  I was thinking 

about this while I was watching 

Sanderson Jones entertain us last 

Sunday.   After the lecture I joined a 

short queue hoping to ask Shami to 

speak to the society, but as I got near 

to her she was quickly whisked 

away.  Afterwards I wondered if my 

high visibility cycling jacket had 

made me look like a policeman.

At the lecture a woman old enough 

to know better had her smart phone 

propped up on the desk in front of 

her and checked it for messages at 

least once every minute during the 

course of the talk.  When she had no 

e-mail messages, she moved on to 

check her Facebook page.  I know 

you’ll think I’m exaggerating when I 

say every minute but I have a 

witness.  Every minute.  When I was 

training as a counsellor one speaker 

said ‘I will wager that you will never 

have a session with a client in which 

a text or phone message is not 

mentioned.’  And sure enough, I 

never did.  

Technology is rapidly changing not 

just how we communicate, but who 

we are.  There are wonderful 

benefits, but unfortunate side effects 

too.  I remember one very lonely and 

isolated young client who sent texts 

to herself, so her phone would beep 

like those of the other young people 

around her.  

Good to see that the Common’s 

Education Committee enquiry into 

t h e  d i r e  s t a t e  o f  S e x  a n d  

Relationships Education (SRE) in 

this country strongly recommended 

that all children in state schools 

should have age appropriate SRE 

lessons.  To my mind this is a more 

important issue than the much 

talked about content of religious 

education in schools, and an area in 

which the religious have had an 

overwhelmingly bad influence over 

many years.  Young children in this 

country are still more likely to be 

abused, become pregnant, and catch 

sexually transmitted infections than 

their counterparts in almost every 

other European country, and the 

scale of child abuse here is a national 

scandal.  But look if you can at the 

reaction to the news on the BBC 

website and you will see the scale of 

the opposition and the work that still 

needs to be done.  

Did anyone else hear a programme on 

BBC Radio Four about Esperanto in 

which a Brazilian woman spoke 

about Esperanto being the language 

of Spiritism, a religion that believes 

that we all go to Jupiter when we die 

and where we can meet Mozart, who 

already lives there?  You couldn’t 

make it up could you?  But obviously, 

someone did.

The programme of events is slowly 

filling up and we are pretty well 

booked up until the summer break at 

the end of July.  I am now thinking 

about the autumn programme and 

make yet another appeal for ideas and 

suggestions.  I’m particularly keen to 

have more women come and speak to 

us, and for ideas for evening activities 

other than lectures.  John Catt and 

Harry Perry have come up with 

interesting suggestions for which I 

thank them, but we need more.  

Please talk to Anu Kapur or me about 

any ideas you have.
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N e x t E d i t i o n

Parents’ perspective: The Collective Worship dilemma
A parent speaks out about the damaging impact of excluding her 

young child from mandatory collective worship in school. (from 

the National Secular Society)

My four year old son has just started primary school. 

Starting school was a very exciting time for our family, we 

were looking forward to becoming part of the school 

community, so we were taken aback when we learned 

about the school's practices regarding collective worship, 

including daily recital of prayers.

The school, which is not a faith school, has not been explicit 

about its religious practices to parents. By chance, we 

spotted a prayer on the wall in reception, and were told by 

the school secretary (ahead of us accepting a place at the 

school) that such things like reciting prayers do not happen 

in this school. On another occasion a child giving us a tour 

pointed to a prayer on a birthday cake, which the children 

recite to celebrate birthdays. At the new parent induction, 

the Head did not discuss praying. There was a sheet buried 

in the school starter pack about collective worship, but it 

was not explicit about making children pray regularly 

during the school day.

Praying directly conflicts with our beliefs, and with our 

desire for our son to make up his own mind about the 

existence of gods when he is old enough to reflect on these 

questions for himself.

Concerned at our lack of choice in this matter, we had a 

meeting with the Head in which she explained that all 

children had to pray and sing songs worshipping god in 

order to meet the Standing Advisory Council for Religious 

Education (SACRE) guidelines. She also said she does the 

minimum required to meet the guidance; as far as she 

reasonably can. I did some research and passed this on to 

her, including an offer from the National Secular Society to 

help the school reform their collective worship, with a view 

to being inclusive of people of no-faith (or of different 

religions).

This time the Head replied saying prayer and Christian 

worship in hymns was part of the ethos of the school. They 

made one concession; revising the wording of the daily 

prayer for our child's class in Year R to a reflective 

statement rather than a Christian prayer. The statement is 

inclusive and we are happy with it. She also made it clear 

that from next year this concession would be withdrawn.

We went to the board of governors and were turned down 

again. They said we had the right to exclude our child from 

collective worship; as though this was a reasonable choice. 

As a parent, this is not an easy route to take.

Last month the school had harvest festival; our son took 

food. We asked the school to not include the one song 

worshipping 'god, the father', but they wouldn't change 

their mind. So we decided to use the withdrawal they had 

offered us.

Our son was taken out of assembly and was left sobbing 

outside the school hall listening to the other children 

singing and begging to go back in. Two teachers were 

physically stopping him going back. He is not a 

particularly confident or assertive child so he must have 

been really upset and confused by it all. Luckily my 

husband was at the assembly and was able to calm him 

down and let him go back in. That evening he quietly told 

me that he's had a "sad" day because he'd wanted to join in 

the singing.

How can this be offered as a reasonable solution for a 4 ½ 

year old child who doesn't understand what is going on? It 

is cruel; in his eyes he's being punished. He is the only 

child excluded. We can't, and won't, do that to him again. 

But as parents, where does this leave us? We don't want 

him to pray in school, which should be a place of 

education, not a place of worship. How can a child tell the 

difference between fact (science, maths) and matters of 

opinion (religion) when both are delivered by the teachers 

they look up to?

As for the birthday celebrations, linking birthdays with 

prayers to god (which only some families believe in) 

during 'birthday assemblies' is not at all fair in my eyes. 

Considering we found out about these prayers by 

accident, many parents must be unaware that this even 

happens… or perhaps they just choose not to think about 

it.

I understand some schools do have more inclusive forms 

of collective worship, and our local authority, Herts, states 

that collective worship should be relevant to both those of 

faith and no-faith, it also says children should not be made 

to recite prayers. However when we spoke to them they 

said prefacing the prayer with 'for those of you that wish to 

you can join in the prayer' makes it inclusive.

I have argued that bringing prayer and religious worship 

into school is neither good for the cohesion of the school 

nor embracing of the community. Considering this is a 

publicly funded community school, we are left with no 

alternatives for our son's education.

The Parent Governors Association recently issued a policy 

statement calling for an end to Collective Worship. The 

governors of our school say it is not binding and that the 

Head is within her rights to decide as she wishes.

I was brought up a Muslim but left the faith 15 years ago. 

This makes it even more challenging to turn a blind eye to 

the school enforcing religion onto my son.

Where should families like ours go for an education where 

we are respected and welcomed on an equal footing as 

people of faith?
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our freedoms". — Salman Rushdie

On January 7, 2015, the world 

wi tnessed  a  t rag ic  a t roc i ty  

committed by soldiers of the so-

called religion of peace when two 

masked Islamists armed with assault 

rifles entered the offices of Charlie 

Hebdo and killed twelve people.

The gunmen were heard shouting 

“Allahu Akbar” (“God is great” in 

Arabic) and “We have avenged the 

Prophet Muhammad.” A mere three 

weeks before, on December 16, 2014, 

nine gunmen affiliated with the 

Pakistani Taliban conducted a 

terrorist attack in Peshawar, 

Pakistan.  They entered a school, 

opened fire, and killed 145 people, 

132 of whom were schoolchildren. 

To me, such religious extremism is 

like a highly contagious virus.  My 

own recent experiences in this 

regard verify the horrific reality that 

such religious extremism is a “virus 

of faith.” 

It all started with a book. A national 

book fair (popularly known as the 

Ekushey Book Fair) is held every 

February in Bangladesh.  Newly 

published books are displayed in 

more than five hundred stalls.  

Literally thousands of people come 

to the fair every day and enjoy 

buying new books.

Publishers start preparing for this 

event quite early as they try to get 

their books ready for the frenzy of 

the fair.  One of my recent 

publishers, Jagriti Prakashani, timed 

the publication of my book 

'Biswasher Virus' (Bengali for The 

Virus of Faith) to coincide with the 

book fair of 2014. As soon as the book 

was released, it rose to the top of the 

fair’s best-seller list.  At the same 

time, it hit the cranial nerve of 

Islamic fundamentalists. The death 

threats started flowing to my e-mail 

inbox on a regular basis.  I suddenly 

found myself a target of militant 

Islamists and terrorists.  A well-

known extremist by the name of 

Farabi Shafiur Rahman openly 

issued death threats to me through 

his numerous Facebook statuses.  In 

one widely circulated status, 

Rahman wrote, “Avijit Roy lives in 

America and so, it is not possible to 

kill him right now.  But he will be 

murdered when he comes back.”

Let’s put Rahman aside for a moment 

as I provide readers with a bit of 

background about the book. I knew 

there was a growing demand for 

'Biswasher Virus' long before it 

appeared in the market. It started 

when I wrote a few blogs on this 

particular topic on MuktoMona (a 

website of free thinkers of mainly 

Bengali descent).

Due to faith-based politics, a lot had 

happened in Bangladesh in the year 

before, some of which I attempted to 

cover in my writings.  When several 

bloggers were put behind bars for 

being openly atheist, I published 

articles including one in Free Inquiry 

(“Free thought Under Attack in 

Bangladesh,” October/November 

2013).

I also covered other incidents 

s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  S h a h b a g  

Movement, such as an incident in 

which atheist bloggers including 

Ahmed Rajib Haider and Asif 

Mohiuddin were brutally attacked 

by fundamentalists.  Mohiuddin was 

seriously wounded but luckily 

survived a murder attempt in Dhaka 

on January 14, 2014; on the other 

hand, Haider was found hacked to 

death there a month later.

I found a commonality in these 

writings: the virus of faith was the 

weapon that made these atrocities 

possible.  Another interesting case 

c o n c e r n s  Q u a z i  M o h a m m a d  

Rezwanul Ahsan Nafis, a Bengali 

student who came to the United 

States on a student visa in order to 

wage Islamic jihad.

Nafis was arrested in 2012 by the U.S. 

Federal Bureau of Investigation in a 

sting operation after attempting to 

set off a fake car bomb outside the 

Federal  Reserve bui lding in 

Manhattan. He was eventually 

sentenced to thirty years in prison 

after pleading guilty to terrorism.

In my book, I tried to analyze how an 

afterlife-obsessed, terrorist brain 

such as Nafis’s could put our 

civilization in immense danger.  

Nafis’s deep faith in a holy text and 

his belief in afterlife rewards led him 

to pursue his jihadi mission against 

the “infidels”; this can easily be 

compared to the action of a virus.  

Faith-based terrorisms are nothing 

but viruses — if allowed to spread, 

they will wreak havoc on society in 

epidemic proportions.

On September 11, 2001, Americans 

experienced a horrific atrocity in 

their own land that killed almost 

three thousand people and caused at 

least $10 billion in property and 

infrastructure damage. It was, of 

course, the virus of religion that had 

persuaded Mohamed Atta and 

eighteen others that perpetrating this 

bloodbath was not just a moral act 
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The problem with sealed-room 

philosophy such as John Gray’s is that 

it provides no evidence for its claims 

about the world. I spend my 

professional life studying the 

popularity of religion and see no 

evidence for his assertion that 

“religion is … in fact flourishing”. 

Church membership and attendance 

data, third-party censuses of church 

attendance, time-use diaries and 

surveys all show that religion in 

we s t e r n  l i b e r a l  d e m o c r a c i e s   

continues to decline in popularity.

The only areas of religious “growth” 

in the UK are the result  of  

immigration from traditionally 

religious countries such as Nigeria 

and Ghana, and far from attracting 

religiously indifferent white British 

natives this make such conversion 

less likely by reinforcing the notion 

that religion is what foreigners do. 

Recent surveys show the deeply 

religious to be markedly less popular 

than the non-religious. The evidence 

is on the British Religion in Numbers 

website. Perhaps Gray means that 

r e l i g i o n  h a s  b e c o m e  m o r e  

controversial but he ought to 

appreciate that notoriety and 

popularity are rather different.

Steve Bruce,  University of Aberdeen

John Gray asserts that new atheists 

are in a state of panic because 

secularisation appears to have stalled. 

His withering assault on Dawkins et 

al for having the temerity to criticise 

the malign impact of religious faith on 

the world is farcical. Furthermore, 

Gray wantonly misrepresents these 

“missionary atheists” (among whom 

I count myself) who have never 

claimed that modern liberal values 

have arisen out of science or that they 

are innately superior to any other 

socially constructed values system.

There is a need for a robust promotion 

of secularisation in Britain because 

our society is fragmented and 

rendered less tolerant by religious 

affiliation (surveys suggest that we 

are overwhelmingly agnostic or 

atheist). The incubi of faith rights and 

assumptions are embedded in many 

of our civic structures. As a recently 

retired social sciences teacher, I was 

appalled by instances of proselytising 

masquerading as objective RE 

teaching in state schools. Dawkins is 

not being intolerant when he asserts 

that there is no such thing as a Roman 

Catholic or Muslim child. The ability 

of different faiths to be able to use 

state schools to coerce and socialise 

some of our children into particular 

world views is a pernicious outrage 

and an assault on their human rights.

Philip Wood Kidlington, Oxfordshire

John Gray repeats the canard that 

liberal values derive from Jewish and 

Christian religions. In truth, the 

golden rule is at least as old as 

Confucius, freedom of thought dates 

back at least to Socrates, and the 

whole idea of a liberal education 

owes everything to that great Roman 

sceptic Cicero. Most of the political 

history of Judaism and Christianity, 

on the other hand, is an attempt to 

stamp out rationalism and liberalism 

in the name of the one true God, as 

Bruno, Galileo and countless others 

learned to their cost. It is only with the 

declining influence of these religions 

in western Europe that liberal 

humanism has triumphed.

Brian McClinton, Northern Ireland

Just who are these “evangelical 

atheists” that John Gray rants against. 

Could he be talking about the 

National Secular Society who, while 

campaigning for the removal of 

unfair religious privilege, also 

promote freedom of religion? Or the 

humanists, who simply want to point 

out that it’s possible to live a good life 

without religion?

His extract begins by insinuating that 

atheists are racist, using the example 

of a couple of atheists from the early 

20th century who were also interested 

in eugenics. He mentions the Nazis, 

who actually put those ideas into 

practice, with terrifying results, but 

somehow fails to mention that they 

were actually part of the German 

Catholic establishment. Gray then 

changes tack, equating atheism with 

liberalism, but this too is done 

pejoratively. And any worthwhile 

values  that  atheists  promote 

apparently have their foundation in 

religion, and so don’t count.

He portrays religion as benign and 

friendly, undeserving of criticism. No 

mention that it subjects our children 

to indoctrination and enforced 

worship on a daily basis in church and 

state schools alike. No mention of the 

increasing difficulty of getting a job in 

a school in Britain unless you profess 

religion. No mention of religious 

privilege in government and its use to 

deny us freedoms such as the right to 

self-determination through assisted 

d y i n g .  N o  m e n t i o n  o f  t h e  

institutionalised child abuse, or the 

shameful cover up of it by the Catholic 

church.

Perhaps Gray hasn’t noticed that 

atheists face discrimination and abuse 

across the globe, including in Britain, 

hasn’t heard of Charlie Hebdo and 

doesn’t see the regular reports of 

atheists being murdered for their 

beliefs.

All we ask is the right to express our 

beliefs without fear of persecution or 

discrimination and perhaps too, the 

right to at least let people know that 

there is an alternative to religion 

should they want it. 

Graham Wright Penarth, 

We reproduce (with permission) some of the letters sent to the Guardian, in response to  John Gray’s 
article on why the 'secular fundamentalists' have got it all wrong. 

Angry atheists at 

 © Guardian News & Media Ltd

Parents’ perspective: The Collective Worship dilemma
A parent speaks out about the damaging impact of excluding her 

young child from mandatory collective worship in school. (from 

the National Secular Society)

My four year old son has just started primary school. 

Starting school was a very exciting time for our family, we 

were looking forward to becoming part of the school 

community, so we were taken aback when we learned 

about the school's practices regarding collective worship, 

including daily recital of prayers.

The school, which is not a faith school, has not been explicit 

about its religious practices to parents. By chance, we 

spotted a prayer on the wall in reception, and were told by 

the school secretary (ahead of us accepting a place at the 

school) that such things like reciting prayers do not happen 

in this school. On another occasion a child giving us a tour 

pointed to a prayer on a birthday cake, which the children 

recite to celebrate birthdays. At the new parent induction, 

the Head did not discuss praying. There was a sheet buried 

in the school starter pack about collective worship, but it 

was not explicit about making children pray regularly 

during the school day.

Praying directly conflicts with our beliefs, and with our 

desire for our son to make up his own mind about the 

existence of gods when he is old enough to reflect on these 

questions for himself.

Concerned at our lack of choice in this matter, we had a 

meeting with the Head in which she explained that all 

children had to pray and sing songs worshipping god in 

order to meet the Standing Advisory Council for Religious 

Education (SACRE) guidelines. She also said she does the 

minimum required to meet the guidance; as far as she 

reasonably can. I did some research and passed this on to 

her, including an offer from the National Secular Society to 

help the school reform their collective worship, with a view 

to being inclusive of people of no-faith (or of different 

religions).

This time the Head replied saying prayer and Christian 

worship in hymns was part of the ethos of the school. They 

made one concession; revising the wording of the daily 

prayer for our child's class in Year R to a reflective 

statement rather than a Christian prayer. The statement is 

inclusive and we are happy with it. She also made it clear 

that from next year this concession would be withdrawn.

We went to the board of governors and were turned down 

again. They said we had the right to exclude our child from 

collective worship; as though this was a reasonable choice. 

As a parent, this is not an easy route to take.

Last month the school had harvest festival; our son took 

food. We asked the school to not include the one song 

worshipping 'god, the father', but they wouldn't change 

their mind. So we decided to use the withdrawal they had 

offered us.

Our son was taken out of assembly and was left sobbing 

outside the school hall listening to the other children 

singing and begging to go back in. Two teachers were 

physically stopping him going back. He is not a 

particularly confident or assertive child so he must have 

been really upset and confused by it all. Luckily my 

husband was at the assembly and was able to calm him 

down and let him go back in. That evening he quietly told 

me that he's had a "sad" day because he'd wanted to join in 

the singing.

How can this be offered as a reasonable solution for a 4 ½ 

year old child who doesn't understand what is going on? It 

is cruel; in his eyes he's being punished. He is the only 

child excluded. We can't, and won't, do that to him again. 

But as parents, where does this leave us? We don't want 

him to pray in school, which should be a place of 

education, not a place of worship. How can a child tell the 

difference between fact (science, maths) and matters of 

opinion (religion) when both are delivered by the teachers 

they look up to?

As for the birthday celebrations, linking birthdays with 

prayers to god (which only some families believe in) 

during 'birthday assemblies' is not at all fair in my eyes. 

Considering we found out about these prayers by 

accident, many parents must be unaware that this even 

happens… or perhaps they just choose not to think about 

it.

I understand some schools do have more inclusive forms 

of collective worship, and our local authority, Herts, states 

that collective worship should be relevant to both those of 

faith and no-faith, it also says children should not be made 

to recite prayers. However when we spoke to them they 

said prefacing the prayer with 'for those of you that wish to 

you can join in the prayer' makes it inclusive.

I have argued that bringing prayer and religious worship 

into school is neither good for the cohesion of the school 

nor embracing of the community. Considering this is a 

publicly funded community school, we are left with no 

alternatives for our son's education.

The Parent Governors Association recently issued a policy 

statement calling for an end to Collective Worship. The 

governors of our school say it is not binding and that the 

Head is within her rights to decide as she wishes.

I was brought up a Muslim but left the faith 15 years ago. 

This makes it even more challenging to turn a blind eye to 

the school enforcing religion onto my son.

Where should families like ours go for an education where 

we are respected and welcomed on an equal footing as 

people of faith?

‘Those that publish images of the Prophet Mohammed deserve to be attacked’

THE INTOLERANT MINORITY

Recent visit to the Uganda schools

Last month I returned from a two week visit 

to Uganda.

During my stay there I spent a lot of time 

with Peter Kisirinya, Director of Isaac 

Newton High School, and with Moses 

Kamya, Director of Mustard Seed School. I 

was able to spend a few days in each school 

and talk to staff about the progress of the 

schools and needs for the future. Attached 

are detailed reports on each school:

Isaac Newton High School Visit Report 

February 2015

Mustard Seed Secondary School Visit 

Report February 2015

My visit coincided with the start of the new 

school year and, only a few days before, the 

Primary Leaving Certificate results had 

been published. So the schools were 

actively recruiting the new first-year intake. 

It was clear that the scholarships provided 

by UHST supporters were helping them to 

attract some of the brightest primary school 

leavers. Competition for scholarships was 

attracting students with their families to see 

the schools and to demonstrate their 

enthusiasm to become students there.

In view of the large distances that students 

have to travel in these rural areas, the 

existence of good boarding facilities is 

important to families. They like to know 

their children will be coming to a caring and 

a safe environment where they will have 

good study facilities and a range of 

activities to give them worthwhile things to 

do when they are not in lessons. On Sunday, 

in particular, the schools offer a range of 

sports, board games, including chess, 

music, films and opportunities for religious 

observance for the few who want this. 

Families were impressed that both schools 

h a d  v e r y  h i g h  q u a l i t y  h o s t e l  

accommodation and washing and sanitary 

arrangements for boys and girls. The new 

boys hostels were at the final painting stage 

so both schools were expecting a further 

boost in student numbers in 2015. Both 

schools were planning to split the Senior 1 

class to create two parallel streams.

Both school sites were being spruced up for 

the start of term. The grass was cut, the 

grounds were being tidied, classrooms and 

hostels washed out and all furniture was 

being dusted down and cleaned. There was 

a general sense of purposefulness about 

both schools which are turning into self-

confident institutions as they move towards 

becoming self-sustaining.

The one shadow over the visit was the 

discovery that the former Fair View School 

at Mbute, which had been transferred to the 

ownership of Isaac Newton High School 

two years ago, is facing a challenge from the 

previous Director, Deo Ssekitooleko. The 

school, which had been founded as a joint 

venture between IHEU and UHASSO (the 

Uganda Humanist Association), had closed 

after failing two inspections while under 

Deo’s management. Deo found a job in 

Rwanda and for the past two years the 

school has undergone a renaissance under 

the competent management provided by 

the Isaac Newton team, led by Peter 

Kisirinya. However, Deo has returned and 

is attempting to take over again and the 

school is currently closed while a lawyer 

employed by IHEU attempts to sort out the 

legalities. We are hoping the problem will 

be solved quickly so that students at Mbute 

will be able to resume their education as 

soon as possible.

In the meantime, developments at the other 

but also a sacred duty.

In the Charlie Hebdo attack, the 

Kouachi brothers killed twelve 

people and injured several others in 

the name of Allah and their prophet.  

The cases of the Kouachi brothers, 

Nafis, and Atta are not isolated 

manifestations of the religion virus.  

Rev. Michael Bray, the American 

minister who was convicted of a 

series of abortion clinic attacks in the 

eighties, used biblical verses to 

defend his acts of terrorism.  In 1992, 

Hindu fanatics destroyed Babri 

Masjid, one of the largest and oldest 

mosques in Uttar Pradesh of India, 

based on a religious myth called 

“Ram Janmabhoomi.”

The incident ignited riots in India 

and neighboring countries. As I am 

writing this article, ISIS — one of the 

most infamous extremist groups — 

continues torturing minorities and 

beheading people in the name of 

Allah. Boko Haram, a terrorist 

organization in Nigeria, is not only 

forcing women and girls into 

prostitution but also massacring 

thousands of people mercilessly in 

the name of God.  These are only a 

few examples of the viruses of faiths, 

and they’re happening all around us. 

I don’t claim to have come up with 

any new or novel concept in 

Biswasher Virus.  Those who are 

familiar with Richard Dawkins’s 

revolutionary idea of the meme 

(introduced in his 1976 magnum 

opus The Sel f ish Gene)  are  

acquainted with the viral metaphor 

for religious ideas.  Based on this 

idea, numerous authors have 

suggested the religion memeplex can 

behave like a “biological virus” 

acting in a living organism.

Computer scientist Craig James 

(author of The Religion Virus) and 

psychologist Darrel W. Ray (author 

of The God Virus) independently 

proposed that the “religion meme” 

can be viewed as a virus.

Philosopher Daniel C. Dennett 

(author of Breaking the Spell) 

suggested that religions display 

behavioural control over people 

in much the same way that 

parasites invade organisms. For 

example, the rabies virus infects 

very specific neurons in the 

brain of a mammalian host, later 

inducing the host to bite or 

otherwise attack others. The 

lancet fluke (Dicrocoelium 

dendriticum), a parasite, infects 

the brains of ants by taking 

control and driving them to 

climb to the top of blades of 

grass, where they can be eaten 

by cows.  Another parasitic 

hairworm, scientifically known 

as Spinochordodes tellinii, 

infects grasshoppers’ brains in a 

way that makes grasshoppers 

more likely to jump into water 

and commit suicide, allowing 

the worm to mate.  Don’t we see 

similar occurrences in our 

human society? Take the 

horrifying videos of hostage 

beheadings by ISIS as an 

example.

Regardless, President Barack 

Obama has made it abundantly 

clear that the United States is not 

at war with Islam. On laying out 

a strategy for dealing with ISIS 

(or, alternatively, ISIL), Obama 

declared: “Now, let’s make two 

things clear: ISIL is not Islamic. 

No religion condones the killing 

of innocents, and the vast 

majority of ISIL’s victims have 

been Muslim. . . . ISIL is a 

terrorist organization, pure and 

simple.”

Obama continued, “ISIL speaks 

for no religion.  Their victims 

are overwhelmingly Muslim, 

and no faith teaches people to 

massacre innocents.  No just 

God would stand for what they 

did yesterday, and for what they 

do every single day.” Whatever 

the motivation behind President 

Obama’s statements — whether 

Dr. Avijit Roy, a Bangladeshi-American atheist and writer, was brutally hacked to 

death while he was returning from a book fair in Dhaka last week.  His wife Rafida  

(pictured above) was badly injured in the attack.  In one of his last articles, Dr Roy 

wrote in detail about a man who has been arrested as a suspect in his killing, Islamic 

extremist Farabi Shafiur Rahman.  In the article, published in the upcoming issue of 

the secular humanist magazine Free Inquiry, Roy describes the many threats made 

against him by Rahman, who has been linked to the radical Islamist party Jamaat-e-

Islami, and the Hizbut Tahrir terrorist group. Here is the article in full.

"Religion, a medieval form of unreason, when combined with modern 

weaponry becomes a real threat to 

our freedoms". — Salman Rushdie

On January 7, 2015, the world 

wi tnessed  a  t rag ic  a t roc i ty  

committed by soldiers of the so-

called religion of peace when two 

masked Islamists armed with assault 

rifles entered the offices of Charlie 

Hebdo and killed twelve people.

The gunmen were heard shouting 

“Allahu Akbar” (“God is great” in 

Arabic) and “We have avenged the 

Prophet Muhammad.” A mere three 

weeks before, on December 16, 2014, 

nine gunmen affiliated with the 

Pakistani Taliban conducted a 

terrorist attack in Peshawar, 

Pakistan.  They entered a school, 

opened fire, and killed 145 people, 

132 of whom were schoolchildren. 

To me, such religious extremism is 

like a highly contagious virus.  My 

own recent experiences in this 

regard verify the horrific reality that 

such religious extremism is a “virus 

of faith.” 

It all started with a book. A national 

book fair (popularly known as the 

Ekushey Book Fair) is held every 

February in Bangladesh.  Newly 

published books are displayed in 

more than five hundred stalls.  

Literally thousands of people come 

to the fair every day and enjoy 

buying new books.

Publishers start preparing for this 

event quite early as they try to get 

their books ready for the frenzy of 

the fair.  One of my recent 

publishers, Jagriti Prakashani, timed 

the publication of my book 

'Biswasher Virus' (Bengali for The 

Virus of Faith) to coincide with the 

book fair of 2014. As soon as the book 

was released, it rose to the top of the 

fair’s best-seller list.  At the same 

time, it hit the cranial nerve of 

Islamic fundamentalists. The death 

threats started flowing to my e-mail 

inbox on a regular basis.  I suddenly 

found myself a target of militant 

Islamists and terrorists.  A well-

known extremist by the name of 

Farabi Shafiur Rahman openly 

issued death threats to me through 

his numerous Facebook statuses.  In 

one widely circulated status, 

Rahman wrote, “Avijit Roy lives in 

America and so, it is not possible to 

kill him right now.  But he will be 

murdered when he comes back.”

Let’s put Rahman aside for a moment 

as I provide readers with a bit of 

background about the book. I knew 

there was a growing demand for 

'Biswasher Virus' long before it 

appeared in the market. It started 

when I wrote a few blogs on this 

particular topic on MuktoMona (a 

website of free thinkers of mainly 

Bengali descent).

Due to faith-based politics, a lot had 

happened in Bangladesh in the year 

before, some of which I attempted to 

cover in my writings.  When several 

bloggers were put behind bars for 

being openly atheist, I published 

articles including one in Free Inquiry 

(“Free thought Under Attack in 

Bangladesh,” October/November 

2013).

I also covered other incidents 

s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  S h a h b a g  

Movement, such as an incident in 

which atheist bloggers including 

Ahmed Rajib Haider and Asif 

Mohiuddin were brutally attacked 

by fundamentalists.  Mohiuddin was 

seriously wounded but luckily 

survived a murder attempt in Dhaka 

on January 14, 2014; on the other 

hand, Haider was found hacked to 

death there a month later.

I found a commonality in these 

writings: the virus of faith was the 

weapon that made these atrocities 

possible.  Another interesting case 

c o n c e r n s  Q u a z i  M o h a m m a d  

Rezwanul Ahsan Nafis, a Bengali 

student who came to the United 

States on a student visa in order to 

wage Islamic jihad.

Nafis was arrested in 2012 by the U.S. 

Federal Bureau of Investigation in a 

sting operation after attempting to 

set off a fake car bomb outside the 

Federal  Reserve bui lding in 

Manhattan. He was eventually 

sentenced to thirty years in prison 

after pleading guilty to terrorism.

In my book, I tried to analyze how an 

afterlife-obsessed, terrorist brain 

such as Nafis’s could put our 

civilization in immense danger.  

Nafis’s deep faith in a holy text and 

his belief in afterlife rewards led him 

to pursue his jihadi mission against 

the “infidels”; this can easily be 

compared to the action of a virus.  

Faith-based terrorisms are nothing 

but viruses — if allowed to spread, 

they will wreak havoc on society in 

epidemic proportions.

On September 11, 2001, Americans 

experienced a horrific atrocity in 

their own land that killed almost 

three thousand people and caused at 

least $10 billion in property and 

infrastructure damage. It was, of 

course, the virus of religion that had 

persuaded Mohamed Atta and 

eighteen others that perpetrating this 

bloodbath was not just a moral act 
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BOOK THE HALL
The Secular Hall can be booked for morning, 

afternoon or evening sessions. The hall offers a 

fully equipped kitchen, wi-fi and an accessible 

toilet. 

The booking rates are:

Large Hall 
(the Gimson Room)  

This hall seats up to 75 or up to 60 diners. A 
kitchen and multi media facilities are 
available. 

£31 per session, (£5 extra to use the kitchen 
for catering)

Small Meeting Room 
(the Harriet Law Room)

This meeting room will seat 10 people. 

£12 per session. 

The times of the sessions are:

Morning: 9 - 1pm 

Afternoon: 2 - 6pm 

Evening: 6:30 - 9:30pm

For more details or to book:

In a national first for Equal Opportunities, Leicester 

Hospitals are set to put a non-religious chaplain on the 

payroll. Hospital Chaplaincy team leader Mark Burleigh 

and volunteer Eleanor Davidson launched a proposal for 

Leicester to employ the country’s first non-religious 

Chaplain at a public talk in the Leicester’s Marvellous 

Medicine series at Leicester General Hospital in 

February.

Mark explained how much the service has changed.  On 

foundation in 1947 the NHS absorbed many religious 

(usually Anglican) charity hospitals, and with them their 

chaplains whose main function was religious rituals like 

communion for in-patients.  

Pastoral care was formally added in 1977, but non-

Christian faiths were not included until 1992.  At the 

same time the job expanded to include ‘the religious and 

spiritual needs of patients and staff’. To Eleanor this still 

encapsulated two serious injustices. How could Equality 

of Opportunity in public funded employment be 

consistent with a requirement for adherence to a 

religion?  And how could a non-religious patient, staff 

member or visitor feel properly respected if someone 

with their own outlook was automatically deemed 

unsuitable?

Eleanor took these concerns to Mark, who took her on (to 

the consternation of many in his team) as a non-religious 

chaplaincy volunteer, and over her 9 years in that role 

Eleanor has supported many people. She has no doubt 

about the value of the role.

Mark and Eleanor both told the anecdotes of patients 

who had benefited from pastoral care in hospital – in one 

case, a patient who needed a trustworthy listener to talk 

over and help think through the implications of an 

unwelcome prognosis without adding to the emotional 

distress of their family.

And so to the new post.  Temporary funding has been 

secured for the equivalent of one year full time (it may be 

spread over 2 years half-time), on the same grade and 

status as the existing chaplains.  Over the coming weeks, 

Eleanor will be supporting Mark in formulating the job 

description, and a public consultation is planned for 

April.  

Mark explained that this will be a proving time for the 

new post.  Metrics will need to be created and collected 

to show that there is a demand and that people in the 

hospital community really benefit.  New roles like this 

are often charitably funded, and only if successful, 

continue as part of the NHS funded service.  

About 30 people attended the talk, including some 

former patients who had benefited from non-religious 

pastoral care. The evening finished with a thoughtful 

and informative Q&A session, and a video version is 

planned.

Asked if she would apply herself, Eleanor said “I’ve done 

my bit – it’s time for someone new to develop, define and 

establish the role of a non-religious Hospital Chaplain.  It will 

be interesting to see how the role evolves.  I hope it will 

contribute greatly to society becoming less segregated by 

religion.”

Mark Burleigh is a Baptist Minister, Head of Chaplaincy 

and Bereavement Services for Leicester University 

Hospitals NHS Trust, and President of the College of 

Health Care Chaplains.

LSS member Eleanor Davidson is a Celebrant accredited 

by the British Humanist Association and has been a 

volunteer member of the Leicester hospitals chaplaincy 

team for 9 years.  

Leicester’s Marvellous Medicine – forthcoming talks: 

tinyurl.com/LeMarMed Public Consultation 23 April 

6pm at Leicester General Hospital – details tba

Employment Equality for Atheist Chaplains
Frank Friedman

Parents’ perspective: The Collective Worship dilemma
A parent speaks out about the damaging impact of excluding her 

young child from mandatory collective worship in school. (from 

the National Secular Society)

My four year old son has just started primary school. 

Starting school was a very exciting time for our family, we 

were looking forward to becoming part of the school 

community, so we were taken aback when we learned 

about the school's practices regarding collective worship, 

including daily recital of prayers.

The school, which is not a faith school, has not been explicit 

about its religious practices to parents. By chance, we 

spotted a prayer on the wall in reception, and were told by 

the school secretary (ahead of us accepting a place at the 

school) that such things like reciting prayers do not happen 

in this school. On another occasion a child giving us a tour 

pointed to a prayer on a birthday cake, which the children 

recite to celebrate birthdays. At the new parent induction, 

the Head did not discuss praying. There was a sheet buried 

in the school starter pack about collective worship, but it 

was not explicit about making children pray regularly 

during the school day.

Praying directly conflicts with our beliefs, and with our 

desire for our son to make up his own mind about the 

existence of gods when he is old enough to reflect on these 

questions for himself.

Concerned at our lack of choice in this matter, we had a 

meeting with the Head in which she explained that all 

children had to pray and sing songs worshipping god in 

order to meet the Standing Advisory Council for Religious 

Education (SACRE) guidelines. She also said she does the 

minimum required to meet the guidance; as far as she 

reasonably can. I did some research and passed this on to 

her, including an offer from the National Secular Society to 

help the school reform their collective worship, with a view 

to being inclusive of people of no-faith (or of different 

religions).

This time the Head replied saying prayer and Christian 

worship in hymns was part of the ethos of the school. They 

made one concession; revising the wording of the daily 

prayer for our child's class in Year R to a reflective 

statement rather than a Christian prayer. The statement is 

inclusive and we are happy with it. She also made it clear 

that from next year this concession would be withdrawn.

We went to the board of governors and were turned down 

again. They said we had the right to exclude our child from 

collective worship; as though this was a reasonable choice. 

As a parent, this is not an easy route to take.

Last month the school had harvest festival; our son took 

food. We asked the school to not include the one song 

worshipping 'god, the father', but they wouldn't change 

their mind. So we decided to use the withdrawal they had 

offered us.

Our son was taken out of assembly and was left sobbing 

outside the school hall listening to the other children 

singing and begging to go back in. Two teachers were 

physically stopping him going back. He is not a 

particularly confident or assertive child so he must have 

been really upset and confused by it all. Luckily my 

husband was at the assembly and was able to calm him 

down and let him go back in. That evening he quietly told 

me that he's had a "sad" day because he'd wanted to join in 

the singing.

How can this be offered as a reasonable solution for a 4 ½ 

year old child who doesn't understand what is going on? It 

is cruel; in his eyes he's being punished. He is the only 

child excluded. We can't, and won't, do that to him again. 

But as parents, where does this leave us? We don't want 

him to pray in school, which should be a place of 

education, not a place of worship. How can a child tell the 

difference between fact (science, maths) and matters of 

opinion (religion) when both are delivered by the teachers 

they look up to?

As for the birthday celebrations, linking birthdays with 

prayers to god (which only some families believe in) 

during 'birthday assemblies' is not at all fair in my eyes. 

Considering we found out about these prayers by 

accident, many parents must be unaware that this even 

happens… or perhaps they just choose not to think about 

it.

I understand some schools do have more inclusive forms 

of collective worship, and our local authority, Herts, states 

that collective worship should be relevant to both those of 

faith and no-faith, it also says children should not be made 

to recite prayers. However when we spoke to them they 

said prefacing the prayer with 'for those of you that wish to 

you can join in the prayer' makes it inclusive.

I have argued that bringing prayer and religious worship 

into school is neither good for the cohesion of the school 

nor embracing of the community. Considering this is a 

publicly funded community school, we are left with no 

alternatives for our son's education.

The Parent Governors Association recently issued a policy 

statement calling for an end to Collective Worship. The 

governors of our school say it is not binding and that the 

Head is within her rights to decide as she wishes.

I was brought up a Muslim but left the faith 15 years ago. 

This makes it even more challenging to turn a blind eye to 

the school enforcing religion onto my son.

Where should families like ours go for an education where 

we are respected and welcomed on an equal footing as 

people of faith?

‘Those that publish images of the Prophet Mohammed deserve to be attacked’

THE INTOLERANT MINORITY

Recent visit to the Uganda schools

Last month I returned from a two week visit 

to Uganda.

During my stay there I spent a lot of time 

with Peter Kisirinya, Director of Isaac 

Newton High School, and with Moses 

Kamya, Director of Mustard Seed School. I 

was able to spend a few days in each school 

and talk to staff about the progress of the 

schools and needs for the future. Attached 

are detailed reports on each school:

Isaac Newton High School Visit Report 

February 2015

Mustard Seed Secondary School Visit 

Report February 2015

My visit coincided with the start of the new 

school year and, only a few days before, the 

Primary Leaving Certificate results had 

been published. So the schools were 

actively recruiting the new first-year intake. 

It was clear that the scholarships provided 

by UHST supporters were helping them to 

attract some of the brightest primary school 

leavers. Competition for scholarships was 

attracting students with their families to see 

the schools and to demonstrate their 

enthusiasm to become students there.

In view of the large distances that students 

have to travel in these rural areas, the 

existence of good boarding facilities is 

important to families. They like to know 

their children will be coming to a caring and 

a safe environment where they will have 

good study facilities and a range of 

activities to give them worthwhile things to 

do when they are not in lessons. On Sunday, 

in particular, the schools offer a range of 

sports, board games, including chess, 

music, films and opportunities for religious 

observance for the few who want this. 

Families were impressed that both schools 

h a d  v e r y  h i g h  q u a l i t y  h o s t e l  

accommodation and washing and sanitary 

arrangements for boys and girls. The new 

boys hostels were at the final painting stage 

so both schools were expecting a further 

boost in student numbers in 2015. Both 

schools were planning to split the Senior 1 

class to create two parallel streams.

Both school sites were being spruced up for 

the start of term. The grass was cut, the 

grounds were being tidied, classrooms and 

hostels washed out and all furniture was 

being dusted down and cleaned. There was 

a general sense of purposefulness about 

both schools which are turning into self-

confident institutions as they move towards 

becoming self-sustaining.

The one shadow over the visit was the 

discovery that the former Fair View School 

at Mbute, which had been transferred to the 

ownership of Isaac Newton High School 

two years ago, is facing a challenge from the 

previous Director, Deo Ssekitooleko. The 

school, which had been founded as a joint 

venture between IHEU and UHASSO (the 

Uganda Humanist Association), had closed 

after failing two inspections while under 

Deo’s management. Deo found a job in 

Rwanda and for the past two years the 

school has undergone a renaissance under 

the competent management provided by 

the Isaac Newton team, led by Peter 

Kisirinya. However, Deo has returned and 

is attempting to take over again and the 

school is currently closed while a lawyer 

employed by IHEU attempts to sort out the 

legalities. We are hoping the problem will 

be solved quickly so that students at Mbute 

will be able to resume their education as 

soon as possible.

In the meantime, developments at the other 

but also a sacred duty.

In the Charlie Hebdo attack, the 

Kouachi brothers killed twelve 

people and injured several others in 

the name of Allah and their prophet.  

The cases of the Kouachi brothers, 

Nafis, and Atta are not isolated 

manifestations of the religion virus.  

Rev. Michael Bray, the American 

minister who was convicted of a 

series of abortion clinic attacks in the 

eighties, used biblical verses to 

defend his acts of terrorism.  In 1992, 

Hindu fanatics destroyed Babri 

Masjid, one of the largest and oldest 

mosques in Uttar Pradesh of India, 

based on a religious myth called 

“Ram Janmabhoomi.”

The incident ignited riots in India 

and neighboring countries. As I am 

writing this article, ISIS — one of the 

most infamous extremist groups — 

continues torturing minorities and 

beheading people in the name of 

Allah. Boko Haram, a terrorist 

organization in Nigeria, is not only 

forcing women and girls into 

prostitution but also massacring 

thousands of people mercilessly in 

the name of God.  These are only a 

few examples of the viruses of faiths, 

and they’re happening all around us. 

I don’t claim to have come up with 

any new or novel concept in 

Biswasher Virus.  Those who are 

familiar with Richard Dawkins’s 

revolutionary idea of the meme 

(introduced in his 1976 magnum 

opus The Sel f ish Gene)  are  

acquainted with the viral metaphor 

for religious ideas.  Based on this 

idea, numerous authors have 

suggested the religion memeplex can 

behave like a “biological virus” 

acting in a living organism.

Computer scientist Craig James 

(author of The Religion Virus) and 

psychologist Darrel W. Ray (author 

of The God Virus) independently 

proposed that the “religion meme” 

can be viewed as a virus.

Philosopher Daniel C. Dennett 

(author of Breaking the Spell) 

suggested that religions display 

behavioural control over people 

in much the same way that 

parasites invade organisms. For 

example, the rabies virus infects 

very specific neurons in the 

brain of a mammalian host, later 

inducing the host to bite or 

otherwise attack others. The 

lancet fluke (Dicrocoelium 

dendriticum), a parasite, infects 

the brains of ants by taking 

control and driving them to 

climb to the top of blades of 

grass, where they can be eaten 

by cows.  Another parasitic 

hairworm, scientifically known 

as Spinochordodes tellinii, 

infects grasshoppers’ brains in a 

way that makes grasshoppers 

more likely to jump into water 

and commit suicide, allowing 

the worm to mate.  Don’t we see 

similar occurrences in our 

human society? Take the 

horrifying videos of hostage 

beheadings by ISIS as an 

example.

Regardless, President Barack 

Obama has made it abundantly 

clear that the United States is not 

at war with Islam. On laying out 

a strategy for dealing with ISIS 

(or, alternatively, ISIL), Obama 

declared: “Now, let’s make two 

things clear: ISIL is not Islamic. 

No religion condones the killing 

of innocents, and the vast 

majority of ISIL’s victims have 

been Muslim. . . . ISIL is a 

terrorist organization, pure and 

simple.”

Obama continued, “ISIL speaks 

for no religion.  Their victims 

are overwhelmingly Muslim, 

and no faith teaches people to 

massacre innocents.  No just 

God would stand for what they 

did yesterday, and for what they 

do every single day.” Whatever 

the motivation behind President 

Obama’s statements — whether 

Dr. Avijit Roy, a Bangladeshi-American atheist and writer, was brutally hacked to 

death while he was returning from a book fair in Dhaka last week.  His wife Rafida  

(pictured above) was badly injured in the attack.  In one of his last articles, Dr Roy 

wrote in detail about a man who has been arrested as a suspect in his killing, Islamic 

extremist Farabi Shafiur Rahman.  In the article, published in the upcoming issue of 

the secular humanist magazine Free Inquiry, Roy describes the many threats made 

against him by Rahman, who has been linked to the radical Islamist party Jamaat-e-

Islami, and the Hizbut Tahrir terrorist group. Here is the article in full.

"Religion, a medieval form of unreason, when combined with modern 

weaponry becomes a real threat to 

our freedoms". — Salman Rushdie

On January 7, 2015, the world 

wi tnessed  a  t rag ic  a t roc i ty  

committed by soldiers of the so-

called religion of peace when two 

masked Islamists armed with assault 

rifles entered the offices of Charlie 

Hebdo and killed twelve people.

The gunmen were heard shouting 

“Allahu Akbar” (“God is great” in 

Arabic) and “We have avenged the 

Prophet Muhammad.” A mere three 

weeks before, on December 16, 2014, 

nine gunmen affiliated with the 

Pakistani Taliban conducted a 

terrorist attack in Peshawar, 

Pakistan.  They entered a school, 

opened fire, and killed 145 people, 

132 of whom were schoolchildren. 

To me, such religious extremism is 

like a highly contagious virus.  My 

own recent experiences in this 

regard verify the horrific reality that 

such religious extremism is a “virus 

of faith.” 

It all started with a book. A national 

book fair (popularly known as the 

Ekushey Book Fair) is held every 

February in Bangladesh.  Newly 

published books are displayed in 

more than five hundred stalls.  

Literally thousands of people come 

to the fair every day and enjoy 

buying new books.

Publishers start preparing for this 

event quite early as they try to get 

their books ready for the frenzy of 

the fair.  One of my recent 

publishers, Jagriti Prakashani, timed 

the publication of my book 

'Biswasher Virus' (Bengali for The 

Virus of Faith) to coincide with the 

book fair of 2014. As soon as the book 

was released, it rose to the top of the 

fair’s best-seller list.  At the same 

time, it hit the cranial nerve of 

Islamic fundamentalists. The death 

threats started flowing to my e-mail 

inbox on a regular basis.  I suddenly 

found myself a target of militant 

Islamists and terrorists.  A well-

known extremist by the name of 

Farabi Shafiur Rahman openly 

issued death threats to me through 

his numerous Facebook statuses.  In 

one widely circulated status, 

Rahman wrote, “Avijit Roy lives in 

America and so, it is not possible to 

kill him right now.  But he will be 

murdered when he comes back.”

Let’s put Rahman aside for a moment 

as I provide readers with a bit of 

background about the book. I knew 

there was a growing demand for 

'Biswasher Virus' long before it 

appeared in the market. It started 

when I wrote a few blogs on this 

particular topic on MuktoMona (a 

website of free thinkers of mainly 

Bengali descent).

Due to faith-based politics, a lot had 

happened in Bangladesh in the year 

before, some of which I attempted to 

cover in my writings.  When several 

bloggers were put behind bars for 

being openly atheist, I published 

articles including one in Free Inquiry 

(“Free thought Under Attack in 

Bangladesh,” October/November 

2013).

I also covered other incidents 

s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  S h a h b a g  

Movement, such as an incident in 

which atheist bloggers including 

Ahmed Rajib Haider and Asif 

Mohiuddin were brutally attacked 

by fundamentalists.  Mohiuddin was 

seriously wounded but luckily 

survived a murder attempt in Dhaka 

on January 14, 2014; on the other 

hand, Haider was found hacked to 

death there a month later.

I found a commonality in these 

writings: the virus of faith was the 

weapon that made these atrocities 

possible.  Another interesting case 

c o n c e r n s  Q u a z i  M o h a m m a d  

Rezwanul Ahsan Nafis, a Bengali 

student who came to the United 

States on a student visa in order to 

wage Islamic jihad.

Nafis was arrested in 2012 by the U.S. 

Federal Bureau of Investigation in a 

sting operation after attempting to 

set off a fake car bomb outside the 

Federal  Reserve bui lding in 

Manhattan. He was eventually 

sentenced to thirty years in prison 

after pleading guilty to terrorism.

In my book, I tried to analyze how an 

afterlife-obsessed, terrorist brain 

such as Nafis’s could put our 

civilization in immense danger.  

Nafis’s deep faith in a holy text and 

his belief in afterlife rewards led him 

to pursue his jihadi mission against 

the “infidels”; this can easily be 

compared to the action of a virus.  

Faith-based terrorisms are nothing 

but viruses — if allowed to spread, 

they will wreak havoc on society in 

epidemic proportions.

On September 11, 2001, Americans 

experienced a horrific atrocity in 

their own land that killed almost 

three thousand people and caused at 

least $10 billion in property and 

infrastructure damage. It was, of 

course, the virus of religion that had 

persuaded Mohamed Atta and 

eighteen others that perpetrating this 

bloodbath was not just a moral act 



16

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.

Leicester Secular Society Contacts
All can be reached by post via the Hall address

Leicester Secularist 

President

Gush Bhumbra

gbhumbra@leicestersecularsociety.org.uk

Chairperson

anthony.matthew@tiscali.co.uk

Membership Secretary/Treasurer

 John Catt

Tel: 01509 211468

memsec@leicestersecularsociety.org.uk

Company Secretary

 Jean Roseblade

Hall bookings/maintenance

 Mike Burden:

Tel: 07722 782727  secularhall@gmail.com

Events Coordinators:-

Anu Kapur and Hamish Whiteley

Keyholders: 

Mike Burden, Harry Perry and Gillian Lighton

Audio-visual kit

Normally held by Mike Burden

Anthony Matthew

Secularist Editor

Ned Newitt

secularist@leicestersecularsociety.org.uk

Library and archives

Gillian Lighton

gillianlighton@hotmail.com

Leicester Secular Society

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

RIP
AVIJIT ROY
1972-2015

Following threats from Islamists, a

ambushed by a 

group of men wielding meat cleavers, after they left 

Dhaka University on 26 February. 

Avijit Roy, was the founder of the Bengali-language 

blog Mukto-Mona (Free-mind) which champions 

liberal secular writing in the Muslim-majority nation. 

Mr Roy's family said he had received threats after 

publishing articles promoting secular views, science 

and social issues. In a recent Facebook post he had 

defended atheism, calling it a "rational concept to 

oppose any unscientific and irrational belief".

stab wounds to her head., serious 

wounds to her hands and has lost a thumb. She told 

the 

but  she said she would continue to 

speak out on the causes of secularism and science. 

In one of his last articles, Dr Roy wrote in detail about 

a man who has been arrested as a suspect in his 

killing, Islamic extremist Farabi Shafiur Rahman. In 

the article, Roy describes the many threats made 

against him by Rahman, who has been linked to the 

radical Islamist party Jamaat-e-Islami, and the 

Hizbut Tahrir terrorist group. 

Last year, Rahman threatened to kill a Muslim cleric who 

officiated at the funeral of Ahmed Rajib Haider (the 

freethinker who was hacked to death).  Under tremendous 

public pressure, Rahman was arrested, but to everyone’s 

surprise, he was granted bail within few months. Since 

then, he has continued to threaten many progressives in 

Bangladesh, while no official action has been taken against 

him. The story doesn’t end there. Rahman also sent a death 

threat to Rokomari.com (Bangladesh’s first online 

bookstore) and ordered the site to stop selling my books.

In his Facebook post, Rahman published the office address 

of Rokomari.com and called upon his “Islamist friends” to 

attack the locality.  He also told Mahmudul Hasan Sohagh, 

the owner of Rokomari.com, that he would suffer the same 

fate as Haider if he did not comply with Rahman’s 

demands.

As a result, Rokomari.com took my books off its list. 

 prominent 

American blogger of Bangladeshi origin has been 

hacked to death. He and his wife were 

His wife, Rafida Bonya Ahmed, was also badly 

injured with 

BBC that fundamentalism had "taken deep roots" 

in Bangladesh, 

She 

said she was recovering slowly and had few 

memories of the attack.

Parents’ perspective: The Collective Worship dilemma
A parent speaks out about the damaging impact of excluding her 

young child from mandatory collective worship in school. (from 

the National Secular Society)

My four year old son has just started primary school. 

Starting school was a very exciting time for our family, we 

were looking forward to becoming part of the school 

community, so we were taken aback when we learned 

about the school's practices regarding collective worship, 

including daily recital of prayers.

The school, which is not a faith school, has not been explicit 

about its religious practices to parents. By chance, we 

spotted a prayer on the wall in reception, and were told by 

the school secretary (ahead of us accepting a place at the 

school) that such things like reciting prayers do not happen 

in this school. On another occasion a child giving us a tour 

pointed to a prayer on a birthday cake, which the children 

recite to celebrate birthdays. At the new parent induction, 

the Head did not discuss praying. There was a sheet buried 

in the school starter pack about collective worship, but it 

was not explicit about making children pray regularly 

during the school day.

Praying directly conflicts with our beliefs, and with our 

desire for our son to make up his own mind about the 

existence of gods when he is old enough to reflect on these 

questions for himself.

Concerned at our lack of choice in this matter, we had a 

meeting with the Head in which she explained that all 

children had to pray and sing songs worshipping god in 

order to meet the Standing Advisory Council for Religious 

Education (SACRE) guidelines. She also said she does the 

minimum required to meet the guidance; as far as she 

reasonably can. I did some research and passed this on to 

her, including an offer from the National Secular Society to 

help the school reform their collective worship, with a view 

to being inclusive of people of no-faith (or of different 

religions).

This time the Head replied saying prayer and Christian 

worship in hymns was part of the ethos of the school. They 

made one concession; revising the wording of the daily 

prayer for our child's class in Year R to a reflective 

statement rather than a Christian prayer. The statement is 

inclusive and we are happy with it. She also made it clear 

that from next year this concession would be withdrawn.

We went to the board of governors and were turned down 

again. They said we had the right to exclude our child from 

collective worship; as though this was a reasonable choice. 

As a parent, this is not an easy route to take.

Last month the school had harvest festival; our son took 

food. We asked the school to not include the one song 

worshipping 'god, the father', but they wouldn't change 

their mind. So we decided to use the withdrawal they had 

offered us.

Our son was taken out of assembly and was left sobbing 

outside the school hall listening to the other children 

singing and begging to go back in. Two teachers were 

physically stopping him going back. He is not a 

particularly confident or assertive child so he must have 

been really upset and confused by it all. Luckily my 

husband was at the assembly and was able to calm him 

down and let him go back in. That evening he quietly told 

me that he's had a "sad" day because he'd wanted to join in 

the singing.

How can this be offered as a reasonable solution for a 4 ½ 

year old child who doesn't understand what is going on? It 

is cruel; in his eyes he's being punished. He is the only 

child excluded. We can't, and won't, do that to him again. 

But as parents, where does this leave us? We don't want 

him to pray in school, which should be a place of 

education, not a place of worship. How can a child tell the 

difference between fact (science, maths) and matters of 

opinion (religion) when both are delivered by the teachers 

they look up to?

As for the birthday celebrations, linking birthdays with 

prayers to god (which only some families believe in) 

during 'birthday assemblies' is not at all fair in my eyes. 

Considering we found out about these prayers by 

accident, many parents must be unaware that this even 

happens… or perhaps they just choose not to think about 

it.

I understand some schools do have more inclusive forms 

of collective worship, and our local authority, Herts, states 

that collective worship should be relevant to both those of 

faith and no-faith, it also says children should not be made 

to recite prayers. However when we spoke to them they 

said prefacing the prayer with 'for those of you that wish to 

you can join in the prayer' makes it inclusive.

I have argued that bringing prayer and religious worship 

into school is neither good for the cohesion of the school 

nor embracing of the community. Considering this is a 

publicly funded community school, we are left with no 

alternatives for our son's education.

The Parent Governors Association recently issued a policy 

statement calling for an end to Collective Worship. The 

governors of our school say it is not binding and that the 

Head is within her rights to decide as she wishes.

I was brought up a Muslim but left the faith 15 years ago. 

This makes it even more challenging to turn a blind eye to 

the school enforcing religion onto my son.

Where should families like ours go for an education where 

we are respected and welcomed on an equal footing as 

people of faith?

‘Those that publish images of the Prophet Mohammed deserve to be attacked’

THE INTOLERANT MINORITY

Recent visit to the Uganda schools

Last month I returned from a two week visit 

to Uganda.

During my stay there I spent a lot of time 

with Peter Kisirinya, Director of Isaac 

Newton High School, and with Moses 

Kamya, Director of Mustard Seed School. I 

was able to spend a few days in each school 

and talk to staff about the progress of the 

schools and needs for the future. Attached 

are detailed reports on each school:

Isaac Newton High School Visit Report 

February 2015

Mustard Seed Secondary School Visit 

Report February 2015

My visit coincided with the start of the new 

school year and, only a few days before, the 

Primary Leaving Certificate results had 

been published. So the schools were 

actively recruiting the new first-year intake. 

It was clear that the scholarships provided 

by UHST supporters were helping them to 

attract some of the brightest primary school 

leavers. Competition for scholarships was 

attracting students with their families to see 

the schools and to demonstrate their 

enthusiasm to become students there.

In view of the large distances that students 

have to travel in these rural areas, the 

existence of good boarding facilities is 

important to families. They like to know 

their children will be coming to a caring and 

a safe environment where they will have 

good study facilities and a range of 

activities to give them worthwhile things to 

do when they are not in lessons. On Sunday, 

in particular, the schools offer a range of 

sports, board games, including chess, 

music, films and opportunities for religious 

observance for the few who want this. 

Families were impressed that both schools 

h a d  v e r y  h i g h  q u a l i t y  h o s t e l  

accommodation and washing and sanitary 

arrangements for boys and girls. The new 

boys hostels were at the final painting stage 

so both schools were expecting a further 

boost in student numbers in 2015. Both 

schools were planning to split the Senior 1 

class to create two parallel streams.

Both school sites were being spruced up for 

the start of term. The grass was cut, the 

grounds were being tidied, classrooms and 

hostels washed out and all furniture was 

being dusted down and cleaned. There was 

a general sense of purposefulness about 

both schools which are turning into self-

confident institutions as they move towards 

becoming self-sustaining.

The one shadow over the visit was the 

discovery that the former Fair View School 

at Mbute, which had been transferred to the 

ownership of Isaac Newton High School 

two years ago, is facing a challenge from the 

previous Director, Deo Ssekitooleko. The 

school, which had been founded as a joint 

venture between IHEU and UHASSO (the 

Uganda Humanist Association), had closed 

after failing two inspections while under 

Deo’s management. Deo found a job in 

Rwanda and for the past two years the 

school has undergone a renaissance under 

the competent management provided by 

the Isaac Newton team, led by Peter 

Kisirinya. However, Deo has returned and 

is attempting to take over again and the 

school is currently closed while a lawyer 

employed by IHEU attempts to sort out the 

legalities. We are hoping the problem will 

be solved quickly so that students at Mbute 

will be able to resume their education as 

soon as possible.

In the meantime, developments at the other 

but also a sacred duty.

In the Charlie Hebdo attack, the 

Kouachi brothers killed twelve 

people and injured several others in 

the name of Allah and their prophet.  

The cases of the Kouachi brothers, 

Nafis, and Atta are not isolated 

manifestations of the religion virus.  

Rev. Michael Bray, the American 

minister who was convicted of a 

series of abortion clinic attacks in the 

eighties, used biblical verses to 

defend his acts of terrorism.  In 1992, 

Hindu fanatics destroyed Babri 

Masjid, one of the largest and oldest 

mosques in Uttar Pradesh of India, 

based on a religious myth called 

“Ram Janmabhoomi.”

The incident ignited riots in India 

and neighboring countries. As I am 

writing this article, ISIS — one of the 

most infamous extremist groups — 

continues torturing minorities and 

beheading people in the name of 

Allah. Boko Haram, a terrorist 

organization in Nigeria, is not only 

forcing women and girls into 

prostitution but also massacring 

thousands of people mercilessly in 

the name of God.  These are only a 

few examples of the viruses of faiths, 

and they’re happening all around us. 

I don’t claim to have come up with 

any new or novel concept in 

Biswasher Virus.  Those who are 

familiar with Richard Dawkins’s 

revolutionary idea of the meme 

(introduced in his 1976 magnum 

opus The Sel f ish Gene)  are  

acquainted with the viral metaphor 

for religious ideas.  Based on this 

idea, numerous authors have 

suggested the religion memeplex can 

behave like a “biological virus” 

acting in a living organism.

Computer scientist Craig James 

(author of The Religion Virus) and 

psychologist Darrel W. Ray (author 

of The God Virus) independently 

proposed that the “religion meme” 

can be viewed as a virus.

Philosopher Daniel C. Dennett 

(author of Breaking the Spell) 

suggested that religions display 

behavioural control over people 

in much the same way that 

parasites invade organisms. For 

example, the rabies virus infects 

very specific neurons in the 

brain of a mammalian host, later 

inducing the host to bite or 

otherwise attack others. The 

lancet fluke (Dicrocoelium 

dendriticum), a parasite, infects 

the brains of ants by taking 

control and driving them to 

climb to the top of blades of 

grass, where they can be eaten 

by cows.  Another parasitic 

hairworm, scientifically known 

as Spinochordodes tellinii, 

infects grasshoppers’ brains in a 

way that makes grasshoppers 

more likely to jump into water 

and commit suicide, allowing 

the worm to mate.  Don’t we see 

similar occurrences in our 

human society? Take the 

horrifying videos of hostage 

beheadings by ISIS as an 

example.

Regardless, President Barack 

Obama has made it abundantly 

clear that the United States is not 

at war with Islam. On laying out 

a strategy for dealing with ISIS 

(or, alternatively, ISIL), Obama 

declared: “Now, let’s make two 

things clear: ISIL is not Islamic. 

No religion condones the killing 

of innocents, and the vast 

majority of ISIL’s victims have 

been Muslim. . . . ISIL is a 

terrorist organization, pure and 

simple.”

Obama continued, “ISIL speaks 

for no religion.  Their victims 

are overwhelmingly Muslim, 

and no faith teaches people to 

massacre innocents.  No just 

God would stand for what they 

did yesterday, and for what they 

do every single day.” Whatever 

the motivation behind President 

Obama’s statements — whether 

Dr. Avijit Roy, a Bangladeshi-American atheist and writer, was brutally hacked to 

death while he was returning from a book fair in Dhaka last week.  His wife Rafida  

(pictured above) was badly injured in the attack.  In one of his last articles, Dr Roy 

wrote in detail about a man who has been arrested as a suspect in his killing, Islamic 

extremist Farabi Shafiur Rahman.  In the article, published in the upcoming issue of 

the secular humanist magazine Free Inquiry, Roy describes the many threats made 

against him by Rahman, who has been linked to the radical Islamist party Jamaat-e-

Islami, and the Hizbut Tahrir terrorist group. Here is the article in full.

"Religion, a medieval form of unreason, when combined with modern 

weaponry becomes a real threat to 

our freedoms". — Salman Rushdie

On January 7, 2015, the world 

wi tnessed  a  t rag ic  a t roc i ty  

committed by soldiers of the so-

called religion of peace when two 

masked Islamists armed with assault 

rifles entered the offices of Charlie 

Hebdo and killed twelve people.

The gunmen were heard shouting 

“Allahu Akbar” (“God is great” in 

Arabic) and “We have avenged the 

Prophet Muhammad.” A mere three 

weeks before, on December 16, 2014, 

nine gunmen affiliated with the 

Pakistani Taliban conducted a 

terrorist attack in Peshawar, 

Pakistan.  They entered a school, 

opened fire, and killed 145 people, 

132 of whom were schoolchildren. 

To me, such religious extremism is 

like a highly contagious virus.  My 

own recent experiences in this 

regard verify the horrific reality that 

such religious extremism is a “virus 

of faith.” 

It all started with a book. A national 

book fair (popularly known as the 

Ekushey Book Fair) is held every 

February in Bangladesh.  Newly 

published books are displayed in 

more than five hundred stalls.  

Literally thousands of people come 

to the fair every day and enjoy 

buying new books.

Publishers start preparing for this 

event quite early as they try to get 

their books ready for the frenzy of 

the fair.  One of my recent 

publishers, Jagriti Prakashani, timed 

the publication of my book 

'Biswasher Virus' (Bengali for The 

Virus of Faith) to coincide with the 

book fair of 2014. As soon as the book 

was released, it rose to the top of the 

fair’s best-seller list.  At the same 

time, it hit the cranial nerve of 

Islamic fundamentalists. The death 

threats started flowing to my e-mail 

inbox on a regular basis.  I suddenly 

found myself a target of militant 

Islamists and terrorists.  A well-

known extremist by the name of 

Farabi Shafiur Rahman openly 

issued death threats to me through 

his numerous Facebook statuses.  In 

one widely circulated status, 

Rahman wrote, “Avijit Roy lives in 

America and so, it is not possible to 

kill him right now.  But he will be 

murdered when he comes back.”

Let’s put Rahman aside for a moment 

as I provide readers with a bit of 

background about the book. I knew 

there was a growing demand for 

'Biswasher Virus' long before it 

appeared in the market. It started 

when I wrote a few blogs on this 

particular topic on MuktoMona (a 

website of free thinkers of mainly 

Bengali descent).

Due to faith-based politics, a lot had 

happened in Bangladesh in the year 

before, some of which I attempted to 

cover in my writings.  When several 

bloggers were put behind bars for 

being openly atheist, I published 

articles including one in Free Inquiry 

(“Free thought Under Attack in 

Bangladesh,” October/November 

2013).

I also covered other incidents 

s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  S h a h b a g  

Movement, such as an incident in 

which atheist bloggers including 

Ahmed Rajib Haider and Asif 

Mohiuddin were brutally attacked 

by fundamentalists.  Mohiuddin was 

seriously wounded but luckily 

survived a murder attempt in Dhaka 

on January 14, 2014; on the other 

hand, Haider was found hacked to 

death there a month later.

I found a commonality in these 

writings: the virus of faith was the 

weapon that made these atrocities 

possible.  Another interesting case 

c o n c e r n s  Q u a z i  M o h a m m a d  

Rezwanul Ahsan Nafis, a Bengali 

student who came to the United 

States on a student visa in order to 

wage Islamic jihad.

Nafis was arrested in 2012 by the U.S. 

Federal Bureau of Investigation in a 

sting operation after attempting to 

set off a fake car bomb outside the 

Federal  Reserve bui lding in 

Manhattan. He was eventually 

sentenced to thirty years in prison 

after pleading guilty to terrorism.

In my book, I tried to analyze how an 

afterlife-obsessed, terrorist brain 

such as Nafis’s could put our 

civilization in immense danger.  

Nafis’s deep faith in a holy text and 

his belief in afterlife rewards led him 

to pursue his jihadi mission against 

the “infidels”; this can easily be 

compared to the action of a virus.  

Faith-based terrorisms are nothing 

but viruses — if allowed to spread, 

they will wreak havoc on society in 

epidemic proportions.

On September 11, 2001, Americans 

experienced a horrific atrocity in 

their own land that killed almost 

three thousand people and caused at 

least $10 billion in property and 

infrastructure damage. It was, of 

course, the virus of religion that had 

persuaded Mohamed Atta and 

eighteen others that perpetrating this 

bloodbath was not just a moral act 


