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Dear Mayor and Councillors,

You have been elected to represent all of the people of 

Leicester. We are sure that you want to do your best to 

carry out your duties without favouring any one 

group based on race or religion. Leicester is a diverse 

City with 32.4% Christians, 22.8% no religion, 18.6% 

Muslims, 15.2% Hindu 5.6% not stated and 4.4% 

Sikhs. We believe that the best way to safeguard the 

rights of each of these groups is through a Council 

committed to secular values.

In our view, the ending of religious privileges by the 

state provides maximum freedom for all. We believe 

that this is the best and fairest way to defend the 

freedom of religion and belief. In your coming term of 

office, we  therefore ask you to: 

Ÿ Protect free religious expression that does not 

directly incite violence or crimes against others or 

publicly and directly cause someone distress or 

alarm. 

Ÿ Avoid 'Interfaith' initiatives. By their very name 

they are discriminatory and deny representation to 

non-religious people. Where such initiatives are 

inclusive this should be explicit in the naming of 

the group. 

Ÿ Ensure the Council does not fund directly or 

indirectly organisations which cater exclusively for 

religious people or proselytise. 

Ÿ End prayers in the Council chamber as part of the 

Council’s formal agenda, irrespective of the Lord 

Mayor’s preferences. 

Ÿ Ensure that there is no discrimination by those 

delivering public services (for example marriage 

registrars, judges, pharmacists, or care workers) 

and it is made clear to all employees that this must 

always be the case. The only exemptions for 

conscientious objection should be those enshrined 

in law.

Ÿ Allow for reasonable adjustment to cater for 

religious practice in employment or in facilities, 

but not to extend this to a blanket religious 

exemption based on subjective feelings, nor to the 

imposition of religious practice on nonbelievers. 

Ÿ Aim to ensure that every child is educated to the 

highest standards of intellectual honesty in schools 

where they can mix with and socialise freely with 

children of other races, classes, and creeds. 

Ÿ Ensure that religious instruction is the province of 

parents and their religions and not part of state 

education, whilst educating children about 

religious and  non religious beliefs. 

Ÿ Where possible, end the provision of faith-based 

schools and use your influence to stop them from:

s  sacking or rejecting a teacher based on his/her 

religion or marital status. 

s preventing state-funded faiths schools from 

discriminating against, and segregating, 

children on religious grounds. 

s restricting the National Curriculum according 

to religious reservations. 

We believe that a secular approach is the only rational 

basis for government since it places all on an equal 

footing. 

We hope that in the coming years Leicester Secular 

Society can work with you to promote a plural and 

inclusive local community, free from religious 

privilege, prejudice and discrimination.

AN OPEN LETTER 
To the new City Mayor and Cllrs

NATIONAL NEWS
from the National Secular Society

Colombia: Tourist Paradise or terror State

Caroline Moles and I gave our talk about 
thColombia on 12  April. Our friend Juan 

Carlos Berrio, who lectures in Geography at 

Leicester Uni., was playing French Horn 

duets with me in April 2012. He is 

Colombian, and he said: “I am taking a 

group of students on a field trip to 

Amazonia in September... would you like to 

come along 

too...?” 

And so we found ourselves landing in 

Bogotá, the capital. Although it is not far 

from the Equator, the weather was cold and 

rainy: it has altitude.. We soon found out 

that the people, like the Colombians we 

know in Britain, are friendly and out -going. 

However, we also noticed that if the 

conversation moved towards discussion of 

social affairs, or working conditions, or 

Unions – conversation would be diverted 

somewhere else. This becomes more readily 

understandable when one realises that 

Colombia has had what amounts to a civil 

war that has raged, on and off, since 1948. 

The forces that are ranged against each other 

are:

The Traffickers (i.e. the drug gangs). The 

paramilitaries (essentially death squads – 

said to be paid for by big business. The army 

and police. The suggestion here is that they 

are selective about which murders they 

investigate – and this allows the mining 

companies and others to act with impunity.

Finally we have the left wing groups who 

object to the above and have their base in the 

Chris Goodwin

While people were 

supporting Hebdo the 

government was pushing 

through unopposed the 

Counter Terrorism and 

Security Bill aimed at 

thwarting the free 

expression of many.                                                                       

In essence what the Bill 

proposes is to apply 

immigration policing 

measures – including border 

controls, carrier sanctions, 

refusal of entry, conditions 

of residence, the outsourcing 

of controls to local 

authorities, colleges and 

universities and other public 

bodies – to the national 

security policing of both 

British and foreign citizens, 

while at the same time doing 

away with or diluting 

judicial safeguards. But this 

national security policing is 

policing of thoughts, 

intentions, opinions and 
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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 3rd May, 6.30pm: Film: Disruption

Joint event with Friends of the Earth. This film is a fast-paced cinematic 
journey through the wild world of climate change. One hour long, 
followed by discussion led by Leicester Friends of the Earth. Free entry.

Sunday 10th May

6.30pm: Post-election Headstrong session. Come along and 
celebrate, commiserate or wonder what really has changed. Open 
discussion on the General Election results.

Sunday 17th May, 

6.30pm Safeguarding Leicestershire’s children. 

Ivan Ould, Lead Member for Children and Families at Leicestershire 
County Council, explains his responsibilities for safeguarding children.

Sunday 24th May, 6.30pm

Charles Bradlaugh: the long way from Northampton to London. 

Liam Chowley reviews the life and times of Charles Bradlaugh, founder 
of the National Secular Society and instigator of the right to affirm.

Sunday 31st May, 6.30pm Concert

In search of inspiration. Wissam Boustany (flute) and Aleksander Szram 
(piano) give a thrilling recital. Tickets £5 for members and

concessions, £10 for non-members. 
Book with Mike on 0116 270 3335.

Sunday 7th June, 6.30pm

Alternative work for alternative societies. Maurizio Atzeni reports on 
his research into worker self management co-operatives in the context 
of globalisation.

Sunday 14th June

6.30pm Achieving deep cuts in greenhouse gas emissions. Paul 
Fleming, Director of Sustainable Development at De Montfort University, 
discusses what needs to be done to meet the ambitious targets agreed 
for cuts to greenhouse gas emissions.

Sunday 21st June, 2pm and 3.30pm: Guided Visit
Guided visits for two parties of 16 to Inglewood, a famous Ernest 
Gimson designed Arts and Crafts house in Leicester. Places on first come 
first served basis via Mike on .

Sunday 28th June, 6.30pm 

Faith in school governance - Trojan horse or open goal? John Adams 
argues that the ‘Trojan horse’ scandal in Birmingham’s schools exposed

fundamental problems in both faith schools and school governance.

Sunday 5th July, 6.30pm

Alice Hawkins, Leicester’s suffragette. Elaine Pantling, local actor and 
comedian, is writing a play about Alice Hawkins. 

11.00am Sunday Assembly

11.00am Sunday Assembly

0116 270 3335

Wine and soft drinks will be 
available. 

please note changed date of evening meeting

3.30pm Half-year report back from the Board. LSS members only

Sharrifu, aged 15, is a student at 

the Mustard Seed Humanist 

School, Busota in Uganda. He is 

sponsored by the Leicester 

Secular Society.

Sharrifu is a boarder at the school 

and comes from the town of 

Busembatia. 

He has three brothers and three 

sisters. Sharrifu enjoys maths, 

geography and commerce and 

wants to be an accountant. 

Both his parents are 

peasants who rear animals and 

grow crops. They are unable to 

support him for further studies. 

He got 

an aggregate of 10 in his Primary 

Leaving Exam (a very good mark). 

S c h o l a r s h i p s  p r o v i d e d  b y  

supporters of the Ugandan 

Humanist School Trust are now 

attracting some of the brightest 

primary school leavers. 

Students have to travel large 

distances, so the provision 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.

Sharrifu Nyago
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from the
editor

The right to hold religious and other beliefs is an 

absolute right (Article 9 of the European 

Convention of Human Rights). How could it be 

otherwise? We have no way (yet?) of seeing inside 

minds.

Beliefs exist on a spectrum of reality, rationality, 

and reasonableness, however. From believing we 

live on a spherical planet (any flat Earthers left?), 

to believing that Neil Armstrong's Moon walk was 

faked. Most of what people believe, has no 

consequence; so what if someone throws salt after 

breaking a mirror? One person thinks a candle lit to a goddess will bring 

good luck? Another thinks that drinking wine is drinking the blood of 

their god's son?

But people also believe that climate change is fraudulent and MMR 

vaccination will give children autism. And, abhorrently, it is an absolute 

right to believe that whites are inferior or being a paedophile is OK or 

being straight is god's directive on pain of death. 

Beliefs have real consequences. Someone believing a gay teacher will 

send their child to hell by corrupting them could easily victimise the 

teacher or withdraw the child from education. If enough people think 

autism results from the MMR vaccine and don't take it, the immunity will 

fall so low allowing fatal outbreaks of measles. If someone really believes 

the Quran or Bible requires unbelievers or gays to be killed they will go 

out slaughtering. 

What can we do about bad beliefs? Education is the only answer. We have 

to patiently and repeatedly explain that climate change really is 

happening; autism is coincidental after taking MMR; the Quran, Bible 

and other holy texts were written by fallible men who made it up in a bid 

to help humanity (or at least their own tribe).

Critical thinking classes are needed from primary school. Only a 

sustained onslaught against the uncritical acceptance of deities, 

homeopathy, miracle cures, conspiracy theories and the like will suffice. 

Religionists and others will oppose this, but we will have to force it 

through. 

Stop believers manifesting their bad beliefs. A sexist can think women are 

inferior but cannot fail to employ them. A Chelsea fan can say 'I am racist' 

but cannot push blacks off trains. UKIP councillors, can say, "But I really 

do have a problem with people with negroid features;" David Tredinnick 

MP, can say  astrology “should have a role to play in healthcare”; but we 

have a duty to ridicule them, shame them and vote them out of office, so 

they cannot put their stupid beliefs into practice. 

When someone we know says something unbelievable, tell them, gently 

mock them, educate them, but don't let it slide. By looking away, we 

contribute to the spreading of ignorance and humanity's slide from 

reason.

WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT BAD BELIEFS?

Gush Bhumbra

T h e  

This Bill 

B i l l  e n a b l i n g  l o c a l  

authorities in England to hold 

prayers as part of their official 

business has cleared its latest 

hurdle and is set to become law. It 

will also allow councils to 

"support or facilitate" religious 

events. With support from 

L a b o u r ’ s  s h a d o w  l o c a l  

government minister,  Lyn 

Brown, it seems unlikely to be 

r e p e a l e d  b y  a n y  n e w  

Government.

reverses the High Court's 

2012 ruling that councils had no 

powers to hold prayers during 

meetings. This followed the case 

brought by the National Secular 

Society against Bideford Town 

Council.  

Government minister Penny 

Mordaunt said that the Bill “will 

not compel anyone to pray or any 

local authority to include prayers 

in their official business...”

However, Stephen Evans, from 

the National Secular Society’, 

said: “The supporters of this bill 

are being wilfully misleading by 

citing religious freedom, when the 

actual purpose of the bill is to 

undermine religious freedom by 

enabling one group of councillors 

to impose their beliefs on other, 

equally elected, councillors. The 

high court ruling did not deprive 

any councillor of the right to pray; 

the ruling did, however, prevent 

local authorities from summoning 

c o u n c i l l o r s  t o  r e l i g i o u s  

observance at council meetings...”

The Leicester Secular Society will 

ask the new City Council and City 

mayor to choose not to have 

prayers on the agenda at meetings 

of the full  City Council. 

DEMOCRACY
NO TRIUMPH FOR 
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Billy Williams
Leicester City Council (LCC) is 

currently holding a consultation into 

the performance of six Voluntary 

and Community Sector (VCS) 

organisations.  LCC currently funds 

the African Caribbean Citizens 

Forum (ACCF), the Federation of 

Muslim Organisations (FMO), the 

Gujarat Hindu Association (GHA), 

Leicester Council of Faiths (LCF), 

The Somali Development Service 

(SDS) and The Race Equality Centre 

(TREC).  Total 2014 funding to these 

six organisations was £286,300 per 

annum, but this is set to fall to 

around £200,000 in the next round.

The City Council has provided VCS 

funding for a number of years, and 

the organisations are charged with:

Ÿ p r o v i d i n g  c h a n n e l s  o f  

communication with specific 

communities;

Ÿ developing the economic,  

educational & employment 

potential within communities;

Ÿ acting as a moderating influence 

on issues that might threaten 

peaceful coexistence between 

communities;

Ÿ tack l ing  inequal i t i es  and  

disparity of outcomes that affect 

particular communities; and

Ÿ m a x i m i s i n g  t h e  p o s i t i v e  

contribution of communities to 

the city in general.

The Equality Act of 2010 provides 

the legal framework and sets duties 

of working for equality on Local 

Authorities and Leicester's VCS 

funding is one mechanism the 

Council uses to achieve this.  The 

normal funding round is nearing its 

end and the Council wants to know 

'how we re late  to  community 

organisations and their activities, so that 

we can make informed and intelligent 

decisions about good use of our 

resources'.  The Council notes that the 

city is changing rapidly, and 

arrangements that were fit for 

purpose some years ago may no 

l o n g e r  p r o v i d e  s u i t a b l e  o r  

appropriate services for the future.

We acknowledge that some of the 

groups mentioned above appear to 

be providing an excellent service, 

but as secularists we would want to 

look very closely at any faith-based 

organisations that receive public 

funding, and our investigations have 

given us some cause for concern.

Federation of Muslim Organisations 

Under its aims and objectives the 

FMO has as its first aim; 

To advance the religion of Islam, by 

means of, but not exclusively, the 

provision of services, facilities and 

activities that increase co-operation and 

unity between Muslim organisations 

and communities in a common effort to 

meeting (sic) the needs of Muslims.

Leaving aside for a moment the 

question of whether public money 

should be given to advance the 

religion of Islam, or indeed any 

religion, we need to judge the FMO 

by its own published aims.  We are 

frequently told that there are many 

different Muslim groups in the city, 

and the FMO claims to be an 

umbrella organisation representing 

this diversity. Is it in fact possible to 

represent 'Islam' when we know that 

Islam, like Christianity (and indeed 

secularism!) comes in a wide variety 

Council cuts may hit faith groups

of forms, many of whom are hostile to 

each other?  Yet when one looks at the 

management of the organisation one 

sees that representation is drawn 

from one particular South Asian 

group, and that women and other 

M u s l i m  g r o u p s  a r e  l a r g e l y  

unrepresented.  It would seem to us 

to be central to any umbrella 

organisation that representation on 

the management group is as wide 

and diverse as possible. This is clearly 

not the case.

The latest FMO Annual Accounts 

submitted to Companies House for 

the year up to 31/03/2014 make 

interesting reading

                   2013          2014

Cash at bank       £60,746    £96,693

Liabilities             £7,205     £11,393

Net Worth          £67,050     £91,814

Assets                 £70,820    £102,381

It is difficult to avoid the conclusion 

that the £25,000 that the FMO 

received from the Council last year 

has done nothing more than sit in the 

FMO's bank account.  In addition to 

the £25,000 the FMO receives from 

the  Ci ty  Counci l  under  the  

arrangements outlined above, it 

receives £40,000 via the City Council 

and Leicestershire Police for 

safeguarding work at madrassas, and 

£2,805 from 'Other inter-faith and 

capacity building activities.'  As to 
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activity and expenditure it appears 

to do little more than spend £39,555 

pa of public money running Radio 

R a m a d h a n ,  w h i c h  h a s  a

Professional track record of 

promoting positive community 

relations through our religion & 

belief training'. 

Gujarat Hindu Association

The Gujarat Hindu Association 

introduces itself on the home page 

of its website: 

‘G.H.A. is an independent charity that 

governs the events and festivities that 

occur in the Hindu calendar all year 

round. Its main goal is to maintain 

itself as a charity based on public 

funding and donations.'

I t  is  very strange that  an 

organisation describes its main 

goal as maintaining its own 

existence, and it is questionable 

why the celebration of Hindu 

events and festivities still requires 

public funding.  If the city makes 

the judgement that celebrating 

these events is good for the profile 

of the city, and beneficial to 

harmonious relations within it, 

then it has a developing Tourism 

Action Plan and the wherewithal to 

manage these events itself.

Again, we question the make up of 

the management committee; of 22 

members pictured on the G.H.A. 

website only two are women.

Leicester Council of Faiths

Another umbrella organisation is 

Leicester Council of Faiths (LCF).  

We have no problem with the 

financial arrangements of the LCF, 

but would again question public 

money being spent in this area.  

Faith organisations are not without 

their own considerable resources, 

and we question whether good 

community relations are best 

supported by expenditure to faith-

based organisations.  As secularists 

we question whether defining 

p e o p l e  b y  t h e i r  r e l i g i o u s  

affiliations is the best way to 

 

'

promote positive community 

relations, when we know that 

community tensions are greatest 

where poverty and lack of economic 

opportunity are at their most 

extreme. 

The City Council may choose to 

contract a VCS organisation to 

provide services to a group of people 

which the Council is not well 

equipped to provide itself but such 

services should be meaningful, 

transparent and auditable as to 

results achieved rather than merely 

maintaining a group in existence as a 

tame notional spokesperson for that 

community.  The representativeness 

of a group should be based on 

transparent systems of membership 

and election.  This is not at present 

the case.

Should people be defined by Religion?

We are in favour of good community 

relations, and in favour of working 

towards achieving this.  What we 

question is whether defining 

particular groups within our 

community by their religion and 

then spending public money 

supporting groups with dubious 

claims to truly represent their whole 

community is wise.  Many people 

have no religion, and many others 

see their religion as a private matter 

and do not seek support from the 

state, in whatever form that comes.

Members keen to have their voice 

heard on this important matter 

should visit:

The consultation closes on 29th May.

http://consultations.leicester.gov.uk/corpo

rate-resources-and-support/vcs-

engagement

Secularists call for a

Fixed date for 
Easter
The National Secular Society has 

written to the government, 

urging that a fixed date be set for 

Easter and restrictions on Easter 

Sunday opening times for large 

stores be relaxed.

The law currently requires large 

shops, such as supermarkets, to 

close on Easter Sunday, and the 

lack of a fixed date is difficult for 

businesses and for the planning of 

school terms.

The date of Easter currently varies 

by over a month and the proposal 

to fix the date has been backed by 

t h e  L o c a l  G o v e r n m e n t  

Association and the Family and 

Childcare Trust.

In the letter to the Prime Minister, 

NSS executive director Keith 

Porteous Wood pointed out that 

the Easter Act 1928 allowed for a 

fixed date to be set, but that no 

action had ever been taken since 

the legislation was given Royal 

Assent. Mr Porteous Wood also 

made clear that the Catholic 

Church had approved a fixed date 

in 1963.

The appeal to establish a fixed 

date for Easter came as new 

polling by YouGov found that 

only 13% said religion was the 

most important thing about 

Easter, and as many as 83% said 

they were not planning to attend 

Church over the Easter break. 

The Independent reported a fixed 

weekend for Easter "could save 

cash-strapped parents hundreds 

of pounds in childcare costs, help 

businesses plan holiday rotas, and 

let the travel industry prepare 

better for surges in family 

holidays."
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A matter of yards from Richard III’s 

tomb, a true working class hero lies 

in an unmarked grave. John Henry 

Bramwich was a working man who 

campaigned for the right to vote. 

He was a local Chartist leader who 

achieved a national reputation as a 

poet and writer of Chartist hymns. 

His bones are probably still under 

the new paved open space in front of 

the Cathedral. 

Equality
Bramwich’s most celebrated hymn 

"Britannia's sons, though slaves ye be" 

was published in 1841. It preached 

equality between the races years 

before the Church of England  

realised it was an issue.

Britannia's sons, though slaves ye be,

God your Creator made you free;

He, life to all, and being gave -

But never, never made a slave!

All men are equal in His sight,-

The bond, the free, the black, the white,-

He made them all,-and freedom gave -

He made the man,- Man made the Slave!

The hymn inspired the title of the 

autobiography of George Teamoh, 

an escaped slave who became a 

Virginia state senator in 1869. In 

1885, it was the one Chartist song 

that Karl Marx's collaborator 

Fredrick Engels could remember. 

Framework Knitter
Bramwich started work in Leicester 

at the age of 9. At the age of 17, he 
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(The Green Howards) and served 
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ten years in the West Indies. Tired of 
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Bramwich's return coincided with 
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CHARLIE

"People's Charter" of 1838 which 

called for six reforms to make the 

political system more democratic. 

The Chartists also questioned 

whether poverty was God's will or 

whether it was brought about by the 
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class. Bramwich believed that 
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"Britannia's sons, though slaves ye be" 
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poignant hymn 'Great God! Is this the 

patriot's doom! This was for the 

funeral of the Chartist Samuel 

Holberry who had died in York 

Castle. 

The story of the Chartist leader and poet who lies in a pauper’s grave

BURIED UNDER CATHEDRAL FRONTAGE

Great God! Is this the patriot's doom?

Shall they who dare defend the slave

Be hurled within a prison's gloom,

To fit them for an early grave?
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Ancient and Modern.
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blessing Chartist enterprises, rather 

than the conventional themes of 

crucifixion, heaven and family. They 

were set to popular hymn tunes and 

were sung at the beginning and end 

Ned Newitt

St Martin’s churchyard before the graveyard was cleared. It is now Leicester 

Cathdral. During the 1840s, people  were buried here in layers five deep. 
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AS I PLEASE Hamish Whiteley

AS I PLEASE
I’m a keen gardener, with a garden at 

home and two allotments, so this is a 

busy time of year for me.  Every year 

I promise myself not to start sowing 

seeds and planting things out too 

early, before the danger of hard frost 

has passed, and every year I simply 

cannot wait and plant things before I 

should.  I then go through weeks of 

anxiously checking the weather 

forecast for news of an impending 

cold snap.  Each year I think I should 

become more used to the amazing 

processes of germination and 

growth, and each year I’m as amazed 

and astonished as I’ve ever been.  

My grandchildren who live nearby 

are becoming keen on growing 

things, particularly things that they 

can eat, and it is a real joy to see them 

being amazed and astonished too.  

Easy to see how people without 

science saw these processes as 

evidence of divine activity, much 

more difficult to see how people 

cling to these beliefs now that we do 

understand how plants really work.  

My grandfather used to tell a joke of 

the vicar who looked over the 

allotment fence and said to the 

gardener ‘It’s wonderful what we 

can do with god’s help.’ To which the 

gardener replied ‘Yes Vicar, but you 

should have seen it when he had the 

garden to himself.’

Thanks to the people who have 

suggested women speakers for the 

autumn programme.  I’ve written to 

all those that were suggested who 

were talking on a topic that we have 

not already heard about recently.  

Sad to say not many have replied and 

some of those that have replied have 

again.  I wanted to have the BBC news 

and so downloaded an App 

(impressive eh?) and was faced with a 

choice of the news I could have.  

Under UK news I could choose from a 

long list of cities, and then two topics; 

Counter-terrorism or Royal Family.  

My daughter’s attempt to move me 

into 2015 appears to have taken me 

straight to Orwell’s 1984.  

Now, back to the garden and all those 

amazing plants…As Darwin said at 

the very end of The Origin of Species 

‘It is interesting to contemplate an 

entangled bank, clothed with plants 

of many kinds, with birds singing on 

the bushes, with various insects 

flitting about, and with worms 

crawling through the damp earth, 

and to reflect that these elaborately 

constructed forms, so different from 

each other, and dependent on each 

other in so complex a manner, have all 

been produced by laws acting around 

us.’
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N e x t E d i t i o n

done so to refuse our invitation for 

one reason or another.  Why is this?  

I’ve not kept a count of male and 

female numbers at Sunday meetings 

but my impression is that the 

meetings have a  far  higher  

proportion of women then when I 

first started attending, so women 

speakers should not be in any way 

intimidated by all male audiences, 

and I do try to couch the invitations 

in a warm and friendly way.  If we 

have male dominated lecture 

programmes it’s not for want of 

trying to do something about it.

There is a lot I could say about the 

Richard the Third pantomime in the 

city and our president’s attendance 

at the cathedral but now is probably 

not the time and this public journal 

may not be the place.  When 30,000 

people pay lots of money to attend 

the King Power stadium to watch 

Leicester City play football it is seen 

as unremarkable, yet the same 

number turning up to see a once in a 

lifetime free event is seen as being 

sensational.  

And while we are on the subject of 

football, a subject disgracefully 

ignored by editors past and present, 

will Leicester City stay up in the 

Premiership?  I’m not given to 

seeking divine assistance but in this 

case…

My daughters very kindly clubbed 

together a few years ago to buy me a 

tablet computer, as part of their 

never ending campaign to drag me 

into the 21st century.  Of course the 

thing went wrong but with the 

telephone help of Anil from who 

knows where it is now working 
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Colombian, and he said: “I am taking a 

group of students on a field trip to 

Amazonia in September... would you like to 
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too...?” 

And so we found ourselves landing in 

Bogotá, the capital. Although it is not far 

from the Equator, the weather was cold and 

rainy: it has altitude.. We soon found out 

that the people, like the Colombians we 

know in Britain, are friendly and out -going. 

However, we also noticed that if the 

conversation moved towards discussion of 

social affairs, or working conditions, or 

Unions – conversation would be diverted 

somewhere else. This becomes more readily 

understandable when one realises that 

Colombia has had what amounts to a civil 

war that has raged, on and off, since 1948. 

The forces that are ranged against each other 

are:

The Traffickers (i.e. the drug gangs). The 

paramilitaries (essentially death squads – 

said to be paid for by big business. The army 

and police. The suggestion here is that they 

are selective about which murders they 

investigate – and this allows the mining 

companies and others to act with impunity.

Finally we have the left wing groups who 

object to the above and have their base in the 
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While people were 

supporting Hebdo the 
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through unopposed the 

Counter Terrorism and 

Security Bill aimed at 

thwarting the free 

expression of many.                                                                       
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proposes is to apply 

immigration policing 

measures – including border 

controls, carrier sanctions, 

refusal of entry, conditions 

of residence, the outsourcing 

of controls to local 

authorities, colleges and 

universities and other public 

bodies – to the national 

security policing of both 

British and foreign citizens, 

while at the same time doing 
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judicial safeguards. But this 

national security policing is 

policing of thoughts, 
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Leicester Secularist 14

For the purposes of his talk Usama 

chose to use a definition of Secularism 

from our website which states the 

Secularist welcome as members all 

who:

Believe in practical humanity

There is nothing in this that conflicts 

with any Islamic teaching - a core 

element within the Koran is  

compassion and mercy.

Advocate free speech 

This is a controversial area within 

Islam. Most Muslims are overly 

sensitive, often for cultural reasons, to 

criticism of Islam. Whilst there has to 

be some limit on free speech, such as 

not raising a false alarm about fire in a 

theatre, nothing in the Koran states 

that Muslims should protest about 

being offended. All human beings 

have the right to offend and be 

offended. The problem arises from 

subsequent teaching when treason 

and heresy were regarded as a single 

crime. 

Want the separation of state & religion 

Many Islamic states are theocracies, 

but this is not a requirement, and in 

the same way that the saying of Jesus 

"Render unto Caesar the things that 

are Caesar's, and unto God the things 

that are God's" can be used by 

Christians to justify a secular state, the 

teaching of Mohammed "You know 

better of your worldly affairs" can be 

used to justify a secular state for 

Muslims. While many Islamic 

majority states attempt to impose 

Sharia law, the constitutions of the 

Indonesia, Kosovo and Tunisia are all 

at least as secular as that of the UK.

Enjoy rational argument 

Throughout much of its history 

Muslims have been encouraged to 

enjoy rational argument, although 

c u r r e n t l y  m a n y  I s l a m i c  

interpretations impose a dogma that 

discourages this. There are many calls 

within the Koran for Muslims to 

"observe and reflect".

This talk on 1st February was given by 

Dr Usama Hasan, Senior Researcher 

at the Quilliam Foundation. In his 

youth he was a radical salafi activist 

and, whilst still a Cambridge 

undergraduate, briefly took part in 

the ‘Jihad’ in Afghanistan, but 

following the 7/7 bombings in 

London, decided to campaign against 

extremism and for religious reform 

within Muslim circles. Fluent in 

English, Urdu and Arabic, he 

memorised the entire Qur’an by the 

age of 11 and served as a part-time 

imam. He holds a PhD, MSc & MA in 

Physics and Artificial Intelligence 

from the Universities of Cambridge & 

London. He is a Fellow of the Royal 

Astronomical Society.

Usama set out the case that Islam is a 

secular religion in that it has no 

organised priesthood, it is open to 

interpretation by any of its followers, 

it has traditionally been tolerant of 

other religions and takes a practical 

and contractual approach to matters 

such as marriage. Up until the 15th 

century Islam had been a developing 

religion, sponsoring academic and 

scientific research that was far in 

advance of anything in Western 

Europe, and it could be said that Ibn 

Rushd "taught rationality to Europe". 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y  a t  t h a t  p o i n t  

theologians who advocated a 

dogmatic unchanging faith became 

dominant and questioning tradition 

became heretical.

It was pointed out that as with Islam, 

there are different interpretations as 

to what Secularism means, the most 

obvious being the difference between 

the USA, where the state is secular but 

all religions are (theoretically) 

welcome within the public space, and 

France which adopts the "Laïcité" 

form of Secularism, that restricts the 

public demonstration of religion, 

whilst protecting the rights of the 

individual.

Philosophers, and indeed scientists, 

can argue about what reality is. 

Muslims see reality as being 

indistinguishable from their god. 

Usama pointed out that Muslims also 

like the company of like minded 

people but they (and we) have to 

beware of group think.

(Since his talk the website has been 

amended to read "and the company of free 

thinking people".)

Universal Declaration of Human Rights

Many Islamic states have a problem 

with freedom of religion which relates 

to the comments about free speech 

above .  A "Universa l  I s lamic  

Declaration of Human Rights" has 

been issued which attempts to 

incorporate Sharia Law and is 

irreconcilable with the UDHR. There 

is a movement to abandon this 

document and encourage all Muslim 

majority countries to endorse the 

UDHR which Usama regards as being 

c o m p l e t e l y  i n  l i n e  w i t h  a  

philosophical interpretation of the 

Koran.

Usama explained that, aside from the 

various interpretations of Islam such 

as Sunni and Shia, there is the division 

between "Traditionalists"  and 

"Philosophers". The "Traditionalists" 

take the Koran and Hadiths etc. to be 

the final inviolable creed for all time 

and, at their most extreme, are 

Islam and Secularism - Is there common ground? 
John Catt

continues overleaf
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represented by ISIS which has 

reintroduced slavery, since this was 

acceptable within the Koran and by 

Mohammed.

The "Philosophers" work on the basis 

that the Koran and Mohammed 

brought about a great improvement 

in the condition of both women and 

slaves, that there is much in the Koran 

that teaches that all people should 

have equal rights and this is what the 

religion is progressing towards. So 

over time, in majority Islamic states, 

slavery was abolished and women's 

rights improved. It is this progressive 

form of Islam that Usama advocates.

It was pleasing to note that the audience 

included a number of Muslims, some of 

whom posed questions to the speaker. 

How democratic is the EU? 

Incoming professors at Leicester 

University give an inaugural lecture 

which is intended to explain their 

research interests to a lay audience. 
thThis lecture on 17  March  was of 

particular interest to secularists, who 

are generally in favour of human 

rights laws and of religious freedom.

After the horrors of World War II, the 

Council of Europe formulated the 

European Convention of Human 

Rights and formed the European 

Court of Human Rights, which sits in 

Strasbourg. In the UK, the 1998 

Human Rights Act incorporated the 

convention into British law. Article 9 

provides protection for all religions 

and beliefs, including the right to 

change one's religion and to 

proselytise.

Religious Leaders

One might then expect religious 

leaders all to be in favour of the 

convention. However, Lord Carey, a 

former Archbishop of Canterbury, 

has said that as interpreted by British 

courts the convention fails to respect 

the rights of Christians and that they 

have been “vilified by state bodies”. 

Bishop Nazir-Ali, formerly of 

Rochester, has attacked human 

rights law as a Trojan horse.

European Court Ruling

This is because Article 9(2) of the 

convention qualifies the rights of 

Article9(1) in several ways, for 

example that religious practices must 

observe public safety and respect the 

fundamental rights of others. Those 

rights include not only freedom from 

discrimination by religion but also by 

sexual orientation. A case where these 

rights came into conflict was that Ms 

Ladele, a registrar in Islington, when 

civil partnerships between couples of 

the same sex were created. As a 

Christian  Ms Ladele argued that she 

should not be required to officiate in 

such cases since the practice was 

contrary to her beliefs. She eventually 

took her case to the European Court, 

where the ruling went against her. 

She had argued that her position was 

comparable to that of doctors and 

other health workers who are not 

obliged to participate in abortions 

when that is contrary to their 

religious beliefs. This parallel was not 

accepted by the court. An alternative 

way of viewing Ms Ladele's objection 

was that they were based on 

intolerance rather than conscience. 

(But then if one regards certain acts as 

against one's conscience, is not one 

entitled to be intolerant of those who 

take part in them? If not, then surely 

we have to conclude that anything 

goes, whatever it may be.)

Christians debarred?

The human rights convention is 

supposed to protect conservative 

beliefs just as much as liberal ones. It 

might also be thought relevant to her 

case that she had been in post for 

some time when the law was changed 

and she could not have foreseen that 

civil partnerships would be part of 

her duties when she started. (Anyway 

Do human rights laws pose a threat to religious freedom? 

Anthony Matthew on Professor Peter Cumper’s Inaugural lecture

the exemption from abortions for 

medical staff is not restricted to those 

in post when the Abortion Act was 

passed.) Some have argued that as a 

result of this ruling conservative 

Christians are debarred from certain 

professions, though a comparison 

with the Puritans fleeing in the 

Mayflower is far-fetched. The ruling 

implies that religious beliefs have no 

more weight than non-religious, but 

that does little to resolve conflicts 

between them. At one time it was 

generally accepted (though not in the 

Leicester Secular Society!) that 

religious belief was a social good, but 

that is no longer the case.

Mediation

As a way out of the conflict, Professor 

Cumper advocated recourse in certain 

cases to mediation rather than 

litigation and argued that there was 

some common ground between 

Christians and the LGBT community 

(which after all does include some 

Christians). Conservatives such as 

Lord Carey do not object to the 

convention but rather to how it has 

been interpreted by judges, so that 

much may be agreed. Whether it is 

sufficient for mediation to be more 

successful than litigation in resolving 

disputes seemed to me to be rather 

doubtful. 

continued 
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