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150 years of challenging religious privilege

Time to
rethink
religion’s
public
role

We publish
our manifesto
for change
In December we launched a
major new report – ‘Rethinking
religion and belief in public life: a
manifesto for change’.
The manifesto is a statement
of how we would translate our
secularist principles into policy. It
sets out practically how education,
the state and the law should be
reformed to separate religion and
state and protect the rights of all.
We have sent a copy of the
manifesto to all MPs inviting them
to consider the proposals in the
context of Britain’s increasing
religious diversity and an emerging
non-religious majority.
Continued on page 2 >
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Message from the President
We’ve continued to celebrate our
150th birthday year in style.
Much of the focus has been on
our founder, Charles Bradlaugh, and
it was wonderful to see the new
portrait bust that we commissioned
from sculptor Suzie Zamit being
installed in its rightful place in the
Palace of Westminster. We also
published a brief history of the NSS
which was sent to all members (if
you haven’t seen it please request a
copy from the office.)
But there was also an excellent
conference last September in which
the keynote speaker was Jacques
Berlinerblau. He is the author
of How to be Secular, a book that
changed my own way of thinking

about secularism. It’s a sort of
‘how-to’ guide, giving practical
suggestions about the best way to
create and defend a secular society.
(Of course, being an American Mr
Berlinerblau may soon have to put
some of his own suggestions into
action as the new administration in
the US seems to be offering power
and influence to the theocrats of
the Religious Right.)
How to be Secular has had a lot of
influence on the National Secular
Society, as we’ve moved from being
an explicitly atheist organisation to
the modern, secularist campaign
force that we are today. Our aim
is to ensure that while religious
believers have the right to their

faith, religion
must not be
allowed to
impose itself on
those who do
not want it. It
is at that point
that secularism
comes into its own.
This long-term change in our
approach is already yielding far
better results for our secularist
principles, which protect those of
all religions and none.

< Continued from page 1

The Secular Manifesto
The manifesto contained 59
recommendations, on topics as
varied as multiculturalism and the
armed forces.
We made 20 recommendations
on education alone, setting out how
the Government and Parliament
can disentangle religion from our
education system.
Many of these related to faith
schools, one of the major concerns
of secularists and a majority of
the public. We used the manifesto
to make a fresh appeal for a
moratorium on all new faith schools.
We asked MPs to consider enshrining
in law the right to a secular
education, so that all parents have
a statutory right to a community
school place for every child.
While the total abolition of faith
schools may be some way off,
we suggested pragmatic reforms
that can be made now to limit the
discrimination, protect the rights of
teachers, pupils and parents, and
reduce the catastrophic segregation
in our society that faith schools help
to fuel.
The Economist said the manifesto
was “artfully gradualist in its
approach” and that it set out
evolutionary steps that could be
taken right now.
Disestablishment and other
major campaigns we’ve mounted
over the past 150 years have often
been driven by events, with change
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sometimes coming quickly and
unexpectedly – such as with the
abolition of the blasphemy laws.
The manifesto identifies what
reforms we need and how they can
be achieved when opportunities
present themselves.
Please contact the office if you
would like a copy or visit
secularism.org.uk/rethink
The report has recommendations
on a range of topics including:
• Our changing society
• The role of religion in
schools
• Freedom of expression
• Religion and the law
• Civil rights and religious
freedom
• Secular healthcare
• One law for all
To see all the recommendations
and add your support please visit
secularism.org.uk/rethink

A secularist
response to the
Commission
on Religion and
Belief
The need for a secular state “has
never been greater” – that’s the
conclusion of an academic report
produced by Prof. Steven Kettell at
the University of Warwick.
Late in 2015 the Woolf Institute’s
Commission on Religion and
Belief recommended that religious
privileges, such as ex officio
membership of the House of Lords
for bishops should be expanded to
include minority faiths, rather than –
as secularists argue – be eliminated.
We joined with academics and
other secularist campaigners in a
series of discussions that led to the
critical but constructive A Secularist
Response to the Commission on Religion
and Belief in Public Life. Speaking at the
launch event at the Shard in London,
our executive director Keith Porteous
Wood said, “The need to implement
the noble secularist principle of
equality for all irrespective of religion
or belief becomes all the more
pressing as society becomes less
religious and more diverse.” But he
warned attendees that “too many
institutions are zealously obstructing
that equality.”
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Left to Right: Jodie Ginsberg, Caroline Fourest, Nick Cohen, Keith Porteous Wood and Martin Rowson.

The future of free speech
In January Jim Fitzpatrick MP
kindly hosted a panel discussion in
Parliament to enable us to mark the
second anniversary of the attack on
Charlie Hebdo, and to consider the
future of free speech.
The audience of
parliamentarians, activists and NSS
members heard from the French
journalist and writer Caroline
Fourest, who helped edit the
‘Survivor’s Edition’ of Charlie Hebdo
shortly after the attack, for which
we named the magazine Secularist
of the Year in 2015.
Caroline said she welcomed the

opportunity to revisit the shocking
treatment Charlie Hebdo received
from some UK media outlets, and
spoke about the fearful climate
in which her book In Praise of
Blasphemy – a bestseller in France –
could find no UK publisher.
Also speaking were Jim
Fitzpatrick MP, Jodie Ginsberg of
Index on Censorship, the writer
Nick Cohen, and cartoonist Martin
Rowson. The panel addressed
threats to free speech from state
and non-state actors as well the
responsibility of civil society to
challenge genuine hate speech.

NSS executive director Keith
Porteous Wood chaired the
discussion, noting that the
initial “heartening outpouring of
solidarity” with Charlie Hebdo had
quickly faded.
Jim Fitzpatrick MP said it was an
inspiring event and that politicians
needed to be pressured to do more
in defence of free speech.
If you missed the event but would
like to hear more from Caroline
Fourest, her short book, In Praise of
Blasphemy, is available as an e-book.
Caroline, Jim, Martin and Nick are
Honorary Associates.

Protecting equality and human rights
After three years of exhaustive work, the Equality and
Human Rights Commission (EHRC) has produced its
report ‘Religion or belief – is the law working?’
The NSS contributed our expertise and research at the
highest levels of the EHRC throughout the process. The
report found that the current law and a ‘common sense’
approach was working well. We are delighted that its
conclusions reflect almost entirely our views
and concerns, particularly over disingenuous
claims of ‘Christian persecution’ in the UK,
and resolved that no changes are needed
to the law to better accommodate religious
concerns. Many of the religious groups who
joined us on the EHRC’s stakeholder forum
agreed with us that ‘religious freedom’
shouldn’t be used as code for allowing
discrimination on religious grounds
against LGBT people and others.
The EHRC heeded our warnings about
conforming to demands by some religious
bodies to give greater accommodation,
exemptions or conscience opt-outs to
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religious employees, which would in effect elevate
religion to the top of a hierarchy above other protected
characteristics. This could have led, for example, to
demands that the law be changed to enable registrars to
decline to conduct same-sex civil marriages on religious
grounds if other registrars were prepared to officiate,
despite the ruling of the European Court of Human
Rights’ ruling – following the NSS’s intervention
in 2013 – that this should not be
permitted.
The EHRC also endorsed our longheld complaint citing several expert
legal opinions that the law permitting
discrimination against teachers not of
the faith of a school is in breach of the
relevant EU Directive. Along with its
review of the law, the EHRC has produced
a guide to the law which provides an
overview of the protections offered by the
Equality Act 2010 and the Human Rights
Act 1998 of people with or without a religion
or belief.
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Bradlaugh in Parliament
The portrait bust of our founder, Charles Bradlaugh
MP, now sits in Parliament after being unveiled by
the president and executive director at a very well
attended reception hosted by the Speaker’s Works
of Art Committee. The Committee’s Chair,
Alison McGovern MP, expressed Parliament’s
gratitude to the National Secular Society
for the bust, which was funded by the
generous donations of our members and
supporters. She said that Parliament
was “extremely grateful to the National
Secular Society for their generous
donation, which has allowed us to fill
a long-standing and major gap in the
Parliamentary Art Collection. Bradlaugh’s
perseverance in the face of opposition, his
dedication to principle, and his steadfast
determination to represent his constituents
drove crucial changes in UK law.”
She said that the
artwork “will provide
inspiration for both
parliamentarians and
members of the public
for many years to
come”.
The bust, by artist
Suzie Zamit, has been
widely admired and was
named Parliament’s ‘Artwork
of the Month’ for December.
The Society has worked for
many years to commission
this piece of work, and we thank
again all of those who contributed

Momentum
builds behind
compulsory SRE
We’ve been pressing the Government and
parliamentarians to introduce long-overdue
improvements to sex education in schools, making
them mandatory and more comprehensive.
Faith schools and religious groups are providing
a major impediment to the introduction of new
legislation in England which would put compulsory
Sex and Relationship Education (SRE) on a statutory
footing. Religious considerations shouldn’t be allowed
to stand in the way of all young people receiving
essential sexual health and well-being education.
There is now wide consensus that such legislation
is necessary to ensure that all young people are
adequately equipped to navigate the realities of
modern life.
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to the cost. A celebration of our founder’s life, work
and ideals now sits in the heart of the Palace of
Westminster; a fitting tribute to a man who was
often at odds with Parliament and had to fight long
and hard to take his rightful seat.
At the unveiling ceremony our president
Terry Sanderson said: “We’re thrilled to
have been instrumental in enabling
this magnificent portrait bust of our
founder Charles Bradlaugh at last to
take his rightful place in the Palace of
Westminster, and we thank all who
donated to our fundraising efforts.”
The bust was commissioned at the
suggestion in 2013 of the executive
director, who appeared before the
Committee to make the Society’s offer
and oversaw the selection of the
sculptor and production of the
bust. It transpired that
Parliament had long
since identified
Bradlaugh as a
notable absence
from its art
collection.
The bust
is displayed
prominently in the
Lower Waiting Hall,
adjacent to Parliament’s
Central Lobby, both of which
are open to the public. If you
would like to see it the office will
gladly provide you with directions.

Casey Review,
faith schools and
segregation
The Casey Review: a review into opportunity and
integration has recently been published. Yet, predictably
for a Government-commissioned report, it shied away
from seriously tackling faith schools – which still seem to
be off-limits.
We have identified countless examples of faith schools
(both taxpayer-funded and private) leaving children
ill-prepared for life in modern Britain. Self-evidently, the
more faith schools there are, the greater the segregation
by religion, race and often by gender.
The Society continues to challenge the Government
and local authorities over this, urging councils to be
proactive in identifying unregistered and illegal schools.
We are looking into the case of an Islamic school which
segregates its pupils by gender, recently subject to a court
case by Ofsted.
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We oppose plans to increase
discriminatory faith school
admissions
We’ve been vigorously opposing
Government plans to remove the
50% cap on faith-based admissions,
a change which would allow new
publicly funded faith schools to
select all of their pupils on the basis
of religion, paving the way for a new
wave of fully religiously-selective
Catholic faith schools.
We had raised the risk of removal
of the cap under the previous
(Cameron) Government and were
given Ministerial assurances that
the cap would remain. Mrs May’s
Government, however, has yielded
to Catholic objections to the cap.
We argued in our formal response
to the Government’s consultation
that discrimination against pupils
on the basis of their religion or
belief was wrong in principle. We
warned that a proliferation of
faith schools would impede the
integration of religious minorities,
damage social cohesion, undermine
the religious freedoms of children
and young people and further
undermine the ability of many

parents to find a suitable school for
their children.
Our concerns were echoed by
the UK’s leading authority on
community cohesion and NSS
honorary associate Prof. Ted Cantle,
who called the proposals a “very
retrograde step” and called on the
Government to withdraw them.
We briefed all MPs ahead
of a parliament debate on the
proposals, in which Conservative
MP Dr Sarah Wollaston warned
her fellow parliamentarians that
100% selection by faith risked
“driving communities into further
segregation”.
A Government claim in the
consultation paper that faith
schools “consistently achieve higher
performance in exam results”
was seriously undermined by
independent research from the
Education Policy Institute which
found that pupils in faith schools
do “little or no better than in non-

faith schools”. It concluded that
the Government proposals would
not improve standards and were
unlikely to boost social mobility.
We will continue to campaign
against religiously selective faith
schools as the more selective they
are, the less inclusive our education
system becomes.
In November the Office of the
Schools Adjudicator upheld several
complaints against a controversial
“Certificate of Catholic Practice”
which is awarded at the discretion
of the priest. The Certificate was
considered to violate the admissions
code, which requires admissions
policies, the criteria used to decide
the allocation of school places, to
be “fair, clear and objective”. The
Catholic Church is challenging this
decision in court in order to protect
the rights of priests to arbitrarily
determine whether pupils are
eligible for a place at their local
publicly funded Catholic school.

Wales: Defending community school provision
We’re lobbying two local authorities
– Gwynedd and Powys – urging
them to rethink regressive plans to
diminish secular school provision by
closing smaller community schools
and replacing them with Church in
Wales ‘super schools’. The moves
will force children from non-religious
and minority faith backgrounds into
church schools – undermining both
parental rights and pupils’ religious
freedoms, and is totally at odds with

www.secularism.org.uk

@NatSecSoc

Wales’s drift away from Christianity.
We have seen strong local
concerns about moves to replace
many small schools with large faith
schools, and are vigilant in ensuring
that the provision of community
education is protected.
If you’re aware of religious
organisations gaining greater
influence and control over education
in your area, please let us know.
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Scotland: Religious observance under review
The NSS has long campaigned
against the legal requirement for
state-funded schools in Scotland
to provide Religious Observance.
While we welcome an ‘informal
consultation’ on the future of RO
guidance being undertaken by the
Scottish Government, we are urging
it to undertake a more fundamental
review of the legal framework that
requires worship in schools. The
consultation was launched
following the threat of a
judicial review issued by
the Humanist Society of
Scotland, and an opinion poll
showing that the majority
of Scots believe there should
be an end to compulsory
religious observance in
schools.
We provided briefings to
the Scottish Government
and other relevant bodies
including the Equality and
Human Rights Commission
in Scotland.
We responded to the

Scottish Government’s education
governance consultation by pointing
out the governance failures in
the current system with regard to
religious observance (RO). These
include the teaching of creationism
in a non-denominational school
infiltrated by an anti-evolution US
evangelical church. We also drew
attention to a Christian outreach
worker volunteering in schools and

being able to take both Religious
Observance and Religious & Moral
Education classes and assemblies,
give guidance to teachers on these
subjects, and get themselves on to
the parent/teacher group and school
board.
We have argued for the removal of
unelected religious representatives
from local education committees,
and we reported one outrageous
example where a religious
representative, entitled to a
seat by law, rather than by
election, on the Highland
Council education committee
railed against “overt” LGBT
people and their “lifestyles”.
During a discussion on
homophobic bullying he
tried to have the word
“homophobic” removed from
one recommendation. As a
religious appointee he doesn’t
have to defend his views in an
election like any other council
member – we aim to change
this.

Challenging sanctimonious Sabbatarianism
on the Western Isles
We were delighted to help
Sundays, while the leisure centre
campaigners on the island of Lewis
which is the subject of the dispute
take on the Sabbatarianism of their
is in the town of Stornoway on the
local councillors who steadfastly
island of Lewis and has a population
refuse to open a public leisure
exceeding 21,000.
facility on Sundays. We helped
We have pointed out that
local campaign group Families
councillors are supposed to represent
into Sport for Health (FiSH) with
all their electorate and not just those
their crowdfunding campaign,
of a particular philosophical belief
contributing £1,500, the final tranche
which they may happen to share.
of money needed to reach the target,
It is clear that not breaking the
enabling the council to be presented
Sabbath remains the real reason for
with the funds for a one year Sunday
the council’s intransigence, in spite
opening trial. The council had
of their persistent denials. Individual
previously claimed they couldn’t
councillors appear to be making
do this for financial reasons.
‘democratic’ decisions based on their
Yet it has so far refused the
funds, now citing ‘operational
difficulties’, predictably
denying that observing the
Sabbath is their real objection
to opening on a Sunday.
The council manages
to open two other leisure
facilities on the much less
Calvinist western isles of
South Uist (population
1,750) and Barra (1,200) on
Private Eye covered the story
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personal religious belief and with
their narrow personal conscience
overriding all other considerations.
Private Eye has also given the local
council an award under its Rotten
Boroughs column, joking that the
council considers doing Zumba on
the Sabbath to be the work of Satan.
In February NSS vice president
Alistair McBay visited NSS member
Iain Campbell and his fellow
members of the nascent Western
Isles Secular Society at a meeting in
Stornoway to discuss campaigning
activity. After finding no Sabbatarian
protesters blocking the runway –
unlike when Sunday flights first
started in 2002 – Alistair
told the group that, “It is
great to see local people
getting organised around
a secular principle to
lift what one of the few
supportive local councillors
has called the ‘stifling
sanctimonious Sabbatarian
shroud’ engulfing the
Western Isles.”
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Secular
Medical
Forum

NSS asks public spending
watchdog to investigate
payments to churches

We are pleased to report that the
Secular Medical Forum (SMF), which
advocates for a secular approach to
current major health issues, has now
become a fully integrated part of the
NSS. The SMF is coordinated by Dr
Antony Lempert and provides the
Society with valuable expertise and
analysis wherever medical practice
is adversely affected by religious
influences.
The SMF has achieved a serious
success with the pharmacists’
regulatory body, which has
incorporated recommendations from
the Forum emphasising the rights
of patients, rather than the rights
of religious pharmacists to refuse
to dispense certain medication.

Following detailed questions from the NSS, the
National Audit Office (NAO) has scrutinised
approximately £¼bn of public funds paid to
repair places of worship since 2014.
While we acknowledge that the state may
need to step in to protect architecturally
valuable places of worship, this must only be
when financial need has been demonstrated,
which it clearly hasn’t adequately been.
Despite the disposable wealth of the Church
of England running to many billions of
pounds, it is piling ever more pressure on the
Government to fund repairs.
Secular Charter clause 6
The NAO helpfully responded that it had
“identified improvements that could have been
made to bolster the process and have communicated these to the Department.
Specifically, we have not seen evidence that sufficient information about the
liquidity of those investments held by cathedrals was available to allow them
to be assessed and the panel lacked financial experience.” We will be following
up these among other matters with relevant Government departments.

Other campaigning
We were one of the few voices to defend the free speech of Louis
Smith, the gymnast who faced death threats and sensationalism from
the media following publication of a video in which he mocked Islamic
prayer.
n

Previous guidance from the regulator
had called for “balance” between a
pharmacist’s religious beliefs and
a patient’s medical needs – that
approach has now been rejected
thanks to the SMF’s work.
In January Dr Antony Lempert,
chair of the SMF, welcomed the
change in tack from the regulatory
body: “As a direct result of concerns
raised by the Secular Medical Forum,
the National Secular Society and
others responding to last year’s
consultation on standards for
pharmacy professionals, the General
Pharmaceutical Council (GPhC) has
acknowledged that it got things
wrong and has now launched an
additional consultation on religion,
personal values and beliefs.”
The Secular Medical Forum has
also spoken out on the subject
of male circumcision, writing for
our blog that forced cutting of
boys’ genitals violates the most
fundamental medical ethics.
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We raised our concerns with the Home Affairs Committee
investigation into sharia in England after Naz Shah MP told witnesses
that the debate about sharia was ‘Islamophobic’ and ‘racist’. We told the
Committee that protecting women’s rights is the priority, but that isn’t
the only legitimate concern about sharia and urged them to consider
secular perspectives in their inquiry.
n

The Westminster Government’s own legal advice says proposed
‘extremism disruption orders’ undermine free speech – as we have
argued since they were announced. Our unlikely alliance with the
Christian Institute in the Defend Free Speech campaign is still vigilant.
Both the Government’s Independent Reviewer of Terrorism Legislation
and the Joint Committee on Human Rights have attacked the illconsidered plans.
n

In October we made a submission to the Westminster Parliament’s
Joint Committee on Human Rights warning that religion’s role in state
education is impeding the rights of children and young people.
n

Following his appointment as UN Secretary General we urged Antonio
Guterres to protect sexual and reproductive health rights, and LGBT
rights and to resist religious pressure on these, given concerns that he
had not done so previously.
n

In the run-up to every Christmas parents contact us about Operation
Christmas Child. This year we published a new blog debunking the
evangelical scheme, and we helped parents to find alternatives.
n
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secularist
of the year 2017

Professor Ted Cantle CBE

Asma Jahangir

Prof. Steven Kettell

Houzan Mahmoud

Scott Moore

Yasmin Rehman

TICKETS NOW ONLINE Book before 15 March
NON-MEMBERS: £50 MEMBERS: £40
We hope that members and
supporters will join us for this
celebration.
The £5,000 Irwin Prize for Secularist
of the Year award recognises an
individual or an organisation’s
outstanding contribution to
secularism.
This year’s prize will be presented
by the journalist and activist
Yasmin Alibhai-Brown on Saturday 18
March at a luncheon reception
in central London.

Announced for the first time here, this
year’s shortlist is:
Professor Ted Cantle CBE
For his advocacy of integrated
education and social cohesion.
Asma Jahangir (former UN Special
Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion)
For her principled advocacy of universal
human rights and commitment to
secular justice.
Prof. Steven Kettell
For co-ordinating a secular response
to the Commission on Religion and
Belief.

Houzan Mahmoud/The Kurdish Culture
project
For their initiative to provide a platform
for Kurdish writers, feminists, artists
and activists to advance gender
equality, freedom and universal rights.
Scott Moore/Let Pupils Choose, a
Northern Ireland Humanists campaign
For challenging compulsory worship and
religious privilege in Northern Ireland’s
schools.
Yasmin Rehman
For her advocacy of a secularist
approach to tackling hate crime and
promoting the human rights of women.

secularism.org.uk/SotY2017

New honorary
associates
Lord Soley of Hammersmith
(formerly Clive Soley, MP)
Lord Knight of Weymouth
(formerly Jim Knight, MP)
Raheel Raza
Stephen Kinnock MP

Thanks to:
Amir Haddad, Ben Iorio, David
Mackie, Helen Nicholls, Alan Paton,
Angela Sandford and Ben Young for
research into academisation.

Shaun Joynson, Anthony Loraine,
Alison Meek and Paul Orton for their
help at the AGM.

Claudine Baxter for her help with
membership and office admin.

Sven Klinge for event photography
and Daniel Klembara for event
photography and videography.

Bradley Davis of WhiteLight for
graphic design.

Adele Walker for research into
evangelism in schools.

Rosalind Hulse for general research.

To find out more about volunteering
please visit
secularism.org.uk/get-involved

Barry Thorpe for regular Parliamentary
monitoring and research.

DATES FOR YOUR DIARY
Saturday 18 March

Saturday 9 September

Secularist of the Year 2016
Central London, 12 noon – 4pm
Tickets now on sale

Reception to mark the end of
the NSS’s 150th anniversary and
the unveiling of Walter Sickert’s
portrait of Bradlaugh
Manchester Art Gallery 1-4pm

Saturday 22 – Sunday 23 July
International Conference on
Freedom of Conscience and
Expression in the 21st Century
Central London
Tickets now on sale

Saturday 25 November
NSS AGM 2017
Conway Hall, 1.30pm
Registration starts 1pm

To find more events and to let us know about an event please visit
secularism.org.uk/events We particularly encourage people to get
in touch with events outside of London.
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