What is Secularism?
Secularism is a principle that involves two basic propositions. The first is the strict separation of the state
from religious institutions. The second is that people of different religions and beliefs are equal before
the law.

Separation of religion from state
The separation of religion and state is the foundation of secularism. It ensures that religious groups don't
interfere in affairs of state, and makes sure the state doesn't interfere in religious affairs.
In the United Kingdom there are officially two state recognised Christian denominations – the Church of
England and the Presbyterian Church of Scotland. The Queen is both head of state and Supreme
Governor of the Church of England. There is no established church in Northern Ireland or Wales but the
26 unelected bishops of the Church of England who sit in the House of Lords influence laws that affect
the whole of the UK.
Christianity is one major influence among many that shape our current ways of life; we are a nation of
many denominations and religions and large sectors of the population do not hold, or practise, religious
beliefs.
If Britain were truly a secular democracy, political structures would reflect the reality of changing times
by separating religion from the state.

Secularism protects both believers and non-believers
Secularism seeks to ensure and protect freedom of religious belief and practice for all citizens.
Secularism is not about curtailing religious freedoms; it is about ensuring that the freedoms of thought
and conscience apply equally to all believers and non-believers alike.

Religious Freedom
Secularism seeks to defend the absolute freedom of religious and other belief, and protect the right to
manifest religious belief insofar as it does not impinge disproportionately on the rights and freedoms of
others. Secularism ensures that the right of individuals to freedom of religion is always balanced by the
right to be free from religion.

Secularism is about democracy and fairness
In a secular democracy all citizens are equal before the law and parliament. No religious or political
affiliation gives advantages or disadvantages and religious believers are citizens with the same rights
and obligations as anyone else.
Secularism champions human rights above discriminatory religious demands. It upholds equality laws
that protect women, LGBT people and minorities. These equality laws ensure that non-believers have
the same rights as those who identify with a religious or philosophical belief.

Equal access to public services
We all share hospitals, schools, the police and the services of local authorities. It is essential that these
public services are secular at the point of use so that no-one is disadvantaged or denied access on
grounds of religious belief (or non-belief.) All state-funded schools should be non-religious in character,
with children being educated together regardless of their parents' religion.

When a public body grants a contract for the provision of services to an organisation affiliated to a
particular religion or belief, such services must be delivered in a neutral manner, with no attempt to
promote the ideas of that faith group.

Secularism is not atheism
Atheism is a lack of belief in gods. Secularism simply provides a framework for a democratic society.
Atheists have an obvious interest in supporting secularism, but secularism itself does not seek to
challenge the tenets of any particular religion or belief, neither does it seek to impose atheism on
anyone.
Secularism is simply a framework for ensuring equality throughout society – in politics, education, the
law and elsewhere, for believers and non-believers alike.

Secularism protects free speech and expression
Religious people have the right to express their beliefs publicly but so do those who oppose or question
those beliefs. Religious beliefs, ideas and organisations must not enjoy privileged protection from the
right to freedom of expression. In a democracy, all ideas and beliefs must be open to discussion.
Individuals have rights, ideas do not.
Secularism is the best chance we have to create a society in which people of all religions or
none can live together fairly and peacefully.

The Secular Charter
The National Secular Society campaigns for a secular state, where:


There is no established state religion.



Everyone is equal before the law, regardless of religion, belief or non-belief.



The judicial process is not hindered or replaced by religious codes or processes.



Freedom of expression is not restricted by religious considerations.



Religion plays no role in state-funded education, whether through religious affiliation of schools,
curriculum setting, organised worship, religious instruction, pupil selection or employment
practices.



The state does not express religious beliefs or preferences and does not intervene in the setting
of religious doctrine.



The state does not engage in, fund or promote religious activities or practices.



There is freedom of belief, non-belief and to renounce or change religion.



Public and publicly-funded service provision does not discriminate on grounds of religion, belief
or non-belief.



Individuals and groups are neither accorded privilege nor disadvantaged because of their
religion, belief or non-belief.

