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Keeping Sunday special.:a question of

CHOICE, NOT LEGAL COMPULSION

he Government’s inertia over introducing measures
j° reform the Shops Act 1950 has come under strong
attack from a member of the Auld Committee which
Commended in 1984 “the abolition in England, Wales
dg Scotland of all legal restrictions on the hours for
Ivhich shops may open to serve customers.”
Addressing a packed Westminster Hall audience
“hich included MPs and Home Office advisers, Frances
airncross said in a lecture, hosted by the Consumers’
Association, that there had been arevolution inretailing
a” shopping practices which was not reflected in
topping hours. She recalled that the essence of the
Aflld Committee report was if people want to keep
finday special it should be a matter of choice, not of
e8al compulsion.
Prances Cairncross said the nostalgic world for which
/e Shops Act was designed has gone for good.
Only a quarter of married women worked. Today
Proportion is over 70 per cent. Hardly any families
hadl refrigerator, which meant that most housewives
OPped almost every day at their local butcher, baker
.~ greengrocer. In those days, more than five out of
SX retail outlets in Britain were independent. In the
fl°le country, only six hundred self-service shops
'sted, almost all of them co-operatives. Most shop
~S'stants worked full-time. Even in the late 1950s,
en retailing had begun to change, only just over a
4 flrter of employees in retailing worked part-time...
pattern of work has changed. Two-thirds of
of Seemployed inretailing are women and almost half
p retail workers are part-timers.”
th rances Cairncross referred to a striking change in
2traditional character of Sunday,
hav n*e ~ ~'s, most school children would probably
sliQe Known who first decreed that the Sabbath day
d be remembered, and when. Today, only a rare

child can recite any of the Ten Commandments. The
plain fact is that fewer than one person in ten goes
regularly to church. Muslims, whose holy day is not
exempted in the 1950 Act, as Saturday is for the Jews,
observe their faith in greater numbers than do
Christians. . .

“Although the pressures for change are strong, and
although everybody agrees that the law needs to be
changed, repeated parliamentary attempts at reform
have failed. Why has the muddle survived for so long?

“First, the broken-backed law has suited many
retailers. Sunday trading is notequally profitable forall
kinds of shops. For DIY shops and furniture stores,
Sunday can easily account for 25 per cent of the week’s
takings. For other shops, especially the big food shops,
sales on Sunday simply represent spending shifted
from other days of the week, when staff do not have to
be paid a premium wage.”

Frances Cairncross said proposals for partial reform
of the Sunday laws were impracticable. Recalling her
experience as a member of the Auld Committee, she
said that many ofthose who gave evidence “put forward
ingenious schemes to alter exemptions under the Act,
either by changing the goods that could be sold, or the
kind of shops that could sell them, or the hours when
shops could be open. ..

“Most reforms are still based on the notion that most
British people go, or ought to go to church on Sunday.”

Turning from the issue of practicality, Frances
Cairncross raised what she described as a basic ethical
question.

“On what grounds should the law come between a
willing buyer and seller? It may well be there are
legitimate interests that need the protection of a new
Shops Act.

(continued on back page)
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NEWS

DR CAREY’S CHESTNUTS

Like one of his predecessors, Cosmo Gordon Lang’
who put the boot into Edward V111 after he had abdicate
and left the country, the present Archbishop 0
Canterbury, Dr George Carey, prefers to attack othet5
where he is unlikely to be challenged. Delivering h's
Haberdashers” Company lecture last month to a sate
and respectful City of London audience in the Churcf
of St Lawrence Jewry, Dr Carey made a number o
assertions which were remarkable for inaccuracy an
triteness. He repeated the old, old story that belief
God is the one sure foundation for a personal mofa
code and social behaviour. This claim has bcconl
Christianity’s last-ditch defence against scientif'l
knowledge, scepticism and indifference to the allegd)
truths of religion.

While graciously agreeing that atheists are actual
capable of behaving well, Dr Carey held that “altruist1
is best understood and encouraged through the eye 0
faith”. Altruism is defined as “regard for others as5
principle of action”. The Archbishop implied that ff
nearly two thousand years the churches and chu”
leaders, strong in the faith, have always acted in *
best interests of others and never in pursuance of ral
wealth and power.

Dr Carey said “it is the believer and not the athc|S
who is more likely to go the second mile and do fit®
good deed without personal reward”. From there it vAIS
but a short step to praising the “truly selfless behavio”
exemplified by Mother Teresa”. She is well known f°|
goodness and humility — virtues practiced in the glare
ofinternational media coverage — and is already beiRF
spoken of as a candidate for sainthood. However, Itr
altruism is not totally founded on “regard for others &
a principle of action”. Her prime motive is fool>s
glorification ofthe Christian deity, advancement of ne
church’s interests and her own personal salvation.
exerts her baneful influence to encourage excessi'j
breeding and to undermine population contr®
programmes initiated by hard-pressed governmenl
and responsible UN agencies. Truly unself|S
behaviour? Selfish and irresponsible behaviour, mer
like. f

Dr Carey’s second example of selfless bchaviO
was that of the Franciscan, Fr Maximilian Kolbe. v'T
was murdered by the Nazis in Auschwitz concentratio”
camp after volunteering to take the place of ano™ 0



and notes

r'soner. All honour to a great human being. But the
rcnbishop of Canterbury cannot be unaware that Fr
°lbe, like millions of others, was the victim ofan evil
Osteindevised by Germany’s mostly Christian leaders
0 Were supported by the churches. Hitler travelled
JYuch further than a second mile to do evil deeds. And
eground was prepared for the Nazis by centuries of
anti-Jewish prejudice and hatred fostered by Christians
acting “through the eye of faith”.
L>rCarey even produced the old chestnut that atheists
bo behave decently and responsibly act as if they
of\E3 (Presumab™*y Christian) faith. This is the reverse
the “Christians who behave badly are not real
Iristians” coin. But life is not that simple. People of
religions, and of no religion, can act atrociously in
~Arlherance of their interests. However, one lesson of
'story isthat a strong religious faith, more than anything
ASe>produces fanatics who believe that any action,
Onthe Crusades of the eleventh and twelfth centuries
f ~e murder of a novelist in the twentieth, isjustified
r~e glorification of their god or prophet.
‘he Archbishop’s lecture was widely reported and
looked correspondence in the national press. Dr
*thard Dawkins, who recently mauled the Archbishop
fork in a debate at the Royal College of Physicians,
biburgh, wrote in the Independent’. “Religious people
Ni behave well. Some have been known to live sober,
best and truthful lives. It is not actually compulsory
. Christians to torture to death those with whom they
Ga}l\r/]e minor theological disagreements. Quite a few
stians have neveractually vandalised rival religions’
roasures, incinerated dissenters, drowned suspected
j bches or dashed out the brains of ‘pagan’ children.
A Iv'dual Muslims have been known to dissent from
Principle that novelists whose books one dislikes
jjbld be murdered on sight.”
a r Dawkins conceded: “It is even possible for
Pbishops to avoid being smug, sanctimonious,
~°nising and pompous.”
ut not His Grace of Canterbury, it seems.

ahti

ren *ne ~abor Webster, one of America’s most

'Pr ned Prostitutes and brothel keepers, has died

cPr ~ntoni®>Texas, at the age of87. Duringalong

pOliter> n the game” her clients included leading

retir\C,ans’ military officers and police chiefs. In

the nient she took up organic farming and joined
aPtist Church.

STIRRINGS IN THE ISLES

The arrival last year of the Rev Alex Buchan to be
Church of Scotland minister on Sanday, one of the
smaller Orkney islands, triggered off a series of
disagreements that developed into a holy rumpus.
From the start, there was discontent over his style of
preaching which appears to include elements of 19th-
century hellfire-and-brimstone fundamentalism and
20th-century American televangelism. His warnings
of the wrath to come were, in the words of one church
elder, “totally unacceptable to the majority of the
population, which is made up from a very wide variety
of denominational backgrounds”. Members of the
congregation have defected and hold their own services.

Far to the south-west of Orkney, the Rev Buchan’s
style of preaching would be very acceptable in the
Outer Hebrides. Rigid of faith and long in face, the
grimly God-fearing Protestants on those off-shore
islands observe erring humanity with smug
disapprobation. No doubt they would prefer to ignore
the outside world, but that is not always possible in an
age of technology. Consequently there has been much
gnashing ofteeth and gums overatelevision programme
about the community.

The documentary featured no less a dignitary than
Prince Charles. But — lamentations! — it was

transmitted by Grampian Television on Sunday, an
enormity that caused steam to emit from Sabbatarian
ears. The keep Sunday specially gloomy fraternity on
the Isle of Lewis — successful in preventing Sunday
ferries and similar debauchery — had themselves
missed the boat on this occasion.

“There were many of us who were most gratified to
have Prince Charles visit our islands”, smarmed the
Rev Angus Smith in the Letters page of the Stornoway
Gazette. But showing the film of his visit on Sunday
was “insensitive... an insult to God and a slight upon
the islands”.

Another gentleman of the cloth, the Rev John
MacLeod, said that Christians worthy of the name
“would have resisted the temptation to view a
production. . . which savours not of Godliness but of
worldliness”.

In reply to protests over the Sunday showing, a
spokesman for Grampian Television said it was the
only day when they could get a prime-time slot on the
national Independent Television network. Moreover, a
special weekday showing of the programme had been
arranged for those whose strict observance of “the
Lord’s day” prevented them watching television on
Sunday.

But of course a reasonable concession is not enough
for those who seek to impose their brand of Christianity
on society at large.



A FUTILE CRUSADE

Fr Patrick Peyton, who was known as “the Rosary
Priest”, has died in San Pedro, California, at the age of
83. He started the Family Rosary Crusade which
promoted rallies all over the world. His work was
backed by church leaders, politicians and Hollywood
stars like Bob Hope and Gregory Peck.

Fr Peyton coined the slick phrase, The Family Who
Prays Together, Stays Together. The irony of his
message was apparently lost on those who joined the
Crusade. For the Rosary Priest was bom in the west of
Ireland where daily family prayers were the general
rule. Yet few of the Irish families who prayed together,
stayed together. High birth rates and poverty forced
most of them to splitand emigrate, often never to meet
again as a family.

While studying for the priesthood, Fr Peyton was
stricken with tuberculosis. He survived and started the
Rosary Crusade in thankfulness for a “miraculous
recovery”. There was no miracle for the thousands of
young lIrish victims of the disease who died in their
teens and early twenties.

The only miraculous elementin FrPeyton’srecovery
and his success in “promoting devotion to the Blessed
Virgin Mary through the Rosary” was that so many
people were taken in by such superstitious twaddle.

MR MURDOCH OBJECTS

Media tycoon Rupert Murdoch has sacked one of his
top executives. Stephen Chao arranged for a male
stripper to illustrate a point he was making in a lecture
on censorship.

Rupert Murdoch, a “born again” Christian, was said
to be very upset over the incident. No doubt as owner
of morally uplifting newspapers like the Sun, Mr
Murdoch feels it incumbent upon him to maintain the
highest standards at all times.

Most of the audience in Aspen, Colorado, took it in
their stride when the stripper removed his clothes and
revealed the bare essentials. Miss Patsy Chapman,
editor of the News ofthe World, got carried away and
asked if she could have his telephone number.

But an American lady, Lynne Cheyney, was very
embarrassed “and didn’t know where to look”. Strange
woman. As the wife of the United States Defence
Secretary she had probably seen it— or something like
it — all before.

Newspaper reports are always required by The
Freethinker. The source and date should be clearly
marked and the clippings sent without delay to The
Editor, The Freethinker, 117 Springvale Road, Walkley,
Sheffield, S6 3NT.
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“SOCIALIST SAVIOUR”

Speaking atan awards ceremony in Israel, Mr Gorbache
has described Jesus as “the first socialist, the first D
seek a better life for mankind”. In justification of s
remarkable claim, the former Soviet presidel
mentioned the occasion when Jesus outdid Joe LyoflS
by providing a banquet for the multitude with f\&
loaves and two Fishes.

The claim that Jesus was the first to seek a better I»
for mankind is as absurd as were his catering
arrangements. He taught that the poor should accepj
their lot with contentment. “Blessed be ye poofl
“blessed be ye that hunger”; the “first socialist” newef
suggested that the causes of poverty and hunger 6
investigated and remedied.

There is no evidence that Jesus was concerned wil*1
human welfare orjustice. He enjoined his followers I°
“resist not evil”. Jesus and the early Christian8
particularly Paul, preached the virtue of servility
obedience to “the powers that be”. Throughout histoD
their teachings have been used to reinforce social an*
political tyranny.

If, as Mr Gorbachev claims, Jesus was the firt
socialist, he had some rather peculiar notions fora
ofthe Left. He was an early advocate of the free mark6
in treatment of the sick: “They shall lay hands upon $
sick and they shall recover.” This cost-effective fo”
ofmedical care would be most acceptable to the presf'l
Government at Westminster.

His economic policies had a Milton Friedman ton6
“That unto everyone which hath shall be given; an*
from him that hath not, even that he hath shall be tak*“1l
away from him” — not much consolation from t6
“firstsocialist” for thousands of British people sleeping
in shop doorways or being evicted from their hotf®
through inabil ity to keep up with the mortgage payment

The Prince of Peace, as Jesus is also known, had5
negotiating strategy that would have appealed to oui
last Prime Minister: “But those mine enemies, whic
would not that | should reign over them, bring hitb”
and slay before me.”

Indeed it could be argued that rather than being 1
“first socialist”, Jesus was an early Thatcherite.

AJehovah’s Witness in Taunton, Devon, who refill
conventional hospital treatment on religi°_
grounds, ran up a bill 0f£25,000. Health authority
have refused to pay and the cost will be met by
NHS Trust. When the man refused
transfusions, surgeons were forced to use "
expensive synthetic drug. He spent an extra s
weeks in hospital recovering.
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Prophet or Profit?

blorris Cerullo is the latest in an apparently never-
Ing line of American evangelists who are set on
aving the souls ofthe heathen British. Following in the
°°tsteps of Billy Graham and Luis Palau, Cerullo has
tnounced that he intends to have one billion “proper,
orn-again, Christian souls by the year 2000”. He
reught his “mission” to Earl’s Court, London, in June
°nd attracted tens of thousand of people who were
rawn by his distasteful advertising and the hype that
ey would “see miracles”. This is where Mr Cerullo
Cores over his predecessors; he promises miraculous
eating right here and now, whereas the best the others
c’uld come up with was the boring old life ever after.
And so, in order to bring readers of The Freethinker
rie latest news from the dizzy world of miracles and
bonders, |1 mosied along to Earl’s Court to see it with
1?7y °wn eyes. | wanted to witness the great man in the
esn and hear his words with my own ears.
The hall was full by the time we reached the appointed
°Ur-Ten thousand people gathered, at least eighty per
°cntofwhom were of West Indian or African extraction.
jSaw little sign of doubters waiting to be converted, but
Saw plenty of signs of people who would believe the
Non was made of green cheese if Morris Cerullo said
17as so.
Pirst on the platform was a warm-up man, a slick,
uited American with the kind of inflated hairstyle
JUch favoured by the cast of Dynasty and Dallas. His
ace was a ghastly shade of pale and | worried that,
fArhaps, he might be in need of a miracle himself quite
S°n- He was followed by another lesser prophet, a
reassuring elderly man whose dulcet tones, dripping
j~cerity, urged us to think about the Lord’s words on
N subject ofgiving: “Yes, my friends, the privilege of
8'ving.” This prefaced the introduction ofenvelopes in
~hich we could now place “pledges” of money,
nderneath the flap of the envelope we were exhorted
a.8>ve amounts varying from £1,000 down to a £10
"limum. These were then collected in a bucket.
I"Then came the man himself, who looked rather like
3any de Vito playing an American evangelist. As he
e — in a strange sort of rasping sing-song  an
~“Uous smile spread across his face. Everything
fP°ut him screamed PHONEY! His teeth were of such
, natural luminosity that even theirauthenticity had to
°equestioned.
1~ 0 how would he go down with a British audience?
gwave ,0 say that the reaction was curiously passionless.
(h@n Ih°ugh almost everyone in the hall looked as
ceirr*1l tfc™ wcrc born-again Christians already,
the’ "Cated 'n the art of speaking in tongues, rolling

"bereC'eS anc*sh°u*nS “Hallelujah!” in a loud voice,
Wssa slow response. | had been led to believe that

u

TERRY SANDERSON

Morris could getanaudience worked up within minutes,
but he certainly had his work cut out on the afternoon
I was there. His sermon was platitudinous (“God is a
spirit, he iseverywhere’T The devil is the King of lies,”
etc, etc) and the congregation was restless. On several
occasions he said, “Yo0o0-hoo, is anybody there?” He
challenged the audience not to be “so British”. The
Amens were few and far between, whereas in the
United States Hosannas punctuate every sentence. This
audience had come here to see the miracles, not to listen
to the same old stuffthey could hearevery week in their
own churches.

Afterwhat seemed like hours of dreary hymn-singing,
the halt and the lame were brought up on to the stage.
But the miracles, | have to say, were pretty desultory.
First up was Annie McDonald, from Northolt, who had
abandoned herhearing aid afterthree years ofdeafness.

There then followed a long line of people testifying
that they had been relieved ofarthritis, that their bad leg
was better, that their stiff neck had vanished, etc, etc.
Sitting behind me was a girl with a mental handicap.
The ushers had worked on her, laying on hands and so
forth, but she remained resolutely mentally
handicapped. She was not invited on to the stage.

AH in all it was pretty sad affair, and | don’t think |
was only one who thought so.

Today newspaper followed up Annie McDonald’s
case. “lcouldn’t hear at all, but now | can hear the birds
whistling and everything,” she told the paper. But
neighbours remained unconvinced. Her landlord, Pravin
Patel, said: “I spoke to her when they moved in and she
didn’t have a hearing aid, and she didn’t seem to have
any hearing problems to me.”

So who is Morris Cerullo, and why should God
choose such a smarmy, creepy soul as his earthly
representative? Are Morris’s motives any different to
those of the Swaggarts and Bakkers who went before
him? In America his San Diego based organisation,
Morris Cerullo World Evangelism, has an annual budget
of $12 million. He has his own television station (the
Inspirational Network bought from Jimmy Swaggart),
his own TV studios, offices in 30 countries, more than
500,000 specially trained “partners” preaching on his
behalfinoverahundred countries. Shortly, his satellite
television channel, European Family Network, is due
to begin broadcasting 39 hours a week of religious
programmes to more than two million British homes.
By 1993 he hopes that EFN will be broadcasting 24
hours a day.

However, a former business associate of Cerullo told
The Observer newspaper that the great preacher had
failed to comply with an out-of-court settlement to
refund up to $2.16 million of public donations raised to
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help pay for a Christian theme park formerly owned by
Jim Bakker. The partner, Yet King Loy, sued Cerullo
last year for fraud, conspiracy and breach of contract.
He claims Cerullo has used mail-shots to raise money
for a profit-making company — illegal in America.
The Observer revealed that Cerullo, his family and
senior colleagues have taken loans of hundreds of
thousands of pounds from World Evangelism to buy
houses. Cerullo’s main residence is a palatial building
in a posh part of San Diego. There are many other
instances of sharp practices on the part of Cerullo, but
he always seems to settle out of court, saying the name
of the Lord should not be dragged through the mire of

litigation.
But worse still is the fact that all this money —
whatever its ultimate destination — is raised on the

backs of the sick and disabled. One group of disabled
people claimed that Cerullo had exploited them in his

Law Lords Back RC School

The Law Lords have ruled that governors of a Roman
Catholic school in Tower Hamlets, east London, are
entitled to reject applications foradmission ofchildren
from two Asian non-Christian families.

The decision “is bound to have long-term
repercussions”, said Barbara Smoker, president of the
National Secular Society.

“Such a discriminatory ruling might have been
justifiable in the days of comparatively small State
subsidies to denominational schools”, she added. But
as denominational schools now receive such a large
proportion of their capital and running costs from the
taxpayer, “the grounds of pupil selection should surely
be restricted by law to academic potential and
geographical boundaries.

“The ruling, which now becomes case law, can only
intensify and justify demands for public funding for
separate Muslim, Sikh and other religious schools
equivalent to that enjoyed by Roman Catholic and
Church of England schools.”

Elaine Sherratt, a solicitor for Tower Hamlets Law
Centre, said the law on denominational schools may
unwittingly become responsible for racial segregation
in schools. Already nine church schools in the borough
have no Asian pupils. She claimed that some parents
undergo baptisms of convenience to get their children
into what are seen as white schools.

The Rev Basil Jenkyns, of Ashton-under-Hill,
Worcestershire, holds services for ducks. He says:
“If there is reincarnation, | hope to come back as a
duck.”
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advertising, which shows discarded wheelchairs, while
sticks and hearing aids with the slogan, “Some will see
miracles for the first time”.

“This message tells people that disability is our o*n
fault, that we are ‘afflicted* because we don’t belief
enough. It also says that there is something inferior
about human beings who live with disability. h's
shocking and sickening,” said one man in a wheelchair
The group has put down a £10,000 wager that Morris
Cerullo cannot “cure” any ofthem. They are happy thd
their money is safe.

1’m not so sure about the cash belonging to the other
mugs who have made “pledges” to Morris Cerull0
who have filled in bankers orders, deeds of covenaal
and sent off money for overpriced books. One had thq
distinct impression that the “giving” (as recommend”
by the Lord) is something of a one-way street in the
world of Morris Cerullo.

To God — a Daughter

Just over a year ago, David Icke, former spof]S
commentatorand professional footballer, dressed up|lL
turquoise outfitand announced to the nation that he wjS
the Son of God. Deborah Shaw, an early disciple (tP6
other one lives in Ryde, Isle of Wight), moved into the
family home with Icke’s wife and two children.
dubbed her “the Daughter of God”.

In his much-publicised book, The Truth VariationS
David Icke claimed that he and Deborah were marri”®
in a previous existence.

While in Canada the couple occupied the same hotc
room which had an extra large bed. They said the
arrangement was “cost effective” and denied having *
affair. Their purpose was to “unblock an importail
energy site”. They appear to have succeeded. Deborah
Shaw (now known as Shawsun) says that the Son 0
God is the father of her daughter who was born &S
Christmas.

Members of the Reigate and Banstead Borough
Council have received an epistle from the May°r
Councillor E. H. Waller, requesting “in the
observance of common courtesy” those who do n>*
wish to participate “do not fidget or talk durifljj
prayers”. Perhaps the Mayor of Reigate an3
Banstead should be reminded that it is not courteo*
to inflict superstitious mumbo-jumbo on other*
Moreover, the Town Hall is a place where busing
is conducted alTecting a mixed community, whif
includes many non-Christians. There is plenty 0
room in local churches where those of a mind to
so can conduct business with their particular deity'



Apologia of an Anti-Sectarian Humanist

The editor of The Scottish Humanist argues that in the
struggle to combat religious fanaticism, secular
humanistswill find worthy allies among religious liberals.

am a compulsive writer of “letters to the editor”. So
Aprincipled am | in my choice of editors that | have
uven had published an avowedly atheist letter in The
.la‘n Truth. This particular publication, for the
information of those readers who are less than catholic
jn their reading habits or who are somewhat prissy
foeral believers (and many of my best friends are one
°rthe other) is awell produced glossy freemag, devoted
to the task of asserting that the Bible is the sole and
sufficientsource ofall the wisdom we need (by courtesy
°f the Great Inspirer).

Within the confines of this unpromising dogma The

win Truth often argues its case well and, because

tbere ismore than one way ofkilling acat, can sometimes
amnve at startlingly reasonable conclusions on specific
Questions.
. Two consequences have accrued from my letter: one
Isthat | have been invited to embark on an ideological
~mTespondence with a weird and wonderful lady in
forkshire who evidently thinks that she and | are
jAstined to meet in the Great Sorting Office in the
foreafter. The other is a cryptic little note from the
cretary of the National Secular Society — no doubt
'u his personal capacity as a valued friend — enquiring
u°w much I will pay for his silence about my appearing
'uthe enemy’s letters page. | undertake to pay the NSS
adonation, in addition to my usual membership dues,
edual to one third of the fee | shall receive for a
°rthcoming article of mine on One Humanist’s View
°f the Kirk which will appear in Life and Work (the
°fficial organ of the Church of Scotland).

&ut that is all by the way. The serious point | wish to
assert is that religious fanaticism of any kind is
deological Public Enemy Number One — for those of
. who live in relatively peaceful plural society. It is

food and Guts Enemy Number One in those unhappy
alds where pluralism simply means a plurality of
Nats to one’s very survival.

W5 counter religious fanaticism is the principal task

secularists; we must rid ourselves of the illusion that

harboured in less brutal times, the illusion that the
attle had been won. It has not; it is not that sort of
battle.
i have to ask ourselves — what are the obstacles
, be Path of resurgent fanaticism? There are three, in
Sj °P'n*on. One, of course, is our organised secular

bab'CS ~ notber's 8°°d 0'd apathy, a well-practised
U °f not being carried away by high-powered

ERIC STOCKTON

enthusiasms ofany kind. Love may make the world go
round, but it is apathy that stops it going off at every
tangent.

The other one is liberal religion. Itis obviously easy
to dismiss liberal believers as decent windbags whose
characters are as impeccable as their intellects are
dishonest, as people who are kind to bairns and wee
furry beasties — and very little else. But two things
have to be said before we dismiss liberal believers. One
is that when we, strictly as humanists, take up practical
issues (the promotion of this, the reform ofthat and the
abolition of the other) it is often liberal believers who
are our allies on the matters in question.

That strictly practical consideration should not be
overlooked as it so often is by armchair atheists,
hidebound humanists and senile secularists. What is
more important is to see exactly how liberal religion
obstructs the advance of its fanatical cousin. It is
customary in religious discourse to expound ideas by
symbol, by metaphor, by any bloody thing except
direct sayso. Let me play this game too.

Imagine a city whose main manufactured product is
damp cotton wool and imagine that a column of well-
armed desperadoes in personnel carriers is advancing
to take the city. What can the citizens do? They can
erect a perimeter wall of damp cotton wool fifty feet
high and fifty yards thick all around the city. The
enemy would be held up more or less indefinitely and,
even it they tried to breach the defence by firing it, the
smoke would likely suffocate them.

The city is liberal religion; the attackers are the
fanatics. Would six humanists and a dog be a better
means of stopping fanatics.

Another favourite of mine is to see the Kirk as,
among other things, a sort of spiritual fly-paper.
Fundamentalists buzzing around wondering where to
deposit, whatever it is in their nature to deposit, get
stuck and so do less harm than they would otherwise do.

We may prefernot to, we may be squeamish about it,
but we have to regard liberal religion as a positive
feature in a very negative world. Besides which, it is
always interesting to hear what consenting liberals say
in private.

A poster of Marilyn Monroe in a swimsuit has been
banned in Israel. It offended orthodox Jews.

Over thirty leading Italian financiers have been
convicted of fraud in connection with the Banco
Ambrosiano’s collapse. Several church officials,
including Archbishop Paul Marcinkus, are wanted
ofsimilar charges. But the Italian authorities cannot
put them on trial because of Vatican immunity.
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Thoughts After Rio

. itisdecay caused by inertia, by ignorance, by utter
irresponsibility.
Anton Chekhov, Uncle Vanya, 1897.

. we are the cleanestpeople on earth,far and away.
What other nation boasts more than 80 varieties of
shampoo? Orconsiderourfastidiousness in the theatre
ofwar; instead ofleaving the desertfull o fenemy dead,
we thoughtfully ploughed them under.

Barbara Ehrenreich, American journalist, 1992.

The concern of Dr Astrov in Chekhov’s play, almost a
century ago, was much the same as that which drove the
United Nations to convene the recent “World Summit”
in Rio last month. Today, however, there isan additional
element. As far as we know, Dr Astrov did not fear for
the continued existence of the world itself. The Rio
conference represented a combined effort to avert
dangers of almost the most serious nature imaginable.
The combined dangers of global warming, damage to
the ozone layer, the excessive carbon dioxide emissions
and a multitude of threats to the natural scene and its
inhabitants, human and animal, have been of growing
concern in recent years and not only among those who
would label themselves “Green”. It was time for
something to be done — or at the very least said or
promised — on a world scale.

Of course there were those who questioned the idea
of a World Summit, on the basis that political action
could never solve anything. Presumably, it was thought
that things should be left, as usual, to either God or
private business interests to clear things up (the two
terms are synonymous in the vocabularies of many
newspaper commentators). It is not surprising that The
Times, which usually shares its faith between God and
private enterprise, considered at the end of the
proceedings: “The Rio earth summit should finally put
paid to the illusion that global problems are best
addressed by mega-conferences on themes so all-
embracing as ‘environment and development’.”

Yet, against this, Britain’s Secretary of State for the
Environment, Michael Howard, stated at the end that
more had been done than could have been expected and
that the result was “rather remarkable”. It is not quite
clear what force “rather” has. In some dictionaries, the
word is given to mean “to some extent” or “slightly”.
Perhaps we should give Mr Howard the benefit of the
doubt and assume that he meant “really remarkable”.
Most countries in the world sent representatives, ranging
from such as George Bush, Fidel Castro and John
Major, to lesser or less well-known figures. All were
generally agreed on the broad principle that something
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or some things ought to be done.

Not surprisingly, there was a division of opinion
between what might be called the developed and not
yet developed, or developing, countries. There was a
feeling among those in the latter category that the
countries who were wealthy or wealthier than
themselves ought to dig deeply into their resources
make substantial gestures of assistance to the leS
fortunate. Although it was not mentioned too often
there was some rough justice in this since many of the
non-developed countries had been in the past
possessions or dependencies of those most fortunate
countries now in the big league of the developed.

Although such tenets are embedded in the holiesl
beliefs and thought-processes of the richer nations, it|S
a little too much to expect them to act in the way
prescribed. There was consequently a vein ofanimosity
underlying some of the proceedings and, hard though >
is to accept this, the richest nation in the world, the
United States came in fora great deal of harsh criticisfl
Nobody from an undeveloped country was heard D
speak enviously ofthe 80 varieties of shampoo refeiV
to in the second quotation above. But it was not hard'0
detect a feeling that a nation, proud of having give"
birth to foodstuffs in 57 varieties for example, might be
able to help the weaker ones reach a total of, say, sev*1l
if not 50.

Things were not made any better by the somewhal
quixotic behaviour of the American President, fuf'
loving George Bush. It is not unknown for a Westedl
leader to make an impression on an international
gathering by claiming the position of odd man out (°r
was it once odd woman?) but perhaps G. Bush may
have gone too far at the very beginning. Not content
with announcing that in his view the United States had
led the world in international generosity, he let it be
known at the outset that, while he was determined tO
protect the environment, he was also determined
protect the American tax-payer. In his view, “the day ot
the open cheque book is over”.

Despite this somewhat frosty beginning, the United
States came around by the end to agree with most ofthe
principles accepted by the great majority of
representatives (although there was one importa®
proposition to which Bush would not subscribe).
addition, Prime Minister John Major did not follow the
Americans’ lead in their more retrograde stance on the
one excepted issue. Japan promised large sums O
money to the purposes ofthe final declaration; Gennai
also promised help. It is only fitting that the twW
strongest economies after the United States should »
willing to help. Built up by international agreement all



IOn  bythe United States, they were spared during

Post-war period, the immense burden ofexpenditure

narms that has borne heavily on other countries.

0 summarise a long list: the representatives of the
c’untries of the world agreed to formulate and
Implement a programme for sustainable development
th afree(“also on funding new environmental aid for

e lhird World. Most countries signed legally binding
inventions on climate change and biodiversity but,
id this was the one significant exception, the United

eates refused to sign the latter.

In addition, there was a split on proposed measures
to Protect forests throughout the world. Ironically, the
strongest objections came here from countries in Asia
id elsewhere whose rainforest and other timber
~sources were most seriously threatened by economic
cvelopment — or exploitation. The countries in
Question could see great losses if they were not allowed
to sell their timber without restriction and no matter
what devastation to the forests.

It has been claimed that “the Earth is the Lord’s and
i fullness thereof’. The authority for this proposition
"iy be shaky and hard to accept by agood many people
"hose “Green” credentials cannot be questioned. Yet,
imething of the same general all-embracing idea can
efound in the religion of many people other than the
Jident Hebrews and the central concept is one to
"hich, if the touch of supernatural mumbo-jumbo be

Amoved, most humanists would subscribe.

Concern for the future of the planet is a cause that
hould unite all members ofthe human species, whatever
Icir sectional or otherwise limited interests. So it is a
htle surprising that deliberations at the World Summit
‘d not receive the kind of publicity that might have
een expected, especially from the British press that
‘lways has a clear idea of what is the most important
ne*s of the day.

Wc are not speaking here of those editors who,
j~rless in their search for truth, felt it their duty during
ae recent General Election campaign to support one
Alc unequivocally and were duly thanked for their
"bours by the victorious party. It was among the more
¢r less “high-minded” sheets as well that it was
|OTctiines hard to find a report on the deliberations of

°se from all nations who had the future of the planet
Ndieir hands.
to™ course there was so much other news ofimportance
0 which appropriate space ought to be allocated. Thus,
a | Sunday when the Rio conference was drawing to

Ose>one great organ of fact and opinion gave the
a Wrlprorn'nence on its front page to the photograph of
Or- est London family of mixed German and Scottish
thef  twwo younger members of which were widely

niarr' *t0  S0'n8 through a difficult period in their
lage. There were references to what, only a little

while ago, had been called the “triumph” of the Prime
Minister at Maastricht. Other space on the front page
was given to Sunday trading, the Roman Catholic
Church in Ireland, a new drug that seemed to be killing
ratherthan curing patients, and the theft of “up-market”
clothes from shops near Ascot. Clearly, in the face of
such important topics, the future of the planet could not
expect front-page treatment. But it was found quite
prominent, on page twelve.

It is sad to end an article on the Rio conference with
some reservations. Good things were said, some of
them by the British Prime Minister, in which hope for
the future may be found. There was, however, one very
serious omission. Nothing was said about the intolerable
burden of arms expenditure which not only contributes
to spoiling the environment and slaughtering human
beings, but also makes it impossible for many countries
to afford the financial resources for some ofthe desirable
measures that are clearly necessary.

To go back no further than the Gulf War, it has been
estimated that the cost of the sacred endeavour of
liberating Kuwait and driving Saddam from power —
which does not yet seem to have come about — was
about six times the annual budget of the UN. This
revelation appeared in an article by Bruce Kent, of
CND famel/infamy, in the Catholic Herald, a weekly
not often quoted with approval in The Freethinker. All
too often the Catholic Herald concentrates its concern
for the future on opposing any effort to restrict “the
freedom of couples to decide the size of their own
families”. In other words, itopposes birth control in the
Third World (and elsewhere). Admittedly poverty
encourages large families as a means of adding to the
total earning power. But this does not affect the need
for family planning facilities in those parts of the world
where, for religious or other reasons, it is not available.
Whatever, the teaching ofthe Roman Catholic Church,
few would accept that the indiscriminate addition of
millions to the world population isa progressive policy.

At the same time, not many will accept that weapons
of mass destruction should continue to be produced on
a massive scale. It is significant that no matter how
poor countries are, in Europe, Asia or Africa, they
always find money for armaments. There is always an
open cheque-book to pay for weapons. As long as this
is so, it will take more than Rio conferences to have any
real effect on the problems of the planet.

Final ly, in spite ofsome glimmers of hope that can be
found in the proceedings at Rio, it is impossible to be
wholly optimistic. It would be a very bold person who
could declare that, in a half century or so, real progress
will have been made towards the arrest of the decay
noted by Dr Astrov and that the nations of the world
would have taken really substantial steps to counter
inertia, ignorance and irresponsibility.
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BOOKS

DIDEROT: A CRITICAL BIOGRAPHY by P. N. Furbank.
Seeker & Warburg, £25

While on a visit to Leningrad — as it still was eighteen
months ago — | saw Diderot’s library, which he had
sold to Catherine the Great to bring himself financial
independence. This shows how far the books of the
Enlightenment spread, but when one considers the trip
Diderot took to lecture Catherine the Great on how to
run an ideal State, its influence might be questioned. To
travel to Russia to exhort a despot to be enlightened
exhibits a great optimism — and Diderot was perhaps
the most supremely optimistic of the philosophes. He
was also the most human, the most sociable, the most
enthusiastic — indeed, if | had the chance to meetjust
one, he would be my choice.

P. N. Furbank, who has written a superb biography of
E. M. Forster, one of the twentieth century’s greatest
humanists, has now turned his attention to one of the
eighteenth century’s greatesthumanists. He has written
a sympathetic study which, while it does not add much
factual information to the standard biography by Arthur
M. Wilson (1973, OUP), illuminates Diderot’s
imaginative writings with great skill. Furbank is at
home with Diderot’s ebullience, his quirkiness, his
individual genius. He highlights those imaginative
works, in particular Rameau’s Nephew and
D Alembert’s Dream, which deserve to be better known
today. He also convinces us of the originality of the
novels The Nun and Jacques the Fatalist, which also
deserve a wider audience.

A philosophe was not quite a philosopher, like say
David Hume, not quite a writer, like say Laurence
Sterne (who influenced Diderot), but a man of all pens
and all tongues, quivering with alertness to new ideas
and new intellectual friends. Although Diderot did not
write Candide, he is a figure of comparable stature to
Voltaire; although he did not pour out his emotions like
Rousseau, he was a man of astonishing variety of
feeling. He was totally at home in the salons where the
unoffical philosophic sect met. (The salons were often
run by famous women— and agood book about female
philosophes is yet to be written.) Diderot led one of the
most freethinking of intellectual groups throughout all
history. They were predominantly atheists, materialists,
sceptics — although some remained deist or agnostic.
They were not as political as some thought, particularly
those who later excoriated them for causing the French
Revolution; but Diderot, towards the end of his life and
following the American War of Independence, became
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more interested in political reform.

Diderot was bom in Langres in 1713 and received an
excellent education in the classics at a Jesuit school
The family had clerical connections, with an uncle asa
canon (in due course his brother became a priest)-
although his father was an admired master cutlet'
Diderot tried to run away to Paris, but was later takel
there by his father to study. He eventually gained a
degree but then failed to follow his father’s advice to
get a profession or a trade. He drifted for ten years-
tutoring and hack writing— he even wrote sermons f°f
money. Indeed he had the sermonising temperament,
constantly wanting to convince people oftheir capacity
forvirtue. One of his first substantial works oftranslatiQil
was the English An Enquiry Concerning Virtue
Merit, by Lord Shaftesbury.

The possibility of a translation of Chambers
Encyclopedia led to the suggestion that it would ke
better to compile an original French one. This becaU>e
his life’s work. It was to be a compilation of $
knowledge — arts, trades, sciences — and it wasl
profoundly subversive work, famous for its apparent
innocent cross reference, such as, for instancé
“ANTHROPOPHAGY; see EUCHARIS?
COMMUNION, ALTAR, etc”.Diderot met many blows
en route. He was imprisoned at a time when the
Government was in a panic, contributors quarrelled
with him and deserted the task, finally he discovered3
collaboration between a police spy and a printer had
brought in unwonted censorious alterations. Furbai®
thinks that courage was not one of Diderot’s virtues.
mainly because of his failure to publish many of h|S
later writings. But I disagree, for his work in completing
the Encyclopédie was truly heroic and the closel
publishing of some of his more experimental works
relates to his feeling that they were blown on the winds
to posterity to take root and blossom as time allowed-

Just before his death in 1884, Diderot is alleged by
his daughter to have said: “The first step to philosophy
is incredulity.” He had written earlier: “There is only
one virtue, justice; only one duty, to be happy; only orf
corollary, not to overvalue life and not to fear death-
Furbank admirably demon-strates that these precept
were followed by Diderot — and they can be
commended to freethinkers today.

JIM HERRICX4

Antony Grey’sbook, QuestforJustice, will be publish?
later thismonth and reviewed in the August issue ofTh1
Freethinker (see article on page 108).
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REVIEWS

RHE»H? UGHT ON THE AMERICAN FRONTIER, edited by
I hitehead and Verle Muhrer. Prometheus Books,

conquest of the American frontier was always
P/ceived as an ideological as well as a physical struggle.
Anyone familiar with James Fenimore Cooper’s novels

recognise the humanist message underlying the
|elationshipbetween the early settlers and the primordial
rcrians. The repressive puritanism ofthe Pilgrim Fathers
reniained a feature of New England development,
celebrated for all time in the pages of Nathaniel
Oawthome. But frontiersmen and women have always
ecn renowned for their rugged individualism, their
Q@Pendence on one another rather than a deity to
Sstain their march westward.

This collection of essays, letters to rational journals
and folk poetry has to be seen as a primer rather than a
c®mprehensive anthology of American freethought. It
Is bue that Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man spoke
dually ofthe American and ofthe French revolutionary
j'tovements. But Mark Twain, Brett Harte and Jack
London all expressed the “golden age of freethought”
In their novels and stories, and the secular nature of
c"ssic American literature is one of the central themes
N Leslie Fiedler’s Love and Death in the American
/ °vel, a seminal study not included in Whitehead and
~Auhrer’s bibliography.

The editors include a few gems, like “Mark Twain’s
~reed” or his alternative Battle Hymn of the Republic
' Nine eyes have seen the orgy of the launching of the
Word/He is searching out the hoardings where the
granger’s wealth is stored”). It is very refreshing to
Carn that eminent stalwarts of the American judicial
tradition like Oliver Wendell Holmes and Clarence

arrow were confirmed opponents of religious cant,
rtolmes is represented with two remarkably satirical
’>enis, “The Wonderful ‘One-Hoss Shay’” and “The
‘toral Bully” (who baits “his homilies with his brother’s
‘forms™).

Barrow writes movingly of his father’s confrontation
'fith the village preacher, matching biblical rhetoric

>th erudition from the Greeks and from John Stuart
A‘t% The division of the pieces provides a useful
(LS°r*Cal overview from early frontier days, through
(e golden age” and “the revolt from the village”. But

Is would be better as a companion volume to a full-
seale i story o fthe movement, with key sections focused

~QLert C. Ingersoll, the Truth-Seeker and
Litu nUe*Haldeman-Julius, originator of the infamous
e Blue Books which did so much to undermine

parochial conformism on the prairie.

There are short, historical introductions to each
contributor, but these are tantalising rather than
informative, in that they merely survey important
milestones like the inception of the Truth-Seeker ox the
St Louis Movement, leaving the reader to fill in the
blanks orto look elsewhere for fuller background. This
limitation is half-acknowledged by the editors when
they admit their selections come mainly from one
region’sarchives. Itisalmost as though they had found
a few nuggets and had decided to make an anthology of
them. An excellent social history from freethought in
America needs to be written as a corrective to the
contemporary myth of Americaas “God’sown country”.
Freethought on the American Frontier argues the case
forsuch ahistory by drawing together these forerunners
of freethought and by emphasising that they were
mainly from immigrant stock and brought European
philosophy to bear on the American experience: the
Civil War, forexample, was seen by Henry Brockmeyer
and other Transcendentalists as a perfect proof of the
thesis/antithesis/synthesis method of interpretation.

Watson Heston’s cartoons from the Truth-Seeker are
perhaps the most illuminating items in this book. The
editors ought to be encouraged by this effort to look
more deeply into a valuable contribution to American
cultural history.

JAMES MacDONALD

A portrait of the late Elvis Presley has been put
behind reinforced glass to protect it from devotees,
many of whom believe it has healing powers. An
attendant at the singer’s home in Tennessee said
that many people “equate Elvis with God”. One
woman claimed she was cured of arthritis after
touching Presley’s crotch (in the portrait).

Good news for once. The Advertising Standards
Authority has dropped its ridiculous action against
allegedly blasphemous advertisements by Recruit
Media (reported in May). Its letter announcing this
alleges that “some readers are liable to take offence”
at the use of such phrases as “Oh God” and “Oh
Christ”, butadmitsthat there was only one complaint
about the cartoons containing such phrases, and
ends: “Whilst we are disappointed to note your
unwillingness to heed our advice that gratuitous
language of this nature should be avoided in
advertisements, we do not see any useful purpose in
pursuing this matter further. We shall be closing
our File accordingly.” The moral is that, if you are
threatened in this roundabout way with the
blasphemy law, don’t give in but fight back. All
credit to Victoria Lubbock of Recruit Media for
showing how.
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Silver Jubilee for Homosexual Law Reform antony grey

One ofthe major law reforms of the 1960s decriminalised
homosexuality between males over the age of 21. A Bill
introduced in the House of Commons by Leo Abse was
given the Royal Assent and passed into law on 27 July
1967. Its success owed much to a programme of research
and education by the Homosexual Law Reform Society.
Antony Grey, secretary of the HLRS at the time, looks
back reflectively — and forward hopefully.

Twenty-five years ago the Sexual Offences Act 1967
became law, making it no longer illegal for two men
aged over 2 1to have homosexual relations in private.
Until then any form of physical sexual contact between
men had been a crime since 1885, and one form of such
behaviour, buggery (anal intercourse), had been a
capital offence between the sixteenth and mid-
nineteenth centuries, incurring life imprisonment until
1967. It still does today if committed by a man and
woman — an absurd state of affairs!

The new Act, though far short of what common sense
and justice required, was a symbolic milestone on the
road to a more humane society, and | am proud of the
part | played as secretary of the Homosexual Law
Reform Society in bringing itabout. But my pleasure at
this anniversary is tinged with regret that there has so
far been little further progress towards saner sexual
attitudes in British society.

Although the Victorian taboos of silence about sexual
matters have now been breached to the extent that there
is a surfeit of largely mindless media chatter about all
aspects of the topic, persistent widespread ignorance
and prejudice still cause needless unhappiness to untold
numbers of people. As | write, yet another report has
just been issued telling us that sex education is in a
mess, largely because many teachers are too ill-informed
and embarrassed to deal effectively with it. So,
unfortunately, are many doctors and other professional
people.

Yet the basic biological and anatomical facts about
sexuality are clear and simple, and every human being
has a right to know them. Indeed, in this age of AIDS,
it is essential that they should. It is when we get into the
area of emotions, behaviour and attitudes that the
difficulties start. For while the direction and strength of
anyone’s sexual desires are irrational, we are in trouble
ifwe do notapply thoughtand reason to theirexpression.
Here, as elsewhere, the “morality” of religion lays
down rules of thumb for which unreasoning obedience
is demanded, while those of us who are not religious
look for a humane and responsible ethic.
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Where homosexuality isconcerned a lot ofthe trouble
stems from the Bible, with its condemnations of same'
sex relations as an “abomination”. It has often struck
me as odd that these strictures are usually taken mudl
more seriously by believers than obviously more
socially important biblical fulminations against
violence, greed, dishonesty and selfishness-
Homosexual people have provided a handy scapegoat
down the ages, and still do so.

Unfortunately, the mechanism of projection and
alienation so familiar to psychologists has been aided
and abetted not only by those antipathetic to
homosexuality but also by some of its enthusiasts, who
seem perversely determined to cock a snook (or vice'
versa) at society by emphasising that they are not only
different, but better. Yet homosexual triumphalism s
as silly as heterosexist intolerance.

Of course the law needs further reform, in a wider
and more radical sense than just a lower age of consent
for gay men. The entire body of British law concerned
with sex is in a sad mess, and the sooner politician5
wake up to this and grasp the nettle, the better. It v/$
probably be an even harder task to improve soci®
attitudes, given the barmy maverick “popular” pres5
we are blessed with these days; but the effort to do s°
is vital.

For me, three big differences stand out between 1992
and the days when we were successfully campaigning
to modernise the archaic laws governing capita
punishment, divorce, homosexuality and abortion. First,
there was then no organised, vocal opposition tO
liberalisation like that whose rise in the 1970s and
pernicious influence since is all too familiar to readers
of The Freethinker. Secondly, the notion that one
might be the target not merely of verbal abuse but als®
of physical violence because ofone’s publicly expressed
views would have seemed far more outlandish in the
1960s than itdoes now. Thirdly, today’scommonplace
of people sleeping in cardboard boxes in the streets and
begging on tube trains would have outraged all sections
of society in those much-maligned “permissive” days-

I hope that the 1990s will turn out to be a more
socially responsible and caring time than recent years
have been. | trust that not only gay rights, but human
sexual rights, will be more widely recognised and
better provided for before this century ends. And 1
know that those of us who believe that morality is the
responsibility of human beings, and not a gift from the
gods to be used by their priests and mullahs asaweap©°n
of social control, will be in the vanguard of further
progress whatever ignorant Archbishops who sneer &
our “defective” sense of goodness may say.



Captive Minds

So we are freethinkers. “Isn’t everyone?” | was once
asked. My companion no doubt had in mind that the
~ct that most people fancy they are free to believe as
*hey like.

Many certainly believe what they wish to believe.
Autitis hard to associate freedom with some beliefs —
ghastly burdens from which, one supposes, any sensible
Person would dearly wish to escape.

Of course the believer’s real desire is probably to be

asecure member ofa particular society, which happens
«° be ruled by a particular tradition. How else can one
e*plain the harsh theologies, the demon-haunted lives,
ehemoral darkness, the tedious liturgies, the insalubrious
Practices, which it is incredible that any should find
agreeable?
. The average person may not be much of an
~dependent thinker, while often pleased to imagine
otherwise. Comforting assurance is generally derived
b°m the knowledge that there are others who believe
and behave in a similar manner.

However, the organised religions, in which fellowship
°f this sort is found, are by no means the immutable
"tonolithic structures some consider them to be. Like
ah social arrangements they are intrinsically unstable,
“here is always tension between the interests of the
Individual and those ofthe community, and also between
radical and conservative elements. Changes occur,
*hough maybe tardily and not necessarily for the better.

In modern times the spiritually adventurous, the
desperate, the rash and the deluded on occasion switch
*heir loyalties. Not all that long ago, people had few if
any options. One was born into a way of life. Beliefs,
traditions and customs were already in place, often
'v,th no alternative in view.

Few, in fact, have ever invented theirreligious beliefs,
“he more thoughtful, or the more rebellious, have at
mies attempted radical revision or even complete
Ejection ofthe dominant culture. Many have only been
able to make minor modifications to some faith held in
¢mmon. People also learn to accept, whether with
discontent or satisfaction, those cumulative larger
changes which take place all the time due to
environmental, economic, political and social pressures.

*ne present generation has witnessed a huge
development in world-wide communication which has
‘Uidamentality affected this process. The human race

as become aware of itself globally. A multiplicity of
~aologies, including religious ones, has been brought
Public attention. It may no longer be taken for
Ranted that an inherited system of belief has a final or
P lute claim to respect. The absurdity of there being
ntany such claims accentuates the absurdity ofeach.

CHARLES WARD

Today we have to rely on our own ideas, based on
personal experience and reflection — not someone
else’s, not some trumped up set of suppositions to
which lip-service is expected and by whose character
or reputation one will be judged. Gone will be the
mental dishonesties and verbal jugglery which all but
the most unsophisticated devotion to a system produces.

Countless millions have drifted away from the
religions in which they were brought up. As children or
young people they gave what Cardinal Newman called
notional assent, then found, when they were older, that
they could not give real assent to the declarations they
were expected to make. That they are all bold spiritual
explorers is implausible. Yetsome are, and world-wide
they may well amount to “a great multitude which no
man could number, from every nation, from all tribes
and peoples and tongues”.

Are we among them? That is to say, are we committed
people, committed to the pursuit of truth, liberty,
happiness, goodwill — to pragmatic expression for the
benefit of all of whatever understanding we have
acquired? We are not of their company if we consider
that the odyssey has ended because we have closed the
door on our former beliefs.

Our links with the past need to be taken seriously. We
are indebted to those who paved the way for our
freedom; even to those who, in the midst ofour captivity,
gave us confidence, hope and inspiration though not
liberation. While it is doubtless excusable and
occasionally effective to poke a little fun, if we can do
no more than denigrate those who still cherish what we
have discarded, we are, I suggest, in asense still captive
— held by hatred if not by respect — to those ideas
from which we boast to have escaped.

Sincerity and practical idealism, however limited in
scope, should always be valued. We also owe a duty to
the rising generation not only to explain with clarity the
dangers of dogmatism from which we are glad to have
fled, but also, if we can, to lay dependable foundations
for a more magnanimous society.

How independent is it possible to be in our thinking?
I recognise ingrained habits of thought in myself and
suspect them in others. Full freedom appears as a goal
rather than as a realisation. Like the apostle Paul —
though no freethinker he — | would say: “Not that |
have already obtained this. .. but I press on”.

I cannot accept that we suddenly become wise,
attaining Enlightenment like Gautama under the bo
tree. We are fortunate if we become progressively less
irrational, less confused and less inconsiderate of the
real difficulties faced by those who have not as yet been
able to agree with us.
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LETTERS

VARIETIES OF ATHEISM

Ted Honderich’'s speech at the annual dinner of the National
Secular Society (reported in the May issue) was a good example
of dogmatic atheism. He referred to “atheist arguments against
the existence of God” having defeated religious arguments for
the existence of God.

Honderich’s interpretation of atheism is akin to a religious
dogma. His religious attitude is illustrated by his trust that there
were “no lurking deists, holding onto some metaphysical idea,
and no pious agnostics, still hedging their bets" inthe congregation.
This doctrinaire variety of atheism reminded me of the parson’s
sermon expressing the hope that there were no recalcitrant
sinners or backsliders in his congregation.

Such exhortations to adhere to an atheist’s catechism rely on
a particular definition of atheism as the denial of the existence of
God. It contrasts with George H. Smith’s definition (in Atheism:
the case against God): “Atheism in its widest sense refers
basically to the absence of a belief in god and need not entail the
denial of god.” This seems a far more rational attitude, and more
appropriate to a free thinker.

Ingersoll expressed itwell in his essay Whyiam an Agnostic.
“Let us be honest with ourselves. In the presence of countless
mysteries; standing beneath the boundless heaven sown with
constellations, knowing that each grain of sand, each leaf, each
blade of grass, asks of every mind the answerless question;
knowing that the simplest thing defies solution; feeling that we
deal with the superficial and the relative, and that we are for ever
eluded by the real, the absolute — let us admit the limitations of
our minds, and let us have the courage and the candour to say:
We do not know.”

Or, as Lao Tzu put it: “To know when one does not know is
best. To think one knows when one does not know is a dire
disease.”

PAUL ROWLANDSON, Londonderry

THE NEED FOR RITUAL

In his interesting and informative article, Ecclesiastes:Atheism
intheBibie (Jur\e), Karl Heath comments that reading Ecclesiastes
gives one “... a sense of that extreme self-consciousness and
egoism which seems sometimes to afflict those, including some
Humanists, who appear to feel naked, vulnerable and exposed
when they have lost the cosy cocoon shelter of the religious
community." He then suggests that “... secular rituals to ease
consciences...” demonstrate one form of this condition.

In the light of our partial understanding of the human psyche
and the apparent deep-rooted and universal human need for
some form of death ritual — exemplified presently in our culture
by the spontaneous ritual that occurs at times of national disaster
(particularly following the Hillsborough tragedy in 1989), which
owes precious little to either religious allegiance or practice —
does he not think this a half-baked and faintly arrogant theory?
In any case, | can assure him that Humanist ceremonies, for
various occasions, usually manage to achieve far more than
merely massaging egos and easing consciences.

NIGEL COLLINS, Ceremonies Co-ordinator, British Humanist
Association, Moreton-in-Marsh, Gloucestershire

NOT FUNNY
Religious satire can be funny, but it can also be desperately
unfunny, and you would have to go a long way to find anything
less funny than the article, Primitive Minds (June), which
apparently needed two persons to concoct.

If the authors can indeed read a book about the fascinating
Ancient Egyptian culture and civilisation and come up with this
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listofsilly sneers they are to be pitied indeed. The only comparison

I can think of is with the early Christian missionaries, who use
to make a point of denigrating the cultures and religions that they
set out to destroy: and that's an uneasy thought, since many
existing “primitive” peoples in Africa, the Americas, and Australia
could equally well have their religion and culture ridiculed by tri|S
sort of “humour”.

The Egyptians had a wonderful civilisation and their religi°uS
symbolism is fascinating and interesting. Their beliefs were no
more irrational, and certainly less dangerous, than, for instance,
the beliefthat peace can be ensured by owning nuclear missiles,
that health can come from cruel experiments on animals, or tha
a moral society can exist in which millions are denied the right'®
have jobs and homes. Perhaps if the Ancient Egyptians could
see ourWestern civilisation they might notenvy our “advantages m
E. M. KARBACZ, West Mersea, Colchester

CONFLICT

Ilam amazed at the ingenuity exhibited by apologists for the myll
of homosexual orientation. But what need is there for ingenio”"®
genetic mechanisms when the simple explanation works? “Gays
are no different from the rest of us, sexual creatures with a tab®
against homosexuality. Between that taboo and the unsettling
knowledge that one is nevertheless capable of, and might (hor@
of horrors) even enjoy, homosexuality there is naturally a confli@*
which different individuals resolve in different ways.

At the one extreme we have the homophobes. What tries®
people are doing infactis trying to exorcise their own homosex"®
potential. Then there are those who make a fetish of “manlines5
and try to sublimate their sexuality by cold baths and outd®er
pursuits. Finally there are the ones who concoct the great a@L
“Itis not outfault”, they say. “We are genetically, or by upbringjnd
oriented differently. You cannot blame us; and, what is more ®
the point, we cannot blame ourselves." David Christmas (Letterj
May) says, “We cannot choose whom we fancy.” Who can? Th®
fact, after all, is the mainspring for a large part of-Qur literary
heritage.

GLYN EMERY, London N1 !, ]

This correspondence is closed. Editor

INDICATIONS

May | suggest that those who wish to know more about th®
discussion before the Belfast City Council decision to allow t®
opening of a Brook Advisory Centre should write to The RiSF
Honourable the Lord Mayor, City Hall, Belfast, for a copy of t®
14 February meeting and the voting roll-call.

They might be surprised to learn that“... the indications wer®
that in cities where such Centres had been provided for the p8s
twenty-five years, there had been no decrease in teenaQ®
pregnancies. There had, however, been a significant increase i
the number of abortions performed on teenage girls.”

DAVE PARRY, Skene, Aberdeenshire

ELEMENTARY

Like other believers in astrology, all that Doris Dean (Letted
June) needs is to read a child’s book on astronomy.

KARL HEATH, Coventry

Eleven Muslim worshippers were arrested at Hyd®
near Manchester, duringa fight over how the most)11
should be run. A fractured skull, several brok®1
arms and head wounds were among the injuf'g
inflicted. Staves, bars and baseball bats were us®
on each other by followers of the Prop!ll
Muhammad (peace be upon him).



EDITORIAL vacancy

The editor of The Freethinker is leaving the post in
December and the publishers are accepting applications

fill the vacancy. Please write to Mr G. N. Deodhekar,
chairman, G. W. Foote & Company, 702 Holloway Road,
London N19 3NL.

obituary

~arag Fouda
The rising world-wide wave ofreligious fanaticism has
caimed another victim. A leading radical and secularist
Intellectual in Egypt, Farag Fouda, was shot in Cairo on
une by members ofJihad, the Muslim fundamentalist
Quanisation which assassinated Anwar Sadat ten years
a8°, and died the next day.
. “°uda was a truly remarkable figure. He was born in
45, became a poet at university, a leader of the
Audent movement against Nasser’s dictatorship in
ﬂ’ “8, and a contributor to the “wall press” by which
Ssenting writings were put on walls all over Egypt
Ing the 1970s. He took a doctorate in agricultural
~onomics, and worked as a university teacher and
“usiness consultant, but he continued his dissident
~jvity. He was well known as a powerful writer and
Naker, and was the author of several newspaper
c’lumns and of several books which criticised the
re*igious and secular authorities in Egypt from a liberal
Point of view and without fear of the consequences. He
R salso well known as a politician, who resigned from
j*c Liberal Party when it made a pact with the Muslim
Motherhood, tried to form a more radical Future Party,
and helped to run several organisations for human
rights and national unity.
He was a secularist in the original sense of wanting
Reparation between religious dogma and social policy,
ut he remained a convinced and learned Muslim,
Rfich made him all the more dangerous to the
uhdamentalists whom he exposed so powerfully and
Publicly. He had received several death threats, but
Ejected police protection, and paid the inevitable
Penalty. Adel Darwish said in The Independent: “Their
r Ofds and ideas were no match for his logic, and they
,Rented to bullets.” Karim Alrawi said in The Guardian:
Ij1'san unforgivable crime that has impoverished the
¢Ves°fall who knew and admired him.” The Egyptian
.Renan Rights Organisation said: “This horrible crime
a"Rtendcd as a message of warning and as a threat to
and >\ cates of human rights and of freedom ofthought
of p. ¢ ’ef.” Few people in this country had even heard
rC(liara8 Fouda, but we should all salute his life and
bo” "M his death, and consider the implications of

NICOLAS WALTER

EVENTS

Brighton and Hove Humanist Group. Summer programme
obtainable from Joan Wimble, Flat 5, 67 St Aubyns, Hove, BN3
2TL, telephone (0273) 733215.

Coventry and Warwickshire Humanist Group. Waverley Day
Centre, 65 Waverley Road, Kenilworth. Monday, 20 July, 7.30
pm. Karl Heath: “Social Humanism" — a New Direction.

Edinburgh Humanist Group. Programme of forum meetings
obtainable from the Secretary, 2 Saville Terrace, Edinburgh,
EH9 3AD, telephone 031-667 8389.

Gay and Lesbian Humanist Association (GALHA). Information
from 34 Spring Lane, Kenilworth, CV8 2HD, telephone 0926
58450. Monthly meetings (second Friday, 7.30 pm) at Conway
Hall, Red Lion Square, London WC1.

Glasgow Humanist Society. Information regarding meetings
and other activities is obtainable from Mrs Marguerite Morrow,
32 Pollock Road, Glasgow, G61 2NJ, telephone 041-942 0129.

Havering and District Humanist Society. Harold Wood Social
Centre, Gubbins Lane and Squirrels Heath Road, Romford.
Tuesday. 4 August, 8 pm. Dr Michael Kehr: General Practice in
England, Past and Present.

Norwich Humanist Group. Thursday, 16 July, an informal
meeting. Details from Philip Howell, telephone (0603) 427843.

Preston and District Humanist Group. Information regarding
meetings and other activities is obtainable from Georgina
Coupland, telephone (0772) 79829.

Freethinker Fund

The generosity of its readers and writers keeps The
Freethinker on a sound financial footing. Once again
the Fund has reached an excellent total. Warm
appreciation isexpressed to all who have sent donations
this year, including the latest list of contributors.

P. Brown and C. Hole, £1 each; W. H. Simcock,
£1.50; J. M. Cowley, S. Donald and M. E. Nottingham,

£2 each; R. W. McCoy, £3; E. J. Willis, £4.40;
Anonymous, N. G. Bagulay, J. A. Blackmore, A. Burton,

J. M. Cardy, I. C. Chandler, £3; R. Downes, F. N. Fish,
J. F. Glenister, D. Godin, K. C. Grierson, R. E. Ison, B.
N. Kirby, P. J. Lee, E. J. Little, E. J. McCann, S. D.
McDonald, H. Madoc-Jones, H. L. Millard, M. Mordew,
M. Rees, R. Rowlandson, J. A. Stratford, D. A.
Thompson, N. S. Thompson, R. J. M. Tolhurst, H. J.
Wagerfield, R. W. Walker, C. Williams, D. Wright and
H. Yates, £5 each; D. Harper, A. Negus and S. M.
Williams,£10each; W. H. Sefton,£15; D. M. Edwards
and In Memory of G. Spiers, £20 each; Anonymous,
£50; S. Dahlby, $30.
Total for May: £306. 90 and $30.



Conjuring “the Root of all

A retired Indian businessman who now devotes his life
to debunking “miracles” recently visited London and
demonstrated the tricks of the charlatans’ trade. His
good work will be applauded by many, including
Christian missionary societies which still send
proselytisers abroad to convert followers of false gods
to the true gospel of Jesus Christ. But they will be less
enthusiastic about the magician, Paul Daniels, who
debunks all religion, including Christianity, with
considerable verve.

“Jesus was nothing more than a magician, just like
me,” Mr Daniels told a Sunday newspaper.

(continuedfrom front page)

“Anybody who argues that the law should be used for
such protection has aduty to explain why such protection
is not deemed necessary in other areas of economic
activity.

“On Sunday, afterall, it is possible to place atelephone
call, take a train, eat in a restaurant and go to hospital.
Journalists spend their Sundays writing the newspapers
that people read on Monday; television reporters
compile the news bulletins that people watch on Sunday
evenings. People work on Sunday in factories, down
mines, on farms, in sewage works, at tourist attractions.
Why does the law treat all these activities differently
from retailing?

“What about the need to keep Sunday special? 1
suspect that most people in Britain, seeing a picture of
the streets of down-town Tokyo jammed with Sunday
shoppers, would recognise that as a thing they don’t
want the British Sunday to become. But would Britain
go the way of Japan? Go to any Scottish city on a
Sunday, and it is almost as quiet as in the days of my
childhood...

“If most people believe that the best way to keep

Sunday special is to stay at home and not to shop, then
few shops will find it profitable to open on Sundays. If
most people want to shop on Sundays, then the law
should not stand in their way.
v ¢ The Auld Committee argued that the law should not
interfere in the conduct of human affairs unless it
serves ajustifiable purpose in doing so. In this case, it
serves none.”

The law has become more confused by a Law Lords’
decision on 25 June. Itenables local councils to prosecute
Sunday traders without risking large compensatory
payments should the European Court eventually rule
against the Shops Act 1950. The Shopping Hours
Reform Council says the Law Lords’ ruling makes it
vital that the Governrpent reforms “atotally discredited
and unpopular law.”!

112

Religion”

“Conjuring, what | do for a living, is the root of
religion. The Old Testament tells how Moses threw
down his stick and it became a snake. That is still
documented trick in the Middle East. There is acertanl
kind of snake which if you put on its back g°eS
absolutely rigid and looks like a stick.”

Paul Daniels says that myths are created even todaY'
People believe because they want to believe.

“People come up to me and describe tricks I anl
supposed to have done that | know | never did. Tha)
insist they were there. Ifthey do that with me, it’s veO
likely they did it in ancient times.”

As a youth, Paul Daniels went through what he
describes as “the brainwashing ofreligion”. He becatfWW
a Methodist at the age of 13 and a lay preacher in h|S
early twenties. But doubts began to creep in, particularly
after he went on a trip to Egypt.

He recalls: “I was horrified to learn that the virgn
birth ofJesus Christ was not unique. Kings and Pharaoh*
of ancient Egypt were all given virgin births ana
deified. “Just like your Jesus Christ’, an Egyptill
historian told me.”

Paul Daniels now describes himselfas an atheist. »
philosophy for living is simply “do what the hell j
like so long as you don’t hurt anybody”.

Versatile Soap Seized

West Sussex trading standards investigators have seizeﬁ
two hundred bars of soap which arrived at Gatwid>
Airport from West Africa. Peter Green, head of tradii??
standards in the county, said the soap was bcinl
examined to ensure that it complied with safe*
regulations.

“We are concerned about the safety of the ingredient
and possible metal contamination”, he explained.

“The packaging made a plethora of wild claiut
about the soap,” he explained.

Alleged benefits from using the soap inclu®
protection from witchcraft, demons, poisons, satan|C
assaults and nightmares. It is also recommended as 3
cure for madness.

Belief in God amongst the people of the form”
German Federal Republic is declining to a mark”
extent. In 1967, 68 per cent of the populatiQl
professed themselves to be believers. The figure
now down to 56 per cent. This fact has emerged fr<®
a comparison of two polls conducted by the EnH'1
Institute in Bielefeld. Only 33 per cent believe id”
physical_resurrection of Jesus,(down by sixper .J
on the 1967 figure) and 22 per cent in the virE
birth (down by 14 per cent).
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