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Geoff Kirby’s talk is a fascinating romp through 5,000 years 
of toilet history. It starts with the Neolithic flushed toilets in

Poo, Porcelain & Palaces 
Saturday 10th December, 2pm at Moordown Community Centre

the Orkney Isles, to the sophisticated Minoan and Roman latrines, the 
inventions of Thomas Crapper and the widespread use of maize corn cobs 
before the invention of toilet paper which was comfortingly advertised as 
‘guaranteed splinter free’. The story finally takes us into space with the 
zero gravity contraptions used in the International Space Station.

Geoff Kirby is a member of Dorset Humanists and this is his third talk for 
us. Geoff joined the Civil Service in 1960 as a scientist and took early 
retirement in 1993 after which he worked as a part-time consulting 
scientist until deciding to fully retire in 2005 in order to study for an Open 
University degree in Environmental Sciences. He has since had a very

An incredible history of sanitation from 
neolithic to modern times

enjoyable and busy retirement writing nine books on a wide range of topics. When aged 82 he 
had his 18-inch ponytail cut off thereby raising over £800 for Motor Neurone Disease 
Association charity.

This light-hearted end-of-year 
event will include mince pies, 
mulled wine, and seasonal songs 
from the Dorset Humanists 
Hawkridge Singers. 

Please bring extra cash if you 
would like to donate to our 
Annual Appeal in support of a 
local food bank. Appeal ends at 
the end of December. 

mailto:chairman@dorsethumanists.co.uk
https://dorset.humanist.org.uk/wp/
https://www.meetup.com/Dorset-Humanists/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/dorsethumanists/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/dorsethumanists/
https://twitter.com/dorsethumanists
https://twitter.com/dorsethumanists
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Dates for your diary
Thursday 8th

December 7.30pm

Moon in 

the Square

Pub social until late. Friendly chat. Food available. Hosted by 

Lyn Glass. 

Saturday 10th

December 2pm

Moordown Geoff Kirby’s unmissable talk on the history of sanitation from 

Neolithic to modern times. Plus seasonal songs and mince pies. 

Tuesday 13th

December 7.00pm

Marsham 

Court

Festive dinner. Contact Sandra Lucie-Smith on 07779 769108 

for any further information. 

Saturday 14th

January  2pm

Moordown Mary Anning. Talk by Dean Robertson. 

Wednesday 25th

January 7.30pm

tbc Debate on immigration. Cathy Silman, Daniel Dancey, Aaron 

Darkwood, David Warden 

Saturday 11th

February 1.15pm

tbc Darwin Day with Emeritus Professor Richard Norman: “Can 

Humanist Ethics produce a political programme?”

Plus social events and more walks which will be announced on Dorset Humanists Meetup. Please 

check all events nearer the time in case of any venue changes. We respectfully ask you to take all 

reasonable precautions to ensure that you do not spread infection to others at our events. If in 

doubt, please stay at home. Videos are usually available later on YouTube.

Saturday 14th January 2023 – Moordown Community Centre, 21 Coronation Avenue, BH9 1TW

Mary Anning: The 
Fossil Finder 
A talk by Dean Robertson

Mary Anning (1799 – 1847) was a fossil collector, 
dealer, and palaeontologist who became known 
around the world for the discoveries she made in the 
marine fossil beds in the cliffs at Lyme Regis. Her 
findings contributed to changes in scientific thinking 
about prehistoric life and the history of the Earth and 
her discoveries included, when she was just twelve 
years old, the first correctly identified 
ichthyosaur skeleton.

As a woman, Anning was not 
eligible to join the Geological 
Society of London and she did 
not always receive full credit for 
her scientific contributions. 
Despite this, she became well 
known in geological circles in 
Britain, Europe, and America. 
Dean, a member of our 
committee, will tell the 
fascinating story of Mary 
Anning’s life. 
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‘In a representative body actually 
deliberating, the minority must of course be 
overruled; and in an equal democracy, the 

majority of the people, through their 
representatives, will outvote and prevail 

over the minority and their representatives. 
But does it follow that the minority should 

have no representatives at all? ... Is it 
necessary that the minority should not even 

be heard? Nothing but habit and old 
association can reconcile any reasonable 

being to the needless injustice.’ 

The Case for Proportional 
Representation
Twenty-nine people attended Paul Entwistle’s informative talk 
on Proportional Representation. A show of hands indicated that 
almost everyone was in favour of PR and a small number of 
people had changed their view as a result of Paul’s talk. This is 
an edited summary of some of Paul’s key points. 

Before we start, I’d like to declare an
agenda. I am one of those whose
Parliamentary vote has counted for nothing
for the whole of my life, and I’ve been
voting consistently for half a century. There
is no country in the world, however mean or
vile, who could have given my votes less
attention. There are millions like me. I am
optimistic enough to hope that this is not
the end of the story, and that a more
inclusive system is available to us.

I first started taking this issue seriously at
the time of the Alternative Vote referendum
in 2011. I thought that the level of debate,
generally, was abysmal and there was no
visible thought leadership on the pros and
cons of any change. I had of course missed
some of the excellent analysis available
from the Electoral Reform Society, but I’m
afraid that they hide their light under a
bushel and no-one else had seen their work
either. I am not going to spend any more
time on the Alternative Vote system,
because it does not approximate to PR and
it is not a mainstream voting system across
the world, although it does have advantages
over FPTP.

I propose to show that our current system is
riddled with unfairness, and that it does not
meet the minimum criteria for a full
democracy which is fit for purpose.

Voting Systems

There is a very wide range of voting systems
across the world. There are 193 countries in
the UN. 44 of them use 

The case for 
proportional 
representation was 
made by John Stuart 
Mill in his 1861 essay 
Considerations on 
Representative 
Government: 

Paul 
recommended 
this booklet –
published by the 
Electoral Reform 
Society. 
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‘plurality voting’ which is broadly similar to
First Past the Post (FPTP). Nearly all of these
had some prior or colonial connection with
the UK. About 80 countries use some form
of PR. Many countries use dual systems –
typically FPTP to elect a President, and a
form of PR to have a proportional assembly.

So what is PR?

It’s an electoral system under which
geographical and political subgroups or
parties in an electorate are reflected
proportionately in the elected body. All
votes contribute to the result. There are two
key types: Party-list PR is the most
widespread, and leaves more control with
parties or officials in that they select the
candidates beforehand. This system is used
by the European Parliament, the Scottish
Parliament, the Welsh Senedd and the
London Assembly. With the single
transferable vote (STV), voters choose their
own preferred candidates from a full list
which, of course, also shows the party
allegiance of the candidates. ‘Unused votes’
are transferable to the voter’s next ranked
preference, with the least popular candidate
eliminated at each stage. The more seats in
the constituency, the more proportional the
outcome. The process reduces wasted votes
and reallocates surplus votes, and a large
proportion of voters get to elect someone
they want. Experts say that the optimal
constituency sizes are around 5 to 9 seats,
so we can easily envisage most of our
counties or large towns falling into this
category.

We all know that MPs, once elected, are
supposed to represent and serve ALL their
constituents. But anyone who has tested
this will confirm that the nature of this
support is quite partial for voters from other
parties. For example, I was unable to
arrange a meeting with my local MP to
discuss PR, or indeed a whole range of
issues on different occasions.

Under PR, Surrey would have returned four non-
Conservative MPs. Under FPTP, 46% of voters 

were effectively ignored.  

How effective is our democracy?

Where are we ranked in the world? The
Economist Intelligence Unit ranks all the
countries from which it can get reasonable
data. The UK is towards the bottom of the
‘Full Democracy’ category, and I note in
passing that the U.S., another notorious
FPTP practitioner is well below us. Recent
events in the UK have seen the resuscitation
of two Tory governments without voter
involvement, with at least one completely
throwing aside their 2019 mandate. I will be
fascinated to see if we are still a Full
Democracy in the next rankings!

My personal criterion for judging democracy
is not one person, one vote, but that each
voter has an equal chance to influence the
outcome of an election. I’m pleased that
Mill agrees! I think anyone who continues to
support the current system can surely be
challenged to explain exactly in what way
Mill is wrong!
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Here is a summary of the 2019 election. We
see here the parties, what proportion of
votes they got, and what % of seats. I want
to highlight four things:

1. The Conservative vote is miraculously 
increased by nearly 30% (44% x 1.28 = 
56%) when turned into seats, purely due 
to the distribution of votes in each 
constituency. This little gift from the 
gods is called the ‘Winners Premium’.

2. If you look down the final column, you 
can see that the Lib Dems and Greens 
have generously provided this premium 
at direct cost to themselves, by 
sacrificing about 90% of their votes in 
each case. These – effectively though 
not actually – cancelled votes go straight 
in the bin. One of them is mine.

3. The SNP have also benefited, since they 
have critical mass and all vote in one 
region.

4. To add insult to injury, you can see that 
the SNP get around a third of the vote 
share of the Lib Dems, but in spite of 
that they get nearly 4 times the number 
of seats. The random nature of our 
voting system has given SNP voters 16 x 
the bang for their buck as the more 
evenly spread Lib Dems. This is writing 
off a party who takes one ninth of all the 
votes in the country. How can anyone 
justify that? With PR of course most of 
these anomalies just disappear.

The graph below shows the votes needed to 
elect one MP. The three high bars on the left

are the Greens, Brexit party and Lib Dems,
who all need hundreds of thousands of
votes per MP. By contrast, the SNP need
twenty-six thousand. The bottom seven
parties all look pretty similar on this scale,
but in 2019 the Labour party needed 1½
times the Tory vote for one MP. Would you
be happy with that? For many of you, I
would say were you happy with that? PR is
specifically intended to remove these
anomalies, so there would be no issue. The
worst example (just) of disenfranchisement
in recent history was the 12.5% vote for
UKIP in 2015, which earned them just the
one MP they already had. Great! Say some.
How brilliant is our system which keeps
these rotters out of Parliament! At the risk
of being boring, I remind you that UKIP was
a perfectly legal party.

Maurice Duverger, a French sociologist who
studied FPTP systems in the 1950s and 60s
found that such systems trend towards two
parties whilst other parties become
powerless. The UK and US are exemplars
(though SNP and others complicate the
story). How can we embrace the vitality or
fervour of new parties when they are
serially crushed by our system?

More arguments for PR

There were 32m votes in 2019. The Electoral
Reform Society breaks them down into
three categories: Decisive, Non-Elected, and
Surplus. In the 2019 election, only 29% of
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votes were decisive which means that 71%
of votes did not contribute to the result.
Under PR, this would not be an issue.
Participation in the 2019 election was 67.3%
of the electorate. Surely if votes count and
are seen to count, more voters will turn out.
The ten smallest winning votes in 2019 vary
from 32% to 37%. In other words, 68% to
63% of voters did not want this result! With
PR, this would be almost certainly
impossible.

I expect we all know people who say they
will vote tactically, to elect or keep out a
particular party. Polls established that 32%
planned this (though it’s impossible to
determine actuals). This obviously distorts
the voting. Voters don’t pursue their first
choice which distorts national results. This
would be mostly unnecessary under PR.
Seats also have low party turnover: on
average, they change party every 42 years.
Marginal seats range from about 10% to
18% of all seats. This leads to complacency
in safe seats. No need for hustings and
democratic process. Effort and spend is
focused on marginal seats. Overspend fines
are common and the richest may win. 80-
90% voters are locked out of meaningful
influence whereas with PR, all voters must
be courted equally.

Women are predicted to do much better
under PR. We have seat-blocking by (mostly)
men in safe seats. Under STV, we are more
likely to achieve greater equality and
balance in the House, whatever proportion
of women MPs that ultimately implies. I
expect everyone knows what
gerrymandering is, but in short it means
manipulation of electoral boundaries to
distort a result in your favour. This should
not be too much of an issue in the UK right
now because we have an independent
commission to update boundaries, but we
might note these two points: Such manipul-
ation can never be much of an issue under
PR, and our system creates its own
unwitting gerrymandering. For example,

I gather that Labour must get significantly
more votes than the Tories to achieve a
majority. The reverse was true in the Blair
years, so it seems we cannot even get our
biases to be consistent!

Arguments against PR

FPTP is simpler, but surely we can handle
the complexity of PR. PR could be more
expensive but there might be online
options. Local representation/constituency
links might diminish but looking at the
Surrey example, not by much. Accountability
is better under FPTP but STV is OK. FPTP is
said to produce ‘strong government’ (some
might say arrogant, complacent,
unrestrained) but it’s always elected by a
minority of voters. It might improve
governance, but it’s not democracy and it’s
liked by despots. PR has the potential of a
coalition disadvantage and it compromises
manifestos which may further disaffect
voters. Minor parties may have the balance
of power but normally there is a threshold
3-5%. It can’t be worse than the sordid DUP
deal. The UK is too confrontational in
Parliament and its legal system. Its horizons
are too short-term for effective planning in
health, infrastructure, and education. We
could benefit from the art of negotiation
and compromise. Negative examples of PR
such as Israel and Italy are not typical of
Northern Europe. PR is nearer the ‘Will of
the People’.

Conclusions

FPTP denies the essence of democracy.
Issues with PR can be managed. FPTP
crushes new blood, disenfranchises
minorities, is easy to manipulate, governs by
see-saw and creates disaffection with
politics. We need deliberation,
collaboration, negotiation, compromise,
consensus and a steadier long-term
perspective. We need vibrancy, not the sad
picture we currently see. Please join me in
making this happen!
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Letters & 
Emails
It’s your column…

From Susan Bryson and Cathy Silman

In the November edition of the bulletin, David 
Warden put forward the view that the only 
yardstick for a humanist policy is ‘whether it 
contributes to the building of a good society 
in which everyone can flourish’.  We suggest 
by ‘everyone’ he means those of us lucky 
enough to have been born with a blue 
passport in our mouths.  No account seems to 
have been made of the fact that Humanists 
have signed up to the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights. These are not only for Humans 
born in the Western world.

Legal immigration through EU channels has 
now been lost along with the labour that 
fuelled so much of our economy.  As a 
wealthy nation are we not obligated to be 
responsible for our past, present and future 
actions?  By encouraging skilled labour into 
Britain, we tempt many of the most educated 
away from areas that so need their skills; 
technological, medical, diplomatic and 
economic.  At the moment we lack labour at 
all levels, so let us allow desperate refugees 
to work here (as Ukrainians can) whilst their 
claims are being processed.

We find the issue of national identity 
problematic: immigration is always going to 
be with us, and we should be able to treat 
desperate people with compassion . The 
present crisis has shown how lacking we are 
in this area, together with a total lack of 
planning, competence and control. Of course, 
immigration brings huge challenges, but it 
also brings huge benefits. Society is an 
organic entity, changing with new technology, 
politics, and the economic situation; we need 
to welcome different cultures, who provide 
the diversity that is necessary to a flourishing

modern Britain. A national identity has to 
incorporate different beliefs from other 
cultures. To think of ‘fish & chips’ as a British 
identity is fine, but what about Indian, 
Chinese and Thai cuisine? It’s a multi-cultural 
melting pot, and we’re all the richer for it.

Brexit has damaged our relationship with the 
EU.  In all probability it has damaged the ease 
with which other countries join with us to 
solve the problem of organised criminals 
profiting from the fact there are no safe and 
easy ways for refugees to enter our country.  
Can we set ourselves the challenge of 
creating safe routes to this country whilst we 
focus on joining with the EU and wider 
international community in a serious attempt 
to stop the criminal gangs?  Investment in this 
is vital. Corruption, famine, severe weather 
and inhumane regimes across the world make 
life intolerable for so many, inevitably causing 
mass migration.  So should we not plan as 
Humanists across the world how to deal with 
it in a humane manner, realising this will to be 
advantage of the whole world?

From Jeremy May 

Mixed feelings about Roger Mann's talk last 
night [The Great Reset]. Too broad a canvas 
undertaken by him, no recognition of 
population growth – world population has 
quadrupled since 1950 and annual global 
growth rate still averages over 2% (vs. 0.35% 
in Britain) in most third world nations – as a 
critical factor imperilling future global 
prosperity and social well-being (the Google 
entry 'population matters' well worth a quick 
look in this context). His all too frequent 
resort to overblown buzzword terminology 
(e.g. 'resource management infrastructure 
development' – fancy trying to write a pop 
song called that?) was an impediment to 
effective appreciation of his overall 
message. But on balance, still glad I came. 
Many thanks therefore for inviting him to give 
this highly informative talk. At least most of 
us who were there now have slightly more 
than the faintest clue/idea what economic 
'resetting' denotes. Keep up the great work!



View from the Chair
David Warden

Chairman of Dorset Humanists

I
n his talk for us in November, Paul Entwistle made a compelling case against the 

unfairness of ‘first past the post’ and the corresponding fairness of proportional 

representation. As the Electoral Reform Society booklet points out, FPTP 

manufactures a majority for one party at the expense of voters’ choices (Voters

Left Voiceless: The 2019 General Election by Garland et al). In 2019, the Conservatives 

increased their vote share by just 1.3 per cent from the 2017 disaster for Theresa May, but 

this tiny increment was enough to deliver a thumping majority for Boris Johnson. I don’t 

agree, however, with the Electoral Reform Society’s claim that ‘22 million votes were 

ignored because they went to unelected candidates’. The strongest recent evidence against 

this way of looking at FPTP is the influence of UKIP on David Cameron’s decision to offer 

the country an in-out referendum on EU membership, despite the fact that UKIP never 

managed to return a single MP to the House of Commons (apart from Tory defectors like 

Douglas Carswell). Likewise, despite the fact that the Green Party has only managed to 

get Caroline Lucas into the House of Commons, the UK government under Theresa May 

was the first major economy to pass a ‘net zero by 2050’ emissions law. Democracy is not 

just about getting bums on seats in the House of Commons. And arguably, the aim of an 

election is to elect a majority that can form a government, not to create a proportional 

rainbow of every political party in the UK. Few readers of this bulletin will be fans of 

Peter Hitchens, Christopher Hitchens’s lugubrious brother, but he pointed out in a recent 

interview that our two biggest parties are de facto coalitions. The advantage with FPTP is 

that these coalitions are in place before elections, rather than having to be cobbled together 

by messy horse trading after elections. On this argument, PR could create more political 

instability than we have seen in recent years. 

Maybe the real question we need to address is why government appears so powerless to 

effect necessary change. Millions of people voted for Brexit to bring governance fully back 

under the control of the UK Parliament, but have those powers simply been outsourced 

internally? For example, we complain about the NHS and every hapless and ineffective 

health secretary, but the person actually in charge of the NHS is Amanda Pritchard who is 

paid £260,000 a year. She is supposed to be accountable to Parliament, but to what extent 

do our elected representatives have any say on how £130 billion of public money is spent? 

Maybe the ruling elite is simply determined to circumvent democracy. No wonder we get 

populist revolts in return. 

Meanwhile, our thoughts this winter should be with the people of Ukraine and elsewhere 

where living conditions are bleak. We can do our bit locally by giving generously to our 

own appeal to support Help for Food. Thank you for your generosity so far and please 

remember that the appeal closes at the end of December. I hope to see you at one or more 

of our December events. With my best wishes, 


