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Saturday 14th May 2.00pm Moordown Community Centre, Coronation Ave, BH9 1TW

Introducing our four panel members…

Sergiy Machulin was born in the Soviet Union and he graduated from the 
Crimean State Agricultural University. He moved to the UK in 1999 and he 
qualified as a Chartered Certified Accountant. He run marathons and he assists 
with Junior Park runs in Bournemouth. 

Tama Merdaci – also known as Sister Tama – was born in Ireland and raised as a 
Roman Catholic. She moved to the UK and discovered Islam in 1995. She is 
married and has five daughters. Among her many roles and activities, she is one 
of the chaplains at Bournemouth University and she does a huge amount of 
relief work for refugees. 

Neil Grant is a former member of Dorset Humanists committee and the 
convenor of Café Philo – a philosophical discussion group which he founded in 
Madrid 15 years ago. Neil spent 25 years living and working in France, Spain, 
Portugal and Germany, giving him an international outlook when it comes to 
world affairs. He directly witnessed the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and he 
made friends with victims of Stasi oppression. These events were instrumental 
in moulding his views of east/west relations. 

Aaron Darkwood served in the Cold War reserve forces of the Territorial Army 
and Royal Observer Corps and he has a keen interest in military affairs and 
politics – both in the UK and globally. He was our Humanist of the Year in 2017 
and he is a writer and design editor for Humanistically Speaking magazine.

Question Time 
A panel discussion about the Ukraine conflict chaired by 
David Warden. Our four panellists will lead the discussion but 
we will also invite contributions from the floor.  Time 
permitting, we may also debate other topics in the news.

Is there a humanist view on the war? Some humanists may think the West is 
to blame whilst others may believe that blame lies squarely with Russian 
imperialism. How can the war be ended? Come along and have your say. 
Questions can be submitted via Meetup. Click the flag above. 

Click flag 
to RSVP 

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
https://www.meetup.com/Dorset-Humanists/events/285387780/
https://www.meetup.com/Dorset-Humanists/events/285387780/
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Dates for your diary
Wednesday 25th

May 7.30pm

Elstead Can we solve the problem of homelessness? Our guest speaker is 

Kate Parker who leads the Advice and Support Service at Dorset 

Shelter. Kate will talk about the problem of homelessness and 

what systemic changes she advocates.

Saturday 11th

June 2.00pm

Moordown Life Stages: Making meaningful changes in your life at any age 

Our guest speaker is Lorien Holiday who is a certified coach and 

wellbeing expert. 

Wednesday 

22nd June 

7.30pm

Elstead Should recreational drugs be decriminalised? Our guest speaker is 

John Coss from Greater Manchester Humanists. 

Plus social events and 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.

Seven Bizarre Moons
Forty people came along to our April event at 
the Elstead Hotel to hear astronomer Bob 
Mizon entertain us with weird information 
about seven moons in the solar system. 

A moon is a natural object which orbits a 
planet or asteroid. There are more than two 
hundred of them in the solar system. 
Ganymede and Titan are bigger than the 
planet Mercury and our Moon is about the 
fifth or sixth largest such object. 

Bob Mizon and David Warden. Photo montage by Aaron. 

1. Miranda goes round Uranus. Its extreme and varied topography, with 12-mile high cliffs, 
may have been the result of a collision breaking it into several pieces which subsequently 
re-accreted.  

2. Phobos, one of two moons orbiting Mars, is shaped like a potato and just 27km across. 
Moons do not have to be round!

3. Io orbiting Jupiter is a bit bigger than our Moon. It’s volcanic, mostly sulphur, and has the 
appearance of a four-cheese pizza with olives and tomatoes!

4. Enceladus is one of Saturn’s seventy moons. It’s black, icy, and it produces geysers of ice 
and steam. 

5. Methone, just 3km across, is another of Saturn’s moons. It’s egg-shaped and its surface is 
probably made from rubble which gives it a smooth, craterless appearance.  

6. Proteus, Neptune’s second largest moon and only discovered in 1989 by Voyager 2, is the 
blackest object in the solar system – hence never seen by a telescope from Earth. 

7. Our Moon. The Russians were the first to land a spacecraft on it – Luna 9 in 1966. Neil 
Armstrong’s footprint was probably blown away when the astronauts blasted off from the 
surface and the US flag must by now be bleached white by the Sun’s X-rays and UVA. 
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Secularism is for 
everyone
Thirty people attended our April event at 
Moordown Community Centre, including two 
ordained Anglicans and a former pastor of an 
evangelical church, to hear Megan Manson 
explain that secularism is for everyone –
including the religious. 

Megan is Head of Policy and Research at the  
National Secular Society. She was raised as a 
Catholic but became interested in Paganism, 
partly after a trip to Japan. She runs a Pagan 
group in Gravesend. She joined the North Kent 
Interfaith Group because she wanted 
Paganism to get equal respect alongside other 
religions. But she found that some religions get 
more privileges than others. She then 
discovered the National Secular Society and 
the concept of secularism made sense to her. 

This is a shortened and edited version of 
Megan’s talk. You will be able to listen to the 
full version on our YouTube channel. 

The National Secular Society used to be an 
atheist organisation but it has moved away 
from that now. Some members, and some 
members of our council, are from religious 
backgrounds. We spend a considerable 
amount of our resources upholding the 
human rights of people from faith 
communities. 

What is secularism?

Secularism is not the same as atheism, it’s not 
the same as humanism, and it’s not anti-
religion. Secularism is: 

“The separation of religion and state and 
equal respect for everyone's human rights, 

so no one is either advantaged or 
disadvantaged 

because of their beliefs.”

Secularist organisations in the US often have 
religious involvement. The former chief 
executive of Americans United for Separation 
of Church and State is an ordained minister. 

David Warden and Megan Manson 
Photo by Aaron

Secularism is ultimately about human rights 
and ensuring that religion doesn’t undermine 
human rights. It includes freedom of religion 
and belief. 

Is the UK a secular state? 

The head of state, the monarch, must be a 
confirmed CofE member. Catholics are 
explicitly forbidden. He or she must swear to 
maintain the CofE. The UK is the only 
democracy to have such an explicitly Christian 
ceremony for its head of state's accession, 
with the monarch pledging to maintain the 
‘laws of God’. It also has sectarian anti-
Catholic overtones. 

With its 26 reserved places for bishops in the 
House of Lords, the CofE has privileged access 
to corridors of power which has been wielded 
in recent debates on assisted dying and 
abortion. Only one other country has clerics 
appointed in its legislature – Iran. The bishops 
don’t represent all religions and they don’t 
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The National Secular Society’s Secular Charter is founded on the concept of universal human rights.  

represent more liberal Anglican viewpoints. 

We have Anglican prayers in Parliament. Every 
sitting in House of Commons and House of 
Lords begins with prayers. Scotland is a bit 
more inclusive with a multifaith ‘time for 
reflection’.

So the problem here is that Christianity and 
especially the CofE is privileged at the state 
level even though Anglicanism is declining. 
This has the effect of making non-Anglicans 
not quite British, not quite being a full citizen. 
So the UK is not a true secular state. 

Why do people object to faith 
schools?

One third of state-funded schools are 
religious (‘faith schools’). Faith schools were 
established by 1944 Education Act. Most are 
CofE but some are Catholic and there is a very 
small number of Muslim and Jewish schools. 
Most faith schools can discriminate against 
children and their families on the basis of 

their parents’ religion or belief in admissions. 
For example, if a school is oversubscribed 
they can prioritize children who go to a local 
church. There are exemptions in the Equality 
Act to enable this discrimination. This is 
beginning to impact more and more on 
people of minority faiths. 

“This is an issue that has been ongoing for 
decades - it's never been addressed. If an 

admission policy stops people from a certain 
community - from a certain race or faith -

from getting into the schools in their locale, 
then it's up to Liverpool City Council to tackle 

and change that.“ Dr Amina Elmi, Granby 
Somali Women's Group, March 2022. 

Councils, unfortunately, are quite powerless 
to do anything about this situation. 

Dorset is particularly restrictive. 60% of all 
schools are faith schools, including 66% of 
primary schools. Dorset is the 5th worst in 
the UK for lack of choice. 
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Children attending a school with a particular 
faith ethos can feel alienated and left out if 
they do not share that faith ethos. All state 
schools must hold daily acts of ‘mainly 
Christian’ collective worship. This means all 
state schools – not just faith schools. We are 
the only Western democracy to mandate 
prayer in schools. Many other western 
democracies ban them. Many schools ignore 
the law, but recently the Department for 
Education confirmed that schools should 
uphold this duty. Children from minority 
religions end up being withdrawn from these 
assemblies and separated from their peers. 

Blasphemy and freedom of expression

When were our blasphemy laws repealed? In 
England & Wales it was 2008. In Scotland 
2019. And in Northern Ireland… they’re still 
there! While it’s true they aren’t really used 
there’s always the potential that they could 
be. And furthermore, the existence of 
blasphemy laws makes it much harder for us 
to campaign against blasphemy laws in other 
countries where they really are used to 
devastating effect. 

We recently campaigned against Scotland’s 
Hate Crime Bill which threatened to 
criminalise ‘threatening or abusive speech’ or 
speech ‘likely to stir up hatred’ about religion 
or belief. This is so open to interpretation – it 
could apply to just a strong criticism of 
religion or belief. We were contacted by the 
Christian Institute who were also very worried 
about this. We’re not natural allies of the 
Christian Institute but on this issue we were 
united. So we teamed up with the CI, the 
Network of Sikh Organisations and many 
others to campaign against the bill. We  
formed the Free to Disagree campaign and 
we secured some amendments to the Hate 
Crime Bill which specifically allowed more 
freedom of expression so that you can still 
criticise and ridicule religion or belief without 
fear of being prosecuted – but we’re not too 
sure how it’s going to work. 

Independent and illegal schools

The National Secular Society is not opposed

to independent faith schools, but we do think 
they need to give adequate education and 
safeguard children. These are basic human 
rights issues. Around half of independent 
faith schools inspected by Ofsted are failing. 
And this is often related to the fundamental 
religious ethos of these schools. This includes 
Islamic schools with extremist texts, Jewish 
schools with a poor secular curriculum, poor 
safeguarding, corporal punishment, no sex 
education, refusing to teach about LGBT+ 
issues, and unfair treatment of girls. 

An even worse problem is illegal unregistered 
schools in religious communities, sometimes 
deliberately so in order to evade inspection. 
Izzy Posen was raised in an ultra-religious 
Charedi unregistered school. He told his story 
at the Secularism 2019 conference. There was 
no safeguarding, children were hit with sticks, 
and there was no secular education. He didn’t 
learn any English at all until age 15 when he 
left the community. Groups like Mavar and 
GesherEU help such people. 

Other issues

Megan also spoke about marriage laws 
(which are a complete mess for different 
religions and non-religious communities) and  
caste discrimination (which is not outlawed 
by the Equality Act, possibly due to high-caste 
lobbying, and yet there is evidence of caste-
based discrimination in the UK and there may 
be as many as 500,000 Dalits living here). 

Conversion therapy for LGBT people is 
another live issue. State-funded faith schools 
may tell children that being LGBT is sinful and 
disordered. Is it any wonder that some of 
these children then seek ‘conversion therapy’ 
from (tax-exempt) religious charities. 

Megan also spoke about sexual abuse of 
children in religious settings and the fact that 
they are often not taught about consent. She 
also spoke about ritual genital cutting of both 
female and male children. All forms of FGM 
are rightly prohibited but all forms of male 
circumcision are legal and unregulated. This is 
fundamentally an issue of a child’s religious 
freedom and bodily autonomy. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iq66V_H5JaM
https://mavar.org.uk/who-we-are/
https://geshereu.org.uk/
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Letters & 
Emails
It’s your column…

From Aaron Darkwood

Equality and accessibility are core 
components in humanism, I feel, yet this 
year's LGBT Pride in Bournemouth is ring-
fencing the area in Meyrick Park and charging 
adults £20, and even 14-17 year olds £5, to 
enter. We have truly come full circle in my 
lifetime of being a dirty, hidden-out-of-view 
secret, to being fully on display and integrated 
with everyone, to being pushed out of the 
town centre (by Pride committee choice) and 
hidden out of sight behind pay wall barriers. 
What a great shame this is. 

Bournemouth Pride, has for many years, been 
a coming together of the LGBT community 
and townsfolk including straight allies, 
visitors, holiday makers and workers, who all 
celebrate once a year in a lively town centre 
festival of colour, music and outrageous 
costume. Now it's a quick dash from the 
Triangle to the Park, and then everything 
taking place away from the very people it is 
surely trying to integrate with. 

‘Sexuality embracing’ can now only take place 
if you can afford it, and people who are 
curious, unsure, inquisitive or just looking to 
widen their knowledge and understand what 
these strange gay people are all about, are 
barriered by cost from all the stands, support 
networks and information kiosks who could 
help them. 

In my view, their quest for space and desire to 
be a ticketed music festival has come at the 
cost of accessibility.

n Dorset Humanists has supported the 
Bourne Free LGBT festival for many years. On 
the second Saturday of July we usually erect 
our colourful Dorset Humanists tent in the 
Lower Gardens and we interact with 
hundreds of passers-by. We are looking into 
the possibility of going it alone in the Lower 
Gardens this year so as not to lose the normal 
footfall, but it is a dilemma for us. We hope 
that our members and supporters will 
continue to support us whatever we decide to 
do.  More news will follow. 

From Revd Dr Richard Warden

As a visiting Anglican clergyman, C of E 
Primary School governor and former school 
chaplain, it was a pleasure to hear Megan 
Manson speak so passionately and eloquently 
about Secularism at the recent Dorset 
Humanist meeting. I was encouraged that the 
National Secular Society welcomes the 
teaching of Religious Studies and Religious 
Education in schools, as it encourages critical 
thinking as opposed to religious 
indoctrination.

On the crucial narrower point that Megan 
made regarding access to schools with a 
religious foundation, it is important to note 
that the vast majority of the Church of 
England's 4,600 schools serve the local 
community in which they are situated and 
pupils of 'all faiths and none' are welcome. 
Many do not use faith or church attendance 
as a criteria for admission. For example, after 
meeting statutory regulations for admitting 
'looked after children' the school where I am 
governor uses 'Nearness of Children's Homes 
to School' as its admission criteria.

Historically, Church Schools pre-dated the 
state provision and were the leaders in 
providing national education for the 'poor and 
disadvantaged of society', primarily as an 
expression of the Christian social gospel of 
'good news for the poor' rather than as a tool 
of indoctrination. As a current expression of 
that enduring ethos, my local Church school is 
welcoming a small but growing number of 
Ukrainian refugee children and in order to 
make them feel at home, all children and staff 
are learning some Ukrainian words and 
phrases.



View from the Chair
David Warden

Chairman of Dorset Humanists

M
egan Manson said that secularism is not anti-religion and that it’s “…ultimately 

about human rights and ensuring that religion doesn’t undermine human rights.” 

I can’t help noticing some inconsistency here. Religion has never been based on 

the concept of human rights. It’s based on the concept of obedience to a deity. So if the 

National Secular Society is going to be a champion for human rights, which is a humanist 

concept, then it’s bound to be anti-religious insofar as the religious practices it complains 

about violate human rights.  Secularism, then, cannot be ‘for everyone’. It may well 

include liberal Christians, liberal Jews etc., but it will be seen as a threat by those who wish 

to maintain illiberal traditions and exemptions from human rights and equality law.   

Megan also mentioned that the National Secular Society recently campaigned against 

Scotland’s Hate Crime Bill which threatened to criminalise speech ‘likely to stir up hatred’ 

about religion or belief. This is virtually the same as Section 210 of the Penal Code of 

Nigeria which states that it is an offence to publicly insult or seek to incite contempt for 

any religion in such a manner as likely to breach the peace. This is the law which has put 

Mubarak Bala, President of the Nigerian Humanist Association, behind bars for 24 years. I 

find it deeply shocking that part of the UK is really no better than this. Megan said that the 

‘Free to Disagree’ campaign secured some amendments to the Hate Crime Bill which 

specifically allowed more freedom of expression so that you can still criticise and ridicule 

religion of belief without fear of being prosecuted, but the NSS is not too sure how it’s 

going to work. 

 Atheists often say that ‘faith’ means ‘believing in things without evidence’. This is a 

misunderstanding. Having ‘faith in God’ means putting your trust in a father figure who 

is present in the psyche or the imagination of the believer. This is not so very different 

from the almost universal human belief in oneself, a kind of inner ego or ‘real me’ who is 

somehow resident in your brain. The difference between a theist and an atheist, then, is 

that a theist puts their trust in an imaginary god whereas an atheist puts their trust in him-

or herself. Trusting or believing in yourself gives you a sense of agency and responsibility 

for your own destiny and this is how, around the age of 18, I first became a humanist. 

 Spoiler alert: It’s going to be difficult for me to be an impartial chair of our Question 

Time event on 14th May but I will do my best. I have spent the last month learning more 

about the history of relations between Russia and Ukraine, particularly since Ukraine’s 

declaration of independence in 1991 just before the collapse of the Soviet Union. I am 

firmly of the view that the self-determination of Ukraine as a sovereign nation should be 

inviolable and I think that Russia’s aggression must not be rewarded with any kind of 

concession because this will simply invite more of the same. Those who think that Ukraine 

and possibly other countries should subordinate themselves to their authoritarian 

neighbour will have to make their case on 14th May. 


