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CRIME & CORRECTION
This month, Humanistically Speaking tackles the complex topic
of crime and punishment. We ask the big questions including:
‘Why do we lock people up? Is it to punish them or correct
them? Does prison make society safe? Do the results justify the
means? Is there a contract between society and those we wish
to correct? Is the death penalty ever justified?’. Editor David
Brittain had the great privilege of interviewing Peter Dawson,
Director of Prison Reform Trust, to get some answers…
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David Brittain
Executive Editor

Welcome

to another fantastic issue of Humanistically Speaking.
As we stagger uncertainly into a post-lockdown world, and see
images of forest fires in the US and devastating floods on the
Continent, we’re mindful of the fact that humanity faces huge global
problems. We’ll no doubt return to these issues in the coming
months, especially around the critically-important 26th UN Climate
Change Conference (COP26) in Glasgow in November.
But our theme for this month is crime and punishment, in particular
the shocking way in which we incarcerate many criminals. A
Government white paper is expected in the autumn which will
reveal plans for an even tougher regime in Category A, B and C
prisons. When we researched the topic, however, we quickly found
ourselves in a quagmire of conflicting statistics. Nevertheless, we
have extracted some extraordinary information for you.
David Warden heads off with his report about ‘Tom’ who
experienced time in a sex-offenders’ prison, and Aaron explores a
radical alternative to long prison sentences. Then it's my turn to
place on record a fascinating and informative interview about
prison life with Peter Dawson, Director of the Prison Reform Trust.
Our guest writer, William van Zwanenberg presents a fascinating
essay about the Humanist position on capital punishment,
augmenting Paul Ewans’s ethical reflections on the same topic. Our
theme is further developed up by Maggie Hall who presents some
of the grisly history of punishment and the religious beliefs which
justified such barbarism.
On other pages, David Warden offers a critical review of Roy
Speckhardt's new book Justice-Centered Humanism and our poet-inresidence Alex Williams ends with two of his thoughtful and
beautiful poems.
There are also two pages of readers’ letters this month and our
revivified Charles Darwin still has a long list of questions to answer.
(Mr Darwin told me once that with all these questions coming in, he
would be exhausted by now if he were not already dead!)
That's my introduction over, so now let’s get into a comfortable
position, relax and enjoy the read as we strive to turn you into an
expert in the causes of crime.

David Brittain

© Rights to copy, duplicate or otherwise reproduce any part of Humanistically Speaking must be
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BREAKING NEWS
Farewell
to Amelie
Editors’
Conference
The editors of Humanistically Speaking have
had their first conference in real life since the
beginning of the pandemic. This forms part of
our continual development to review what’s
working and what isn’t and to explore a whole
range of ideas we may decide to develop in
the future. As ever, we rely on your feedback
to tell us what you like or don’t like about this
grassroots humanist magazine, and some of
you do this very well.
As the pandemic recedes into history (we
hope) we look forward to meeting more of
you in local groups and national conferences
and we encourage you to submit write-ups of
events that you hold, events that may be
unique or unusual. So do keep in touch.
Anthony Lewis, Chair of the South Central
England Humanists Network, attended our
conference for part of the day. He wrote to us
afterwards and commented: “I think what you
are doing is just brilliant… There is nothing
that I know of in the US or UK that is doing
what you are doing!”. Thanks Anthony! Your
encouragement, and the encouragement of
others, is what keeps us motivated.

Our young writers’ team has been undergoing
change these past few months as Amelie now
leaves us to continuing with summer working
and then further study. We wish her well on
her journey and thank her for the fascinating
insights offered by her contributions to
Humanistically Speaking.
Lily Berrell is our current ‘young humanists
voice’ and although she too is having a break
this month, she will be back next month.
Humanism is often discovered later in life it
seems and we were certainly fortunate to
enjoy a period of having three young writers
working with us up until now.
Humanistically Speaking has, by complete
chance, enjoyed a wide variety of human
demographics in its journey thus far, ticking
boxes in sexes, genders, sexualities, age and
race. Our team benefits from the diverse
views offered by a good mix of people and
personalities and we look forward to its
continuing strength in diversity.
In addition to our editors and regular writing
team, we also have a guest spot each month
often with submitted original work from you
the readers. Do you have something to share?

Support what we’re doing? Donations welcome - Account name:
Humanistically Speaking Sort 30 98 97 – Acc 33444562
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The Bishop, the Buddhists and the Humanist
Ray White, Guildford Humanists, recalls his experiences as a humanist visitor to schools
Why visit schools to speak about Humanism?
I’m often asked but it’s not easily answered.
My interest was stimulated in the 1990s by the
(then) British Humanist Association which
encouraged members to visit schools, but they
offered little training. Humanists UK is now
much more ‘regimented’.
The problem was that religious education in
England state schools was excessively
Christian-biased with limited time given to
other religions and hardly any to Humanism. In
2000 the Essex SACRE syllabus (Standing
Advisory Council on Religious Education –
there are over 150, one for each Local
Authority, in England and Wales) had
Humanism only as an item in the appendix.
Now it is an integral part of the syllabus – and
guess who was the Humanist representative on
SACRE during that period!
I visited secondary schools in Essex speaking
mainly with Sixth formers over a 20-year
period ending in 2019. I did not visit primary
schools as I feel the pupils are in very early
‘lifestyle’ development and my message could
be contrary to their home environment and
influences.
Gaining access to schools is not easy. I realised

early that this was not via the headteacher.
Best route was to write to the Head of RE or
the Head of the Sixth Form. Replies were few
– about one in eight, if that. It depends on the
teacher who may recognize the deficiency in
the syllabus or see it as an opportunity to ‘liven
up’ the students’ involvement. At schools
where I had become a yearly visitor it was
intriguing that when my host teacher moved
on, I was rarely invited by the successor even if
a note of recommendation was made to the
newcomer. They all have their own criteria.

During the 20 years I visited 24 different
schools which included three Catholic schools
and a Quaker school in Saffron Walden which is
now closed. There were no CofE state
secondary schools in the Essex County Council
area (excludes Southend and Havering) until
one opened in Brentwood about 7 years ago.
My longest run was nineteen consecutive years
with the upper Sixth and participation in a
‘Sixth form Religious Conference’ at Colchester
Royal Grammar School. I made twelve visits to
two schools – Billericay and the Catholic
Brentwood Ursuline Convent School. A number
of others were repeat visits, and some were
one-offs. I wonder why!

Masthead photo: Anglo European School, Ingatestone, July 2013. Bishop of Chelmsford (now
Archbishop of York) Stephen Cottrell is third from left, twins Joe and Ben Dempsey (Buddhists) are in
the middle, and Ray White (Humanist) is third from right.

Page 4

Most school visits were for a presentation on
Humanism. The important part was the Q & A
which followed. This varied in intensity from
school to school. The most often asked
question, especially amongst younger pupils,
was ‘Do you celebrate Christmas? Answer: not
as ‘Christmas’ but as a family and social get
together. The most aggressive or possibly
aggrieved reaction I received was from a girl in
Colchester who spoke with me after the
presentation saying, ‘I have never been so
insulted in all my life.’ She thought it quite
outrageous that the school had allowed me to
express my non-religious views.

Living without religion
I titled my talk ‘Living without religion’ and the
time available ranged from 20 to 50 minutes. I
made it clear that I was not proselytising. Each
person should decide on their own lifestyle.
Subjects included ‘What is Humanism’? – an
attitude to life based on reason and
experience; No supernatural God - only this
life, make it meaningful; The ‘Golden Rule’;
Morals, spirituality, and faith (in humanity); My
attitude to religion; Religious beliefs in the UK;
Religious privileges, e.g., Education, Bishops in
the House of Lords; Humanists UK campaigns
and activities. My final words were: ‘People
matter’. That’s what life is all about.
Some teachers were quite demanding. On one
occasion I was asked by an RE teacher to speak
to eight separate Year 8 classes on one day. It
coincided with another school visit that
afternoon, so I suggested another day. That
was not possible, so the visit was condensed to
the morning – 20 minutes each at eight classes.
All rather rushed but it worked quite well. I’ve
done up to 6 one-hour sessions in a day. For
that I got a school lunch – or a sandwich!

differed and composition of the panel varied.
In one instance a panel of seven included three
Christians, a Buddhist, a Muslim, a Jew and
myself. Usually, we would each give a brief
synopsis of our beliefs and then answer
questions.

“There were occasions when I felt
embarrassed as my responses raised
cheers which happened to no others.
A number of teachers said to me
‘They’re mostly on your side’.”
A memorable visit was to the Anglo European
School in Ingatestone, Essex, where a 60minute Discussion/Question Time at a Sixth
Form session tackled the question ‘What is the
role of religion in the twenty first century?’ The
Bishop of Chelmsford, Stephen Cottrell, now
Archbishop of York, gave the Christian view,
Buddhism was presented by twin brothers
named Dempsey and I gave a Humanist view.
We had five minutes to present our
‘philosophy’ and were then open to questions
from the audience. It was a very lively session
dominated by exchanges between the Bishop
and me. I may be biased but my impression
was that the Humanist proposition met with
most approval. The students were very
enthusiastic and corralled the speakers for
thirty minutes afterwards with further
questions and challenges.

I met some fascinating religious people
during my visits, including a Lebanese
Christian who had lived in Palestine
before moving to the UK. He had been
trained at Lampeter in West Wales where
he had learnt Welsh, which obviously
endeared him to me. I was even more
A number of visits were for debates and impressed when he said during his
‘Question Time’ with religious representatives presentation, ‘I can be who I am without
with the Sixth Form as audience. Formats
undermining who you are.’

Humanists UK education resources
https://understandinghumanism.org.uk/
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What’s it actually like in prison? David Warden corresponded with
Tom (not his real name) who served a sentence for having an
illegal relationship with a girl under the age of consent.
You arrive at the remand prison in the “sweat
box”, a prison bus, handcuffed and sitting in a
three-foot square Perspex cube before being
let out and processed. It’s a very daunting and
frightening procedure of being strip searched,
drug tested, psychologically assessed, mixing
with a variety of volatile prisoners who arrive
with you, all wanting to know what you’ve
done, and then, for me, a week in medical.
When you arrive on the wing you are placed in
a twin ‘submarine’ cell (bunkbeds) with an
existing inmate and told the procedure. For the
first week or so it’s settling in, an then you’re
assigned a work detail. This enables you to
earn the then (1999) £6 a week pay, (£10 now).
Looking back, the first three months were
pretty much getting used to being locked up.
The doors slamming at 8.30pm each night,
using a toilet with another person in the cell,
receiving your post pre-opened and pre-read
and having virtually no privacy. The other
prisoners were a mix of relaxed everyday
people, and a few nutcases who you had to
watch out for. The one thing I didn’t expect
was a key to my cell. This helps prevent theft,
which reduces fights and disruptions amongst
the seventy or so wing inmates and I guess
makes life a little easier for the two duty
guards looking after you.
Once sentenced, prisoners move on to their

training prison and new people arrive. As this
continues you move up the ranking/pecking
order as an established face, and people start
coming to you for advice. This is a more
comfortable stage because at this point, you’re
simply used to the system. Five months, five
years, 50 years really makes no difference at
this stage. You’re broken in, and time serves no
purpose except to keep you out of sight.
Food was generally good, albeit small portions.
Being permanently hungry was a constant
feeling. You had a three-choice menu which
you selected from the day/week before, with
tea/coffee, fruit, and pudding. The money you
earned working 6 hours a day could buy treats;
chocolate, drinks, stamps, writing materials,
phonecards and tobacco. There was an hour’s
exercise daily and gym three times a week
where badminton was the sport of choice. Arts
and crafts, a library and visits made up the
other time. I saw two fights in my stay here,
and one was over chips and portion size.
The prison regime had three tiers: basic,
standard and enhanced. Almost everyone was
standard on arrival. If you do anything wrong
you will drop to basic, which can mean no
work/no income, locked in your cell all day,
with loss of privileges. We didn’t have TVs, but
I guess you would lose those and game
consoles. People, the public, often complain 

Does your local group have a celebrant in a prison? We would love to hear from
you. Humanistically Speaking would love to reach out into the prison population.

Page 6

about prisoners having game consoles but
having luxuries mean that prisoners tend to
behave themselves because they don’t want to
risk losing them.
Once you get sentenced it’s your turn to move
and you get shipped out to your training
prison. It’s just you this time and I was in a
small van with two officers. Arrival at the
training prison was not so scary, and the prison
was a lot smaller with just three wings
(compared to twelve). This prison felt better,
felt safer. Here you were assigned courses and
education. I chose education programmes over
work, which eventually led me to leaving
prison with around ten certificates. As I
worked through my time, I ended up training
other inmates in IT and other skills.

Whilst in the training prison you are also there
to do courses to address your offence. These
can take a while to get on and my time ran out
before I could get there and so I did the
courses on the outside, but whilst waiting I did
an ‘Enhanced Thinking Skills’ course. This was a
three-month long group session with 12 of us,
which was actually enjoyable.
The residents

So, what were the other inmates like? Well,
your everyday human being actually. Most had
had ‘relationships’ with someone they
shouldn’t have, be it nonconsenting or with
adults who later changed their mind? (Their
words). Two lads had had a rival family feud
that got out of hand; they committed arson on
a house not knowing there were kids upstairs.
They died, and the lads, in their 20s, had to live
with that. Another murdered an old lady, for
fun, another suffocated his son. Lots of
grandparents in there. One had “slipped” off
his bed, naked and aroused, landing on his
granddaughter whilst ‘he’ was asleep. He
explained with a straight face. Another had

applied irritation cream to his granddaughters'
private areas, thinking it was okay?
The one thing you learn on the courses is not
to judge. Nobody is better or worse, there’s no
hierarchy, everyone is equal. You broke the
law, you’re being rehabilitated. It basically
means most start off either in denial or making
excuses for their crime. “She wanted it really”,
a common term. The offender believes it
though. Delusion maybe, but that’s the target,
to break those cognitive distortions that a
person holds, so that the realisation of what
they’ve done comes to the foreground. The
thing is, inmates are friendly, pleasant acting
human beings.
They say prison is a dangerous place, I’m sure
some are, but in my time two nearly died. One
21-year-old tried to hang himself, I found him.
He had tied shoelaces around his bunk and
threw himself off at an angle. His door was
locked so I had to get an officer. Another had
taken drugs, my cellmate. Not hard drugs,
some kind of prescription he had obtained. He
couldn’t breathe, his lungs failed to exhale. I
couldn’t get air into him. I pressed the call
button, but the duty officer couldn’t open a
door on his own during a night shift, so he had
to radio for help. It seemed to take an eternity
as my oppo struggled for air. Both survived.

As my time counted down, the thought of
leaving was fearful. I dreaded it. I had
worked through around seven cell mates
in my time and the current one had reoffended several times to get back inside,
his latest one being robbing a church. I
understood why. There were no bills to
pay, no commitments to worry about, no
responsibilities, no issues. My laundry
was done, my visitors came to me, life
just went by. Lengthening sentences do
not matter to the prisoner.

Enjoying our articles? Donations always welcome
Account name: Humanistically Speaking Sort 30 98 97 – Acc 33444562
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Ask Charles your difficult questions…
The Mount, Shrewsbury.
Darwin’s family home.

Dear Charles
'Mr Darwin' sounds so horribly formal - so
may I call you Charles? My question,
Charles, is about human childhood. As a
keen evolutionist, I have long been puzzled
by the long childhood of the human species
compared to other animals. You see, with
other animals, as soon as they are born
there seems to be a frantic rush towards
adulthood and independence, but when
early humans began, it seems that nearly
half of their 35 – 40-year lifespans was
spent just growing up. Indeed, for the first
several years the human child is totally
dependent on their parents! So, with that in
mind, I've often wondered what possible
advantage this bestows on the human
species. Didn't this place early humans at a
terrible disadvantage in the great challenge
of life? So why should this be so?
The Rt Hon The Baroness Cheapside
Dear Lady Cheapside
Thank you for your very interesting
question. A study published in the
Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences in 2014 suggests that the metabolic
costs of brain development may explain the
evolution of humans’ exceptionally slow
and protracted childhood growth. The
researchers used PET and MRI data to
calculate brain glucose use from birth to
adulthood. They found that the brain’s
metabolic requirements peak in childhood,
when it uses glucose at a rate equivalent to
66% of the body’s resting metabolism and

43% of the body’s daily energy requirement,
and that brain glucose demand relates
inversely to body growth from infancy to
puberty. Their findings support the
hypothesis that the unusually high costs of
human brain development require a
compensatory slowing of childhood body
growth. You may wish to read more here.
Dear Darwin
My question is about homosexuality. Since
homosexual behaviour does not lead to any
offspring, it does not seem to confer any
particular advantage in that great race to
procreate. So how is it that 'being gay'
hasn't been bred out of all species millions
of years ago in the natural process of
evolution?

Ernest, Canvey Island
Dear Ernest
Dozens of scientific papers have been
published on the biological origins of
homosexuality in your century and this is
indeed a fascinating question. One theory is
that the allele - or group of genes - that
sometimes codes for homosexual
orientation may at other times have a
strong reproductive benefit. This would
compensate for gay people's lack of
reproduction and ensure the continuation
of the trait, as non-gay carriers of the gene
pass it down. You may wish to read more
here.

Send your own comment or question to
Dear Darwin at Humanistically.Speaking@gmail.com
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Trying to see the wood for the trees: Rehabilitation

Bad people or bad programming?
We lock people up in small rooms in our 117 prisons, isolate them from any
model behavioural examples, and then throw them back into society and
expect them to fit in. Bad people get ‘x’ years, and really bad people get
more. Is this the best we can do in the twenty-first century?
I want to see a TOTAL overhaul of the offender
management regime in the UK. I feel it’s
outdated, barbaric, out of step with its aims
and fails to meet almost all the criteria for
what it’s there for, behaviour correction.
What it does achieve, however, is hide away all
of those 83,618 problems we don’t know what
to do with and keeps them away from public
view. This is all well and good until their
sentence ends (at £44,000 annually per
inmate) when these societal misfits must reenter life and then more problems occur.
Everyone wants to fix the problem of bad
people doing bad things. In recent months,
Priti Patel’s bills have increased sentence
length, but does this really make a difference?
We know many crimes do not have courses for
rehabilitation built in, especially considering

Watch the full series on YouTube
Do you know anyone that has served time in
prison? Do you think it was a good thing or bad?

those locked up for 23 hours a day in some
prisons, and repeat offending is way too high
for these courses to be continued. Something
else needs to take place.
In the series Bad Lads Army (image left) young
offenders are taken back to 1950s National
Service training, with some surprising results. A
typical problem with a prison inmate is image,
status, position, need and individuality. By
putting these bad lads through army training
this is all broken down through beasting (harsh
treatment to instil discipline), teamwork,
reliance on each other and a sense of honour
and duty. The Army recognises that it can't
send an independent civilian to war. It needs to
re-programme that person into a useful
commodity that the military can utilise. We
need to adopt a similar route for offenders.
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Sentences too long
Prison sentences are too long. The time
served is simply a waste of £44k given the net
result. We need the short, sharp shock
employed through military training for all new
inmates, to enable them to be pliable to new
ways of thinking, and to be retrained on how
to be a productive human being.

As discussed in other articles this month, the
causes of crime are many, and life will often
shape a person's attitude to one of selfpreservation and selfishness. The potential to
reshape a person into a productive and
contributory human being exists in most if not
all inmates, yet we are not really trying to
achieve this.

Key findings March 2020:
• The prison population is ageing; in 2002,
16% were under the age of 21 compared
with 6% in 2020 and the number over the
age of 50 went from 7% in 2002 to 17% in
2020;
• Prison sentences were longer in 2020
than in 2010, with 48% being over 4 years
compared with 33% in 2019 ;
• Foreign nationals made up 11%
• People of minority ethnicities made up
27% compared with 13% of the population.
* 49% of prisons in England and Wales were
overcrowded.

Imagine a system where an offender arrives at
a training rehabilitation camp. They go
through three weeks of harsh routine and
then go on to a training facility where life skills
are taught to them, and where they are ‘built
from the ground up’ in a positive light.

If Humanist values are a part of the
programme where compassion, understanding, fairness and equality form the
bedrock of learning, we should be able to
provide the education they clearly missed out
on in their younger years, either in their family
or through schooling.

Personally, I would give this as a choice to
start with. Do your three years inside OR take
this fast-track course where your sentence will
likely be six months, subject to grading on
completion. At every point along the way the
individual will need to comply or get sent to
regular prison to sit out their porridge* over a
longer sentence. I believe this incentive would
be enough to get most on board.

For some offences, a mental incapacity may
prove too difficult to tackle with current
methods, and whole-life sentences for a very
select few might remain, more likely secure
hospitals rather than prisons, but for nearly
every other crime we can turn an offender into
a remorse-experiencing apologetic human
being holding ‘victim empathy’ and a core
sense of duty to repay society.

There will be addiction issues to cope with,
and those on drugs, alcohol and with other
needs will be dealt with medically so that they
also are able to take part in the programme.

Currently, upon release, prisoners have little
opportunity, are viewed in a bad light and
turned away from employment, housing, social
activities and inclusion. If you can't fit into
society, you become a burden to it, ending up
living on the streets, with psychological issues
and addiction or alcohol dependence. We
need to treat people as human beings, even if
temporarily broken or badly programmed. We
need to help them help themselves and then
accept them for who they are after rejoining us
from their training and correction.

For everyday crimes this should reduce time
served drastically, reducing overall cost, and
creating people that will fit in upon release
who will contribute to society in a positive
manner and work hard to build a better life.
*Porridge: (informal) to be in prison serving a sentence,
from the fact that as porridge is a cheap food that makes
the stomach feel full, it was often served in prisons.

“Prisons in Norway are meant to mimic outside conditions as much as possible to
prepare inmates to reenter society.” View into prisons around the world
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Our video conference with notable people, interviewed by David Brittain

Director of the Prison Reform Trust, Peter Dawson,
speaks out about inhuman conditions in Britain’s
jails. Peter has a wealth of experience working in
prisons at all levels and he tells us what they are
really like. He reflects on inmates being boxed up for
23 hours a day, and staff being forced to make do in
poor conditions.
His verdict is a damning indictment of successive
governments' short-sightedness, false economies
and broken promises ... And above all, failures in
helping inmates out of crime.
Peter has written to Jo Farrar, CEO of HM Prison and
Probation Service, to highlight the confusion
surrounding plans to reform prison conditions.
Follow the link above to read the letter and click on
the YouTube button below to listen to the interview.

CLICK TO
DOWNLOAD
Please subscribe to Humanistically
Speaking. You can subscribe via our
website, or just email us direct and type
‘Subscribe’. We’ll do the rest.

Who would you like us to interview next?:
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Humanist opposition
to the death penalty
By William van Zwanenberg
With the British Home Secretary, Priti Patel,
making no secret of the fact that she wants to
see it reintroduced, and a recent survey
finding that as much as 47 per cent of the UK
population would like to see it restored, the
use of the death penalty is once again a topic
of discussion amongst the commentariat.
Since so much of the justification for its use
has its origins in religious doctrine, it would
seem legitimate to outline what humanists'
position is concerning it. That is the purpose
of this short essay.
Quite rightly, the subject is being kept in the
national spotlight because of its inherent
failures as well as its abject barbarism. Such
claims are amply demonstrated by recent
news stories, such as one about the US State
of Tennessee opting to reinstate the electric
chair when it hasn't been used for over 30
years (ironically because it was deemed
excessively cruel) because there is currently a
chronic global shortage of the requisite
execution drugs needed to carry out an
execution by lethal injection. Another story
covered the case of a botched execution using
new and unproven drugs on an inmate which
resulted in an agonizing death.
Humanists have long been opposed to capital
punishment. In 1929, Charles Francis Potter

Guest writer William van Zwanenberg is a
non-practising barrister and freelance legal
technologist. He is also a committee member
of Brighton Humanists.

founded the First Humanist Society of New
York whose advisory board included biologist
Julian Huxley, philosopher John Dewey,
scientist Albert Einstein, and novelist Thomas
Mann. In 1938, Potter concisely wrote that:
"The deliberate taking of human life by the
State is too grave a matter to be justified by
any or all the flimsy arguments which can be
advanced for capital punishment."
Humanists have a natural opposition to the
death penalty. Not only do we recognize that
we are not instruments of divine retribution,
but that this life is the only one we have to
live. There is no afterlife or rebirth, making
death final. Therefore, this form of
punishment raises the issue of whether or not
it is just to punish a person for a finite crime
with an infinite sentence. Humanists 

Do you have a Thought for the Day worth sharing?
humanistically.speaking@gmail.com
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believe that we shouldn't deny people the
opportunity to reform, nor should we deny
the opportunity for someone to eventually
prove their innocence, and a final, irreversible
sentence does just that.
Being practical and reason-orientated,
humanists are convinced by the numerous
studies showing that the death penalty is not
an effective deterrent for criminals and that
the cost of housing a criminal on death row
and eventually executing them is far more
expensive than imprisoning someone for
decades or even for life. Simply stated, when
we evaluate the policy of executing criminals
from a cost-benefit perspective, capital
punishment isn't worth it because it fails to
prevent crimes and costs taxpayers dearly.
These arguments are reason enough to
oppose the death penalty, but there is an
additional concern based on the role of
government that should give all death penalty
proponents a reason to question their support
of the practice. Humanists are wary of
concentrations of power, be they economic or
political, and providing the state with the
permission to execute those it represents is a
dangerous line, a line which arguably no
government should be entitled to cross.
2021 Should the
death penalty be
reintroduced
52% say yes in
the UK

Click image

More than anything, humanists oppose the
use of the death penalty because of its
inherent
hypocrisy and
contradictory
precepts. Those who advocate for its use
believe that murder is the most serious and
grievous of crimes. As such, it must carry with
it the harshest of punishments for those
found guilty of having committed it. This, so
the argument goes, is necessarily, and
unavoidably, execution – i.e., the deprivation
of one's life. The important point to
appreciate is that whether one dies through
being murdered or one is executed, the result
is the same: one is deprived of one's life.
Why, then, is it totally unacceptable to
deprive a person of their life through murder,
but it is acceptable for the state (acting by
proxy on behalf of the people) to deprive a
person of his life through execution? Surely if
depriving a person of his life is wrong, it is
wrong in all possible circumstances? What is it
about the state executing a person that makes
it acceptable? Humanists believe that we
cannot be selective about the circumstances
where the deprivation of life is and is not
acceptable. We don't accept that there is a
distinction between murder and execution.
The result is the same. If we condemn one, we
must necessarily, condemn the other.

Humanists have a responsibility to work
for the change we'd like to see, and
therefore we must work against the
dogmatic "an eye for an eye" approach to
punishment that characterizes the death
penalty and other unjust stabs at
retribution. It's simply unfitting for the
modern age. As the 2006 AHA Humanist of
the Year Steven Pinker wrote about in his
book, The Better Angels of Our Nature
(2012), violence is on the decline across
human history. Let's hope our justice
system and our Home Secretary can catch
up to this reality.

Do you have a Thought for the Day worth sharing?
humanistically.speaking@gmail.com
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“The inmates of most
prisons are a mixture of
the bad, the mad and the sad”
(Quotation from the Governor of Bedford Prison in 2010)

When I researched crime
statistics for the UK, I found
myself confronted by a
bewildering and sometimes
confusing range of data…
For example, crime in the UK is getting worse,
year on year, isn’t it? Well… yes and no. In
2016/17, according to the Ministry of Justice,
81 crimes were committed per 1,000 of the
population, and by 2019/20 that figure had
risen to 96.4. But it’s a lot less than in, say,
2002/3 when there were over 110 crimes
committed per 1,000 people.
OK, so murders in the UK are getting worse
then? Well, actually, no. In 2019/20 the Office
for National Statistics records show that for
2019/20 there were 695 confirmed homicides
in England and Wales, which admittedly is a
bit higher than the previous year’s total at
648, but it is less than the 730 recorded in
2007/8, and dramatically less than the 944
homicides that were reported in 2002/3, and
it’s a similar picture for Scotland.
And when we catch serious criminals, they are
sent to prison, and once there they do their
time, they learn to mend their ways and never
commit crimes again. Well, although the
figures available are a bit bewildering (the
reoffending figure changes as you look ahead
from the release date) the opposite seems to
be true. According to the NetNewsLedger

http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/

organisation, which is based in Ontario, 39%
of ex-convicts in England and Wales reoffend
within the first twelve months of their
release, and a shocking 75% reoffend within
nine years. That general figure was borne out
to some extent during my interview with
Peter Dawson of the Prison Reform Trust (see
page 11) when he said that about 50% return
to crime within two years. But it may well be
worse. Remember, these figures are only
based on those who got caught again – the
reoffenders who got away will, of course, not
be recorded!

Scotland, England and Wales
have the highest imprisonment
rates in Western Europe.
Source: Prison Reform Trust

From my perspective I wonder why people
risk ruining their lives by committing crime,
but then I have never suffered poverty, I was
brought up in a relatively safe environment,
and any periods of unemployment were, for
me, few and far between. You won’t be
surprised to learn that there have been many
enquiries into the causes of crime, and below
is a list of causes that I have distilled from a
variety of sources:
1.

Poverty and family conditions

The drive to feed one’s family is strong. It is
interesting to recall that 200 years ago
children in the UK could be transported for
stealing a loaf of bread. It is generally 
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agreed that poverty is still the primary cause of
crime, and there is clearly a link, although it is
by no means the only cause. Instances of
relative poverty and absolute poverty are still
high in our relatively wealthy UK, but although
the number of people with ‘relatively low
income’ seems to be slowly increasing (from
11.7 million in 1995/96 to 12.2million in
2018/19) ‘absolute low income’ rates have
fallen from 18.7 million to 10.6 million over the
same period (source: DWP Households).
2. Peer Pressure
This seems to me to be one of the silliest ways
to get a criminal record. It involves casual
vandalism, causing affray, hooliganism,
dangerous driving etc., and my guess is that
this presumably applies mostly to young males.
3. Drug addiction
This problem goes far beyond the remit of this
article, but crimes related to drug addiction are
surely an ongoing sore in our society, and all
kinds of government action to get this under
control have been pretty much ineffective,
despite
some
well-publicised
arrests.
Personally, I don’t think this will ever be
beaten until the government allows limited
legal access to controlled drugs in order to
break the power of the drugs gangs. But that’s
just my opinion. Tell me if you don’t agree.
4. Religion
This is an interesting one, and from a Humanist
point of view, perhaps the most disappointing.
We tend to think of the jihadists of today, but
of course there is nothing new about killing
people on grounds of faith. I’m thinking of the
Crusades, the Inquisition, the extermination of
South American natives by Roman Catholic
‘missionaries’ (see Bertrand Russell’s book
Why I am not a Christian), Islamic Sunni/Shi’ite
conflicts, and today’s mob murders of
Humanists in Pakistan. We know this happens,

http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/

and most of us we are aghast at what religious
dogma can make people do.
5. Unemployment
This is one of the most dangerous issues, it
seems to me. That’s partly because it relates
to poverty and self-esteem but also because
with technology eating away at unskilled and
semi-skilled labour in particular, there will be
increasing unemployment in the future, and a
real danger of a restless and numerous
underclass in society. Indeed, according to
World Bank statistics, nearly 6.5% of the
world’s people are already unemployed.
Sadly, few governments, including our own,
seem to be ready for this. Unemployment
may still go up and down, but in the long
term, it will surely one day bite us in the rear.
How else can we in the UK reduce crime? We
can definitely try harder to reduce
reoffending and, as I’ve said, over 50% of
criminals in the UK return to crime, and get
caught, after just two years.
The prison population in the UK has
risen by 74% in the last 30 years and
it’s currently projected to rise by a
further 20,000 people by 2026.
Source: Prison Reform Trust)
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Figures that shame a
civilised society!
The top five most overcrowded
prisons in England and Wales are:

Leeds: 166%
Wandsworth: 161%
Durham: 157%
Preston: 153%
Doncaster: 150%
Source: Howard League for Prison Reform

One reason for this is that it is very difficult
for ex-convicts to find employment. So
however good their motives when they leave,
a combination of unemployment and poverty
may sooner or later drive them back onto the
streets, or into crime, or both. Another is to
do with the loss of self-esteem. I have never
been to prison, but when people go to prison,
I believe that most are placed in a very
humiliating environment. They are expected
to defer to prison officers, are referred to by
their surname only, their lives are always
controlled and constrained, they very rarely
have any privacy, prison conditions are often

http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/

dirty and overcrowded, and they are rarely
given a chance again to prove trustworthiness. And if that is so, how on earth can
we treat them like that and expect them to be
rehabilitated?
People are amazingly
adaptable, and I can imagine that after a long
stretch, an inmate, if left for long enough
without due care, can eventually become
adjusted to almost anything and learn to
accept that as a way of life.
Successive governments have, over the past
ten years, more or less consistently reduced
spending on prisons. They have reduced the
number of prison officers by over 12% and yet
they have overseen relentlessly increased
incarceration rates. Nevertheless, in spite of
what we might read in the newspapers, or see
on TV news bulletins, or view online, crime
overall in the UK has not, actually,
significantly increased. The only thing that
seems to get worse is the reoffending rates of
ex-prisoners. And if that doesn’t concern us
all, it should.
Now please watch my interview with the
Director of the Prison Reform Trust, Peter
Dawson. Details are on page 11.

David Brittain
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A horrible history of crime
and punishment
Looking back at systems of justice and
punishments that have existed from
antiquity through the middle ages to the
present time, it is clear that those who
fall foul of the law fare infinitely better
today than in times past, when you
would not have had to try very hard at
all to end up accused, convicted and
punished, often in the most horrendous
fashion, for things that would not even
be considered misdemeanors today.
Commonly used phrases such as “holding his
feet to the fire”, “being broken on the wheel”,
“hung, drawn and quartered”, “flayed alive”,
etc., all have their origins in actual
punishments common during the horrible
history of crime and punishment. The ancient
Persians have long been regarded as
notorious perpetrators of such atrocities,
although later scholars have cast doubt on the
reliability of such information, largely
disseminated by Greek historians such as
Herodotus and Ctesias, who were writing for a
Greek audience, with a strong bias towards
depicting the Persians as less civilised than
Greeks.
In medieval times, a woman convicted of
being a gossip or a “scold” (which I interpret
as being a woman who wasn’t prepared to put
up with bad behaviour from a man without
complaining about it), was forced to wear a
“scold’s bridle”, a sort of helmet with a metal
attachment that protruded into the poor
victim’s mouth to prevent speech. The stocks
were in use from the beginning of the

The ‘scold’s bridle’ stopped women from ‘gossiping’

sixteenth century up until at least 1748. The
“miscreant” would be restrained by the feet
and passers-by encouraged to submit him or
her to whatever further indignation or,
indeed, violence took their fancy. Rotten
eggs, fruit and vegetables were often thrown,
but so, too, were stones, large rocks and
other missiles. It was not unknown for a spell
in the stocks to end in death for the
unfortunate victim. To extract confessions or
information, there were employed many
more instruments of torture too numerous,
not to mention horrifying, to go into here.
Happily, our present justice system is, by
comparison, far more humane. The death
penalty and blasphemy laws have gone and
no one, thankfully, gets stretched on the rack
or tortured upon Judas’s cradle any longer. 

Want your own copy sent directly to you via email?
Contact Humanistically.Speaking@gmail.com type in SUBSCRIBE
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So, what changed?
Change in societal
attitudes to violence in general are attributed
by many sociologists to the “Civilising
Process”, a phrase taken from the title of a
book by the eminent sociologist Norbert Elias,
published in 1939, in which he sees these
changes arising from proscribed and
prescribed behaviours at court emerging
alongside the formation of the state. In order
to succeed at court, one was obliged to
conform to certain standards of courtly
behaviour, necessitating self-restraint with
regard to sexual behaviour, bodily functions,
table manners and forms of speech and
having an effect on societal levels of
repugnance, disgust and shame.
Renaissance Humanism and Enlightenment
ideas of the dignity and worth of the
individual human were also extremely
powerful influences. Cesare Beccaria, seen by
many as the “father of criminology”, wrote his
seminal essay entitled “On Crimes and
Punishments” in 1764 at the age of 26. His
ideas do not seem at all revolutionary today
but were so novel at the time that the book
was banned by the Catholic Church for the
next 200 years. He wrote at a time when
crimes were seen as “sins”, inspired by the
devil and even the result of possession by
demons. It was believed that punishments
needed to be severe in order to punish the
devils or demons who were causing the
undesirable behaviour. Corruption was rife,
accusations were often made, trials were held
in secret and sentences were imposed
arbitrarily and unequally. Powerful and highstatus people were treated quite differently
from the poor and powerless.
Beccaria thought that only legislators should
prescribe sentences, not judges or
magistrates, the law should apply to everyone
equally, legislation and law enforcement
should be public, punishments should be
proportional, certain, and swift, the death

penalty should be abolished (because it
makes no sense for the state to repay
violence with violence and it was less
effective than life imprisonment), the state
should have no right to torture (because
torture was applied in order to extract a
confession, not to someone who had already
been found guilty) and education was the
best way to reduce crime.
In modern times there has been a noted
“crime drop” in North America, Europe, and
Australasia, where common crimes have
fallen by half or more since the early 1990s,
the reasons for which are still the occasion of
much head-scratching among criminologists.
In the USA, specifically in New York City, a
great deal of this perceived success in
reducing the crime rate was attributed to the
“zero tolerance” method of policing
introduced by Mayor Giuliani. However,
there has been much doubt about its efficacy
and heavy criticism of the method, not least
around its effect on free speech, the
suppression of public peaceful demonstrations, an associated acceleration of police
brutality and racism and many other criticisms
which are well articulated in this 1999 report
by Chris Cunneen, Associate Professor, Faculty
of Law, University of Sydney.
Today, the focus is more towards the
rehabilitation of offenders in prison rather
than punishment, although lack of funding
and resources still often result in prisoners
being locked in their cells for up to 23 hours a
day. However, according to Home Office
statistics, published in 2020, “The adult
reoffending rate for the October to December
2018 cohort was 27.5% which is a 0.6
percentage point decrease from the same
quarter in 2017; this is the lowest reoffending
rate in the twelve-year timeseries which has
fluctuated between 27.5% and 30.6%.” I
wonder if Cesare Beccaria would have been
impressed.

Want your own copy sent directly to you via email?
Contact Humanistically.Speaking@gmail.com type in SUBSCRIBE
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Book Review by David Warden

‘Justice-Centered Humanism’
(2021) by Roy Speckhardt

Roy Speckhardt is the executive director
of the American Humanist Association.
I met Roy Speckhardt at the 2014 World
Humanist Congress in Oxford. He seems like a
nice guy and no doubt he is an effective
director of the AHA. But I think this book is
taking Humanism in the wrong direction.
Humanism is already centred in the broad
ethical idea of living a good life. I don’t think it
should be centred or re-centred in a highly
politicised conception of justice. The kind of
justice which Speckhardt appears to have in
mind has emerged from a very specific
postmodern and arguably neo-Marxist
ideology. It is the idea that in order to create a
‘just’ world we have to disrupt and dismantle
all of the power disparities which are alleged
to exist between men and women, black and
white races, and between different sexualities
and gender identities. In other words,
Speckhardt has bought in to what is also
known as intersectional identity politics and
given that centre-stage in his concept of
Humanism.
In his chapter on racial justice, Speckhardt fully
endorses critical race theory diagnoses of

‘structural and institutional antiblackness’ and
‘white supremacy’. He writes that ‘It’s
impossible for whites not to benefit from racist
structures and institutions that are all around
us in society’ and that ‘constantly questioning
everyday privileges is an important step… but
that doesn’t erase the massively pervasive
white supremacy in which we find ourselves’.
Critical race theory does have an important
part to play in analysing the deep structures of
racism and inequality but pathologizing
whiteness can itself become an insidious and
divisive form of racism. Humanism should be
promoting ‘our common humanity’ rather
than race-based guilt.
I was pretty shocked by Speckhardt’s account
of why Lawrence Krauss was stripped of his
AHA Humanism of the Year Award. He argued
that if two people make independent claims of
sexual misconduct it’s ‘97.5 per cent likely that
they aren’t innocent, with three, nearly 99 per
cent, and with four or more, the chance that
they are innocent is virtually zero.’ There were
multiple accusations against Krauss and
therefore he was guilty, according to the AHA.
If this is Speckhardt’s idea of justice I’m not too
keen on it.
Much of the book concerns the minutiae of
lobbying American politicians which is of
limited interest to a UK readership. Humanists
do of course want to make the world a better
place and we should seek to influence public
policy. But I’m worried about the AHA’s
uncritical adoption of identity politics.

Tell us what you think of ‘identity politics’ in relation to Humanism.
Email: Humanistically.Speaking@gmail.com
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RIGHT

WRONG

Exploring moral questions
By Paul Ewans

Justice requires that the innocent
should not be punished and that
the guilty should get the
punishment they deserve. But do
those who are guilty of murder or
other significant crimes deserve to
be executed?
Many people believe that they do. Amnesty
International monitors and campaigns against
the death penalty worldwide. Its report Death
Sentences, and Executions 2020 records a total
of 483 executions carried out by 18 countries
but, as Amnesty makes clear, the true figure is
much higher. The number of executions in
China is a state secret, but it undoubtedly runs
to several thousand each year, and there is
little information relating to Laos, North Korea
and Vietnam, countries which also use the
death penalty extensively. Many countries
imposed capital punishment not only for
murder but also for drug-related offences
(China, Iran, Saudi Arabia), economic crimes
(China, Vietnam), blasphemy (Nigeria,
Pakistan), rape (Egypt, India, Iran) and treason
(Iran, Saudi Arabia, Yemen). In America, the
Trump administration resumed federal
executions after a 17-year moratorium, and
India, Oman, Qatar and Taiwan also resumed
state killings.
Despite this, executions recorded in 2020 fell
by 26% compared to 2019 and the number is
now 70% lower than the recent peak of 1,634

Black shading shows where the death penalty is
retained; yellow means completely abolished;
dark grey means abolished in practice; light grey
means abolished for ordinary crimes. (Amnesty)

executions in 2015. Sudan abolished the death
penalty for apostasy during the year and Chad
abolished it altogether, bringing the number of
abolitionist countries to 108, about two-thirds
of the total. A further 28 countries have not
executed anyone in the past ten years and are
believed to have abandoned capital
punishment as a matter of policy. Even so,
things can change rapidly. Pakistan lifted a sixyear moratorium on executions after the
Taliban massacred at least 149 people at a
school in Peshawar in 2014 and has since put
over 400 people to death.
In the past, people saw punishment mainly in
terms of vengeance and retribution. They
believed that wrong-doers should be harmed
in proportion to the harm which they had
done to their victims, so murderers should
themselves be killed. This would purify society
and restore the moral balance. Immanuel Kant
put it starkly: ‘Whoever has committed murder
must die’. But from the mid-eighteenth 

Amnesty https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/death-penalty/
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century on, many people came to see
punishment primarily as a way of benefiting
society by deterring crime and argued that
punishment should not be more severe than
was needed to achieve this aim.
So, is capital punishment an effective
deterrent? Given a reasonable conviction rate,
it seems clear that the threat of arrest and
punishment deters crime at least to some
extent, but it does not necessarily follow that
the death penalty deters murder. Jurisdictions
with capital punishment do not generally have
a lower murder rate than others, and it may be
that life imprisonment is a greater deterrent
than the threat of execution. It is also possible
that it is specifically the fear of arrest that
deters potential criminals rather than the
prospect of any particular punishment.
Besides, many murders are committed without
premeditation, often under the influence of
strong emotion, and in these cases no
deterrent may be effective at all. It is notable
that most convicted murderers never kill
again, either in prison or after release.
There is no agreement among the experts
about whether capital punishment does or
does not deter serious crime, but perhaps the
question is irrelevant. Amnesty argues that the
death penalty is a ‘cruel, inhuman and
degrading punishment’ which violates the
right to life, causes unacceptable distress to
those awaiting execution, and should
therefore never be used even if does deter
crime. And although a miscarriage of justice
can be addressed by cancelling a prison
sentence and providing compensation, nothing
can of course be done when the death penalty
has been administered. This is especially
pertinent when an innocent person has been
executed. By 2017 the introduction of DNA
analysis had exonerated no fewer than 159
prisoners on death row in America.

Souleymane Sow (above) is an Amnesty
International volunteer in Guinea. “My
colleagues and I lobbied against the death
penalty every day for five months. In 2016,
Guinea’s National Assembly voted in favour of
a new criminal code which removed the death
sentence from the list of applicable penalties.
Last year, they did the same in the military
court, too,” said Souleymane. “It was such an
incredible achievement – and it showed the
importance of people power. It was the first
time so many NGOs had come together to
campaign on an issue. People said they were
happy with our work, and they could see that
change is possible. Most of all, it inspired us to
continue campaigning.” (Amnesty)

Furthermore, those who are executed come
disproportionately
from
disadvantaged
sections of American society – the poor and
members of racial minorities. This is clearly
unjust.

One final thought. Perhaps no one
deserves to suffer, not even
convicted murderers. But that is a
topic for another time.

Amnesty https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/death-penalty/
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Humanists too attached to individualism

Refugees in the UK more than 0.003%

Many Humanists need to confront their own
attachment to individualism and discomfort
with becoming part of something larger than
themselves. Humanists worship the single
rational thinker, such as Bertrand Russell, who
stupidly wrote "Love is wise. Hatred is foolish"
without a clue about what is required for love
to survive and flourish in a Darwinian world. I
see multilevel thinking and action not only as a
completion of the Darwinian revolution, but
also a completion of the whole Enlightenment
project becoming less atomistic and more
systemic. Also, the Humanist movement needs
to become more strongly based in science.
Nearly all humanists claim to love science but
how many actually employ it in their
humanistic efforts? They are sitting in the
bleachers [bench seats at a sports arena] when
they should be out on the playing field.

According to the UNHCR the total number of
refugees world-wide was 26.4m at the end of
2020. The figure for the UK at the end of 2019
was 133,094 refugees. One might reasonably
conclude that refugees in the UK are about
0.5% of the world-wide total, which is much
higher than the 0.003% quoted in Amelie
Forbes’s article (July edition of Humanistically
Speaking) referenced to the helprefugees.org
website. Perhaps the 0.003% was an error in
the original source and the actual figure should
have been either 0.003 or 0.3%.

In short, Humanism and Ayn Rand's form of
individualism share a lot in common, even if
many humanists would eschew the "greed is
good" aspect of Rand. My critique of Rand is
therefore also a critique of some aspects of
Humanism and therefore likely to cause some
discomfort. Hopefully, this discomfort can be
put to constructive use. My definition of
science and scholarship is "a process of
constructive disagreement".
David Sloan Wilson, President, Prosocial World
SUNY Distinguished Professor Emeritus
Binghamton University, New York
Note: We published a review of David Sloan
Wilson’s novel Atlas Hugged in the July edition
of Humanistically Speaking.

Read more about David Sloan Wilson’s work at
https://www.darwinianrevolution.com/

Here is a quotation from the helprefugees.org
site (dated 19 July 2019) which supports this
assessment: ‘The UK, on the other hand, is
currently home to just 126,720 refugees. That’s
only 0.48% of the world’s total – and only
0.18% of the UK’s population. Compare that to
Jordan’s 32%, and suddenly the phrase
“European refugee crisis” seems a bit silly.’
However, in my view this is not really a useful
comparison, since understandably most
refugees are located in countries adjacent to or
near their country of origin. The vast majority
of refugees – 4 out of 5 – stay in their region of
displacement, and consequently are hosted by
developing countries. Of course, there is a
strong case for European and other developed
countries to provide effective support to these
adjacent countries, and while this is not a
matter I know much about, it would not
surprise me if this support were much less than
it should be.
John Coss, Stockport Humanists
https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/
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Zionism and Judaism

A statue of
Charles Darwin as
a 22-year-old
student at
Christ’s College,
Cambridge.
Sculptor:
Anthony Smith

I have to say that I have disagreements with
the content of David Warden’s article Can
Humanists Support Israel? in last month’s
Humanistically Speaking. Apart from anything
else, to categorise the Nakba as part of a civil
war is wrong. The Zionists then – and many
Jews today – consider the military actions of
ben Gurion’s Zionist regime as constituting a
war of independence against the British.
If David ever goes to Israel, I suggest he visits
the British military graveyards to see how
many were killed by Zionist and Jewish
extremists. They categorise it in this way to
curry favour with US administrations and the
wider US public, who have a history which
incorporates a war of independence against
the British. It also provided an opportunity to
expel – for all time, in their minds – half of the
indigenous population, who have never been
allowed to return to their ancestral lands and
homes.
The article below by Jeff Halper provides an
alternative perspective on how Zionism is in an
antagonistic relationship with Judaism. I have
met Professor Halper on several occasions in
London, as well as in Jerusalem and Cork,
Ireland. He now advocates a single democratic
state where former British Mandate Palestine
formerly existed.
John Dowdle, Watford Humanists
The Zionist assault on Judaism by Professor Jeff
Halper can be read here:
https://mondoweiss.net/2021/07/the-zionistassault-on-judaism/

Darwin missed the point
The ‘Dear Darwin’ answer to Mercy in the July
edition missed the central point Mercy made,
which was that her daughter would not be
pure unless she was subjected to FGM. Purity is
a fantasy similar to other imaginary ideals and
the god idea itself. Its pursuit can be
destructive as with FGM. That is the prime
matter that Darwin should have addressed.
Thank you for this great magazine. It fills a gap.
Guy Otten, Greater Manchester Humanists

Humanistically Speaking meets a need
Thank you for another interesting edition and
for including my piece about the Uganda
schools. The magazine meets a real need. It fills
the chasm between New Humanist and the
Humanists UK newsletter. Keep up the
excellent work. I am very impressed by the
design.
Steve Hurd, Chairperson, Uganda Humanist
Schools Trust

We value every email we receive but space permits only an edited selection to be
published. humanistically.speaking@gmail.com
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By Alexander
Williams

Labels

The Scientific Mind

I’m not a Christian child, I’m a child.
I do not know if Christ rose from the dead
If he was born in a stable or a shed
Or wore a crown of thorns around his head.
Let me play.

Testable, reliable
Robust and falsifiable
No fact will be admitted
Till the evidence permits.

I’m not a Jewish child, I’m a child.
I do not know if the Torah is divine,
If god is all knowing, all present or for all time
Or if he especially blessed our ancient line.
Let me play.
I’m not a Muslim child, I’m a child.
I do not know how many times each day
The mighty one decreed that we should pray
Or if we have to face a certain way.
I give charity because it’s fun.
Let me play.
I’m not a religious child, I’m just a child.
Not Buddhist, Sikh, Republican or Jain.
Do gods exist? Can they experience pain?
Do they really get to rummage through my brain?
And why? And how? And is it right or fair
That gods I don’t believe in poke through there?
I can’t vote yet, can’t even drive a car…
How can I work out what the metaphysical realities
of the universe are?
I’ve so much yet to learn, so much to see,
It’s unfair to assume these things of me.
What I believe or reject is mine to say,
So please don’t label me. Just let me play.

Replicating carefully
To leave a lasting legacy
We walk through theory cheerfully,
Progress in spurts and fits.
No answers for eternity
Just notions for modernity
Within the range of certainty
The measurements allow.
Willing, should the data choose
To overturn our current views,
And throw them out as mere fake news
We soundly disavow.
Zoologist or heaven gazer
Fossil finder or trailblazer
We teeter all on Ockham’s Razor
Naturalists at heart.

No more NOMA, our claims and yours
Are bound by the same natural laws
“God did it” cannot be an acceptable cause
For our discourse to impart.
We’re burdened with providing proof
Or, lacking that, evidence of truth
Sufficient not to appear uncouth
In adult conversation.
We crave criticism. Help us adore
This bounteous universe we explore
With curiosity, wonder, and what’s more,
With joyous celebration.

Alexander Williams is a writer, teacher and singer from Watford. These poems are from his
new collection of poems Secular Ethnicity to be published later this year. Details of his
previous books can be found at www.thedialup.blogspot.com
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“Thou shalt not murder”
By John MacDiarmid
I am a long-time friend of Dorset
Humanists, and a former Christian
minister who still holds to evangelical
Christianity. My good friend Aaron
invited me to make a contribution to
this discussion and I found myself, as
often, broadly in agreement with
Humanist principles on many matters,
but with one major exception, which I
shall come to.
Much of the current system of UK law has its
origin in the Christian heritage of our nation.
My view as a Christian is that those convicted
of crime need to be treated with humanity
and decency and that the very proper
consequences for wrongdoing should be
aimed at restoration and rehabilitation so that
individuals can lead a fulfilled and meaningful
life in the future. Reconciliation and
forgiveness should be championed wherever
possible.
Appropriate
consequences,
administered humanely, with compassion and
taking in view the damage done by the
offence all seem to be the right way
forwards.
However, I see one exception. I realise that
this will not sit easily with humanistic
assumptions, but as a Christian the belief is
that humans are created in the image of God.
So, the deliberate taking of a human life is not
an ordinary crime. It is a wilful destruction of
the image of God. The Bible reference that
speaks to this most directly is after Noah's
flood when God says:

“Whoever sheds human blood, by humans
shall their blood be shed; for in the image of
God has God made mankind." (Genesis 9:6)
So, in this very restricted case I would in
principle support the re-introduction of the
death penalty. The assumptions on which this
view is built are:
a)

Humans are created in the image of God.

b)

The deliberate taking of human life is
therefore a destruction of the image of
God (this would not include
manslaughter).

c)

As an act of justice, the death penalty is
appropriate.

d)

The individual executed would have time
to sort himself out with his Maker and
live a full and productive life in
eternity. It is not all over for the guilty
party!

I realise that the above four points stand in
conflict with the Humanist worldview, and
therefore I would expect Humanists to
disagree. If you believe that there is no God,
that this life is all there is, and that there is no
hope beyond the grave, then my view doesn't
stand up at all. But some of us are convinced
that there is a God and a future beyond
whatever goes wrong here.
I hope my thoughts will enable some of my
Humanist friends to understand why some
Christians like me are in favour, in principle, in
very restricted circumstances, of the death
penalty.

Humanistically Speaking is an inclusive medium that likes to air the views of those engaging
with us on many varied topics. We will, over time, invite opinions from worldviews different to
our own so that we can explore the merits or deficiencies of that thinking.
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