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It sounds so simple, doesn’t it? 

 

Everyone – religious people and non-religious people – must be equal in front 

of the law. 

 

That’s not controversial, is it? 

 

Unfortunately, we know it is. Otherwise there would be no need for us to be 

here today. 

 

Here in the UK and around the world we see an absence of secularism 

leading to human misery. We see an absence of secularism leading to 

completely avoidable human suffering. 

 

We see sharia law. We see male circumcision. We see female genital 

mutilation. We see women denied control of their reproductive rights – of their 

own bodies. We see the shielding of child abusers. We see faith schools. And 

we see unacceptable restrictions on the most important of all human rights: 

the right to speak freely without fear of violence. 

 

Secularism is no different in principle to the American civil rights movement. 

That was about legal equality regardless of skin colour. Secularism is about 

legal equality regardless of religion or lack of it. 

 

It’s that simple. That is all we want. 

 

Secularism means atheists and the religious must have one common set of 

legal rights – and one common set of legal responsibilities. Laws are pointless 

unless they’re the same for everyone. If they’re different for different people 

that’s not a legal system – that’s an elaborate menu system. 

 



Secularism does not infringe the rights of religious people. But it does remove 

religious privilege, which is of course a very different thing. People who face 

losing privileges of any kind often see that as an infringement of their rights. 

The longer they’ve enjoyed those privileges, the more they consider them to 

be rights. And the grumpier they become when the time comes to forfeit them. 

Tough. Diddums. 

 

Secularism is the strongest possible guarantee of religious freedom and it’s 

the best chance we have of minimising religion’s potential to cause misery, 

division and conflict. If anyone can think of a better way of creating a fair 

system for people of this religion, that religion and of no religion, I’m all ears. 

Seriously, I’d really like to know. 

 

This is where we find ourselves. 

 

For virtually all of human history religious ideas and institutions have been 

immune from scrutiny, or at least much more immune than other ideas and 

institutions. We have seen the appalling results. We still see the results today. 

All ideas and institutions must be open to scrutiny and we must be allowed to 

discuss them openly and safely. We only disposed of blasphemy laws in this 

country quite recently but sadly many other countries still have not, and those 

laws often carry the death penalty. 

 

Can you imagine living in such a country – where to blaspheme is punishable 

by death? 

 

Can you imagine the concept of “religious police”? The very phrase chills me 

to the bone. 

 

But it’s not just about formal blasphemy laws. The more serious problem is 

self-censorship, even in the absence of blasphemy laws. This is the general, 

unwritten understanding that certain topics are off-limits for the sole reason 

that…they just are. For whatever reason, so many people seem incredibly 

reluctant to talk about religion, and especially Islam, in the way they’d discuss 



anything else. Self-censorship spreads and it spreads. Self-censorship is bad. 

Self-censorship is lethal. 
 

For me, free speech, together with the rule of law generally, is the non-
negotiable and defining quality of the human condition, so I get pretty 

twitchy when free speech is eroded anywhere in the world, either through 

formal laws or a general understanding not to discuss certain things. To 

degrade free speech is to degrade the human condition. 

 

To the government, I say this. 

 

Stop using secularists as a punchbag. Stop pretending that secularism is the 

problem when it’s the solution. Stop telling us about a religion of peace 

and…an aggressive secularism. 

 

To Baroness Warsi, our “Minister for Faith”, I say this. 

 

What are you doing about sharia councils? What are you doing to help your 

Muslim sisters who have to go to these back alleyway equivalents of a 

courthouse? You, Baroness Warsi, have taken the spoils secularism has 

given – as a female Muslim you sit in the House of Lords because of 
secularism and in spite of religion, in spite of our established religion, and 

in spite of Islam. And yet you help deprive your Muslim sisters of the one 

thing that can protect their legal rights – a secular legal system. You throw 

them to the wolves. I can almost picture you throwing down the rope ladder. 

Shame on you, Baroness Warsi. Shame on you. 

 

To religious leaders, I say this. 

 

Secularism is your friend. Secularism enables you not only to select your own 

religion rather than have the state or someone else select it for you, but it also 

allows you to practice your chosen religion how you as an individual choose. 

That means you don’t have to agree with those of your own religion or even of 

your own denomination or sect. Secularism maximizes your religious freedom 

– your personal religious freedom. 



To the thousands and thousands of people gathered at this rally and the 

millions watching on YouTube, I say this. 

 

I’m often asked by well-meaning people what they can do, in practical terms, 

to make a difference, even in just a small way. My answer is always the same: 

please, please, don’t self-censor. Just be honest when talking about religion. 

That’s basically all you need to do. That’s 95% of the problem solved, right 

there. Expressing your opinion on religion infringes the rights of no-one; it’s 

your right to express yourself. Discuss religion as freely and honestly as you 

would any other subject – politics, sport, current affairs, reality TV, Justin 

Bieber. I’m not saying be a bore and talk about nothing else, and I’m not 

saying don’t think before speaking, but I am saying think very very carefully 

about not exercising or even valuing a freedom that people have died for – 

and that people are still dying for today. If you’re scared about something 

then for goodness sake just say you’re scared. There’s no shame in that 

whatsoever. But there is shame in saying you respect something when 

actually you don’t respect it, or when you’re scared of it. 

 

There is good news. Yes, there are changes we need in this country, for 

example concerning faith schools and our established religion, but by and 

large previous generations have been thoughtful enough and brave enough to 

leave us the legal tools we need. Thanks to them our task is basically to 

enforce existing laws and exercise existing rights. But people must be willing 

and able to speak. It always comes back to free speech, always. 

 

By making a firm commitment to secularism and free speech in the United 

Kingdom we will not only dramatically increase our chances of passing on the 

baton of freedom to our loved ones, we will also stand in unwavering solidarity 

with our fellow men and women in other lands whose struggle to separate 

religion and power trails our own by some unimaginable distance. 

 

Thank you. 


