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I’m Jennie Johnson and I’d like to start by thanking you for inviting a humanist tonight. I see freedom of expression 

as one of the most important issues of our time. As well as giving my personal view I also want to listen and learn 

from you all. 

Just in case you aren’t sure, Humanism is not a religion. It is a belief centred on human wellbeing. We believe 

empathy and compassion, together with the golden rule to treat others as we would like them to treat us, can guide 

us to working out what is right and wrong. We believe evidence and the scientific method is the best way for 

working out what is true.  

Moving back to freedom of expression. Legally, freedom of expression is the right to communicate ideas without 

fear of government retaliation or censorship.  

As well as the law, freedom of expression can also be prevented by – social disapproval leading to self-censorship 

and fear of violence. 

My current position is that in terms of the law, I think all expression should be allowed unless it intends to incite 

violence.  

Open debate and being able to criticise orthodox opinions is the best way to establish truth. 

 Free expression is also important for individual happiness, for the self-respect that comes from working out things 

out for ourselves, by interacting with people who disagree with us as well as those who agree.  Just like we are doing 

tonight. 

Stifling free expression by preventing extremist views can turn monsters into martyrs and result in extremist views 

festering underground rather than being demolished by counter-arguments.  

There is also the slippery slope aspect that, without freedom to criticise authority, democracies may degenerate into 

tyrannies. Cultures who restrict freedom of expression like North Korea are usually those that have the worst record 

on Human Rights and equality. 

Many people feel that their beliefs are core to who they are. Criticisms or other expressions of antipathy or ridicule 

can be deeply upsetting and offensive.  

This is true for non-religious people as well as religious. Statements that non-religious people are immoral, sinful and 

will burn in hell are deeply upsetting and yet for example people go to great lengths to distribute books saying this, 

like the bible. There are murals in churches showing non-religious people in torment being burnt in the fires of hell 

which I can remember as a child being quite shocked by. 

Non-religious people have for years had religious people telling them that high rates of mental illness, depravity in 

the young, increasing divorce rate and moral meltdown is down to lack of religiosity. For example in February on the 

BBC’s Big Questions a Christian said that “Humanism is a first-class ticket to a sea of wantonness and debauchery … 

and is generally demonic”.  

This is all offensive and insulting. But none of it has been expressed with the intention to incite violence. All of it 

should be allowed. All of it. 



What is offensive is subjective and can vary with time and place. For example both Jesus and Mohammed spoke 

about beliefs which were new and different, which the authorities at the time were not happy with and which would 

have offended some people.  

Similarly, in their times, Galileo and Darwin greatly offended religious authorities who were certain that Galileo was 

wrong about the earth circling the sun and Darwin was wrong about  people having evolved from ape like ancestors.  

Darwin’s Theory of Evolution, which much modern medicine depends upon, has gained all the more credibility 

because by its open expression it has been able to be critically scrutinised by people determined to prove it wrong 

and none have. 

You may remember a demonstration in London in 2006 against Danish Mohammed cartoons.  There were banners I 

would defend saying “Liberalism go to Hell” and, ironically, “Freedom of Expression go to Hell”. But there were also 

banners saying things like “Behead those who insult Islam”. These were different as they were directly inciting 

violence. And indeed one man was found guilty of direct encouragement to murder.  

What about expression which doesn’t incite violence but which may result in violence? 

This year’s speaker at the London Voltaire Lecture was Bonya Ahmed. She was recovering from a machete attack on 

her and her atheist blogger husband, Avijit Roy, 4 months earlier in Bangladesh. Avijit died and she was left for dead. 

Bonya like her husband advocates peaceful protest in favour of freedom of expression and belief. Despite there 

being a high risk of violence from religious fundamentalists, mainly to Bonya, but also to the public attending, the 

lecture was allowed to take place.  It wasn’t Bonya’s intent to incite violence, it was the intent of the religious 

extremists. Extremists should not be able to prevent freedom of speech by threatening violence. It was right that this 

very brave lady was allowed to tell her story. 

There is a difference between whether or not an expression should be allowed by law and whether or not it is a good 

thing to do. I am in favour of legal tolerance moderated by social disapproval. 

For example I personally wouldn’t have gone to the London Mohammed cartoon exhibition which threats of violence 

have just caused to be cancelled. I don’t like upsetting people and I feel in this case it was almost like taunting. I 

don’t want to cause offence for insufficient reason. It doesn’t fit in with empathy and compassion. I also want to 

build bridges between belief communities and encourage understanding. There are better ways of arguing in favour 

of freedom of expression.    

In terms of not causing upset however, I would similarly hope that people wouldn’t say that simply because they are 

gay, my nephew and my cousin are sinful and immoral. 

But both the cartoon exhibition and expression saying my relatives are immoral shouldn’t be banned by law and 

certainly shouldn’t be prevented by threats of violence.  

I’d also just like to mention a current case in Northern Ireland.  Imam and scholar, Dr Muhammad Al-Hussaini, an 

Imam and Muslim scholar,  has strongly criticised the decision to prosecute Pastor James McConnell under the 2003 

Communications Act for sending a "grossly offensive" communication describing Islam as "Satanic" and "heathen".  

Dr Al-Hussaini wrote in the Belfast Telegraph "It is of utmost concern that, in this country, we uphold the freedom to 

discuss, debate and critique religious ideas and beliefs - restricting only speech which incites physical violence." The 

Imam added  "If Pastor McConnell is convicted and imprisoned, I shall go to prison with him." The pastor’s trial is 

now scheduled for December2015. 

So in summary, I think freedom of expression is vital for truth and democracy. I support legal toleration moderated 

by social disapproval but expression which intends to incite violence should be illegal. 

 


