British Humanist Association

Response to EU proposals to amend the 'Television without Frontiers' Directive

The British Humanist Association (BHA) is the principal organisation representing the interests of the large and growing population of ethically concerned but non-religious people living in the UK. It exists to promote Humanism and support and represent people who seek to live good lives without religious or superstitious beliefs. The census in 2001 showed that those with no religion were (at 14.8%) the second largest ‘belief group’, being two-and-a-half times as numerous as all the non-Christian religions put together. Other surveys consistently report much higher proportions of people without belief in God - especially among the young1. By no means all these people are humanists and even fewer so label themselves, but our long experience is that the majority of people without religious beliefs, when they hear Humanism explained, say that they have unknowingly long been humanists themselves. 

The BHA is deeply committed to human rights and democracy. We advocate an open and inclusive society: one "based on the recognition that people have divergent views and interests and that nobody is in possession of the ultimate truth"2. In such a society, the government, other public authorities and social institutions would seek to maximise individual freedom (not least of belief and speech) while building on common interests and working to reduce conflict so that people may live together constructively. 

Our comments on the draft Directive on television broadcasting etc set out in EU document 2005/0260 (COD) are confined to two specific points.

Draft Article 3(e) seeks to protect groups defined by the customary six criteria from incitement to hatred. We welcome this extension from the narrower current wording (Article 22a) and in particular the extension of religion to ‘religion or belief’. Insofar as the UK is concerned, legislation is already in place that covers incitement to hatred based on religion or belief. 

We are anxious, however, that the EU directive should place a strong interpretation on hatred. It is (as the UK government has made clear during the passage of our own Act) quite different from mockery or contempt. We are also anxious that the EU directive should make it explicit that the protection proposed is offered to people and not to religions or beliefs. 

We have strong reservations about draft Article 3(g) - and to the existing Article 12 - where it seeks to forbid advertising etc. that is "offensive to religious or political beliefs". 

in the absence of further explanation, ‘offensive’ appears to mean ‘offensive to those claiming to be of the religion or political belief concerned’. This offers far too strong a power of suppression of legitimate communication to people who are liable to be ultra-sensitive, perhaps purely as a self-promotional tactic;

if religious beliefs are to be offered any protection, then as a matter of important principle so should non-religious beliefs. This is in effect required by the European Convention of Human Rights which does not distinguish in Article 9 between religious and other beliefs;

the idea of protecting political beliefs is dangerous. Politics is a realm of robust debate and those putting forward political views must be open not just to criticism but to mockery etc. Complaints under the proposed directive would very likely be motivated by a wish to draw attention to themselves. 

Offensiveness against political beliefs (or any other of the categories covered) will in any case be to a considerable extent self-limiting in commercial speech as no advertiser will wish to alienate any significant proportion of his potential customers.

1 In a survey of 13,000 13-15 year olds, 61% declared themselves atheist or agnostic (Revd Professor Leslie Francis and Revd Dr William Kay, Trinity College Carmarthen, Teenage Religion and Values, Gracewing, 1995)
2 George Soros: appendix to The Bubble of American Supremacy (Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2004)
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