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We are committed to the application of reason and science

We believe in the cultivation of moral excellence.

to the understanding of the universe and to the solving
of human problems.

We respect the right to privacy. Mature adults should be

to seek to explain the world in supernatural terms,
and to look outside nature for salvation.

allowed to fulfill their aspirations, to express their sexual
preferences, to exercise reproductive freedom, to have
access to comprehensive and informed health care,
and to die with dignity.

We believe that scientific discovery and technology

We believe in the common moral decencies: altruism,

can contribute to the betterment of human life.

integrity, honesty, truthfulness, responsibility. Humanist ethics
is amenable to critical, rational guidance. There are normative
standards that we discover together. Moral principles are
tested by their consequences.

We deplore efforts to denigrate human intelligence,

We believe in an open and pluralistic society and that
democracy is the best guarantee of protecting human rights
from authoritarian elites and repressive majorities.

We are committed to the principle of the
separation of church and state.

We cultivate the arts of negotiation and compromise

We are deeply concerned with the moral education
of our children. We want to nourish reason and compassion.

We are engaged by the arts no less than by the sciences.

as a means of resolving differences and achieving mutual
understanding.

We are citizens of the universe and are excited by

We are concerned with securing justice and fairness

We are skeptical of untested claims to knowledge,

in society and with eliminating discrimination
and intolerance.

and we are open to novel ideas and seek new
departures in our thinking.

We believe in supporting the disadvantaged and the

We affirm humanism as a realistic alternative to

disabled so that they will be able to help themselves.

We attempt to transcend divisive parochial loyalties based
on race, religion, gender, nationality, creed, class, sexual
orientation, or ethnicity and strive to work together for
the common good of humanity.

discoveries still to be made in the cosmos.

theologies of despair and ideologies of violence and as a
source of rich personal significance and genuine satisfaction
in the service to others.

We believe in optimism rather than pessimism, hope rather

We want to protect and enhance Earth, to preserve
it for future generations, and to avoid inflicting needless
suffering on other species.

than despair, learning in the place of dogma, truth instead of
ignorance, joy rather than guilt or sin, tolerance in the place
of fear, love instead of hatred, compassion over selfishness,
beauty instead of ugliness, and reason rather than blind
faith or irrationality.

We believe in enjoying life here and now and in

We believe in the fullest realization of the best and noblest

developing our creative talents to their fullest.

that we are capable of as human beings.

*by Paul Kurtz
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Women Should
Be Mad at
Religion Not
(Just) Trump
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T

hese are just a few of the clever
signs seen at the 2018 Women’s
March. This street protest, held
around the country in January, was
a smaller repeat of the Women’s
March that had occurred the day after
President Donald Trump was inaugurated in 2017. The 2017 march drew
4,157,894 people into the streets in
the United States, according to the
Washington Post’s best guess.
I was in downtown Washington,
D.C., for the original march, and the
sea of protesters was so large and
dense that I feared people would be
crushed by the crowds. Knitted pink
pussy hats were de rigueur, and the
abiding mood was what I would call
“angry ebullience.” People who felt
shock and disgust at Trump’s election
were elated by the massive outpouring
of outrage, solidarity, and resistance.
A year later, those who demonstrated again did so with a year’s
experience of what Trump’s America
looked like. For women, bleak is about
as positive a term as one could use.
For religious conservatives, it’s Shangri-La, a little piece of heaven on Earth.
Trump had delivered “hugely,”
and would continue to do so, for
people who felt it was their religious
duty to tell women what they can do
with their bodies. Trump’s amoral behavior barely registered a ripple in the
enthusiasm of white evangelicals, 81
percent of whom had voted for him.
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Tony Perkins, president of the religious
Right Family Research Council, aptly
used the golf analogy “Mulligan” in
granting Trump a do-over in life after
news broke of Trump’s alleged affair
with—and payoff to—a porn star. The
righteous were prepared to shrug off
Trump’s failings as a husband, so long
as he furthered their agenda.
When the president told those
arrayed in January for the annual antiabortion March for Life that “We are
with you all the way,” it was one of the
few true things to have come out of
his mouth.
There could be no bigger gift to
the religious Right than Neil Gorsuch,
Trump’s pick for the U.S. Supreme
Court. Gorsuch will prove to be just
as anti-abortion, anti-woman, anti–
church-state separation, and pro-religious privilege as Justices Clarence
Thomas and Samuel Alito, the two
fiercest religionists on the court. Gorsuch, a fifty-year-old albatross to progressive values in robes, will very likely
be with us for a long, painful time to
come. Trump’s lower court picks are
no better, with some appearing to believe the Bible is more important than
the U.S. Constitution in guiding legal
decision-making.
Other religiously grounded administration actions that harm women’s
rights include Trump’s Department of
Health and Human Services (HHS) establishing a Conscience and Religious
Freedom Division to let health workers
opt out of providing contraception
and abortion on religious grounds,
and the agency’s adjusting its mission
statement to say it supports Americans
at “every stage of life, beginning at
conception.”
Trump’s picks for HHS leadership
posts had included Teresa Manning, a
former Right to Life Committee lobbyist and legislative analyst for the Family Research Council, who told NPR
in 2003 that “contraception doesn’t
work.” She abruptly resigned from
the agency earlier this year without
explanation.
Being mad at Trump for all this
is all well and good, but he is just a
cipher for the views of his most enthusiastic supporters. Remember that
Trump told NBC’s Tim Russert in 1999

that he was “very pro-choice.” He publicly changed course in 2011, but his
past associations and political giving
don’t suggest that he’s an anti-abortion
zealot or true believer. Trump’s interests begin and end with what is good
for him and who he perceives to be in
his corner.
What escapes direct criticism when
progressive groups fight back against
these policies is religion itself. The
Women’s Marches brought out millions of women (and men) opposed to
Trump. Had the marches been branded
as opposition to the influence of religion on public policy, religion’s misogyny, and its impact on women’s rights,
you might not have had enough people
to field a hockey team.
But religion’s “women problem”
lies at the core of these policies and is in
fact what animates them. All Abrahamic
religions are patriarchal and have stood
in the way of women’s equality through
the millennia. Of course we know the
way women are severely repressed in
Islamic countries. But Christianity, being
dominant in the United States, remains
the focus here—and justly so, as it is the
single biggest cultural impediment to
women’s rights in this country.
The church has fought back against
the entire feminist enterprise since its
earliest days.
St. Augustine set things in motion
during Roman times under the theory
that women were created by God to
be subjugated by men. In the thirteenth
century, Thomas Aquinas wrote that
women should be limited to secondary
roles because they were biologically
less fully formed, hence inherently inferior to men.
Heaps of scorn and troll-like ugliness greeted Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s
Women’s Bible in 1898. T. DeWitt Talmage, a top evangelical preacher at
the time, warned in his sermon “The
Choice of a Wife” that any woman
who would listen to Stanton “needs to
be washed, and for three weeks to be
soaked in carbolic acid, and for a whole
year fumigated, before she is fit for decent society.”
Pope Pius XI denounced feminism
in his 1930 encyclical Casti connubii as
disruptive of the obedience that women
owe to men. He castigated feminists for

diverting women from their intended
role as wives and mothers arising from
“the natural disposition and temperament of the female sex.”
In the 1970s, when the nascent
movement for women’s equality was
finding its footing, churches were warning their followers of its evils.
In a 1971 piece titled “The Women’s Movement,” Mormon leader Elder
Thomas Monson expressed shock at the
aspirations of “some women” for “free
abortion, free child care, and equal
employment.” Monson cited numerous
biblical and Mormon scriptural passages
to suggest that women’s duties are to
“sustain your husband ... strengthen
your home ... serve your God.”
The Southern Baptist Convention
voted at its 1973 annual meeting that, in
response to “a great attack by members
of most women’s liberation movements
upon scriptural precepts of woman’s
place in society … be it resolved, that …
man was not made for the woman, but
the woman for the man.”
This enduring narrative is part of
Christianity’s DNA, and, whether consciously or not, it informs today’s “family
values” voter. That’s why Trump’s view
of women, which is either dismissive or
salacious depending on a woman’s age
and measurements, doesn’t faze them.
Trump may be crass about expressing
it—which they might find irksome—
but underneath, Trump represents their
philosophy. Women are here for men.
They should be submissive, take care
of the domestic realm, and not venture
into male domains—and if they do
there will be consequences.
It’s all so, well, biblical.
Progressive women are not just battling Trump’s reckless misogyny. They
are combatting religion’s first principles, and its adherents who are privately cheering Trump on. By not confronting religion’s corrosive influence
we are only engaging the mercenary
force rather than his biggest patron.
Robyn E. Blumner is the CEO of the Center for Inquiry
and the executive director of the Richard Dawkins
Foundation for Reason & Science. She was a nationally
syndicated columnist and editorial writer for the Tampa
Bay Times (formerly the St. Petersburg Times for sixteen years).
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TOM FLYNN

OP-ED

An Unexpected
Milestone

T

alk about small beginnings. In
1986, San Francisco retiree Phil
Mass sounded the alarm. The
birthplace of nineteenth-century agnostic orator Robert Ingersoll was
near collapse. Worse, it faced demolition—the pizzeria occupying the
house next door wanted to knock it
down for parking. Mass contacted
every national humanist, atheist, and
freethought organization. Persistently.
Repeatedly.
Okay. Today, we’d call it stalking.
Organized unbelief was far smaller
and less prosperous then than it is
today. Saving the Ingersoll birthplace
would have been a tall order for any of
the national organizations of that time.
Some of them talked about it, but
none of them acted. But Mass kept
reaching out.
Somehow, he acquired Free Inquiry
founder Paul Kurtz’s home number. He
called Kurtz at home. Nightly. In part
because Mass had made some contributions to Free Inquiry, Kurtz never
stopped taking those calls.

Finally, enough was enough. Kurtz
made his decision, and Free Inquiry
went where no other movement organization had been willing to go.
In 1987, the Council for Democratic
and Secular Humanism (as it was then
called) bought the Ingersoll house in
Dresden, New York, along with the
two acres of land it sat on.
The purchase cost $7,000.
That is not a typo.
I was never absolutely certain
whether that purchase was made with
the organization’s money or whether
Kurtz, a wealthy man, had just reached
into his own pocket. Either way, the
evening phone calls from Phil Mass
stopped, which may have been its
own reward.
Being the owner of a historic house
involves certain obligations. The pizza
parlor still had its eyes on the house.
Rumors swirled—the parlor owner was
going to sue to have the house demolished as a dangerous eyesore (it was
both). Or perhaps the owner would
try to have the property seized by eminent domain because a pizza parlor
with parking would contribute more
taxes to Dresden than one without.
On the advice of some history-professor friends, Kurtz tasked his minuscule
staff with filing the necessary papers
to get the Ingersoll birthplace on the
National Register of Historic Places.
Astoundingly, it worked—and it cost
almost nothing.
One of the nice things about a
property being on the National Register is that no one can demolish it.
One of the frustrating things about

The Robert Green Ingersoll Birthplace Museum.
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it is that you, the owner, have to leave
the building where it is. (Kurtz and
Gordon Stein, who would later be the
founding director of the Center for Inquiry
Libraries, had entertained thoughts of
moving the birthplace to Buffalo, where
more people might see it.)
Being the owner of a historic house
that is on the National Register, can’t
be knocked down, can’t be moved,
and is about 120 miles away from your
office involves yet greater obligations.
Perhaps euphoric after the birthplace’s
successful rescue, Kurtz made a bold
decision. He invited bids on rehabilitating the structure so that one day it
could house a museum.
The lowest bid came in at $250,000.
Keep in mind that in 1988 (which it
now was), the organizations that published Free Inquiry and the Skeptical
Inquirer had never spent $250,000 in
a lump sum on anything. Our offices
were rented. If our equipment was
only second hand, we counted ourselves lucky.
And now we had to spend a quarter
of a million dollars to restore a historic
house in a rural village of just three
hundred people in a very remote corner of New York’s Finger Lakes district.
I’ve told the story thus far with
tongue slightly in cheek (though events
did unfold as I’ve recounted) in order
to stress how astoundingly unlikely it
was that the Robert Green Ingersoll
birthplace got saved—to say nothing
of how it became North America’s first
and only freethought museum.
To say absolutely nothing of how
that museum is now about to mark its
silver anniversary.
To make a long story short, we
learned a lot about raising money and
a lot about how passionate—and generous—the widely scattered admirers
of “The Great Agnostic” could be.
We raised and expended that quarter-million dollars, and the Ingersoll
birthplace could welcome the public
again. Which it did on Memorial Day
weekend in 1993.
The task of designing the museum
had fallen to me. Why? Before coming
to work for Free Inquiry, I had designed
fundraising “haunted houses” for organizations such as the March of Dimes

and the Multiple Sclerosis Society.
Therefore, I knew more about establishing a traffic pattern in a repurposed
building than anyone else on staff.
I thought I was done with the
tongue-in-cheek part.
Along the way, we benefited from
further good fortune. We made the
acquaintance of the James Hervey
Johnson Charitable Educational Trust,
whose generous grant was the largest single gift we received in that
original $250,000 campaign. (The
Johnson Trust has since become a
frequent supporter of Council for Secular Humanism—and later Center for
Inquiry—projects.) Also, New York
State’s farm-winery industry experienced explosive growth, starting right

“We raised and expended
that quarter-million
dollars, and the Ingersoll
birthplace could welcome
the public again.”
around the time the Ingersoll Museum
opened. In 1976, when New York’s
farm-winery laws were reformed, there
were nineteen wineries in the entire
state. Today there are twenty wineries
just on the west shore of Seneca Lake,
which is where Dresden is located.
Farm-winery growth has meant a big
increase in the tourist traffic on State
Highway 14, which is also how one
gets to Dresden.

I

t is sobering to realize that something
I helped to build is marking its silver
anniversary. It makes me think of maturity. Or mortality. Definitely a word
that starts with m. And it is gratifying
to know that the Council for Secular
Humanism has been able to preserve
and interpret the memory of one of
freethought’s most towering figures
for a quarter of a century. And it’s still
going strong.
Of course, there will be a celebration. On August 18–19, 2018, 150

lucky people will attend a silver anniversary celebration and conference in
Syracuse, New York, not too far from
Dresden. Attendance is capped at
150 due to the capacity of the four
museums that attendees will visit via
motor coach on August 19. One of
them is the Ingersoll Museum; the
other three* are other anchors of the
Freethought Trail, an informal collection of radical-reform sites within a
two-hour drive of Dresden. Launched
in 2005, the Freethought Trail now
includes 112 marked and unmarked
sites important to the history of radical
social reform in west-central New York
State (see “Tale of the Trail,” later in
this issue). And to give old friends their
due, I note that the August conference
has been generously underwritten by
the James Hervey Johnson Charitable
Educational Trust.
So forgive an indulgence, Free Inquiry readers, but this April/May issue
and the next (June/July) will present
something of an Ingersoll festival.
This issue contains two photo
features. One highlights the original Freethought Trail, in west-central
New York; the other constitutes the
baby steps of the Trail’s first spinoff.
Working with Kansas City freethought
historian Fred Whitehead and others, we are collecting information for
a Missouri and Kansas Freethought
Trail. Those two heartland states have
rich deposits of radical reform history
and some crackling stories to share.
Our next issue will present a cover
feature on Ingersoll himself, the birthplace museum, and the freethought
history whose rediscovery is now unfolding.
It’s all compoundingly amazing
when you consider how improbably it
began.
* The others are the Matilda Joslyn Gage
Center in Fayetteville and the Gerrit Smith
Estate and National Abolition Hall of Fame,
both in Peterboro.

Tom Flynn is editor of F ree inquiry , the executive
director of the Council for Secular Humanism, the
director of the Robert Green Ingseroll Birthplace
Museum, and the editor of The New Encyclopedia
of Unbelief (Prometheus Books, 2007).

GRETA CHRISTINA

OP-ED

Rationality and
Nuance

I

t’s a fun skeptical exercise to imagine
which cognitive biases we’d like to
get rid of. Even when we understand
the psychological necessity for these
biases—even when we know the reasons they evolved and how they help
us function—they can still be exasperating. For a long time, my candidates for
“most annoying cognitive bias” were
rationalization and the just-world fallacy.
But lately, I’m leaning in the direction of
our human minds’ difficulty dealing with
nuance.
We boil down complex situations
into simple ones. We exaggerate subtle situations into extreme ones. We
sort gradations into boxes, exemplified
by the shades on the furthest ends of
the spectra. We make up strawmen,
responding to ideas we dislike by making up the most extreme and absurd
versions of them. We come up with
aphorisms and treat them as conversation stoppers.
It drives me up a tree. It’s one of the
most frustrating forms of reality denial.
And like many forms of reality denial, it
leads us into making bad decisions.
Examples? Sure. Here’s one: “The
two political parties in the United States
are the same.” Nope. Demonstrably
not true. Five minutes of Googling will
show you tons of practical, significant
differences between the two parties.
Instead, try replacing that phrase with
this one: “The two political parties aren’t as different as I’d like them to be.”
Or, “Of the two major political parties,
the one that most closely represents
my views and values doesn’t represent
them closely enough.” Or even, “The
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party that’s closer to my views is often
a disappointment, and sometimes it
really sucks.”
Those are very different statements, and they demand different
courses of action. If the parties really
were the same, it might be a reasonable choice to opt out of the political process—or start a revolution.
If instead one party is sometimes
good and sometimes disappointing
or crappy, while the other is almost
always appalling, that calls for a different response. It calls for participation, for the hard work necessary to
push things closer to the direction
you want them to go.
What’s more, when we treat nuanced situations as extreme, it makes
it difficult to respond when a situation really is extreme. It’s a version
of crying wolf. I’ll call myself out on
this one: in my decades as a liberal/
progressive/leftist activist, I will admit
that I threw around the word fascist
when it really didn’t apply (or when
it only applied somewhat, when our
government and society had a few
fascistic elements). So when 2017
came around and the United States
seriously entered the early stages
of real fascism, it was harder to get
people to pay attention. “Oh, you
liberals, you think everything conservatives do is fascist.” Mea culpa.
It’s ironic. As a writer, I know that
exaggeration and hyperbole can be
very effective in getting people’s attention. When a situation is seriously
bad, and not enough people are paying attention or taking action, using
the strongest language possible can
break through the fog. But it can also
create numbness. It’s hard to know
where to draw the line.
That’s the crux of the nuance
problem. Or one of the cruxes, anyway. When we recognize that human
life comes in a million gradations and
spectra, how do we draw lines? To
put it in ethical terms: How do we
decide which behavior is fairly bad
but understandable and forgivable,
which is seriously bad with real consequences needed before forgiveness
can be considered, and which is beyond the pale? If we impose artificial
8
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categories, we can make bad decisions. If we don’t impose any categories, we can let the water get turned
up gradually, hotter and hotter, until
we’re letting ourselves boil. After all,
if the difference between warm and
scalding is a matter of gradation and
there’s no clear bright line between
them, what harm could it do to turn
the heat up one more degree?
I really do get it. Too much complexity can be overwhelming; too
much nuance can be immobilizing.
We can spend all day evaluating the
subtle nuances and moral complexities of a situation, looking at how
different life experiences affect our
decisions, considering how different
values come into conflict, and examining the questions from every angle.
But at the end of that day, we have to
make choices. And making choices
means drawing lines.
I don’t have an answer. But I keep
coming back to the phrase, “How
do we draw the line?” If there’s an
answer to the problem of nuance, it
might lie there—in the recognition
that we are the ones drawing the
lines. We are the ones creating the
categories. They don’t have some
objective reality separate from us;
they certainly aren’t imposed by deities who know the right answers all
the time. The categories and lines
are our creations. We create them to
help us make decisions and to help
us make sense of the world. They’re
not objects we observe in the external world; they’re a function, a verb
rather than a noun.
The lines we draw exist to serve
us. So we should use them accordingly. When we draw clear lines or
blurry ones, solid lines or flexible
ones, we need to take responsibility
for them. When we draw them badly,
or when the world simply changes,
we need to be willing to redraw
them. They don’t need to be in the
exact right place. They simply need
to work.
Greta Christina is an author, blogger at The Orbit,
and speaker. Her latest book is The Way of the
Heathen: Practicing Atheism in Everyday Life
(Pitchstone Publishing, 2016).
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RUSSELL BLACKFORD

OP-ED

Just a Semantic
Argument?
The Free Will
Free-for-All

I

wish I had a dollar for each time
I’ve heard someone’s viewpoint
dismissed with the facile assertion,
“That’s just a semantic argument!” This
has become a pet peeve of mine. In
fairness, it can be annoying when we
find ourselves in a discussion where
the facts of a situation are all agreed
but one party wants to go on arguing
about the correct words to use. All
the same, we often need to clarify
concepts and terminology to make
intellectual progress. Indeed, debate
about abstract philosophical issues is
typically rendered almost intractable
by vagueness, ambiguity, and conceptual confusions.
On this occasion, my thoughts were
provoked by a social media discussion
that I prudently kept out of. The participants were discussing free will, and
they largely agreed that free will does
not exist or that human beings don’t
possess it. However, one participant
admitted feeling some attraction to
the so-called compatibilitist position—
before dismissing compatibilism as
“just a semantic argument.”
Within the extensive philosophical
literature about free will, compatibilism
is the idea that free will—whatever it
might be or however we might understand it—is logically compatible with
causal determinism. That is, it’s compatible with the prior determination
of events, including human choices,
through a universal process of physical causation. Notwithstanding issues
about quantum-level indeterminacy, it

seems likely that causal determinism is
near enough to true for us to assume it
in arguments about free will. (If we reject causal determinism, we’ll go down
another path of the debate altogether,
one that I’ll have to avoid this time.)
If causal determinism is true and
causal determinism is incompatible
with free will, it follows that we don’t
have free will. But whether they are
compatible depends on what people
are actually trying to express when
they claim to have free will. Unfortunately, that’s not clear. It’s likely that
different cultures and eras have had
somewhat different conceptions of
free will, as do different people even
in the same culture. It’s also likely that
individuals have only a vague sense
of what they mean when they claim
to possess free will (so bluntly asking
them what they mean will likely add to
the confusion).
Furthermore, it’s unhelpful to insist
on some revisionist idea of what we
think the term free will ought to mean.
That won’t address people’s actual
anxieties that produced debate about
this in the first place. Asking people to
define their terms won’t help much.
But we can listen to what they say, talk
to them, refine alternative understandings of the concept of free will (and
related concepts), study how free will
was understood in classical texts from
various cultures, and examine how related themes are presented in popular
culture today. There’s a great deal that

“It’s unhelpful to insist
on some revisionist
idea of what we think
the expression free will
ought to mean.”

we can do in an effort to understand
what is inspiring people’s puzzlement
or anxiety.
One theme that runs through
Western mythology, literature, philosophy, and culture over thousands of
years is whether some things—such
as our own deliberations, choices, and
actions and our actions’ more predictable consequences—are genuinely
“up to us,” as it was expressed by the
Greek philosophers. Expressions such
as up to us and free will appear, at
least primarily, to be used for denials
of fatalism and affirmations of moral
responsibility.
If I claim to possess free will, I am
claiming to be morally responsible
for my own choices—at least in normal circumstances when I don’t, for
example, have a gun at my head. At
the same time, I am rejecting fatalism,
which is usually tied up with one or
another kind of religious or magical
view of the world. I’m rejecting the
idea that I’m a puppet of fate, destiny,
the stars, the will of Zeus, the hands
of God, or any other such overriding
force. If I were such a puppet, I might
as well give up on any aspirations to
improve my own life or to help others.
It’s not up to me. I might as well live in
a state of apathy—though if fatalism is
true, even that will not be my decision!
If fatalism is true, moral responsibility makes no sense. Perhaps, however, we can deny moral responsibility
on some other ground even in the

absence of an external force such as
fate, Zeus, or the stars. Perhaps, for example, we are all governed by deep,
subconscious drives that are alien to
our consciously endorsed values. That
seems enough to negate meaningful
moral responsibility and free will.
This brings me back to causal determinism. Does causal determinism
imply fatalism? Not obviously. Indeed,
many people who reject free will on
the basis of causal determinism seem
to deny being fatalists. They don’t
deny that we have some ability to
make genuine choices and influence
future events. Does causal determinism nonetheless imply that we are not
morally responsible for our choices
and actions, since they are ultimately
caused by events that happened before we were born? This seems to be
the crucial question when free will is
denied by science-minded people.
Finding a plausible answer will, unfortunately, involve even more investigation, this time involving different
conceptions of moral responsibility.
A short article such as this is not
the place to settle large, fraught, persistent, emotionally charged issues.
The issue of free will is genuinely
complex, and we might not find a
truly satisfying answer because the
central concept is so vague and chameleon-like. My point is not that we
do or that we don’t possess free will.
Rather, I’ve tried to show why it’s not
straightforward trying to investigate
such issues with academic rigor and
intellectual honesty. We need to examine what people are actually worried about and what they are actually
trying to say. We’ll then, inevitably,
find ourselves arguing about semantic issues—but in a case such as this,
there is nothing “mere” about semantics.

Russell Blackford is a regular columnist for F ree
I nquiry . He holds a conjoint appointment in the
School of Humanities and Social Science,
University of Newcastle, NSW, Australia. Dr.
Blackford’s latest book is Science Fiction and the
Moral Imagination: Visions, Minds, Ethics
(Springer, 2017).
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SHADIA B. DRURY

OP-ED

Is the GOP
Fit for Liberal
Democracy?

T

he Republican Party contains a
motley collection of ideologies
that are either profoundly illiberal
or staunchly undemocratic—or both.
In what follows, I will identify four
ideologies within the GOP that need
to be totally discarded. The fifth has
some potential but needs a makeover
if the Party is to be fit for power in a
liberal democracy.
The first and most pervasive of
these ideologies is the free market.
This ideology has its source in Friedrich Hayek’s concept of “spontaneous
order,” which he describes in The Constitution of Liberty. The idea is that unbridled capitalism yields meritocratic
results. So, if governments were to refrain from interfering in the economy,
the result would be a world in which
the creative, daring, and hard-working

will rise to the top. It follows that any
effort to dampen economic inequality
will amount to taking away from the
deserving few and giving it to the undeserving many. The tax bill passed by
the Republican Congress in 2017 is a
textbook case of this fanciful ideology.
In reality, the whole idea of a free
market is a delusion. The absence of
governmental constraints on capitalist
enterprises, which pollute the environment and threaten the lives of citizens,
is a clear case of government acting
in the interest of capital. The resulting economic inequality undermines
the political equality that democracy
requires. It is no exaggeration to say
that the United States is an oligarchy
that has been exporting its form of
government to the world in the guise
of liberal democracy.
The second of these ideologies—
and the most menacing to the world
as well as the nation—is neoconservatism. This ideology came to the fore
in the George W. Bush administration but has deep roots in American
self-understanding. The 9/11 terrorist attacks gave neoconservatives the
excuse to embark on their quest to
remake the world. The messianic nationalism at the heart of this ideology
cannot avoid endless war, in which
the children of the poor are sacrificed
not for universal freedom but for the
profits of the war economy. Donald
Trump vowed to put an end to America’s “stupid wars.” Nevertheless, the

combative rhetoric of Nikki Haley, his
ambassador to the United Nations, is
classic neoconservatism—a blend of
moral self-righteousness and ominous
threats that undermine global peace.
The third and perhaps most ascendant ideology within the Republican
Party is that of white nationalism. Donald Trump tapped into the economic
disenchantment of those who believe
that they were left behind by global
wars, global capitalism, and illegal immigration. These are legitimate grievances, but so far, Trump has addressed
them only by his bigoted rhetoric:
scapegoating Mexicans, Muslims, and
immigrants. The result is to embolden
the neo-fascists, sowing division and
disillusionment. Mutual hostility and
suspicion is destructive for a liberal
democracy, which needs plurality as
much as shared values.
The fourth ideological group within
the GOP is that of the Christian evangelicals, who voted for Trump in large
numbers. They have been rewarded
mainly by Trump’s culture wars in defense of “Merry Christmas,” his aversion to the bathroom freedom of the
transgendered, his appointment of the
anti-abortionist Neil Gorsuch to the
U.S. Supreme Court, and his war on
cannabis, even in states where its sale
is legal. This gives evangelicals the expectation that their religious morality
is on its way to becoming the law of
the land. These folks are not satisfied
with the religious freedom that a lib-

Billy Graham, Longtime Critic of Secular Humanism,
Dies at Ninety-Nine
William Franklin Graham Jr., best known
to the world simply as Billy Graham, died
at his home in Montreat, North Carolina,
on February 21, 2018. He was ninety-nine.
Graham was perhaps the world’s best
known Christian evangelist. He supposedly
provided spiritual counseling to every president from Harry Truman to Barack Obama.
Graham was a longtime vocal critic of secular humanism, and Free Inquiry magazine
was the place to find ample criticism of
Graham, especially during the 1980s.
In the Summer 1988 issue of FI, the edi-

tors challenged Graham, who was bringing
one of his “crusades” to Western New York
at the same time that FI was sponsoring the
International Humanist and Ethical Union’s
World Congress at the nearby University
at Buffalo, to a debate. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Graham never took Free Inquiry up
on the offer.
The following issue of FI, Fall 1998,
ran excerpts from a television interview
Woody Allen conducted with Graham in
September of 1967. Among other things,
Allen asked Graham his opinions on pre-

marital sex and which sin is the worst. “If
you wanted to find out which sin is the
greatest,” Graham answered, “I would
choose … idolatry … ‘Thou shalt have no
other Gods before me.’” To that, Allen
responded, “Doesn’t that seem to you
to be an egomaniacal position?” Graham
answered back, “Oh, no, God is perfect.”
That just about sums up the evangelical
position that Graham so embodied.
The staff and members of the Center for
Inquiry and Free Inquiry will miss a worthy
adversary.
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eral democracy grants them. Like the
Taliban, they are determined to rob
others of the liberty to live according
to their consciences in matters that
affect only themselves and their families. The power of the evangelicals can
only make the nation more theocratic,
illiberal, and intolerant.
Fifth and last, there is a democratic,
though not particularly liberal, ideology that lives on the sidelines within
the GOP—civic republicanism. The latter is associated with the political ideas
of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, James Harrington, and Niccolò Machiavelli in the
Discourses. In this view, democratic
freedom requires political participation. As Rousseau would have it, people are free only when they submit to
laws that they have made themselves.
In other words, freedom is being subject to laws that one rationally accepts,
which is why political participation is so
important.

“Christian evangelicals
… are determined to rob
others of the
liberty to live according
to their consciences.”
Among American conservatives, I
associate this view with David Brooks.
In his interviews, columns, and books,
Brooks maintains that what afflicts the
United States is having chosen the
wrong philosophers. According to him,
Americans would have been better off
had they relied on Martin Buber instead of John Stuart Mill, Viktor Frankl
instead of Jeremy Bentham, and St.
Augustine instead of Rene Descartes.
In other words, instead of the quest for
individuality (Mill), Americans should
have chosen the primacy of community, connectedness, and relationships
(Buber’s I-Thou relationship). Instead
of emphasizing the pursuit of plea12
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sure (Jeremy Bentham), Americans
should have emphasized the moralistic
search for meaning (Frankl). Instead of
the rational aspects of our humanity
(Descartes), Americans should have
embraced the emotional aspects of
human nature (St. Augustine). In short,
Brooks prefers communitarianism,
moralism, and religiosity to individualism, rationalism, and the pursuit of
happiness.
Of course, there is no guarantee
that religiosity will enhance morality—once he discovered God, Augustine’s treatment of his beloved was
monstrous! Nor is there any guarantee that political participation will be
morally ennobling and not employed
for self-interest. Moreover, there is a
danger that when politics endows life
with meaning and identity, it can be
uncompromising and intransigent. In
contrast, liberal politics is directed at
the mundane and material means to
the good life—in all its plurality.
Even though civic republicanism
is not a liberal ideal, it is a democratic ideal that valorizes participation.
If implemented, the wealthy career
politicians who occupy the House of
Representatives would be replaced by
ordinary men and women who represent their districts for a term, then return to their previous occupations—as
the Founders imagined. In this way,
the civic republican ideal may end the
oligarchic stranglehold on the nation.
The trouble is that civic republicanism is often hostile to liberalism. Brooks
himself is inconsistent on that count. If
by some miracle the GOP were to
abandon its hostility to liberalism, it
might become a party fit for liberal
democracy. If the Democrats manage
to end their enchantment with identity
politics in favor of individual liberty,
then one party would valorize democracy and community while the other
would promote liberty and individuality. The resulting balance would be fit
for a liberal democracy.

Shadia B. Drury is professor emerita at the
University of Regina in Canada. Her most recent
book is The Bleak Political Implications of Socratic
Religion (Palgrave Macmillan, 2017).
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OPHELIA BENSON

OP-ED

Let’s Not Split the
Difference This
Time

W

e have “Me Too” and
“Time’s Up,” and of course
we have the backlash
against them as well—we have “Me
Too” and “Not Me Too.” Naturally.
We have women saying stop sexually harassing and assaulting women
in the workplace, and we have men
and a few women saying “Oh come
on, let’s not go overboard here, let’s
hang on to some sexual harassment
in the workplace, because balance in
everything.”
Is saying “stop sexually harassing and assaulting women in the
workplace” an ideological claim that
should be balanced by an opposing ideological claim? Or is it just a
fundamental social rule of the kind
children are expected to learn when
they start school? We’re told as toddlers: don’t hit, don’t push, don’t
grab, never bite. Don’t try to collar all
the toys, don’t take more than your
share of the snack—don’t bully, don’t
ostracize, don’t mock.
That’s not really an ideology we
feel the need to debate, is it? We
don’t conclude that the free exchange of opinion has been stifled
if we all just accept and adhere to
social mandates of that kind. So why
aren’t rules about sexual harassment
and assault the same kind of thing?
Don’t hit, don’t push, don’t grab her
by the pussy—it’s not that complicated, surely.
Even Trump’s boast tacitly acknowledges that, even as he flouts
it. “When you’re a celebrity, they let
you”: in other words, normally they

don’t let you. That little burst of laughter that cost Billy Bush his job was a
laugh of surprise, of slightly shocked
(or admiring) surprise. Everyone involved knew Trump was boasting of
violating a rule, a rule as basic as don’t
hit, don’t push, don’t bully.
But there are those who say it’s not
a rule or who dispute what the rule
actually covers. It forbids grabbing
people between the legs, yes, but it
permits slightly less crude advances.
It’s a kindly, tolerant, relaxed sort of
rule that wants to see everyone free
to cop the occasional feel. There’s that
open letter in Le Monde signed by
one hundred French women intellectuals and artists, for instance, that says
the campaign has gone too far now,
when all anyone did was “to touch a
woman’s knee, try to steal a kiss, talk
about ‘intimate’ things during a work
meal, or send sexually-charged messages to women who did not return
their interest.” There are similar “let’s
not go crazy here” reactions in Anglophone outlets too, solemnly reminding us that a “stolen” (that is, forced)
kiss is not rape and that women are
not swooning Victorian waifs.
It’s a bit like saying we can have rules
against biting and kicking, but hitting
and pushing are acceptable. We all
understand that some things are worse
than others, but we still think we get to
rule out the whole category of sexual
demands in the workplace.
This isn’t a matter of playing victim
or delicate flower or puritan (although
let’s not pretend an unwanted kiss is
actually pleasant, because it’s not). It’s

about messages. What message do
sexual demands in the workplace send?
Put it this way: say a law firm hires its
first ever African American attorney,
and her colleagues tell her to clean
up the break room. That would send a
very clear message. It’s the same with
all these knee-grabs and stolen kisses:
the message is that you’re here to serve
us, you’re of the server class, you’re an
outsider and not as good as we are. You
don’t have the right to basic respect
that real people like us have; you are
the Other, and you are ours to fondle
and grope as we choose.

“We all understand that
some things are worse
than others, but we still
think we get to rule out
the whole category of
sexual demands in the
workplace.”
This is why the claim by the “wait,
slow down” party that “Me Too” portrays women as perpetual victims is so
wrong. The assumption that women
are up for grabs once they’re out in
public is a social assumption, not a
personal or individual one. Workers
who organize to get better pay and
safer working conditions are not playing victim; they are combining forces.
The novelist Daphne Merkin of-

fered one example of the “playing
victim” claim in the New York Times:
Perhaps even more troubling is
that we seem to be returning to
a victimology paradigm for young
women, in particular, in which they
are perceived to be—and perceive
themselves to be—as frail as Victorian housewives.

But how is it possible to report and
attempt to remedy a wrong without …
well, reporting it? How is it a victimology paradigm to point out that men in
powerful positions both forced sexual
overtures on women employees and
punished them if they said no or complained? How else are women supposed to deal with sexual predators
who control their careers?
Merkin says that most of the
women she knows have been in that
situation and have “routinely said, ‘I’m
not interested’ or ‘Get your hands off
me right now.’ And they’ve taken the
risk that comes with it.” But the risk
that comes with it can be the end of
that career. Why should women have
to pay that price? And why are they
accused of acting like frail Victorian
housewives when they object to such
a system?
Strength and resilience are fine
qualities, and everyone should have
them, but we don’t consider it a good
idea to teach it to children by encouraging bullying in school. Women and
men in the workplace need to be able
to overcome obstacles and deal with
problems, but it doesn’t follow that
bosses should create an atmosphere
red in tooth and nail.
That of course is not to say that
every single allegation is automatically
true or that there is no absurdity in any
part of the campaign, because no
human endeavor can be that clean. It’s
just to say that women are at work to
do the work, not to be sexual opportunities, and it would be nice if that
could be accepted now.
Ophelia Benson edits the Butterflies and Wheels
website. She was formerly associate editor of
Philosopher’s Magazine and has coauthored several
books, including The Dictionary of Fashionable
Nonsense (Souvenir Press, 2004), Why Truth
Matters (Continuum Books, 2006), and Does God
Hate Women? (Bloomsbury Academic, 2009).
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FAISAL SAEED
AL MUTAR

OP-ED

What Is Missing
from the
Conversation
about Iraqi
Elections and
Extremism?

O

n January 15, a terrorist attack
hit my hometown of Baghdad, Iraq. About twenty-six
people were killed and many were
injured. Attacks such as this are unfortunately to be expected, as national elections will be held in June
and contending political parties are
employing hyperbolic language to
engage their audiences.
This is the fourth parliamentary
election to be held in the war-torn
country, which just claimed that ISIS
has been defeated.
Yet many Iraqis are coming to
realize that ISIS cannot be defeated
fully unless the ecosystem that allows
groups such as ISIS to grow can be
stamped out.
It is sometimes forgotten that
many victims of terrorism inside Iraq
happen to be Muslim—or at least
born Muslim—but many are having
an adverse reaction to establishment
politics since the war, which serves
only to perpetuate the dying.
As a result, a new sort of reactionary politics is manifesting itself in
a call for a strong secular state, one
that will destroy the ecosystem that
allows civil war to fester. This reactionary politics, while undoubtedly
reactionary, is not necessarily negative on net. It may be the best opportunity to forge a future for Iraq that

14
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transcends the endless confrontation
between dueling sectarians.
Yet something is missing from
the conversation about Iraq’s future.
What is missing is popular support
for emerging parties that call for a
secular government and civil society
and that lean away from the sectarian
partisan parties that are ruling the
country. Many Iraqis are sick and tired
of the Islamist ruling parties that preserve the status quo, but they are not
being heard.
As a result, potentially promising
parties and political movements lack
support, because it’s far easier to
start a sectarian terrorist group in Iraq
than to start a liberal one.
If you would like to start a Sunni
Islamist party, you can get media
backing from Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates, and other Gulf states.
If you would like to start a Shia party,
you would get support from Hezbollah and Iran. (In part, this reflects the
ongoing proxy war between the two
major states: Iran and Saudi Arabia.)
It’s time for actors in the West
and the international community to
support these “reactionary” politicians and encourage them to see
that they—and we—share a common
cause.
Neither Iran nor Saudi Arabia
is as powerful as the Soviet Union
once was. Cold-war–style balanceof-power politics don’t apply anymore—nor will they help to create a
useful balance of power.
There is only one choice the West
can make to defeat extremism in
Iraq. It involves declining to support
either of the regimes that fund it.
What is sometimes forgotten is
that stopping the next terrorist attack
in Baghdad might very well prevent
the next terrorist attack in the West—
say, in Manhattan. Why? Because
what happens in Baghdad, unlike
Vegas, doesn’t stay in Baghdad.
Faisal Saeed Al Mutar is an Iraqi-born human rights
activist and president of the newly launched organization Ideas Beyond Borders (IBB). The mission of
IBB is to promote the free exchange of ideas and
defend human rights to counter extremist naratives
and authoritarian institutions.
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S. T. JOSHI

OP-ED

The Party of
Traitors

T

he question of the day is: How
have we reached the stage
where an entire political party in
this country has in effect descended
into treason?
I refer, of course, to the current
incarnation of the GOP. Let it not be
thought that I am echoing a longstanding Republican ploy of demonizing my antagonists by attributing treasonous motivations to mere political
differences. Republicans have admittedly perfected this technique, lambasting support for abortion rights,
gun control, and even the raising of
the minimum wage as some kind
of lèse-majesté against truth, justice,
and the American way. On the contrary, I am speaking of a party that has
gone out of its way to subvert American law and American ideals in ways
that could, if it were successful (which,
in fact, it won’t be), lead us down the
road to autocracy.
Let us consider, first, the ineffable
Roy S. Moore. To everyone’s surprise
(especially his own), this “judge,” who
had twice been thrown off the Alabama Supreme Court for sundry
offenses, lost narrowly to a Democrat,
Doug Jones, in a special election on
December 12 for the U.S. Senate
seat vacated by our current “attorney general,” Jeff Sessions. I am not
interested in the credible accusations
from at least nine women that Moore
dated and, in at least one instance,
molested them when they were underage; these allegations may reveal
Moore’s despicable character but not
his violations of constitutional law. It
is these latter—his refusal to acknowledge the separation of church and

state and his truculent denial of the
legality of same-sex marriage—that
make him such a dangerous figure.
And yet, Moore lost the election by
fewer than 22,000 votes. Okay, we’re
talking about Alabama; I suppose we
should be grateful that at least a certain number of Republicans (including,
incredibly, Alabama’s other Senator,
Richard Shelby) refused to support
him. But his support remained unwavering among evangelicals in that
state. Is it any wonder that Mark Galli,
editor of Christianity Today, remarked
ruefully on the day of the election that
“there is already one loser: Christian
faith”? The moral uprightness of evangelicals—always a canard except in
their own minds—has now been seen
as the hollow sham that it is, given the
devil’s bargain they have made with
the Republican party. The short-term
political gains they may or may not
achieve will be massively outweighed
by the long-term harm they will suffer
as their hypocrisy and corruption become increasingly evident.
Let us now turn our attention to
the action that the Republicans fondly
wish will save them from electoral
decimation in 2018: the passage of
the Frankenstein’s monster of a tax
“reform” bill at the end of 2017. I refer
not to the specifics of the bill, although
those are bad enough: the deliberate
targeting of “blue” states by capping
state and local taxes; the many and
numerous gifts to the wealthy, whether
it be a lower income tax rate for the
super-rich or drastically lower corporate taxes or a virtual elimination of
the estate tax; the appalling injustice
inherent in the fact that the corporate
tax reduction is permanent while the
(minimal) tax reductions for the lower
and middle class are temporary.
All that is, as I say, bad enough from
a policy perspective—and the blatant
lies about the bill that were uttered by
all manner of special pleaders, from
the treasury secretary on down, are
worse. The question becomes: How
could a majority of GOP members
of Congress vote for a bill that was
demonstrably unpopular even with
their own constituents? One Republican congressman, Chris Collins of
New York, inadvertently let the cat out

of the bag when he said: “My donors
are basically saying get it done or
don’t ever call me again.” Strange: I
always thought that politicians were
supposed to serve their constituents,
not their wealthy donors. Silly me!
But the rot that afflicts the GOP
begins at the top and filters all the
way down to the rank and file. I refer,
of course, to our esteemed “president,” whose many and various derelictions—growing evidence of his
campaign’s collusion with the Russian
government; his own obstruction of
justice in the investigation of that matter; his sexual assaults on dozens of
women; his bare-faced and unrepentant enrichment of himself by virtue of
his office; his reckless and irresponsible tweets, which could easily trigger
wars around the world, nuclear or
otherwise—are drearily familiar. These
issues, any one of which would be
grounds for impeachment, are bad
enough; transcending them in loathsomeness is the vile toadying of Mr.
Trump by nearly every member of
the Republican Party. The comment
by the doddering senator Orrin G.
Hatch—who in recent years has systematically destroyed whatever standing as a statesman he once had—is
typical: “We are going to make this
the greatest presidency we have seen,

not only in generations, but maybe
ever.” Yeah, right. (Oh, wait—I forgot
to mention how that eminent historian
Mike Huckabee has compared Mr.
Trump favorably to Winston Churchill.)
Here again, in exchange for certain
short-term gains, the GOP is happy
to become bootlickers and lickspittles
of what his own advisers have called
a “dope” (or is that an “idiot” or a
“moron”?). Well, we’ll see how far that
gets them.
So what is to be done? Short of
carrying out the standard punishment
for traitors, an elegantly simple solution presents itself: go out and vote.
What could be more satisfying than
to give this motley crew of hypocrites,
time-servers, dogmatists, and defiers
of the public will the gift of a comfortable life as private citizens? That
is exactly what will happen to a good
many of them before the year is over.
Whether the Republicans’ descent
into permanent minority status will
chasten them and compel them to
conduct any kind of introspective assessment of their irremediable corruption is anyone’s guess. I, for one, tend
to doubt it.
S. T. Joshi is the editor of Atheism: A Reader
(2000) and other works on atheism, agnosticism,
and freethought.
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LOOKING BACK

35 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
“… the power of Marxism cannot be explained solely by [Karl Marx’s]
theories; for these were at least partly limited by his nineteenth-century
experience, and they have been superseded by the considerable
development of the social sciences. The power of Marxism must be
located to a considerable degree in its religious impulse … .
“For Marx, like Jesus, provides a response to man’s existential situation. He offers a set of normative ideals and prescriptions for how we
shall live and in what direction we should work; and his message has
been transformed by his disciples into a new faith … . As mankind discards one religion, long since debunked and intellectually untenable,
it seems all too prone to cleave to another, more sophisticated and
subtle, yet clothed with a religious mantle.”
—Paul Kurtz, “The Religion of Marxism,” Free Inquiry, Volume 3, No. 2
(Spring1983)
Editor’s Note: Paul Kurtz (1925–2012) was the founding editor of
Free Inquiry. In the Spring 1983 issue, Sidney Hook (Kurtz’s mentor at
Columbia University), Canadian philosopher Jan Narveson, and Kurtz
contributed essays for the feature “Was Karl Marx a Humanist? A Symposium.”

25 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
Free Inquiry: “… You say in your book that ‘humanity is ecologically
abnormal’ in regard to its population growth.”
Edward O. Wilson: “No other animal species five kilograms or larger
with partly carnivorous habits has ever come remotely close to present-day humanity in sheer biomass (dry weight of protoplasm). The
effects of this profligacy on the environment are staggering. We are
co-opting somewhere between 20 percent and 40 percent of the sun’s
energy fixed by photosynthesis … .
“We simply can’t wait any longer to do whatever we can to contribute to knowledge and education about the situation. Also, I feel that
though they are discouragingly small in number, the humanists in this
country nevertheless include a lot of people with conviction about the
human responsibility to the biosphere, and they are a potent group.”
—E. O. Wilson, “On Biodiversity,” Free Inquiry, Volume 13, No. 2
(Spring 1993)
Editor’s Note: Interviewed by then-Executive Editor Timothy J. Madigan in connection with the publication of his landmark book The Diversity of Life, iconic entomologist E. O. Wilson noted that “the human
species has become a geophysical force” seven years before the term
Anthropocene was popularized. He also warned that “we are altering
the very composition of the atmosphere” in ways that are “probably
… warming the Earth’s climate with potentially catastrophic effects”
two decades before the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
cemented the current understanding of that phenomenon.
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LETTERS

Religion and Charity
Tom Flynn, in his Op-Ed “A Modest Proposal: Get Religion Out
of the Charity Sector” in the December 2017/January 2018 issue,
says he can’t see how denominational charities can maintain
their identities if they steer their
fundraising activities far outside of their own communities.
Does that mean religious charitable organizations will refuse
money from heathens? I doubt it.
I’m sure they don’t care where the
money they raise comes from. If
Satan himself wrote them a generous check, would they not cash it?
Besides, are those who contribute money after receiving mail solicitations ever queried about their
religious beliefs? Of course not!
As for myself, my preferred guide
for contributing to charity is Emily
Dickinson’s poem “Not in Vain”:
If I can stop one heart from breaking,
I shall not live in vain.
If I can ease one life the aching,
Or cool one pain,
Or help one fainting robin
Unto his nest again,
I shall not live in vain.

Her vision of compassion
is universal, not selective! And
when we too wish to lessen suffering, shouldn’t we unburden
our minds of deism or secularism
and all the other “isms” … and
just let the light of compassion
guide our hearts to make us generous in offering help to as many
of our fellow creatures as we can?

David Quintero
Monrovia, California

Tom Flynn responds:
It isn’t a question of whether a
denominational charity would
cash Satan’s check. The question
is whether, as Americans lose
interest in the traditional denominations within Christianity—as
seems to be happening—can
traditional denominational “silos”
long sustain a quilt of largely
redundant denominational agencies (Lutheran Agency for This,
Methodist Agency for That,
Catholic Agency for the Other
Thing)? Each such agency draws
much of its funding from solicitations carried on in the denomination’s churches. As those
churches grow emptier, I expect
that the pressure on those agencies to abandon their denominational labels and consolidate will
become irresistible. As secularists
we should welcome this process
and even seek to accelerate it
when an opportunity arises.

Fake News
Like other partisan articles condemning fake news, Shadia B.
Drury drifts from neutrality into instructing readers how they should
vote. “Be Reasonable. Vote Democratic.” might as well substitute for
her title “The Silver Lining in Fake
News” (FI, December 2017/January
2018). No one except a few crazies
swallowed the fantasy that linked
Hillary Clinton to a pizza parlor
child-trafficking ring in Washington,
D.C. The implication by omission
that few substantive issues took
precedence over this idiotic burp
in the election is a bridge too far.
For the record, I voted for Hillary Clinton and believe Donald
Trump challenges the limits of incompetence both as president and
as a human being. Still, the pronouncement that “the Republican
Party … makes no secret of serving the interests of the wealthiest
in society” poisons the well with
Democratic boilerplate rooted in
early- to mid-twentieth–century affiliation with industrial labor unions,
a once powerful working-class
constituency that has become marginalized over the past fifty years.
The current trends driving Re-

publican and Democratic “agendas,” now more than ever, need to
be brought under scrutiny as both
parties move closer to a status quo
center, advanced notably by New
Democrats such as Bill and Hillary
Clinton, with their shifting positions on globalization, free trade,
corporate interests, Big Banks,
Wall Street, bailouts, welfare, and
many other ambiguous issues. Admirably, Ms. Drury calls for debate
based on factual evidence and reasoned perspectives. Let’s not preempt comprehensive debate with
good vs. evil campaign shibboleths.

Jim Valentine
Woodland Hills, California

The Fight for Our
Philosophy
The time is coming—perhaps
sooner than many would like to
think—that science shall have
completely navigated the human
genome, thus making genetic engineering a practical reality. We
shall have seized control of our own
biological evolution. At this historic
point, what becomes of our DNA
will no longer be a random process
but rather the product of our philosophical deliberations especially
in the areas of political and ethical
thought. Our options will be before
us: either we will continue in a democratic society by our own good
faith efforts, or we will sink into
the abyss of a controlled and thoroughly complacent genetics caste
system such as envisioned by author
Aldous Huxley in Brave New World.
Even the most cynical of “philosophy jeering” scientists must
admit this in the interest of intellectual honestly. Science brings us the
facts. But we do not live by the facts.
We live by our values, which we are
constantly testing against the facts.
I submit that there has never
been a time when it has been so urgent to study philosophy at a higher
academic level. The future of democratic life may well depend on it.

John L. Indo
Houston, Texas

The Corruption of
Philosophy?
Prior to reading Tom Flynn’s article
“The Corruption of Philosophy?” in
the December 2017/January 2018
edition of Free Inquiry, I’ve occasionally read comments in scientific periodicals about the negative
effects that Templeton Foundation
grants have on any scientific research that the Foundation gets involved in. Flynn’s article is the best
wrap-up of the Templeton Foundation’s negative impacts on philosophy and science that I’ve read.
It reminds me of a rather unpleasant surprise that I recently
had when I discovered that one
of my favorite science programs,
National Public Radio’s “Science Friday,” is sponsored by the
Templeton Foundation. You can
see that sponsorship listed on the
“Science Friday” website at https://
www.sciencefriday.com/about/.
That sponsorship raises questions about how the Templeton
Foundation’s sponsorship might be
affecting the “Science Friday” programming, and it also raises questions about how many other science
efforts such as “Science Friday” the
Foundation has its tentacles into.
I really enjoy Free Inquiry! Keep
it coming!

Bob Winckler
Wasilla, Arkansas

I read with dismay Tom Flynn’s
imaginative but false reconstruction of my editing of
The Blackwell Companion to
Naturalism. He accused me of a
stealth assault, one that I snuck
by a deluded editor at Blackwell.
Nothing could be further from the
truth. A few years ago, I read a
rich and suggestive defense of
naturalism and ethical naturalism by Owen Flanagan, Hagop
Sarkissian, and David Wong. I
wrote to the authors lamenting
the lack of civil dialogue and even
discussion across worldviews and
invited them to use their essay as
the opening in a book to examine naturalistic and theistic world-

(Continued on p. 65)
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Deconstructing Religion: Introduction
Tom Flynn

F

Inquiry has made a point of covering the rapid
growth of what might be called “the new scientific
study of religion.” Some of this attention has focused
on the mushrooming of research into unbelief in religion as
a measurable phenomenon, suitable for study not only by
sociologists but by psychologists and cognitive scientists;
see our cover features, “Bridging the Gulf: At Last, Social
Science Measures Secularity” (FI, February/March 2012)
and “Does Religion Really Make Us Better People?” (FI,
June/July 2013).
In fact, Free Inquiry has been spotlighting the scientific
investigation of religion almost since the field as we now
know it—what participants often call the “cognitive sciree

“Religion is a natural, human
phenomenon like any other and
should not be sequestered in
some reverential space.”
ence of religion” (CSR)—took form. The field is sometimes
traced to a trailblazing 1995 book, Faces in the Clouds:
A New Theory of Religion. Author Stewart Elliott Guthrie
theorized that the human tendency to ascribe agency
to supernatural beings might be a side effect of the
well-established human tendency to over-ascribe intentionality to ambiguous environmental stimuli (that movement in the middle distance may just be branches swaying
in the wind, but on average it’s more prudent to assume
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it might be a bear).* A remarkable expansion in research
followed. As early as its Summer 1999 issue, FI offered a
cover feature on “The Science of Religion.” Then, 2001 saw
publication of Pascal Boyer’s Religion Explained: The Evolutionary Origins of Religious Thought, another book often
seen as seminal for the field. (I reviewed Religion Explained
in FI’s Spring 2002 issue.)
In his 2006 Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural
Phenomenon, Daniel C. Dennett sought to enlighten the
public about an insight CSR researchers were already
building upon: that religion is a natural, human phenomenon like any other and should not be sequestered in some
reverential space, isolated from scientific inquiry. Debuting
around the same time as Sam Harris’s The End of Faith,
Richard Dawkins’s The God Delusion, and Christopher
Hitchens’s god Is Not Great, Breaking the Spell cemented
Dennett’s position as one of the so-called “Four Horsemen
of the New Atheism.”
What is CSR? Robert N. McCauley, whose essay “Features of Religions as Cognitive By-Products” leads off this
feature section, describes it thusly: “CSR uses the investigative methods, theoretical tools, and empirical findings of
the cognitive sciences to redress long-standing imbalances
within the academic study of religion.” Where previous researchers sought largely to interpret religious phenomena,
workers in CSR hope to explain them using the methods of
science. Explaining isn’t always explaining away, but if CSR
sometimes explains away key aspects of religious practice,
many researchers are prepared to let the chips fall where
they may.
Today CSR is an energetic, young discipline, which is to
* Guthrie also contributed an article, “Intelligent Design as Illusion,” to
the April/May 2006 issue of Free Inquiry.

DECONSTRUCTING RELIGION

say that its participants follow many paths and pursue wildly
varied programs of research. A cynic might say that there
are as many theories of religion as there are theorists doing
CSR—but isn’t that typical of any young discipline and in
fact a measure of its vigor?
Accordingly, the remaining contributors to this section examine religious phenomena from deeply various
perspectives. In “The Story of a Creature with Peculiar
Habits,” Danish researcher Armin Geertz suggests that the
roots of religious behavior may be more multifarious than
many workers in CSR have supposed. In “Reinvigorating
the Comparative, Cooperative Ethnographic Sciences of
Religion,” Benjamin Grant Purzycki and Joseph Watts of
the Max Planck Institute for Anthropology and the Max
Planck Institute for the Science of Human History, respectively, survey the breadth—and question the reliability—of
“cross-cultural research” indicating that “at least some
supernatural beliefs and practices can cause people to
behave in ways that serve evolutionary functions.” Sarah
R. Schiavone and Will M. Gervais take a very different tack,
using sociological methods to reveal how deep-seated—

and broadly distributed—the tendency to ascribe moral turpitude to atheists is. (It’s so deep-seated that even atheists
leap to the assumption that criminals, cannibals, and even
those who indulge in necrobestiality are more likely to be
atheists.)
The cognitive study of religion isn’t going away. Meanwhile it promises to reveal new and perhaps uncomfortable
truths about where near-universal human religious impulses
came from and what they may say about us. I still hold out
hope that our worst religious impulses can be overcome
and that the best path forward for humankind involves
consigning as much of our religious heritage as possible to
history’s proverbial dustbin. If the best way to do that is one
day discovered—or if, on the contrary, science someday
makes an airtight case why that is not the way toward the
human future—today’s vibrant, young CSR shows us from
what direction that knowledge may well come.
Tom Flynn is editor of Free Inquiry, the executive director of the Council for Secular
Humanism, the director of the Robert Green Ingersoll Birthplace Museum, and the
editor of The New Encyclopedia of Unbelief (Prometheus Books, 2007).
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Features of Religions as Cognitive By-Products
Robert N. McCauley

T

he birth of the cognitive science of religion (CSR)
more than twenty-five years ago inspired a generation of researchers who employ novel methods to
study and explain religious thought and behavior. CSR uses
the investigative methods, theoretical tools, and empirical
findings of the cognitive sciences to redress long-standing
imbalances within the academic study of religion, which
has opted for the idiosyncratic and the interpretive over
the recurrent and the explanatory. Redressing imbalances
does not eliminate the idiosyncratic or the interpretive, but
it does suggest that they are not the whole story and that
greater attention to the recurrent and the explanatory will
enrich our inquiries and our understanding.

“Experimental findings [comparing]
explicit religious reflection and
unconscious religious cognition
suggest that people substantially
underestimate the comparative
importance of the latter.”
The most influential proposal in CSR maintains that
many features of religions are by-products of normal cognitive processes (Boyer 2001). The cognitive by-product
theory holds that religions engage ordinary cognitive systems that are in place on the basis of considerations having
nothing to do with religion or with one another—whether:
– anthropomorphic representations (in myths or icons) triggering humans’ capacities for understanding agents’
minds (Guthrie 1993);
20
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– causally opaque rituals engaging our action representation
system, which distinguishes their forms and associated
properties (Lawson and McCauley 1990);
– sacred spaces and objects arousing humans’ sensitivities
to environmental contaminants (Liénard and Boyer 2006);
– dysphoric rituals (especially) shaping autobiographical
memory and self-understanding (Whitehouse and Lanman 2014); or
– glossolalia (speaking in tongues) recruiting automatic linguistic processors (McCauley 2011).
Reading minds, recognizing actions, spotting environmental
contaminants, and the like are all evolved, domain-specific
cognitive dispositions that address perennial problems of
survival. The costs of unreflective, unconscious, automatic
dispositions, however, are their susceptibilities to their activation in response to cultural materials—including religious
materials—that cue their operations (Sperber 1996). Religious systems’ sustainability turns partly on how well their
representations and practices engage these dispositions of
mind. In these regards, at least, humans come prepared for
the ready appreciation of much about religions.
Like any scientific theory, though, the cognitive by-product account does not explain everything about religions
or even about the features that it addresses (Gervais and
Henrich 2010). So, for example, unlike the forms of mental
life that the by-product theory highlights, we also think
consciously, slowly, deliberately, verbally, and often at some
remove from immediate circumstances. The by-product
theory says less about religious reflection and about its
articulation and organization in propositions, theologies,
doctrines, creeds, and the like. Such materials require scrutiny in other areas of cognitive science, which concentrate
on explicit cognition. Still, experimental findings about the
relationship between explicit religious reflection and unconscious religious cognition suggest that people substantially
underestimate the comparative importance of the latter
(Barrett and Keil 1996).
This theoretical program has generated scores of stud-

DECONSTRUCTING RELIGION
ies and dozens of suggestive, even startling, experimental
findings concerning:
– mnemonic advantages that accrue to minimally counterintuitive representations (Banerjee et al. 2013);
– persistent intrusion of theologically incorrect implicit inferences that are inconsistent with avowed beliefs (Slone
2004);
– quiescence of the brain’s executive control system in believers in the face of charismatic authority (Schjoedt et al.
2011);
– diminished religiosity associated with impairments in theoryof-mind capacities (Norenzayan et al. 2012); and
– empathetic responses (as measured by the synchrony of
heartbeats) of related observers to participants in extreme (fire-walking) rituals (Konvalinka et al. 2011).
CSR has met with striking success at coaxing the gods into
surrendering more of their secrets.
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The Story of a Creature with Peculiar Habits
Armin W. Geertz

I

am often asked if humans need religious belief. My standard answer is, “No, just look at how we manage to live
meaningful and moral lives in Denmark.” But there is
more to the story, because we evidently needed it to become what we are. This might not be what fellow atheists
are willing to admit, but hear me out anyway.
In a new book I coauthored with Jonathan H. Turner,
Alexandra Maryanski, and Anders Klostergaard Petersen
titled The Emergence and Evolution of Religion: By Means
of Natural Selection (Routledge, 2017), we argue that
religious behavior was almost inevitable because religion
emerged from many cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
propensities that were hard-wired for millions of years into
the neurology of higher mammals, higher primates, great

an iceberg consisting more fundamentally of brain, body,
emotion, culture, and social relations in a tangled web of
causalities. On the other hand, purely biological explanations are not enough either. What we call “Darwinian
natural selection,” in other words the Modern Synthesis, is
not sufficient. Even though Darwinian selection pressures
continue, they produced humans as evolved great apes
with unique capacities. These evolved great apes have
developed sociocultural phenomena and institutions, which
we call human “superorganisms,” that are teleological but
that also exert selection pressures on individuals. Social organizations exert pressures on individuals because people
are socialized, occupy status positions, play roles, and live
in environments that are determined by the cultural codes
and values of conspecifics.
Now, what propensities are we talking about
that made religion “almost inevitable”? Believe it or not, we share a surprising number of
propensities with our great ape cousins. The
evidence seems to indicate that apes have the
“Social organizations exert pressures on
following impressive list of propensities: reading
individuals because people are socialized.”
of face and eyes, imitation of facial gestures revealing
emotions, capacities for empathy and role-taking,
rhythmic interaction, collective emotional effervescence, ritual behaviors, reciprocity, calculaapes, and hominins. We do not accept the claim that reli- tions of justice, seeing self as object, capacities to make
gion emerged from a narrow set of cognitive propensities causal attributions, weak hierarchies with a reckoning of
appearing during the late Pleistocene, which many evo- status and roles, hunting and gathering behavioral propenlutionary psychologists and cognitive scientists of religion sities, and male friendships and fellowships (see chapter
claim. By the way, as an aside, I am a cognitive scientist five in our book). All of these propensities are crucial to the
of religion (CSR) but hold the somewhat maverick view evolution of the hominin line.
(which I never tire of repeating to the irritation of my CSR
With “ritual behaviors,” I am sure that readers can see
colleagues) that being full-blooded biological and cultural where this is going. We are not claiming, however, that
beings (“biocultural” for short), it is inconceivable that apes perform religious ceremonies. We are simply noting
human cognition is mainly about mental representations the fact that they perform repetitive behaviors not directly
following logico-mathematical rules, as many cognitivists related to dietary needs. They evince meeting and parting
hold. In fact, mental representations are only the tip of behaviors (hugs, touching, vocalizations). But they also

22

Free Inquiry April/May 2018

secularhumanism.org

DECONSTRUCTING RELIGION
participate in what primatologists call “carnival” behaviors. increase solidarity and develop more permanent groups.
These are behaviors that are highly emotional, with loud How did this happen?—for happen it did!
pant-hooting, entrainment,* and beating on hollow logs. It
Maryanski performed a cladistic analysis of the relative
is assumed that these behaviors increase group solidarity. sizes of brain areas in chimpanzees and humans in relation
Apes also perform what seem to be ritual-like behaviors to- to the little furry Tenrecinae, a rodent-like arboreal insecward certain objects. Besides the famous “waterfall dance” tivore very much like the original insectivore that initiated
that Jane Goodall reported in free-ranging chimpanzees the primate order 63 million years ago in Africa. Among her
and similar behaviors reported by other primatologists, findings is that humans have about twice the size of emothere is the recent discovery of chimpanzee stone-throwing tional areas in comparison to chimpanzees. Our argument
at specific trees and filling the gaps in trees with stones. here, following the work of Jonathan Turner, is that the
The behavior is stereotypical and accompanied by swaying, expansion of the emotional areas through several million
vocalizing, screaming, and drumming while throwing the years gave the first humans a wider palette of emotions
rocks. Our argument is that with a larger neocortex and allowing for such emotions and feelings as love, awe, and
stronger emotional capacities, humans developed these delight. But they also allowed the emergence of guilt and
propensities into religious behavior.
shame, two powerful societal mechanisms.
We are not claiming a direct jump from ape to human.
Together with symbolic competence, humans were able
As I like to remind our religious critics, we did not descend to symbolize the group and find attachment, identity, and
from the apes but rather from a common ancestor. That emotional satisfaction in significant symbols while disciplinpoint seems to mollify critics, although I don’t
know why; we are so ape-like that the point seems
moot.
There are two crucial elements that I haven’t
mentioned yet. The first is symbolic competence,
and the second is emotional identification with
“We are not claiming … that apes perform
a symbol. Symbolic competence, taken in the
religious ceremonies. We are simply noting
Peircian sense, is the ability to conceive of higher-order relations that are not directly related to
the fact that they perform repetitive behavthe phenomenal world—language, for example,
iors not directly related to dietary needs.”
or the ability to imagine virtual worlds. As the
biosemiotician and neuropsychologist Terrance
Deacon argued, we are a symbolic species in a
deeply physical sense. This is, he argues, because symbolic ing themselves through guilt and shame. Following French
competence drove the physical evolution of the brain. This sociologist Émile Durkheim, regular rituals that hunter-gathability seems to have arisen in the transition between the erers perform in relation to a totem (a symbol of the group
Australopithecenes and the first Homo habilis some 2.5 in connection with a supernatural entity) create collective
million years ago. Symbolic competence seems to have effervescence, which increases and renews a sense of social
arisen in connection with the use of tools, which requires solidarity. This is the reason we argue that the evolution of
not only an increase in working memory capacity but also a religious behavior was “almost inevitable.”
wider range of cognitive procedures, called “cognigrams”
Perceptive readers might ask: Why the connection with
by archaeologist Miriam Noël Haidle. This transition also a “supernatural entity”? To answer that question we need
marks the gradual transition from forest to savanna. And,
to take a closer look at our brain. This is where our lab—the
note, this occurred before the dramatic expansion of the
Religion, Cognition and Culture Research Unit in Aarhus,
cortex in later species.
Denmark—comes in. We have performed fMRI and other
This brings me to the second point: emotional idenexperiments, as well as fieldwork, to study how the brain
tification. We share a problem with the great apes: they
reacts to ritual manipulation of the body. Our point of
do not have strict social hierarchies like baboons do. They
departure is the current neurological paradigm that underhave what Alexandra Maryanski terms a sense of the “comstands the brain not as a passive receptor of impulses but
munity complex,” which is a sense of self in relation to a
as a creative and active, predictive organ. In other words,
relatively large number of conspecifics in a forest territory.
the brain fills in the gaps that our senses give us in order
This sense of community is not in itself sufficient for a group
to make sense of the world based on expectations. These
of noisy and emotional apes to survive in the savanna. It
seems that there were selection pressures on hominins to expectations come from prior experience, and they can be
biological as well as cultural. There are countless examples
* Behavior in which organisms synchronize their movements to an exter- of how cultural expectations override our senses. This
nal rhythm.—Eds.
is what religious rituals and ideas do. They override the
secularhumanism.org
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senses. You would be astonished to learn what people do
to themselves and to others in the name of religion. And I
am not talking about terrorists here.
Imagine what it’s like to have a bad headache or stomachache and sit in an overcrowded, overheated hut in the
dark with the whole community, listening to a shaman who
wants to heal you by screaming in your ear or hitting you on
the head, as is done among some Native American tribes
on the Northwest Coast of America. Or, imagine piercing
yourself like the Hindus on Mauritius with big hooks in the
chest or a metal spit through your tongue and cheeks,
after which you carry a 25-kilogram bamboo structure on
your shoulders while walking barefoot on an asphalt road

in 40° Celsius (104° Fahrenheit) weather. Or how about the
Buddhist nuns in Nepal who walk a long circuit for hours in
freezing weather wearing wet sheets in order to show that
they can generate psychic heat that dries the sheets?
What in the world is going on? Are these people mad?
A large number of theories try to explain this sort of behavior, but unfortunately there is yet no consensus on the matter. One thing is certain, however: they produce changes
in perception for the participants and can also influence
spectators toward more prosocial behavior—at least for a
limited period of time. These perceptual changes are based
on stimulating or suppressing our nervous system and
the expectations of the brain. The more you exhaust your
cognitive resources—or the more you
reduce the reliability of the senses—the
more dominant the brain’s expectations
become. In religious contexts, these expectations are already present as models
of behavior. Neuropsychologist Merlin
“You would be astonished to learn what people do Donald calls religious systems powerful
“cognitive governance systems.” They
to themselves and to others in the name of reliprovide models that individuals draw on
gion. And I am not talking about terrorists here.”
to develop identities and personalities
and to find meaning in life and the world.
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We have conducted experiments in the scanner, in the
lab, and in deprivation chambers with religious people who
reported to us that they felt the presence of God. The nonreligious subjects just experienced weird stuff. In a variation
of the so-called “God Helmet” study, we showed that you
do not need electromagnetic stimulation of the temporal
lobes to produce “sensed presence” experiences, as Michael Persinger has claimed. All you need to do is suggest
to participants that this might happen while wearing the
helmet in a deprivation chamber. Now, what does that tell
us about the brain and human psychology?
There is an interesting and growing literature on perception, misperception, illusion, confabulation, deceit,
delusion, misdirection, bias, and just plain pig-headedness.
These in-grown tendencies of ours have been manipulated
again and again through the ages by ritual specialists,
healers, and stage magicians. Healers do this to stimulate
the placebo effect. In fact, scholars call alternative healing
“placebo dramas.” In other words, patients react according
to clearly defined propensities and biases that can, at least
subjectively, relieve certain kinds of maladies in a large
number of cases.
We clearly have brains prone to tricks and (don’t get
me wrong here) superstition. By the latter, I mean a kind of
supersense, a kind of sensitivity to the non-material, spiritual or supernatural—the kind of experience that raises the
hair on your arms, neck, or head. We are, in other words,
easily spooked just like other animals, only worse. It is so ingrained in us that even atheists have to actively eradicate it
if they can. You could also call it magical thinking based on
things that seem to be contagious or look like something
else, for example, the voodoo doll that looks like a person
you want to harm.
Now imagine the first humans moving permanently out
into the savanna in small hunter-gatherer groups. They live
in an environment animated by humans and other creatures, some of which are dangerous. They communicate
with each other and the world through nervous systems
geared to certain proclivities. They perceive what their
brains and traditions allow them to perceive. They are completely dependent on each other and have learned to manipulate each other’s internal emotions and states through
a variety of physical and emotional techniques. They meet
regularly with other groups and celebrate their religious
rituals. These are social affairs where alliances, marriages,
and competitions occur. These interactions fulfill emotional
and behavioral needs, all of which are conceived in terms
of the natural and supernatural world.
With the invention of agriculture and the rise of citystates, religions arose to deal with the selective pressures
caused by large populations within confined areas with
restricted resources. Here we find the first hierarchical social
and political systems, which clearly favor the elite and powerful and shamelessly abuse lesser groups. Religion is right

along in there, maintaining the status quo through dramatic
ritual sacrifices, pompous ceremonies, and processions
and monopolizing scriptural traditions and education.
They legitimate polities and the conquest and control of
conquered populations. In larger societies, cult units often
compete for resources in a kind of organizational ecology.
One social system after another is replaced, either
peacefully or by violence caused internally or externally, but
again favoring the emotional need-states of some people
but not others. And religious institutions play along, like a
fencer, feinting and striking, sometimes supporting, sometimes revolting against the polity. Religions can develop
into powers of their own, suppressing and persecuting
those who think or act differently.
This whole evolutionary process is what we mean by selection pressures on superorganisms. They are societal and
population-level selection pressures to produce regulatory
mechanisms and to develop corporate units to compete for
resources, selection pressures on polities through geopolitical warfare, and selection pressures on institutional change
due to internal conflict. These kinds of selection pressures
are natural, but they occur for teleological actors and systems that create various sociocultural phenotypes, which in
turn provide further selection pressure on corporate units.
Religious systems are deeply involved in all of these various
behavioral levels, for good or bad.
Through the manipulation and use of our emotional
need-states, religious thought and behavior helped make
us what we are. Today, we are in the fortunate position that
suppressive regimes are slowly being replaced by more
democratic and equality-based societies. Better economic
opportunities and the difficult-to-regulate World Wide Web
allow us to nurture and stimulate our original “hang loose”
simian sociality, connecting with community complexes
while retaining individual freedom. It has its strengths and
weaknesses, of course. There is also a tendency to become
tribal again. Certainly this is the goal of fundamentalists and
authoritarian leaders of all persuasions. And nation-states
as well as individuals have learned how to turn the Internet
into a weapon of suppression.
But that, dear readers, is a story for another day.

Armin W. Geertz is Jens Christian Skou Senior Fellow at the Aarhus Institute
of Advanced Studies and professor in the History of Religions at the Department of the Study of Religion, Aarhus University, Denmark. He conducted
fieldwork among the Hopi Tribe in Arizona and specializes in the religions
and cultures of Indigenous peoples. He was cofounder of the Religion,
Cognition, and Culture Research Unit and MINDLab at Aarhus University
and cofounder and former president of the International Association for the
Cognitive Science of Religion. He is currently editor of the Journal for the
Cognitive Science of Religion. He has published extensively on the cognitive
science of religion and on religion and evolution.
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Reinvigorating the Comparative, Cooperative Ethnographic
Sciences of Religion
Benjamin Grant Purzycki and Joseph Watts

F

rom weekly Catholic masses to the sacrifice of goats by
the Nuer of Sudan, people around the world devote
considerable time and resources to gods and spirits.
Over time, natural selection is supposed to increase the
frequency of functional traits and decrease the frequency of
maladaptive traits. Does this mean that nature “decided”
that the expenses of religious belief and practice are worthwhile investments? Do returns from religious investments
come from other people? Why are gods involved at all?

“Couldn’t such a successful species
as ours come up with less bizarre
ways of dealing with each other and
our environments [than religions]?”

Couldn’t such a successful species as ours come up with
less bizarre ways of dealing with each other and our environments? If religion does yield important returns, features
of religion should acclimate to new conditions. Do they?
If they serve functions, then religious systems should
indicate a system that pays off more than it pays out. As
with many other social science fields seeking evolutionary
explanations, the most interesting debates in the field of
evolutionary religious studies right now are about whether
or not religion contributed to human survival and reproduction and how we can even go about determining an
answer. We wager that systematic, well-organized ethnographic research can provide us with the means required
to resolve many of these debates.
26
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The past few decades have seen numerous attempts
at explaining supernatural beliefs and practices naturalistically in a variety of fields. Despite their many successes,
important fields of research remain lacking in crucial
ways. For example, social psychologists and experimental
economists with exquisite methodological and analytical
training primarily derive generalizations from convenient
samples of university students. Cultural anthropologists
are still hungover from the sweet, self-indulgent stupor of
postmodernism and get nauseous from the slightest whiff
of functionalism. Evolutionary biological anthropologists
largely ignore religion and—let’s face it—often trivialize the
importance of soft stuff such as beliefs, symbolic culture,
and ritual. The most influential progenitors of the cognitive
science of religion movement spent the past twenty years
largely dismissing religion as merely a cognitive glitch while
other pundits are all too quick to characterize religion as
maladaptive (that is, that religious systems pay out more
than they pay off). While virtually all such contemporary endeavors speak to it, they simply do not empirically address
the question of whether or not variation in threats to human
social life helps explain variation in our religious beliefs and
behaviors. So many people seem to have strong opinions
despite the answers being far from clear.
To make genuine progress toward a naturalistic understanding of supernatural beliefs and practices, we need an
approach that provides a scientific, cross-cultural perspective. We also need some consensus on how to go about
assessing competing views. At least in the social sciences,
it’s remarkable how quickly some researchers see evidence
confirming their existing views. To make sense of religion
more reliably, we need well-organized teams of researchers
who are open to a variety of views.
In one sense, this sounds like an impossible task. Organizing social scientists is like herding cats and is rarely
thought of as a scientific deliverable, even though it can
be a full-time job. All too often the importance of good organization gets outshined by data sets, fancy publications,

DECONSTRUCTING RELIGION
and figureheads. In another sense, however, there’s never
been an easier time to pull off something like this. Wealthy
foundations dole out millions toward research; global travel
has never been easier and more far-reaching; social scientific methods and statistical analyses have unprecedented
transparency and accessibility; and communication streams
are now so sophisticated that colleagues can e-mail images
of themselves on Fijian beaches to friends enduring Siberian winters. The seeds of progress are already planted—
we just have to deal with ourselves.
These days, there are three main modes that ongoing
cross-cultural empirical research investigating the payoffs
religion might have. One is particularistic; some researchers
focus on their specific question, conduct studies in their
field site, and hope to add to the greater conversation. This
has been the main approach for cultural anthropologists
for quite some time: live with and study a small population
and try to make sense of it. While ethnography is all too
often associated with clumsy, qualitative methods and an
over-reliance on researchers’ intuitions, some younger ethnographers such as Eleanor Power and John Shaver have
executed exquisite, precise studies that inform what we
know about religious behavior and its payoffs. These and

other exemplar cases, however, are conducted in isolation
and often emphasize local particulars. Another mode is
similar but collaborative and team-based. This approach
has the benefit of being an organized effort to test specific
predictions, but this often comes at the expense of focus-

“If they serve functions, then religious
systems should indicate a system that
pays off more than it pays out.”
ing on wider variation and whether or not religious investments pay off. The Cultural Evolution of Religion Research
Consortium (CERC) has focused on “moralistic gods”
(see below) and their role in the payouts required to build
broader social bridges but did not examine the effects of a
broader range of beliefs or the form and function of ritual.

Figure 1. Levels of jurisdictional hierarchy across “high god” coding types for 186 societies in the Standard Cross-Cultural Sample (SCCS).
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The third mode takes advantage of centuries of recorded observations of other people and compiles them
into databases. Much of what we think we know about
religious variation comes from well-established cross-cultural databases. Notably, these have remarkably scant data
about religious beliefs and practices, and the data they do
have isn’t great. The two most established cross-cultural
databases are the Ethnographic Atlas and the Standard
Cross-Cultural Sample (SCCS). These databases are built
by filtering through and aggregating the ethnographic
descriptions of cultures (typically from books), and then
numerically coding whether a set of pre-defined features
are present. These features range from the “coldest month
of the year” to “post-partum sex taboos.” It is perhaps
surprising then that there are only a handful of variables on
religion, and only one, called “High Gods,” has received

affairs but not supportive of human morality; 4) present,
active, and specifically supportive of human morality.
Let’s take a look at the data (Figure 1). There are 186
cultures in the SCCS. In sixty-eight of them (37 percent),
high gods are coded as “absent or not reported.” That
doesn’t strictly mean that these populations don’t have
high gods. It could also mean that the high god wasn’t
important enough to have been noted by ethnographers,
ethnographers didn’t bother to note it, or the people being
studied didn’t tell the ethnographer about it. In the event
that the ethnographies mention moralistic gods (i.e., ancestor spirits) that aren’t creators, this may have also been
coded as “absent or not reported.”That’s a bit like asking
two hundred people a question and lumping together
eighty who didn’t respond, said “no,” changed the subject,
or said “yes, but with one major caveat.” Ideally, we really
want to know the difference between those
who said “no,” those who fell asleep during
the interview, those who changed the subject, and those whose responses were more
thoughtful than your question.
If we break down who believes what, more
striking non-patterns emerge. Remember that
the commonly held idea is that social complexity, often measured by levels of “jurisdic“The most interesting debates in the field …
hierarchy beyond local community,”
are about whether or not religion contributed to tional
is somehow associated with moralistic high
human survival and reproduction and how we
gods; the more complex a society is, the
more likely it’ll have a moralistic creator deity.
can even go about determining an answer.”
But if you look at the distribution of the high
god question across social complexity types,
it shows that the highest value of the religion
codes (23 percent of all coded societies) are
simple societies where moralistic (creator)
much attention.
high gods are either “absent” or “not reported” (or posWe focus on this High Gods variable in some detail here sibly have non-creator deities that do care about moral
because it has driven so much of what we think we know stuff). The rest are all under 10 percent. The most common
about the evolution of religion. It also provides a good society type with moralistic high gods only has one level of
illustration of what the field needs. High-profile articles and social complexity!
books have relied heavily on this variable and have sugMany of these criteria for a “high god” sound susgested a functional relationship between moralistic high piciously like the Abrahamic god found in Christianity,
gods and various measures of social complexity such as Judaism, and Islam. Indeed, when you dig into the small
the domestication of animals, monetary systems, and po- number of moralizing high gods in the SCCS, it turns out
litical complexity. Despite how much hinges on this solitary that most of these gods either belong to an Abrahamic
variable, a casual glance suggests that we should be very religion or have likely been influenced by long histories of
cautious about using it to make grand claims.
contact with Abrahamic religions. Another issue stems from
In these databases and publications, a high god is de- this emphasis on the evolution or emergence of high gods
fined as: “a spiritual being who is believed to have created that are “specifically supportive of human morality.” Many
all reality and/or to be its ultimate governor, even though current evolutionary approaches emphasize the uniqueness
his/her sole act was to create other spirits who, in turn, of these gods, as though such moralistic deities are especreated or control the natural world.” It has a four-option cially good at inducing moral behavior. But again, they rely
categorical value: 1) absent or not reported; 2) present but on the SCCS with its focuses on the creator and “ultimate
not active in human affairs; 3) present and active in human governor” gods. Why does it matter in regard to moral
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behavior whether a god was also a creator god or not?
As it turns out, many deities in the ethnographic world are
morally concerned but don’t care much for engineering.
These probably got coded as “absent or not reported.”
Some theories hinge on the idea of morally concerned
gods being unique when they might not be. Other theorists
suspect that moral concern is far more prevalent than that
reported in the SCCS. Only reliable methods, analyses,
and adequate ethnography can really answer this question
sufficiently.
This leads to another basic question: What do the
non-moralistic gods care about? If we knew, we might be
able to address whether or not different gods correspond
to different kinds of social problems with different kinds of
returns. For example, we do know that some traditional societies claim that gods punish people who hunt too much.
Does belief in spirits’ punishment of environmental destruction actually contribute to conservation? More specifically,
do such beliefs actually entail the short-term reduction
of hunting for long-term, more reliable yields? Here, too,
opinions abound while evidence is scant.
We and others have been working on these issues both
ethnographically and with the development of cross-cultural databases. In our view, the best ethnography makes
sense of why people do what they do by documenting the
conceptual assumptions they have and detailing how the
data was collected. Well-organized ethnographers can collect data together and then aggregate it to make systematic comparisons. While not without limitations, such a data
set allows researchers to address variation at the level of
individuals, groups, and regions and can point to universals
and divergences.
The aforementioned CERC project called “The Evolution of Religion and Morality Project” has been one effort
to process and publish such data. This project links demographics and beliefs to economic behavior and measures of
group cohesion and was composed of an interdisciplinary
team of researchers interested in religion’s contributions to
cooperation. Some recent efforts include an expansion of
the number of field sites and experiments and projects that
address some of the variation regarding what other gods
care about. Some outputs from this project are growing,
publicly available data sets that include data from far-reaching places. This data can be used for a wide variety of tests
about religion or other topics. A recently published Nature
article reports that beliefs in punitive and omniscient gods
are associated with greater fairness toward other people,
and a forthcoming special issue in Religion, Brain and
Behavior contextualizes some of the results from eight
different field sites. In summary, these works suggest that
certain strains of religion may facilitate more reliable cooperation on scales much larger than traditional, face-to-face
societies.

Recent years have also seen the construction of new
cross-cultural databases of religion from populations both
past and present. This includes things such as the Database
of Religious History and the Pulotu Database of Pacific Religion. Like previous cross-cultural databases, these historical
databases are built from existing descriptions of older and/
or contemporary religious systems. While in some cases the
questions that we can ask are limited by what ethnographers were interested in at the time, this new generation of
databases offers many improvements over older databases
such as the SCCS. For instance, they include variables on
a wider range of religious features, are generally built on a
critical analysis of a broader range of source materials, and
provide direct citations for each data point.
Research using the Pulotu database shows that belief
in moralizing high gods was scarce before the spread of
Christianity and Islam, and that many of these cultures were
able to build substantial and sophisticated social systems
without that belief. However, there was no shortage of morally concerned, morally ambiguous, and morally depraved
gods and spirits. Examples of morally concerned gods and
spirits included spirits that would punish people for stealing
from one another’s gardens, ancestor spirits that made sure
their families behaved well toward one another, and gods
who got furious at incest. Analyses provided some evidence that cultures with these kinds of morally concerned
deities were more likely to gain political complexity than
those without, which suggest that these kinds of beliefs
might have served some kind of social function.
Together these different strands of cross-cultural research indicate that at least some supernatural beliefs and
practices can cause people to behave in ways that serve
evolutionary functions. We acknowledge that the results of
our research are tentative and that more work is needed to
identify the specific beliefs and practices that serve functions, the mechanism by which they provide fitness benefits, and whether they increase the fitness of individuals,
sub-communities, or cultural groups. We caution that identifying evolutionary functions of a religious system does not
lend any credence to its veracity, does not mean that it
could serve these functions in all cultural systems, and does
not mean that there are no better solutions out there. In
fact, if it turns out that religion has had important functions,
it should be all the more reason to strengthen participatory
secular institutions. However, we wager that we cannot understand the evolution of religious systems and why they
remain so common today without understanding the functions they serve.

Benjamin Grant Purzycki writes from the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology. Joseph Watts writes from the Max Planck Institute for the
Science of Human History.
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Atheists: The Puppy Kicking, Chicken ‘Loving,’
Serial Killing Cannibals Next Door?
Sarah R. Schiavone and Will M. Gervais

A

some forms of prejudice, most folks strive to appear egalitarian and unprejudiced. This presents a difficult problem
for researchers studying stereotypes and prejudice: How
do we measure attitudes that people are reluctant to admit
to others, perhaps even to themselves? To investigate the
attitudes people are less willing to admit, indirect measures of prejudice (rather than self-reports) might be more
informative regarding attitudes toward various stigmatized
groups and identities.
In other words, to gauge negative attitudes toward various people in society, it is often necessary to delve deeper
than people’s openly admitted attitudes and consider more
subtle ways in which prejudicial attitudes might reveal
themselves. People may overtly and explicitly
appear nonprejudiced but nonetheless hold
prejudices at an intuitive level. People rely on
various heuristics, or mental shortcuts, when
quick judgements. These intuitions
“Refusing to vote for an atheist candidate—that making
enable people to respond quickly and auis, crossing off a group that might make up a
tomatically while generally saving the time
quarter of U.S. adults, according to some recent and energy that would be required for more
deliberative rational thinking. However, relyresearch—seems problematic.”
ing on heuristics can also have more sinister
consequences, such as when the color of a
suspect’s skin subtly biases a police officer’s
split-second decision to unload a firearm
when an innocent suspect reaches into the
refusing to vote for an atheist candidate—that is, crossing glovebox of his or her car. Overall, heuristics may help us
off a group that might make up a quarter of U.S. adults, make split-second judgements that are often useful, but
according to some recent research—seems problematic. they are also often inaccurate and imprecise.
Beyond not voting for atheists, roughly half of Americans
One commonly used shortcut is the representativeness
would be unhappy if someone in their family married an heuristic, or the tendency to categorize events or people
atheist. But then, people are probably fairly selective when based on how similar they seem to our assumptions about
it comes to who they want their kids to marry.
certain events or groups (for instance, a stranger looks like
Self-reports of voting or marriage eligibility provide what we imagine criminals to look like, therefore we assume
valuable information about the prejudices people are he or she is probably a criminal). The use of the representawilling to admit to holding. Yet decades of research in psy- tiveness heuristic can be observed through an odd psychochology indicate that people rarely want to be viewed as logical trick called the “conjunction fallacy,” famously used
prejudiced by their peers. Although everyone likely holds in the Linda Problem developed by Daniel Kahneman and
theists don’t win many popularity contests. Rather,
nonbelievers are generally disliked. But just how severe are popular negative attitudes toward atheists?
First, atheists are one of the least electable groups, with
only 58 percent of Americans saying they would vote for
an atheist, even if he or she were a well-qualified candidate and nominated by his or her own preferred political
party. Of course there are plenty of candidates many of us
wouldn’t vote for … but to entirely cross off every single
member of a given group? A little harsh. Candidates may
have policies we disagree with, but personal preference
becomes prejudice when individuals are judged not on
one’s merits but according to group memberships. Thus,
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Amos Tversky. The Linda Problem presents folks with the
following scenario and question:
Linda is thirty-one years old, single, outspoken, and very
bright. She majored in philosophy. As a student, she was
deeply concerned with issues of discrimination and social
justice and also participated in anti-nuclear demonstrations.
Which is more probable?
a) Linda is a bank teller.
b) Linda is a bank teller and is active in the feminist
movement.
Considering basic probability, the second choice—
specifying the conjunction of two events occurring (Linda
being a bank teller and Linda being active in the feminist
movement) is always less probable than the first option that
only specifies one of the events occurring (Linda being a
bank teller). Despite the laws of probability, most people
choose the second option. What gives?
Choosing option b reflects the operation of a heuristic
whereby people intuitively match the group implied in the
second option (active in the feminist movement) to the
provided description of Linda. However, people only tend
to select the second option when there is an intuitive match
between the description and the implied group. Imagine
you are given the same description of Linda and then
asked whether it is more probable that Linda is a) a bank
teller, or b) a bank teller who is an avid big game hunter.
Still tempted to pick option b? Almost nobody is, because
there is no intuitive match between Linda’s description and
the stereotype of big game hunters. This makes the representative heuristic a useful tool for researchers to explore
intuitive stereotyping and prejudice, including anti-atheist
prejudice. More specifically, researchers can examine the
types of behaviors that evoke conjunction errors (selecting option b), reflecting an intuitive association between
atheists and a given description. Which leads to a pretty
straightforward question: What behaviors do people intuitively associate with atheists?
Selfish and Criminal Behavior
Imagine Richard, who backs his car into a van. He pretends
to leave a note with his information. Later that day, Richard
finds a wallet on the sidewalk, takes the money, and drops
the wallet in a trash can. In 2011, Will Gervais, Azim Shariff,
and Ara Norenzayan gave participants this description and
then varied the group implied by option b in a representative heuristic task. People were quite likely to indicate that
it is less probable that Richard is a teacher than that he is
a teacher and an atheist … far more likely than they were
to display the conjunction error when the latter option implied that Richard might be either a Christian or a Muslim.
Indeed, only one group evoked a comparable rate of con-

junction errors. Participants intuited that the perpetrator of
insurance fraud and theft in the provided description was
either an atheist … or perhaps a rapist.
Kicking Puppies
Using the same method, a scenario described someone
who cruelly made fun of an overweight woman on a bus
ride and then kicked a begging dog in the head. Participants rarely committed the conjunction error if it implied
that the puppy kicker was gay … yet roughly half of participants associated cruel jokes and animal cruelty with
atheists.
Consensual Incest
Yet another iteration of this experimental setup described a
brother and sister spending a night having passionate yet
safe sex together while traveling. Although they enjoyed it,
they decided not to do it again. Few participants assumed
the amorous siblings were Buddhists (21 percent conjunction errors), Christians (5 percent), Hindus (10 percent),
Jews (3 percent), or Muslims (15 percent). Yet again, half
of the participants intuitively associated consensual incest
with atheists.
Necrobestiality
Instead of having sex with his sister, one experiment described a man having (sterile) sex with a dead chicken
before cooking and eating it alongside a nice glass of Chardonnay. This behavior was believed to reflect the behavior
of atheists (58 percent errors) but not any of the five ethnic
groups used for comparison. Gross, but what about other
dietary proclivities?
Cannibalism
Imagine Catherine, a research assistant in a pathology lab.
Bemoaning the waste of simply cremating cadavers after
examination, one night she decided to cut off a piece
of flesh from a human cadaver to take home and eat.
Again, people intuitively assumed that immoral behavior
as extreme and bizarre as cannibalism was representative
of atheists (43 percent errors).
Serial Murder
Incest and necrobestiality are disgusting. Cannibalism is
just wrong. Kicking puppies isn’t nice. But what about
behaviors that are clearly and unambiguously harmful and
morally heinous? Another description included someone
who tortured animals as a child and grew up to murder, dismember, and bury five homeless people in his basement.
When given a description of this textbook psychopathic
serial killer, people strongly considered this behavior to
be representative of atheists but not of any other religious
groups.
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Global Moral Distrust
Surely such rampant anti-atheist sentiment is just a quirk of
contemporary American society, right? Well unfortunately,
no. In a recent comprehensive study spanning thirteen
diverse countries, it turns out there is evidence of extreme
moral anti-atheist prejudice globally—even in more secular
countries such as Great Britain, the Netherlands, China,
and the Czech Republic. Using the same description of a
person who grew up killing animals as a child and became
a serial murderer as an adult, people were roughly twice
as likely to assume this murderer was an atheist than a
religious believer across the thirteen countries. Intuitive
moral distrust of atheists was predictably strongest in the
more religious societies (such as India, the United Arab
Emirates, and the United States); yet, intuitive anti-atheist

“There is evidence of extreme moral
anti-atheist prejudice globally.”
prejudice was far from confined to the religious societies,
as it was evident in every sampled country except Finland!
To make matters worse, distrust of atheists was not just evident among religious participants. Surprisingly, across the
thirteen countries, even atheists shared the intuition that
gross immorality was likely perpetrated by atheists. In other
words, even atheists living in many of the most secular
societies that have ever existed (such as the Netherlands,
the United Kingdom, or the Czech Republic) show intuitive
moral distrust of their fellow atheists.

C

ongratulations, atheist readers! Global majorities intuitively view you as a potentially puppy kicking, chicken
“loving,” serial killing cannibal.
In terms of global opinion, it may sound like atheists
are well and truly screwed, and perhaps they are. Nevertheless, a sliver of hope can be found in reports that not
only are the number of people who identify as nonreligious
increasing, but there are even more who may not identify
as atheists but nevertheless do not believe in a god (perhaps one in four Americans, according to recent research).
Further, self-reported tolerance may be improving, even
if only slightly. In a 2017 Pew survey, Americans reported
their feelings toward various groups using a “feelings thermometer” by indicating how warm or cold they felt toward
each group on a scale from 0° to 100°. Atheists received
an average score of 50° out of 100°. The only group given
a colder rating was Muslims (48°). While 50° may sound
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low, it is still somewhat of an improvement for atheists over
similar polls taken in previous years. In 2014, atheists were
given only an average rating of 41°, suggesting there has
been a slight uptick in warmth in recent years.
Now that we have savored a brief moment of potential
positivity for atheists, it’s time for another gut punch. People clearly intuitively associate immorality with atheism, but
religious people can also behave in strikingly immoral ways.
Consider stereotypically immoral acts associated with religious believers (prayer-healers letting children die of preventable diseases, televangelists swindling money, priests
molesting children). If a religious figure does something immoral, surely they, too, wouldn’t be perceived as atheists?
To explore perceptions of religious people acting
badly, we described a sixty-year-old man who was widely
respected and generally viewed as very
caring and friendly. However, he actually
had spent the last ten years molesting more
than thirty boys in his office. Even when
given information that the man is a priest,
far more people made the error of choosing
option b that He is a priest and does not believe in God (57 percent) than those given
the option of He is a priest and believes in
God (40 percent). These findings suggest
that even when there is direct evidence of
an individual’s religious commitment (being a priest), his
immoral actions were enough to sway intuitions to the point
that people view him as a priest who also happens to be a
covert atheist.
Ouch …
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The Meaning and Legacy of Humanism:
A Sharp Challenge from a Potential Ally
An exchange between historian Yuval Noah Harari and philosopher A. P. Norman.
January 2018

I

Yuval Noah Harari.

n 2015, Israeli historian Yuval Noah Harari published Sapiens, a sweeping and widely acclaimed history of humankind. In it, he discusses a
phenomenon he calls “humanism.” Humanism, as he defines it, is a
family of “religions (that) worship humanity, or more correctly, homo
sapiens.” This worship of humanity, he argues, has made modernity “an
age of intense religious fervor, unparalleled missionary efforts, and the
bloodiest wars of religion in history.” The crimes of genocidal Nazism,
Stalinist communism, and environmental destruction, he argues, can all
be traced to the central tenets of humanism. If Harari is right, humanists
need to engage in some serious soul-searching.
In mid-2017, Tom Flynn, editor of this magazine, responded with
an editorial arguing that Harari’s “extreme and factually untethered”
critique effectively “smears” humanism (“Smearing Humanism,” FI,
June/July 2017). A. P. (Andy) Norman, a humanist philosopher and
frequent contributor to Free Inquiry, shared Flynn’s concerns but found
that he was able to view Harari’s efforts in a more charitable light. For
if you grant Harari his definition of humanism, much of the rest seems
to follow. Moreover, the resulting story—a kind of revisionist take on
modernity—does contain important insights. Nevertheless, Norman
reached out to Harari with a plea to rethink and rescind his critique of
humanism. Harari replied, and the ensuing exchange is presented here,
with only minor edits. The issue, it turns out, has profound implications
for the humanist movement and its historical legacy.

A. P. Norman
Dear Dr. Harari,
My name is Andy Norman, and I count myself a fan of your
work. I admire your clarity, your passion for big ideas, and
your commitment to clear, accessible writing. I think your
books—Sapiens and Homo Deus—are landmark achievements, destined to stimulate reflection for generations to
come. I learned a great deal from them.
I’m reaching out on behalf of the Council for Secular
Humanism and the American Humanist Association. My
charge is twofold: (1) to communicate a concern shared by
thousands of self-identified humanists, and (2) to respectfully request your consideration. I ask that you hear me out.
Our concerns center, as you might imagine, on your
portrayal of humanism. What you present as humanism
bears little resemblance to the humanism we know. The
humanism we know—from history, philosophy, and the
relevant literature, from our congregations, our social
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justice work, and, yes, our work for animal rights and the
environment—is in many ways the polar opposite of what
you depict.
In fact, it’s deeply important to today’s humanists that
our worldview not be conflated with those of communism,
capitalism, and Nazism. A glance at any one of our movement’s manifestos will make it clear that such ideologies
are antithetical to humanism. Humanist principles proscribe all forms of ideological rigidity, and self-identified
humanists have consistently fought against totalitarian
ideologies. Prominent Nazis (Heidegger) and communists
(Marx) rejected humanism. Contemporary humanists don’t
“worship” homo sapiens; we don’t believe that we humans
have a “sacred nature.” We don’t think that “the supreme
good is the good of homo sapiens,” and we certainly don’t
think that “all other beings exist solely for the benefit of
(our) species.” In fact, humanistic thinkers such as Jeremy
Bentham and Peter Singer laid the foundations for the ani-

mal-rights and environmental movements.
I don’t think we’re far apart, philosophically speaking.
The issue that separates us is fundamentally terminological.
I know that, generally speaking, one is entitled to define
a word for one’s own purposes and then use it in a somewhat nonstandard way. I appreciate that the repurposing of
words can have salutary effects. I understand that “humanism” is a convenient designation for a class of views you
wish to criticize. I get that certain modern ideologies treat
human interests as the only thing that ultimately matters
and agree that these ideologies need to be pulled up by
the roots. But your usage of “humanism” could also cause
great harm. Please consider:
Secular thinkers have long sought a philosophical alternative to the arbitrary religious affiliations that so frequently
divide humanity. Philosophers have worked this problem

“Given the size of your platform,
you could, without meaning to, undo
decades of good work.”
—A. P. Norman

from one end, and visionary social reformers, activists, and
community-builders have worked it from another. Contemporary humanism, as articulated in several humanist “manifestos,” is the product of decades of intellectual and social
toil. It represents a system of commitments that is carefully
crafted to temper some of humanity’s worst instincts. Its
central idea is that all human beings deserve to be treated
with dignity. This idea was once given a theological foundation—“endowed by our creator with certain inalienable
rights”—but nowadays, humanists see the notion of rights
as useful shorthand: we embrace the idea that such rights
“exist” because things tend to work out well for us when
we do. Historically, humanist ideas—primary among them
the notion of human rights—have done a great deal to alleviate human suffering. I genuinely believe that humanism,
as understood by its philosophical and social advocates, is
a source of moral progress.
So your portrayals of humanism worry us greatly. Given
the size of your platform, you could, without meaning to,
undo decades of good work. I ask, respectfully, that you
walk back your characterization of humanism. Perhaps you
can find another designation for the family of views you
have in mind (“human-centrism” for example, or perhaps
“sapiens-sanctifying”). By taking these modest steps, you

About Those Manifestos
The American humanist movement has generated
several foundational documents known (and often
self-described) as manifestos.
A Humanist Manifesto (1933), now known as
Humanist Manifesto I, was issued by an ad hoc
group; with the sole exception of philosopher
John Dewey, all its promulgators were Unitarian
ministers. It is unique among the manifestos in that
it explicitly regards humanism as a new religion.
Humanist Manifesto II (1973) was drafted by Free
Inquiry founder Paul Kurtz and surviving Manifesto
I coauthor Edwin H. Wilson under the auspices of
the American Humanist Association. It rejected the
religious orientation of its predecessor, defining
humanism as secular and nonreligious.
A Secular Humanist Declaration (1980) was
drafted by Manifesto II coauthor Paul Kurtz. It was
promulgated as the founding document of the
organization now known as the Council for Secular
Humanism, copublisher of Free Inquiry magazine.
Humanist Manifesto 2000 (1999) was drafted by
Paul Kurtz and first appeared in the Fall 1999 issue
of Free Inquiry. It expanded on previous documents in the series by, among other things, calling
for a planetary approach to humanism and further
emphasizing humanism’s dependence upon scientific naturalism.
Humanist Manifesto III (2003), also known as
Humanism and Its Aspirations, was drafted by a
committee under the auspices of the American
Humanist Association. It is (by design) the briefest
of the manifestos.
—The Editors

would earn the gratitude of a large and growing humanist
movement and might well find a sizable and receptive
audience for your ideas. (Humanist organizations have
provided sustained support for other public intellectuals,
including Sam Harris, Richard Dawkins, Steven Pinker, Rebecca Goldstein, and Daniel Dennett.) Your work deserves
to be celebrated alongside the work of these avowedly humanistic thinkers—rather than dismissed because of an unfortunate terminological choice. We’d appreciate your help
undoing the damage you’ve done to the humanist cause.
Sincerely, Andy Norman
Y. N. Harari
Dear Andy,
I’d like to focus first on what is probably the most important issue. What do we do with our shadow? People who
celebrate the achievements of modernity, of the enlightenment, and of secularism often are not sure what to do with
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why it is called “humanism.” There have been many kinds
of humanism, just as there have been many kinds of theism.
For just as it is unclear what exactly god is, so it is unclear
what exactly humanity is. Is it inherent in individual humans,
in the human species as a whole, or in some particular
group of humans?
In my treatment of humanism I focus on liberal humanism
(which views humanity as an individual property), social humanism (which views humanity as a collective property), and
evolutionary humanism (which views humanity as a property
of a superior group of humans). I pay little attention to what
you define as secular humanism, because I am interested in
the historical impact of ideas rather than in the ideas per se.
Perhaps secular humanism does not sanctify humanity at all
and instead sees authority as inherent in science (in which
case, why call it “humanism” and not “scientism”?). But the
humanist movements that had a big impact on history did
sanctify humanity. Perhaps secular humanism recognizes
only the authority of science. But the humanist ethical codes
that had a big impact on history did not rely exclusively on
scientific research. There was no scientific basis in 1776 for
the claims that all humans are equal or that
they all have “rights.” As far as I know, there
has never been any scientific definition for
“rights” nor any scientific basis for believing
that humans have these rights.
That doesn’t mean we should start killing
and
stealing. You can object to killing people
“I pay little attention to what you define as
on various grounds. Some people say that you
secular humanism, because I am interested in shouldn’t kill because God said so. Some say
the historical impact of ideas rather than in the you shouldn’t kill because it violates human
rights. Some say you shouldn’t kill because
ideas per se.” —Yuval Noah Harari
it causes suffering. The explanation you give
is very important because it has many consequences. If you don’t kill just because God said
so, then the moment God tells you to start
with the new revolutions. I emphasize the fact that the Nazis killing heretics, you would have no qualms about killing
and Stalinists too believed in (their version of) humanity and those heretics. If you don’t kill just because killing violates
thought that they were creating better humans (rather than human rights, then you would find nothing wrong with
serving some God)—so that we don’t have the wrong im- killing animals that have no human rights. If you don’t kill
pression that belief in the supreme value of humanity in and because it causes suffering, you would avoid killing heretics
of itself vaccinates us against terrible crimes.
and animals as well.
You write that humanism’s “central idea is that all human
Secular humanism as you define it may be superior to
beings deserve to be treated with dignity, not because we other currents of humanism from an ethical and philosophhave a sacred nature but because things tend to work out ical perspective, but to the best of my knowledge, it was
well for us when we do.” But the big question is “who are less influential than Liberalism and Socialism. Truth and inwe?” Maybe things work well for us Jews when we don’t fluence don’t always go together. Silly stories may convince
treat Palestinians with dignity? Maybe things work well for billions, while the truth enjoys just a tiny following. But then
us humans when we don’t treat cows with dignity? Maybe the question is what you seek in life—power or truth?
things will work well for us superhumans in the year 2100 Yours, Yuval
when we will mistreat ordinary homo sapiens? The arguA. P. Norman
ment from self-benefit is an extremely dangerous one.
I define humanism as a worldview that sanctifies human- Dear Yuval,
ity and sees humanity as the ultimate source of authority. Thanks for your thoughtful reply. I’m grateful that you’re
Just as theism thinks authority comes from theos (god), and willing to engage on this important issue. You make several
nationalism thinks authority comes from the nation, so hu- interesting and valid points, and I wish to acknowledge
manism believes that authority comes from humanity. That’s them. You’re quite right that we need to acknowledge and
communism and fascism. Are they too part of modernity?
Are they too a product of secular enlightenment? My view is
that they are, but this does not negate the achievements and
values of modernity and of the secular enlightenment. It does
mean that we should be on our guard, acknowledge our
shadow, and reject all notions that “it cannot happen to us.”
I think one of the great achievements of humanism,
as against traditional religions, is that humanism has the
courage and wisdom to acknowledge its shadow and its
mistakes. I agree with you that humanism has done far more
good to humans in the past few centuries than any traditional religion. When it comes to other animals and to the
ecological system as a whole, though, I am more skeptical.
In the twenty-first century, the crucial reality we should
face is that we are entering a post-humanist era. Artificial
intelligence and bioengineering are game changers. They
are going to change the very meaning of humanity. We
will need to rethink many traditional humanist notions that
worked very well in the past three centuries. Acknowledging our shadow will be crucial for a successful engagement
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be mindful of what you call “our shadow.” (By this, I take it humanist principles. Mein Kampf and the humanist manithat you mean the dark, unintended consequences of our festos express radically different—indeed, almost polar opwords, actions, and commitments.) I agree that believing in posite—philosophies. Don’t believe me? Check them out.
You point out that Nazis and Stalinists “believed in
the supreme value of humanity does not by itself vaccinate
us against terrible crimes. I understand that there’s much (some version of) humanity.” But what does this even
more to ethics than human rights, and that “Can it suffer?” mean? The same is true of Christians, Jews, and Muslims.
is a much better question than “Is it human?” I concede, for If believing in some version of humanity is all it takes to
present purposes, that the notion of human rights has little make one a humanist, then everyone is a humanist—you
scientific basis. It’s also true that modernity has been very included—and the term fails to denote a difference that
hard on animals and the environment. This is a major prob- makes a difference.
We must certainly understand and take responsibility
lem, and we need to understand the root causes. You’re
right that Nazism and Stalinism were post-enlightenment, for “our shadow.” This is precisely why it’s important to
understand what humanism really is, grasp what its conselargely secular, and horribly destructive.
Nazism, Stalinism, the industrial exploitation of animals, quences really are, and use the term accurately and responand the pillaging of the environment: these are four great sibly. When you come to understand how the term is really
evils, and we need to understand what caused them. You’re used—as opposed to how you’d like to use it—I think you’ll
drawn to a simple and sexy story: that
humanism—the worship of humanity—is
their root cause. But there are two big
problems with this hypothesis: first, there
are better explanations of the four great
evils; second, humanism has nothing to
“Humanism is not about making ourselves sacred;
do with worshipping humanity.
it’s about us taking responsibility—for animals and
On the latter point, the word humanism is misleading you. The philosophy
the planet as well as ourselves.” —A. P. Norman
of humanism isn’t the result of putting
humans on the pedestal once occupied
by gods; it results from the realization
that the gods won’t save us, so we’d better save ourselves. agree that the claims you’re making are quite unjust.
Yuval, your challenges to humanism are the most
Humanism is not about making ourselves sacred; it’s about
sweeping
in a generation. They have the potential to be
us taking responsibility—for animals and the planet as well
enormously
influential, and humanists should confront
as ourselves.
them.
I
for
one
am committed to hearing out cogent obWhat does the word humanism really mean? I beg you
jections
and
changing
my mind if the arguments turn out
to actually look into the matter. Please look up any of the
to
be
good
ones.
I
hope
that you are equally committed to
humanist manifestos and see if you can find any reference
considering counterarguments, and if indicated, changing
to the worship of humanity. You won’t find it because it isn’t
your mind.
there. I invite you to immerse yourself in the humanist literIt’s still possible for you to examine this issue and revise
ature. Humanists have been extremely clear: we think it’s a
your understanding of humanism. You can still avoid ways
really bad idea to declare anything sacred and then harbor
of talking that cause great harm. If you care about your
worshipful attitudes toward it. The reason is simple: doing
causal shadow, I beg you to do two small things: (1) read up
this invariably marks off some things as beyond question. It
on humanism and (2) walk back any claims that then strike
prevents honest inquiry and creates dogmatic ideologies.
you as inaccurate.
Real humanism opposes all forms of ideological fixation.
Please take a few minutes to peruse my short essay
We want to tear down the pedestal, not climb atop it.
“Getting Humanism Right-Side Up: A Reality-Based MatAs I said, there are better explanations of the four great
tering Map and Alternative Humanist Manifesto.”* I believe
evils. The industrial farming of animals, for example, is
it will open your eyes to a profoundly progressive strain of
better explained as a consequence of population growth,
humanism.
greed, and unfettered markets. (Laissez-faire capitalism, by
Warm regards, Andy
the way, is an ideology that humanists have fairly consistently railed against.) Yes, Nazism and Stalinism are prod- Y. N. Harari
ucts of secular modernity, but this hardly makes them huDear Andy,
manist. Both ran roughshod over basic human rights—and
Thank you for your thoughtful e-mail and for the additional
basic humanist principles. (I wouldn’t call them products of
material. I have great sympathy for the humanist cause as
the Enlightenment either—at least not in any straightforyou define it, and it would pain me to do any harm to the
ward sense.) Yes, they cast off their supernatural trappings,
but they remained stupid, cruel, and inhumane ideologies. * https://thehumanist.com/magazine/january-february-2015/features/
In fact, both became ideologies that explicitly reject many getting-humanism-right-side-up.
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reputation or efforts of the humanist movement. I believe
that humanism as you define it has been and still is one of
the most beneficial movements in history. There are, however, two problems I would like to raise: one historical, the
other substantial.
First, the historical problem. By the term humanism you
seem to refer to the twentieth-century humanist movement
that goes back to the Humanist Manifesto of 1933. In contrast, I use the term to refer to a much wider historical current, which goes back at least to the late medieval and early
modern Italian humanists (for instance, Giovanni Pico della
Mirandola’s “Oration on the Dignity of Man” from 1486).
In this broader sense, “humanism” refers to the epochal
shift in authority from God and scripture to humanity—and
in particular to human reason and human feelings. I would
succinctly define humanism as “the belief that human
feelings are the supreme source of authority—whether in
politics, economics, ethics or art.”

ments such as the flowering of modern science and modern liberal democracy. But it cannot shirk responsibilities
for the bitter fruits of Communism, Nazism, and ecological
destruction. The humanist vision of utilizing the world for
the benefit of humanity and perfecting humanity itself resulted not just in overcoming plagues and famines but also
in subjugating the environment to human needs and in the
Nazi and Communist projects to create perfect humans and
perfect societies. (Note that both Nazis and Communists
argued that their projects were not just aimed at perfecting
humanity, but also that they were based on the most updated scientific theories. Nazism saw itself as firmly based
in the theory of evolution, while Communists declared that
Marx was a scientist and that Communism was the most
accurate of all sciences.)
You questioned my statement that Nazis and Stalinists
believed in some version of humanity and counter-argued
that “the same is true of Christians, Jews, and Muslims. If
believing in some version of humanity is
all it takes to make one a humanist, then
everyone is a humanist—you included—
and the term fails to denote a difference
that makes a difference.” Perhaps I should
clarify this point. “To believe in humanity”
means to believe that humanity is the ulti“What does humanism think about the possibility
mate source of authority and that serving
of using biotechnology to create superhumans or
the needs of humanity and perfecting
using computer science to create super-intelligent humanity are the ultimate aims or “the
supreme good.” This is true of Nazis and
AI?” —Yuval Noah Harari
Stalinists, but it is not true of Christians,
Jews, and Muslims—the latter think that
the ultimate source of authority is God and
When I talk of the “worship” of humanity, or of human- Scriptures rather than humanity and that the supreme good
ity being “sacred,” this is what I am referring to. Worship is following God’s commandments rather than serving
doesn’t mean erecting statues and dancing and making human needs or perfecting humanity.
sacrifices in front of these statues. It means looking at
You might well argue that Nazism, Communism, and the
something with deep respect and awe, because it is a destruction of the environment are all based on misundersource of authority and meaning. This is how Muslims look standing and distorting the core humanist ideals. And you
at the Qur’an—and how humanists look at human feelings. might have a point there. But that is a common problem for
Humanists regard human desires and feelings with deep all influential ideologies and religions. Consider Christianity.
respect and awe because they are the source of value in life As a historian, I would say that Christianity is responsible for
and what determines our highest aims.
great crimes such as the Inquisition, the Crusades, the opFrom this perspective, the key texts of humanism in- pression of native cultures across the world, the disempowclude not just the twentieth-century humanist manifestos erment of women, the persecution of gays, and so forth.
but also much older texts such as Francis Bacon’s “The New A Christian might take offense at this and retort that all of
Method”; the writings of Enlightenment philosophers such these crimes were based on a complete misunderstanding
as Locke, Hume, and Rousseau; the American Declaration of Christianity. Christianity preaches only love, and the
of Independence; the French Revolution’s Declaration of Inquisition was based on a horrific distortion of this ideal. I
the Rights of Man and of the Citizen; and even The Com- can sympathize with this claim, and yet as a historian, I canmunist Manifesto.
not accept it. Christians appalled by the Inquisition and by
This broad understanding of humanism is not some the Crusades cannot just wash their hands of these atrocnew invention of mine, but something that is very common ities—they should rather ask themselves some very tough
among historians in general. When I did my BA in history questions: What exactly in their “religion of love” allowed
twenty years ago, when my professors talked about “hu- it to be distorted in such a way? Similarly, Marxists should
manism” they usually talked about Pico della Mirandola, ask themselves: What about the teachings of Marx led to
the gulag? (My answer: belief in social engineering, in the
Bacon, or Locke rather than about the 1933 Manifesto.
In this broad sense, humanism can boast great achieve- wisdom of an avant-garde elite, and in the need for violent
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revolution.) I would recommend similar soul-searching for
humanists appalled by the crimes of Nazism and Communism or by the destruction of the ecosystem.
Indeed, even if I go with the 1933 Humanist Manifesto,
I can find there all the key ideas that could lead to environmental destruction and to totalitarian projects of human
perfection. For example:

society by scientific means (and if you happen to believe
in the “science” of Social Darwinism or the “science” of
Communism, the results could be rather ugly). It is obvious
to me that the authors of the Humanist Manifesto did not
envision such interpretations, but then Karl Marx didn’t envision the Stalinist gulags either, and Jesus didn’t envision
the Crusades and the Inquisition.
Let’s turn now to the substantive problem. Starting from
your narrower definition of humanism and from the Humanist Manifesto itself, the main question I would like to raise is:
How does it relate to post-humanism? Given the emphasis
on science, reason, and human enhancement, what does
humanism think about the possibility of using biotechnology to create superhumans or using computer science to
create super-intelligent AI? What possible objections could
humanism have to the creation of superhumans and AI and
to transferring authority to such entities?

FIFTH point—“The way to determine the existence and
value of any and all realities is by means of intelligent inquiry and by the assessment of their relations to human
needs.” If all value depends on human needs, doesn’t
this imply that cutting down a forest in order to provide
food for humans is a good thing?
EIGHTH point—“Religious Humanism considers the complete realization of human personality to be the end of
man’s life and seeks its development and fulfillment in
the here and now.” Well, what if some humans have a
more developed personality than others, or what if
by some scientific method
we can create a race of
superior humans with superior personalities? Wouldn’t
“Hundreds of thousands of well-meaning progressive
this make such humans
reformers have since found a sustaining and motivating
more valuable than others?
identity in humanism. … This too is part of the history of
Shouldn’t we strive to create
such superior humans by any
humanism.” —A. P. Norman
means available to us?
TWELFTH point—“Believing
that religion must work inIn the twenty-first century, humanism is in a double bind.
creasingly for joy in living, religious humanists aim to It still has to fight the old battles against the biases and
foster the creative in man and to encourage achieve- delusions of traditional religions such as Christianity. But it
ments that add to the satisfactions of life.” Again, what also has a new fight on its hands, against the dangerous
if we could use scientific method to foster more creative potential of new technologies such as bioengineering and
superhumans? Would this justify harming less creative
AI. My impression is that the humanist movement thinks
ordinary humans?
too much in terms of the old battles, while neglecting the
THIRTEENTH point—“Religious humanism maintains that
new battles. That is very dangerous, because despite the
all associations and institutions exist for the fulfillment
continuing problems posed by the traditional religions, the
of human life. The intelligent evaluation, transformation,
fate of humankind and of life itself will hinge on our attitude
control and direction of such associations and institutoward bioengineering and AI rather than on our attitude
tions with a view to the enhancement of human life is
toward God and Scriptures. And while humanism has dethe purpose and program of humanism.” Since humans
veloped a very impressive arsenal of arguments against
are clearly the product of evolution, and evolution has
the pitfalls of traditional religions, I suspect humanism is
not come to an end with the appearance of Homo saextremely exposed to the temptations of technological
piens, maybe the purpose and program of humanism
utopias.
should be to enhance not just human life but the human
Yours, Yuval
race itself? Why settle for scraps? Why just fulfill the limited potential of Homo sapiens, when we might create A. P. Norman
beings who are as superior to Homo sapiens as Homo
Dear Yuval,
sapiens is superior to chimpanzees? And wouldn’t such
You’ve given me much to think about and argued from
a project justify ignoring the needs and feelings of ordipremises I cannot readily dismiss. For this I thank you. In
nary humans and other animals?
what follows, I want to acknowledge your insights, urge
It is dangerously easy to reach from such maxims to a deeper engagement with the challenge I’m raising, and
the conclusion that humans should control and manipulate suggest a kind of pragmatic resolution.
First, I’m compelled to concede that you have grounds
the environment for the fulfillment of human needs, and
that we should strive to perfect human beings and human for using the term humanism as you do. It’s true that acasecularhumanism.org April/May 2018
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demics have used the term to designate a broad cultural
current with roots in the Renaissance and antiquity, and I’ll
grant that that is precedent enough to give you the right
to use humanism in roughly the way you do. It doesn’t
follow, though, that it’s a good idea to think and speak of
humanism as a humanity-sanctifying “religion.” For one
thing, there are important differences between religious
and secular ideologies. The similarities merit note, but the
dissimilarities should not be brushed aside as irrelevant. (Indeed, these differences lead most humanists to insist that
humanism is not a religion.) Second, there are important
differences between secular ideologies and a system of
thought that works very hard to prevent thinking from becoming ideological. (By “ideological,” I mean tenaciously
resistant to rational revision.) Third, and most important,
the term humanism has developed a new and salutary set
of uses—uses that your depiction of humanism threatens
to disrupt.

to give other progressives a sense of purpose and belonging. They needed a named alternative to dogmatic religious affiliation. For all its seemingly species-centric imperfections, the label “humanism” was their answer. Lacking a
better banner to rally around, they began advocating for
humanism—not just using the term to describe a venerable
past but using it also to prescribe and build a better future.
(A better future, I might add, not just for themselves but for
all of humanity: these reformers have consistently insisted
that all human beings matter. On the whole, they also insist
that other sentient beings matter—though their chosen
designation has the unfortunate tendency to imply otherwise. The most recent manifesto—Humanist Manifesto
III—hints that we need to extend our moral concern “to the
global ecosystem and beyond.”)
In any case, hundreds of thousands of well-meaning
progressive reformers have since found a sustaining and
motivating identity in humanism. And here’s the point: this
too is part of the history of humanism. This new
usage extends far beyond a small circle of academic historians—it’s out there in the world,
shaping people, movements, and trends.
Given that the term has acquired these uses,
you can’t responsibly characterize humanists
advocating the blind worship of humanity.
“You can’t responsibly characterize humanists as
To do so is to caricature. It’s inaccurate because
as advocating the blind worship of humanity.
humanists have always emphasized critical
reflection; they’ve worked to end the practice
To do so is to caricature.” —A. P. Norman
of showing blind obedience to anything. Also,
millions of people (including a healthy percentage of Europeans) now identify as humanist. To
characterize them—your natural allies—in this
way
does
them
a great disservice.
To elaborate: progressive thinkers in the early twentieth
Your
characterizations
of humanism as nothing less
century recognized the need for a broad social movement
than
the
root
cause
of
Nazism,
Stalinism, and environemphasizing human rights, reason, and freedom of inquiry.
mental
destruction
are
also
quite
dangerous. They could
They admired all of the works you mention—those of
easily frighten religious know-nothings into scapegoating
Bacon, Locke, Hume, and Rousseau, the Declaration of
humanists. Given the prevalence of humanists in higher
Independence, and the Declaration of the Rights of Man.
education, it could exacerbate anti-intellectual fervor. What
They also admired the works of Plato and Aristotle, Da Vinci
if your portrayals of humanism—backed by your substantial
and Spinoza, Kant and Paine, Bentham and Mill.
rhetorical gifts—were to inspire Mao-style thought reform,
They needed a word to designate central features of
humanist witch-hunts, or intellectual purges in the West?
the philosophical orientation that had done so much to
Do you really want to run the risk that this becomes part of
enlighten the world. For better or worse, they settled on your intellectual “shadow”?
humanism and began building a movement to spread
You write that “Marxists should ask themselves: ‘What
these comparatively enlightened values. They authored the about the teachings of Marx led to the gulag?’” Good
manifestos, pressed for a Universal Declaration of Human point. Then you add, parenthetically: “belief in social engiRights, supported civil rights movements, and helped make neering, in the wisdom of an avant-garde elite, and in the
women’s suffrage the rule rather than the exception. They need for violent revolution.” Exactly: it is these addenda to
helped inspire Gandhi’s efforts to throw off British colonial the basic notion of human dignity, not the notion of human
rule and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s efforts to end segre- dignity itself, that led to the gulag. The Nazis too may have
gation. (King himself explicitly thanked the “thousands of started out with some humanism-inspired ideas, but it was
humanists,” many of them white, who helped his civil rights their addition of a lot of nonsense about Aryan supremacy,
movement.) Arguably, humanism’s emphasis on self-deter- biological purity, and the inferiority of others that led to the
mination helped to dismantle European colonialism.
Holocaust. Similarly, secular humanist ideals don’t by themTo accomplish these progressive reforms, humanists selves yield industrial-scale environmental destruction. The
needed to inspire others and build solidarity. They needed real roots of your four great evils lie elsewhere.
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There is probably something to the hypothesis that a Humanist Manifesto”), almost surely not.
I hope I’ve said enough to persuade you that you need
human-centric worldview tends to excuse the exploitative
use of “sub-human” animals and the environment. This, I a better term for the phenomenon you find problematic.
think, is the legitimate core of your critique. It’s worth not- By all means, decry the assumptions that tend to sacralize
ing, however, that contemporary Darwinism—itself a prod- humanity in its individual, collective, and “more highly
uct of humanism—rejects any superiority scale that would evolved” forms. Condemn sapiens-worship to your heart’s
license the categorization of other animals as less evolved, content. I’ll join you. The ideas of self-proclaimed humaninferior, or sub-human. (They’re just as evolved as we are, ists, though, are not the root of the phenomenon you deonly to other niches; indeed, they’re better adapted to their plore. Indeed, we humanists are your natural allies.
niches than we are—and this is the only notion of “better”
You write that “This is how humanists look at human
that the science can endorse.)
feelings … with deep respect and awe because they are
Yes, early cultural appropriations of Darwinism—most the source of value in life … human feelings are the sunotably social Darwinism—provided convenient rationales preme source of authority” and meaning. I think you’re on
for Aryan supremacists and exploitative capitalists, but to something here: many people today are captive to an
a fuller appreciation of the Darwinian view of life is pro- outlook that sees all value as rooted in human desire-satfoundly humbling—perhaps more so than Copernican cos- isfaction. (Materialism and consumer culture are two dark
mology. Remember, too, that scientific humanism replaced manifestations of this idea.) But this idea infects more than
a religious mythology where God created us in His image, just self-identified humanists. In fact, the vast majority of
placed our planet at the center of Creation, and gave us self-identified humanists have transcended the delusion
“dominion” over terrestrial life. Talk about a “dangerously that only human feelings matter. We don’t kick puppies beeasy” rationale for plundering the environment! God
Himself sanctioned its exploitation and commanded
us to “be fruitful and multiply.” These words are still
used by the American religious Right to justify slashing
resources to family planning programs.
Exploitative attitudes toward the environment and
convenient excuses for pillaging predate humanism
“Exploitative attitudes toward the environby tens of thousands of years. Humanity didn’t need
ment and convenient excuses for pillaging
the philosophy of humanism to begin privileging
predate humanism by tens of thousands of
itself. If we want to understand root causes, then we
have to examine the matter more carefully. How about
years.” —A. P. Norman
this one: Darwinian principles entail that self-care is
an utterly basic biological impulse, one that got modified, in the course of mammalian evolution, into a
complex concern for self, kin, friends, and tribesmen.
I grant that expanding the circle of moral concern to the cause we know that, generally speaking, it’s wrong to cause
rest of humanity—perhaps humanism’s essential legacy— suffering. Reflective humanists tend to regard all sentient
doesn’t go far enough, but it was a significant step in the beings as worthy of some moral consideration. (I confess
that my efforts to translate this insight into an all plantright direction.
Has the philosophy of humanism nevertheless exacer- based diet founder, time and again, on weakness of will.)
Self-identified humanists also understand that mindless
bated problematic attitudes? Perhaps. But a causal claim
deference
to human emotions is a really bad idea: comlike this needs more than prima facie plausibility. It needs
evidence. Yes, humanism’s chosen designation appears to bine it with greed, the will to power, nationalism, or other
privilege humanity, but is the causal link really there? Did forms of tribalism, and the results are usually disastrous. I
per-capita environmental destruction accelerate as human- think we humanists understand this as well as anyone. In
ist ideas spread? Even if so, mightn’t industrialization be the fact, our emphasis on reason, tolerance, and human rights
better explanation? In a matter like this, it’s no small task to is a pretty direct indication that we recognize the need to
temper human desire.
separate causation from spurious correlation.
It is not self-identified humanists who exacerbate an
Has humanism—initially a force for moral progress—
nevertheless become inhibitory of moral progress? It unhealthy tendency to worship or sacralize humanity. It is
depends on your definition of humanism. If it involves plain old human nature: our selfish, greedy, tribal selves.
treating human interests as the ultimate source of meaning And here’s one of the truly admirable aspects of the phiand value (your definition), quite possibly. If it involves “the losophy of humanism: many of its tenets function to temgreater good of humanity” (the AHA’s definition), probably per humanity’s worst impulses. Tempted to dehumanize
not, but perhaps in some ways. If it involves understanding others? Sorry, human rights and dignity are too important.
and promoting what really matters (my definition of human- Tempted to demonize and wage war on “them”? Sorry, all
ism in “Getting Humanism Right-Side Up: An Alternative humans are your brethren. Tempted to suppress speech
secularhumanism.org April/May 2018
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you deem blasphemous or hateful? Sorry, censorship is
prohibited. Tempted to use state power to advance your
religious agenda? Sorry, we need to maintain the wall of
separation. Tempted to indulge in dogmatic, ideological
thinking? Sorry, you have a responsibility to think critically,
even about your own cherished beliefs. Tempted to amass
great power or wealth? Sorry, but we all matter, and all
matter equally. Tempted to factory-farm animals? Sorry,
but other sentient critters matter too. Tempted to treat nature as a mere means to our ends? Sorry, but this pale blue
dot is our lifeboat; we need to treat it with some reverence.
People who believe these things—those I call humanists—have a pretty decent track record of not committing
genocide. We consistently opposed totalitarianism and
supported the environmental movement. Yes, humanity
generally has built a system of industrial food production
that is profoundly inhumane and utterly unsustainable.
We’re polluting the planet, changing the climate, and
driving many species to extinction. No doubt human-centric prejudices are part of the problem. But are Nazism,
Stalinism, and environmental destruction all rooted in humanism? Even on your definition, this oversimplifies. And
given prevailing usage, it vilifies.
You’re quite right that the early Humanist Manifestos contain some unfortunate, species-centric language.
Even Humanist Manifesto III claims that “ethical values
are derived from human needs and interests”—conspicuously neglecting the needs and interests of other sentient
beings. But here’s the neat thing about humanism: it’s
self-revising. As a rule, humanists take critical challenges
seriously and revise their thinking. We don’t treat our
manifestoes as gospel; we work and re-work them. In fact,
Humanist Manifesto III makes clear that it, too, is a work
in progress: “The lifestance of humanism—guided by reason, inspired by compassion, and informed by experience
… continues to develop through the efforts of thoughtful
people who recognize that values and ideas, however
carefully wrought, are subject to change as our knowledge
and understanding advance.”
Humanist manifestos get superseded every few decades. (Compare that to the way religions cling to sacred
scripture for millennia!) Perhaps it’s time to update humanism again. Your concerns about biotechnology, artificial
intelligence, and our “post-human” future are a welcome
stimulus to do this. (Our “transhumanist” cousins tend to
be bullish on the possibilities of technologically enhanced
human beings; they’ve been urging us to pay attention to
these questions for a while now. You may well be right that
it’s time to address them in earnest.)
The American Humanist Association defines humanism
as “a progressive philosophy of life that, without theism
and other supernatural beliefs, affirms our ability and
responsibility to lead ethical lives of personal fulfillment
that aspire to the greater good of humanity.” I think this is
an admirable lifestance and don’t see anything sinister in
this aspiration to pursue “the greater good of humanity.”
I think we should seek to improve both our condition and
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ourselves. Not at any cost, of course, but all else being
equal? Why not? When you seek and share historical
knowledge, are you not seeking to improve humanity?
Were a genomic intervention to safely and painlessly spare
unborn children crippling handicaps, will you denounce
it as eugenics run amok? Surely not. Yes, the project of
“perfecting” humanity can become sinister. But doesn’t
it become sinister the moment it starts abusing sentient
creatures and destroying the environment? Why not improve what we can improve and cherish those we can’t?
The former needn’t preclude the latter.
You write that “humanism can’t shirk responsibility for
the bitter fruits of Communism, Nazism, and ecological
destruction.” But this is exactly the kind of causal claim that
becomes problematic when your definition of humanism
is problematized. Put differently, if your definition is challenged, you can’t use the term humanism to make such
claims—not without begging the question. You must first
redeem the definition. You made a decent preliminary case
for allowing this usage—historians do in fact use the term
as you do—but all things considered, I think, academics
should refrain from stereotyping humanism in this way.
Especially given that a relatively harmless (if less felicitous)
alternative exists. “Humanity-sanctifying worldviews can’t
shirk responsibility for the bitter fruits of Communism, Nazism, and ecological destruction” isn’t as sexy a claim, but
it has the merit of being defensible.
Should a person of good will adopt your definition of
humanism, recognize the dark shadow of humanism so
understood, and work to overcome its baleful effects? Or
should such a person adopt my definition of humanism
and work to advance the humanist cause so understood?
What’s a reasonable person to do?
Why treat it as an either-or? Why not both-and? It
seems we need two words here. Under the circumstances,
it seems best to cede the term humanism to self-identified
humanists, and for your purposes, use a designation such
as “humanity-sanctifying worldviews.” I’m asking you to
make this small adjustment to your usage patterns, and
in this way, work with us—your natural allies—to serve the
greater good.
Humanists have long sought to replace religious ideologies with scientific humility. This makes your question
“Why not call it scientism?” worth asking. One answer is
that “scientism” has become a term of abuse. Another is
that it’s hard to rebrand a movement mid-stream. More
important, science combats unreason in the realm of facts
but has yet to address unreason about what matters. For
these reasons, I prefer “rationalism” to “scientism.”
Perhaps the humanist movement needs to rebrand
itself as a movement for rationalism. I’m open to that
possibility. But the ideas and values we both cherish have
long been championed under the “humanist” banner,
and that fact merits some respect. We can’t just equate
humanism with the worship of humanity—not without
doing serious harm to a significant force for human and
planetary wellbeing.

Stretching Gods
Tony Pasquarello

I

magine, if you will, that Poseidon actually existed, and
that you could befriend him and take him to any point in
space-time you wished. Suppose that you showed him,
up-close and personal, the Asian tsunami of 2004 in all
its raw power. And then you asked him, not “Did you do
this?,” which would suggest an interest in assessing moral
responsibility for the incalculable suffering, which is not
the issue here. Rather, you want to know if Poseidon could
have done this, given the immense scope of the disaster.
Was he able?
If he answers honestly—and how could a god do otherwise?—he would probably protest with an indignant
“Heavens no! Look, I could brew a few squalls in the Aegean; maybe even some heavy swells in the Dardanelles.
But something this big is way beyond my pay grade.”

In a similar vein, suppose that Ra were real and the
same conditions obtained. This case is a bit more difficult;
you want to be sure that Ra has an accurate sense of scale
and relative dimensions. So you begin by showing him really big things: the Pyramids, the Alps, the Himalayas, the
continents, the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. And then, still
from space, you exhibit our solar system. You begin with
Earth and finally concentrate on his reputed specialty—the
Sun. And when you are certain that he appreciates just how
gigantic it really is, you ask “Did you, either in your barge or
on your head or shoulder, or in any other way, transport this
Sun across Earth’s sky every twenty-four hours?”
Ra might well laugh uncontrollably at the absurdity of
the question. “None of the gods I know—not even all of
them together—could do what you describe. Maybe I was

“At this embryonic stage in the
development of a deity, there is
nothing properly called ‘religion.’”
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seen carrying my prize-winning pumpkin from the fair at
Thebes and that’s how the rumor got started. But, toting
around this enormous thing you call the ‘Sun,’ well, how
such nonsense ever got into my job description, I’ll never
know.”

M

an created gods—of that we are certain. But how?
When? And why? Here’s a commonsense, convincing
scenario involving primitive humans, their primitive preconceptions, and … a lightning strike. A nearby bolt that demolished a tree or killed an animal or tribesperson had to
have been a shattering moment. That jagged spear made
of pure, blinding light—what could some primitive hunter
have likened it to in his own experience, except his own
crude wooden spear? Some unseen super-being must have
thrown the super-spear!

“Over centuries of interaction between
cultures … the natural tendency will be
decrease in the number of deities.”

Two crucial elements impacted the reasoning of early
humans. One of them is the fact and importance of dreaming. Here was a kind of alternate reality, clearly related
to the standard reality (if they could figure out which was
which), but with so many striking differences. Most telling—
just a few days ago, you buried your friend, Og, following
his tragic encounter with a saber-tooth. Yet last night there
was Og, hale and hearty, hunting with you. So, Og must still
exist somehow, somewhere. Ergo, another sort of domain,
perhaps beyond the sky or under the earth. And another
sort of existence, visible but intangible; perhaps “spiritual.”
Given that dreaming may well have been the key factor in
shaping our fuzzy notions of “spirit,” it is somewhat surprising to recognize that the phenomenon and its connections
to early man have been so little explored.
Another influential item in early humans’ reasoning
was the analogical habit that likened every event to those
events caused by human agency. Humans do things. They
act; they are causal agents. So thunderbolts, thunderclaps, storms, floods, and their good-weather opposites
are caused by—sent by—human-like (humanoid) beings.
Since the phenomena they cause are beyond human capability, and since those causes are unseen, they must be
super-beings, living above the sky (for the most part) or
somehow inside the Earth. The suggestion, then, is that a
catastrophic thunderbolt was the seminal event in the birth
of a god: initially, an individual, personal, singular god. A
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tiny, scrawny, one-trick god. Perhaps it is a premature birth.
For the entire content of any referential term for this being,
whether or not given a proper name, is only “humanoid super-being who hurls thunderbolts.” That’s all “god” means
at that point. Innumerable random events have to occur
in a favorable manner or this newly hatched god must be
adjudged to be stillborn.
It is likely that the first crucial juncture in the evolution of
this god will come when our hunter returns to his “family”
and relates his adventure. Is he a mesmerizing storyteller?
Are they in a receptive, believing mood? Do others corroborate his tale? If all goes well, the new god gains a little
weight—greater credibility and stability—and becomes a
family god, leaving the purely subjective, personal realm.
In the same way, with each juncture fraught with a hundred
hypotheticals, the family god may become the cave, the
clan, the tribal … god.
Incidentally, at this embryonic stage in the development of a deity, there is nothing properly called
“religion.” That will begin when the desire to communicate with, appease or placate, praise or worship
the new god results in standardized rules followed by
most of the group.
The next critical hurdle for our infant deity will
occur when his tribe first encounters the folks who live
a
over the hill. That tribe may or may not have its own
god or gods. Those gods may be genuinely different,
or merely have different names but be functionally
the same. Their “thunderclap god” may eventually
merge with our “thunderbolt god.” Or not. Perhaps
most important of all is whether initial contacts are
friendly or aggressive; whether tribes merge gradually or
battle for decades. History shows that the victorious god is
almost always the god of the victorious army. As only one
of a multitude of fascinating cases, witness the uneasy truce
represented by the hybrid god of some Caribbean lands:
an imposed, “civilized,” Christian deity barely concealing
the sinister grin of a voodoo god.
And so, the new god gingerly makes his way in an
ever-expanding world, acquiring new adherents and new
properties (in the minds of those adherents). Mountains
and large bodies of water will impede a deity’s, as well as
an explorer’s, progress. Trans-oceanic and trans-cultural
leaps will be difficult. Through normal processes of attrition,
assimilation, and competition, over centuries of interaction
between cultures at various levels of development, the natural tendency will be a decrease in the number of deities.
While it may be fair to say that there were thousands of
gods, it is surely not the case that, in the early twenty-first
century, there are thousands of gods.

T

hen, just about four hundred years ago, after 99.9 percent of humanity’s existence on Earth, a re-vivified science started down a spectacular pathway leading to the
incredible expansion of the known universe. And the differences between it and former “widenings” were so shattering that they could, quite justly, be termed differences in
kind, not merely degree. Opposite directions took research-

ers, simultaneously, on a quest for the unimaginably small tures, deserts, hills, and fishing holes. No, it was really a
and the inconceivably large.
vast globe, about 25,000 miles in circumference and five
Stunning discoveries on the microscopic level vexed billion years old. Then the Sun, about 93,000,000 miles
thinkers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, away and some 1,300,000 times bigger than Earth. There
especially theistic apologists. Why had the deity made all was a difference that really mattered—perhaps even more
these tiny bits that no human being had ever before seen significant than the contentious issue of what circled what.
and that could not be seen without using special devices? Nevertheless, the facts about the size, substance, and
Were they there, unseen, for all those thousands of years? distance of the sun made ludicrous the notion that any
If so, why? For theism, even more damaging was the virtual humanoid, super-human, or even all humans jointly could
zoo of sub-microscopic particles. Consider only those bi- have “made” it. Not even Superman can make a sun.
zarre neutrinos—all near-googol of them!—whizzing about
But that was only the first assault. What was to follow
the universe on their meaningless meanderings, without was even more crippling, more convulsive. Earth was not
ever contacting anything. How do they fit into a creation- the only planet; there were seven or eight others. Earth
ist scheme that emphasizes anthropocentric values and was not the biggest, fastest, or closest to the sun, nor in
priorities?
any sense, central. Nor was it the only planet with a moon;
As devastating for theism as are the arguments from the our solar system boasts about thirty others. Not to mention
realm of the vanishingly small—and I certainly believe them the uncountable comets, asteroids, meteors, meteorites,
to be convincing and conclusive—they generally cannot and plain old rocks. At about the same period, science
have the same impact as considerations based on the new recognized, given the finite speed of light, that absolutely
cosmology. “Size matters” is a slogan that follows from nothing can ever be seen as it is but only as it was. Was this
elementary human psychology. That’s why gods are always quirk in the dynamics of perception the Almighty’s feeble
conceived as large in stature. Imagine a three-inch human- attempt at humor?
oid god; almost a contradiction in terms. You would tower
The transition from the primitive conception of a cozy
over the god when kneeling in worship! A
tiny god could be grabbed, locked in a cigar
box, or … squashed. The gods encountered
in film and TV (remember the original Star
Trek episode “Who Mourns for Adonais?”)
are usually in the 30–100 ft. range: big
“We were battered by a barrage of zeros
enough for shock and awe, but still visible as
a unitary whole. Big gods have big jobs to
that the brain had never before confronted
do. And the jobs kept getting bigger as the
and could not wrap its hemispheres around.
area to be lorded over widened; adherents
Those ungodly numbers!”
tried to stretch their poor deities to cover it.
But “big” is, of course, relative. Relative
to the average human height; relative to the
average concept of the world at the times
the various gods were imagined into being. (Of course, in Earth to the awareness of the globe’s true dimensions, and
all ages, there were a few exceptional individuals who knew thence to the entire solar system—this would have been
more than enough to demolish religions that are essentially
better and were closer to the truth.)
What was the pre-scientific world like? A flat expanse geocentric and anthropocentric, as virtually all are. But the
of earth and water perhaps a few hundred miles square; ensuing developments involved discoveries theretofore ina solid sky, just above the mountaintops; two impressive conceivable. The initial shock was the realization that Earth
lighting fixtures and twinkling celestial décor (sun, moon, and its entire solar system were insignificant specks in an instars). Oversized gods, who often lived on mountain tops, significant outer swirl of a Milky Way galaxy that contained
could easily attach the solar and lunar discs to the firma- a trillion or so stars like our own sun. The last enlargement,
ment (like hanging laundry on a clothesline), then nudge for the present, was the leap to the universe as a whole and
its population of a trillion galaxies.
them on their merry way.
Those latter two discoveries obsoleted the use of
Modern science obliterated that world forever, with a
series of shattering discoveries, each one more traumatic “miles” as a unit of measurement for astronomical spans
than the last. And this is where size really mattered: the true and ushered in the “light-year,” equal to about six trillion
size of the astronomical objects themselves: the enormous miles. (That’s twelve zeros.) Virtually all quantitative propodistances, the various temporal spans, and, perhaps most sitions of the new cosmology summon a slew of cyphers,
disorienting of all, the sheer quantity of heavenly objects. threatening to careen off the page like a tornado in a tire
We were battered by a barrage of zeros that the brain shop. Just a few: stars in the universe, one septillion (that’s
had never before confronted and could not wrap its hemi- twenty-four zeros). Diameter of the universe in miles, sixty
sextillion (twenty-two zeros). Atoms in the universe, ten
spheres around. Those ungodly numbers!
First came the Earth, so much more than a few pas- followed by eighty zeros! You get the gist. Talking modern
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astronomy entails astonishing flurries of zeros; call them the
“astro-naughts.”

I

n describing a god as doing this or that, hurling thunderbolts, growing or being stretched … we are, obviously, not
being literal. But I do find “stretching” a useful, colorful,
and easily grasped figure of speech. Everyone understands
the metaphorical uses of pulling or stretching something to
try to cover or fit something else. And the affiliated idea of
being stretched beyond limits, as in “the straw that broke
the camel’s back.”
Anything, including concepts, will break if overextended.
Think of that as the stretch that makes the concept crack.
Moreover, it seems natural to cast many of the raging
debates (and others less serious) in the “stretch” vernacular.
Can “person” be stretched to cover zygotes? “Thinking” to
computers? “Marriage” to cover same-sex unions? “Sport”
to poker, chess, or spelling bees? Listen for the near-audible conceptual straining and buckling when first someone
demands the right to marry a dog, horse, or PC.
When we speak of God, a god, anyone, or anything, we
actually are referencing a bundle of qualities or character-

atic scenarios such as dark matter, dark energy, additional
dimensions (curled up or not), or parallel universes (infinite
or not). If any or all of these were proven factual, even so
much the worse for religion, since they would represent additions to an already crowded cosmic ontology. For a god
fixated on human sin and salvation, it will be hard to explain
why he would create a galaxy far, far away that was born,
flourished, and died long before humanity appears on this
planet. It will be harder still to explain infinite alternative
versions of such a galaxy. That same principle applies to
the matter of alien, intelligent life; it’s just more to account
for. Incidentally, I believe that the reality of intelligent extraterrestrials would raise new and insuperable problems
for our supposed deity; problems of fairness, evangelism,
salvation, and so on and on.

S

everal years ago, one of the more extreme of the local
evangelicals published a (very costly) half-page credo
in the local paper, setting out the “foundational issues” of
Christianity. This was primary: “Christianity teaches that the
God of Genesis 1–11, indeed the God of the Bible, Yahweh
Elohim, is the (1) creator of all the materials, processes, and
forces in the cosmos, i.e., everything; …”
Did you catch the stretch? Yahweh created everything. One of the tribal gods
of the ancient Israelites is supposed to
have purposively made about one thousand billion galaxies. That sounds like the
“Traditional religions and their corresponding
absurdities of the opening paragraphs.
deities cannot be stretched to accommodate
Consequently, we close with the same sort
of thought experiment: Suppose that Yahcontemporary scientific cosmology.”
weh, an actual super-being, were carefully
instructed in the complexities of modern
cosmology until he really comprehended
istics. For the original god proposed earlier, the package the mind-boggling numbers and distances. Then we pop
initially contains a single quality—“hurls lightning spears.” the question: Honestly now, did you make, shape, create,
At the other extreme, the current package for “God” en- or form—either by willing or fashioning with your hands or
compasses the standard “omni” grouping—omnipotent, in any other way—all these galaxies?
Yahweh’s response would undoubtedly be something
etc., etc. Thus, any question about a god is a question
about “god-concepts.” The central point raised is whether like “Me? Yahweh? No way! Look, I once managed to ignite
certain concepts are still viable—whether they still make a dried-out bush. And I did a pretty fine job of carving some
sense—after a significant cultural or scientific change. So, stone tablets—sorry, I can’t show them to you; they were
asking whether a certain god survives, say, a trans-oceanic broken a long time ago. I guess my best work was the landshift, or whether that god can be stretched to fit a new scaping of this small garden near Jerusalem; just a couple
domain or discovery, is, in fact, asking whether certain con- of acres, but it was really idyllic. Okay, it did have a minor
reptile problem, but nothing to worry about. As for making
cepts still make sense.
zillions of galaxies and stars and those countless globs of
he central thesis of this article is that traditional religions rock, why would I do that? Why would any sane mind do,
and their corresponding deities cannot be stretched to or want to do, such a thing?”
Good question. Why, indeed?
accommodate contemporary scientific cosmology. They
cannot be modified or modernized that far without abandoning concepts and principles essential to their very na- Tony Pasquarello, emeritus philosophy professor, the Ohio State Universityture. One and all, they are mired in the soils in which they Mansfield, has authored forty key articles in American Atheist, F ree I nquiry ,
were born, saddled with the burden of concepts long since and Skeptical Inquirer, as well as a quasi-autobiographical book, The Altar
obsolete.
Boy Chronicles. He created and endowed the OSU Brahms Fund, which proIt should be noted that this article has utilized only vides music student scholarships and awards and perpetuates classical music
established science, without reference to more problem- from the Romantic period.
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Tale of the Trail
Tom Flynn

T

his year is the silver anniversary of the re-opening of
the Robert Green Ingersoll Birthplace Museum by
what is now known as the Council for Secular Humanism. (The birthplace of nineteenth-century agnostic orator
Robert Green Ingersoll had been restored and opened as a
museum twice before—in the 1920s and the 1950s—each
time closing after a run of less than ten years.) It is a point
of pride that the third restoration of Ingersoll’s birthplace
has welcomed the public each year for a quarter-century
(with no end in sight). Another point of pride is a regional
spinoff project that went on to have a significant impact on
cultural heritage tourism in west-central New York State:
the Freethought Trail.
The idea for the Trail hatched in 2002 in a conversation
between historian Sally Roesch Wagner, then in the early
stages of preserving the Fayetteville, New York, home of
freethinker and suffragist Matilda Joslyn Gage, and me.
We knew that the Erie Canal’s central watershed, encompassing the cities of Rochester and Syracuse, was rich with
freethought and other radical-reform history, much of it
largely forgotten. How best to shine an overdue spotlight?
Our answer was the Freethought Trail, announced in
2003 and launched in 2005, aided by a grant from the
James Hervey Johnson Charitable Educational Trust. In
the beginning, the Trail was an informal collection of fewer
than thirty sites significant to freethought, woman’s rights
and suffrage, sex radicalism, and anarchism. Included were
unmarked sites, sites with a historical marker, and full-blown
museums. The Ingersoll Museum and Gage residence (now
the Matilda Joslyn Gage Center) were on the trail; so was
Mark Twain’s gravesite in Elmira, Margaret Sanger’s birthplace in Corning (now a Wegmans grocery superstore), and
the sites of the tenements and sweatshops in Rochester
where anarchist Emma Goldman was first radicalized. Full
Trail information with a page for every site was provided
online at www.freethought-trail.org (still the active address);
summary information was provided in a foldout brochure
displayed at tourist information booths along the New York
State Thruway. Additional historic sites were added as research brought them to light.
A 2008 grant, again from the James Hervey Johnson
Trust, made possible development of a significantly enhanced website, which debuted in 2009 and served the
Trail well until early 2018.

When an ad hoc group of museum directors, local tourism officials, and tourist industry professionals sought to
bring a regionwide focus to the promotion and enhancement of cultural-heritage tourism, they looked to the Freethought Trail as a model that burst through the traditionally
pervasive siloing of tourism-promotion efforts in the region.
Where cultural sites’ self-promotion tended to partner only
with other sites sharing a specific historical interest or even
a narrow location (such as a single Finger Lake), the Freethought Trail ran the gamut from antislavery to woman’s rights
to freethought, and made a point of exploring the relations
among them. Geographically it spanned the whole center
of New York State without regard for city boundaries, the
borders of traditionally defined tourism districts, and so on.
The New York Cultural Heritage Tourism Network operated
informally for several years. When it incorporated in January
2015, I had the honor of serving as one of its founding board
members.
The pace of research quickened; coverage of west-central New York’s vivid abolitionist heritage was added, as was
recognition of smaller but still-important social-change movements such as the Fourierist commune craze of the 1840s and
the later dress reform movement. By 2017, the trail extended
from Rochester on the west to Utica, New York, on the east,
and included a record 122 sites. That number of historic locations overwhelmed the 2009 website; for example, a user
who invoked the drop-down menu of towns and villages
containing Trail sites would be confronted with a daunting list
that stretched downward several screens’ worth. Fortunately,
a generous 2017 grant by the Johnson Trust funded a complete redesign of the Trail website (along with yet another
expansion of the Trail’s foldout brochure).
The website redesign by Ingenious Inc. of Buffalo, New
York, will go live in spring 2018. It includes compatibility with
mobile devices, greatly enhanced capabilities for finding
sites, and special utilities for planning one’s Trail visit, including fifteen “Curated Trails,” self-tour templates aimed at
particular historic interests.
August’s Silver Anniversary Ingersoll conference, to be
held in Syracuse, New York, on August 18–19, will bring freethinkers from across the country to west-central New York and
give them a taste of the Freethought Trail. I hope at least
some of them will plan to stay in the region a few days
longer and explore the Trail in greater depth.
secularhumanism.org
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PALMYRA
This is the only attraction on the Freethought Trail operated by a religious organization. It’s a quite professional
museum operated by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, interpreting the print shop where the first
edition of the Book of Mormon was printed in 1830. We celebrate a different aspect of what happened on that site.
From 1829 to 1831, Abner Cole—who published as Obadiah Dogberry—ran a freethought paper based in
Palmyra, New York. There was one printer in town; so when “Dogberry” worked on his paper overnights (the
arrangement he had with the printer), for several weeks pages from the Book of Mormon were hanging all over
the shop drying out. “Dogberry” took advantage of being the first person (other than Mormon prophet Joseph
Smith and printer Egbert Grandin) to get an advance look at the new scripture. Not long before Joseph Smith
planned to put the Book of Mormon on sale, “Dogberry” ran some 16,000 words of unauthorized excerpts and
trenchant criticisms over several issues of his paper, the Palmyra Reflector. Many of his objections to the Book of
Mormon still hold up today.
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PETERBORO
Gerrit Smith (1797–1874) was a free thinker but not quite a “freethinker.” He remained a Christian, albeit a radical one,
throughout his life. But Smith exemplified the radical reform impulse and the astonishing cross-fertilization of causes and
people that distinguishes the Freethought Trail.
Smith was pre–Civil War America’s foremost philanthropist and reformer. He became a seminal figure in the abolition
movement, a major participant in the Underground Railroad, and a significant figure in the woman’s suffrage movement. In
addition, he took a strong interest in the dress reform movement of the 1850s, which sought more practical and healthful
clothing for women. His daughter, Elizabeth Smith Miller, designed dress reform’s signature garment: the Bloomer costume, consisting of Turkish-style pantaloons over a mid-length skirt.
Smith’s personal connections were as impressive as his activism. He was cousin to the future Elizabeth Cady Stanton,
who met her future husband Henry Brewster Stanton at a social event at Smith’s mansion. His daughter Elizabeth (Smith
Miller) lived across the town green from her father’s estate and became a suffragist and a philanthropist in her own right.
Peterboro itself, little changed since Smith’s time, is still arranged around an old-fashioned village green. The National
Abolition Hall of Fame also calls Peterboro home; it occupies the former church building where Smith conducted his first
abolition meeting.
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CAZENOVIA
Robert Green Ingersoll, the future freethought orator, was three years old and living in Cazenovia, New York, when his
mother died. His father, an abolitionist preacher, could not afford a burial plot; a fellow preacher of greater means donated
a space in his family plot. Mary Livingston Ingersoll was buried without a marker. Soon, the Ingersoll family left Cazenovia.
Her burial place remained unknown until 2014, when the Robert Green Ingersoll Memorial Committee reached out to local
historians in Cazenovia in hope of solving the mystery. Examination of old records revealed that Luther Myrick, a prominent
abolitionist, had donated the burial plot. The Myrick family plot was surveyed and examined using ground-penetrating
radar. An “extra” body was discovered, not aligned with any of the site’s headstones: presumably, Ingersoll’s mother.
Funds were raised and a proper headstone was dedicated on Memorial Day 2016. Thanks are due to Cazenovia town
historian Sara Chevako, Cazenovia highway superintendent and South Cemetery sexton Timothy Hunt, Cazenovia town
clerk Connie Sunderman, and Mark Manzari of New York Leak Detection, which donated use of the radar equipment.
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SKANEATELES
Of some three hundred communes founded (more or less) in the 1840s on the principles of eccentric French thinker
Charles Fourier, only two were based on freethought. The Skaneateles Community, founded in 1843, was one of them. Its
principal figure was John Anderson Collins, a picaresque character who had turned up in western New York that spring.
Paid to organize an abolition meeting for Frederick Douglass, he delivered a harangue on the need for communal living
and the abolition of private property instead. Douglass got him fired.
With nothing but time on his hands, Collins talked fast and persuaded some ninety reform-minded people to give up
all they had and come live at the Skaneateles Community, built on the site of an abandoned Shaker commune. (A teenaged Matilda Joslyn—later the freethinker/suffragist Matilda Joslyn Gage—and her father, Hezekiah Joslyn, were almost
among them, until Joslyn grew suspicious of Collins’s methods.)
The commune opened in January 1844 with too few people and too little money. Critics savaged Collins’s ultra-radical
“No-God, No-Government, No-Marriage, No-Money, No-Meat, No-Salt, No-Pepper” system. The reality was very nearly
that bad. By February 1846, the community was failing. An area newspaper editorialized that “the bonds of infidelity
are not suited to hold men together in social harmony.” In May 1846, Collins declared the project defunct and promptly
disappeared.
The property is now a bed and breakfast; the main house is little changed from its appearance in the 1840s.
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A Trail for the Heartland
Tom Flynn

S

peaking of freethought trails, while west-central New
York has an unusually rich deposit of radical reform
history, it’s far from the only region in America with
sufficient material for a Freethought Trail. In October 2017,
CFI Vice President for Philanthropy Martina Fern and I
traveled to Missouri. There, we were joined by freethought
historian Fred Whitehead and shown the historical “sights”
from Kansas City to St. Louis.
From my work with the Kansas City Eupraxophy Center
and its successor, the Center for Inquiry Midwest, during
the 1990s, I knew that Missouri and Kansas shared an
unusually vivid freethought heritage. (I learned more from
Freethought on the American Frontier, the 1992 book
by Whitehead and Center for Inquiry Midwest cofounder
Verle Muhrer, still the definitive sourcebook for freethought
history in the heartland.)
Whitehead, who had nurtured similar thoughts of celebrating his region’s radical reform history, was delighted to
show us the sites in Kansas City and work with us in choosing where we would visit as we worked our way east to St.
Louis. He also reminded us that the area of interest did not
end at Missouri’s western border; if anything, the potential
is even richer in Kansas. (Though few Americans still know
who Ingersoll was, many recognize the phrase “Bleeding
Kansas,” emblem of brutal pre-Civil War battles between
abolitionists and supporters of slavery—and even that is
only the beginning.)
The October tour revealed some worthy sites that
merit inclusion in a future Missouri-Kansas Freethought
Trail. They include a present-day apartment building,
originally the luxurious Ambassador Hotel where Sinclair
Lewis stayed while he was researching his anti-religious
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novel Elmer Gantry—the same research visit during which,
addressing a public meeting, he famously dared God
to strike him dead. (God blinked.) Then there’s Liberal,
today an unremarkable rural village. Founded by a nineteenth-century freethinker, its original charter barred both
churches and saloons; nearly 140 years later, the only signs
of its radical past are streets still named for Ingersoll, Darwin, Thomas Paine, and even sex radical Elmina Slenker.
Hermann, which still resembles the German village after
which it was designed, contains impressive memorials to
regionally prominent freethinkers and abolitionists. St.
Louis features an unusual nude statue commemorating
freethinking German-American journalists and the site of
a fraternal society famously influenced by radicals exiled
from Germany’s failed revolutions of 1848 and 1849. But
even this list merely scratches the surface.
In the coming months, Fred Whitehead and I will continue seeking a way forward to create a Kansas-Missouri
trail patterned after its precursor in west-central New York,
with a comprehensive website and probably a brochure for
roadside distribution. If you live in the heartland and have
something to contribute to this project, please get in touch
with me. If you have knowledge that the area where you
reside is historically rich enough to support a Freethought
Trail of its own, contact me too. Down the road, I’d like
nothing better than to see regional Freethought Trails dotting the country. What better way to demonstrate that
freethought and other radical reform initiatives have enriched American life all across the nation, no matter how
hard religious conservatives may have labored to encourage that this history would be forgotten? Let’s make some
freethought history of our own!

TALE OF THE TRAIL

KANSAS CITY
John Emerson Roberts (1853–1942) was a Baptist minister who “defected” to the Unitarians. Finding even their relaxed
teachings too restrictive, he became an independent “freethought minister.” His “Church of This World” had no building;
instead it rented large theaters in Kansas City. Full houses turned out to hear Roberts’s refreshingly secular sermons, which
were reprinted in local newspapers and also around the country, making Roberts a minor celebrity. Roberts often lectured
at the Isis Theater, contained in the Wirthman Building on the southwest corner of 31st and Troost streets.
The Isis opened in 1918 and was considered Kansas City’s finest theater outside the central business district. (The Isis
was also where Walt Disney, then a struggling commercial artist, met his early partner Ub Iwerks and Carl Stallings, the
Isis organist who went on to score the first Mickey Mouse cartoons and later Warner Brothers’ Looney Tunes.) The theater
closed in 1970, a casualty of racial unrest in Kansas City. The Wirthman Building was razed in 1997. Since then, the site
has been a busy transit stop. No marker commemorates the historically rich Isis Theater.
The Ambassador Hotel at Broadway and 36th Streets opened in 1925. Its Spanish Revival architecture echoed Kansas
City’s successful Country Club Plaza retailing center located nearby. In spring 1926, author Sinclair Lewis—already famed
for his novels Main Street, Babbitt, and Arrowsmith—came to Kansas City. Having resolved to write a novel about Midwestern revivalism, he installed himself at the Ambassador. There he held salons where he had colorful arguments with
local ministers, sometimes holding several
simultaneously at bay with his freethinking
invective.
On April 18, 1926, Lewis delivered a
guest sermon at the liberal Linwood Boulevard Christian Church (whose site is now
an empty lot). He was fiercely critical of
the then-new fundamentalist movement.
“Is it fear of hell that makes us good?” he
thundered. “If this theory is part of your
Christian religion, then damn your Christian religion.” With a flourish, Lewis set his
pocket watch on the rostrum and dared
God to strike him dead in the next ten
minutes. “Here’s a lovely chance for God
to show what he can do.” Concluding his
remarks (and still very much alive), Lewis
returned to the Ambassador.
Kansas City’s clerics were divided in
their opinions of Lewis after his research
visit concluded. Local opinion would unite
against him when the scathing satirical
novel based on his research, Elmer Gantry,
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was published. By all accounts, Lewis cared for that no more than he had worried that God might take his life.
The Linda Hall Library is a private science and engineering library located on fourteen landscaped acres adjacent to the
University of Missouri-Kansas City. It was founded in 1946 by freethinking grain magnate Herbert F. Hall and named for his
wife, Linda. It is the largest independent science library in North America and among the largest in the world. Researchers
from across the globe make use of its vast collection, which includes rare first editions by Copernicus, Galileo, Newton,
Darwin, Francis Bacon, and Georges Buffon.
The Foolkiller, founded in 1970, was a freeform cultural center whose performances, open-mic
concerts, and discussion groups enlivened Kansas
City’s counterculture for almost two decades. At its
original storefront on 31st Street, the group staged
a folk-opry every weekend plus a hectic schedule
of cultural events. Political and religious radicals
expressed themselves at parties that often lasted
till dawn. In the early 1980s, the Foolkiller acquired
this building at 39th and Main Streets, where it continued its manic schedule until operating costs became overwhelming. The Foolkiller had its legacies:
the folk-arts alliance CrossCurrents of Culture and
Kansas City’s own Center for Inquiry branch (closed
2001), which arose from the Kansas City Eupraxsophy Center co-led by Foolkiller veteran Verle Muhrer.
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JEFFERSON CITY
Appointed a federal judge for the Western District of Missouri by Abraham Lincoln, abolitionist and freethought lecturer
Arnold Krekel built this home on Cliff Street in 1865. The name “Cliff Manor” was Krekel’s; it has been carried forward by
the bed and breakfast that now occupies the building. In prior years, Krekel belonged to an anti-slavery group, the “Radical Unionists,” which met at a boarding house where the mid-twentieth−century U.S. Post Office stands today. Krekel’s
daughter Mattie became a prominent social reformer and freethought lecturer. After the Civil War, Judge Krekel helped
to establish a college for freed African Americans in Jefferson City, which operates today as Lincoln University-Missouri.

LIBERAL
Inspired by reading Robert Green Ingersoll, freethinker and
retired Union officer G. H. Walser resolved to found a town
where agnostics could meet and discuss their ideas in peace.
In 1880 he founded Liberal, about 120 miles south of Kansas
City. The town charter barred clergy, churches, and saloons.
By 1883, about three hundred variously eccentric freethinkers
dwelled there. Local institutions included a normal school, a
secular Sunday school, a freethought paper, a Universal Mental Liberty Hall, and even a small university. Area religionists
found the village intolerable; Methodist minister Clark Braden
bought a parcel just beyond the town’s border and tried to
erect a church, leading to years of feuding. Walser himself
drifted from freethought and took up spiritualism. After a medium Walser had championed was revealed as a fraud, Walser
moved away. “Freethought University” moved to Oregon,
where it continued for several years further.
Liberal lost little time shedding its freethought character.
Today it is a pallid village whose colorful past is preserved
only in its street names. Streets named for Darwin, Ingersoll,
Thomas Paine (though misspelled), Walser himself, and freethinker/sex radical Elmina Slenker recall the past for those in
the know.
Despite the local paper’s name, it seems doubtful that this
is the “liberal media” that so inflames conservatives.
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HERMANN
Situated midway between Kansas City and Saint Louis, Hermann was founded in 1837 by the German Settlement Society of Philadelphia. Its design consciously imitated a German
country village, taking advantage of a setting on the Missouri
River that German immigrants might find reminiscent of the
Rhine. Hermann became a hotbed of anti-slavery activism
and left a rich deposit of historic buildings that are preserved
and skillfully interpreted today. Additionally, in recent years
the area has emerged as the heart of Missouri’s fast-growing
farm winery tourism district.
The Deutschheim State Historic Site preserves two significant buildings. One is the home and print shop of Carl
Strehly, who with his brother-in-law Eduard Muehl (pictured)
published the Licht Freund (Friend of Light), an influential
German-language anti-slavery newspaper. “We hold ourselves as free men who did not escape slavery in our old
home lands to support it here in America,” Muehl wrote.
The Licht Freund was launched in 1840 in Cincinnati,
Ohio; in 1843, Strehly and Muehl moved the operation to
Hermann. The Licht Freund was the first German-language
newspaper published west of St. Louis. The paper ceased
publication in 1854 after Muehl’s death in a cholera epidemic.
Three years later, another owner repurposed the building as a
winery, adding a vaulted wine cellar and a tavern room.
The museum preserves, among many other things, Strehly
and Muehl’s printing press and a much-worn copy of the first
issue of the Licht Freund published in Hermann.

MOBERLY
Freethinker/radical Jack Conroy, a regionally prominent proletarian writer, is best known for The Disinherited, a thinly
fictionalized tale of suffering and resistance among miners
during the Great Depression. His work was championed by H.
L. Mencken and has since been rediscovered by scholars. The
Kate Stamper Wilhite Library at Moberly Community College
is home to the Jack Conroy American Studies Collection,
numbering several thousand volumes. It is open to scholars
and the general public on weekdays.
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ST. LOUIS
Located in Compton Hill Reservoir Park, the Naked
Truth monument commemorates three reform-minded
German-American newspaper publishers. Emil Preetorius, Carl Daenzer, and Carl Schurz all participated in the
failed democratic revolutions of 1848 and 1849 in Germany. Like thousands of other educated, often-freethinking “Forty-Eighters,” they were exiled from Germany in
1850. Arriving by various paths in St. Louis, all became
leaders of the city’s influential German-language press.
Preetorius and Daenzer were active abolitionists; Schurz
served in the Civil War, attaining the rank of major-general. After the war, all championed reform causes.
The monument was designed by Wilhem Wandschneider and dedicated in 1914. (Interstate highway
construction forced it to be moved to its current location in 1969.)
The woman represents Truth; her nudity was controversial. She holds two torches representing the Enlightenment in Germany and America. Three metallic relief
medallions in the stone pediment above the statue bear
likenesses of Preetorius, Daenzer, and Schurz.
The Nord St. Louis Turnverein was a center of community life for German-Americans in northern St. Louis.
It emphasized turning, or gymnastics, as a form of
physical culture and also served as a civic society and
educational center. Founded in 1870, the Turnverein
reflected the ideals of a community unusually friendly
toward freethought. (Shorn of their distinctive German
identities, Turnvereins in some American cities survived
into the twentieth century as Turners’ Clubs.)
The Nord St. Louis Turnverein began a slow decline
after the 1960s and closed for good in 2000. Repeated
attempts to rehabilitate or repurpose the structure, already in poor condition, failed. A July 2006 fire severely
damaged the complex. What remained was demolished
in April 2011. An empty lot is all that remains to remember a vibrant freethought-friendly German-American
community center.
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DOERR’S WAY

Educators vs. Trump/DeVos

A

s is well known by this time,
President Donald Trump and
equally unqualified Education
Secretary Betsy DeVos ardently support diverting public funds to churchrun and other special-interest private
schools as well as to charter schools
not under meaningful public control.
They are, of course, way out of sync
with the majority of Americans, who
in twenty-eight state referendum elections from coast to coast over the past
half century have voted against all such
diversions by an average of 2 to 1.
Trump and DeVos are even more out
of sync with the experienced classroom
teachers, school principals, and district
superintendents responsible for educating the fifty million kids in our public
schools.
In December, the journal Education
Week reported on a poll of these professional educators. By 77 percent to
17 percent, with 6 percent undecided,
they opposed “government funding
to help pay for students’ tuition at private schools.” Educators who voted for
Trump in 2016 oppose such funding by
70 percent to 25 percent, with 6 percent
undecided. Those who voted for Hillary
Clinton are opposed by 85 percent to
11 percent, with 4 percent undecided.
On the matter of charter schools, the
educators polled oppose “the formation of charter schools, publicly funded
schools that are not managed by the
local school board” by 71 percent to
17 percent, with 12 percent undecided.
Those who voted for Trump oppose
such charters by 64 percent to 22 percent, with 15 percent undecided. Those
who voted for Clinton are opposed by
80 percent to 13 percent, with 8 percent
undecided.
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Thus, as with climate change, women’s reproductive rights, tax reform, and
other issues, the Trump administration
is wildly out of sync with the majority of
voters and with experts in these fields.
And, as I pointed out in my February/
March column, the Trump position on
education issues is seriously out of sync
with the interests of his rural and smalltown voter base.
Also in December, the Republican-dominated Congress rammed
through, without hearings or anything
resembling due deliberation, a tax “deform” law that aids the rich more than
the rest of us—and includes a section
that benefits wealthier taxpayers who
send their kids to private schools. Taxfree 529 savings accounts that could
previously be used only to pay for college (up to $10,000 per student) may
now be used for private K–12 tuition
and home schooling. As the Washington Post explains it:
advocates of school choice have
pointed out that it largely benefits
wealthier families who can afford
to save for private schools. And
public school advocates say it gives
parents incentives to leave public
schools, and that harms districts that
rely on education funding based on
how many pupils enroll.

Betsy DeVos, naturally, called the
move “a good step forward.” And all
this leads to …
‘On Tyranny’
Yale professor Timothy Snyder, author
of a dozen books on recent European
history, has a terrific new five-star book
that merits the widest circulation. It is
On Tyranny: Twenty Lessons from the
Twentieth Century (Tim Duggan Books,
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2017, 127 pp). With a page size of only
4 x 6 inches, the book can be read in an
hour or so. Snyder makes the point that
our country is sliding into a fascist-leaning oligarchy or plutocracy and backs
that up with examples from European
history and from Orwell’s 1984, Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, Sinclair Lewis’s
It Can’t Happen Here, and Philip Roth’s
The Plot Against America.
Snyder then goes on to insist that
every American needs to be involved
one way or another in the efforts to
head off this undemocratic drift. We
can’t all be a Rosa Parks, but we can all
be informed, be politically active, donate generously to cause organizations
and candidates, use social media, and
so on. The alternative is unthinkable. I
would add to what Snyder wrote that
we have to prioritize, tackle the most
serious problems first, and be willing
to work with people of diverse backgrounds and life stances.
Interestingly, Snyder does not mention the name of the current occupant
of what has become the Offal Office,
but it rhymes with “chump,” “frump,”
and “plump.”
And speaking of the guy in the
Offal Office, we are all familiar with his
boasts in early January about being
“like, really smart” and a “stable genius.” Duh! Trump claims to be a
“Christian” and to revere the Bible,
but he seems to be unfamiliar with
what Jesus is reported to have said in
Matthew 23:12: “He who exalts himself shall be humiliated.”
Edd Doerr is a past president of the American
Humanist Association and since 1982 has headed
Americans for Religious Liberty.

THE FAITH I LEFT BEHIND

An Evolution of Doubt

M

y earliest memory of religious
thinking is, as a child, saying nightly prayers with loving
parents: “Now I lay me down to sleep. If I
should die before I wake … .” Thus, with
protection in the hands of a supernatural being, I could sleep soundly. Then
came Sunday school, with stories of
various miracles highlighted with pictures and, like the superheroes in the
comic books I devoured, quite believable to a ten-year-old. Fortunately, my
parents were not strict churchgoers
and, on occasion, did not hesitate to
plan a trip to the lake or a visit to a
relative on Sunday mornings. Since
I so enjoyed such reprieves, I rather
dreaded the times I did have to dress
up for church. Bored with the monotony, I drew pictures on the church
program and was always anxious for
the sermon to start. Even though the
words meant little, I knew that the time
elapsed before the sermon began was
longer than the time afterward, at
least in the Presbyterian church my
parents attended. But, being young
and impressionable, I did buy into
magical thinking. After all, when one
feels small and lacks full control of his
or her life or is in situations in which
he or she cannot rely on his or her
parents, then that “God” out there
could surely be of some help. Could
He please protect my dog? However,
with developing reason there were
questions. If God is omnipotent, then
how can there be another, equally
powerful, “fallen Angel”? Are there
two gods? What is this “trinity” business? Are there three gods? If God
exists like a person, then who made
God and, of course, where is he? Then

E. Jeff Justis

I discovered science through Popular
Science magazine, Scientific American, and, of all things, Darwin’s Origin
of the Species in Classic Comics. This
exposure to science, math, and the
humanities did influence my critical
thinking, and I began to formulate my
own philosophy.
Nevertheless, in spite of developing doubts with the uncertainties and
insecurities of adolescence, I continued
to harbor a belief in a Greater Power in
the universe and felt some comfort in
magical thinking. In high school—an
Episcopal boarding school for boys—I
dreaded mandatory Chapel, especially the lengthy communion service,
but feeling that my theological beliefs
(and doubts) were private, I secretly
read the daily devotionals in “The
Upper Room.” I even began reading
the New Testament; that raised even
more questions because of the inconsistencies and contradictions I found in
the first four books. I made notations
in the margins highlighted with large
question marks—my own version of
the Jefferson Bible. I was holding onto
a questioning faith, that is until the reality of life and reason pointed to the
fallacy in such thinking. My dog died
after all, in spite of my prayers. A baby
sister never saw the light of day following my mother’s full-term ruptured
uterus. Two of my uncles and then my
grandmother succumbed to the inevitability of death. Prayers had failed.
More questions.
At the age of eighteen, I penned a
manifesto that began my journey toward understanding the world and the
universe through science, although
I did include a concession to what I

considered to be “unknowable.” At
the time I thought of this, rather simplistically, as empty space—without
matter. Now, of course, space seems
to be rather full of dark energy and
dark matter.
My adventure in living continued
with marriage to a most wonderful girl
at the age of twenty-five, requiring the

“I was holding onto a
questioning faith. That
is until the reality of
life and reason pointed
to the fallacy in such
thinking.”

obligatory church wedding and, for a
while, trial attendance at a local church
in Appalachia where I was employed as
a general physician working in one of
John L. Lewis’s ten United Mine Workers Welfare Fund hospitals (long since
converted to community hospitals).
Visits from church members soliciting
funds for a building project furthered
my resistance to organized religion. My
upcoming duty with the U.S. Air Force
gave me the excuse I needed to leave.
Nine years of active duty assignments,
including three years in Germany, ex-
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posed us to a broader worldview and
eclectic philosophies and, I might add,
gave my wife and me an easy excuse
to avoid the churchgoing ritual.
After twelve years of a happy marriage and four children, I lost my wife
to ovarian cancer. By this time in my
life I did not believe in the possibility
of a suspension of the laws of nature
and could never consider praying for
a so-called “miracle.” The only thing
I could hope (pray?) for was that we
would have enough inner strength to
handle the situation with as much serenity as possible.
I was beginning to appreciate that
the continuum of life is not dependent
on some supernatural force but on nature, which, alone, is super enough. Still
I was not quite free of that pervasive religious milieu in which I lived, especially
in the deep South. I married another
wonderful girl in 1970 and, for the sake
of harmony, attended some services
with her at St. John’s Episcopal Church.
Although my understanding wife was
quietly persistent in seeing that our five
children had some exposure to Sunday
school, she was never resentful of my
fewer and fewer forays into the pews.
Aside from that, my woodworking
shop and aviation avocation provided
me with far greater contentment than
I could ever gain from stained glass or
from staring at an instrument of torture
in the form of a cross.
When I did occasionally attend a
religious service for a wedding or funeral, I felt somewhat uncomfortable—
or was it hypocritical? In order not to
call attention to myself, I pretended to
be engaged in reciting the liturgy and
singing the songs, all the while questioning the words recited, especially at
funerals. It bothered me when some
tragedy was touted as part of some
divine plan. “God’s will be done.” So
much for the omnipotent, omnibenevolent being that seems to take delight
in subjecting his followers to unspeakable horrors or who orders his followers to commit genocide in his name. It
seemed to me that accepting nature
with all her laws and chaotic uncertainty, which may or may not directly affect humanity, is a much better choice
than trying to find some supernatural
60
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justification for personal loss. The Bengal tiger that, moving from the jungle,
comes upon a hapless Indian child is
not evil. On the other hand, although
I remain open to the possibility that
“free will” is an illusion, I prefer to live
my life as if I had the ability to choose
freely how to relate to fellow human
beings and other living creatures. By
extension, all humans should have the
same ability, and those who choose to
detonate a suicide vest in a crowd of
children or to murder physicians who
perform legal medical procedures to
terminate pregnancies may be considered “evil” from a human perspective.
The closest I have ever been in my
life to what some would call a transcendental experience has been while
flying. I became a pilot in 1954, and
I have been fortunate enough to continue that ultimate expression of freedom in three dimensions. If one were
not limited by the requirement for fuel
and physiological necessity, then even
time would seem diluted. During the
1970s, I flew many missions of four to
five hours, and during these ventures
from one coast or border to the next, I
contemplated the earth below. Though
often scarred and defiled by mankind,
it was a beautiful mosaic, stretching all
around me, domed in blue, accompanied by a daunting chaos of clouds.
On occasion I penned words of rhyme
when inspired by what I alone was able
to appreciate from my lofty perspective. Although at the time I was migrating away from traditional beliefs, I
often used the word god as a catchall
phrase for a developing sense of an
all-inclusive and scientific view of the
universe. I felt that I was a very small
part of the greater universe and that
nothing else mattered; that all the organized atoms bonded into molecules
of which I was made would succumb
to entropy and once again would
become part of the greater whole of
the universe. I didn’t need anything
beyond that; I didn’t need a god that
thought as humans think or that cared
as humans care. The purpose of life is
living, and beyond that, there need be
nothing else.
In spite of my evolving philosophy
and developing resistance to orga-
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nized religion, I always respected and
admired the many religious or faithful
individuals with whom I have been associated over a lifetime. I might wonder if my Catholic friend really believed
in papal infallibility or if my fundamentalist cousin really thought words in the
Bible should be taken literally. Rarely
was I able to have an intellectual discussion of these questions, since I did
not want to push my personal beliefs
on someone else, anymore than I
wanted some proselytizing Mormon
trying to convince me that Joseph
Smith was not hallucinating. The Jesuit priest, from a rough past to a lover
of humanity, the Catholic nun with a
great sense of humor, my first wife with
whom I was one, my wife now of nearly
fifty years—religious all … and all have
enriched my life.
So I was slowly leaving my faith
behind, although some of my Christian friends might have felt that I never
had much faith in the first place. I was
learning to expect nothing more from
the universe than what we already
have been given and to expect nothing beyond this life than what we have
already lived.
If the word god were not so
overused and abused, it could be a
shorthand title for our beautiful universe that invites exploration by its
semi-intelligent primates and has no
purpose other than to exist.
As an octogenarian, I can now say
with confidence that I am finally free of
magical thinking and that secular humanism, as a philosophy, enhances our
relationship with fellow human beings
and other creatures with which we
share this rather small planet. I will
cease to exist when consciousness is
no more, and the universe asks nothing
more from me than this. I no longer believe in some “being” that exists out
there beyond experience, beyond reason, but I will always believe in the universe of which I am a small part. Call
me a naturalist.

E. Jeff Justis is a retired medical doctor residing
in Oxford, Mississippi.

HUMANISM AT LARGE

The Only Real Question

I

f you listen to Christian radio stations, you’ll quickly realize how many
theological debates rage across the
airwaves. Who are the truly chosen
people? Which particular religious denomination is the real thing? How old
is the Earth? What’s it really like in
Heaven? Is the Bible actually God’s
spoken word? The list can be as long
as anyone wants to make it. Personally,
I think there is only one question: Does
God really exist? Until this question is
settled, no others need be addressed.
The problem is how the existence of
God can be proven. I have come up
with a truly simple demonstration of
his divine power that will at last rid the
world of all of that skeptical nonsense.
I will challenge the Creator of the
Universe to turn me into a chicken.
Ah, but won’t religious folks point
out that God does not do parlor tricks?
I say he has demonstrated a history of
parlor tricks. Let’s consider a few: He
presented himself as a talking, burning bush. He parted the Red Sea. He
dropped manna from the sky for forty
years in order to keep some directionally challenged Jewish people alive. He
allowed a human to walk on water. He
flooded the Earth and effectively killed
most of the world’s population. He
turned water into wine and Lot’s wife
into a pillar of salt. He made a man out
of dirt and a woman out of a rib. The
list goes on and on.
Now for a guy who created the
Universe in just six twenty-four–hour
days—which apparently was pretty
tiring work since he needed a day off
after finishing—it would seem that the
process of turning me into a chicken
would be simple. Before you start
yelling “Blasphemy,” realize that I am
attempting to do everyone on Earth
a huge favor. I am willing to sacrifice

Terry L. Wright

myself in order to prove beyond a
shadow of a doubt that God is real. I’m
even willing to stack the deck against
me. Let’s imagine how this whole thing
might work. I will stand in the very center of the biggest stadium on Earth.
I only ask two things: number one, a
handful of true skeptics are near me,
so there’s no chance that a mob of zealots might whisk me away and quickly
replace me with a chicken; and number two, my transformation must be
witnessed by a live audience. No telecommunication allowed. We certainly
wouldn’t want any false impressions
broadcast around the world that might
favor the believer or nonbeliever. As to
the composition of the live audience,
I leave that to the believers. I can envision the grandest group of religious
supporters ever assembled in one
place. This assembly of the righteous
might include television and radio
evangelists, ministers, priests, chaplains, rabbis, the Pope, and whoever
else is capable of rousing believers
around the world into fervent prayer,
speaking in tongues, handling snakes,
flagellating themselves—whatever process they might use to call God’s attention to their common concern, which is
turning me into a chicken. I would also
imagine that through church newsletters, ecumenical edicts, Sunday-school
announcements, radio and television
broadcasts, and of course personal revelations, all believers would be made
aware of and would focus on a specific
time, exact to the very second using
the atomic time clock system, at which
my transformation occurs. I would like
to request upfront that I would become
a Rhode Island Red. That way everyone
knows what to expect and no one can
squawk about the outcome. I would
think that God should appoint some-

one to lead the masses in a countdown
to my demise.
It would be most impressive if God
Almighty showed up to emcee this
event in person. However, according
to his own writings, if the believers
viewed him in his magnificent glory,
they’d all die. That’s probably not a
good idea. Maybe he could send his
only begotten son, Jesus. However,
the last time he showed up, except

“I am willing to sacrifice myself in order to
prove beyond a shadow
of a doubt that God is
real.”
where the Mormons are concerned,
he was treated worse than a drumstick
at KFC. Therefore, I might suggest a
more earthbound commentator. Perhaps one of those who profess to have
been chosen to speak for God in his
absence. John Hagee might be a good
choice. He’s loud and cuts a striking figure that’s hard to miss. Also Hank Hanagraff, the Bible know-it-all, might be a
good choice. That way if God makes a
mistake, Hank can correct him.
Anyway, it seems to me that Christianity would want to get the ball rolling
on this event. I say it’s time to put up or
shut up. The question is, will I chicken
out or will God lay an egg?
Terry L. Wright is a retired science teacher.
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REVIEWS

Outflanking Theism by Advancing Science

S

ome atheists embrace missionary
work. They maintain we should
strive, through peaceful persuasion, to eradicate belief in gods. There
are no deities, and everyone, including
the religious, would be better off if
these false beliefs were discarded.
But careful consideration of this
goal suggests that it may be neither
a prudent nor a critically important
objective. There has been a noticeable decline in religious belief in many
developed countries, but this may be
due more to improved living conditions than to efforts at persuasion.
Perhaps more significantly, it’s not
clear that belief in the existence of
supernatural beings is, in and of itself,
something that should be the focus
of our concern. People are mistaken
about many things. Why should it
especially trouble us that some people
are mistaken about the existence of
deities? Arguably, it’s more important to motivate people to employ
critical thinking and to adhere to evidence-based reasoning in general;
then, over time, they may relinquish
their mistaken beliefs, including their
belief in deities.
Or so argue Jeff T. Haley and
Dale McGowan in their engaging
new book, Sharing Reality. Haley
and McGowan contend that a frontal
assault on theism may not only be
unsuccessful but counterproductive.
Moreover, the frontal assault strategy
ignores the fact that the beliefs of
many religious groups and individ-
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Ronald A. Lindsay

Sharing Reality: How to Bring Secularism and Science to an
Evolving Religious World, by Jeff T. Haley and Dale McGowan
(Durham, N.C.: Pitchstone Publishing, 2017, ISBN 9781634311267) 151 pp. Paperback, $14.95.

uals have evolved significantly over
the past several decades, both with
respect to the specific content of their
religious beliefs—miracles? Who said
anything about miracles?—and their
acceptance of scientific evidence. We
atheists and agnostics should nudge
them further along the path of science
instead of shouting “There is no God!”
The principal thesis of Sharing Reality
is that promoting science and secularism is more important and more useful
than attacking theism directly.
I’m sympathetic to this thesis, in
support of which the authors present
concise, cogent arguments. I’m also
all in on the goal of promoting science and secularism. There are many
reasons for this, including the facts
that, as Haley and McGowan point
out, lack of understanding of science
is not confined to the religious and
scientific ignorance can be deadly—
for the entire planet (consider the
continuing rejection by many of the
reality of climate change). One virtue
of Sharing Reality is its numerous prac-
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tical suggestions on how to promote
acceptance of scientific reasoning and
evidence.
That said, let me note a few concerns. Haley and McGowan are more
sanguine than I am about the inevitability of the religious rejecting belief in
God once they accept scientific reasoning. Part of their optimism appears
to derive from their view that they can
ease the religious away from God by
telling them they can be an atheist
and religious too. Look at all those
Humanists and Unitarians who call
themselves religious. This tactic results
in the weakest section of the book,
where the authors argue for a definition of religion broad enough to
encompass an Elks Lodge, if not those
sharing an Uber ride. Sorry, but the
traditional definition of religion, which
emphasizes the transcendental character of religious beliefs (thus including
nontheistic Buddhists), still works and
plays an important role in distinguishing religious from nonreligious groups
and beliefs.

The importance of this distinction
is underscored by a troubling recommendation the authors make near the
end of the book, namely that the public schools should, in principle, teach
that there is no God, afterlife, or souls.
The authors acknowledge that such
a teaching program is not a practical
reality at the moment, but that’s only
because a political majority does not
accept scientific reasoning in all matters (what the authors call “evidism”).
There are a few problems with this
recommendation: First, this position
may just reinforce the views of some
religious that science and secularism
are stalking horses for the end goal of
teaching atheism in our public schools.
They’ll conclude that the soft sell
approach of Sharing Reality is merely

Who Knew?

“D

a velvet glove masking an iron fist.
Second, what would be the occasion
to talk about God in the classroom
anyway? Those who adhere to churchstate separation have argued persuasively that children can receive a complete education without prayer and
preaching about God. There’s no need
for schools to address the God question. And if there’s no need for schools
to address this issue from one side,
there’s no need to address this issue
from the other side either. Last, one of
the key rationales for church-state separation (see, to name one, John Locke)
is that the state has no competence in
otherworldly matters. A secular government concerns itself exclusively
with secular matters. To claim that the
state can arbitrate matters of religious

belief makes Haley and McGowan
allies of those who have favored established religions, from Thomas Aquinas
to today’s Christian nation advocates.
Strange bedfellows indeed.
These flaws, however, do not materially detract from the merits of this
well-written, thoroughly researched
book. Indeed, the fact that it presents
arguments that will spark discussion and
debate underscores the content-rich
character of this timely book.

Ronald A. Lindsay is the former president and CEO
of the Center for Inquiry. Currently, he is senior
research fellow for CFI and adjunct professor of philosophy at Prince George’s Community College.

Brooke Horvath

emocracy is a pathetic belief in the collective wisdom of individual ignorance,” observed H. L. Mencken in
Notes on Democracy (1926). Gettysburg College Professor of Philosophy
Daniel DeNicola would agree, for he
sees ours as an “Age of Ignorance”
despite our ready access to an overabundance of information. In fact, he
tells us, studies suggest that “the rate
of functional illiteracy may be higher
in today’s America than it was in colonial New England.” Furthermore, our
collective ignorance “is trending,” for
“a refusal to know” has become for
many people “an ideological stance.”
Widespread, willful public ignorance—
of history and politics, science and
economics—can prove disastrous,
whether we are talking about Russian interference in our elections or
about those in Congress (a majority)
who are climate-change deniers. If

Understanding Ignorance: The Surprising Impact
of What We Don’t Know, by Daniel R. DeNicola
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2017, ISBN 978-0-26203644-3) xii + 250 pp. Hardcover, $27.95.

less momentous to the commonweal,
personal ignorance likewise distresses,
embarrasses, and frustrates almost
daily: Why didn’t my editor at FI respond to the review I sent in last week?
I wouldn’t have joked like that if I knew
his father had just died! Why can’t I
remember my Netflix password?
DeNicola is not, however, intent on
anatomizing our national know-nothingness in the manner, say, of Kurt
Anderson’s recent Fantasyland, nor is
he writing to shame us for our failure

to perform civic duties intelligently,
our readiness to pledge allegiance to
political or religious snake-oil salesmen, or our indifference regarding
what particle physicists are up to these
days. Understanding Ignorance is,
rather, an exercise in epistemology,
“an extended, exploratory essay” on
“the ways in which we experience
ignorance… .” If this sounds dull, it is
not; indeed, the book is interestingly
informative and thought-provoking
throughout. The prose is engagingly
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clear, and the subject surprisingly
multifaceted and more far-reaching
than I imagined it could possibly be—
which just goes to show how much I
knew. But that’s okay, says DeNicola,
for “ignorance (whether individual or
collective) is a vast, fathomless sea;
our knowledge but a small, insecure
island.”
Understanding Ignorance is organized in terms of four spatial metaphors—ignorance as “place, boundary, limit, and horizon”—which allow
for the grouping of closely related
topics. First, however, DeNicola offers
“a typology of ignorance” by making good use of Donald Rumsfeld’s

“Understanding
Ignorance is … an exercise in epistemology,
‘an extended, exploratory essay’ on ‘the
ways in which we
experience ignorance.’”
“known knowns,” “known unknowns,”
and “unknown unknowns”—to which
he adds as a fourth category, “unknown
knowns” (Do I know the atomic number
of iron if I learned it in high school but
can’t recall it now?). Exploring these
possibilities of knowledge and ignorance leads the reader to an explanation of ways of knowing: “knowing
that” (“factual knowledge expressible
in propositions,” the summum bonum
of epistemologists), “knowing how”
(skills such as playing the piano), and
knowing through “unmediated experience” (the taste of an apple or really
“knowing” someone).
Taxonomies completed, DeNicola
begins to probe his subject. Among
the many topics considered: false
knowledge and error; tacit knowledge;
“epistemic communities”; the roles
of belief and understanding in estab64
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lishing “genuine knowledge”; epistemic humility and restraint; Gettier
conditions (“coincidental interactions
between knowledge and ignorance”
wherein luck leads us by chance to
true knowledge); disjunctive vs. spectral epistemic states (whether knowing
something is “an on-or-off state” or
“a matter of gradation”); “varieties of
not-knowledge”; trust and discretion,
privacy and secrecy; “virtue epistemology” (the evaluation of epistemic virtues and vices as “displayed not only
in the pursuit, but also in the possession, the protection, the transmission,
and the application of knowledge”).
The questions asked and answered
are fascinating: Must I consciously
believe something to know that something? Do I know the sum of 237 x 7
if I need first to calculate it? Do we
have a right to ignorance? Do I know
“what a polygon is if I can identify
examples but am unable to define
it”? What determines whether I can or
should share knowledge? “How does
one come to learn what one does
not know one does not know?” “Is
there some knowledge it is better not
to possess?” “Can one be ignorant
of something that is, in fact, false?”
“How drastically” would our unknown
unknowns “alter our lives and our view
of the world” were they to metamorphose into known unknowns? Do I
know why I did something “if there
were also subconscious factors in
play”?
The significance of DeNicola’s work
here for “traditional analytic epistemology” is saved for the book’s epilogue, which was a wise decision, for
a virtue of Understanding Ignorance
is the author’s refusal to permit his
discussion to become an academic
epistemologist’s contribution to epistemology. In DeNicola’s opening
lament over our culture of ignorance,
he includes as an example the false
belief that voter fraud explains Hilary
Clinton winning the 2016 popular
vote—a small detail that suggests how
timely and consequential his subject is
meant to be for general readers. Thus,
practical implications are stressed. For
instance, regarding justice: “systemic
bias, disregard for legitimate epistemic
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authority, patterns of willful ignorance,
practices of withholding or distorting
vital information—all raise questions
of justice.” Drawing on the work of
British philosopher Miranda Fricker,
DeNicola (who is invariably quick to
give credit to others) offers two examples of epistemic injustice. The first is
“testimonial injustice,” which occurs
when “a source is routinely given more
or less credibility than is deserved”
(think “James Comey”). The second
is “hermeneutical injustice,” in which
“someone is wronged in their capacity
as a subject of social understanding”—as when a woman’s allegation
of rape is dismissed, perhaps because
irresponsible ignorance remains “the
privilege of the powerful.”
To speak of justice is, of course, to
speak of ethics. Under what conditions
does one properly have the option to
know X, a desire to know X, the need
to know X, the right to know X, and/
or the obligation to know X? What is
the moral weight of “a desire not to
know something” that one has “elevated to a need and asserted as a right
that obligates others”? Again, ethical
concerns arise both when examining how knowledge is obtained and
when the knowledge itself is examined
(Is it hazardous, forbidden, odious?).
Similarly, moral concerns are important
when considering the purposes for
which knowledge was acquired and
the context in which it is shared or
withheld. Beliefs, too, obviously have
a moral dimension when they collide
with facts to the contrary or are maintained through willful ignorance—in
which case, although they may “aspire
to truth,” they become, in DeNicola’s
opinion, “ethically wrong.”
DeNicola’s chapter on “the ethics
of belief,” from which I have been
summarizing a few points, highlights
(as does much else he shares with us)
just how much one’s knowledge of
ignorance falls into those Rumsfeldian
boxes mentioned earlier. In addition
to being reminded of ideas I perhaps
flatter myself to think I already knew
(even if I would have had trouble
articulating them), I also learned much
that addressed questions I have pondered and much that I didn’t know I

didn’t know. Which is not to say that
I now know all about ignorance, for,
as DeNicola reminds us, ignorance is
often “constructed by our knowing.”
However much one comes to know,
and however much that knowledge
reshapes our “small, insecure island”
where we busy ourselves scavenging
for sense and cooking up our truth
claims, what we see offshore is always
at best a sea of “improved ignorance”
stretching to the horizon and more
than deep enough to drown in. Thanks
to DeNicola, I know this strained metaphor is so because it meets the classic
criteria for “genuine knowledge”: I
believe in my ignorance, that belief
is true, and I’ve ample warrant for its
truth.
“I am the wisest man alive,”
observed Plato, “for I know one thing,
and that is that I know nothing.” It was
for him a rare moment of self-deprecation and hyperbolic to boot, but
true enough when one contemplates
what one knows vs. what one does
not. We can enlarge and improve
our island, reclaim a bit of land near
the shore, but we remain stuck here.

LETTERS

Although the fact that 25 percent
of Americans think “the Constitution
established Christianity as the official
national religion” (as reported by the
National Constitution Center) leaves
me more than a tad disconcerted,
DeNicola insists that our oceanic ignorance needn’t (always) prove “demoralizing, paralyzing, even terrorizing.”
The upside of ignorance is that it
“provides room for imagination, free
thought, and creativity”; the curiosity
sparked by ignorance “can summon
us to inquiry” and thereby conjure
wonder as we venture further “into the
unknown”:
Ignorance and knowledge, we
might say, have a yin-yang relationship: it is the balance and interaction of the two that give us the life
of the mind. It is the mutually prehending relationship of the known
to the unknown that provides the
matrix for learning, the challenge of
discovery, the quest of the research
lab, the anticipation of turning the
next page of the narrative, the
exhilaration of risk, the yearning of
hope, and the thrill of surprise.

John Dewey, DeNicola reminds us,

believed that “the horizon of ignorance is felt as the unrealized self,” but
it is a self increasingly realized under
the goad of ignorance. As for philosophy as a way of knowing, we are
reminded that, properly understood,
it “is not the love of knowledge; it is
the love of wisdom,” which begins in
the sort of wonder that “may open
the door to endless questioning.” It is,
DeNicola continues, “a suicidal philosophy that confines itself to empirical
facts, or that aims simply to add to
their store” instead of casting off “into
the possible,” the not-yet-known, to
learn “what might be” and “what
could be,” and thereby opening space
for “what should be.” Our knowledge,
and our self-realization, may be “forever limited and incomplete,” but for
what we do know, we’ve ignorance to
thank. (Emphasis in original quotes.)
And now you know.

Brooke Horvath’s most recent reviews for F ree I nquiry
were of Ann Neumann’s The Good Death and Arlindo
Oliveira’s The Digital Mind.

continued from p.17

views. They graciously agreed. I
secured theistic respondents and
sent a proposal, for a book tentatively titled Naturalism and its
Discontents, to Blackwell.
While Blackwell didn’t have a
series into which that book would
fit, the editor liked the essays and
the idea of civil dialogue and so
suggested it be developed into
a Blackwell Companion volume.
Contributors to the volume were
informed of the nature and origin
of the book. It should be noted that
the vast majority of the authors are
non-theists and that most consider
themselves naturalists. It seemed
valuable to include authors who
identify as non-theist but offer reasons why they aren’t naturalists.
And, although the Blackwell editor
and I decided to jettison four of the
five original critics of naturalism,
one remained in the final volume
(with an entirely new chapter written in accord with Blackwell’s companion guidelines). I didn’t dictate

content, and I couldn’t have predicted that some of the non-theists
would reject naturalism or defend
accommodationism. To be sure, the
book includes, for example, naturalists on mathematics and persons.
However, I invited a non-naturalist
(but not a theist) on mathematics,
a view we deemed important for
the book. And I invited an atheist,
non-naturalist with some sympathies for dualism; again, we thought
that important.
In short, the book offers what
I wrote in the introduction (hidden
from no one):
Naturalism is part of an ongoing and fundamental debate
in contemporary philosophy.
To present it without criticism
seemed imprudent. ... Like
pretty much all of philosophy,
we hope the reader gets some
sense of philosophy as exploration, as trying out this or that
route, all the while lacking a
clear map or even sense of
destination.

Curiously, Flynn bases his
imaginative reconstruction and
criticisms on a misleading review
of the book and not on the book
itself. Both the reviewer’s and Flynn’s criticisms suggest that they are
not genuinely committed to free
and open inquiry, one that includes
both defenses of and responses to
their own deeply held views.
Two questions: Would or
should one publish a companion
to Kant with essays only by enthusiastic Kantians? Would or should
one publish a companion to theism
without essays by atheistic critics?
I do concede and regret the
triumphalistic language in my JTF
proposal; that was a relic of the
original volume I had proposed.
Since I am a principled pluralist
and determined non-triumphalist, I
regret the thought, let alone including it in a proposal. I apologize for
the excess.
However, the book, under the
guidance of the Blackwell editor
secularhumanism.org

who clearly informed me of the
aims of Blackwell companions, took
on its own considerably more exploratory life and flavor. It includes,
contra the reviewer’s claim, powerful defenses and developments of
naturalism, some criticisms of naturalism mostly by non-theists, and a
few theistic critics. Non-naturalists do
not get the last word. No one does.
The Blackwell Companion to
Naturalism, with its wide variety of
views, is I believe surprisingly rich
and wide and deep, exhibiting the
kind of intellectual exploration and
openness to criticism demanded of
free and open inquiry.
Flynn offered me up as the
poster child of the Templeton
Foundation’s “corruption of philosophy.” Here is my imaginative
reconstruction of his article. Free
Inquiry was eager to prove that the
Templeton Foundation is corrupting the youth. So they engaged
Flynn. After searching through
hundreds of grants, Flynn found an
April/May 2018
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objectionable one—the smallest
grant in the history of the foundation. He then falsely claimed that
I stealthily deluded the editor
of Blackwell. Finally, Flynn made
many false claims about the book,
apparently without having read it.
Sounds more like confirmation bias
than case closed.

Medicine Ball
George Kalogeris

Dr. Kelly James Clark
Senior Research Fellow
Kaufman Interfaith Institute
Grand Valley State University

That brute dull thud of its lumpy
leather pelt.
An exercise in oblivion’s blunt
obtuseness.

Tom Flynn replies:

No wonder you turned around so I
could see
How you rolled your eyes, still sharp
enough to know
That this was dementia, and it was
time to pass
The medicine ball around in a mindless circle,
Wheelchair by wheelchair. Around it
comes again
In a waking dream—like the wrecking
ball of a dream.

You rolled your eyes. And now the
one who taught me
How to cradle a book in my hands,
and read,
Holds out her hands to an object filled
with sand.

George Kalogeris is associate professor of
English at Suffolk University in Boston. His
interests focus on Greek and Roman literature in translation. His most recent book is
Dialogos: Paired Poems in Translation
(Antilever Press, 2012).
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James Kelly Clark is disingenuous when he suggests that “After
searching through hundreds of
grants, Flynn found an objectionable one.” Readers may recall that I spotlighted eighteen
questionable grants in my article
entitled, um, “Eighteen Templeton Foundation Grants.” (I could
have included many more if not
for space constraints.) I did note
that the relatively modest grant to
Clark was the smallest of the eighteen grants I profiled, and the one
that gave the strongest impression of possibly deceptive intent.
If it is also, as Clark suggests, “the
smallest grant in the history” of the
Templeton Foundation, we must
take his word for that.
Clark is correct that I quoted
liberally from FI columnist Russell
Blackford’s review of Clark’s anthology. I found it compelling that
a philosophically literate reviewer
who knew nothing about Clark’s
grant history detected a strong
anti-naturalist agenda in the work.
Clark asks, “Would or should one
publish a companion to theism
without essays by atheist critics?”
Actually, that happens frequently.
Consumers of a survey work such
as The Blackwell Companion to
Naturalism expect a thorough
introduction to its topic, but not
necessarily an exhaustive discussion of all of its pros and cons—
there is, after all, the whole rest
of the literature for that. I think
most users expect survey works to
emphasize entries that treat their
subject matter favorably. In part,
that’s why I find Clark’s anthology
so disturbing. Students who peruse a Blackwell Companion as
critical of its subject as this one
was may come away thinking that
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the case for philosophical naturalism must lie in tatters, when that is
far from the case.
Clark describes a convoluted
path for the development of his
anthology, a common enough occurrence in academic publishing.
Yet I salute his frankness when he
writes, “I do concede and regret
the triumphalistic language” of
the Templeton grant proposal
from which I quoted, and describes it as “a relic of the original
volume I had proposed.” If this is
true, then perhaps it is the Templeton Foundation, rather than
Blackwell, which should feel that
it didn’t get what it signed up for.
That makes it all the more curious—as I noted in my article—
that the Templeton Foundation
so quickly approved Dr. Clark’s
proposal for another, larger grant.

Gore’s Sequel
In Edd Doerr’s critique of Al
Gore’s An Inconvenient Sequel,
he points out that Gore ignores
overpopulation, access to contraception, and abortion rights
(“Al Gore’s Good but Incomplete
Sequel” December 2017/January
2018 issue of Free Inquiry).
But while he recommends we
pursue our contributions to fight
climate change, Doerr himself fails
to mention the major contribution
to carbon pollution: our country’s
perpetual war machine. Our
planes, ships, and bombs overwhelm all other emissions of carbon. See “Elephant in the Room:
The Pentagon’s Massive Carbon
Footprint,” online at www.counterpunch.org/2015/07/23. This
article points out that the United
States demanded that all of military operations be exempted from
the Kyoto Accords. Then the U.S.
Congress passes a resolution exempting the military from any energy reduction or measurement.
This makes any of our individual reductions rather futile. I have
yet to see this issue addressed in
any books or articles on the subject of climate change.
Could Free Inquiry address
this in a future issue?

Robert Mooney
Edmonds, Washington

God’s Interview
Stop the mindless promulgation
of the selfish “Golden Rule”!
I enjoyed the December
2017/January 2018 edition of
FI as usual, including Douglas
Whaley’s “An Atheist Interviews
God.” I would like to comment,
however, on the author’s touting
of the Golden Rule, which “God”
in the article states as “Do unto
others as you would have them
do unto you.” “God” then explains that by not committing
certain despicable atrocities to
women and children and others,
“the Earth would be a much better
place.” “God” is right in his sentiment but refers to a different, negative version of the Golden Rule,
i.e., how not to treat others, (á la
Confucius, Analects XXIII), a form
of the rule with which I can agree.
The universal acceptance of
the (positive) Golden Rule, and
it’s pervasiveness in secular/humanist literature, has baffled me
for decades. I don’t want you to
treat me the way you want to
be treated. Please treat me the
way I want to be treated if you
can! The Golden Rule is flawed
because it is primarily selfish,
and no one actually uses it without automatically modifying it. In
practice people ascertain what
the other wants, and then acts
accordingly, recognizing that
people are different. It’s not I like
vanilla ice cream, so you will all
eat vanilla ice cream.

Imre G Toth, MD
Bolton, Massachusetts
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For many, mere atheism (the absence of belief in gods and the supernatural) or agnosticism
(the view that such questions cannot be answered) aren’t enough. It’s liberating to recognize
that supernatural beings are human creations … that there’s no such thing as “spirit” or
“transcendence”… that people are undesigned, unintended, and responsible for themselves.
But what’s next?
Atheism and agnosticism are silent on larger questions of values and meaning.
If Meaning in life is not ordained from on high, what small-m meanings can we work out
among ourselves? If eternal life is an illusion, how can we make the most of our only lives?
As social beings sharing a godless world, how should we coexist?
For the questions that remain unanswered after we’ve cleared our minds of gods and souls
and spirits, many atheists, agnostics, skeptics, and freethinkers turn to secular humanism.
Secular. “Pertaining to the world or things not spiritual or sacred.”
Humanism. “Any system of thought or action concerned with the interests or ideals of
people … the intellectual and cultural movement … characterized by an emphasis on
human interests rather than … religion.”
— Webster’s Dictionary
Secular humanism is a comprehensive, nonreligious life stance incorporating:
A naturalistic philosophy
A cosmic outlook rooted in science, and
A consequentialist ethical system in which acts are judged not by their conformance
to preselected norms but by their consequences for men and women in the world.
Secular humanism incorporates the Enlightenment principle of individualism, which
celebrates emancipating the individual from traditional controls by family, church, and
state, increasingly empowering each of us to set the terms of his or her own life.
The Council for Secular Humanism is North America’s leading organization for nonreligious
people who seek to live value-rich lives. Free InquIry is its magazine.
Welcome!
To learn more, visit http://www.secularhumanism.org
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