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Ronald A. Lindsay

Editorial

Humanism: Creating Hope

T

his is my last editorial for Free
Inquiry. I’ll be leaving the Center
for Inquiry (CFI) at the end of
2015, soon after this issue lands
in your hands.
Not unexpectedly, when I first began
to write this editorial, I started out by
discussing some of the highlights of
my seven and a half years as president
and CEO of CFI. This seemed like a standard way to take my leave. However, I
abandoned that initial draft, principally
because I did not want my last essay to
be misleading. One thing I aspire to is
intellectual honesty, and, in any event, I
do not think that the perceptive readers
of this journal would abide any dissembling or posturing. This meant that if I
were to provide an accurate accounting
of the years when I’ve been the head of
CFI, I would have to mention some of
the disappointments and low points of
my tenure, in addition to mentioning
the highlights. And that meant I would
have to discuss the difficult leadership
transition this organization experienced
during my first two years on the job.
I don’t think any productive purpose
would be served by replaying here the
events of that tumultuous transition.
Suffice it to say that I’m confident this
organization will never have to experience anything like that again. It has
now been established that CFI is not the
property of any one individual. CFI is a
respected nonprofit organization, and it
now enjoys the appropriate governance
for such an organization. Consequently,
when I leave my position, the transition
will be orderly and smooth.
So let me instead focus on another
topic, a topic that is not always associ-
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ated with humanists: hope.
Many of the religious like to believe
hope is their bailiwick. After all, they
have a supernatural being in their corner. They can always turn to God when
they are in distress, and God is always
responsive—with the important qualification that the response may not be
what they expect or want, but then
God knows best. There is no need to
worry about anything. In the words of
the great philosopher Joel Osteen, “Any
time you have a setback, God has already
planned a comeback.”
So goes the promise of religion. Of
course, this is an empty promise because
there is no deity. But leaving aside that
not unimportant point, there are other
problems with hope that is predicated
on divine intervention. It diminishes our
humanity. It implies that we lack the
capacity to address the challenges that
confront us. In addition, when we turn
our gaze skyward for help, we are not
looking at our fellow humans. Hope
focused on the divine creates a vertical relationship between an all-powerful being and us pawns “here below,”
instead of solidifying the bonds of our
common humanity. Clinging to the
grace of God turns us into dependent
beings instead of autonomous agents
forging our own paths forward.
Moreover, hope focused on the divine
tends to generate passivity in the face of
adverse conditions, especially adverse
social structures. I don’t mean to overgeneralize here. Certainly there have
been, and continue to be, a number of
activists for social change who claim to
be motivated by their religious beliefs, in
particular the compassion for others that

they believe is mandated by their god.
Nonetheless, for the most part, relying
on God to sort things out eventually, in
the next world if not here, generates lassitude and meek acceptance more often
than it serves as a spur to activism. Marx
was not completely off-target when he
observed that religion is “the opium of
the people.”
By contrast, we humanists recognize there is no god that can save us.
We can only save ourselves. Given the
cruelty humans have exhibited toward
each other through the ages and the
immense suffering caused by this cruelty,
one might think that any hope founded
solely on human agency presents a very
bleak prospect indeed. Yet the reality
is that we humans, working together,
have improved our well-being, have
ameliorated our living conditions, and
have diminished the frequency of wars
and other bloody conflicts that have
wreaked so much havoc. Furthermore,
in improving our collective well-being,
we have simultaneously increased the
sphere of personal autonomy, allowing an increasing number of people
to have control over their critical life
choices and to create meaning for their
lives. Obviously, we are nowhere near
a utopia, but there is no denying that
the circumstances under which we live
today present a vast improvement over
the circumstances in which humans lived
not only two thousand years ago but
just fifty years ago. Consider not just our
material well-being but also the end of
segregation and overt race discrimination, equal rights for women, individual
control over reproduction, the recognition of the rights of LGBT individuals,
and so on. Clearly, there is still much
more work to do, especially in the areas
of racial justice and social equality for
women, but it is undeniable that we
have made progress.
This progress did not come about
through the application of religious
dogma. To the contrary, our progress
has often come in the face of opposition
from religious dogma. Our progress has
come through science, reason, and the
willingness of a critical mass of people
to think outside the confines of religious
doctrines—doctrines that have held that
blacks were justifiably reduced to slav-

ery, that it is sinful for women to work
outside the home, that birth control is
immoral, and that love between people
of the same sex is abhorrent and an
abomination.
Science, reason, and humanist values:
these have been and remain the keys to
progress.
There is no guarantee of progress, of
course. Progress is contingent on many
different factors, some of which remain
out of our control. There are still far too
many people in the world who adhere
to some religious dogma or political ideology and who seek to impose their
beliefs on others. In addition, we have at
best imperfect mechanisms for dealing
with epidemics and other adverse natural occurrences, some of which, such
as climate change, are global in their
scope and threaten serious harmful consequences. But being a humanist means
being able to deal with the contingencies of life.

“. . . Hope that is predicated
on divine intervention . . .
diminishes our humanity.”

Free Inquiry (ISSN 0272-0701) is published bimonthly by the Center for
Inquiry in association with the Council for Secular Humanism, P.O. Box
664, Amherst, NY 14226-0664. Phone (716) 636-7571. Fax (716) 6361733. Copyright ©2015 by the Center for Inquiry and the Council for
Secular Humanism. All rights reserved. No part of this periodical may be
reproduced without permission of the publisher. Periodicals postage paid
at Buffalo, N.Y., and at additional mailing offices. National distribution
by Disticor. Free Inquiry is indexed in Philosophers’ Index. Printed in
the United States. Postmaster: Send address changes to Free Inquiry,
P.O. Box 664, Amherst, NY 14226-0664. Opinions expressed do not
necessarily reflect the views of the editors or publisher. No one speaks
on behalf of the Council for Secular Humanism unless expressly stated.
TO SUBSCRIBE OR RENEW
Call toll-free 800-458-1366 (have credit card handy).
Internet: www.secularhumanism.org.
Mail: Free Inquiry, P.O. Box 664, Amherst, NY 14226-0664.
Subscription rates: $35.00 for one year, $58.00 for two years,
$84.00 for three years. Foreign orders add $10 per year for
surface mail (Canada and Mexico); $14 per year outside North
America. Send U.S. funds drawn on a U.S. bank; American
Express, Discover, MasterCard, or Visa are preferred.
Single issues: $5.95 each. Shipping is by surface mail in U.S.
(included). For single issues outside U.S.: Canada 1–$3.05;
2–3 $5.25; 4–6 $8.00. Other foreign: 1–$6.30; 2–3 $11.40;
4–6 $17.00.
CHANGE OF ADDRESS
Mail changes to Free Inquiry, ATTN: Change of Address, P.O.
Box 664, Amherst, NY 14226-0664.
Call Customer Service: 716-636-7571, ext. 200.
E-mail: freeinquiry@secularhumanism.org.
BACK ISSUES
Back issues through Vol. 23, No. 3 are $6.95 each. Back issues
Vol. 23, No. 4 and later are $5.95 each. 20% discount on
orders of 10 or more. Call 800-458-1366 to order or to ask for
a complete listing of back issues.

Being a humanist also means being
committed to working for a just society
for all. In enabling others to live a free,
full life, we create the conditions for a
meaningful life for ourselves as well.
Through our common efforts, we create
the conditions for hope: a hope that is
not based on fantasy but on the solid
ground of human determination and
achievement.
The path forward is not always clear.
We will have our disagreements, but
provided we adhere to our commitment to free expression, respect each
other, and actually listen to each other,
solutions will emerge.
So in leaving CFI, I ask you to continue
to work together, united by the principles
and values we share. Together we can
build a better world. Together we can
create hope.
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Ronald A. Lindsay is president and CEO of
the Center for Inquiry—for at least a little
bit longer.
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Tom Flynn

OP-ED

Two Nations, One Abyss

M

urderous attacks on atheist bloggers in Bangladesh and secular
activists in Pakistan are, of course,
deplorable. So is mob violence targeting
individuals suspected, wrongly or rightly,
of engaging in heresy or blasphemy.
But the problem goes beyond Pakistan,
Bangladesh, or even Afghanistan. For
several years now, secularism has been
losing ground to harshly violent, sometimes murderous sectarianisms in countries that many global observers still hail
as secular democracies.

“. . . Turkey and India . . . have
edged closer to the abyss of theocracy than many Americans realize.”

I’m talking about Turkey and India,
both of which have edged closer to the
abyss of theocracy than many Americans
realize. For complex reasons, strategic
analysts and international journalists
have tended to soft-pedal the disturbing
developments in those nations. That’s
bad for many reasons. Surely, it has
encouraged secular Americans to remain
silent as two of the world’s boldest experiments in secularization are dismantled
from within. It’s time for that to stop.
In both Turkey and India, official
secularism is associated with Westerninfluenced founder-figures who conducted state-driven social engineering on a titanic scale. Shortly after the
Republic of Turkey was proclaimed on

6
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October 29, 1923, its founding president,
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk (1881–1938),
launched a rapid top-down de-Islamization of Turkish society. “My people are
going to learn the principles of democracy, the dictates of truth and the teachings of science,” Atatürk proclaimed.
“Superstition must go.” He ended religious education in state schools, shut
down madrassas, abolished Sharia courts
and the caliphate, banned the fez and
the turban, and barred wearing of hijab
in public offices.
Similarly, as the first prime minister
of India, Jawaharlal Nehru (1889–1964)
launched a vigorous secularizing campaign. University of Chicago Indologist
Ronald Inden wrote that “in its stronger,
unofficially stated form,” Nehru’s campaign presumed “that in order to modernize, India would have to set aside centuries of traditional religious ignorance
and superstition and eventually eliminate
Hinduism and Islam from people’s lives
altogether.”
In later years, it’s been popular among
Western liberals to view Atatürk and
Nehru as imperialist tools whose hamfisted efforts to force Western values
on their countries were naturally foredoomed. Surely, many of their tactics
were as tone-deaf as they were harsh.
But in hindsight, I can’t help thinking that
Atatürk’s and Nehru’s harshness may
have been necessary and merely proportional to the power and ferocity of the
reactionary traditions the two reformers
had set out to overturn. Deep-rooted,
literalistic strains of Islam and Hinduism
may not be amenable to gentler reform
efforts.

December 2015/January 2016
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Coincidentally or not, Turkey’s and
India’s retreats from secularism displayed similar patterns. In each case,
a new leader with a worrisomely sectarian reputation proved to be more
constructive than naysayers expected—
before revealing his true colors as a
would-be theocrat. Of course, I refer to
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, prime minister of
Turkey from 2003–2014 and since then
its president, and Narendra Modi, prime
minister of India since 2014.

Turkey’s Experience
Erdoğan founded the Justice and
Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma
Partisi, or AKP) in 2001. The party was
widely viewed as Islamist, though it
never formally embraced that designation. The 2002 general election was
a throw-the-bums-out affair that cast
aside a government whose secularism
may have been its only good quality. The
AKP won an unexpected outright majority in Turkey’s Grand National Assembly.
There was concern that the new government would move quickly against secularism, but Erdoğan chose a different
tack. His regime was efficient and transparent by historical Turkish standards:
it pushed through reformist social legislation that would be needed if Turkey
hoped to join the European Union (EU),
and it attacked social inequality, bridged
the divide between Turkey’s secular
elite and its pious masses, and greatly
improved the business climate.
Still, Turkey faced great obstacles—
an international community increasingly
(Continued on page 43)

Faisal Saeed Al Mutar

OP-ED

Anti-Muslim Bigotry vs. Genuine Criticism of Islam

I

think this article could be one of the
most important I have ever written
on the subject of Islam. Why? It is
because of the growing obscurantism
that has made it almost impossible to
have any discussion whatever about
Islam without terms such as bigot, racist, Islamophobe, Zionist, Uncle Tom,
and many others being thrown around
on national television.
Why is this happening? The debate
concerning Islam and Muslims has
become so polarized that no one can
easily engage in honest conversation
without being pigeonholed into one
camp or another. This process is not
wholly arbitrary; I’ve identified six
major groups or categories, and most
who hold forth on things Islamic in the
media genuinely seem to fall into one
of them:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Muslim Conservatives
Muslim Moderates
Muslim Reformers
Pseudo-Liberal Apologists
Genuine Critics of Islam
Pro-Christian Right Anti-Muslim
Groups
• Far-Right Jewish Groups
I will try to define these groups one by
one.
Muslim Conservatives believe that
Islam is perfect and that the Hadith
and the Qur’an as a whole contain
no errors. They view liberalism as a
Western invention incompatible with
their interpretation of the faith. They
believe there is a cosmic war going
on between the Muslim world and
the West. The majority of them are

nonviolent, but the ultraconservatives
among them, whether they be Salafist
or Wahhabi, tend to support violent
jihad against the West, including violence against civilians. Few in this
group engage with Western media;
they are far more active in Arab and
Urdu media such as Aqra Channel, Al
Jazeera Arabic, and the like.
Muslim Moderates also consider
Islam to be perfect and the Qur’an and
the Hadith to be inerrant. However,
they don’t follow the interpretations
that advocate violent jihad, and they
deny that any link exists between jihad
and Islam. They are frequently seen in
Western media, especially television,
stating that Islam is a religion of peace,
that terrorism has nothing to do with
Islam, and that terrorist groups are
un-Islamic.
Their views on human rights cover a
broad spectrum, from advocating public killing of gays to welcoming gays
as equal citizens, and from defending
women’s right to wear head scarves to
requiring them by law. Many disbelieve
in a cosmic war between the Muslim
world and the West, but some justify
jihad as a way of addressing grievances
against Western imperialism and the
West’s support for Israel.
In the main, Muslim Moderates
argue that terrorist groups such as ISIS,
al-Qaeda, and Boko Haram have nothing to do with Islam and that they
are either created by or a reaction to
Western colonialism.
Some Muslim Moderate organizations have high profiles in Western
media, often acting as public-relations
secularhumanism.org

firms and lobby groups for Muslim communities. Examples include the Council
on American–Islamic Relations (CAIR),
the Islamic Society of North America
(ISNA), and CAGE in the United Kingdom.
Prominent Muslim Moderates often
seen on television include Linda Sarsour,
Dean Obeidallah, Murtaza Hussain, and
Mahdi Hassan.

“The debate concerning Islam
and Muslims has become so
polarized that no one can easily
engage in honest conversation
without being pigeonholed into
one camp or another.”
Muslim Reformers either don’t consider the Qu’ran to be perfect and the
literal word of Allah or concede that
some of its commandments are not
applicable in the twenty-first century.
They try to rally against extremist interpretations and to create new ones more
in keeping with modern liberal values.
They accept that there is a link between
radical interpretations of Islam and terrorism. Many of them advocate for
liberal government and separation of
religion and state. Prominent individual Muslim Reformers include Maajid
Nawaz, Asra Nomani, and Irshad Manji.
Pseudo-Liberal Apologists, mainly
non-Muslim white liberals, agree with
(Continued on page 45)
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Ophelia Benson

OP-ED

What Is Identity?

P

olitics on the Left has been roiled
for decades by questions about
identity. Many thinkers and activists have criticized the turn to identity
politics from the good old days of solidarity and labor struggles (for instance,
Todd Gitlin in The Twilight of Common
Dreams). An obvious response to that
criticism is that labor struggles haven’t
always done a brilliant job of including
women and nonwhite people, to put it
mildly. Critics call this “identity politics”
in a pejorative sense; fans call it “intersectionality.” The idea is that there is
more than one axis on which to lack

“. . . What does identity mean?
What are we talking about
when we use the word?”

privilege, and social justice requires taking all of them into account. One word
for these multiple axes is identity—
woman or man, black or white, samesex oriented or other-sex oriented.
But what does identity mean? What
are we talking about when we use the
word? It’s clear enough if it means
those large categories (race, sex, sexual
orientation) and maybe some others
(nationality, ethnic background, class),
8
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but it doesn’t always mean that, and it
isn’t always clear enough.
Identity as “category with more or
less privilege” is a political meaning
of the word. It carries with it ideas
about justice and fairness, reform and
improvement, oppression and empowerment, dominance and equality. It’s
difficult to encounter the words race
and gender at this point in our history without those political implications—which is why some people get
impatient with those words. It’s possible that everyone feels impatient with
them at least sometimes: they’re a constant reminder that we humans are just
not very good at universalized equality.
Then there’s the complication that
some of the categories are entirely or
mostly a matter of birth—race, gender,
nationality, ethnic background—while
others are somewhat more optional,
such as religion. Every word of that
could spark a fight on Twitter because
it’s all hotly contested, but to put it
crudely: it’s easier to hide or change
one’s religion or nonreligion than it is
to hide one’s race or sex.
In short, we all have some categories
of identity that place us on a hierarchy
whether we like it or not. Some of us
want to demolish the hierarchy; some
want to climb it; some argue that the
hierarchy isn’t really a hierarchy or that
it withered away long ago. That’s identity in a public sense, though. It also
has a private sense, in fact it’s peculiar
in meaning two quite opposing things:
our membership in various social categories and our own personal sense of
secularhumanism.org

who we are.
The internal sense is always vulnerable to the public, social sense. No matter how we see our own true authentic
selves, we can’t compel other people
to see them the same way. We can try
to explain what we’re really like underneath, but we know it’s futile. That fact
itself shapes our sense of self. Knowing
how other people see us—including
how people see us as women or men,
black or white, and so on—shapes our
understanding of what we are.
In a way, we’re all at war with each
other over this: we’re all struggling
over who gets to define our identities.
We want to be free to define our own
selves, but the world sees what it sees,
not what we see. We’re all selves and
we’re also the world—we’re the misunderstood self and we’re a member of
the world that misunderstands.
Rachel Dolezal is an interesting
illustration of this paradox. Dolezal
had been president of the Spokane,
Washington, chapter of the National
Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP) for several
months when her parents told a newspaper that she is not in fact black. She
resigned from her NAACP job, and her
contract to teach African studies at
Eastern Washington University was not
renewed. She, however, continued to
say that it’s not as simple as “not black,”
let alone “white.” That’s not her understanding of herself. She told Allison
Samuels in an interview in Vanity Fair:
(Continued on page 46)

Russell Blackford

OP-ED

The Not-at-All-Harsh Reality of Same-sex Marriage

I

n June 2015, the Supreme Court of
the United States decided the landmark case of Obergefell v. Hodges. The
court held by a 5–4 majority that state
governments must license same-sex
marriages and recognize those lawfully
licensed and performed elsewhere. This
outcome followed a string of courtroom victories for gay-rights advocates,
with only occasional setbacks. It completes a long process of establishing
same-sex marriage through litigation
in America’s complex court system. It
also brings the United States into line
with most other Western nations, with
my own country—Australia—remaining as one of the most obvious outliers.
Those outlying countries need to move
forward.
My support for same-sex marriage is
already on the public record, including
an analysis in my 2012 book, Freedom
of Religion and the Secular State. I’ve
been consistent about this issue for
many years. To be honest, though, I’ve
been a less zealous—perhaps more
equivocal—advocate for same-sex marriage than some of my friends and
colleagues, since I retain doubts about
the institution of marriage itself. When
I was young, thirty or forty years ago, I
would have been surprised to hear that
marriage would be held in esteem on
the political Left in 2015 or that getting
married would be a goal for many gay
couples.
What is sometimes called “traditional Christian marriage” has a patriarchal taint, and it operated in large
part to control the sexuality of women
and offer men reassurances of pater-

nity. Prior to the 1980s, marriage had
little attraction or perceived relevance
to the gay and lesbian community, and,
indeed, many sexual radicals hoped for
its destruction rather than its extension.
I still have some sympathy for this viewpoint. In principle, moreover, I favor
a minimum of government intervention in personal relationships, including
registration of who is involved intimately with whom. My philosophical
preference is that the state ultimately
move out of the marriage business
altogether.
Nonetheless, as I always emphasize
when such points arise for discussion,
this is not a practical policy option
under current circumstances or any
that are reasonably foreseeable. It’s
especially not practical in the United
States, where a great number of legal
entitlements are tied to marriage. (Note
that the situation is different in many
other countries, where public policy has
moved toward granting the same legal
entitlements and responsibilities to
established de facto couples, whether
gay or straight, as to formally married
couples.) In any event, policy decisions
should defer to practical realities. The
reality, in this case, is that marriage is
entrenched as a widely endorsed and
much-loved social institution. There is
no significant public support to abolish
it as a formal legal category. For practical purposes, we have no choice but to
accept this and then sort out the political implications.
Against that background, I welcome
the outcome of Obergefell v. Hodges,
and I’m delighted for the gay men and
secularhumanism.org

women who will now be able to marry
partners whom they love. I am not in
any sense a social or political conservative, but I maintain that many conservatives could also embrace and celebrate this outcome. Indeed, rational,
secular conservatives have every reason
to do so. At the very least, they should
pause for reflection before viewing the
Supreme Court outcome as simply a
defeat.

“. . . I’ve been a less zealous—
perhaps more equivocal
—advocate for same-sex
marriage than some of my
friends and colleagues, since
I retain doubts about the
institution of marriage itself.”

Admittedly, those from the religious
Right—people who are likely to oppose
same-sex marriage on dogmatic theological grounds—may find nothing
consoling in the extension of marriage
to same-sex couples. But the situation
is different for more moderate and
secular conservatives: individuals who
value long-established, stable institutions and view revolutionary change
with suspicion but who can embrace
social change that happens more gradually and organically. If they reflect
on the course of recent history, these
conservatives might even develop their
(Continued on page 46)
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Take action with us.

You can help promote science,
reason, and secular values.

Imagine a world where religion and pseudoscience do not influence public policy—a world
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toward these goals and educating the public to use reason, science, and secular values rather
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programs. No other organizations advance science and secularism on as many fronts as CFI
and its programs, the Council for Secular Humanism and the Committee for Skeptical Inquiry.

Donate today.
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n Protecting the rights of nonbelievers
n Advocating for science-based medicine
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To receive a brochure elaborating on what we are doing to achieve our important goals and how
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Development Office
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Shadia B. Drury

OP-ED

Fear of the S Word and the Undoing of America

B

ernie Sanders is, at this writing,
by far the best and most credible
candidate in the U.S. presidential race of 2016. What remains to be
seen is whether American fear of the
s word will prove to be his undoing,
as it has been the undoing of America
in domestic as well as foreign affairs.
The s word is socialism, and Sanders
is a self-described socialist. Unless the
United States embraces socialism, it
will unravel; unfortunately, it has a
profound aversion to socialism that is
as irrational as it is theological.
The source of American abhorrence
to socialism is theological, not only in
the sense of being profoundly irrational
but also in being dualistic. A dualistic
approach toward political enemies is
the undeniable legacy of monotheism.
When only one god monopolizes all
the goodness in the world, then those
who are against him are the enemies
of the good and hence allied with evil.
In the American mind, socialism and
communism are two names for the
same godless, repressive, malignant,
and pernicious ideology of the Soviet
menace, while capitalism is the ideology
of American freedom, individualism,
and democracy. This dualistic mind-set
is disastrous in politics because it leaves
no room for either compromise (why
compromise with evil?) or mutual coexistence (why allow the wicked to exist
if their extermination would make the
world a better place?). If the smallest
hint of moderation is to be injected
into American politics, the fallacious

dichotomy of socialism and capitalism
needs to be reconsidered—for it has
led to innumerable American woes on
both the domestic and international
fronts.
On the domestic front, unbridled
capitalism has led to extremes of
inequality that fan the flames of division and instability. This would not
have surprised Karl Marx (1818–1883),
who understood that capitalism has
the effect of magnifying the gulf
between the haves and the have-nots.
Of course, the conflict between the few
rich and the many poor is not exclusively a function of capitalism. It is the
perennial political struggle. This is why
Aristotle (384–322 BCE) rightly emphasized the importance of a large middle
class that is neither rich nor poor to
create stability and avoid the eruption
of revolutionary violence. But Marx was
convinced that capitalism would lead
inevitably to the evaporation of the
middle class, whose members would be
forced to join the ranks of the working
classes—the poor, the disenfranchised,
and the exploited. He predicted that
the state apparatus would be dominated by the wealthy few and that the
immiseration of the working classes
would unavoidably lead to violent revolutions that would bring an end to the
capitalist system.
The reason that Marx’s predictions
did not happen in the advanced capitalist countries of Europe, which were
the focus of Marx’s analysis, is that the
state did not capitulate to the wealthy
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few. Instead, the advanced capitalist
societies borrowed from the playbook
of their greatest critics—the Communist
Manifesto of Karl Marx and Friedrich
Engels—a self-help manual instructing
revolutionaries on exactly what to do
once they seized the mechanisms of
state power.

“Unless the United States
embraces socialism, it will
unravel; unfortunately, it has a
profound aversion to socialism
that is as irrational as it
is theological.”

Marx and Engels recommended all
sorts of reforms that are no longer
controversial: complete separation of
church and state, universal suffrage
for everyone over the age of twenty-one, payment to the representatives of the people so that the working
classes can participate in government,
universal free education, prohibition of
child labor, maximum working hours,
minimum wages, a living wage for all
workers, social welfare, a graduated
income tax, curtailment of the rights
of inheritance, creation of a state bank
to control usurious forms of credit, and
(Continued on page 47)
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Mark Rubinstein

OP-ED

God’s Voting Record: Quantifying Inconsistency

S

uppose on hundreds of issues,
God voted “yes” or “no.” If the
Bible were the word of God, we
could read it and find out how God
votes. For over two thousand years,
millions of people have done precisely
this: they quote Scripture to prove that
God agrees with them. But what if
God voted “yes” on one page and “no”
on another? Indeed, even the most
pro-religious of authorities admit that
sometimes it looks that way. But they
also claim that these instances are rare
or at least sufficiently rare that they
can be satisfactorily resolved by revised
interpretation.
For a compendium of potential inconsistencies and other textual difficulties in
Judeo-Christian Scripture running about
five hundred pages, consult C. Dennis
McKinsey’s The Encyclopedia of Biblical
Errancy (1995) or Ruth Hermence
Green’s The Born Again Skeptic’s Guide
to the Bible (originally published 1979).
But no one has systematically and quantitatively measured God’s inconsistency.
Until now. In case you missed it,
Steve Wells conducts this laborious task

Counting Votes in the Bible

in The Skeptic’s Annotated [Christian]
Bible, published in 2012 (SAB Books).
Wells annotates the entire King James
Bible verse by verse, counting all manner of absurdities (2,178 instances),
false prophecy and misquotes (231),
conflicts with science and history (428),
intolerance (701), injustice (1,541), cruelty and violence (1,316), and misogyny
and insults to women (384).
Best of all, this annotation also
includes a list of 472 internal “contradictions.” The same contradiction is often repeated several times.
For example, does the Bible condemn
astrology? On five different occasions
it does (Leviticus 19:26, Deuteronomy
18:10–12, Isaiah 47:13–14, Jeremiah
10:2, and Zephaniah 1:5), and on four
others it doesn’t (Genesis 1:14, Judges
5:20, Matthew 2:1–2, and Luke 21:25).
Instead of counting the number of different contradictions (one in this example), suppose we count the number of
God’s votes for each side of a contradiction (5 3 4 in this example). To get
the flavor of this deconstruction, see
the box below for his votes on several
Does God know everything, yes or no?
(8 3 17)

Who created heaven and earth, God alone or
with Jesus? (2 3 2)

Does God desire animal sacrifices, yes or no?
(18 3 10)

How many gods are there, one or several?

Do angels have sex, yes or no? (2 3 1)

(13 3 37)

issues.
Suppose we poll the Bible by conservatively summing up only the lower
number of votes for each contradiction. This sample of forty-six contradictions gives us 2 + 13 + 3 + 6 + 8 + 10 +
1 + 5 + 1 + 4 + 23 … = 211 distinct votepairs. Calculating such a sum over all
472 contradictions gives us over 1,500
distinct vote-pairs. As noted, the Bible
is not always clear, and where there is
doubt about the individual votes cast
(hanging chads?), Wells excludes them
from the tally. Of course, there is room
for disagreement, and in several
instances other interpretations of the
text can seem to resolve the inconsistency. But even if this explains as many
as 50 percent of the contradictions, we
would still be left with a highly errant
book. As I think about it, it is a book
more burdened with contradiction
than any book I have ever seen—more
evidence that the Bible is really an
anthology written by hundreds of
authors with different knowledge and
opinions over a thousand years, not
the voice of God.
days? (1 3 2)
Are we punished for the sins of others,
yes or no? (21 3 4)
Does God approve of slavery, yes or no?
(32 3 23)

Is marriage a good thing, yes or no? (8 3 3)

Does God repent, yes or no? (17 3 5)

Can God be seen, yes or no? (31 3 7)

Is polygamy OK, yes or no? (24 3 6)

How long did the flood last, 40 days or 150

Is circumcision required, yes or no? (3 3 2)
(Box continued on page 49)
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James A. Haught

OP-ED

America’s Strange Satanist Scare

S

illy episodes related to religion
flare occasionally—and America’s
satanist hysteria of the 1980s and
’90s was especially ludicrous. Many fundamentalists thought the moon-andstars logo on Procter & Gamble soap
signified a secret pact with Lucifer. P&G
sued born-again Amway dealers who
spread the absurd tale.
Some evangelicals thought the bluefaced Smurfs cartoon show was a ploy to
lure children into satanism. Ditto for the
Dungeons & Dragons role-playing game.
Still others thought that heavy-metal
records played backward conveyed messages from the devil.
A few declared that satanists kidnapped and sacrificed children at
Halloween, although no kids were
reported missing and no bodies were
found.
All this might have seemed comical—
fodder for late-night television jokes—
except that an ugly wave of resultant
prosecutions ruined many lives: dozens
of day-care workers were falsely accused
of using preschoolers in bizarre satanic
rituals, complete with human sacrifice,
sex orgies, and mystical mumbo jumbo.
Police, prosecutors, and courts were
sucked into what has been called the
“Satanic Panic.” Criminal charges were
filed against a string of child-care centers
and their staffs. There was no actual evidence, only lurid tales told by small children. In fact, some of the events described
could not possibly have occurred—such
as claims of seeing satanists fly in the sky
or watching a satanist sacrifice an elephant and giraffe—but that didn’t stop

the witch hunt.
Eventually, it became clear that the
toddlers had been enticed to concoct
weird stories by supposed “counselors”
who used suggestive tactics—such as
displaying anatomically explicit dolls
and asking children to point to body
parts that were violated. Meanwhile,
some adults—under hypnosis by a few
therapists—allegedly recalled “suppressed memories” of victimization
that they had suffered in the past.
The peculiar saga started in 1980 when
a psychiatric patient named Michelle
Smith wrote a book titled Michelle
Remembers. It said her psychiatrist (later
her husband) helped her recall how she
was abused in a satanic cult. Today, the
book is considered rubbish—but it had
power at the time.
Soon afterward, a schizophrenic
woman accused the McMartin Preschool
in Manhattan Beach, California, of being
a secret den of satanism. Interrogators
enticed tiny pupils to describe devil-worship, sex orgies, animal sacrifice, traveling through hidden tunnels, and being
flushed down toilets into torture chambers. Operators Peggy McMartin and Ray
Buckey were indicted on sixty-five counts.
Their trial became the longest and most
expensive in American history. In the end,
both were cleared, and the whole affair
was deemed a fantasy. The accuser was
found dead of alcoholism.
Meanwhile, other satanic allegations erupted at more than one
hundred day-cares across America.
Horrific charges filled the newspapers.
Television shows alleging satanism
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were hosted by Geraldo Rivera, Oprah
Winfrey, and others.
One case involved day-care operators Dan and Fran Keller of Texas. They
were convicted in 1992 after some of
their charges said they were flown on
airplanes into Mexico for murderous
rituals—then returned in time for their
unsuspecting parents to pick them up
after work. A star witness for the Texas
prosecution was cult “expert” Randy
Noblitt, who later wrote that five hundred American satanist cells were sacrificing humans and also that then–

“A few [fundamentalists]
declared that satanists kidnapped and sacrificed children
at Halloween, although no kids
were reported missing and no
bodies were found.”

President Bill Clinton was the Antichrist.
Finally, in 2015, the Texas Supreme
Court voided all charges in the idiotic
case. The Austin American-Statesman
reported: “The Kellers spent more than
22 years in prison after three young
children accused them of dismembering babies, torturing pets, desecrating
corpses, videotaping orgies and serving
blood-laced Kool-Aid in Satanic rituals
(Continued on page 49)
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David Koepsell

OP-ED

Don’t Worry, Be Unhappy!

H

appiness is the god of a modern
cult. Its worshippers are lined up
to sell us the secrets to its attainment, and a slew of willing consumers
will hand over their money, time, and
worshipful admiration to those who
would teach them its secrets. It isn’t a
new belief system; it dates back at least
to the ancient Greeks. The Stoics saw
“positive thinking,” as we now call it, as
the basis for living the good life. They
considered our own mental states to be
the masters over our circumstances and

“We are happy about happiness,
but big deal. It can be bought and
paid for in measured and predictable doses, but is it the best value
to strive for, and should we seek it
as an end in itself?”

put the focus on our own responsibility
for our attitudes to the hardships of
life. In modern times, the happiness cult
has spawned a whole pharmaceutical
industry as well as such legends as Tony
Robbins and countless other well-known
figures now supposedly legitimized by
the “positive psychology” movement.
In modern ethics, happiness serves as
the value by which “the good” can be
judged, most notably in the various
forms of utilitarianism, from ethical egoism (think Ayn Rand) to ethical altruism
14
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(August Comte). From utilitarians, we
can discover the morally correct action
by reference to how it will alter happiness at some level. The conceit behind
this brand of ethics in all its forms is that
happiness is an objective good that is
universally valued, and thus it can serve
as a measure for divining morally good
action.
It is of course true that all creatures
“like” happiness, but this is more or less
a tautological statement devoid of any
insight and vacuous of content. Yet this
forms the central thesis for the cult of
happiness. We are happy about happiness, but big deal. It can be bought
and paid for in measured and predictable doses, but is it the best value to
strive for, and should we seek it as an
end in itself? Certainly all of the other
emotions serve functions and should be
valued. Our finest art is often steeped
in “negative” emotions and is produced
from states and lives whose happiness
quotients were low indeed. What kind
of paintings would Van Gogh have produced on Prozac?
Happiness isn’t even a very good
measure for ethics. As numerous critics of consequentialism have pointed
out, it is difficult to measure, there are
other values we take into account when
considering our actions, the time scale
over which it ought to be measured
is debatable, and in some of its more
popular forms utilitarianism allows us to
sacrifice the happiness of some in order
to benefit the majority. In the textbook
counterexamples to consequentialism,
we see that it may be morally permis-
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sible, for instance, to imprison or kill
some segment of the population if “net
utility,” or the overall happiness of a
society, is sufficiently increased. In less
controversial examples, consider that
any individual could be made very happy
indeed if given a daily ration of heroin or some other mood-altering drug.
Neither of these situations is ideal, and
it should strike us as simplistic to think
that happiness alone is at the center of
the good life, much less the only measure of the “good” for ethics. John Stuart
Mill, a rather famous utilitarian whom I
profiled in these pages years ago (“John
Stuart Mill and the Danger of Dead
Dogma,” FI, December 2005/January
2006), felt it necessary to rank types
of happiness, with the base pleasures
ranked below aesthetic and intellectual
ones, recognizing that happiness itself is
a complicated emotion.
Most recently, happiness research
has begun to incorporate functional
magnetic resonance imaging and other
tools of neuroscience to try to capture
and measure our happiness, and positive-psychology folks have latched onto
these validating brain images to help
peddle their wares. But the happiness
cult has (at least) two major weaknesses:
one is the assumption that happiness
is an important part of the good life
(just because we like it doesn’t mean
it’s central or even necessary), and the
other is that the modern “theory” on
which much of the recent rash of positive psychology promoters have based
(Continued on page 50)

LOOKING BACK

35 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
“. . . Tell you what—it can happen here.
It is happening here. A great threat to
individual rights and freedoms, as guaranteed by the Constitution, exists in
America today.
“Swing too far to the Left and there’s
a pack of political bullies and potential
tyrants. But amble slowly to the Right
and the neighborhood gets flakey with
more fanatics, do-or-diers, pseudo-intellectual criminals, and self-righteous
lunatics than there is room for in the
nightmares of Tolstoy and Dostoevsky.

It is the Fundamentalist Right—that radical, cross-bearing, flag-waving, Biblehoisting wing—which stands tall on your
front lawn and often in your living room.
It’s trying to talk you out of your rights,
seduce you away from the freedom to
think and feel and conduct yourself in a
truly moral manner. This Fundamentalist
Right bears examination. . . .”
—William Ryan, “The Fundamentalist
Right: Its Attack on Secular
Humanism,” from Free Inquiry
Volume 1, No. 1 (Winter 1980/81)

25 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
“. . . Science is a bunch of facts and figures, but it is also a magnificent process
by which you separate fact and fiction.
Not one person in fifty in this country
understands the process of science or
the scientific method. But under the best
conditions you can get the fundamentals
of it across in one lecture period. Also,
kids must understand the process of evolution; not necessarily the details, but the
overall picture. They should understand
the biological diversity of our planet and
how limited the earth is. They should
know how the human mind works. If
we understand that we all have mental
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blinders, we are less likely to be tripped
up by them. If kids were exposed to these
topics in school, I think it would make a
great difference. . . .”
—Paul MacCready, “Education for
Critical Thinking,” an interview by Brent Bailey, from Free
Inquiry Volume 10, No. 1 (Winter
1989/1990)
Paul MacCready (1925–2007) was a
Laureate of the International Academy of
Humanism and an aeronautical engineer
who designed the first Kremer prize–winning human-powered aircraft.
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LETTERS
reform that may be a substitute
for violence. The clever use of
words and images can be politically potent. This is why Muslim
extremists despise satirical images
and rhetoric against the prophet
Muhammad. It greatly disappoints
me that following the Charlie
Hebdo incident, some Western
political figures were sufficiently
shortsighted and naive as to advocate a ban on the satirical criticism
of religion.
The right to blaspheme is the
lifeblood of democracy.

John L. Indo
Houston, Texas

The Blasphemy Issue
Re: “If This Be Blasphemy, Let
Us Make the Most of It” by Tom
Flynn (FI, October/November
2015). There have been few
tyrannical regimes in history
that have not been inextricably
involved with and supported by
religion. The function of the latter has been to convince people
that the decrees of a monarch
are holy and infallible, that things
should not change, and that any
attempts at dissent will be met
with divine wrath. As in the case
of the Russian Revolution of 1917,
the authoritarian appeal of the
dictatorship of the proletariat was
simply substituted for the authoritarian appeal of the Russian
Orthodox Church. The existential
tyranny remained. Only the names
and labels changed. Joseph Stalin
aptly dramatized this malady all
through his bloody reign.
Hence, “blasphemy” against
the so-called “inevitable order”
was necessary for any libertarian
reform to occur. It has always
been this way. Blasphemy against
oppressive regimes and their
theological allies is a prerequisite for liberation. Tyrants do not
give up their control for the mere
asking.
Moreover, ridiculing oppressive authorities through the use
of satirical or all otherwise “blasphemous” communication is one
way of moving people toward
16
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Reacting to the Charlie Hebdo
massacre, Pope Francis exclaimed
that anyone who swore at his
mother could expect a punch.
“You cannot insult the faith of
others,” he said. In the prior issue
of Free Inquiry, a contributor
made the case for “emotional
responses to terrible ideas.”
Imagining a confrontation with
someone expressing an insulting
idea she responded, “the fact
that you’re even proposing that
is morally repulsive. Apologize or
get the hell out.” Some ideas, she
asserted, should be “taken out
in the street and shot.” Herein
lies the ambiguity surrounding
the implications of blasphemy,
broadened beyond the denotative “insult to God” to connotative approval for harsh reprisals
against criticism of any cherished
belief system—from identity politics to kinship relations.
We can never eradicate the existential clash of multiple belief-systems and identities reflecting
competing interests, needs, and
purposes of diverse communities
throughout history.
Atheists believe God does
not exist on rational-empirical
grounds. Because it is not possible to insult what does not exist
outside of nature using the vacuous language of the supernatural, we criticize contrived theologies that interpret manmade
scriptures to empower human
agendas by imaginary revelations
of divine mandate. We observe
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how religious institutions have
consolidated power to control
citizens with punitive demands
for absolute obedience immunized from criticism.
Beyond
holding
conditional beliefs, secular humanists
have developed a methodology since the eighteenth-century Enlightenment for helping
to resolve existential conflict
through the free exercise of
critical thinking incorporating
advances in science, reason,
human rights, and empathy.
Ours is an educational project
promoting inclusive engagement
in civil debate that criticizes ideas
without dehumanizing people
of goodwill. While we condemn
atrocities authorized by blasphemy law—notorious today in
Islamic theocracies—our progressive voices must not dwindle into
reductionist ridicule serving the
kind of bigotry we despise.

Jim Valentine
Woodland Hills, California

Let us begin with the definition of
blasphemy. My Webster’s offers,
among other definitions, “Impious
utterance or action concerning God
or sacred things” (in Judaism, “act
of cursing God”). So to be guilty
of blasphemy, one must have some
sort of faith in a superpower, God,
or controller of supreme strength
and then speak ill of that power. It
is my contention that I and those
who like myself accept free expression, no reliance on higher power,
and individual responsibility are
never guilty of blasphemy or such
crimes since we have no faith in the
myth of religion of any type, color,
or creed. I thought Free Inquiry
took the same position. Does
this “defense of the right to blaspheme” change your publication’s
position to accepting some kind of
faith and now wishing to establish
your right to blaspheme it?

William W. Siler
Morro Bay, California
Tom Flynn responds:
Of course, William Siler is right that
for secular humanists, atheists, and
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other freethinkers, there is properly
speaking no such thing as blasphemy. Or as Dan Barker so memorably expressed it, “Blasphemy is a
victimless crime.”
Another way to look at it is
that blasphemy is in the eyes of the
beholder. I as a secular humanist
may say something objective and,
yes, true about some religious figure or dogma. A devout believer
may hear that statement and interpret it as blasphemy. But here the
crux of the free-speech issue: Your
right to speak the truth as you
understand it is absolute, even if
some among your hearers think
your statement is blasphemous.
That is, freedom of speech is only
free to the degree that one is free
to speak precisely what is blasphemous in the ears of others.

Gregory Paul’s article, “Jesus Was
No Man of Peace” (FI, October/
November 2015), raises an
issue to which, I believe, insufficient attention has been paid
by those who accept the characterization of Jesus as “cleansing the Temple.” Apart from the
fact that all section headings in
the Gospels were inserted long
after they were written, the
money changers were performing a function which was not only
“officially legal and sanctioned”
but was required by Jewish law.
The Temple tax could not be paid
in any currency bearing a graven
image. Presumably, Jesus knew
this. Given that, his actions must
be regarded as entirely irrational.
Cleansing of what? What contamination lies in performing a
necessary and sanctioned service?
These questions challenge the
notion that Jesus’s actions were
noble or even sane.
I also agree that depicting Jesus as wandering around
Jerusalem at liberty is pure nonsense. From the time of the death
of Herod the Great until the date
of the events in question—which
tradition fixes as 33 CE—Jewish
discontent manifested itself in
frequent, public disturbances.
These riots frequently occurred
(Continued on page 66)

Catholicism and the Challenge
of Moral Modernity
Introduction

Tom Flynn

T

he times, they are a-changin’. And thanks to Pope
with breathless rapidity. Can even a more-progressive Vatican
Francis, the Roman Catholic Church is changing too.
keep up? Can Catholicism remain relevant, or is it still sliding
Or is it? Francis’s recent visit to the eastern United
toward history’s dustbin—if more slowly, with Francis at its
States was a virtual lovefest, showcasing the new pontiff’s
head? Can even Francis cut the chains binding the Church
determination to reorient his church—less priggish moral
of Rome to its more dismal historical, moral, and intellectual
scolding, more commitment to care for the downtrodden
baggage? Those are some of the questions that the contribuand suffering. Yet Francis used the same trip to canonize
tors to this special section will discuss.
Junípero Serra, a cultural imperialist’s cultural imperialist
Marquette University ethicist Daniel C. Maguire has spent
who brought subjugation and disease to the native peoples
decades prodding America’s Catholic establishment. (He last
of what is now California. And before the pontiff left
the country, he squeezed in a visit with Kim Davis,
the county clerk from Kentucky who refused to issue
same-sex marriage certificates but also refused to
quit her job because, well, unemployment is inconvenient.
“. . . The most positive aspect of the papal visit—and
I can hear the rejoinder now: “But Francis met
hugely positive it was—was Pope Francis’s blunt and
with a gay couple too!” Yes, he did (one of the
forthright stand that global warming is real. . . .”
life-partners was a beloved former student of his).
But the Church’s stance on same-sex marriage shows
no sign of a-changin’. Francis also met with a number
of women, but that’s no sign that the ordination of
women as Catholic priests is on the horizon.
To me, the most positive aspect of the papal visit—
and hugely positive it was—was Pope Francis’s blunt and
appeared in our pages with “Christianity Doesn’t Need God,”
forthright stand that global warming is real, it’s humanity’s
FI, October/November 2014.) In this issue’s “Godless Morals:
doing, and we need to take responsibility and act to mitigate
The Challenge of Ivan Karamazov,” he begins by conceding
its damage now. Hear, hear. Christians have been casting off
that because the world is filled with evils, the traditional
the hoary old doctrine that God gave humans the earth to
Christian God cannot exist. From there, he catalogues the
use and abuse as we will for some years now—Free Inquiry
ways that tropes of god-talk, particularly those rooted in
covered the phenomenon in an April/May 2008 cover story—
Catholic theology, have distorted human thinking about
but it is still a great service for the leader of the world’s oldest
moral questions down the ages and into our present day.
and largest Christian church to put a final nail in the coffin
Ultimately, Dostoevski’s question (articulated by his character
of “subdue-the-earth” theology and commit to a doctrine of
Karamazov) of whether morality will collapse if God does not
responsibility and stewardship.
exist is vacuous. The roots of our problems—and our only
But he’s still being a stick-in-the-mud on contraception.
real hopes for solving them—lie not in the heavens but in
And he’s still in denial on overpopulation.
ourselves.
Yet there is no denying that the Catholic Church is changIn “What Pope Francis Got Right: Undergoing Ecological
ing, often in laudable ways, after two papacies that had
Conversion,” economist and former Center for Inquiry board
seemed obsessed with stasis. But the world is changing too,
member Hector F. Sierra explores the implications of Pope
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Francis’s avid embrace of a scientific outlook on climate
change, welcoming it enthusiastically while positioning it in
the context of a church hierarchy that may be reluctant to
follow where Francis leads—and noting that even Francis’s
embrace of science considers science the handmaid of faith,
an inherently limited perspective.
In “Will the Real ‘Culture of Life’ Please Stand Up?,” independent scholar and frequent Free Inquiry contributor Leah
Mickens reminds us that Francis’s new directions must be
understood in the context of Church history. In particular,
she takes a twentieth-anniversary look back at Pope John
Paul II’s encyclical Evangelium Vitae, which undergirds so
much Catholic (and, ironically, evangelical-Protestant) rhet-

oric about “the culture of life.” John Paul II reaffirmed traditional (many would say, backward-looking) Catholic teachings about contraception, abortion, end-of-life care, and
biomedical research. His agenda remains important, and of
dire concern to secular humanists, in part because it occupies
an area of Catholic teaching that Francis’s reformism has—so
far—showed little interest in reforming.
Is Catholicism facing the challenge of moral modernity or
succumbing to it? Read on and decide for yourself.

Tom Flynn is the editor of F ree I nquiry .

Godless Morals:
The Challenge of Ivan Karamazov
Daniel C. Maguire

D

ostoevski’s Ivan Karamazov was a worried man.
“Without God and immortal life, all things are permitted,” he fretted. Without these beliefs, “the moral law
of nature” would collapse and everything, including “crime”
and even “cannibalism” would be permitted.
Karamazov’s thought gave classical expression to a common delusion that undergirds much of traditional theism. If
there is no Moral Lawgiver there is no moral law. And if there
is no Great Enforcer to mete out rewards and punishments,
here and hereafter, morality is flaccid and ineffectual. So it
is that many plant their feet on the loose plank called “God”
and on the belief that when you die, you are not really dead.
You look dead; you really do. And if someone doesn’t do
something quickly, you will smell dead. But you are not dead:
you have just moved on to an invisible parallel universe, leaving your body behind. And, in that invisible parallel universe,
you’ll get your just deserts for your depravity or your virtue.
We needed beliefs like that, Ivan thought, to tame our barbarity.

Trouble in God-dom
The idea that there is a benign supernatural intelligent power
running the universe, governing everything from fruit flies
to quasars, has crashed on the facts of life. The monotheis18
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tic idea of one deity who is both almighty and all merciful,
omnipotens et misericors, has been buried in the cemetery of
oxymorons. Most ancient religionists who also liked to imagine super-beings running things insisted that there had to be
more than one of them—at the very least, two.
One of those deities is merciful and good, artful and generous. This good god makes the first smiles of infants, fashions
rosebuds that unfurl gently into beauty, and paints sunsets
in the skies that our best artists cannot match. That is surely
a good god who does all that. With uncanny skill, this good
god fashions brains and optic nerves and swallows that know
their way back to Capistrano. That god is one fine god indeed.
But anyone with access to a newspaper knows that if we
go the god route to explain the real world, we must posit a
very active, god-awful god who makes tsunamis and earthquakes to gobble up those smiling infants, who makes childhood cancer and Tay-Sachs, and who sends Ebola viruses to
kill both parents and their children.
And, by all means, let’s not forget mosquitoes. No good
god would wake, look out at his creation, and say: “Today I
think I’ll make some nasty blood-sucking, disease-carrying little needles with wings and toss them into the mix.” No decent
god would do that; that’s bad-god work. And here is the
horrific bottom line: it’s the really, really, bad god, the mos-
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quito-making god, who in several billion years will triumph
over the good god by sucking this planet, or what’s left of it,
back into the sun from which we sprouted. At that point, as
Carl Sagan wryly noted, our current concerns will seem rather
trivial. And at that point, too, faith in the good god will be of
no avail.
The good god is destined to be a loser. And in most of the
universe, the good god is already a loser since there is more
chaos than order out there. Our planet and we ourselves are
on a short holiday, in cosmic terms, from the chaos of the
universe. We are, after all, reconfigured stardust, and unto
stardust we shall return.

In the Beginning, We Created ‘God’

know what God is, but only what God is not; we must therefore consider the ways in which God does not exist, rather
than the ways in which God does.” Atheists and agnostics
would complain: “You’re stealing our thunder. That’s what
we think!” Augustine was no better: He was in fact a veritable
tease. He said if, when talking about “God,” you think you
understand what you are talking about, then what you are
talking about is not God. Si comprehendis non est deus. A real
“Gotcha!”
This effort to make “God” so transcendent that he becomes
unimaginable reached its silly nadir when a sixth-century
Christian thinker called Denys insisted that God was “a mystery beyond being.” To be “beyond being” would seem to be,
well, not being. And Denys took that plunge. He said “God”
is so “beyond being” that he is neither a unity or a trinity and
is best thought of as a “nothing.” It takes a peck of courage
for someone in the God business to say that. The modern-day

Since we create the gods, not the other way around, we
do so with a purpose. We’re not frivolous god-makers. We
use them as an explanation of things we cannot explain. In
antiquity, the good things in nature—from olives
to peaches, from salmon to turtledoves—had gods
and goddesses assigned to make them happen.
There were as many as two thousand gods in ancient
“Karamazov’s thought gave classical expression
Mesopotamia handling all the challenges of nature
to a common delusion that undergirds much of
and life. There were gods for potters, warriors, weavtraditional theism. . . . If there is no Great Enforcer to
ers, and sex workers. Gods were the cure for anxiety
mete out rewards and punishments, here and hereafter,
and ignorance.
The gods-as-the-answer-to-everything idea was
morality is flaccid and ineffectual.”
seductive. Ultimately, however, it was a bit lame as a
solution for two major reasons: (1) Saying “God did it”
to explain everything about nature and morality was
a handy one-stop-shopping contrivance, but it fell on
theologian Elizabeth Johnson sums it all up: “God is outside
its face when people asked who or what this hyper-achieving
of all classes and categories and beyond the possibility of
“God” is. No one could rightly say. And (2) morally speakbeing imagined or conceived.” Theology, then, appears to
ing, the gods we made were a mess of contradictions. They
be a very dead end. If the answer to everything is “God” and
suffered from multiple-personality disorder, at times being
you confess you don’t have the slightest idea of what you are
loving and carrying us on eagle’s wings of benevolence and at
talking about in your God-talk, all you are doing is substitutother times being sociopathic in their cruelty. With the gods,
ing one unknown for another. That is not progress. Those
it seems, everything really was permitted.
believing in such a god would be best described as “pious
Pious Agnostics
agnostics,” for such they truly are.
A prime motive for god-making was to answer the “Who
Three = One
done it?” question: “Who made that beautiful strawberry?”
The god-identity problem got even worse. While trying to
Answer: “God made it.” The inevitable follow-up question
clear out the crowded pantheon and settle on one superwas: “Who’s God?” That question got swamped in baffling
god, Christians stumbled badly. They never made it to a tidy
answers. Indeed, thoughtful theologians bent over backward
monotheism. Instead, they came up with the idea that it took
explaining how “God” was the most unknowable of all the
three persons to make one god. No wonder Jews and Muslims
unknowables. They didn’t want their god to seem too much
cried “polytheism!” They had a point. No matter how hard
like us. That would not be godly.
the dons dunned it, and dun they did, three never did equal
Thomas Aquinas was a superstar theologian. Surely he
one. It’s amazing that any Christian children ever grew up to
can help us. Not! Aquinas said “God” is best known “as the
unknown.” That’s a letdown. He went on: “Now we cannot
be mathematicians since a central tenet of their faith was the
secularhumanism.org
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generation has to create the image of God that works for it.”
Armstrong wisely notes that the same is true for atheists. They
have to specify which conception of a deity they are denying.
So if God made the strawberry and the moral law, and
if God is fickle and unreliable—as well as an unknowable
nothing—we’d best leave god-talk behind and try to figure
out how the strawberry evolved and how we ourselves can
distinguish right from wrong, and do so before we complete
the wrecking of the planet. We don’t know everything about
evolution and natural selection and we never will, but we
know a lot and are always learning more, and that’s far better
than the godly confections served up over the centuries by
exuberant and unfettered religious imagination.
The ninth-century Celtic philosopher Duns Scotus Erigena
agreed with the sixth-century Denys that “God” is unintelligible. We cannot even say that God exists since God is “more
than existence.” That is surely a mind-stretching thought. He
boldly faces the question: Can we really say that
“God” is? At this point, Erigena sounds a lot like
Bill Clinton when he too was on the spot. Erigena
says we can say that God is, but “what that ‘is’ is”
“The idea that there is a benign supernatural intelligent
cannot be defined. If we say that God is, we do not
power running the universe, governing everything from fruit know what that “is” is. At this point, trapped in the
linguistic maze of his own making, he falls back
flies to quasars, has crashed on the facts of life.”
on Denys, saying that God is best thought of as a
nothing. That is simpler.
However, Erigena offers us more than this contorted gobbledygook. In an insight worthy of his
Celtic roots, he says that theology is “a kind of
The Male Coup d’Eglise
poetry.” A refreshing breakthrough! As Karen Armstrong
Making “God” the solution to life’s moral and physical
says, humans created gods at the same time they created
quandaries has still other problems. The gods were slippery
poetry and music. That makes sense. They were of a piece.
mutants. They suffered from gender instability and pioneered
And we do know what poetry is. Poetry is the mind on safari,
sex-change. For thousands of years in the Fertile Crescent,
at its soaring imaginative best. A good idea needs no passport
where humans did some major organizing, the supreme deity
to an open mind, whatever its source. Forget the gods; the
was female, the Great Goddess. In the year 1500 BCE, goddess
world’s religions are poetic enterprises, and like great poetry
religion predominated. Then the big switch began. Two thouthey peek, sometimes with great success, into the human
sand years later, the Mother Goddess had been dethroned
psyche.
and guys took over. A numinous female-to-male sex change
Rogues Turned Teachers
took place. Given my bias in favor of women—who rarely start
Just as the nature gods were a substitute for science, the
wars and almost never mug you on dark streets—I do not see
morality gods were a substitute for ethics. Of course lots of
this as progress. And it certainly was not progress for women.
the gods were not interested in morality, and they were a
By the time the male coup d’eglise was finished, the political
scandalous lot to boot. In many of the ancient religions, the
and economic subjugation of women was well on—more
pantheon was the last place you would go for moral instrucproof that we make the gods in our own image and likeness.
tion. One look at the rambunctious behavior of the Greek
As society turns macho, the gods follow suit. As Jesuit religion
divinities makes it clear that they needed some stern moral
scholar Ignatius Jesudasan puts it: “Every image that has ever
tutoring. Rape, murder, intrigue—they indulged in all of that
been projected of God is a mirror reflecting the age and perand more.
son or group which produced it.” Karen Armstrong says that
Eventually though, especially in Judaism, Christianity, and
the statement “I believe in God” has “no objective meaning,
Islam, “God” became the lawgiver, the root and source of
as such.” If you look at the histories of Judaism, Christianity,
morality, the boundary-setter between good and evil. God
and Islam, there is no steady, consistent view of “God”; “each
insistence that three equals one. We can understand the little
girl in a catechism class who was asked what “faith” is. She
replied with endearing confidence: “Faith is what helps you
to believe what you know is not true.”
Hans Urs von Balthasar, an esteemed theologian, was less
helpful and certainly less charming than the little girl when
he took on the three versus one puzzle. He said that when
used in relation to “God,” “three” is quite different from the
three we use as part of “a sequence of numbers.” He had our
worldly three right. Our three does mean one less than four
and one more than two. Not with God. God’s three total up to
one. It prompts questions such as: If God’s three is not like our
three, could it be a two? No, Von Balthasar insists, it’s a one. A
brave try, Professor Balthasar, but what you just said is not a
great contribution to god-talk or good sense. It doesn’t compute. Pity the kicker who blesses himself before attempting
the field goal forgetting that with God, three equals only one.
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moved into the ethics business big time. From thundering
mountaintops and burning bushes, the didactic deity issued
firm “Thou shalts” and “Thou shalt nots.” God would tell you
what was right or wrong and would enforce the moral law
with hair-raising sanctions in this life and in the afterlife. This
was the frame of thinking that Karamazov addressed.
The gain from this ploy was clear. We did not have to figure out what was right or wrong—that is, what enhanced life
and what defaced it. Let “God” do the figuring. And since few
humans are inclined to think that virtue is its own reward, we
gave our god enforcement power—formidable enforcement
power. When God told you to go to hell, you went there. No
ifs, ands, or buts. And hell is not where you would want to go.
Medieval Christians thought that the mouth of the volcano
of Mount Etna was the entrance to hell. In that cauldron you
would roast eternally. While alive, that amount of fire would
consume you instantly. God had arranged that you acquired
noncombustibility when you ended your evil life and entered
into your eternal punishment. At least Joan of Arc, Giordano
Bruno, and the alleged witches knew that there would be an
end to the horror inflicted on them. Not in hell. “Burn, baby
burn” is written on the gates of hell in flame-resistant ink.
In the thirteenth century, the Christians choked on the
hell thing and they officially opened an escape hatch. They
created purgatory (from purgare, to cleanse). If you were not
hopelessly bad, you could end up there, and then, having
served your time, you could proceed straight to heaven and
all the joys thereof. Still, purgatory was no cakewalk. Some
thought you also had to go through Mount Etna. You would
thus arrive piteously scarred into eternal bliss when your time
had been served.
Aside from heaven, hell, and purgatory as postmortem
residences, there was also limbo. This was reserved for infants
who died without baptism and hence were mired in original
sin and clearly unfit for heaven. These babes did not commit
the original sin that stained their newborn souls; they inherited it from Adam and Eve, an unhappy legacy indeed. Since
the kids had committed no crimes, it would be unfair to put
them in purgatory or hell. Still, limbo was not a fun place. You
wouldn’t wish it on any baby. Aquinas said they would enjoy
natural happiness but not supernatural happiness—whatever
that might be. But the dour old Augustine said the babies
would be afflicted with “a mild punishment.” Small comfort
that. Even a mild punishment would be pretty hellish if it
lasted forever. Just try to imagine an eternal itch. Remember,
there was no exit ramp from limbo. As unbaptized outsiders,
these poor little tots were not fit company for the saints in
heaven.
Eventually, even the grim Pope Benedict reneged on
this nasty scheme, and he quietly eased limbo off the list
of must-believes. It was only a “theological hypothesis,” he
said—not noting that heaven, hell, purgatory, and God are

hypotheses too. Limbo is now free to be nothing more than
a dance for those with back-bending festive proclivities. That
dismissal of limbo and his decision to resign from the papacy
were, in my view, the best two things Pope Benedict did in
his short and ill-starred papacy. His surprising resignation had
the important effect of demystifying the papacy. It took God
out of the picture. Without any divine intervention, the tiara
could be doffed as well as donned. The divine right of popes
began to go the way of the divine right of kings.

A Moratorium on God-talk
So relax, Ivan Fyodorovich Karamazov. The question “Would
morality collapse if there is no deity?” is a stupid question.
Rape, child abuse, torture, empire-building, Earth-wrecking,
ethnic cleansing, and the greed called “neoliberalism” are
bad, morally bad, destructive, and repugnant—and there is
no need to base that condemnation on those imaginative projections we call “gods.” Taoism, Confucianism, and Buddhism
have produced rich moral wisdom with no perceived need
for a deity. As Chinese scholar Chun-fang Yu writes: in the
Chinese religions, “there is no God transcendent and separate
from the world and there is no heaven outside of the universe
to which human beings would want to go for refuge.” The
United Nations’ 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights
was not based on theism, and a fine step toward a global
ethic it was. The Parliament of World Religions does not
require theism from its participants. Even Pope Francis invites
atheists to join in his moral mission against poverty and militarism. Theism is not required to be at one with him on all
that. Quite an admission from a pope!
Hamlet’s assurance is too much with us: “There’s a divinity
that shapes our ends, rough-hew them how we will.” The
idea of “God” as an indulgent parent who will clean up the
mess left by our profligacy is a bad symbol. It deserves to
die. If current trends continue, we will sink into an agonizing
extinction, after which the rest of nature would surely be better off. Our damage to the good Earth is well on, and some
of it is irreparable.
We may, of course, beat the odds and take the turn to
moral sanity, but there is no “God” to do it for us.

Daniel C. Maguire is professor of ethics at Marquette University and
a prolific commentator on American Catholicism as well as a scholar
of world religions. His most recent book is Christianity Without God:
Moving Beyond the Dogmas and Retrieving the Epic Moral Narrative
(State University of New York Press, 2014). An excerpt of that book
titled “Christianity Doesn’t Need God” appeared in F ree I nquiry ’s
October/November 2014 issue.
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What Pope Francis Got Right:
Undergoing Ecological Conversion
Hector F. Sierra

I

Francis is not only aiming to develop an environmentally
friendly narrative but a brand-new theology. “We are moving
to a new theology,” openly acknowledged the Irish Catholic
priest and theologian Seán McDonagh, who was part of the
drafting process of the encyclical.*
Indeed, an entire chapter of the encyclical is devoted to
the need for an “ecological conversion” among Christians,
“whereby the effects of their encounter with Jesus Christ
become evident in their relationship with the world around
them. Living our vocation to be protectors of God’s handiwork
is essential to a life of virtue; it is not an optional or a secondary
aspect of our Christian experience.” By asserting that nature
has an intrinsic value, Francis is overturning centuries of theological interpretation that regarded the natural world as an
unconditional gift to humans—as something to be
dominated and exploited for their own benefit.
Despite its radical stance, nonbelievers may be
turned off by the doctrinal language and by the fact
“Above all, Francis rejects the notion of man’s absolute
that ideology limits the scope of the corrective actions
proposed in the encyclical. For example, there is hardly
dominion over Earth as being theologically misguided
any disagreement among experts that unrestrained
and spiritually dangerous.”
population growth puts more pressure on an already
fragile ecosystem. Nonetheless, a reduction in birthrates is discounted in the encyclical: “Instead of resolving the problems of the poor and thinking of how the
world can be different, some can only propose a reduction in the birth rate. . . . To blame population growth instead
Although the encyclical uses the arcane language of
of extreme and selective consumerism on the part of some,
Catholic doctrine, it represents a radical departure from the
is one way of refusing to face the issues.” The encyclical thus
anthropocentric narrative of traditional Catholicism. Above
leaves out one of the most effective tools to reduce birthrates
all, Francis rejects the notion of man’s absolute dominion over
and redress inequality: women’s education.
Earth as being theologically misguided and spiritually dangerYet it would be a mistake to dismiss outright the analysis
ous. Thus, because of our careless actions, we have debased
and proposals in the encyclical. In fact, the encyclical brings up
human life and have mismanaged a world that was entrusted
critical issues that can provide a strong foundation for common
to us by God. We also had the arrogance to presume to take
action with nonbelievers. It is clear that technology, economics,
the place of God and refuse to acknowledge our creaturely
and politics should all play key roles in finding solutions to clilimitations. This disrupted the harmony between the creator,
mate change and world poverty. I do not think the pope denies
humanity, and creation and, as a result, “the originally harmonious relationship between human beings and nature became
*Quoted in Naomi Klein, “A Radical Vatican?” The New Yorker, July 10,
conflictual.”
2015.
n his encyclical Laudato Si’ (Praise Be to You: On Care for
Our Common Home), officially published in June 2015, Pope
Francis critiques consumerism and irresponsible development
and calls for “swift and unified global action” to combat environmental degradation and human-caused global warming.
Practically all major conservancy groups and activists praised
the pope for siding with the scientific consensus that not only
is global warming happening, but it is mostly humanity’s fault.
As expected, there was immediate backlash from denialists
and special interests. Probably a more troubling sign of things
to come was that while many U.S. bishops reacted positively to
the encyclical, they were not as vocal in their support as when
they denounced the Supreme Court ruling on same-sex marriage, which occurred around the same time.
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this much (although see my discussion below). Nonetheless, as
the encyclical makes clear, the real challenge of climate change
is ethical and behavioral, not technical or economic.

I

n the encyclical, the pope bemoans a culture of relativism
that drives the “invisible forces of the market” to satisfy “our
own desires and immediate needs.” The markets in fact serve
our wants and desires, not our intrinsic needs. To be more
precise, markets prod people to want things that they do not
really need. The more we consume, the more we are flooded
with things we can do without. Breaking out of this vicious
circle is hard, because the system is rigged in favor of powerful
corporate interests that place short-term profits above human
well-being.
Undeniably, the huge appetite for short-term profits drives
much of the investment in new technologies. This creates a
self-reinforcing cycle as bigger and bigger shares of capital
are allocated to innovations that promise quicker returns. This
in turn results in less financing available for transformational
ideas, even in innovative places such as Silicon Valley. Currently,
the average exit time of venture capital—the length of time
between the initial investment in a company and the date at
which the investors exit—is less than five years.
This short-term focus is obviously problematic, as the benefits of investments destined to correct problems such as global
warming may not be seen for decades. This also explains why
the markets, efficient as they are, not only have been unable
to counteract the negative effects of global warming but have
made matters worse. It is doubtful that economic policies
and government regulation by themselves will be enough to
reverse these deeply ingrained trends—at least not before we
do irreparable damage to the ecosystem.
The pope, I believe, is correct when he argues that a new
way of thinking is needed to change the status quo. “If we
want to bring about deep change, we need to realize that certain mind-sets really do influence our behavior. Our efforts at
education will be inadequate and ineffectual unless we strive
to promote a new way of thinking about human beings, life,
society and our relationship with nature. Otherwise, the paradigm of consumerism will continue to advance, with the help
of the media and the highly effective workings of the market.”
Indeed, if we want to transform the world, we need first to
transform ourselves.
Even if only a fraction of the world’s Catholics experience
an “ecological conversion,” the world will be better for it.
Nevertheless, a much more broad-based movement is required
to make profound changes in the corporate business model
and to implement the policy actions envisaged in the encyclical. What’s more, the number of Catholics, and thus their political clout, is steadily decreasing in the industrialized countries.
There is then not much hope for substantial changes unless
non-Catholics also experience an ecological conversion of sorts.

I

n essence, stripped from its doctrinal language and symbolism, ecological conversion in the encyclical entails four main
practical aspects and actions. The first is to “achieve a reconciliation with creation” by examining our lives and acknowledging the ways in which we have harmed the world “through
our actions and our failure to act.” Second is to overcome our
“individualistic ways” and actively participate in the creation
of community networks. “The work for dominating the world
calls for a union of skills and a unity of achievement that can
only grow from quite a different attitude.” Third is a “loving
awareness that we are not disconnected from the rest of creatures, but joined in a splendid universal communion.” Fourth,
it should “inspire us to greater creativity and enthusiasm in
resolving the world’s problems.”
Clearly, belief in God is not necessary to experience a “secular” ecological conversion. In fact, the most eco-friendly countries—Denmark, the Netherlands, Sweden, and Germany—are
also among the least religious. It is not clear, however, that the
members of our materialistic, status-conscious society will be
willing to let go of their SUVs, McMansions, and energy-hungry
gadgets. It is also doubtful that we’ll overcome our distrust of
strangers to reach out to people from other cultures to form
community networks. Indeed, the historical record shows that
it is difficult for people to change their core values, even if their
lives depend on it.
In his 2005 best-seller, Collapse: How Societies Choose to
Fail or Succeed, Jared Diamond offers a cautionary tale in his
account of the Viking colonies of Greenland, which collapsed
in the fifteenth century after four and a half centuries of
continuous occupation. The Norse had viewed themselves as
transplanted Norwegian pastoralists, and they despised the
local Inuit as pagan hunters, even after Norway stopped sending trading ships and the climate had grown too cold for a
pastoral existence. They died off as a result, leaving Greenland
to the Inuit.
In reality, we are no more likely to shed our core values than
we are to stop thinking in our first language. The reason is that
values do not exist in a vacuum in our own minds, because they
are linked to other values and beliefs. What holds our values
together and lends coherence to our lives is a “core narrative”
that explains how we came to be this way today and where we
are going. Since no two narratives are alike, they give our lives
their unique and culturally anchored meanings. They shape
our behavior, establish our identity, and integrate us into social
life. Narrative identity thus provides us with a sense of self,
unity, purpose, and meaning.
Effectively, the pope is aiming to develop a narrative identity consistent with the values and mindset of an “ecological”
consumer and citizen. To do so, the pope realizes that he
cannot rely on doctrine alone. In order to bring a “more passionate concern for the protection of the world,” he uses the
awe-inspiring figure of Saint Francis of Assisi, from whom he
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took his papal name. Like Saint Francis, the pope encourages
us to lead a life of austerity and contemplation: “Christian spirituality proposes an alternative understanding of the quality
of life, and encourages a prophetic and contemplative lifestyle,
one capable of deep enjoyment free of the obsession with
consumption. We need to take up an ancient lesson, found
in different religious traditions and also in the Bible. It is the
conviction that ‘less is more.’”
What gives Christianity its wide appeal is the biblical narrative at its core, which explains the world to the faithful and
provides them with a set of values and an absolute code of
conduct. This very power, however, also makes it hard for the
faithful to change. The pope may be trying to develop a brand
new “ecological” theology, but his “story editing” cannot stray
too far from the core master narrative. This is why, in the end,
the encyclical does not contemplate important actions such as
a reduction in birthrates. This is not, however, the only problem.

“Francis is not only aiming to develop an
environmentally friendly narrative but a
brand-new theology.”

A

s I mentioned, any solution aiming to address issues such
as global warming and income inequality ultimately has to
incorporate the government and work through the markets.
After all, the markets have helped to take a billion people out
of extreme poverty over the last twenty years. Ideally, the markets should contribute to not only wants but the fulfillment
of people’s intrinsic needs and in an “ecologically” sustainable
way.
However, the only way to make the corporate business
model more attuned with our needs and with the environment
is by changing our collective consumption and investment patterns, not by retreating from the markets. At the same time,
we need to ensure as citizens that governments will contribute
to these changes through their regulatory and fiscal powers.
It is fine to adopt a “prophetic and contemplative” lifestyle,
as long as it does not preclude active economic and political
participation.
Yet the pope is right that “we are faced with an educational
challenge.” A college education should not just be sophisticated job training as it currently is in most institutions. Instead,
it should comprise the economic, the political, and the ethical
in order to prepare students to be responsible consumers
and citizens. An education should also endow students with
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the analytical skills that can help them face world problems
squarely and avoid simplistic solutions.
Moreover, it is critical that students develop an “ecological”
mind-set. As I argue above, religious belief is not required to
develop a “more passionate” concern for the world. The educational institutions should nonetheless follow the pope’s lead
and instill in their students a narrative identity suitable for a
multicultural, multiethnic, fragile world. In fact, I believe that
a “master narrative” based on scientific knowledge is more
propitious for an ecological conversion.
Consider what we have learned about our amazing common history: we all can trace our lineage back fourteen billion
years through generations of stars. The particles and atoms
that make up all the matter on Earth, including our bodies
and brains, were created in stars as the by-products of nuclear
reactions. They floated for millions of years through space to
become part of our solar system. After the sun and Earth were
formed, it took four and a half billion years for intelligent
life to emerge. We are all literally the product of billions
of years of evolution.
This should not only provide students with a “cosmic
perspective” of deep time and space but also create an
“awareness that we are not disconnected from the rest
of creatures.” Indeed, humans are not above nature,
they are part of nature. This knowledge should also help
us overcome our “individualistic ways” in order to participate in “community networks.” In fact, scientific projects
and endeavors provide the best examples of “a union of
skills and a unity of achievement” and of “greater creativity and enthusiasm in resolving the world’s problems.” Case
in point: ITER, a $21 billion project to explore nuclear fusion,
the fuel that lights the sun and other stars, is being built in
France by seven international partners, including the European
Union, Russia, China, and the United States.
I respect and admire Pope Francis’s brave effort to harness
the power of religious conviction for the common good. By
proposing a radical interpretation that goes against the conventional wisdom, he has gained powerful detractors inside as
well as outside the Church. I also believe that Pope Francis is
right when he argues that in order for us to figure out how to
work together, we need to rethink what it means to be human.
Yet it is science, not religion, that should ultimately guide us in
the quest to figure out who we are. The fate of humankind is
too important to leave it in the hands of God.
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CATHOLICISM AND THE CHALLENGE OF MORAL MODERNITY

Will the Real ‘Culture of Life’
Please Stand Up?
Dissecting John Paul II’s Evangelium Vitae Twenty Years Later
Leah Mickens

S

ince the publication of Pope John Paul II’s 1995 encyclical
Evangelium Vitae (The Gospel of Life), the phrase “culture
of life” has been used by conservative Catholics to describe
their ideal society that would be free from abortion, contraception, voluntary sterilization, stem-cell research, and euthanasia—a society in which human life is valued at all points from
conception to natural death. Juxtaposed against the “culture
of life” is the “culture of death,” which judges the value of
human life from a utilitarian perspective and deems certain
categories of people, such as fetuses, infants, the handicapped,
and the elderly, to be burdens that can be killed at the pleasure
of the state. John Paul II described the culture of death as:
. . . An idea of society excessively concerned with efficiency.
Looking at the situation from this point of view, it is possible
to speak in a certain sense of a war of the powerful against
the weak: a life which would require greater acceptance,
love and care is considered useless, or held to be an intolerable burden, and is therefore rejected in one way or another.
A person who, because of illness, handicap or, more simply,
just by existing, compromises the well-being or life-style of
those who are more favoured tends to be looked upon as
an enemy to be resisted or eliminated. In this way a kind of
“conspiracy against life” is unleashed.

The Roman Catholic Church has expended a great deal of
effort to promote its vision of a culture of life via political
lobbying, education at the parish level, grassroots activism,
and the use of the Holy See’s status as a permanent observer
state at the United Nations to influence the outcomes of international treaties and agreements. The rhetoric of the culture
of life has influenced conservatives outside of the Catholic
Church, including former president George W. Bush, whose
domestic agenda included the signing of the Born Alive Infants
Protection Act, the Unborn Victims of Violence Act, and the
restoration of the so-called “Mexico City policy,” which forbids

channeling taxpayer money to organizations that promote or
perform abortions. While the late pontiff’s flowery rhetoric
about valuing the lives of the weak and disadvantaged sounds
as if it could be compatible with certain aspects of secular
humanism, a further examination of the Catholic Church’s
stance on life issues and bioethics reveals that the culture of
life is antithetical to building a society that encourages human
flourishing.

“. . . The culture of life is antithetical to building
a society that encourages human flourishing.”

The most obvious point of divergence between secular
humanism and the culture of life is the latter’s single-minded
obsession with ending legalized abortion. According to
Evangelium Vitae, the number-one evil in the world is legalized abortion, and re-criminalizing the procedure is more
pressing than addressing environmental degradation, global
poverty, warfare, racism, or any other issue that affects living,
breathing human beings. Catholic moral theology maintains
that abortion constitutes the deliberate murder of a unique
human being who just happens to reside in its mother’s womb,
and it is never permissible. What makes abortion particularly
egregious, according to Evangelium Vitae, is that it is an act of
violence against a defenseless child by its mother, an inversion
of the “natural order” in which mothers protect and nurture
their children. Therefore, any culture of life would ban legal-
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ized abortion at every point in pregnancy with no loopholes
for pregnancies that endanger the life of the mother or result
from rape.
However, studies indicate that criminalizing abortion does
not reduce the demand for the procedure but merely sends
those seeking and supplying it underground. The World Health
Organization (WHO) indicates that 47,000 women die every
year from unsafe abortions, mostly in the developing world
where access to medical care in general is difficult to obtain
and adherence to religious dogma and traditional gender roles
restricts the ability for women to obtain reliable birth control.
WHO indicates that the regions of the world with the highest
instances of unsafe and illegal abortions are Latin America, the
so-called “heartland of Catholicism,” and sub-Saharan Africa,

corporal punishment, because it states that disabled children
have rights independent of their parents and contains a provision asserting that the disabled have a right to reproductive
health services. The disabled are fetishized in the culture of life
discourse as “precious gifts of God” but not valued as autonomous individuals with needs and wishes (including those of a
sexual nature) that may differ from those of their parents and/
or caregivers.
In fact, the traditional way for Catholic societies to deal with
problematic members of the population—from unwed mothers and their children to the disabled—was simply to warehouse
them in institutions run by religious sisters and/or brothers and
then not think about them. These institutions, usually overpopulated and understaffed, had high mortality rates—which
wasn’t necessarily a bad thing from the perspective
of the workers, since the odd flu or typhus epidemic
could reduce the number of dependents they had to
“The disabled are fetishized in the culture of life
care for. The full horror of the Catholic “warehousdiscourse as ‘precious gifts of God’ but not valued as
ing principle” was on display in twentieth-century
Ireland, where the Catholic Church held a monopoly
autonomous individuals with needs and wishes
on social services and created an ingrained culture of
(including those of a sexual nature) that may differ from
abuse that the country is only just now beginning to
those of their parents and/or caregivers.”
comprehend. The substandard conditions at homes
for the sick and dying run by culture-of-life superstar
Mother Teresa’s Missionaries of Charity order are
also characteristic of the warehousing principle at work in the
where Catholicism and other forms of conservative Christianity
modern world. From a secular-humanist perspective, it is hard
are finding new adherents. For example, although procuring
to see how crowding poor and vulnerable human beings in
or assisting in an abortion is punishable by imprisonment in
squalid institutions until they die an ignominious death can be
Chile, 35 percent of pregnancies in that country end in aborconsidered part of a culture of life.
tion, which adds up to roughly 135,000 abortions per year.
Opposition to contraception is another key component
Clearly, the presence of a strong Catholic culture isn’t diminishof the culture-of-life ideology. Contraception is forbidden by
ing the demand for abortion.
Catholic natural law theory, which states that the teleological
While there is a great deal of hand-wringing about the
end of sex is reproduction and that any sex act that does not
abortion of disabled fetuses among proponents of the culremain “open to life” constitutes the misuse of human genitature of life, there is not the same level of concern about the
lia and should be considered a grave sin. In Evangelium Vitae,
welfare of disabled children and adults. For example, a quick
John Paul II heaped scorn upon the so-called “contraception
perusal of the website of the Washington, D.C.–based Culture
mentality,” claiming that it is:
of Life Foundation (which claims to present “complex moral
. . . rooted in a hedonistic mentality unwilling to accept reissues made simple”) reveals dozens of essays about the immosponsibility in matters of sexuality, and they imply a self-cenrality of using euthanasia against severely disabled infants,
tered concept of freedom, which regards procreation as an
why disabled fetuses should not be aborted, and the evils of
obstacle to personal fulfilment. The life which could result
from a sexual encounter thus becomes an enemy to be
using in-vitro fertilization to screen out embryos with genetic
avoided at all costs, and abortion becomes the only possible
defects—but nothing about removing the physical and social
decisive response to failed contraception.
barriers that make life difficult for the disabled. Similarly,
From this perspective, the use of contraception is always a selfself-proclaimed “culture of life” proponent Rick Santorum regish act committed by couples who find children to be a burden
ularly uses his disabled daughter, Bella, as a prop for the antiand insist on using sex in ways not intended under natural
abortion cause but opposes the United Nations’ Convention on
law for their own base gratification. Once society ignores the
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, as well as any concrete
true meaning of sex, which is to be open to the possibility of
plans for health-care reform. Santorum’s opposition to the
having children, then destroying human life through abortion
UN Disabilities treaty is based on his fear that it may interfere
becomes a minor concern.
with the right of parents to religiously homeschool and use
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Aside from the fallacy of ascribing a “natural end” to sex,
the culture-of-life mentality, where every sex act must lead to
a potential pregnancy, needlessly romanticizes childbearing
and childbirth, both of which are fraught with health risks
for the women who undertake them. Pregnancy can led to
anemia, depression, ectopic pregnancy, gestational diabetes,
hyperemesis gravidarum (nonstop nausea which can cause
dehydration), preeclampsia, and placental rupture. Women in
childbirth can suffer from puerperal pyrexiai (infection of the
female reproductive organs due to childbirth or miscarriage),
various types of hemorrhages, toxemia, or obstetric fistulas.
The medical advances of the past one hundred years or so
have greatly curbed maternal death in the West, to the point
where most people take for granted that a pregnancy will
lead to the birth of a healthy baby and a mother who can be
up and about in a few days. Aside from improved medical and
surgical technology, the primary reason for the decrease in
maternal deaths during childbirth is due to contraception and
the practice of having fewer children, with considerable gaps
between births; the simple act of being pregnant two or three
times (or not at all) prevents women from being subjected to
the health problems that can result from more frequent childbearing. However, women in the developing world are not
as lucky; WHO indicates that 800 women in the developing
world die from complications due to childbirth every day. For
women living in extreme rural poverty, bereft of education,
health care, or control of their bodies, being pregnant can and
often will send them to an early grave. Even the United States
is not immune from the tragedy of maternal death; it has the
dubious distinction of having the highest mortality rate for
infants and mothers in the developed world. While Evangelium
Vitae and Humanae Vitae—Pope Paul VI’s 1968 encyclical that
reaffirmed the Catholic Church’s opposition to contraception—both stress the need for “responsible parenthood,” the
Church’s insistence that every sex act must lead to a potential
pregnancy ignores the legitimate health and economic reasons
many couples choose to have small families.

I

n conclusion: I don’t think there is much room for dialogue
between proponents of the culture of life and secular humanists on what constitutes a society that enables human flourishing. Simply advocating a crude pro-natalism, as culture-of-life
adherents do, does not equal advocating a society that places
a high value on helping its citizens achieve a high quality of life
or one that allows individuals to reach their full potential.
Given the large number of women who die from complications
due to pregnancy and childbirth every day, I say that any real
culture of life must include access to a full array of family-planning services as part of a public-health program. It is irresponsible to deny women the ability to plan their own fertility when
hundreds are dying each day from the complications of pregnancy and childbirth. In fact, I would say that the culture of life

as envisioned by John Paul II is the real culture of death, because of its cavalier disregard for the health and safety of
women. Neither would a real culture of life warehouse the
disabled and sick without any regard for their quality of life or
their bodily autonomy. As intoxicating as John Paul II’s flowery
rhetoric about protecting the weak and vulnerable may be, a
political agenda based on Evangelium Vitae will only lead to
increased misery for the very people a culture of life is supposed to protect.
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Greta Christina’s ‘Trigger Warning’:
A Response
Kristine Harley

I

have never seen a “spoiler alert” written for a class syllabus—
but now, college students are demanding trigger warnings
for class syllabi. Christina writes, “Even if they decide not to
read something at all because of a content note—so what?”
and then admits that this “obviously isn’t apt in an academic
setting.” But increasingly, demands for trigger warnings and
to be excused from encountering controversial material are
clogging up an already bureaucratic and overpriced academic
experience in the United States.
In fact, what freethinkers and advocates for free expression are objecting to is precisely the encroachment
of such warnings into areas where they are not
appropriate. Anyone who has been paying attention to the growing demand for trigger warnings in
higher education—well documented in publications
“. . . Increasingly, demands for trigger warnings
such as Inside Higher Ed and The Chronicle of Higher
and to be excused from encountering controversial
Education, both of which I read daily—knows that
Christina’s portrayal of trigger warnings benevomaterial are clogging up an already bureaucratic
lently applied is not accurate. The reality is much
and overpriced academic experience in the United States.” more disturbing.
Freshman Tara Shultz, along with her parents,
demanded that Crafton Hills College ban the
graphic novels Fun Home and Persepolis, among
others, from a literature class about . . . wait for it
. . . graphic novels. The college refused to yank the
thetical reader may react to subjective content, which today
materials but did agree in June 2015 to include a trigger
can include hints, subtext, asides, and imagery in the text. A
warning on the syllabus for this class. (When the National
spoiler alert depends upon the demonstrable behavior of the
Coalition against Censorship wrote a letter urging the college
writer and not, as with trigger warnings, the highly individual
to drop the trigger warning, the college did.)
reaction of a reader only believed to be out there somewhere.
More disturbingly, the administration at Crafton Hills
There is a huge difference between the two.
admits that it was involved in the decision to include a trigger
“Spoiler alerts and content notes are pretty similar,”
warning—interfering with faculty decisions about curricula—
but claims that this was mutually agreed upon with the family
Christina writes, and only meant for PTSD sufferers. Well, I
n her op-ed arguing for trigger warnings to be included
in Free Inquiry (“Trigger Warning,” FI, October/November
2015), Greta Christina claims that contrary to popular opinion, such labels are like spoiler alerts, albeit meant for specific audiences, and not an attempt to censor content. I was
surprised to read her piece. She could not be more wrong.
The parameters of spoiler alerts are more clearly drawn
and specific than for trigger warnings. It is much more concrete to require that a journalist or reviewer not divulge
plot twists from a story than it is to anticipate how a hypo-
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(Actually, the website Everyday Feminism announced this
and the instructor. The instructor, Ryan Bartlett, denies that
past June that it is replacing the phrase with “content warnhe ever agreed to the trigger warning on the syllabus. This
ing,” since the word trigger could be triggering. “The word
case is hardly an isolated one.
‘trigger’ relies on and evokes violent weaponry imagery. This
Trigger warnings have been used—or in some cases, implecould be re-traumatizing for folks who have suffered military,
mented and then withdrawn due to pushback by anticensorpolice, and other forms of violence,” writes Gillian Brown. I
ship advocates—at a growing number of colleges and univerwish I was making this up. Take note, Ms. Christina: in using
sities. In fact, Oberlin College created an entire list of topics
the phrase, you may have already “triggered” someone!)
for faculty requiring trigger warnings. The task force that
Isn’t it rather undemocratic for an arbitrary person, even
authored it also recommended that “triggering materials” be
avoided by students altogether unless faculty could show that
the author of a piece, to decide beforehand what could be
the materials “contribute directly” to the curriculum! Essential
detrimental for others? And what if that self-styled authortexts were to be made “optional.” This is censorship, and trigity is likewise racist, sexist, or homophobic? What if that
ger warnings are indeed central to the process.
authority is a creationist? Remember Kitzmiller (the Dover,
Demands for trigger warnings have become so prevalent
Pennsylvania, evolution-teaching case) and those warning
that students are now demanding that law schools not teach
labels applied to science textbooks? Those, and not spoiler
the law regarding rape! Jeannie Suk, professor of law
at Harvard, wrote about the dangers of giving in to
students’ demands that professors not discuss sexual
assault in law school. Her article in The New Yorker
points out that students even insisted that one professor not use the phrase, “Does this violate the law?”
“Trigger warnings have been used—or in some
because the word violate was triggering. According to
cases, implemented and then withdrawn
Suk, “Asking students to challenge each other in discussions of rape law [a standard practice] has become
due to pushback by anticensorship advocates—at a
so difficult that teachers are starting to give up on the
growing number of colleges and universities.”
subject. About a dozen new teachers of criminal law
at multiple institutions have told me that they are not
including rape law in their courses.” Were all of these
law students, often buttressed in their complaints by
“student organizations” and “advocates,” suffering
from PTSD? Come on. If this is not censorship, what
alerts, seem more akin to trigger warnings in many instances.
is it?
While insisting that trigger warnings “are not meant to
These examples—just some of many—establish that a
warn people that content might be offensive,” Christina
“trigger warning” can indeed be a stepping-stone or a
wanted to push the trigger-warning envelope into the new
fallback position (as a “compromise”) for those advocating
realm of a Free Inquiry opinion piece. Contrary to her claims,
censorship. Therefore trigger warnings should be judiciously
protecting readers from offense—leading to removal of
applied. But the goal of preventing any kind of “trauma” has
the offending material or the disciplining of professors, or
replaced the reasonable goal of heading off PTSD-related
both—is exactly what trigger warnings are accomplishing in
episodes.
academe, from the Title IX “investigation” of Northwestern
The situation in academia becomes even more ridiculous.
University Professor Laura Kipnis to the insistence that Chinua
A sexual assault survey, created to measure the prevalence
Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great
of sexual violence against students and launched by the
Gatsby bear trigger warnings for racial violence and misogAssociation of American Universities in the spring of 2015,
yny, respectively.
was criticized by victim advocates for using such “triggering”
Being that we have a number of atheists out there who
phrases as “oral sex” and “penetration.” Triggering material,
have experienced violence and assault due to their nonbelief,
unlike spoilers, is so poorly defined that almost anything can
shall Free Inquiry therefore place a trigger warning on every
be a trigger, even clapping one’s hands. The National Union
of Students (NUS) Women’s Campaign requested that claparticle or opinion piece about violence against an atheist? If
ping be banned at the West Midlands conference in London
not, why not? Being that Christina’s article in question already
to avoid triggering participants, who were requested to dishad “Emotional Responses to Terrible Ideas” in the title, what
play “jazz hands” instead. One wonders if in the future we
further warning was needed? And if her article had included
will not indeed see a “trigger warning” attached to another,
her trigger warning, does that imply that all other articles at
allegedly poorly written trigger warning.
Free Inquiry are “safe”?
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I cannot help but wonder what would happen if a creationist reads Free Inquiry and, emboldened by seeing trigger warnings on other articles (because trigger warnings in
many cases do embolden perennial agitators), claims to be
“traumatized” by the idea that there is no God, no purpose,
and no human special creation. When the aim is to prevent
any trauma, and if everyone’s feelings of trauma are “valid”
independent of facts, Free Inquiry could also be exhorted to
warn creationists who might be dismayed by their exposure
to the magazine. I doubt that Greta Christina has thought
through these issues. She merely wanted to include one on
her own article, but ignoring the larger context of whether
what amounts to a change in policy at Free Inquiry reduces
her effort to mere vogue. For it to really mean something, she
should realize that including one content note does change
the whole dynamic at the magazine.

I

posit that warning readers of ostensibly triggering material
is a subjective exercise—often lacking in specifics and today
highly political—unfortunately used as a tool to find new avenues of discontent and blame. Employing trigger warnings
is far more than “not perfect”; it has the potential to become
a morass of claims and counter claims. I agree that Tom Flynn
is wise not to open this can of worms at Free Inquiry.
The truth is, one simply cannot protect people from their
fears and anxieties. It cannot be done. And the harder truth
is, it probably should not be done, either. Greg Lukianoff and
Jonathan Haidt remind us that protecting people from hurt
can actually harm them more:
According to the most-basic tenets of psychology, the very
idea of helping people with anxiety disorders avoid the things
they fear is misguided. A person who is trapped in an elevator
during a power outage may panic and think she is going to
die. That frightening experience can change neural connections in her amygdala, leading to an elevator phobia. If you
want this woman to retain her fear for life, you should help
her avoid elevators.

Greta Christina mentions her experience with sexual
harassment and threats, and I am sorry for her. I too have survived harrowing experiences. In my twenties, I left an abusive
relationship. I was a victim of stalking in the late 1980s before
anti-stalking laws were passed—my abusive ex-boyfriend
persisted for more than three years. (When I asked, while
attempting to obtain a protection order, why he could not be
accused of a federal offense in crossing state lines to look for
me, the sexual violence advocate simply stared at me.) I was a
little girl in the 1970s, accosted by adult men in stores or from
their vehicles. Living without a motor vehicle for twenty-three
years, I’ve had to employ physical self-defense at bus stops
against crazies unaffected by my pepper spray. Now, at age
fifty but mistaken for younger, I still get sexually harassed
in person, whereas online I am absurdly called “wrinkled,”
“ugly,” “used up,” and “grandma” (I have no children) and
am accused of using my “high school photograph” for my
avatar. I too have received rape threats and death threats. As
a woman, I’ve been there—and despite Christina’s conten-
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tion, I do not object to trigger warnings because I claim to be
“strong” and that she is “weak.” I would never make such a
claim.
For that reason, I did not appreciate her inclusion of Sam
Dylan Finch’s snide polemic, “When You Oppose Trigger
Warnings, You’re Really Saying These 8 Things.” False equivalence is a crutch that Finch leans on, as he often employs the
“what you’re really saying” technique, but poisoning the well
has no place in this discussion. Moreover, the irony of someone
else telling others what they are actually saying has obviously
escaped Christina. This practice is trendy, self-righteous, and
abusive. People should be able to express themselves without
Finch’s authoritarian voice reinterpreting their words, and I
resist the convenient labels on people, ubiquitous today, that
writers such as him apply in order to squash nuance and sober
analysis in favor of the dogpile.
So prominent in the push for trigger warnings—and this is
what really worries me—is this accompanying hypocrisy of “it’s
okay when we dehumanize others” in the name of helping
them to “understand,” that is, comply. It’s “okay” to call others
names, label them racist/sexist/homophobic, give their words
absurd interpretations, and marshal others to hurl invective
their way because any opposition is “wrong,” whereas whichever present-day Carrie Nation who is championing this cause
is heartfelt and sincere. Perhaps Finch’s shaming commentary,
being also nonacademic to say the least, should have included
a trigger warning: “This emotional blackmail reduces anyone
who does not get on the bandwagon to a bigoted, loutish stereotype who doesn’t care about one’s audience, is too lazy to
write a few extra words, and says ‘Lol, who cares’ about PTSD.”
The last thing that we as reasonable people need at Free
Inquiry are logical fallacies and guilt trips such as Finch’s—the
nonbeliever’s version of a “War on Christmas.” It also profoundly harms Christina’s argument to include Finch’s attempt
to shut down debate (“if you don’t agree you are admitting
you’re lazy and don’t care”), while claiming that trigger warnings do not silence debate!
(This reminds me of the ugly feminist infighting of the
early 1990s, when I was told that my interest in science meant
I “hated” myself, was “male-identified”—it had a different
meaning then—and that “self-realized” women “did relational
work,” especially with “the Other,” and were “nurturing.”
The only thing to recommend “phallocentric” me—because I
enjoyed the works of Joseph Conrad and Vladimir Nabokov—
to these guardians was that I had not given birth to “the
oppressor,” that is, a male child. Where have all these buzzwords gone? When will they ever learn?)
What I am claiming is that Lukianoff and Haidt should be
heeded when they warn us against fortune-telling (convincing
yourself that a dreaded event will happen), emotional reasoning (“What I believe must be true, or else I wouldn’t think
it”), magnification (exaggerating the importance of an event,
especially a negative one), and labeling (assigning global traits,
usually negative, to oneself and others). These reactions are
hallmarks not only of religious or superstitious claims but also
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of those who advocate for new frontiers for trigger warnings.
What I am claiming is that these irrational behaviors are
unintentionally celebrated in Christina’s piece, where in
fact we should choose to react to our negative experiences
with reason, logic, and evidence-based inquiry. These have
been my sentinels and my tools, even in the face of sexual
assault. They, and the self-defense techniques, have worked.
Newfangled “tools” that still need to be studied should be
approached with caution. I understand their attraction, but
they can be illusions. What I am claiming is that, unfortunately, Christina’s piece is full of magical thinking, and what
is needed on this issue is not what could turn out to be the
latest therapeutic snake oil with a probable short shelf life but
more rationality.
The parallel here with the Salem witch trials, “recovered
memory syndrome,” facilitated communication,
and satanic ritual abuse is obvious. Trigger warnings, whatever their initial usefulness for diagnosed
victims—and how can we know when even surveys
of victims are labeled “triggering”?—have regrettably become a response to a form of moral panic,
and like many hysterias, this has taken on the attributes of one-upmanship, trend, and fashion. Law
students avoiding rape law in class neither resemble fans of The Empire Strikes Back who don’t want
to know beforehand that Darth Vader is Luke’s
father, nor do they “decide not to read [the material] on the bus to work.” They rather behave like
the pharmacists who do not want to dispense birth control
or the Kentucky county clerk who refuses to issue marriage
licenses to gay couples. In an atmosphere so charged with
emotion, without concrete parameters and results, and with
black-and-white diatribes such as Finch’s, adding trigger
warnings to Free Inquiry is a bad idea.
Christina hardly helps her own argument when she admits
that she herself manages to weed out disturbing material
without needing someone else to play patriarch (or God)
and slap a canned trigger warning on it. She can do this
because when she is evaluating material, even when angered
or hurt, she is thinking rationally instead of engaging in the
emotionalism that pervades her op-ed. I can similarly weed
out disturbing online comments and messages for the same
reason—because rationality, reason, and logic work better
than avoidance, magnification, and catastrophizing. Don’t
we know this?
Christina’s piece raises questions that she does not answer.
Who among Free Inquiry readers has PTSD? Who can claim to
have it in the general population? Many more do than are
actually diagnosed, if today’s culture is any indication.
Where is the evidence that trigger warnings even achieve
what they set out to do? At what point does drawing attention to negativity, or dreading a traumatized response, magnify it and make it self-fulfilling? How can one even write a
trigger warning for someone that he or she does not know,
which is itself a form of labeling and fortune-telling? No

trigger warning could have warned a law student against the
word violate in the phrase “violates this law” in class.
Mine is hardly a “Lol, who cares” attitude.
If Free Inquiry adopts trigger warnings, then how about
The Intelligence Report, published by the Southern Poverty
Law Center, which sometimes includes photos of lynchings
and other atrocities? How about the organization Defenders
of Wildlife, which sent me a mailing with an image of a dead
wolf and the words “Help me” on the envelope? Where does
it end?
It ends, according to James Poulos of The Daily Beast, with
Plato. Attempting to understand the eruption of outrage by
students at Oberlin College at a presentation by Christina Hoff
Sommers—she urged young women to get into engineering
instead of sociology for a better salary—in an April 2015 com-

“. . . Students even insisted that one professor
not use the phrase, ‘Does this violate the law?’
because the word violate was triggering.”

mentary Poulos turns to The Republic to analyze this alarming
scene, again all too familiar to any liberal-minded intellectual
who has been paying attention to modern higher education:
Students now known as “safe spacers,” for their insistence
on dialogue protected from “triggering” psychic and verbal
assaults, sank into a delirium of invective. Convinced that
Sommers participates in the reality of rape culture by peddling
“bullshit” facts, they offered jeers and mockery throughout
her remarks, on one occasion shouting down what Sommers described as a “kindly philosophy professor” who “urged
students to be civil.”
Meanwhile, in response to Sommers’ address, the Oberlin
Review ran a letter to the editor entitled “a love letter to ourselves,” complete with a “content warning” cautioning readers about an impending discussion of, among other things,
harassment. . . .
From a traditionally liberal standpoint, the intellectual
inconsistency displayed by Oberlin’s outraged students is
frightful. When they harass, they are freedom fighters; when
they feel harassed, they are victims of terrorism. One group
of students who organized an alternative to the Sommers
event warned that any “toxic, dangerous, and/or violent”
people would be screened out. “We’re pretty cool,” said one,
crystallizing the apparent hypocrisy with a knowing half-joke.
“We only bite people we dislike.” Trigger warning indeed!

Plato, according to Poulos, understood that each generation rejected the values of its elders yet unconsciously
enfolded those same values into their solutions, thereby exacerbating the problem. Like creationists, the “democratic” generation strives “to make life safe for meaning. . . . Extremism
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in the defense of meaning is no vice at all.” However, “meaning” is slippery. Those of us involved in the fight to maintain
sound science standards in school have heard what I call the
appeal to meaning time and again in the other side’s fight to
discredit and remove evolution from public schools.
I observe that this odd love-hate relationship with authority has also been described by Eric Hoffer in The True Believer:
those who rail the loudest against government, authority, or
“oppression” nevertheless imitate and strengthen its negative
aspects in the end, because in fact what they are opposing
is not tyranny but the fact that the tyranny is not strong
enough—their way. Thus, true believers create a reality even
more stifling, oppressive, and undemocratic than existed
before, despite their stated goals of valuing everyone equally.
Emotional calls for justice and equality, which so often
adopt the self-righteous tone of Finch’s piece, have a rotten
success rate, and a remarkable ability to create unintentional
outcomes. Poulos states (and I agree): “By trying to fix what’s
broken, we only get better at brokenness.” Life resists easy
truisms, and we cannot substitute religion with social change
through quick fixes—which is what I fear some people are
attempting to do.
Trigger warnings can at best be vague and general and
confined to specific circumstances—they are a blunt instrument. Certainly, I employed one when I prefaced a fanfic
chapter with the statement that it involved rape, because I did
not know who my online and anonymous audience members
were. Trigger warnings have their place, but I am not convinced that they are needed for the audience of Free Inquiry.
Such warnings also can never be a guarantee, but a guaranteed result is what so many advocates are demanding these
days. As Isaac Asimov famously said, there is “no thumb to
suck” in life, and to me these growing demands for an
expected outcome are beginning to sound like prayers to a
therapeutic god in a feel-good church of conformity. I do not
want to see atheists and freethinkers swept along by this
trend, which in its present form resembles a secular religion
and a patronizing creed that disdains rationality in favor of
discovering new frontiers of righteous polarization.
Further Reading
Jaschik, Scott. 2015. “Trigger Warning Diffused.” Inside Higher Ed,
July 9.
Lukianoff, Greg, and Jonathan Haidt. 2015. “The Coddling of the
American Mind.” The Atlantic, September.
Poulos, James. 2015. “What Plato Said about Trigger Warnings.” The
Daily Beast, April 25.
Suk, Jeannie. 2014. “The Trouble with Teaching Rape Law.” The New
Yorker, December 25.
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The Chosen Death of John D. Long
John Carver

J

ists, I should briefly characterize my own, for it came to pass
ohn Long died on Sunday morning, October 12, 2014,
that after a year, the nature of my e-mails with Long took an
because he chose to.
unexpected turn—from academic discussions about death to
I had met Long a year earlier due to the publication of
consideration of a very concrete instance of one man’s death.
his letter to the editor in the Secular Humanist Bulletin (Fall
“When I die,” I had written in another setting, “others will
2013). He had taken issue with the widespread and, in his
say, ‘John’s dead.’ But I, John, won’t be aware of it. I might
opinion, misguided linking of atheism and political liberalism.
have been aware death was imminent—‘this plane’s going
For many years, Long had been a libertarian and also a condown,’ ‘that eighteen-wheeler is coming right at me,’ or
tributor to freethought causes.
merely ‘oops.’ Perhaps I will have been aware of the darkenUntil the Republican Party came to be so thoroughly entaning silence of fading consciousness. But my death itself will
gled with—and, I believe, compromised by—the religious
be other people’s business, not mine. My death will belong
Right, my moderate economic conservatism had tilted me
toward the GOP. Like Long, I experienced no incongruity between political conservatism and unwavering atheism. So when Long’s letter appeared, I set
out to find him, seeking a brief discussion on this
“Long’s sharp mind and secular worldview
matter to which it seemed he’d given more thought
were always ready for a discussion about economics,
than I. He agreed to exchange a few e-mails on the
politics, and philosophy—often sprinkled with the playful
topic.
That brief discussion turned into a year of almost
intellectualism of sacrilege.”
daily e-mails—sadly, we never met in person. Long’s
sharp mind and secular worldview were always
ready for a discussion about economics, politics, and
philosophy—often sprinkled with the playful intelto others, not to me. (You could say I’ll be the last to know.
lectualism of sacrilege. He had strong and carefully wrought
That’d be wrong, of course, since the memo won’t even be
opinions about economics. He thought economist Thomas
coming my way.) All my verbs, so personally relevant, will
Pikkety was “wrong, wrong, wrong” and that the Affordable
switch immediately into past tense: is→was, drive→drove, lustCare Act’s requirement that individuals purchase insurance
→lusted, love→loved, write→wrote, and, of course, breathewas constitutionally questionable, to touch on only two of a
→breathed.” I strain against the notion that such a seminal
host of issues. We shared our admiration of Carl Sagan and
point in my existence—its end—is something that I will, even
even a poem or two. For most of a year, I enjoyed our intermust, miss! But the conclusion seems unavoidable.
change on topics that had no more emphasis on death than
I can remember no significant disagreements between
would naturally occur between those of a philosophical bent.
Long’s concepts of death and my own. Our mutual tendency
Although we began our interaction focused on issues of
to intersperse moderately meaningful philosophy with lightliberalism in secularism, as the year went on, we increasingly
hearted wordplay filled our e-mails. We decided, for example,
shared bits of personal information. To say that we became
that in death we will not have “lost” our lives. We might have
close friends would be an overstatement, though we certainly
been in the process of losing life, but having done so, there will
learned a great deal about each other’s lives. Those energetic,
be no one to have lost anything. The universe will have gotten
almost daily exchanges exceeded anything I had hoped for
along without us for over thirteen billion years and even then
when I contacted Long initially, but his decision regarding his
will not have paid much attention to the few decades it will
deteriorating physical condition added a wholly new dimenhave had us, our having lived as “between two bookends of
sion to our relationship.
non-existence,” as “a piece of the universe that woke up,” as
A word of background: atheists can feel differently about
Dale McGowan put it in Atheism for Dummies. We will have
death even while agreeing that it is final, not a transition to
been—indeed, already are—quite temporary, hardly a blip on
an afterlife. While I cannot represent the views of all athe-
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25 reply to my inquiry about sharing what had become a
deathwatch story with others. “It’s fine with me if you share
our correspondence whether my identity is known or not. My
only concern at this point is that my situation not be generally
known to my competitors during my final two or three bridge
games Friday, Saturday, and Monday. It would be really morbid if every time they looked at me they saw a dead man,
particularly since just a Thursday ago they honored me for
reaching 5,000 points with a cake and a little party.”
“It is testimony to the human spirit,” I assured him, “that
oward the end of summer 2014, Long told me that the
your concern should revolve around a weekend of bridge. I
burden of physical ill health was increasing and would
love it! Your 5,000+ points shall live on unsullied!”
soon become unbearable for him. He had been undergoing
His breezy note of September 27 read, “Off for my last
dialysis twice, sometimes three times, a week. His strength
bridge game and then to get my sister at the airport. Ciao for
was deteriorating, and he was somewhat confined to his
today.” Later that same day he was able to exult, “Won my
apartment. His appraisal of his situation was not colored by
last bridge game!”
money worries, for his training in law and accounting, keen
Knowing his interest in science fiction, I asked Long to visuintellect, and skills with investing had brought him financial
alize the headline, “Man Delays Death in Order to See Last of
success. He simply saw no reason to go on.
Starship Troopers TV Series.” He was up to the kidding and, in
In September, Long made the decision to forgo continued
fact, saw the irony and humor in his situation more frequently
dialysis, letting his body decide the day and the time of his
than I did. “Interestingly,” he said, “my cell phone battery is
death. On September 23, he wrote me that “I now can only
dying too. Maybe we’ll track together.” On another occasion,
walk 30–40 yards and stand for a few minutes. I’ve had my
he observed, “Here’s a good one. It just occurred to me
my death bed is awaiting me in my living room/dining
room and I pass it every time I go to the kitchen.”
“. . . After a year, the nature of my e-mails
“I’m reminded,” I told him, “how bizarre this conversation would appear to most people. I’m happy
with Long took an unexpected turn—from academic
that you approach this part of life so matter-of-factly.
discussions about death to consideration of a
Your resoluteness is an encouraging example to othvery concrete instance of one man’s death.”
ers even though I’m certain you’re not looking to be
anybody’s hero. I don’t like the prospect of losing you
in late September or early October, almost exactly one
year from our first exchanges, but I’d like it less if you
had no choice in the matter.”
legs give way three times in the last week. My doctors want
I told Long, “My wife thinks I am treating your death with
to do a lumbar MRI to check for spinal stenosis. That would
too much frivolity. My response to her was that I think we
really solve nothing as, if positive, it would lead to back surunderstand each other on this matter and that I would expect
gery and weeks or months of recovery and rehab. Even that
the same matter-of-fact treatment from you. However, she
outcome along with debilitating dialysis three times a week
might be right; it wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had to rely on
is unacceptable. . . . Tomorrow will be my last dialysis session
her to save me from being an ass. So we have a few more days
and I see a hospice representative right after. My demise
as long as you are up to it—our impiety, our irreverence, and
should take 8 days to two weeks from tomorrow.” (It actually
our constant awareness of how fleeting and insignificant we
took about two weeks longer than he expected.) Two days
are. Truth is, while I do minimize your death for you, I do not
later, he reported, “This is a circus and my family won’t start
minimize it for me.”
getting here until Saturday. A nurse yesterday, another today.
Long chose to use some of his remaining time attending
Delivery of a hospital bed, an oxygen concentrator, and other
to Christmas gifts. With no reference to the irony, he told
hardware including oxygen bottles; FedEx delivering two
me, “Wrapping what I already had seemed to be the logical
packages of drugs.” He received a call from a social worker
thing to do.” In fact, his accounts of ironies and even fun were
and another call from a pastor, though I am sure the latter
scattered through the days he had remaining. Just after the
was not of his choosing. He said he wanted to be rude, but
specifics of his impending death had been worked out, he
“couldn’t manage that,” adding “I feel no anxiety. What I do
e-mailed me, “I had my best day in at least two years yesterfeel is a sense of wanting to get this over with.”
day. I feel as if a burden has been lifted. Right now I just wish
Though Long knew he would die in a few days, he mainthings would move a little faster. This is not a grave situation
tained his interest in one of his passions—bridge—and in
except literally. Shakespeare said, ‘Ask for me tomorrow, and
his favorite science-fiction films. His investment in his bridge
you shall find me a grave man.’”
performance was no idle engagement; witness his September
the screen, and that not for long. As Christopher Hitchens said
in his memoir Hitch-22, it’s “not that the party’s over . . . it is
most assuredly going on—only henceforth in my absence.”
It is easy to see why the afterlife belief is so compelling and
how it provides such unexamined power to religious dogma.
Incidentally, isn’t it strange that religious believers, for
whom an afterlife is such a big deal, are as frightened by
death as anyone else?

T
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Then again, in early October, he announced, “Believe it
or not I’m having fun. I spent time last week rearranging my
investment accounts to minimize taxes and gain maximum
tax avoidance from step-up in basis for my heirs. I took what
few losses I had so they could be deducted leaving nothing but unrealized gains which will disappear. I’ve written
detailed instructions for my heirs. And this morning I essentially finished the tax return for the stub period. My trust
picks up from that point and will have to file its own return. I
cannot imagine a better organized estate.”
He also wrote, “I have no sense of wanting to experience
every remaining minute to the fullest. I am just going to try
to fill the time with interesting things to do which is the same
thing I’ve been doing for all the years since I became financially secure and didn’t have to worry about getting
along day to day.”
I was interested in Long’s active connections with
the same issues that had long been important to him—
political, economic, and philosophical items such as
libertarianism, atheism, and citizenship. “Is there a tendency, “ I asked him, “for you to slowly withdraw from
such immediate issues in order to focus more on vastly
broader ones, like the state of this species you were born
into, or like the future species to be born from the ashes
of this one? I don’t know where I’d gravitate in your
circumstance, but I think I’d be pulling away from issues
specific to this time, this domicile, even this specific species.
But I could be completely full of crap. I may be consumed with
a boil on my knee.
“I don’t wish to minimize the fact that within another
week, when the John Long I now know no longer exists. I
likely still will, and a part of my intellectual life will be less
interesting, less anticipatory of the next perspicacious point
of view, or challenge. But that is what I will miss. E-mails,
bridge scores, estate calculations, and dialysis drudgery simply won’t come up for you. As we both agree and have discussed, your death is my problem, not yours.”
The closest John came to becoming emotional was on
September 25 when he wrote me, “It’s been interesting corresponding with you this last year of my life. I did not expect a
relationship to be so intellectually stimulating as the average
person is something of a dolt and even the above-average
ones are not open-minded. Please stay in touch. I don’t expect
to begin feeling the effects until Monday or Tuesday. I’ll probably start on morphine late next week. Until then I want to
hear what you have to say. You’re near the top of my list to
be notified by my sons when the time comes.”
I thanked him for his intent to keep writing as long as his
physical and mental condition allowed, then added, “Without
meaning anything mawkish by the comment, your situation
and your resolve have become precious to me, valuable and
integral to the discussions we have had all along. Lead the
way, friend, I’ll not be far behind you. Stay in touch as long as
it benefits you. It always benefits me.”
Long reported that he’d seen his “long time addiction ther-

apist/counselor to say good-bye on Friday and Dylan Thomas
poetry came up—‘Do not go gentle into that good night.
Rage, rage against the passing of the light.’ Bullshit. Fighting
the inevitable when it’s otherwise painful and demeaning is
worse than silly. It’s inane, egotistical, self-centered.”
That was the last I heard from John Long.
Five days later, on October 13, I received a call at 9 a.m.
from one of his sons that Long had died on the previous
morning, Sunday, October 12. His intention to control his
own demise had been fulfilled. His interest in intellectual
banter had continued until he had weakened too much to
go on with it. Of course, he did go quietly “into that good
night,” for by then the night was truly his friend and came at
his invitation.

“Incidentally, isn’t it strange that religious believers,
for whom an afterlife is such a big deal, are as
frightened by death as anyone else?”

I

benefitted from my year’s interaction with John Long, particularly the final few months of his life. The honor of frankly
sharing a person’s utterly secular approach to death was as
educational as it was poignant and inspiring. Long’s choice
of a passive suicide removed part of the social stigma, to be
sure, but may have freed him to be more contemplative in
that the mechanics of a contrived death did not crowd out his
philosophical focus.
Many theists would be surprised that there was no
last-minute grasping for admission to an afterlife. John Long
died fully convinced that he was approaching nonexistence,
where “self” loses meaning in a twinkling, where the brain’s
magnificent sustenance of mind becomes but a tangle of
dead neurons. His effortless, calm conformity between philosophy and behavior exhibited, for me, impressive integrity.
He understood that we live until we die—not a complicated thought but, in fact, a very simple one. Though the
chemicals of life so precisely assembled inexorably yield to
entropy, it is not the entropy that sets us apart but the preciousness of life that for a short while wins the race.
The atheist’s death, so exemplified by John Long, is a death
without pretension, without mirage. Until the last moment,
we live to live.

John Carver is the author of five books and over three hundred articles
on corporate governance. He has also been published in Freethought
Today. His clinical psychology doctorate is from Emory University.
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Determinism vs. Free Will:
A Middle Ground
Dan Davis

P

hilosophical disagreements over free will and determinism date back as far as (approximately) 300 BCE,
when the Greek philosopher Epicurus suggested that
chance is a source of human freedom and the Stoics took
him to task. Over the centuries, scientists and eventually
even psychologists were drawn into the debate. The battle
still rages on.

free will does not exist.
By the early twentieth century, scientists were approaching a consensus that the operations of the universe were predetermined—until the discovery of quantum mechanics muddied the waters. Albert Einstein, a determinist, despised the
implications of quantum probability and famously asserted
that “God does not play dice with the universe.” He was at
least half right: since supernatural beings don’t exist,
they probably don’t play dice with the universe.
However, there’s credible evidence that the universe plays dice with the universe. In fact, a multitude
“. . . Either every choice and event is inevitably
of universes may exist, all of which could be playing
predetermined or everything must occur at random.
dice with themselves (or each other). These are only
a couple of the scenarios hypothesized by physicists
This oddly limited discussion precludes a middle
within their various and often conflicting interpretaground: that randomness and (relative) determinism
tions of quantum mechanics.
can coexist, with free will included in the mix.”
Particle activities at quantum levels seem to follow principles of probability rather than reflecting
causal determination, a behavior that conflicts with
many prevalent ideas about how the laws of science
are supposed to work. Even physicists specializing in
quantum mechanics can’t come to a consensus. When
The dispute over causality and chance has spilled into
a survey addressing the issue was presented at three separate
cosmology, quantum mechanics, biology, and behaviorism.
conferences (each attended primarily by physicists, along
It tends to focus on an either-or scenario: either every choice
with a smattering of philosophers and mathematicians), the
and event is inevitably predetermined or everything must
responses varied widely from conference to conference.
occur at random. This oddly limited discussion precludes a
Since each conference had its own particular theme, each
middle ground: that randomness and (relative) determinset of participants was likely to hold viewpoints consistent
ism can coexist, with free will included in the mix. Such an
with those of their conference sponsors but not necessarapproach is proposed below.
ily similar to those prevalent within the other two groups.
Absolute (“hard”) determinism asserts that every choice
Due to this probable attendee bias (and the fact that the
and event is inevitable, because each is predetermined by
surveys were not, and did not purport to be, scientific in any
antecedent causes and conditions that in turn were inevitacase), the outcomes cannot be regarded as representative of
ble. Advocates of this interpretation believe today’s choices
anything but the opinions of the people who participated.
and outcomes represent the latest links in chains of causality
Nonetheless, the responses to the following two questions
provide some interesting insights.
going back to the big bang. The necessary corollary is that
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1. What is your opinion about the randomness of individual
quantum events? (Some participants provided more than one
response to this question.)
Group 1

Group 2

Group 3

The randomness is only apparent.

9%

36%

17%

There is a hidden determinism.

0%

33%

28%

The randomness is irreducible.

48%

26%

39%

64%

24%

39%

Randomness is a fundamental
concept in nature.

2. With respect to quantum information, how much is the
choice of interpretation a matter of personal philosophical
prejudice?
Group 1

Group 2

Group 3

A lot.

58%

40%

78%

A little.

27%

34%

17%

Not at all.

15%

15%

6%

According to Heisenberg,
As with a bacterium’s locomotion, the activation of behavioral modules is based on the interplay between chance and
lawfulness in the brain. Insufficiently equipped, insufficiently
informed and short of time, animals have to find a module
that is adaptive. Their brains, in a kind of random walk, continuously preactivate, discard and reconfigure their options,
and evaluate their possible short-term and long-term consequences. The physiology of how this happens has been little
investigated. But there is plenty of evidence that an animal’s
behavior cannot be reduced to responses. For example, my
lab has demonstrated that fruit flies, in situations they have
never encountered, can modify their expectations about the
consequences of their actions. They can solve problems that
no individual fly in the evolutionary history of the species has
solved before. Our experiments show that they actively initiate
behavior.

Robert O. Doyle is an associate of Harvard University’s astronomy department. In conformity with Heisenberg’s findings,
Doyle has articulated a two-stage model for decision making,
particularly in higher animals and humans. In the first stage,
the mind randomly generates alternative possibilities; in the
second stage, the mind evaluates the possibilities and selects
one. The two stages can overlap and go back and forth; when
none of the available alternatives seems acceptable, the decision stage may switch back to the random generation stage
in an effort to identify further options.

The disparity among the “determinism v. randomness”
responses reflects the same disagreement that’s been going
on since Epicurus v. the Stoics. The “personal philosophical prejudice” responses are downright amusing. The overwhelming majorities in all three groups felt that their (scientific?!) interpretations of quantum information were directed
by personal philosophical prejudices to some extent,
and most participants believed they were influenced
by prejudices “a lot.”
“. . . Since supernatural beings don’t exist,
Some determinists argue that even if indeterminacy is a “real” component of quantum mechanics,
they probably don’t play dice with the universe.
the uncertainty doesn’t appear outside the quantum
However, there’s credible evidence that the universe
microcosm and thus isn’t relevant beyond that realm.
plays dice with the universe.”
However, Martin Heisenberg, a German neurobiologist and geneticist, has found evidence of random
behavior that precedes and informs “lawful” behavior
in animal life-forms as simple as bacteria.
Heisenberg is professor emeritus in the department of
Doyle maintains that randomness plays a central role in
biology at the University of Wurzburg in Germany. Up until
both evolution and biological life strategies. He suggests that
his retirement in 2008, he held the chair for genetics and neuthe two-stage model is the engine that powers creativity and
robiology at the university’s Bio Center. He is a son of Werner
that it has evolved from the two-step process observed by
Heisenberg, the physicist who formulated the uncertainty
Heisenberg among bacteria and fruit flies. The progression
principle.
from behavioral freedom in lower animals to free will in
In an essay in the May 14, 2009, Nature, Heisenberg noted
humans has largely resulted from the evolution of an increasthat although the debate on free will has focused on humans
ing complexity in the second (decision) stage.
and “conscious” free will, even animal behavior is not altoEvolution has resulted in the following levels of selection,
gether involuntary. He referenced his observations of bacteria
in ascending order:
whose flagella can make them tumble in a random manner
• Natural selection proceeding from reproductive success;
(by rotating clockwise) or move forward in a directed manner
• Instinctive selection proceeding from genetically transmit(by rotating counterclockwise and wrapping together). The
ted selection criteria;
bacteria do this in a two-step sequence, first by initiating ran•
Learned
selection proceeding from criteria acquired from
dom tumbles that generate alternate possibilities and then by
the environment, including parents and peers;
moving forward while sensing the gradients of temperature,
• Predictive selection involving the use of imagination and
nutrients, and other relevant conditions along their bodies.
foresight to evaluate potential outcomes; and
If the environment seems favorable, the bacteria continue to
move forward. If not, they try for a better outcome by tum• Normative selection, in which deliberation about cultural
bling again.
values may affect the choice of behaviors.
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An organism that can make selections at a given level can
concurrently bring the earlier levels into the process. For a
human, every one of the selection levels may be included in
making a single decision. These selection processes incorporate both a conscious and an unconscious generation and
evaluation of ideas, concepts, and criteria.
The first stage of the two-stage model (random generation of ideas) might be influenced by any or all of the following factors:
•
•
•

•

Individual genetic makeup, particularly with respect to
brain physiology;
Preexisting habits and inclinations determined by education and prior experiences;
Free-flowing association and synthesis of old and new
concepts and ideas, which can continue right up to the
microsecond before a decision is made; and
External variables, such as random events or the ideas of
other people.

The influence of the first two factors is not random, but
it’s not entirely deterministic either. In most cases, these variables would create tendencies to favor particular outcomes.
The third and fourth factors are subject to random variability,
which in turn permits the operation of free will.

“Martin Heisenberg, a German neurobiologist
and geneticist, has found evidence of
random behavior that precedes and informs
‘lawful’ behavior in animal life-forms
as simple as bacteria.”
The choice itself (second stage) is semi-deterministic,
because physiological and experiential influences are apt to
carry much more weight than they did during the first stage.
(Doyle refers to this lawlike selection of a response as “adequate determinism.”) The choice also may be influenced by
the individual’s ethical code. As noted above, the mind’s random generation of ideas (stage 1) can overlap into the second
stage, and switchbacks from one stage to the other are not
uncommon. Accordingly, outcomes for similar circumstances
may vary in the instant of decision making, and no particular
choice can be guaranteed.
The theory that only two interpretations are possible in
the determinism-versus-free will debate (either absolute
predetermination or a totally random universe) is integral to
the arguments for determinism presented in a recent article
by Jonathan M. S. Pearce, “Is Society Accepting That Free Will
Is an Illusion?” (Free Inquiry, June/July 2015). According to
Mr. Pearce, “In simple terms, something is either caused or
random, and neither situation seems to easily allow for moral
responsibility as convention understands it.”

38

Free Inquiry

December 2015/January 2016

As presented, the “random” horn of this dilemma posits
a situation lacking any causal influence, which would be
unlikely to occur in the real world. After setting fire to this
highly flammable straw-man, Pearce concludes that the only
remaining alternative is hard determinism. He goes on to cite
what he describes as “a whole plethora of scientific evidence.”
His examples correctly illustrate that many behaviors,
capabilities, and belief systems can be predicted to statistically significant extents based on the genetics, genders, and/
or experiential histories of the members of a given study
group. But as noted above, these characteristics only create
tendencies toward certain behaviors and choices. The probability that one or more of these tendencies will result in an
expected behavior may be significantly greater than chance,
but rarely, if ever, will it approach certainty (a probability of
100 percent).
Even more important, the probabilities only apply at a
group level and are not predictive for individuals. According
to statistics, as a male I am 882 percent more likely to commit
a violent crime than I would be if I were female. Yet like the
vast majority of human males, I have managed to avoid committing even one violent crime.
To the extent that free will exists, it must be enabled
by the same kinds of electrochemical processes within the
brain that generally govern our thoughts and perceptions.
Accordingly, its underlying mechanism can be inhibited,
altered, or destroyed by injury, disease, or chemical changes.
But in a “normal” brain some ability to choose seems apparent, even though internal and experiential variables may
increase the probability of one choice being made over
another. This ability would encompass Doyle’s levels of selection and the two-stage decision model, all of which must be
physiologically enabled. The fact that free will must emanate
from physical processes does not change the likelihood of its
existence.
As far as we can determine, the universe operates within a
framework of laws governing the properties and interactions
of mass and energy. There is no reason that these universal
laws cannot encompass both deterministic and random elements. Neither extreme of the determinism-versus-free-will
debate is supported by a preponderance of the evidence.
Although I am neither scientist nor philosopher, you may take
these assertions as an official expression of my scientific personal philosophical prejudice.
Further Reading
Doyle, Robert O. “The Two-Stage Solution to the Problem of Free
Will.” Available at www.ucl.ac.uk/~uctytho/DoyleOnDoyle1.pdf.
Heisenberg, Martin. 2009. “Is Free Will an Illusion?” Nature 459.
Norsen, T., and S. Nelson. 2013. “Yet Another Snapshot of Foundational
Attitudes Toward Quantum Mechanics.” arXiv:1306.4646.
Schlosshauer, M., J. Kofler, and A. Zeilinger. 2013. “A Snapshot of
Foundational Attitudes Toward Quantum Mechanics.” Studies in
History and Philosophy of Modern Physics: 222–30.
Sommer, C. 2013. “Another Survey of Foundational Attitudes Toward
Quantum Mechanics.” arXiv:1303.2719.
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Middle East Deadlock:
Readers Weigh In, Part 2

In this issue, we conclude our presentation of edited reader
opinions on Israel, Palestine, and the enduring Middle East
deadlock. This feature began in our previous (October/
November 2015) issue and was prompted by initial articles on
the subject in the April/May 2015 FI.
Each statement will be identified by one of three pictograms:

< Pro-Israel, anti-Palestine
= Pro-Palestine, anti-Israel
? Evenhanded

?

The Arab and Israeli governments are theocracies. Neither
the Qur’an nor the Bible has any room for negotiated settlements. A few thousand years of experience should be sufficient
evidence for stating that diplomacy will not work to settle the
disputants’ differences. Both the Arabs and the Israelis clearly
prefer a state of belligerency. In their perception this continues
to validate their perfect holy books.
Frans DeWaard
By e-mail

As noted last issue, the majority of comments received fell into
the “Evenhanded” category.
—The Editors
The perspectives of secular humanists will gain wider
?
credibility, in my opinion, if they are seen as pragmatic, evidence-based, and more or less consistent with Western values
and traditions. In the case of Israel, those who clamor for its
destruction should be discredited, and those who belittle its
requirements for security must be ignored. If and when Israel
behaves or appears to behave unethically, the transgressions
need to be accurately reported.
Israel clearly has a right to exist and to defend itself. The
United States should continue to provide the same kinds of
strong support to the State of Israel that it has in the past.
At the same time, it should continue to be made crystal clear
that the United States and Israel are two sovereign nations
with perspectives that are not always identical. U.S. criticisms
of Israeli policy should not be viewed necessarily as anti-Jewish, but anti-Jewish sentiments thinly disguised as criticisms of
Israeli policies and actions should be quickly labeled as such
with reasons provided for such assertions.
Name withheld by request

“The Arab and Israeli governments are
theocracies. Neither the Qur’an nor the Bible
has any room for negotiated settlements.”
—Frans DeWaard

=

The land was literally stolen from the Palestinians. There is no
getting around this. It can’t be excused by arguing that other
Arab nations should have had no problem taking the displaced
Palestinians into their countries. Can you imagine any other
society being displaced without any compensation or agreement and just leaving? It is incomprehensible and the basis for
the ongoing conflict and war. To dismiss this key issue—the
robbery and displacement of Palestinians from their land—is to
deny the elephant in the room. It makes absolutely no sense for
Israel to continue to deny its debt to the Palestinians and not
work toward a reasonable solution. But this won’t happen as
long as denial and hatred are the guiding principles of the Israeli
government. The Palestinians need justice. It’s not that hard to
understand.
Eric Lane
By e-mail
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?One of the unfortunate characteristics of monotheism is
that its true believers (Jews, Christians, and Muslims) generally
believe that they are right and everyone else is wrong. This conviction has had, over the years, murderous consequences. Today,
various jihadist groups who have grown out of Islam continue to
kill Jews just because they are Jews, Christians just because they
are Christians, and, with the highest body count, other Muslims,
either because they belong to the wrong tribe or the wrong sect
of Islam. Allah has ordered some of this, instructing his followers to kill infidels. Muslims also hold the idea that any land that
has ever been under Muslim control should remain under that
control forever. This obviously includes what is now Israel and,
by the way, Spain and the Balkans. Jews and Christians began
to emerge from such barbarism when they began to rationalize away or ignore certain practices, such as slavery, that God
ordered or permitted. Islamic jihadists have yet to learn when
they should ignore Allah.

“Perhaps the realization on both sides that
nobody is going to force an unconditional
surrender and win this conflict outright would
stimulate some to change their minds.”
—Stephen Baird

Now Israel and the Palestinians are engaged in an ongoing
conflict in which they continue the Middle-Eastern tradition
of killing each other. Now there is a significant faction of
Israelis, mostly religious, who want Israel to include all the
land “from the river to the sea” just as many Palestinians want
their state to encompass exactly the same territory.
What can be done? The minds of Jews and Muslims and
the opinions they have of each other have to change. This
is not happening. Until most Israelis think that their neighbors really believe Israel has a right to exist, Israelis will not
change their attitudes toward their neighbors. Perhaps the
realization on both sides that nobody is going to force an
unconditional surrender and win this conflict outright would
stimulate some to change their minds. (Anwar Sadat of Egypt
did; Muslim radicals killed him.)
Islamic jihadists cannot eliminate Israel, which many of
them would dearly love to do, and Israel cannot permanently
defeat them. War will not solve this deadlock, but politicians
like Netanyahu are apparently satisfied with a stalemate. If
both sides adopted humanistic and nontheistic philosophies;
accepted the Adam, Eve, and Abraham stories that say we are
all brothers and sisters; and accepted the genetic evidence
that all humans are 99.9 percent the same, the conflict should
lessen. Israelis and Muslims could approach their problem
as a family squabble, recognizing that family squabbles
are seldom resolved by murder. Last, God and Allah must
shoulder a great deal of blame for all the things they “said.”
Unfortunately, other than in 1978 when God changed his
40
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mind about blacks being eligible for the Mormon priesthood,
it has been very unusual for any major deity to ever admit he
made a mistake.
Stephen Baird
By e-mail

?

Israel’s main problem is that it was established one hundred
years too late. Not only was it not around to save the six million
Jews of Europe, whom the U.S.A. (along with most of the world)
did nothing to help, but in a world where Bismarck was uniting
all German-speakers under one political entity, Garibaldi was
doing the same for Italians, and many other nation states came
into existence, it would have been far easier for Israel to be
accepted.
I live in Israel not for religious reasons and not on the basis
of some Bible-derived promise but because a group of people
known as Israelites or Judeans, from whom I claim descent,
inhabited greater or lesser parts of what is now Israel, the
West Bank, Transjordan, Lebanon, and Syria for about 1,500
years until they were forcibly expelled by the Romans in the
year 135 CE. There is ample archaelogical evidence of this.
At the same time, it should be noted that the areas of North
America, Canada, Central and South America, Australia, and
New Zealand were originally inhabited by different people
from those of today. Why single Israel out as an example of
discrimination?
I agree that criticism of Israel is not necessarily anti-Semitism, but unfortunately in today’s world it provides a most
convenient cover for anti-Semites of all types. I am distressed
that the editor of a publication I respect is adding grist to
their mill.
Neil Schwartz
Raanana, Israel
I am pleased that Israel exists as a homeland for the Jews
?
and as the only outpost of Western values in the region. But
I also believe that the Palestinians have an equal claim to the
land as their homeland. Both groups have a long and venerable
relationship with the land that should be honored.
But peace is not possible because Israel has no interest
in peace: it is happy to discuss peace while it continues to
expand settlements in the West Bank. So long as that continues, there is no incentive for the Israelis in peace.
Do these statements mark me as an anti-Semite? If so,
plenty of American and Israeli Jews must be anti-Semitic,
because they share my criticism of Israeli governmental policies and actions.
My humanist values lead me to grant equal respect and
dignity to Palestinians and Jews alike. The only just solution,
then, is one state in which Jews and Muslims figure out how
to live together for their mutual survival and prosperity. For
this to happen, each group must recognize the right of the
other to exist. Pie in the sky? Perhaps, but better than to continue on the nihilistic path both parties are pursuing.
Walter Ehrhardt
Knoxville, Maryland
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Where in the entire Mid East is there an Arab/Muslim nation
<
that can match what Israeli society offers its citizens? If life in
Israel is so oppressive, then one is hard-pressed to explain why
there is not a mass exodus of Arabs from Israel to supposedly
enlightened, non-oppressive neighboring Muslim states.
Even when Israel was besieged externally by six wellarmed and trained armies and even internal enemies, in a
war for survival from the day it was being born, Israel never
restricted free speech or prevented the judiciary from doing
its job. This is in sharp contrast to what occurred in Singapore,
in the 1960s, when Lee Kuan Yew curtailed Singaporeans’
civil liberties and muted dissent as he consolidated power.
Though he was not under attack from surrounding enemies,
he jailed political rivals without trials and sued journalists and
rivals. He limited free speech and public protest, allegedly
to maintain social and political stability in a multi-ethnic,
multi-racial nation. These restrictions lasted for decades. Yet,
the cynical disparagers of Israel were silent. One could only
imagine the outcry if Israel ever behaved in a similar manner.
Instead of taking delight that there is a civilized nation
that protects civil liberties in the midst of all this horror and
uncivilized behavior affecting its national survival, critics like
Tom Flynn unmercifully attack it, heap vitriol on it, curse it,
and claim that it has no right to exist because they perceive a
flaw in its society. Yet they say nothing about other nations
that have flaws far worse than the perceived inequity in Israel.
No nation on Earth is perfect. Every nation discriminates, even
the United States. Yet, not one, save Israel, is vilified by Flynn.
He and others seem to demand perfection from Israel.
Sheldon Gottlieb
By e-mail

=

One big problem with coverage of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is that quite often people start at a cherry-picked place in
the narrative that conveniently fits the argument they’re trying
to make. Getting people to side with the economically, culturally, politically, militarily advanced Israeli society (the members
of whom tend to speak perfect English) by painting them merely
as ingenious, hard-working, innocent folks who just want to be
left alone in peace is easy to do, provided you don’t have a conscience or are simply deluded yourself. Getting people to look at
the Palestinians as crude Stone-Age miscreants prone to violent
behavior is likewise easy to do. All you have to do is start in the
middle of the story.
To tell the story in full, you have to include the part where
the Zionists stole land from the indigenous people because
some ancient holy text told them it was OK (theocracy?) and
subsequently repopulated it with people of the “proper” ethnicity (racism). With this perspective, we can now more fully
understand how those original indigenous masses (who got
left with pretty much nothing) would do anything to get back
what is rightfully theirs. Let’s face it, when you beat the living
crap out of somebody repeatedly it shouldn’t be a great surprise that they might eventually become aggressive in order
to rectify what they view as a grave injustice. It doesn’t matter
how much the Israelis have made the desert bloom or how

much social progress they’ve made, it’s not their land (leaving
aside a small minority among Jewish families who were living
there at the time the British took over). When Hamas fires
rockets into Israel, from their point of view, they’re not firing
on Israelis on Israeli land; they’re firing on interlopers who
have illegitimately usurped their property. I’m not advocating
or justifying violence, by the way, only trying to clarify the
facts.
The creation of Israel is the classic “might makes right”
story, and I’m pretty certain this kind of behavior is not in
line with humanist values. Although our system of civil justice
here in the United States is painfully flawed, I firmly believe
that the principles are sound and that a civil trial based on
fundamental U.S. legal precedent that pitted the Zionists
against the Palestinians regarding property ownership would
absolutely conclude with the ruling that the land belongs to
the Palestinians and not the Israelis.
Scott Snyder
By e-mail
The initial April/May 2015 articles in F I
concerning
?
Middle East deadlock largely dealt with the rights and wrongs
ree nquiry

of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Such an approach has been,
and almost certainly will continue to be, unproductive, because
too many people on each side of that conflict are unshakably
convinced that they are right and their opponents are wrong.
Much like arguments between committed believers and nonbelievers over the existence of a deity or deities, morality-based
arguments are futile in this situation.

“To dismiss this key issue—the robbery and
displacement of Palestinians from their land—
is to deny the elephant in the room.”
—Eric Lane

I suggest trying a different approach to accomplish an
aim of United States foreign policy that I think is shared by
all people of goodwill: maximizing the chances for peaceful
coexistence in the Middle East. Instead of arguing over rights
and wrongs, many of them historical, we should focus on the
realities of the situation as a way to convince people to end
the stalemate. Three realities in the Middle East might change
people’s positions if properly presented:
Reality No. 1: Because Israel is a nuclear weapons state, it
cannot be conquered. Although Israel has never acknowledged possessing nuclear weapons, its nuclear arsenal has
generally been estimated to include from one hundred
to two hundred such weapons. Israel also has the means
of delivering such weapons. Thus, even if Israel’s regional
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antagonists achieved conventional military superiority, Israeli
nuclear weapons could be used to destroy those conventional
forces. And of course, Israel could also strike the homelands
of any invaders with nuclear weapons.
Reality No. 2: Israel can be destroyed. Nuclear capability
is a sword, not a shield, except to the extent that it deters.
If deterrence fails, nuclear weapons directed against Israel
could render that country uninhabitable. Other weapons of
mass destruction, such as biological weapons, could also be
used.
Reality No. 3: As time passes, the likelihood of Israel’s
regional antagonists acquiring nuclear weapons will almost
certainly increase. Considered together, these realities establish that there is no good long-term military solution in the
Middle East, and that over time, the chances of a deterrence
failure resulting in nuclear warfare will likely increase. In short,
the Israelis and their antagonists are living in a house that has
been smoldering for decades, has seen periodic outbreaks of
relatively small fires in the form of conventional warfare, and
could burn down completely if nuclear weapons are used.
Therefore, efforts should be made to switch the focus of the
Middle East debate from “who is right” to “who wants their
society to continue to exist.” Such a tack is worth trying in the
Middle East and it cannot fail any more spectacularly than the
decades-long focus on rights and wrongs.
Barry Wolf
By e-mail

?

I am a Jewish secular humanist. (Judaism is a culture as well
as a religion.) Israel was founded as a Jewish state although
many Israelis are secular. After the Holocaust, the Jewish people
wanted their own nation where they could live in safety.
I see the Israeli-Palestinian conflict not as a religious war
but as two nations fighting for land, resources, and in the
case of the Palestinians, freedom and autonomy. They want
freedom from Israeli occupation, checkpoints, expanding
Jewish settlements, and in the case of Gaza, sealed borders.
I agree with Guillermo Kuhl (“Criticizing Zionist Crimes Is Not
Anti-Semitic,” FI, April/May 2015) that criticizing Israeli war
crimes such as the recent assault on Gaza is not anti-Semitism.
Is Zionism a form of racism? That depends on how it is
practiced. Netanyahu recently criticized the Arab minority
in Israel for going to the polls to vote. That was racism, but
it is not racist for the Jewish people to want their own state
where they can live in peace and security.
The problem that they face is how to have a Zionist state
and also a democracy. Attorney Joseph Avesar has advanced
the idea of a confederation, two states under a joint federal government similar to the United States. The president
and vice president, one Israeli and one Palestinian, would
alternate every few years. Israel, Palestine, and the United
States—Israel’s prime supporter—need to think outside of
the box and find a solution that grants peace, freedom, and
autonomy to both nations and promotes cooperation that
will benefit both nations.
Ruth Shapin
Orange, California
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Instead of steadfastly defending “one side” of the issue or
another, as an atheist and secular humanist (with Jewish ancestry), I believe that we should condemn violence and oppression
no matter who engages in them. Palestinian groups and others
in the region should not be calling for the destruction of Israel,
committing terrorist attacks, promoting anti-Semitism, and the
like. Clearly, such actions do not help the Palestinian cause. At
the same time, while Israel has the right to exist, its government
does not have the right to violate international law and hold
people under occupation, bomb civilian populations—including those in apartments, hospitals, and schools—limit access to
water and employment, discriminate based on religion, allow
continued settlement-building, and so on. These actions, in my
view, do not promote Israel’s security, either.
Secular humanists and others who do not want religious zealotry or hegemonic geopolitical interests to drive
policy can work with peace movements in the region, the
United Nations, and others to assert global norms regarding human rights, nonviolent social change, the rejection of
religious and other bigotry, and so on, in order to push for
an agreement that prevents the killing of more Israelis or
Palestinians and establishes a lasting peace. This would be a
tall order—and I am not all that optimistic—but insistence on
remaining stuck within the same debates/talking points will
get us nowhere.
Nathan Pino
By e-mail
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Two Nations, One Abyss

continued from p. 6

insistent that it admit its role in the
World War I–era Armenian genocide;
an increasingly restive and articulate
Kurdish population; and, more recently,
some 2.2 million Syrian refugees living
in Turkish camps and an increasing
threat from the Islamic State. It appears
that sometime around 2010, President
Erdoğan apparently decided that the
solution to many problems was a headlong embrace of Sunni Islam.
In 2010, the AKP passed a new law
to transform education. It dramatically accelerated the replacement of
secular schools with imam-hatips, in
which about a third of class hours are
devoted to the study of Sunni Islam. Just
sixty-five thousand students attended
such schools when the AKP took power
in 2002; now nearly a million do. AKP
cofounder Dengir Mir Mehmet Fırat
abandoned the party in 2011. He later
accused it of abandoning its principles. Erdoğan has spent several years
calling for a “New Turkey,” but Firat
worries that “the ‘New Turkey’ will not
be somewhere where democracy and
freedom are celebrated. It will be a
place dominated by Islamic thinking.”
The ex-AKP cofounder told Newsweek
that he feared that Erdoğan’s program
for the schools was part of a broader
agenda to “manipulate society towards
a more religious way of life.”
“We want to raise pious generations,”
Erdoğan declared in 2012. By July 2015,
he was equating terrorism with atheism
and declaring, “We have only one concern. It is Islam, Islam, and Islam.”
“This is particularly unfortunate
given Erdoğan’s liberalizing role during
the first few years of his rule,” observed
Bloomberg View’s Marc Champion.
If only that were the worst of it.
In addition to promoting public piety,
Erdoğan has presided over a stunning
multiyear media crackdown. Turkey’s
press-freedom ranking from Freedom
House has declined in each of the last
five years (it is now ranked “Not Free”).
During this period of political pressure,
more than three hundred journalists,
columnists, and media workers lost

their jobs. The independent Turkish
press agency Bianet estimated that
twenty-two journalists and ten editors
had been jailed by the end of 2014.
A special target for pressure has been
the opposition newspaper Hurriyet.
Erdoğan has repeated dubious accusations that one of the paper’s publishers
routinely manipulated Turkish governments before the rise of the AKP. The
paper’s editor-in-chief was driven to
resign. In September, Hurriyet columnist and television commentator Amhet
Hakan was badly beaten by four men,
three of whom had links to the AKP. (The
party later disavowed them.) In 2014,
the Committee to Protect Journalists
reported that one newspaper delivery
agent was killed and three journalists
were attacked by unknown assailants;
some of this violence was linked to tensions with the Kurdish minority, not to
Erdoğan’s Islamization project.
As I write, the Turkish situation is
hugely unsettled. June’s general election was the first since 2002 in which
the AKP did not attain a solid majority
of seats in the Grand National Assembly,
frustrating Erdoğan’s plans for dubious
constitutional reforms. He responded
by calling a snap election for November
1. It’s still too early to know whether
the devastating bombings of October
10 in Ankara will delay the election. If
it goes forward, American secularists
should be forthright in hoping that
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and his AKP see
yet more of their power eroded.

India’s Experience
Narendra Modi became India’s prime
minister in May 2014. Prior to that, he
had been chief minister (essentially,
governor) of the Indian state of Gujarat
since 2001. He was an open advocate of Hindutva (Hindu nationalism),
since 1989 the official ideology of the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), of which
Modi is a leader. In 2002, Gujarat was
convulsed by sectarian rioting. As many
as two thousand Muslims were killed
by Hindus, who suffered much smaller
losses. Modi was widely accused of not
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doing enough to stop the violence.
He was for many years banned from
visiting the United States, the United
Kingdom, and the EU as a violator of
religious freedom. Repeated government inquiries found Modi innocent
of wrongdoing, but the objectivity and
transparency of those inquiries has
been questioned. I don’t often have
occasion to quote University of Chicago
philosopher Margaret Nussbaum, but
in her 2007 book The Clash Within:
Democracy, Religious Violence, and

“. . . Atatürk’s and Nehru’s
harshness may have been
necessary and merely
proportional to the power and
ferocity of the reactionary
traditions the two reformers
had set out to overturn.”
India’s Future, she concluded, “There
is by now a broad consensus that the
Gujarat violence was a form of ethnic
cleansing, that in many ways it was
premeditated, and that it was carried
out with the complicity of the state
government and officers of the law.”
In the wake of the riots, Modi remade
himself, de-emphasizing Hindutva and
pursuing economic development instead.
The results were spectacular. Modi’s government made Gujarat one of the most
business-friendly places on the planet.
Prosperity bloomed, and it became too
easy to forget about Modi as the lion of
Hindu intolerance.
One wonders—might it have influenced the Indian elections of 2014
if America, Britain, and the EU had
stood firm, warning Indians that if they
elected Modi he would be a persona
non grata barred from visiting much of
the West? Instead, the entry prohibitions evaporated when Modi became
India’s head of state. President Barack
Obama not only welcomed him enthu-
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siastically when he visited the United
States in September 2014; when he was
named one of Time’s 100 most influential people in April 2015, Obama wrote
Modi a 166-word plaudit, declaring that
“like India, he transcends the ancient
and the modern.”
Yet back at home, Modi has facilitated an environment in which secularists fear for their freedom and their lives.
As early as 2012, rationalist campaigner
Sanal Edamaruku was accused of blasphemy after debunking a supposed
miracle involving a statue of the Virgin
Mary in a Catholic church in Mumbai.
Edamaruku moved to Finland to avoid
prosecution. In 2013, the distinguished
rationalist and anti-superstition activist
Narendra Dabholkar was assassinated
in Pune. The crime was never solved.
(After Dabholkar’s death, Edamaruku
opted to make his exile permanent.)
In 2014, the prominent Tamil author
Perumal Murugan gave up writing and
withdrew all of his published works.
Hindu extremists had accused him of
blasphemy in connection with a 2010
novel and threatened his life; the police
made clear they would not protect him.
Modi’s government was silent. This past
August, M. M. Kalburgi, a scholar critical
of Hindu idol worship, was assassinated
in Karnataka, presumably by Far-Right
Hindutva radicals.
Nor has Modi quailed from mounting
open attacks on secularism itself. He

has purged high-profile secularists from
the National Book Trust and the board
of Nalanda University, replacing them
with Hindutva ideologues. Among them
was Nobel laureate Amartya Sen, formerly chancellor of Nalanda University.
(It may not be coincidental that in
July 2013, Sen had criticized Modi for
neglecting education and health care in
Gujarat.) And in a development almost
worthy of The Onion, Modi’s government announced plans to convert the
Nehru Memorial Museum & Library,
India’s principal memorial to its great
secularizing founder, into a museum
celebrating Modi’s achievements. “This
is akin to repurposing the Washington
Monument as an Obama museum,” a
dumbfounded Sonia Faleiro wrote in the
New York Times.
This state of affairs so disgusts India’s
literati that more than forty prominent
authors have returned awards bestowed
by India’s Sahitya Akademi (National
Academy of Letters). “The Indian state
has become suffocating and extremely
intolerant,” protested the Kashmiri
writer Ghulam Nabi Khayal. He charged
that Modi’s government is “brazenly
and institutionally backing communal
hatred.”
“Without secularism, India is a Hindu
Pakistan,” declared liberal journalist
Nikhil Wagle, himself a target of death
threats by the Hindu extremist group
Santan Sanstha.

Summing Up
Turkey and India have lurched toward
the abyss of theocracy down eerily similar
paths. It’s time for American secularists
to recognize the danger. It’s far past time
for us to speak up and call for repressive
anti-secular regimes to be called out and
opposed, not coddled, in Western halls
of power.
At the very least, we can hope that
President Obama will never take it into
his head to send Time 166 words of fulsome praise for President Erdoğan.
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Faisal Saeed Al Mutar

Anti-Muslim Bigotry vs. Genuine Criticism of Islam

Moderate Muslims’ argument that terrorist groups such as ISIS, al-Qaeda, and
Boko Haram have nothing to do with
Islam and are either a result or a creation of Western imperialism. PseudoLiberal Apologists tend to agree that
Islam is a peaceful religion and that
those who speak out against it are
motivated by racism, hatred of minorities or the “other,” or hold a neoconservative imperialist agenda and desire
to kill all Muslims and steal resources
from Muslim-majority countries. They
tend to think that the greatest enemy
of world peace is Western capitalism, a
view they share with many Moderate and
Conservative Muslims.
Pseudo-Liberal Apologists tend to
receive a lot of media attention; in U.S.
media, members of this group receive the
most attention of any of the six groups.
Examples include Glenn Greenwald, Reza
Aslan, and Chris Stedman.
Genuine Critics of Islam are mainly
liberal democrats, some of them atheists,
who think that there is a connection
between some interpretations of the religion and bad or violent behavior. They
share many agreements with Muslim
Reformers. Some tend to think that Islam
in the twenty-first century represents a
special case, and some do not.
They care about issues such as women’s rights and LGBT rights. They are
acutely aware of extremist groups in
the Muslim world and around the globe
and see a clear link between violence
and some interpretations of the fundamentals of Islam. They view Islam itself
as a major reason human rights are
poorly upheld in most majority-Muslim
countries. Most are also very critical of
Christianity but are likely to argue that
the Enlightenment has had a “buffering” effect on Christianity that Islam has
yet to undergo, leaving Islam in need of
enlightenment or reformation.
They tend to differentiate between
Islam as a set of ideas and interpretations and Muslims as people. Often,
they mostly rely on statistics from organizations such as Pew and Gallup to
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resist making generalizations about
Muslims as a whole. Prominent examples include Richard Dawkins, Sam
Harris, Bill Maher, Salman Rushdie,
Ali A. Rizvi, Aki Muthali, Sarah Haider,
and many others. Recently, Sam Harris
coauthored a book with the Muslim
Reformer Majid Nawaz (Islam and
the Future of Tolerance: A Dialogue,
Harvard University Press, 2015) to promote more nuanced discussion of these
issues. Harris has also been supportive
of many other reformers.
Pro-Christian Right Anti-Muslim
Groups and Far-Right Jewish Groups consist mostly of Far-Right activists, Jewish
or Christian, who believe that there
is a cosmic war between Christianity,
Judaism, and Islam. They tend to view all
Muslims as fanatics and terrorists. Some
of them consider the prophet of Islam
to be the Antichrist and may believe
there is a connection between Islam and
satanism. They generally hold negative
views about other immigrant or minorities too; Ann Coulter is a prominent
example of this tendency.
They usually view fundamentalism
as the only true form of Islam, going so
far as to accuse Muslims who are not
fundamentalists of lying or of practicing
Taqyia (lying in defense of the faith).
Many in this group trade in utterly
counterfactual conspiracy theories—
for example, that all Muslim Americans
want to impose Sharia law or want to
convert Europe into “EuroArabia.”
They operate on a platform of fearmongering, pressing for agendas that
have nothing to do with human rights
or secular liberal values but rather with
imposing their own theocracies or
authoritarian views on the rest of us.
Many view President Barack Obama as a
secret Muslim with Muslim Brotherhood
connections; some of them engage in
“Birther” conspiracy theories. Prominent
individuals include Bridge Gabriel,
Walid Shoebat, Pamela Geller, and
Robert Spencer. Organizations include
Stop Islamization of America (SIOA,
also known as the American Freedom
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Defense Initiative), the UK’s English
Defence League (EDL), and many others.
For Free Inquiry readers, the most
important takeaway is that those who
believe in Islam and those who criticize
it fall along a broad spectrum. There
is no one school of belief in Islam, and
there is no one school of criticism of
Islam. In such a variegated environment,
how can media consumers distinguish
between an anti-Muslim bigot and a
genuine critic of Islam? Look at two
principal markers:
1. How much does the person engage
in broad generalizations, saying
that all Muslims are X or Y? (Less is
better.)
2. What is the apparent intention
behind the person’s criticism of
Islam? Is it offered in a reasoned
way? Or does the criticism represent merely the opinion of a theocrat from a different religion? Is the
intention of discussing Islam merely
to defend, say, Israel’s actions
toward the Palestinians? Or does
it come from a place of concern for
the well-being and human rights of
people across the Muslim world?
For U.S. media consumers, the most
important distinction to make may be
the one between Moderate and
Pseudo-Liberal Apologists and Muslim
Reformers. Muslim Reformers admit
that there is a connection between certain radical interpretations of Islam and
terrorism; also, they don’t blame all the
ills of the Muslim world on Jews and/or
U.S. foreign policy. As you can probably
tell, my own sympathies lie with them,
and they deserve your support.
Faisal Saeed Al Mutar is an Iraqi-born
writer, public speaker, web designer, and
social activist who has relocated to the
United States. He is the founder of the
Global Secular Humanist Movement and
Secular Post. He is a community manager
at Movements.org, a division of Advancing
Human Rights.

December 2015/January 2016

Free Inquiry

45

Ophelia Benson

What Is Identity?

continued from p. 8

“It’s taken my entire life to negotiate
how to identify, and I’ve done a
lot of research and a lot of studying,” she says. “I could have a long
conversation, an academic conversation about that. I don’t know. I just
feel like I didn’t mislead anybody;
I didn’t deceive anybody. If people
feel misled or deceived, then sorry
that they feel that way, but I believe
that’s more due to their definition
and construct of race in their own
minds than it is to my integrity or
honesty, because I wouldn’t say I’m
African American, but I would say
I’m black, and there’s a difference in
those terms.”

Dolezal is caught in the gap between
our inner sense of our selves and our
external, apparent, social selves. In one
way, it seems as if she ought to be completely free to identify as whatever she
likes, but in another it seems obvious
that she can’t expect the rest of the
world to see her identity the way she
does.
If racism did not exist and had never
existed, Dolezal and everyone else probably would be free to identify as black

Russell Blackford

The Not-at-All-Harsh Reality of Same-sex Marriage

own case for the introduction of samesex marriage into twenty-first-century
Western legal systems. Even from a
conservative viewpoint, the time may
be ripe for it.

“The legal and political victories
obtained by gay couples in the
United States and elsewhere
have been part of a grand social
compromise in which the institution of marriage has been
retained but reformed.”
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despite having white parents. If racism
had never existed, then race would have
less (and different) meaning and could
be a matter of adoption as well as birth.
One could “convert” to a different race
just as one can convert to a different or
no religion. It’s because race carries with
it so much history of stigma, exploitation, exclusion, and genocide that it has
so much meaning and thus can’t be put
on or taken off like a sweater.
Yet Dolezal’s attempt seems like a
blow against racism and for solidarity.
It suggests fantasies about what might
have happened if millions of German
Gentiles had decided to identify as
Jewish in 1938, or if millions of Hutus
had declared themselves to be Tutsis
in 1994. But even then, they wouldn’t
have been the right people to head
Jewish or Tutsi human-rights organizations. Dolezal probably could have lived
as black even after her parents told the
world she wasn’t if she hadn’t held a
leadership job in the NAACP. Solidarity
is one thing; taking over the boss jobs
is another.

secularhumanism.org

Ophelia Benson is the editor of the website Butterflies and Wheels and the former associate editor of The Philosopher’s
Magazine. She is also the coauthor (with
Jeremy Stangroom) of several books:
The Dictionary of Fashionable Nonsense
(2004), Why Truth Matters (2006), and
Does God Hate Women? (2009).
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Once we remove theological concepts from consideration, a larger picture emerges of social history and the
current social reality. Most obviously,
it is difficult to find arguments against
same-sex marriage that would cut any
ice with the courts. Less obviously,
though I think crucially, it has become
difficult to find reasons for thoughtful
secular conservatives to feel anxiety
about same-sex marriage. On the contrary, they can take solace from the fact
that marriage is something many gay
men and women actually want.
The legal and political victories
obtained by gay couples in the United
States and elsewhere have been part
of a grand social compromise in which
the institution of marriage has been
retained but reformed. Over the past
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None of this makes any real sense,
frankly. It’s not what an intelligent planner would have arranged. It’s the product of the chaotic history of a primate
species that has flourished thanks to its
ability to cooperate and live in groups
despite being really bad at living in
groups. We have enough of the ability
to do it—just barely—but not enough to
do it fairly or reasonably or kindly. As
Europe struggles with its attitudes to
refugees fleeing Syria and Iraq, carrying
their foreign identities with them, it
would be nice to think we could someday manage to do it better.

two centuries or so, the ideal of an
equal union involving love, intimacy,
and companionship gradually became
the dominant understanding of marriage. Increasingly, especially during
the second half of the twentieth century, marriage lost much of its power as
a means of sexual control. Whether or
not it is a necessary social institution—I
still have doubts about that—it has
morphed into a kinder, more equal,
more attractive, and more voluntary
one, while retaining much of its traditional prestige.
Thoughtful conservatives could feel
pleased that it turned out like this,
with little in the way of revolutionary upheaval and much in the way of
gradually changing perceptions. The
changes that have taken place allow for

considerably more sexual freedom than
existed before the 1960s sexual revolution and the experimental decade of
the 1970s, yet being married remains
a status that many couples aspire to.
Given its modern role, it cannot easily
be justified as a status fit only for heterosexual couples. Even if marriage did
not bring important legal entitlements,
it would now be an unnecessary slap
in the face for the state to recognize
straight, but not gay, marriages.
Times change. Arguing against
same-sex marriage has become some-

Shadia B. Drury

what futile, and it seems mean-spirited.
Conservatives should accept that notat-all-harsh reality.
In so doing, they can take heart that
changes in the nature of marriage have
been adaptive. As history unfolds
before our eyes, marriage is finding an
honored place in modern societies with
pervasively transformed ideas about
sexuality, gender roles, personal freedom, and the functions of government.
Official recognition of same-sex marriage is no longer a revolutionary idea,
and it will strengthen—not undermine

Fear of the S Word and the Undoing of America

finally, state regulation of the modes
of communication to prevent the billionaire class from having a monopoly
over the newspapers and other means
of communication, allowing them to
spread the self-serving ideologies that
kept the masses in their thrall.
However, these reforms were not
the point of the Marxist dream; they
were only a prelude to the communist revolution. Marx’s revolutionary
expectations were extravagant and
apocalyptic. In theological fashion, he
expected a phoenix to rise out of the
ashes, but that happens only in great
works of fiction, such as the Bible. In
politics, nothing can come out of the
total despair and degradation of the
working classes except violence and
destruction. But in biblical fashion,
Marx expected the poor to inherit the
earth; he expected the revolution to
transfigure human life on the planet;
he expected it to end class conflict,
exploitation, injustice, and even war.
He understood communism to be a
technologically advanced utopian existence, free from toil and scarcity—a
heaven on Earth.
Of course, the fantasy has never
materialized. Instead, violent Marxistinspired revolutions popped up in
the least likely places—most notably,

or destroy—the continuing relevance
of marriage itself.

Russell Blackford is a conjoint lecturer in the
School of Humanities and Social Science,
University of Newcastle, Australia. His books
include Freedom of Religion and the Secular
State (Wiley-Blackwell, 2012) and Humanity
Enhanced (MIT Press, 2014).
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Russia and China, countries with neither capitalism nor sophisticated technological economies. In short, Marx
was an abysmal failure as a revolutionary, but he was a brilliant critic of
capitalism, as his early Economic and
Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 illustrate. Identifying the moral, political,
and economic shortcomings of capitalism made him unwittingly a great
reformer. By moderating capitalism
and blunting its egregious elements,
Marxist reforms averted the inevitability of revolution.
In the advanced capitalist economies of the West, prescient thinkers understood the tension between
Marxist revolution and Marxist reforms.
They realized that reforming capitalism was necessary to stem the tide
of Marxist insurrections. English writer
Robert Owen (1771–1858) used the
term socialism to refer to the socialization of the economy through the
nationalization of vital industries and
services—a move that would enlarge
the public sector so that the nation
would not be under the sole control of
the rich. In this way, Western socialists
managed to accomplish most of Marx’s
suggested reforms through legal and
democratic means.
The American antipathy to socialism
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has everything to do with the confusion of socialism with communism.
Communism is a utopian fiction that
has inspired violent revolutions, especially in countries where poverty and
despair have led people to cling to
fictions. In contrast, socialism is a pragmatic, and mostly successful, strategy

“. . . Marx was an abysmal
failure as a revolutionary,
but he was a brilliant critic
of capitalism. . . .”

by which capitalist societies have ameliorated the excesses of the capitalist
system and as a result stemmed the
tide of revolutions and civil wars. The
gulf between communism and socialism is the gulf between Marx’s failed
revolutionary fantasy and the wisdom
of his suggested reforms.
Thanks to President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt, even the United States insti-
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tutionalized some of Marx’s ideas, in
the wake of the Great Depression of
1929, which Marxists believed was the
death knell of capitalism—but it was
not. By overhauling the banking system, enhancing the graduated income
tax, and introducing Social Security,
unemployment insurance, maximum
working hours, minimum wages, and a
plethora of other measures to benefit
working people and strengthen their
bargaining power, Roosevelt saved
capitalism.

“Like Rome, the American
Empire cannot rule the world
while remaining a republic.”

However, Roosevelt met with a great
deal of resistance from his Republican
opponents, who believed, then as now,
that expanding the powers of government threatens American liberty. They
appealed to the Founding Fathers,
who also considered government the
greatest threat to liberty. But Roosevelt
realized that times had changed.
Unhindered capitalism had given rise
to an irresponsible economic elite that
served its own interests at the expense
of the nation. So, it was only appropriate for government to protect American
liberty—which is not only political but
also economic.

U

nfortunately, since the fall of the
Soviet Union, American capitalism
has been on steroids. Every effort has
been made, especially by Republican
administrations, to turn back the clock
on Roosevelt’s reforms. Despite all evidence to the contrary, Republicans
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continue to believe that shrinking the
public sector, providing tax cuts for
the rich, and letting corporations do as
they please are magical solutions for
all economic woes. This commitment
to unbridled capitalism has enabled
the United States to create a global
capitalist empire that impoverishes the
world to satisfy the rapacity of its corporations.
On the international front, the
confusion of democracy and freedom
with capitalism has contributed to the
woes of American foreign policy. It has
led the United States to topple freely
elected governments if they had any
socialist inclinations, as it did in Iran in
1953 and Chile in 1973. These elected
governments were replaced by the
notoriously gruesome dictatorships of
the Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi in
Iran and the Augusto Pinochet regime
in Chile. While beating the drums of
freedom and democracy, the United
States has supported, and continues
to support, many brutal regimes—a
practice that accounts for the rise of
al-Qaeda, ISIS, Hamas, and Hezbollah.
So, what is to be done? Bernie
Sanders has no illusions that if he is
elected he can single-handedly right
the ship of state. Congress will resist
him every step of the way. Sanders
realizes that even the power of the
presidency is insufficient to moderate the obscene excesses of wealth
and inequality. He knows that only a
social revolution, a continual populist
uprising, could put enough pressure on
lawmakers to force them to end their
allegiance to the super-wealthy. After
all, he has proven that it is possible to
run a campaign with only volunteers
and small contributions from ordinary
people and without the financial backing of the Super PACs, which emerged
after the disastrous Supreme Court
decision in Citizens United and have
allowed money to corrupt democratic
politics beyond all recognition.
If Sanders is not elected, what then?
Then the ills of the nation will continue
to fester until a caesar emerges who
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wins the backing of the populace in
denouncing Congress, the Supreme
Court, and even the Constitution as
democratic shams that must be swept
aside to make way for the welfare of
the people and the Empire—for in
truth, it has long been an empire, as the
rest of the world knows. Like Rome, the
American Empire cannot rule the world
while remaining a republic. Nor can it
remain a republic—a res publica or
public affair—if its economy serves only
the few while the many are impoverished.

Shadia B. Drury is Canada Research Chair
at the University of Regina in Canada. Her
books include Terror and Civilization (2004)
and Aquinas and Modernity (2008). She
is working on a book on American foreign
policy titled Chauvinism of the West.
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for Secular Humanism (CSH),
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and so as such cannot and
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for president. The opinions
expressed in this column are
the author’s alone and not
those of CFI, CSH, or the editorial board of Free Inquiry.
—The Editors

Mark Rubinstein

God’s Voting Record: Quantifying Inconsistency

Is incest forbidden, yes or no? (5 3 3)
Does God approve of human sacrifice,

continued from p. 12

alone, yes or no? (1 3 1)

Who raised Jesus from the dead, Jesus

Did God create evil, yes or no? (3 3 2)

yes or no? (11 3 4)
Is it OK to drink alcohol, yes or no? (12

himself or God? (1 3 7)

Is wealth a sign of righteousness or wick-

At the time of the ascension of Jesus,

edness? (4 3 3)

3 17)
Will God destroy those who intermarry,

how many believers were there, 120

Is salvation by faith alone, yes or no? (16

or 500? (1 3 1)

3 23)

yes or no? (3 3 3)
Is dancing a sin, yes or no? (3 3 9)
Is it OK to make images, yes or no? (3

If a husband believes, is his wife saved

Should we let others see our good

also, yes or no? (2 3 1)

works, yes or no? (2 3 2)

Can women be church leaders, yes or

Did Jesus know everything, yes or no?

3 6)
Where did Moses receive the Ten
Commandments, on Mount Sinai or

no? (3 3 2)

(3 3 4)

Who was to blame for original sin,
Adam or Eve? (1 3 1)

Do all Jews go to hell or will they be
saved? (1 3 1)

Mount Horeb? (6 3 3)
To judge or not to judge? (5 3 6)

Is Jesus God, yes or no? (18 3 15)

Does God love everyone, yes or no? (3

Should the gospel be preached to every-

3 7)

Is it OK to curse people, yes or no? (2
3 1)
Should women have the same rights as
men, yes or no? (1 3 6)

one, yes or no? (8 3 3)

Will Earth last forever, yes or no? (5 3
10)

Is there an unforgivable sin, yes or no?
(3 3 1)

Is it OK to test (or tempt) God, yes or no?
(4 3 3)

Does God judge according to words
and deeds or according to belief in

Is death final or will there be a resurrection? (12 3 21)

Mark Rubinstein is a retired professor
of finance at the University of California
at Berkeley who now writes on early
Christianity and humanism.

Jesus? (3 3 5)
Where did Jesus tell his disciples to go

Is everyone a sinner, yes or no? (7 3 4)

James A. Haught

Jerusalem? (2 3 2)

Can God be found through reason

after his resurrection, Galilee or

America’s Strange Satanist Scare

at their home-based day care.”
Eventually in the 1990s, a wave
of skepticism discredited the Satanic
Panic. Investigative reports found that
the whole nightmare had been imaginary. Books and movies denounced the
hysteria. In 1995, Geraldo Rivera voiced
a public apology for his previous satanism shows. “Now I am convinced that
I was terribly wrong,” he said, adding
that “many innocent people were convicted and went to prison. . . . And I am
equally positive [that the] ‘repressed
memory therapy movement’ is also a
bunch of crap.”
In his landmark 1995 book, The
Demon-Haunted World, astronomer
and skeptic Carl Sagan denounced
“repressed ‘memories’ of satanic ritual
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cults—in which sexual torture, coprophilia, infanticide and cannibalism are
said to be prominently featured.”
“Something like 10,000 cases are
reported annually in the United States
in recent years,” he continued. “A significant number of those touting the
rampant peril of Satanism in America,
including law enforcement officers
who organize seminars on the subject,
turn out to be Christian fundamentalists; their sects explicitly require a
literal devil to be meddling in everyday
human life.”
Dr. Sagan said University of
California researchers “examined over
12,000 claims of sexual abuse involving
Satanic ritual cults, and could not find
a single one that held up to scrutiny.”
secularhumanism.org

Sexual molestation of children really
happens. And a few rare sickos actually
abduct and murder little children for
prurient thrills. Sadly, the Satanic Panic
diverted attention from genuine
crimes. And now America’s great satanism scare has faded to a footnote of
history, forgotten by nearly everyone. It
was a crazed time of fundamentalist
superstition run amok.

James A. Haught, editor emeritus of West
Virginia’s largest newspaper, The Charleston
Gazette-Mail, is a F ree I nquiry senior editor.
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David Koepsell

Don’t Worry, Be Unhappy!

their work has been rather successfully
debunked.
Significantly bolstering the rash of
modern books on positive psychology
(which start where Norman Vincent
Peale’s The Power of Positive Thinking
left off in the 1950s) is a now mythic
graph that ”shows” that flourishing,
successful individuals’ ratio of positive
thought to negative is roughly 3 to 1
(2.9013, to be more precise). Science
backs it up with a nice sciencey number and complex mathematics behind

“There may be something to
positive psychology, but the
‘Losada line,’ cited thousands
of times in works of positive
psychology as support for the
role of happiness in thriving, is
not the foundation we
were looking for.”

it. The paper introducing this magical number was titled “Positive Affect
and the Complex Dynamics of Human
Flourishing” and was coauthored
by Barbara Fredrickson and Marcial
Losada. It has been cited more than a
thousand times. It also provided the
scientific grounding for a new bevy
of positive thinking books and theorists, including such best sellers as Flow:
The Psychology of Happiness by Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi, Authentic Happiness:
Using the New Positive Psychology
to Realize Your Potential for Lasting
Fulfillment by Martin Seligman, and
Fredrickson’s Positivity. Both Seligman
and Csikszentmihalyi had promised to
found a new, scientific “positive psychology” on a rigorous, evidence-based
foundation in their jointly written
Positive Psychology: An Introduction
published in 2000. Unfortunately, the
work that has formed far too much
50
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of that foundation over the years has
proven to be unsound. There may be
something to positive psychology, but
the “Losada line,” cited thousands of
times in works of positive psychology
as support for the role of happiness in
thriving, is not the foundation we were
looking for.
The Frederickson and Losada article purported to show a correlation
between the “positivity” of a group
of subjects and their worldly success.
Among the subjects interviewed were a
group of university students. Their positivity was measured through subjective
interviews then compared with objective criteria regarding their success in
an academic milieu: their grades. The
Frederickson and Losada article cites
a previous Losada article in which the
author first argued for a relationship
between positivity expressed by members of observed meetings and the
success of teams, using mathematical
correlations seemingly derived from
differential calculus and corresponding
to the famous Lorenz equations used
primarily in fluid dynamics. In the critical article with Frederickson, Losada’s
previous work is cited as support for the
thesis regarding the magic ratio of positivity to success; differential equations
and reference to the Lorenz equation
help inspire confidence in the scientific
grounding of their conclusions, and the
rest is citation history.
As it turns out, the math was bunk,
and the ratio claimed is not grounded
in any sound science. In the paper
“The Complex Dynamics of Wishful
Thinking” by Nicholas J. L. Brown,
Alan D. Sokal, and Harris L. Friedman,
Fredrickson and Losada’s ratio is eviscerated, and even Frederickson has
now conceded this point, though she
is still putting a positive spin on things
and clinging to her thesis despite the
lack of solid evidence. The manner in
which the “correlation” of observed
behaviors, subjective determinations of
“positivity,” and success is made is more
or less woven from whole cloth. Brown,
Sokal, and Friedman demonstrate that
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even if there are some arbitrary choices
of measurement used in the foundational work (the earlier work of Losada
invoking differential equations to try
to measure positivity in language use
and outcomes), those measurements
are not spelled out and the choices for
marking the boundaries of those arbitrary measures are not explicit. There
is no way to replicate this research,
and the nature of both subjective and
objective measurements of the values
involved (positivity, success) necessarily
require arbitrary choices in measurement. They are entirely inappropriate
for application of differential calculus,
and we could achieve more or less
any desired outcome by subtly shifting
the boundaries of our values in measurement, which is apparently what
the authors did to achieve their magic
ratio. We should be quite skeptical.
Correlation, even if there were one,
is not causation. There is simply no
correlation, though, and the reams of
pages that have been printed, seminars attended, self-help courses taught,
and other purveyors of happiness as
the cure listened to, have no right to
appeal to what became a seminal work
in the happiness industry.
Happiness is nice, yes. We like it, but
there is no evidence (yet) that it is critical to the life well lived. Its contours
and nature are still poorly understood,
and there is no magical ratio of positivity to negativity necessary for the good
life. A full, rich emotional life is likely to
be comprised of every range of emotion, with happiness being just one. It is
clearly often a by-product of our most
successful endeavors but not necessarily the most important one or the measure of the success of those endeavors
or of ourselves in the end.

David Koepsell is an author, philosopher,
former attorney, and educator. He is director of Education for the Center for Inquiry
and a former executive director of the
Council for Secular Humanism.

Doerr's Way

Public Education under Siege

A

bout nine out of ten American
parents have, have had, or will
have children in a public school.
So it is shocking that American public schools have been under a prolonged, vicious siege by an assortment
of special interests, wealthy foundations, religious Right activists, a very
large percentage of Republicans in
Congress and state legislatures, and
conservative media. The elements of
the siege include increasingly successful efforts to slash funding, increase
class size, thin out curricula, divert
public funds to faith-based and other
private schools through vouchers and
tax credits, and convert public schools
to charter schools unaccountable to
taxpayers.
Sadly, little of this decades-long subversion has attracted the broad media
coverage it deserves. Fortunately, however, information Americans need to
defend the vitally important institution
of public education has been provided
every August for the past forty-seven
years by the PDK/Gallup Poll sponsored
by Phi Delta Kappa, the professional
education fraternity and publisher of
The Kappan, a leading education journal. (Disclosure: as a teacher, I was a
member of PDK for many years and
have had articles published in its journal.) As the popular media rarely adequately report the results of the PDK/
Gallup education polls, I will do so here.
Probably the most important question in the poll concerns public opinion
regarding the diversion of public funds
to private schools. The very neutral
question that PDK/Gallup has used for
many years—to get a valid measure of
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opinion over a long span of time—is
this: “Do you favor or oppose allowing students and parents to choose
a private school to attend at public
expense?” In 2015, respondents were
opposed by a 57 percent to 31 percent
margin. The results have been similar
for many years; importantly, they track
the outcomes of some twenty-eight
state referendum elections between
1966 and 2014 in which school vouchers, tax credits, and similar devices
for diverting public funds to private
schools were rejected by an average
two to one margin.
Especially interesting is how opinion
breaks down along political party preference lines. Republicans (R) are evenly
divided, 46 to 46 percent. Democrats
(D) are opposed by 71 to 16 percent,
and Independents (I) are opposed by
63 to 29 percent.
The PDK/Gallup poll question is so
neutral that it does not even hint that
the overwhelming majority of private
schools are operated by two dozen
or more pervasively sectarian Catholic,
Protestant, Jewish, and Muslim systems. It should be obvious that public
funding of pervasively sectarian private
schools would increase fragmentation
of the school population along religious, ideological, social class, ethnic,
and other lines.
Equally important are the results of
poll questions about how the public
rates public schools. Asked to give public schools nationally an A, B, C, D, or F
rating, a mere 21 percent of all respondents gave public schools nationally
an A or B. Public-school parents rated
19 percent A or B. Here is how party
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preferences break down: R, 15 percent;
D, 23 percent; I, 24 percent. When
asked to rate the schools “in your community,” the A or B rating jumped to
51 percent overall and 57 percent of
public-school parents. These were the
results according to party preference:
R, 54 percent; D, 55 percent; I, 48 percent. When asked to grade the “school

“. . . Public funding of pervasively sectarian private schools
would increase fragmentation of
the school population along religious, ideological, social class,
ethnic, and other lines.”

your oldest child attends,” 70 percent
of public-school parents gave an A or B
rating. The results by party preference
were: R, 66 percent; D, 75 percent; I, 74
percent. In thirty years of using this rating question, the resulting percentages
have been remarkably similar.
The negative national rating seems
to be related to the unending propaganda war against public schools
by sectarian and conservative special
interests seeking tax support for private and charter schools. Of course, too
many public schools are suffering from
inadequate and inequitably distributed
funding, excessively large classes, continuing segregation by race and class,
excessive testing that crowds out useful
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instruction, teacher burnout, and other
factors.
Moving on, 67 percent of public-school parents say there is too much
emphasis on testing, which accelerated
under the George W. Bush administration’s No Child Left Behind law.
One reaction to the over-testing is the
recent “opt-out” movement in which
parents withdraw their children from
comprehensive testing. Public-school
parents support opt-out by 47 percent
to 40 percent. Further, conservatives
would like to base teacher evaluations
on student test performance, which
would clearly work to the disadvantage of teachers of lower socioeco-

“. . . 67 percent of public-school
parents say there is too much
emphasis on testing. . . .”

nomic status students. The Gallup poll
found respondents opposed to this by
55 percent to 43 percent, though a
separate poll by telephone registered
opposition at 63 percent to 37 percent.
As is well-known, Common Core
state standards (for math and reading) have become controversial, and
at this point in time parents polled
are opposed to Common Core by 54
percent to 25 percent. Let me recommend veteran teacher Dr. Mercedes K.
Schneider’s important, well researched
and documented new book, Common
Core Dilemma: Who Owns Our Schools?
(Williston, Vt.: Teachers College Press,
2015). Schneider shows that the whole
Common Core movement has been
promoted by well-funded private interests that involve few actual experienced
educators—but many who salivate at
the chance to find profit in the $500
billion–plus K–12 education arena.
While Common Core is essentially
a top-down federally promoted pro52

Free Inquiry

gram, the overwhelming majority of
Americans favor state and local decision-making on textbooks, teaching
methods, student accountability, and
testing. As for the funding of public
education, 42 percent say this should be
done by each state, while federal and
local support should be split 28 percent
to 28 percent. In today’s real world,
about 10 percent of school funding
comes from the federal government
while state and local governments each
provide about 45 percent. Of course
the formulas vary widely from state to
state. Ironically, “red” states generally
get more federal aid than “blue” states.
With all the ballyhoo and puffery
about publicly funded charter schools
in recent years, it is not surprising that
in this year’s Gallup poll, respondents
favored charters by 64 to 25 percent.
Unknown is how many respondents are
aware of the 2009 and 2014 Stanford
University CREDO studies of charters.
The 2014 study found that nearly 40
percent of charter schools are worse
than regular public schools, while
fewer than 20 percent of them are
better—and that mainly because they
are selective in ways that regular public schools cannot be. Further, charter
schools nationwide are racked with all
sorts of scandals, few of which are adequately reported.
When asked what is the biggest
problem facing public schools, the
leading answer by far is “lack of financial support,” followed further down by
the related problem of “overcrowded
schools.” But educators have always
known this.

T

o wrap this up, let me repeat:
American public schools are under
attack by a confluence of conservative,
Republican, private, profit-seeking, and
clericalist private interests who would
privatize education, enrich private
corporations, reduce teaching to the
level of widget manufacturing, ruin
the teaching profession, destroy public-employee unions, undermine religious liberty and church-state separation, and fragment school populations
along religious, ideological, socioeco-
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nomic, ethnic, and other lines. Sadly, all
this gets far too little media attention.
How to keep informed? One good
way is through leading educator Diane
Ravitch’s blog, a rich, daily update on
what’s going on in this field. Then there
is Americans for Religious Liberty’s quarterly journal Voice of Reason, which I
have edited for the last thirty-four years.
Books I would recommend include Diane
Ravitch’s Reign of Error: The Hoax of the
Privatization Movement and the Danger
to America’s Public Schools (2013);
Christopher and Sarah Lubienski’s The
Public School Advantage: Why Public
Schools Outperform Private Schools
(2014); Michael Fabricant and Michelle
Fine’s Charter Schools and the Corporate
Makeover of Public Education (2012); and
Mercedes Schneider’s A Chronicle of
Echoes: Who’s Who in the Implosion of
American Public Education (2014).

Edd Doerr is the president of Americans for
Religious Liberty and a former president of
the American Humanist Association. He is a
columnist and senior editor of F ree I nquiry .

God on Trial

God and Rape

Gary Whittenberger

T

he rape of girls and women by
boys and men in the United States
is a serious problem. In 2010,
there were approximately 2.1 rapes for
every 1,000 females, and 35 percent of
the victims received medical treatment
for resulting injuries.* The problem
is widespread throughout the world,
although some countries do not document it very well.
But what does this have to do with
God? I’m going to try to show that the
occurrence of rape means that God
does not exist.
The initial formulation of my argument is straightforward:
1. If God were to exist, then men
wouldn’t rape women.
2. But men do rape women.
3. Therefore, God does not exist.
By “God” I am referring to the hypothetical eternal, all-knowing, all-powerful, and perfectly good person, intelligent agent, or mind who allegedly
created and rules our universe and who
sometimes communicates his wishes
and commands to human persons. This
is the god that most Jews, Christians,
Muslims, and Mormons believe to exist
and worship. In referring to God, I
will follow tradition and use the male
pronouns “he,” “him,” and “his,” even
though many modern theologians say
that God has no gender. By “rape” I am
referring to an act of sexual intercourse,
sexual penetration, or the attempt at it
in which one party uses force or threat
*Marcus Berzofsky, Christopher Krebs,
Lynn Langton, Michael Planty, and Hope
Smiley-McDonald, “Female Victims Of Sexual
Violence, 1994–2010,” Bureau of Justice
Statistics NCJ 240655, March 7, 2013.

of force against the other. My threestep argument may be expanded in the
following way:
Argument from Rape Against the
Existence of God
1. If God exists, then he is perfectly
good.
2. If God is perfectly good, then he has
never committed a single immoral
act.
3. If a man rapes a woman, then this
act is an immoral act.
4. If any intelligent agent creates men
capable of raping women, then this
creative act is also an immoral act.
5. If God created our universe, then he
created men with all their capabilities because men are part of our
universe.
6. If God never committed a single
immoral act, then he did not create
men capable of raping women.
7. If men weren’t capable of raping
women, then men wouldn’t rape
women.
8. But men do rape women.
9. Therefore, God does not exist.
Premises 1 and 5 follow directly from
the definition of God. Premise 2 is true
because anything perfect in a particular way cannot have any flaws in that
way, and committing an immoral act
is a flaw in goodness. Premise 3 is true
because it correctly classifies rape as an
immoral act, defined as the intentional
or negligent harming of one person by
another person without rational justification. I will provide a full explanation
of premise 4 below. Premise 6 follows
logically from premises 2 and 4. Premise
7 follows from a proper understanding
secularhumanism.org

of capability. Something incapable of
an action cannot perform the action,
but something capable of an action
might perform the action. Premise 8
is an empirical fact. In its entirety, the
argument is valid and the conclusion
at step 9 follows logically from the
preceding eight premises. So, have I
proven that God does not exist? I think
so, but most religious people would
probably disagree with the argument,
as have those with whom I’ve spoken
so far. Let’s examine the most common
objections.

“I’m going to try to show that
the occurrence of rape means
that God does not exist.”

Objection 1: “Your argument against
God is the height of arrogance. What
gall you have!” This doesn’t point out
any flaw in the argument; it just implies
that the argument should not be made
at all. But it should be made! It is not
arrogant to challenge the cherished
beliefs of others. The question of God’s
existence is an important philosophical
one, and arguments have been and
should continue to be made both for
and against God’s existence. I think
that if God did exist, he would welcome free inquiry and the application
of reason to the question of his own
existence.
Objection 2: “Of course it is an
immoral act if a man rapes a woman,
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but it would not be an immoral act
if an intelligent agent were to create
men who rape women. A creator would
not be responsible for the behavior of
his creatures, especially if he gives free
will to his creatures, as God gave to
human persons. And so, the rapist alone
is totally responsible for the rape!” This
objection doesn’t work because any
intelligent agent who has at least a
minimal knowledge of relevant future
consequences and participates in the
causal chain of events that results in
one person intentionally or negligently
harming another person is partly and
proportionally responsible, culpable, or
blameworthy for the harm. I suggest
that the degree of culpability is propor-

“We also know that if God
existed and if he had a
reasonable justification for
creating men capable of raping
women, he would have
already clearly presented the
justification to us.”

tional to (1) proximity in time and space
to the final harmful act, (2) foreknowledge of the act, (3) intention to commit
the act, and (4) power to do otherwise.
The getaway driver in a bank robbery is partly responsible for the crime
even though he or she doesn’t enter
the bank. Osama bin Laden was partly
responsible for the September 11,
2001, attacks because he planned and
directed the attacks, even though he
didn’t fly the planes. The CEO of an oil
drilling company is partly responsible
for an oil spill if he or she skimps on
personnel, machinery, and safety procedures when extracting the oil. If we
assume that a god created men, then
that god had the choice to create men
capable of raping women or incapable
of raping women. That is, he had the
choice to give men the free will to rape
women or to restrict their free will. No
rapes of women by men would ever
occur if a god had made the latter
54
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choice, and so the god would be at
least partly responsible for the consequences of that choice.
A similar objection is the “robot
challenge,” which goes something like
this: “Sure, men wouldn’t rape women
if they didn’t have free will, but if they
didn’t have free will, then they would
just be robots, and that would be a very
bad thing. The good of free will outweighs any bad that may come from
some men abusing their free will by
raping women.” This objection doesn’t
work, since the value of the freedom
of men to rape women does not outweigh the value of the freedom of
women from rape if men were incapable of rape. Most men (I’m one) would
gladly give up their free will to rape
women in exchange for the safety of
the women they love (especially their
mothers, sisters, daughters, and wives),
which would be guaranteed if no men
were to have the free will to rape any
women! Men who lacked the free will
to rape might be robots in one specific
way but not in all ways. Instead, they
would be robot-human hybrids, which
is what we all may be anyway. If he
existed, because he would be all-powerful, God could easily create men incapable of rape, and that’s exactly what
he would do if he were perfectly good.
And then there is the “Devil
Defense,” which goes something like
this: “God is not even partly responsible
for men raping women, but the Devil
certainly is.” This objection would not
excuse God, since if he had created
men incapable of raping women, then
the Devil would not be able to undo his
work and cause men to rape. After all,
God is assumed to be omnipotent; the
Devil is not. Besides, if the Devil existed,
God would be responsible for a moral
error in creating him!
Objection 3: “Your mere human
morality does not apply to God who is
the creator and ruler of our universe.”
This might be called the doctrine of
“Divine Exceptionalism,” analogous to
“American Exceptionalism.” Although
I am applying a morality devised by
human persons, this morality is applicable to all intelligent agents, persons,
and minds, regardless of whom they
might be or where they might exist. So I
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am applying what might be called “The
Panuniversal Ethics of Persons” to the
hypothetical God. In this view, all persons (even gods and aliens, if they exist)
have moral obligations to all other persons. No person, regardless of power,
authority, skill, ability, or creation status, is exempted from the requirement
to treat all other persons morally. This
same principle is embodied in our idea
of “equal justice and accountability
under the law.” Most secular humanists
embrace these principles.
Objection 4: “Yes, rape is bad, but
overall the good that comes from it outweighs the bad. So, when God made
men capable of rape, he was justified in
his action.” According to some religious
people, among the good things that
result from rape are the increase in courage and self-defense skills of the women
who endured it, the increase in compassion in those who help the victims,
and the increase in self-control as men
learn to restrain their rape impulses. This
illustrates the “soul-making defense” of
John Hick.* But this objection doesn’t
work either. Although it is possible that
the good things that result from rape
might outweigh the bad in a particular
case, this almost never happens, and
the opposite is true for the aggregate.
This becomes obvious if you ask women
who have been raped: “Would you like
to be raped again? Would you like other
women to have the complete experience of rape? Would you wish this on
your mother, daughter, or best friend?”
The resounding answers are “Hell no!” If
the good of rape outweighed the bad,
then their answers would probably be
overwhelmingly “yes.”
But suppose that the benefits of
rape did outweigh the harms. Would
that mean that God would be justified in creating men capable of raping
women? No, it wouldn’t. Why? Because
God, being all-powerful, could achieve
the same benefits by some other act
leading to no harm or less harm. God
would have better options.
Related to this issue is the claim:
“God might have a reasonable justification for creating men capable of raping
women but you just don’t know about
*John Hick, Evil and the God of Love (London:
MacMillan, 1966).

it. After all, you are not all-knowing, as
God is.” However, I don’t need to be
all-knowing to know that if he existed,
God could not have a reasonable justification. All that I have to know, or anyone has to know, is what it would mean
for any person to be all-powerful, as
God is alleged to be. Any all-powerful
person could do anything logically possible. And so, if he existed, God would
be powerful enough to achieve any
benefits stemming from rape by doing
something other than enabling men to
rape women. God could not be impotent to do something in particular and
be omnipotent at the same time! And
God would pursue the creation of men
incapable of raping women because
he would be perfectly good. We also
know that if God existed and if he
had a reasonable justification for creating men capable of raping women, he
would have already clearly presented
the justification to us. That’s what good
persons do when they cause harm: they
give an account of their actions.
When we take our children to the
doctor for vaccinations, we cause our

children harm, but it is justified. Why?
Because (1) the benefit resulting from
immunity to diseases outweighs the
harm from the pain of the injection and
(2) we have no other options for gaining the benefit by producing no harm
or less harm. This two-pronged justification for harming somebody would
not be met by a god who created
men capable of raping women. His act
would be immoral.
Objection 5: “When God created
men to be capable of raping women,
he was giving them the opportunity
to show their love to him. When God
commands men to not rape women,
and they resist their impulse to rape,
they are showing their love to God and
He will return that love.” This objection
is ridiculous. Obedience to commands
is not equivalent to love or even necessary to it. Besides, if life were an obedience game, God could command men
to eat plants and not animals (or give
some other benign command) rather
than give them the capability to rape
women and command them to resist
the urge to rape. It would be immoral
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to create an obedience game where
women are harmed. An all-powerful
person has better options.

P

erhaps new objections will be
offered to my argument. I welcome
them. But I don’t think any of the
objections I have heard so far are credible. In my opinion, the premises of my
argument are true, the internal logic
is valid, and so the conclusion must be
true. Those who dispute my argument
are in the embarrassing and unenviable
position of trying to justify the rape of
women by men.
If God did exist, then men wouldn’t
rape women. But men do rape women.
So, God does not exist. Shall we plan a
funeral for the God concept? I think so.
It’s about time!

Gary Whittenberger is a writer and retired
psychologist living in Tallahassee, Florida.
He is a member of several freethought
groups, including the Center for Inquiry.
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Humanism at Large

Death

Richard G. Dumont

I

t has been about forty-five years
since I first became interested in
studying death in a scholarly manner. At the time, I was an assistant professor of sociology at Bates College in
Lewiston, Maine. At Bates, all seniors
were required to write a thesis, a select

“The strategy to ensure the best
possible afterlife outcome was
to avoid or minimize sinning. The
problem was that there were so
many ready ways to sin.”

subset of which consisted of honors
theses. One of my students, Dennis C.
Foss, chose to write his honors thesis
on the topic of death. Subsequently,
he and I collaborated in expanding
and refining his original work into
our 1972 book, The American View of
Death: Acceptance or Denial?
In the early 1970s, I am reasonably
certain that I lacked awareness of the
term secular humanist. I was, however,
a skeptic. Born in 1940 and raised in
the Catholic tradition, by my early teen
56
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years I actually considered entering the
priesthood or becoming a Brother of
Christian Instruction.
What happened to change the trajectory of my religiosity? It’s difficult
to answer, exactly. What comes to
mind, though, is the recollection of my
emerging commitments to the values
of reason, science, integrity, compassion, and the search for “truth.”
During the time I was a “believer,”
the acknowledged belief in the reality of death was nonproblematic, relatively. I believed: (1) There is an afterlife; (2) The afterlife consists of the
alternative destinations of: (a) heaven,
(b) hell, (c) purgatory, and (d) limbo;
and (3) How I behaved in this life would
determine where I would spend the
next. Acknowledging all this reality
puts a lot of pressure on a person, to
say the least.
Although the notions of heaven and
hell are well understood by most, purgatory and limbo may be less familiar
to those not raised in the Catholic tradition. Purgatory is that place in the
afterlife reserved for souls that are not
quite pure enough to be allowed entry
into heaven. Limbo is that place just
above hell set aside for the souls of
infants who die before being baptized.
The strategy to ensure the best possible afterlife outcome was to avoid
or minimize sinning. The problem was
that there were so many ready ways
to sin. In that regard, it was important to distinguish between two types
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of sin, venial and mortal. Venial sins
were relatively minor, such as telling
a little white lie or stealing ten cents
from your mother’s pocketbook, which
I confess that I actually did in my childhood. Mortal sins, on the other hand,
if unconfessed and unforgiven, could
gain you entry into hell.
Particularly challenging was the
reality that mortal sins were so easily committed. The “seven deadly sins”
were lust, gluttony, greed, sloth, wrath,
envy, and pride. I still remember vividly
a large mural in my Catholic elementary
classroom depicting hell, accessible by
seven portals and replete with raging fires, within which danced pitchfork-bearing and horned demons.
Not a day passed when I didn’t commit at least three of the seven deadly
sins. Woe was me. The accompanying
emotions of fear and guilt functioned
as important mechanisms of social control. Combined with the laws of the
state, most Catholics were under tremendous pressure to walk the “straight
and narrow” most of the time.
But now that I self-identify as a secular humanist and deny the reality of
the heaven, hell, purgatory, and limbo
alternative afterlife destinations, my
thoughts turn to my legacy and how
my behavior in life might affect it. First
and foremost, legacy is a social phenomenon, but it also has an important
biological component through genetic
transmission to one’s progeny: children, grandchildren, great-grandchil-

dren, and so on.
In contemplating one’s social legacy, three fundamental questions
come to mind, with particular salience
attributable to the first two: (1) Who
will remember me? (2) How will I be
remembered? and (3) For how long will
I be remembered?
It is probably the case that most
persons will be remembered by their
progeny for one or two generations.
Genealogy buffs undoubtedly can
stretch the memory band considerably
longer.
In that regard, I can trace my roots
to seventeenth-century France, in particular to the province of Normandy.
My early ancestor, Jacques Guiret dit

Dumont, migrated to Quebec province,
Canada, in 1790. My father was born
in Trois Pistoles, Quebec, in 1917. In
that same year, my mother was born in
Sanford, Maine.
Regarding my social legacy, I hope
that my attempts to live my life according to secular humanist beliefs, values,
and prescribed behaviors will be determinative. This involves commitments to
reason, science, integrity, and compassion. Am I uniformly and consistently
in conformity with these principles? Of
course not; I am human, after all. But I
do try to the best of my limited abilities.
How long will I be remembered?
The answer to that question may very
well be largely dependent upon the

volume of sales of my two recent books,
Economic Inequality and What YOU Can
Do about It (2012) and When Hate
Happens, So Does Other Bad Stuff
(2013). Such is life.

Richard G. Dumont is a retired sociologist
whose last two poitions were president of
the University of Maine at Fort Kent (1989–
1996) and University of Maine System
professor of sociology (1996–2000). His
ongoing research interests include economic inequality, hate groups, and death
and dying.
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The Faith I Left Behind

The Light of Doubt

T

he first time doubt came into my
mind, it was like a light shining
in a dark place where I had long
since mistaken shadows for reality. I
was fourteen, alone, and in my room. I
had come home after school, and I was
praying to God about my sins of the
day, as I did every day. Confessing and
weeping, deploring myself, I sought
that feeling of bliss that I associated
with forgiveness. It had always come,
but sometimes not until after long
periods of self-debasement.

“As I knelt on the floor, suddenly
a thought came to me unbidden.
What if this was all made up?”

On that particular day, it didn’t
come. As I knelt on the floor, suddenly
a thought came to me unbidden. What
if this was all made up? What if this
was all in my own mind and the feeling
of forgiveness was something I was
only giving to myself? A doubt crept
in from somewhere into my carefully
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Shawn Dawson

constructed world. What if I was just
deceiving myself? I could not dismiss
the thought. Nothing was the same
afterward.
I made it through the next few years,
pretending to be a good Christian—by
my evangelical understanding, which I
now see as rather narrow—but hiding
private doubts. An older man came up
to me one day after church when I was
in grade twelve. He said to be careful
when I went off to university lest I be
corrupted by the world and lose my
faith. I mumbled something polite in
return, but a part of me did not agree.
What was he so afraid of? Some part of
me wanted to know things beyond this
narrow church, this small town, these
cloistered beliefs.
I came to the University of Regina
that fall, a small-town kid in the (relatively) big city. I loved it. I was an
undistinguished student in big lecture
halls, but I was on my own. I was free
to be me, to try new things, to think for
myself. I just needed space to unfold.
I stumbled upon philosophy in my
first year. I needed a humanities course
to get a computer-science degree, my
declared major about which I was having major misgivings after two classes.
Philosophy 100, that crazy class with
a syllabus both outrageous and somehow intriguing, caught my eye. I don’t
think I managed more than a decent
mark in my introductory philosophy
class, but it made its mark on me. Soon
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I was majoring in it, practicality be
damned.
Twenty-six years later, I feel I know
myself, partly due to the liberating
effects of philosophy and science (discovered later) on my dogma. I have
shed those religious claims I used
to believe were untouchable. I now
regard them as either highly unlikely
to be true or too unclear in meaning to
tell (depending on the particular case).
I’ve shed almost all the guilt, too.
My personal philosophy is fairly simple. I must be responsible to myself and
to the people in my life and on this
planet. Life is what we make of it, and
our loves and friendships, work and
commitments, hopes and dreams make
all the difference. There is no afterlife—
no heaven, hell, or reincarnation—to
give us false hope or fill us with false
fears. However, there is meaning in this
finite life, just as there is beauty in flowers, even though they last only a short
while. I hope to make my mark—however small—do my best, love and be
loved, and enjoy it while it lasts.

Shawn Dawson is a humanist living in
Canada. He is a contributing author to the
anthology Voices of Humanism (Rocketday
Arts, 2014) and has been published in periodicals such as The Humanist Perspective
and Skeptic, as well as F ree I nquiry .
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The Bombastic ‘Mr. Atheist Pants’

Tom Flynn

I

f you know David Silverman, reading
Fighting God is like being stuck in an
elevator with him. All day. Mostly I
mean that in a good way. Silverman’s
outsize personality, puckish humor,
and moral outrage bubble from the
book’s every page.
For those who don’t know him, David
Silverman (or as Stephen Colbert dubbed
him, “Mr. Atheist Pants”) is the president
who put American Atheists (AA) back on
the map. Long the most visible pure-atheist organization, AA foundered after the
1995 disappearance of founder Madalyn
Murray O’Hair, son John Garth Murray,
and adopted daughter Robin Murray
O’Hair. (They were later found to have
been kidnapped, robbed, and murdered
by a disgruntled former employee.) Ellen
Johnson stepped into the leadership vacuum and enjoyed some successes, notably 2002’s Godless Americans March on
Washington (GAMOW), at the time the
largest-ever public gathering of unbelievers. (The Council for Secular Humanism
was a GAMOW cosponsor.) Dismissed
after conflict with AA’s board of directors,
Johnson was replaced by former Council
for Secular Humanism Executive Director
Ed Buckner, who brought long-overdue
order to AA’s financial and administrative structures. Silverman succeeded him
in 2010 (the first bilaterally voluntary
transition of power in AA’s history) and
quickly blazed new trails, most notably
through his key role in 2012’s Reason
Rally, the twenty-thousand-person celebration on the National Mall includ-

Fighting God: An Atheist Manifesto for a Religious
World, by David Silverman (New York: Thomas
Dunne Books, 2015, ISBN 978-1-250-06484-4)
271 pp. Hardcover, $26.99.

ing almost every national freethought
organization. The Reason Rally delivered
on everything the earlier GAMOW had
merely promised.
Strident, unafraid to criticize all religions harshly and be called a dick for
doing it, Silverman’s “firebrand atheism”
is a strong brew. But there’s no denying that in a media environment hugely
changed from O’Hair’s day, Silverman
restored American Atheists to its role as
the Marines of the freethought movement.
Fighting God is breezy and engaging.
Silverman understands that his may be
the first or only atheist book many of his
readers will encounter, so he strives to
nail down the basics. He argues clearly
(and in my view, correctly) that atheism is simply the absence of belief in
a transcendent god. Positive denial of
God’s existence is not required; the mere
absence of god-belief makes one an
atheist. “If you don’t have any belief
secularhumanism.org

in any literal god(s), but you absolutely
hate the word atheist—tough shit, you’re
still an atheist.” More jarring is his claim
that “Atheism is perfect. . . . In the history
of mankind, atheism has never had a

“Silverman’s outsize
personality, puckish humor,
and moral outrage bubble
from the book’s every page.”

single moment of failure” (emphasis in
original). But when he’s done explaining it, the claim holds up, at least in the
limited sense that no one has conclusively proven the existence of a god,
which would refute atheism’s central
contention. Such is Silvermanic bombast
in action.
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Silverman argues that when AA
behaves outrageously, that helps more
restrained activists (say, the Center for
Inquiry) appear more mainstream. I share
his enthusiasm for the Overton Window,
the idea that if you can convince society
to shift what it considers the outermost
boundaries of acceptable discourse, the
perceived “middle of the road” will shift
with it. But sometimes Silverman goes
beyond sharp-elbowed rhetoric: in an
extended section on atheist nose-counting, Silverman contends that atheists are
far more numerous than most social scientists think, because so many either
keep their atheism hidden or do not
realize that they are atheists (he’s talking
to you, agnostics). This may be true, but
his assertion that “the number of atheists in America today approaches eightyseven million” strains credulity. A more
defensible estimate is that seventy-two
million Americans claim no religious
identification, with fewer than a tenth
of them identifying as atheists, agnostics, or humanists. (Even if there are four
closet atheists for every open one, that
doesn’t get you to eighty-seven million
atheists.) Equally debatable is a bravura
statistical extrapolation that one million
Americans call themselves atheists today
solely because of AA’s activism. Still, even
when you suspect Silverman of fudging
his facts, his enthusiasm and energy are
infectious.
Silverman’s narrative encompasses
every development during his years at
AA, from the harsh yuletide billboards in
Times Square and the campaign against
the “9/11 cross” to AA’s overture to the
Conservative Political Action Committee.
Though he’s never shy about taking his
own side, he gets this history largely right.
But Fighting God has a more substantive problem. Ironically, when the world’s
most outspoken atheist waxes philosophical about atheism, he unnecessarily constricts its scope. Recall his statement that
“If you don’t have any belief in any literal
god(s),” you’re an atheist. Elsewhere he
writes, “All the meaningful definitions of
the word religion include a deity.” If we
are meant to take these and similar passages in the book seriously, for Silverman
atheism is solely the absence of belief in
a traditional (supreme, supernatural, personal) deity. Religions are only those institutions that proclaim such traditional dei60

Free Inquiry

ties. From this it would follow that Taoism,
Jainism, and branches of Buddhism (to
name just a few) that teach a supernatural world-order but not a transcendent
god are not religions. Does Silverman’s
atheism really provide no platform for
criticizing these life stances? Of greater
concern, is it incapable of forging strong
bonds with a thoroughgoing philosophical naturalism that rejects not only personal gods but any supernatural realm
whatever, personal or otherwise? I don’t
buy it. The David Silverman I know—the
guy who wrote “Not calling bullshit on
bullshit is bullshit”—extends no greater
credit to, say, a system of karma that
administers justice across lifetimes with
no personal god in the driver’s seat than
he does to God or Allah. My guess is that
Silverman wanted to keep his discussions
of atheism simple and direct, so he stuck
to the language of “literal god(s)” in order
to avoid digressions into how atheism
entails disbelief in supernaturalism of all
sorts. It’s understandable, but the philosophical shortcut wound up painting him
into a minor corner.
Two other minor annoyances are
worth noting. Fighting God has ample
documentation, but almost every note
(aside from, ironically, Scripture quotations) references an online source, not
a book, newspaper, magazine, or other
form of traditional media. The problem is
that web addresses tend to be ephemeral,
while hardbound books have the potential to endure. Those URLs work now, but
open Fighting God five years from now
and numerous links will be broken. This
will be doubly vexing with media such as
foreign newspapers whose naming conventions don’t weave author names, subject references, or even plain-language
dates into article URLs. Providing companion cites to print editions (or in the
case of television broadcasts, networkand-date citations in addition to YouTube
links) would have been helpful.
My second annoyance is not Silver
man’s doing. In a laudable discussion
of a “draw Muhammad” protest initiative, he wanted to include a drawing of
Muhammad—but his publisher wouldn’t
allow it. Shame, shame, Thomas Dunne
Books; you have now been chided by an
editor who does run Muhammad cartoons.
All told, David Silverman’s Fighting
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God is like Silverman himself—bigger
than life, over-the-top, usually very
entertaining, occasionally dumbfounding. If you’re a student of the movement, this book is must reading. And if,
after spending your proverbial day in
the elevator with Silverman, you decide
that his firebrand activism is too hot for
you to handle, you can always get more
involved with the Center for Inquiry. Just
ask Dave—we’re the “touchy-feely”
ones.

POEM

Snowflake Strike
Chris O’Carroll

T

he snowflake makers’ union said,
“We’re going out on strike
Against the rule that tells us no
Two flakes can be alike.
“Every water molecule
Is more or less the same,
So when we cobble them together,
Why in Heaven’s name
“Can we not turn out multiples
Of the patterns we like best?
The one-and-done rule spoils our fun.
We’re striking to protest.
“We pride ourselves on our designs,
Which outshine rain and hail.
But infinite variety
Has, frankly, gotten stale.”

Chris O’Carroll is a writer and an actor. His
poems have appeared in Angle, Asses of
Parnassus, Light, Literary Review, and The
Rotary Dial, among other print and online
journals, and in the anthology Poems for
a Liminal Age, published to raise funds for
Doctors Without Borders.

Finding Your Best Self

Andy Norman

R

oy Speckhardt is the executive
director of the American Humanist
Association (AHA) and well placed
to assess the contemporary humanist movement. His new book, Creating
Change Through Humanism, is both
a work of progressive advocacy and
a detailed status report from the
front lines of America’s culture war. It
explores humanism’s role in bringing
about social change while also meeting
the need for a “plain-spoken, modern introduction to humanism.” Those
shopping for a worldview are likely to
appreciate its practical, no-nonsense
approach to explaining how a lived
humanism can afford meaning and
purpose. Of course, those who already
self-identify as humanists won’t need
the introduction. Still, they’re likely to
benefit from—and in some cases, be
outraged by—Speckhardt’s contention
that humanism calls us to progressive
social action.
Creating Change examines the religious Right’s assault on church-state
separation and shows that well-funded
ideologues really are pushing America
“down a path toward theocratic despotism.” This makes it an important
wake-up call for those who haven’t followed the rise of Christian Dominionism
in America. (Speckhardt’s summary of
recent legal developments and their
implications for church-state separation
are exceptionally clear and useful.) He
looks at the discriminatory attitudes that
nonreligious Americans face and confronts the bigoted idea that we can’t be
good without God. Speckhardt also provides an evidence-based response to the
propagandistic myth that America was
founded as a “Christian nation.”
Speckhardt describes the AHA’s many
noble efforts to defend humanist prin-

Creating Change Through Humanism, by Roy Speckhardt
(Washington, D.C.: Humanist Press, 2015, ISBN 978-0-93177965-7) 172 pp. Softcover, $18.99.
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ciples but neglects to mention a particularly ill-advised legal brief seeking to
carve out free-exercise rights for humanist prisoners. In the brief, the AHA indicated a willingness to stipulate that secular humanism is equivalent to religion
for establishment clause purposes—a
stipulation that is both philosophically
questionable and legally dangerous. (The
Center for Inquiry and the AHA see eye
to eye on many things but not on this
issue.)
Speckhardt takes an interesting
if controversial approach to movement-building when he invites Christians,
Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, and Muslims
who embrace core humanist values to
“add ‘humanist’ as an additional [identity] designation.” In the same way that
we include humanist Jews and Unitarian
humanists, we might also embrace Hindu
humanists and humanistic Catholics. It
may stretch the meaning of “humanist”
to attach it to like-minded people who
still identify as religious—or still flirt with
theism—but the approach does have the
merit of being inclusive and welcoming.
One can question the strategic wisdom
of blurring the lines in this way, but I
suspect that it is tactically smart to share
the “humanist” designation with those
attempting to cross the psychological
secularhumanism.org

minefield of religious de-conversion.
Speckhardt also explains how
humanists can support their values and
lead richer, more fulfilling lives by “coming out” of the humanist closet.

A

ll good stuff. What really animates
Speckhardt’s book, though, is its attention to the question of humanism’s
relationship to progressive change. He
notes that humanistic ideals have long
driven progressive change—from the
scientific revolution to the Enlightenment, from the abolition of slavery to
the civil rights movement, from women’s liberation to marriage equality.
Today’s humanists, he suggests, are
galvanizing action on the environment,
climate change, overpopulation, reproductive freedom, substance abuse,
church-state separation, and death
with dignity.
“Progressive,” though, is a contested
concept. It is commonly used to denote
the politics of the center-Left. Some
humanists will object that humanism
does not entail the ideological commitments of the political Left, and this objection has merit. True humanists understand that policy questions should not
be settled by ideological leaning but by
shared objectives and open-minded,
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empirical investigation of likely consequences. Sometimes, such investigation
yields a politically-left-of-center policy recommendation, and sometimes
it yields a right-of-center (or more libertarian) policy recommendation. Real
humanists decide these things on a caseby-case basis.
Speckhardt’s contention that humanism entails progressive activism will likely
disgruntle right-of-center humanists. If
they can bring themselves to interpret
“progressive” in the relatively generic
sense of “movement in the direction of
greater, more widespread, and more

“. . . Creating Change Through
Humanism, is both a work of progressive advocacy and a detailed
status report from the front lines
of America’s culture war.”

sustainable wellbeing,” though, they’re
likely to find Speckhardt’s conclusions
more congenial and his arguments more
rewarding. Other humanists, content
with their worldview but politically apathetic, may find themselves provoked to
rethink their political apathy. (One can
only hope.)
For Speckhardt, humanism is not
just historically or contingently linked to
human progress. For him, the connection
is more intimate and profound. “Being
a humanist,” he writes, “means living
on the creative edge of our culture”; it
means accepting responsibility for leading progressive change. Real humanists,
he implies, take action to change the
world for the better.
This claim—arguably the central
claim of the book—has an interesting
double significance. For self-identified
humanists, the message is clear: it is not
enough to have a humanist outlook; real
humanists put their values into action.
Yes, a humanist must develop a clear,
reality-based view of the human condition, but he or she must also work
to improve that condition. For those of
us who already identify as humanists,
then, the book is, as Speckhardt puts it,
62
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“a call to action.” This makes it a needed
antidote to the apolitical apathy and academic quietism that infect so many on
the Left. To paraphrase Edmund Burke:
all that is necessary for the triumph of
evil is that the relatively well-educated
do nothing.
If you need an “introduction to
humanism,” though, you’re apt to experience Speckhardt’s central claim differently. You’re likely to wonder whether
humanism is the right philosophical
outlook for you, in which case the idea
that “humanists are ahead of the cultural curve” might well strike you as an
excellent reason to become a humanist.
In effect, Speckhardt is saying: “Become
a humanist and join the cultural vanguard!”
Is there any reason, though, to think
that humanism is essentially progressive? Actually, there is. The connection
becomes clear if we define “progress”
in what I have called its generic sense—
as movement toward greater worldly
well-being. Humanism’s commitment to
evidence-based belief revision compels
us to constantly sharpen our understanding of reality, and our emphasis on critical reflection helps to keep our ideals
thoughtfully aligned with real, worldly
wellbeing. (By contrast, value systems
based on the imagined wishes of an
inscrutable being, or warped by blind
obedience to an ancient text, needn’t
serve human interests at all; in fact, they
often subvert them.) Also, humanism’s
commitment to scientific inquiry yields
real knowledge of cause and effect—and
with it, understanding of what works to
promote worldly well-being. (Contrast
this, for example, with prayer.) For all
these reasons, humanism is a comparatively reliable guide to a life fulfilled
by effective contributions to positive
change. In effect, Speckhardt is saying:
“Want to matter? Be a humanist!”

A

religious identity provides a convenient way of signaling that one
stands for something. For example,
many older Americans identify as Christian because, when they chose the label,
it was possible to equate Christianity
with love, charity, and forgiveness—values they could get behind. The rise of
Christian fundamentalism, though, has
made it hard to maintain such a blin-
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kered view of what it means to be a
Christian: there are simply too many
prominent examples of hateful, intolerant, morally backward Christians. This
creates a real problem for young Americans: they seek a positive values identity,
and many aren’t finding it among the
religious identities on offer.
Presumably, a dynamic such as this
underlies the rapid rise of the so-called
“nones”—the record levels of religiously
unaffiliated Americans. It may also
explain the growing appeal of being
“spiritual but not religious.” Nones,
though, tend not to remain nones.
People need answers to basic existential
questions—questions such as: Who am
I? What do I stand for? and Why do I
matter?—and sooner or later, they take
up the categories and commitments that
effectively answer them.
Imagine that you’re a young
American trying to figure out who you
are. You want to be a source of positive
change in the world, but you’re not sure
which value system to get behind. You
wonder: Which of the various religious
and secular worldviews out there provides the best guide to living a fulfilling,
purpose-driven life?
You’re interested in how others approach this question, so you ask
around. You find that, for the most
part, people avoid thinking about these
things. In fact, they tend to come by their
values accidently. They stumble into one
or another profession, wind up part of
this or that religious community, make
a few friends, and absorb a set of values
not intentionally but by osmosis. You
think: “That’s no way to answer what
may be life’s most important question!
‘What will I stand for?’ merits a deliberate
answer, a mindful answer.” So what do
you do?
First, you read Roy Speckhardt’s Creat
ing Change Through Humanism. Second,
you embrace your inner humanist and
become a difference-making agent of
progressive change. Welcome, meaning-seekers, to the cultural vanguard!

Andy Norman is professor of philosophy at
Carnegie Mellon University.

A Classic Returns to the Rescue

Dale DeBakcsy

T

o be alive and sentient in the mid–
twentieth century was to walk with
horror as a matter of course. Hydrogen
bombs, the Cold War, Auschwitz,
McCarthyism, segregation . . . in a concentrated two decades, humanity
vomited forth all of its worst instincts
in a steadily burning inferno of self-destructive paranoia. In the face of that
onslaught philosophy either shut down
or went mad in despair.
Lights in that darkness were few,
but among the brightest was a trio of
books by Princeton philosopher Walter
Kaufmann, released from the very bowels of America’s jingoistic self-satisfaction: Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist,
Antichrist (1950), Critique of Religion and
Philosophy (1958), and The Faith of a
Heretic (1959). Taken together, they represented a fusion of the best of Europe’s
intellectual traditions and pointed a way
forward for American intellectual life
that made ruthless intellectual honesty
and humanistic courage the virtues of a
new, proudly heretical society, one that
might stand against the weakness and
conformity of Atomic Age prosperity.
The last of these books has just been
reprinted by Princeton University Press,
and it could not have come at a better
time for the freethinking community.
As we stand now in a polarized intellectual landscape where the enforced
brevities of Tweet culture encourages
the entrenchment of vapid dogmatisms
on all sides, so did Kaufmann look out
over an age where the bland but dangerous conformity of Billy Graham stood
opposed to the facile and confused nonbelief of existentialism’s less-gifted heirs.
One of the many campaigns waged in
this massive book is that against “intellectual gerrymandering,” by which
Kaufmann means the propensity to create a seductively unified narrative out of

The Faith of a Heretic, by Walter Kaufmann (Princeton and
Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2015, ISBN 978-0-69116548-6), 522 pp. Softcover, $17.95. With a new foreword
by Stanley Corngold.

favored scraps of a wildly diverse cultural
tradition.
Kaufmann’s great example of
intellectual gerrymandering is the Old
Testament. He reminds us that it is one
of the most heterogeneous works of
world literature, containing both flashes
of revolutionary social morality and
moments of abominable cruelty, both
the advanced religious skepticism of Job
and the horrendous slaughter of the
Jewish wars of expansion. For anybody
to say that the Old Testament represents
some single thing is, therefore, an act of
utter foolhardiness. Christians, in order to
make Jesus look more appealing, paint
it as a book of strict and inhuman laws
and thereby ignore the strong sense of
social duty that the Jewish Bible cultivates—a sense that the New Testament
abandons in favor of the glossy and crass
self-interest–mongering of the Sermon
on the Mount. And atheists are just as
guilty of focusing on the parts they find
heinous to construct a narrative that
suits their purposes while ignoring the
vast improvements made by, say, the
Mosaic Laws over those of the Code of
Hammurabi upon which they are based.
Gerrymandering is a splendid way to
make one’s pet philosophy look attractive, but it isn’t honest, and honesty is
Kaufmann’s watchword. This book, like
secularhumanism.org

Critique that preceded it, is a masterful
romp through the intellectual dishonesty of the world’s religious and intellectual traditions. From Socrates to Lao
Tze to Buddha to Heidegger to Graham,
from Jesus to Torquemada to McCarthy,
Kaufmann unveils his skill at dissecting
arguments and motivations to separate
those who genuinely and courageously
challenge the inhuman intellectual
conformity of their times (figures such
as Freud, Nietzsche, Goethe, and, yes,
Moses) from those who found ways to
maintain popularity by draping conformity and selfishness in the robes of seeming philosophical depth (Fromm, Jung,
Aquinas, and, yes, Jesus).
We as humans are always tempted
to let things be, to not speak up lest the
delicate social balance be disturbed by
our bad taste, and against this tendency
Kaufmann throws all the weight of his
massive scholarship. Humanity moves
forward by bold honesty that has as its
purpose the sympathetic tending of people. If you are not doing that, then what
are you using your life for? Kaufmann
challenges you to judge others, rudely
if need be, that they will then judge you
harshly and rudely in return, allowing
you to actually grow and change as a
person rather than festering in mutually
polite inertia. Why live if you aren’t going
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to change yourself, and how can you
change yourself if you don’t challenge
others to challenge you?
In the name of challenging others,
Kaufmann strikes hard at the drawling
confusion of modern academic philosophy, and the climate he describes is absolutely our own. There are the analysts,
who agonize over logical constructions
and avoid as a matter of principle anything that anybody would actually want
to know. There are the existentialists,
who are deeply interested in death and
alienation and all the things people care
to know about but whose writings are
such a tangled mass of repetitive jargon
that nobody actually reads them. And,
more significantly, there is the entire
structure of academic philosophy, which
has so surrendered itself to the competitive surge of tiny, trendy, scientific-sounding papers that a Spinoza or
Plato would have no place in philosophy
today. And this, too, is still true.
Both here and in Critique, Kaufmann
lays out the moral shortcomings of
Christianity both in its original form and
as it is mundanely practiced in America.
Take, as a small example, the difference between the Silver Rule of the Old
Testament and Confucius and the Golden
Rule of the New Testament. The Silver
Rule says, “Do not do to others what you
would not have done to you,” while the
Golden Rule demands, “Do unto others as
you would have done unto you.” The second is generally taken as a moral improvement upon the first, but Kaufmann wryly
points out, “First, the negative version can
be put into practice while the positive
version cannot; and anyone who tried to
live up to Jesus’ rule would become an
insufferable nuisance. Second: no such
formula should be overestimated in any
case; try, for example, to derive a sexual
ethic from Jesus’ rule. This example also
illustrates the first point.”
When discussing theology, Kaufmann
tracks the evolution of dogmatic positions, showing how fundamental principles morph into their opposites. Theology
is, for Kaufmann, a grand attempt to use
language to charm humans away from
their natural “no.” In 1563, the Council of
Trent declared that unbaptized infants
are born to “eternal misery and perdition.” That was a stated doctrine of the
64
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Church. Later theologians, then, had
the task of reinterpreting that distinctly
awful sentiment, which humans naturally react against with a “no,” working
the words over and twisting them until
“eternal misery and perdition” became
synonymous with “a state of perfect natural happiness.” Nobody outlines these
verbal gymnastics better than Kaufmann
or the thousand ways in which theology
demands absolute allegiance to its thus
edited self while rigidly denying and combating all such intellectual generosity for
other sects. “Theology is a comprehensive, rigorous, and systematic attempt to
conceal the beams in the scriptures and
traditions of one’s own denomination
while minutely measuring the mote in
the heritages of one’s brothers.”
And that is Kaufmann’s main thrust.
To say that you believe something
whole-heartedly while spending your
time covering up or explaining away its
glaring faults is intellectual and moral
dishonesty of the highest caliber and has
been the stuff of religion since the time
of Paul. While the Old Testament and
Roman religion say, honestly, that suffering in the world hits the just and unjust
with equal frequency and the most you
can do is bear against it with fortitude,
the New Testament and theology strain
against the obvious, concocting elaborate metaphysical planes and convoluted
definitions of divinity to unmake what is
manifestly true: good people suffer, bad
people thrive. Such theological editing
had been described before, by Nietzsche
and Freud and Troeltsch, but Kaufmann
was the first to offer the immensity of the
process in all of its hypocrisy to a popular
audience. In doing so, he set the standard
for a new, intellectually rigorous, and
morally brave critical humanism.
That said, Kaufmann is a better analyst than builder. The Faith of a Heretic
was created in response to criticisms of
his Critique that it spent too much critiquing and not enough crafting new moral
systems. And yes, criticizing a Critique
for critiquing too much is akin to criticizing a Chilton automotive guide for
having too much automotive material
or an Audubon guide for making such
a big fuss about birds. But Kaufmann
took the challenge and crafted this book,
which aimed to outline his positive phi-
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losophy of heretic morality while reiterating what he finds lacking in religious
ethics. This is mainly done in the chapter
“Morality,” and after a promising start, in
which Kaufmann outlines his four principle virtues of humanism, it gets lost in
the repetition that tends to consume him
when he’s talking about what we ought
to do as a species.
The virtues are good, and in particular
the notion of “humbition,” a wonderfully
stupid name for an actually very astute
combination of humility and ambition,
is one that has come to define public
humanism. Humility without ambition
does nothing and helps no one; ambition
without humility never considers the possibility of personal error. So what is necessary, Kaufmann says, is a generation of
thinkers who are constantly confronting
their own principles while staying critically engaged in the public arena. This
is largely what we have now, and it did
not exist in Kaufmann’s time. The idea
is magnificent and necessary, but I don’t
think now, or ever, anybody will describe
themselves as “very humbitious.”
The Faith of a Heretic challenges all
comers. The religious are challenged to
look past the learned obfuscations of
theology to see the moral horror and disingenuousness beyond. The skeptics are
challenged to stop gerrymandering
world literature and religion in the name
of point-scoring and acknowledge moral
progress when it happens, even if it happens in Scripture. It challenges you to
challenge others, to throw yourself on the
spikes of public rebuttal and rebuild a
better, more honest, version of yourself
after each encounter. Kaufmann’s is an
active philosophy that courts heresy as
the only answer to the vapid cultural conformity that threatened (and threatens)
to swallow American intellectual life. We
humanists have a tendency to forget our
Kaufmann precisely when we need him
most. And in this age of terror and Trump
and Tweets, we need him indeed.
Dale DeBakcsy is the author of Godless Nerdistry:
How to Be a Bag of Chemicals and Still Have Fun
and a regular contributor to Free Inquiry. His article
“Walter Kaufmann: The Man Who Saved Heresy,”
was the Great Minds feature in our October/
November 2015 issue.

The Birth of Doubt

James A. Haught

A

ncient Greece teemed with religion.
Priests sacrificed vast numbers of
animals to dozens of gods. Believers
flocked to oracles where priestesses
babbled half-coherent messages from
deities. (Wealth accumulated by the
Delphi oracle was seized by local tribes,
triggering repeated Sacred Wars that
damaged Greece.) Greek culture was
shaped by epic poems in which jealous,
petty, and lustful rival gods and goddesses behaved like brats.
However, for the first time in known
history, some Greek thinkers began to
question the pervading supernaturalism
and sought natural explanations for phenomena. (At least, they were the first
to leave a written record.) That’s the
heart of Battling the Gods: Atheism in the
Ancient World by Tim Whitmarsh, a classics professor at Cambridge University in
England. He outlines Greek history and
describes daily life, including its religiosity. Then he relates the dawn of the
earliest-known skeptical thought.
In a Greek colony in Ionia (now
western Turkey) wealthy trader Thales
(c. 624–546 BCE) was the first recorded
seeker who ignored gods and sought
scientific proof. He made mathematical breakthroughs and speculated that
water is the basic essence of matter. Two
subsequent Ionians, Anaximander and
Anaximenes, likewise rejected supernatural claims and sought the natural causes
of thunder, rainbows, seasons, and the
like.
Another Ionian, Xenophanes (c. 570–
475 BCE), was first to write of doubts
about religion. He concluded that
humans projected their own fears and
desires onto gods and goddesses. He
said Africans concocted African-looking
gods—and if cows, horses, or lions could
invent gods, the deities would look like
cows, horses, or lions. Still another Ionian,
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Battling the Gods: Atheism in the Ancient World, by Tim
Whitmarsh (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2015, ISBN 9780-307958327) 304 pp. Softcover, $27.95.

Anaxagoras, denied that the sun and
moon are deities. He sought natural
explanations for earthquakes, comets,
floods, and hail. After becoming an
Athenian intellectual, he was tried in the
late 430s BCE for “impiety”—evidently
the first-recorded blasphemy prosecution. He escaped into exile.
Democritus (c. 460–370 BCE), along
with his teacher Leucippus, speculated
that the world consists of nothing but
atoms and void. They excluded gods
and spirits as factors. Healers such as
Hippocrates sought natural causes for
human ailments instead of ascribing
them to demons. Historians such as
Herodotus and Thucydides chronicled
events without contending that gods
steered them.
As Athens grew more sophisticated,
playwrights such as Aristophanes, Euripides, and Sophocles created scenes
in which educated thinkers laughed at
the notion of gods—but the characters
often were punished for their impiety.
Protagoras (c. 490–420 BCE), a pupil of
Democritis, wrote a book titled On the
Gods, but all that survives is its first line:
“Concerning the gods, I have no means
of knowing whether they exist or not,
nor of what sort they may be, because
of the obscurity of the subject, and the
secularhumanism.org

brevity of human life.” Protagoras was
charged with blasphemy, and his books
were burned. He tried to flee to Sicily,
but his ship sank and he drowned.

“Xenophanes . . . said Africans
concocted African-looking
gods—and if cows, horses,
or lions could invent gods, the
deities would look like cows,
horses, or lions.”

The thinker Diagoras (fifth century
BCE) “openly declared that there is no
god at all,” one historian wrote. He was
banished from Athens—and authorities
later “offered a reward of one talent
of silver for anyone who killed him.”
Another thinker, Stilpo of Megara, was
charged with saying that Athena wasn’t
a god. At his trial, he joked that she was
a goddess instead.
Prodicus (c. 465–395 BCE) said “the
gods of popular belief do not exist.” He
was accused of atheism but evidently
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escaped prosecution. Various other
scholars were prosecuted for impiety:
Demades, Theophrastus, Demetrius,
Alcibiades, Theodorus, etc. Even Aspasia,
beloved mistress of ruler Pericles, was
accused and tried.
The most famous blasphemy trial in
the ancient world was that of Socrates (c.
470–399 BCE), the wisest philosopher of
Athens. He was accused of “not recognizing the gods the state recognizes” and of
“corrupting the young.” After a five-hundred-man jury narrowly found him guilty
(280 to 220), Socrates goaded them by
suggesting that he should get free meals
as a hero or at least be penalized with
only a small fine. Instead, they voted for
death. He was taken to jail, where he
drank the required hemlock.
Even the lofty Aristotle, brilliant student of Plato and tutor of Alexander the
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an altar rail and proclaimed: “Thus does
Diogenes sacrifice to all the gods at once.”
The final section of the book
switches to Rome, which gobbled up
Greece after the death of Alexander
and absorbed much of Greece’s culture
and arts. Roman thinkers such as Cicero
and Lucretius, plus scholars in Greece,
collected classic Greek philosophical
writings and made atheistic thought
available to educated people. However,
the arrival of Christian dominance in
the 300s CE suppresssed such thinking
and criminalized atheism for than a
millenium thereafter. Whitmarsh says
the purpose of his book is to show that
disbelief in the supernatural didn’t
arise just with the Enlightenment three
centuries ago but enjoyed a brief-although persecuted-heyday two thousand years earlier.

continued from p. 16

at holiday times when Jews
from around the world came
to Jerusalem to celebrate and
pay the Temple tax, especially
at Passover. Roman presence
in the city would have been
heightened at these times and
most activities in the Court of
the Gentiles (a large, public,
nonsacred space within the
Temple walls) would have taken
place under the ever-watchful
eyes of troops stationed in the
Antonia Fortress, situated at the
northwest corner of the Temple
walls, including the riot following Jesus’s scattering tables full
of coins. Jesus would probably
have been apprehended soon
after this violent act, taken to
some minor magistrate, and
promptly hung on a cross, by
Romans—not by Jews.

Roger Bron Fik
Tonawanda, New York

Re: “Jesus Was No Man of
Peace.” He was no man of
humility either. Another of
the Christian god’s unsavory
traits, besides his violent outbursts, was his self-adulation.
In Matthew 11:29 he said, “. . .
learn from me, for I am gen66

Great, eventually was accused of dishonoring the gods. He fled Athens to avoid
trial and died soon afterward. Whitmarsh
doesn’t mention this episode in his book.
He does devote a chapter to Epicurus,
who claimed to believe in the gods—but
the Cambridge philosopher says this may
have been camouflage to save himself
from blasphemy prosecution. Strangely,
Whitmarsh doesn’t mention the greatest
philosophical contribution attributed to
Epicurus: the problem of evil. If God is
all-loving and all-powerful, Epicurus supposedly asked, why doesn’t he avert horrible tragedies and suffering that plague
humanity? This question has undermined
religion for two millennia. (Some scholars think this enigma may have been
ascribed to Epicurus in error.)
Witty cynics lampooned religion.
Diogenes reportedly cracked a louse on
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tle and humble in heart. . . .”
Anyone who brags about his
humbleness doesn’t sound very
humble to me.

David Quintero
Monrovia, California

Walter Kaufmann and
Nietzsche
Regarding “Walter Kaufmann:
The Man Who Saved Heresy”
by Dale DeBakcsy (FI, October/
November 2015): Nietzsche
might not have been a protoNazi, but he seems to fit very
close to Ayn Rand. He obviously
had contempt for the average
ordinary person and would
hate us humanists just as much
as he did the socialists of his
day.
And what are we to make of
his horrible misogyny? In Thus
Spoke Zarathustra, he wrote
that a man should only go to a
woman with a whip and chair!
I suppose one could read
Nietzsche as some Christians
read the Bible, by either ignoring or using mental gymnastics to deal with his outrageous
statements, such as this one,
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and then quoting constantly his
few admirable remarks, such as
his apparent defense of a free
press in Thus Spoke Zarathustra.
The bottom line, however,
is that Nietzsche believed in a
society ruled by a male elite
(the Overman means Overman),
with absolute contempt for
anybody who did not get his
standards of superiority.
To me Nietzsche is not somebody we humanists should
respect.

Ernest Field
Cleveland, Ohio

Don’t Fear Death
In “A Dead Fox and Other Reve
lations” (FI, October/November
2015), Micah Nathan writes, “I
don’t believe the atheist who
tells me he or she isn’t frightened of death.” His reasoning
is not clear to me. Up to nine
months before my birth, I was
totally nonexistent. It didn’t
bother me at all. After I have
died, I expect to be dead as
a door nail, again accompanied by my total nonexistence.
People in a fatal car accident
probably have no time to worry
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about their impending death.
People dying at a ripe old age
or of cancer do look at their
death as a welcome friend. So,
dear atheists, be cool about
your unavoidable death.

Ernst Kallenbach
Gainsville, Florida

Poetry
“Death” by Jane Roberts is the
most realistic poem I’ve never
read.

David W. Kraeuter
Washington, Pennsylvania
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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

We deplore efforts to denigrate human intelligence,
to seek to explain the world in supernatural terms,
and to look outside nature for salvation.

We believe that scientific discovery and technology
can contribute to the betterment of human life.

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

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 in the common moral decencies: altruism,
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 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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