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Secularism and Secular Humanism
n this issue’s Research Report,
Barry Kosmin—a leading expert on
the demography of unbelief and a
Council for Secular Humanism board
member—shares results from a new
study of secularism among today’s college students. The study, a joint project of Kosmin’s Institute for the Study
of Secularism in Society and Culture
and the Center for Inquiry, measured
attitudes among religious, secular, and
so-called spiritual students. (In this
study, respondents chose their preferred identifier without defining it;
elsewhere, the “spiritual” category has
usually included persons who do not
identify with organized religion but
nonetheless report belief in the supernatural or engage in supposedly mystical practices.)
One of the questions Kosmin explored
was this: Among today’s students, what
does it mean to be secular—in other
words, how do they understand that
term? The question is hugely important.
Secular has come a long way since its
origins in the Latin saeculum, which connoted a fixed and substantial interval of
time (similar to century). Later, the word
came to denote temporal or earthly matters in contradistinction to the divine, and
this is its principal meaning today. The
Oxford English Dictionary now defines
secular as “belonging to the world and its
affairs as distinguished from the church

secularhumanism.org

and religion.”* But secular and its cognates have acquired further shades of
meaning. In his survey, Kosmin asked
students to choose from among five
possible meanings for secularism:
• no identification or affiliation with
any religious tradition;
• absence of supernatural religious
beliefs;
• separation of religion from state/government;
• tolerance for various religions and
philosophies; or
• atheism.
Secular, religious, and spiritual students differed widely, sometimes confoundingly, regarding which of these
meanings they embraced (respondents
could choose more than one definition). More than 70 percent of students
who self-described as secular identified
secularism as “no identification or affiliation with any religious tradition.” Only
about half of religious students—and
fewer than one-third of spiritual students—agreed. Roughly 60 percent of
secular and spiritual students accepted
that secularism entailed the “absence
of supernatural religious beliefs”; only

*John Shook, “Secularity and Secularism

Explained,” Center for Inquiry Free Thinking
blog post, April 20, 2010. Available at
http://www.centerforinquiry.net/blogs/
entry/secularity_and_secularism_explained/,
accessed March 10, 2014.

a third of religious students agreed.
Secular students were far more likely
than their religious or spiritual counterparts to identify secularism with “tolerance for various religions and philosophies.” The most disturbing finding
may be that while 55 percent of religious and spiritual students identified
secularism with “separation of religion
from state/government,” fewer than
40 percent of secular students agreed.
Considering the importance that most
older secular adults attach to defending Jefferson’s wall, younger seculars’
apathy in this area is dismaying. Finally,
few students of any worldview identified secularism with atheism.
Notable as these findings may be,
it’s worth pondering what Kosmin’s
five-item list of possible meanings for
secularism left out. Not mentioned is
any commitment to ethical or moral
behavior, a lapse that seems perplexing
given the popularity of “good without
God” as a slogan among nonreligious
adults. There is no recognition of the
moral primacy of human beings and
their concerns. Nowhere to be seen is
acknowledgment of science as a privileged mode of knowing. Also absent
is any sense of secularism as an individualistic stance favoring self-actualization and opposition to parochialism or
chauvinism.
That’s no criticism of Kosmin’s work.
Instead, it’s a realization that some of
the values that secular humanists hold
dear simply aren’t captured by the concept of secularism alone. That is why
we call ourselves “secular humanists”;
honorable as it is, the descriptor secularist fails to encompass everything we
stand for.
On the Council for Secular Humanism
website, secular humanism is defined
as “a naturalistic philosophy, a cosmic
outlook rooted in science, and a consequentialist ethical system.”* Important
as many of us consider it, “no identification with any religious tradition”
doesn’t even make that list, though it
*Available at http://www.secularhumanism.
org/index.php/3260.

is implied in the idea of a naturalistic
philosophy.
Often, secular humanists are too
hasty to welcome any uptick in the
number of what social scientists call
“Nones”—people identified only by the
fact that they report no religious affiliation. It’s as though we think more
Nones automatically means more of us
secular humanists. Yet as Kosmin and
other researchers have shown, quite a
few Nones self-identify as “spiritual.”
Surprising numbers of them report
behaviors such as praying. While religious unaffiliation is hugely important, for the many secular humanists
who were once religious, abandoning
their former religious affiliation was an
indispensable step on the path toward
their current worldviews. Still, being a
secular humanist is different from just
being a None. It’s different even from
being just secular.
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“Among today’s students,
what does it mean to be
secular—in other words,
how do they understand
that term?”

U.K. humanist activist Jim Herrick
captured the tension between these
descriptors when he wrote, “Secularism
in the largest sense means that people
do not refer to religion to make decisions, to adopt policies, to run their
lives, to order their relationships, or to
impel their activities” (“Will Secularism
Survive?” FI, February/March 2006).
When Herrick writes of “secularism in
the largest sense,” clearly he is striving
to encompass more than normally fits
under secularism alone.
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Let’s examine those items that didn’t
make it onto Barry Kosmin’s list one by
one.

•

A commitment to ethical or moral
behavior. This may not be a necessary
characteristic of secularism, narrowly
defined. But it’s a core component of
many humanisms, secular humanism
most emphatically included. Rich philosophical and, more recently, social-scientific literature discusses how autonomous human beings can examine the
circumstances of life and their own
natures in order to develop ethics that
support human flourishing and can be
accepted by persons of diverse backgrounds. A key concept is that our ethics must be consequentialist—values
are to be judged by their consequences
in society, not their conformance with
some preconceived notion of “the
good” or divine command.

“Considering the importance
that most older secular adults
attach to defending Jefferson’s
wall, younger seculars’ apathy in
this area is dismaying.”

•

6

The moral primacy of human beings
and their concerns. In the sense of
attaching moral primacy to humans
rather than imagined divine beings
and their mandates, this is relatively noncontroversial among secular humanists.
Such disagreement as exists on this
issue has to do with inclusion: some
secular humanists mean very precisely
that our highest regard should be
confined to members of the human
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species. Others deride this view as speciesist, urging that we widen the circle
of our regard to include possibly sentient nonhuman beings such as the
great apes, dolphins, whales, future
artificial intelligences, and so on. But in
the sense of centering our moral concerns on the world of everyday experience rather than on some dubious
empyrean future, most secular humanists accept this view hands down.
• Science as a privileged mode of knowing. There is a vibrant debate within
the movement as to how thoroughly
science may be “privileged” without
falling into unhealthy scientism. Still,
secular humanists broadly agree that
science, with its defined method and
its emphasis on the intersubjective
validation of claims, is clearly superior to ways of “knowing” based upon
intuition or claims of authority, divine
authority in particular.
• An individualistic stance favoring self-actualization and opposed to parochialism
or chauvinism. Now things get interesting. Individualism, the Maslovian
imperative, and anti-chauvinism—call
it “cosmopolitanism,” if you prefer—are
these necessary aspects of the secular-humanist agenda?
Writing in FI February/March 2006,
I explicitly associated both secularism
and secular humanism with “a broader
impulse toward emancipatory social
reform . . . political freedom, expanded
freedom of inquiry, increased autonomy to choose one’s life circumstances,
and greater liberty for experiment outside the boundaries of social convention . . . toward reducing the coercive
control exercised over individuals by
social institutions at every scale: nation,
church, local community, workplace,
even the family.” I further described
secular humanism as a “commitment to
realize the opposite of insularity, parochialism, and sectarianism throughout
life.” Realizing even then that I was
reaching beyond the ambit of familiar nomenclature, I titled the op-ed
containing these claims “Secularism . . .
Plus.” I’d probably choose a different
title today; in the wake of the online
Atheism Plus initiative, too many in our
movement now associate the “Plus”

secularhumanism.org

suffix with a prickly political correctness. Come to think of it, I almost called
it something else then, toying with the
clumsy neologism exsular: a synthetic
antonym for insular meant to connote
opposition to all forms of parochialism,
chauvinism, and sectarianism.
I am not alone in associating secular
humanism with anti-parochialism. One of
our movement’s most assertive anti-parochialists was its founder, the philosopher
Paul Kurtz. Throughout his career, Kurtz
presented secular humanism as inseparable from the resistance to parochialism
and chauvinism, especially in terms of
nationality, ethnicity, and race. “It is
time to rise above narrow tribalism,” he
wrote in Humanist Manifesto 2000 (FI,
Fall 1999). “Ethnicities are the result of
past social and geographical isolations
that are no longer relevant in an open
global society where interaction and
intermarriage among different ethnicities are not only possible, but are to be
encouraged.”
These were notes that Kurtz sounded
consistently through the years. As early
as 1983, he declared: “We reject the
notion of ethnic identification; we [secular humanists] have none. We are
committed to a universal ideal. We do
not have an exclusive cultural heritage
but consider ourselves part of world
culture” (“The Future of Humanism,” FI,
Fall 1983). In 1994, he declared, “humankind must transcend the tribal loyalties
and dangerous religious dogmas of the
past” (“Some Lessons for Humanists,” FI,
Summer 1994). In 1995, he argued for
“universal ethical values and rights that
transcend the limits of ethnicity, nationality, and cultural identity” (“Agenda for
the Humanist Movement in the Twentyfirst Century,” FI, Summer 1995). In 1998,
he described religion, nationality, and
ethnicity as emblematic of “ancient differences that are no longer relevant”
(“Humanist Politics: The Need for a New
Coalition,” FI, Fall 1998). On the matter
of intermarriage, his words in Humanist
Manifesto 2000 echo an observation he
offered in 1995: “The highest good, as I
see it, is intermarriage between people
of different ethnicities, races, religions,
and cultures” (“The Limits of Tolerance,”
FI, Winter 1995/96).

Longtime readers of Free Inquiry
will also recall Kurtz’s repeated calls
for world government, a goal that
seemed more accessible to idealists in
the heady years after the end of World
War II than it does today. Of the paradigms Kurtz argued for, world government now seems the furthest from
possibility. But the rest of his calls to
overcome parochialism in matters of
religion, nationality, and ethnicity, as
well as his calls for individuals to realize
these ideals by forging interpersonal
relationships that pierce these boundaries, express values that most secular
humanists still embrace.
In my 2006 op-ed, I identified secular humanism and its inherent anti-parochialism with “emancipatory individualism.” “How does emancipatory

lives, to order their relationships, or to
individualism express itself?” I asked.
impel their activities. Instead they seek
“Often, it involves a process of disautonomy and the most direct contact
intermediation. Weakening or ending
with society at the highest possible level.”
the power of intermediary institutions
Autonomy. Disintermediation. The
empowers individuals to interact with
imperative
to penetrate old barriers in
higher-level institutions, perhaps even
gleeful
disregard
of national, ethnic, or
to connect directly with society as a
religious
identities.
As we ponder the
whole. When this fails to occur, the
shifting
meanings
of
secularism, I hope
institutional controls that govern indiwe will never lose sight of these ideas’
viduals’ lives loom too close. Loyalties
centrality to the meaning of secular
are constrained too locally, and insuhumanism.
larity, parochialism, or sectarianism
may result.” Trundling out my clumsy
Acknowledgment
neologism (and paraphrasing Herrick),
Thanks to Sean Lachut for research assistance on this article.
I wrote: “Exsularism in the largest sense
means that individuals
do not refer to local, parochial institutions of any
Tom Flynn is the editor of F ree I nquiry and the executive director
of the Council for Secular Humanism.
type to make decisions, to
adopt policies, to run their
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Russell Blackford

OP-ED

The Rushdie Affair—Lest We Forget

S

alman Rushdie’s 1988 novel, The
Satanic Verses, is a major literary
work from one of the great authors
of our generation. It was short-listed for
the prestigious Booker Prize and won
the Whitbread Award for best novel of
the year (by a writer based in the United
Kingdom or Ireland). This alone would
have made it a literary milestone along
with Rushdie’s other novels, such as his
celebrated Midnight’s Children (1981),
which won the Booker Prize, the 1993
Booker of Bookers, the 2008 Best of the
Booker, and many other awards and
accolades.
As events turned out, however, The
Satanic Verses became most famous

“Enraged by the presence at
a cultural festival of Aziz Nesin,
translator of parts of the
novel into Turkish, the mob set
fire to a hotel, killing thirty-five
people.”
for the all-too-credible threats made
on its author’s life. In February 1989,
the Ayatollah Khomeini, the supreme
religious leader of Iran, issued his notorious fatwā against Rushdie, calling
for the novelist’s death for supposedly
blaspheming Islam, the Qur’an, and
the prophet Muhammad. The fatwā
extended to all involved in the book’s
publication who were aware of its
contents. Rushdie was forced into hiding, and although he has survived his
ordeal, others were not so lucky. His
Italian translator, Ettore Capriolo, was
severely wounded in a knife attack in

8
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July, 1991. Shortly afterward, in the
same month, the book’s Japanese translator, Hitoshi Igarashi, was stabbed to
death. In October, 1993, the book’s
Norwegian publisher, William Nygaard,
was shot three times outside his home,
apparently in response to the fatwā,
although the perpetrators have never
been identified. Nygaard survived serious wounds after a lengthy time in the
hospital.
Numerous others have been killed,
hurt, or kidnapped as a result of violent
fervor against Rushdie and The Satanic
Verses. At the peak of the crisis, bookshops were threatened and in some
cases bombed. Perhaps most notable
of all was the massacre carried out by a
mob of radical Salafists in Sivas, Turkey,
in July, 1993. Enraged by the presence at
a cultural festival of Aziz Nesin, translator
of parts of the novel into Turkish, the
mob set fire to a hotel, killing thirty-five
people. Two of the rioting Salafists were
also killed in this deplorable incident,
bringing the total count to thirty-seven
dead. Nesin himself managed to escape,
though he is said to have been beaten by
rescuers when they realized his identity.
In 1994, Egyptian author Naguib
Mahfouz was almost killed in yet another
knife attack. Mahfouz, who had won
the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1988,
was the author of Children of Gabalawi,
first published in Arabic in 1959 and
translated into English in 1981. Children
of Gabalawi had itself met opposition
on religious grounds, but it seems that
Mahfouz’s more immediate “crime” was
his vocal (if partly equivocal) support for
Rushdie during his plight.
Meanwhile, The Satanic Verses was
banned in many countries. Worse, many
supposedly moderate Muslims defended
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the fatwā. Even worse, and to their
everlasting shame, many Western religious leaders, public intellectuals, and
political commentators turned against
Rushdie for his supposed insensitivity to
religious and cultural feelings. This was
a time when intimidation and fear of
giving offense apparently trumped freespeech values. There were further calls
for Rushdie’s death in 2007, when he
was knighted for his “services to literature.” Most recently, a senior Iranian
cleric, Ahmad Khatami, marked the
twenty-fifth anniversary of the fatwā in
February 2014 by assuring worshipers
that the death sentence pronounced on
Rushdie remains fresh and in force.
This anniversary of the fatwā is hardly
a time for celebration, but it does provide
a symbolic moment for somber reflection
about the importance of artistic freedom, more generally freedom of speech
and expression, and particularly the freedom to criticize or satirize religion. It
should also remind us that threats to free
speech do not emanate solely from governments. The difficulty for Rushdie was
not that his book was banned in his own
adopted country, the United Kingdom.
The source of the fatwā happened to be
a foreign ruler, but the Ayatollah’s only
source of authority where Rushdie lived
was a religious one. Together with the
fanaticism of radical Islamists throughout Europe and the rest of the developed
world, however, this was sufficient to
drive Rushdie into hiding, pressure him
to make some humiliating apologies and
concessions (before we blame him, let’s
think how we might react in such a lifeor-death situation), and doubtlessly to
silence many legitimate critics of Islam.
(Continued on page 53)

Ophelia Benson

OP-ED

Fingernails

T

he campaign to restore abortion
to its former status as illegal and
taboo has won many battles; in
huge swaths of the United States,
that campaign has effectively won the
whole war, because abortion is not
even available. There are no clinics, no
doctors, and no cheap fast ways to get
to them.
A major battle the no-choice side
has won is that of convincing a great
many people, including many of those
who support abortion rights, that abortion itself is tragic. You know the slogan: abortion should be safe, legal, and
rare. You know the phrase: “Nobody
actually wants abortion.” You know the
euphemistic way the sides are lined up:
pro-life and pro-choice.
There was a reason for that last one,
of course; the bald label “pro-abortion”
sounds as if that side wants to urge
abortion on everyone, including people
who have no desire for one, as opposed
to simply supporting the position that
women should be able to get abortions
if they want them. Political slogans
have to be carefully chosen, or you get
stuck with what turns out to be a gift to
the other side.
But abortion rights are far from
being only political, although like all
rights, they depend on politics. Rights
are intended to be in some sense
beyond politics—prior to politics—
which is why there are declarations of
them. It’s a mistake to let the discussion
of reproductive rights be wholly taken
over by the needs of political jockeying
and rhetoric.
The more we buy into the meme
that abortion is always a tragic lesser-of-two-evils situation, the more we
lose sight of the reality, which is that

for a woman or girl who does not want
to be pregnant, abortion is a glorious
human invention, a life-salvaging bit of
technology.
Of course it is! It’s not the case
that everyone everywhere would welcome any pregnancy, no matter what.
Imagine if pregnancy were random, an
abrupt unrequested gift of the gods
that could happen to either sex at any
time. Would it be a joy to the recipient
every single time, in all possible circumstances? Obviously not. The same
applies when only one sex is affected—
traditionally the inferior, expendable,
subordinate sex, the one whose whole
purpose is to reproduce—and the chain
of causation is understood. Just like
anyone else, girls and women may not
want to be pregnant at a particular
time, just as they can not want to have
a demanding job or a difficult project
at a particular time. The existence of
a method of ending a pregnancy is a
good thing for women and girls in that
situation. It’s not tragic. What’s tragic is
the huge number of women who don’t
have that option.
There are people who think human
beings ought to be helpless before
nature. Veteran religious-Right culture
warrior Phyllis Schlafly said as much
on an Eagle Forum blog the other day:
“Many people don’t realize the peculiar ideology of the feminists. They are
not promoting equality of male and
female; they are for interchangeability
of the genders. The feminists are at
war with Mother Nature, and Mother
Nature keeps winning, so the feminists
are constantly angry at what they call
criticize [sic] as patriarchy.”
But Schlafly is at war with “Mother
Nature” too, as almost all of us are.

She’s clearly condemning “the feminists” in that passage (and in all the
rest of the post too), but hardly anyone
has sworn a peace treaty with nature.
Schlafly used language to write that
post. She used the Internet to disseminate it. Schlafly wears clothes. You can
see from pictures of her that she wears
makeup and jewelry, too. I’m betting
she lives in a house and eats cooked
food and travels in cars and airplanes.
I think we can assume that she uses
medicine, dentistry, phones, electricity,
sewer systems—there is no end to the
ways Schlafly is at war with nature, just

“A major battle the no-choice
side has won is that of
convincing a great many people,
including many of those who
support abortion rights, that
abortion itself is tragic.”
as I am, just as we all are. Nature is cold
and rain, predators and disease, starvation and contaminated water.
Yes, we are moderns, and we live
with artifices of many kinds. We are
ultimately helpless before nature, but
in the interim we can make things a lot
safer and more comfortable and more
interesting for ourselves and indeed for
other people. With technology, we can
save hundreds of people from disasters
or millions from diseases. With technology, we can also do a lot to plan
how our lives are going to go. We can
decide we don’t want to have children
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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
where religion no longer enjoys a privileged position. The Center for Inquiry is working
toward these goals and educating the public to use reason, science, and secular values rather
than religion and pseudoscience to establish public policy.
The Center for Inquiry advances its mission through advocacy, education, and outreach
programs. No other organizations advance science and secularism on as many fronts as CFI
and its affiliates, the Council for Secular Humanism and the Committee for Skeptical Inquiry.

Donate today.

When you make a donation to CFI, you become a member of a worldwide movement of
humanists, skeptics, atheists, and freethinkers—all working together to promote the secular
worldview and give voice to your values.
Our major goals include:
n Protecting the rights of nonbelievers
n Advocating for science-based medicine
n Sustaining and expanding the secular movement
Make your most generous gift today, or request information on planned giving or making a bequest.
To receive a brochure elaborating on what we are doing to achieve our important goals and how
you can help, please complete and return the attached card or contact us at:
Center for Inquiry
Development Office
PO Box 741
Amherst, NY 14226
1.800.818.7071
development@centerforinquiry.net
www.centerforinquiry.net/donate

Mark Rubinstein

OP-ED

I Believe in Superman

Y

ou say that you believe in Jesus. I
don’t. I believe in Superman.
Just about everything we know
about Jesus comes from four short
Gospel stories that were made up two
thousand years ago and contradict each
other. We don’t even know who wrote
them or what people originally called
them. Frankly, these stories are weird.
Worse, they keep referring back to
something even weirder called the “Old
Testament.” These first accounts of the
life of Jesus were written during a time
when people were gullible and uneducated. No wonder everyone believed
them! Today, we know better. That is
why the relatively recently written life
story of Superman is so much more
credible.
We have lots of evidence for Super
man: zillions of comics published over the
last seventy-five years, numerous weekly
radio broadcasts, six movies released since
1978, including one just last year, and
two television series. While we hardly
know anything about Jesus before he
was thirty, we have hundreds of hours
of video-recorded testimony about
Superman growing up in his hometown
of Smallville, Kansas, from a television
documentary that just ended after ten
seasons. Talk about proof: we even
have recent videos of Superman flying!
Now, I know that all our evidence
about Superman is not fully consistent, but no better can be said of our
evidence for Jesus. And I know that
because Superman is reputed to be
able to perform miracles, some people think he is made up. But at least
Superman doesn’t make a habit out of
raising people from the dead, changing
water into wine and wine into blood,
feeding thousands from bread in original amounts enough for only five,
destroying temples with a glance, and

resurrecting himself from death.
The real model for Moses and Jesus
is Superman. Too late to save themselves from the predicted destruction of
their planet, Jor-El and Lara place their
infant son Kal-El in a small spaceship
(the origin of the basket of bulrushes
in the Moses story or the manger in
the Jesus story) and launch him toward
Earth. His adopted parents, Jonathan
and Martha Kent, discover him in a
cornfield in Smallville (similar to being
discovered in the Nile River by a daughter of Pharaoh). On Earth, because of
the energy of its yellow sun (not miracles!), Kal-El develops special physical

virtues are “faith, hope, and charity”—
Superman is called by a computer-generated hologram of his biological father
Jor-El to fight for “truth, justice, and the
American way.” Instead of saving us
after we die so we just have to take
his word for it, Superman spends his
typical day saving humans not from
their sins but from all manner of real
earthly perils. Could the stylized S on
his chest stand for “savior”? The 1978
film, Superman: The Movie, unabashedly declares Superman to be the real
Messiah sent by his father, as Jor-El,
who looks a lot like Marlon Brando,
reveals to his son, age eighteen, in the
Fortress of Solitude:
I am Jor-El; I am your father. . . . Your
name is Kal-El. . . . Even though you
have been raised as a human being,
you are not one of them. You have
great powers; only some of which
you have yet discovered. . . . By the
time we return to the confines of
your galaxy, twelve of your years
will have passed [Superman will be
30]. . . . It is now time to rejoin your
new world, and to serve its collective humanity. Live as one of them,
Kal-El. . . . You will discover why your
strength and power are needed. . . .
They can be a great people, Kal-El,
if they wish to be; they only lack
the light to show the way. For this
reason, above all—their capacity for
good—I have sent them you, my only
son. [Superman: The Movie]

“While we hardly know anything about Jesus before he
was thirty, we have hundreds of
hours of video-recorded testimony about Superman growing
up in his hometown of Smallville,
Kansas.…”
powers (like Jesus’s miracle abilities or
Moses’s special relationship with God).
Superman spends his childhood and
teenage years struggling with suspicions about his true identity and finally
discovers that he is actually an alien
from the planet Krypton (replayed
as Moses’s discovery that he is born
of Jewish parents and Jesus’s apparently gradual realization that his real
father is not Jewish or even human).
As Moses is called by God in a burning
bush to lead his people out of slavery
(Exodus 3:1–14)—and as Jesus is called
to his destiny by God in his baptism and
transfiguration (Mark 1:9–13; 9:2–8),
mistakenly thinking that the highest

These uncanny parallels between
Jesus and Superman just get us started.*
For example, both Jesus and Superman
hail from inconsequential small towns,
Nazareth and Smallville. Like Jesus
who comes to Jerusalem at age thirty,
*A thorough treatment can be found in the
article by Anton Karl Kozlovic, “Superman
as Christ-Figure: The American Pop Culture
Movie Messiah,” Journal of Religion and Film
6, No. 1 (April 2002).
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Shadia B. Drury

OP-ED

Liberal Naïveté

I

n the history of the West, the success
of liberalism has been spectacular; its
achievements have been stellar. It has
replaced absolute monarchy with constitutional monarchy and the rule of law.
It has replaced aristocratic privilege with
a meritocracy in which careers are open
to talents. It has replaced priestly tyranny with freedom of religion, thought,
and speech. It has replaced the social
demands of conformity with tolerance,
if not total acceptance, of eccentric individuals with unusual lifestyles. It has
allied itself with democratic politics to

“. . . Despite all its successes,
liberalism suffers from
debilitating flaws that incline
it to self-destruction.”
create successful liberal democracies
in the West that are still the envy of
the world for their freedom, stability,
and prosperity. It continues to be the
rallying cry of those who are reeling
under oppressive tyrants and intolerant
societies. But despite all its successes,
liberalism suffers from debilitating flaws
that incline it to self-destruction. I will
focus on the most naïve of its founding
assumptions and the amnesia about
its historical origins that its remarkable
success has induced.
In “Perpetual Peace,” Immanuel Kant
(1724–1804) was confident that a coalition of free republics in the West would
lead the world toward freedom, reason,
enlightenment, and perpetual peace. In
his Philosophy of History, G. W. F. Hegel
(1770–1831) assumed that the fate of
12
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humanity depends on the triumph of
Western freedom over Oriental despotism. In On Liberty, J. S. Mill (1806–1873)
preached his doctrine of liberty only for
advanced Western societies, not the
backward nations of Asia and Africa,
who need an Akbar, or great man, to
rule them with an iron fist. For all these
thinkers, it was the white man’s burden
to bring the fruits of civilization to the
rest of humanity. Without the march
of freedom in history, the human race
would remain in a state of puerility
that is hardly distinguishable from that
of brutes.
This confidence in its triumph as the
goal of history explains the imperialistic
proclivities of Western liberalism. It is
no wonder that Hillary Clinton, George
W. Bush, and Barack Obama denounce
their enemies for being on the “wrong
side of history.” Their language reveals
the naïveté of assuming a progressive
view of history as if the latter had
an inevitable trajectory. It also betrays
the imperialistic arrogance of assuming
that our way is the only right way—the
only way out of brutishness and into
civilization. This naïveté darkens the
appeal of liberalism, induces amnesia
about its revolutionary origins, and limits its capacity to play an emancipatory
role in world politics.
Another naïve liberal assumption is
that freedom of thought and speech
will necessarily yield truth. In On Liberty,
Mill defended unlimited freedom of
thought and speech. It did not occur
to him that those who excel in the arts
of rhetorical persuasion could make
the weaker argument appear to be the
stronger. It did not occur to him that
when a lie is repeated again and again,
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it is likely to be believed. It did not
occur to him that unfettered freedom
of speech might allow those who excel
in the arts of deception to hoodwink
the majority. Even if Mill were right in
thinking that the truth eventually comes
out, it might take too long for that to
happen; in the meantime, a great deal
of harm can be accomplished, as the lies
that formed the basis for America’s invasion of Iraq illustrate. The same naïveté
is echoed in the Supreme Court decision Citizens United—as if freedom of
speech, regardless of the circumstances,
cannot have any deleterious effects on
the polity; as if no amount of money can
pervert the truth or silence the opponents of the rich and powerful.
Another naïve liberal assumption
is that representative democracy will
never pose a threat to liberty. Mill
assumed that elected representatives
would constitute a refined moral and
intellectual elite that would be liberal, progressive, open-minded, openhearted, and sensitive to the plight of
the underprivileged. It never occurred
to him that elected representatives
might include the likes of Mayor Rob
Ford of Toronto, Senator Todd Akin
of Missouri, or all those politicians
beholden to the Koch brothers.

S

o, what is to be done? Is liberalism spent as a historical force? Is it
doomed to death and dissolution? Of
course it is. No ideal can last forever.
Most ideals are eventually sullied by the
fanatical efforts of their adherents to
make them a reality. But the demise of
liberalism need not be imminent. There
(Continued on page 54)

Nat Hentoff

OP-ED

Are You Ready for a New Age of Surveillance?

W

hile some secret Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA)
drones may be falling from the
sky somewhere as I write, the reliable
prospect is that at least thirty thousand drones will be in our skies by
2020—but that doesn’t seem to have
aroused any notable anxiety across this
land. However, constitutional lawyer
and head of the Rutherford Institute,
John Whitehead—whom I have characterized as the Paul Revere of government intrusions into our constitutional liberties—reminds us: “The FAA
Reauthorization Act, signed into law by
President Obama in 2012, authorized
the use of drones domestically for a
wide range of functions, both public
and private, governmental and corporate . . . these drones, some of which
are deceptively small and capable of
videotaping the facial expressions of
people on the ground from hundreds
of feet in the air, will usher in a new age
of surveillance in American society.”
That’s just for openers. Whitehead
goes on: “Not even those indoors, in
the privacy of their homes, will be safe
from these aerial spies, which can be
equipped with technology capable of
peering through walls.”*
Although Dianne Feinstein, head of
the Senate Intelligence Committee, has
taken on the CIA for disemboweling
the Constitution, I do not feel confident that she will confront President

*“Rutherford Institute Calls on Sen. Dianne
Feinstein to Take the Lead in Calling for
Federal Drone Legislation to Protect Privacy
Rights of All Americans,” rutherford.org,
March 28, 2014.

Barack Obama and his beloved drones
with an impregnable barrier of privacy
law. Congress as a whole will not do so
either: many of its members apparently
regard the Constitution as esoteric.
Instead, we must turn to Whitehead.
He has proposed legislation, the Freedom
from Drone Surveillance Act, “to provide
limitations on the use of evidence obtained
from the domestic use of drones.”
He begins with a very necessary preface: “My point is simple, surveillance is
surveillance, whether it is carried out
by a commercial drone operator using
an unmanned aerial vehicle or a government operative relying on sophisticated phone algorithms. As such all
Americans—not merely those who are
in the public eye—have the right to
be free of such invasions of their privacy and incursions on their Fourth
Amendment rights.” From now on, voters, regardless of political party, should
be demanding that all congressional
and presidential candidates agree to
this principle.
Whitehead’s proposed legislation
requires that “no information obtained
by the domestic use of any Unmanned
Aircraft (as defined in section 331 of
the FAA Modernization and Reform
Act of 2012 [49 U.S.C. 40101 note])
shall be introduced into evidence in
this state for any purpose regardless of
what entity, public or private, obtained
the information or for what purpose.”
In a letter to Feinstein, Whitehead
used the phrase “in this state” for statelevel legislation. But in a later proposed
bill with the same title, he called for

national-level limitations on the use of
evidence from surveillance by domestic drones to be enacted by the U.S.
Senate and House of Representatives.
This would ban consideration of such
improperly obtained “evidence in a
Federal court for any purpose, regardless of what entity, public or private,
obtained the information or for what
purposes.”
Think these standards are too tough?
Before you decide, listen to Whitehead
a while longer: “Government and various defense contractors are already
working on creating micro aviation
vehicles, or micro-drones. These drones
are modeled after birds, insects, and
other small animals with the intention
of creating small surveillance devices
that can remain hidden in plain view
while navigating spaces off limits to
conventional aircraft.
“For example, in 2011, DARPA, the
advanced research department of the
Department of Defense, released its
prototype for a ‘Nano Hummingbird.’”
As Whitehead told Feinstein: “Shaped
like a bird, this drone is neglegibly
larger than an actual hummingbird and
can fit in the palm of one’s hand. It flits
around effortlessly, blending in with its
surroundings.”
Imagine George Washington, Samuel
Adams, or Benjamin Franklin commenting on the constitutionality of the Nano
Hummingbird spying around.
Years ago, I used to read science fiction
to be safely scared. But Whitehead—a
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Tibor R. Machan

OP-ED

Understanding Public Choice Theory

W

henever public officials discuss
managing affairs of state, I am
baffled that they fail to pay
heed to public choice theory. This is
an idea for which the late, great James
Buchanan earned his Nobel Prize; he
presented it with his friend and colleague Gordon Tullock in the book The
Calculus of Consent: Logical Foundations

“The gist of public choice theory
is that so-called public servants
. . . promote goals of their own
even as they claim to be serving
the public interest.”

of Constitutional Democracy (University
of Michigan Press, 1962). The gist of
public choice theory is that so-called
public servants—politicians, bureaucrats, and their colleagues—tend to
promote goals of their own even as

14
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established. This is the public interest.
they claim to be serving the public
I am confident that if one keeps the
interest.
above in mind, one will have a clearer
The public, after all, comprises a vast
picture of what is going on all the time
number of citizens whose interests vary
in Washington, D.C., and other centers
enormously, so it is pure myth that there
of political power. If legislators came
exists a “public interest” that can be
to terms with public choice theory and
served by public servants. Intentionally
learned the lessons it teaches, they
or not, all public servants are serving
would realize that the only way to
private and special interests. They hope
serve the public interest is to secure the
that their calculations of how to line
protection of the right to liberty of all
these up will assure their reelection or
citizens of the country. These citizens
reappointment. Many earnestly believe
will then figure out what is in their own
that somehow along the way they will
interest and pursue it good and hard in
manage to figure out what is best
their own sphere of influence, among
for the country—or state or town or
their own families, friends, and fellow
other body they serve. (Or they may be
citizens.
crooks!) So politicians keep pretending
Until and unless this approach is
that they have overcome the hurdles
acknowledged and implemented by
facing them and assert that they are
our so-called public servants, there will
public servants instead of folks whose
continue a Hobbesian war of all against
objectives are influenced by lobbyists
all to get a more or less sizable portion
representing innumerable, often conof the public wealth. Even the current
flicting, private and special interests. In
worries about the national debt (as
the final analysis, the so-called public
well as the tragedy of the commons)
interest is really the interests public
can best be understood as a result of
officials like best or consider important.
the failure to appreciate the implicaWhen put to the test, even the
tions of public choice theory.
democratic process has not been able
to sort out what the public interest
really is. The best approximation was put forth by Thomas
Jefferson in the Declaration of
Tibor R. Machan holds the R. C. Hoiles Chair of Business
Independence, where he idenEthics and Free Enterprise at Argyos School of Business
tified securing the protection
and Economics at Chapman University. He is the author of
of our basic rights as the purThe Promise of Liberty (Lexington, 2009).
pose for which government is
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James A. Haught

OP-ED

States of Faith

F

reedom of religion means that the
government can’t tell you what to
believe. Each person is free to reach
an individual conclusion about faith.
America’s wise founders saw that mixing religion with government power had
caused centuries of horror in Europe—
so they launched a historic breakthrough,
a new advance for civilization: the separation of church and state. Government
was forbidden to enforce religion. This
safeguard was locked into the First
Amendment of the Bill of Rights.
However, some politicians in modern
times know they can win church votes
if they champion government-backed
religion. They constantly try to insert
religion into public policy. It happened in
the 1950s—at the height of the Cold War
against “godless communism”—when
Congress adopted “In God We Trust” as
America’s motto and stuck “under God”
in the Pledge of Allegiance.
These actions clearly violate the separation of church and state. But federal
courts pretend that they aren’t religious
and are, therefore, allowable. Legal
challenges to the motto and Pledge
produced court decisions calling the
affirmations mere “ceremonial deism”
that have “lost through rote repletion
any significant religious content.” One
ruling declared that the motto “is of
patriotic or ceremonial character and
bears no true resemblance to a governmental sponsorship of a religious

exercise.” Honest people see through
this whitewash and recognize that the
motto and Pledge are unconstitutional
government endorsements of religion.
Meanwhile, the problem is actually
fifty times worse. All fifty states added
holy preambles to their state constitutions. Here are some examples:

reaffirm our faith in and constant
reliance upon God.”
And on, and on, and on. Every state
in America thumbs its nose at the separation of church and state in this way.
As far as I can learn, no court challenges
have been filed against these brazen
violations of the First Amendment.

• Illinois declares that it is “grateful to
Almighty God for the civil, political
and religious liberty which He hath
“Legal challenges to the motto
so long permitted us to enjoy and
and Pledge produced court
looking to Him for a blessing on our
endeavors.”
decisions calling the affirmations
• Maine says it adopted its constitution
mere ‘ceremonial deism’ that
“acknowledging with grateful hearts
have ‘lost through rote
the goodness of the Sovereign Ruler
of the Universe.”
repletion any significant
• Georgia says it is “relying upon protecreligious content.’”
tion and guidance of Almighty God.”
• Colorado declares “profound reverence for the Supreme Ruler of the
Maybe secular humanists should
Universe.”
launch
a nationwide campaign, filing a
• North Carolina says it is “grateful to
challenge
in every state. If federal
Almighty God, the Sovereign Ruler of
courts
try
to
pretend that these preamNations.”
bles
aren’t
religious,
it would provide a
• Vermont praises “blessings which the
good
horselaugh
for
America and the
Author of Existence has bestowed on
world.
man.”
• West Virginia, my own state,
says: “Since through Divine
James A. Haught is the editor of the Charleston (West
Providence we enjoy the
Virginia) Gazette and a senior editor of F ree I nquiry .
blessings of civil, political
His most recent book is Fading Faith: The Rise of the
and religious liberty, we the
Secular Age (Gustav Broukal Press, 2010).
people of West Virginia . . .
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LETTERS
God’s chosen prophet whose perfect life becomes the model for
every life.
Jim Valentine

Woodland Hills, California

Democracy Failings

Coming Out as
Atheists
Re Greta Christina’s “What
Would Happen If We All Came
Out” (FI, April/May 2014): there
is one event that we can use to
maximize our visibility to many
people. I recommend that all
atheists write their own obituary
and state somewhere in it that
they were atheist. I’ve included
“secular humanist” in mine. It is
also important to have your obituary in the hands of someone
who can be trusted to submit it
as written.

James Notestine
Tucson, Arizona

Sharing vs. Forcing
Ophelia Benson will get no argument from secular humanists
on championing freedom from
those who would impose religious practices or censorship on
society (“Share, Yes; Force, No,” FI,
April/May 2014). Her insensitivity to how people feel offended
from diverse viewpoints, however, is problematic. Advising
Muslims from an atheist perspective to adopt Maajid Nawaz’s sanguine attitude toward demeaning caricatures of Muhammad,
like those displayed on the Jesus
and Mo T-shirts, is disingenuous.
Pointing out that “Mo” references some “historical figure”
dead for 1,400 years only exacerbates the offending ridicule of
the cartoons. For believers, Islam
is a living faith. Muhammad is
16
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Re Shadia B. Drury’s “Is Democ
racy a Threat to Liberty?,” (FI,
April/May 2014): I wish she
would rephrase her question
to: “Is democracy and liberty a
threat to our planet?” The vast
majority of scientists now agree
that we are destroying our environment. How can we continue
on the path of the capitalist system of unhampered individual
competition?

Lionel Hastings
Gig Harbor, Washington

The Case against the
Resurrection
Re: “Betting on Jesus: The Van
ishing of the Christ” by David K.
Clark (FI, April/May 2014): To
us nonbelievers many stories in
the Bible are absurd—and the
narrative of Jesus’s resurrection
is among the most ludicrous.
Nevertheless, Matthew 27:62–65
and 28:2–15 have convinced
the credulous that an angel
descended from heaven, came to
Jesus’s tomb, and rolled away the
stone—frightening the guards to
the point where they became “as
dead men.” Why were the soldiers afraid of an angel? Haven’t
we always been told that angels
are not only benevolent but
attractive? And why couldn’t
that angel have allowed the soldiers to witness the resurrection
of Jesus so they could attest to
the people that Jesus was indeed
a god?
That silly story also says that
the chief priests gave money to
the guards and ordered them
to say to their superiors that
Jesus’s disciples came during
the night and stole his body
while they were asleep. Well,
whoever wrote the Gospel of
Matthew must have banked
on the naiveté of his readers.
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Would the guard soldiers be
so stupid as to report what
they saw . . . while they were
asleep?! It’s no wonder that so
many people say they became
atheists after reading the Bible!

David Quintero
Monrovia, California

This is an eloquent and creative
article that should have an
impact on die-hard Christians.
Unfortunately, I am afraid that
its impact is certain to take the
form of converting a diamond
into unvulcanized rubber. I can
see the theologians exclaiming
that a crowd could not form at
the burial site of Jesus because
the nasty Romans would not
allow it! Or that Mark did initially report such a crowd,
but this fact was lost early on
through inevitable copying
errors. As much as we might like
to penetrate the skulls of the
faithful, the process is destined
not to be one of revolution,
but rather—excuse the expression—evolution.

Robert J. Stahl
New York, New York

David K. Clark gives us an
internal critique of the Gospel
writers, saying that they “were
intent on presenting Jesus as
the literal son of God, even if
they had to fabricate stories
to do so.” But Clark nowhere
shows that the authors of the
synoptic Gospels presented
Jesus as the “literal son of God,”
by which he means “God himself.” Instead, by “son of God”
they meant what the Jewish tradition meant—a great prophet
sent by God, but not himself
God (e.g., in Psalms 2:7, David
says of himself, “the Lord hath
said unto me, Thou art my son;
this day I have begotten thee”).
Likewise, Clark provides no textual support for his claim that
“Paul knew that Jesus was the
literal son of God.” As Karen
Armstrong says, “Paul never
called Jesus God . . . [Jesus] had
simply possessed God’s ‘powers’ and ‘spirit,’ which mani-

fested God’s activity on earth
and were not to be identified
with the inaccessible divine
essence” (A History of God). In
other words, Jesus’s earliest followers never believed that Jesus
was God. It was many years
later, perhaps starting with the
Gospel of John and culminating
at the Council of Nicea in 4 CE,
that the doctrine of the trinity
gained theological currency.
Clark is likely right that
Jesus was never resurrected,
anymore than Lazarus was, as
in another scriptural fable. But
contrary to Clark, in neither
case did the Gospel writers and
the early Jewish followers of
Jesus believe that a person’s
resurrection was proof that he
was God. As Peter said in Acts,
1:2, “[Jesus] was a man commended to you by God . . . who
was raised [by God] to life” and
then exalted to special status
“by God’s right hand.” Upshot:
a human resurrection, however
improbable its occurrence, does
not prove divinity.

Arthur DiQuattro
Seattle, Washington

Persistent Creationism
Beliefs
Re “Why Is Creationism So Per
sistent?” by Lawrence Wood
(FI, April/May 2014): to believers in dogmatic religion, the
idea of randomness in cosmic
and human origins is simply
unthinkable. Such a notion runs
radically counter to their sense
of purpose and meaning to
life which apparently they are
unable to posit without alleging some form of divine sanction. It is disgusting to me that
the nation that first put a man
on the moon must still put up
with such medieval stupidity.
We just have to keep fighting
creationism by any legitimate
means at our disposal.
In debating creationists on
the academic scene, I have used
a simple argument that while
not defeating their obdurate
(Continued on page 65)

ADVERTISEMENT

In previous issues I have presented examples of cases against Christianity which I am confident will more effectively arouse the
attention and interest of those on the weak end of the faith curve than longer more sophisticated efforts. They are short, in plain
language, and use the Bible, tenets of the faith and common sense to prove their case. I hope secular humanists will see the
value, organize, find a way; and use the most promising print media to take them to the public. Here is another.

THE MASSIVELY INCOMPETENT
CHRISTIAN REVELATION
HERE IS THE ABSOLUTE PROOF
After 2000 years, some 4,900,000,000 people—some seventy
percent of all humanity—do not believe the Christian story. Many
have never heard it.
Those who do believe it are grossly divided on what “it” is. There
are dozens of denominations and thousands of sects ranging in
adherents from over a billion to just thousands.
Had the revelation been competent, as surely God could have
made it, these would not be the facts they are.

FURTHER PROOF
1. Jesus did not reveal to each of his creatures, in one easily
understood and unambiguous message, what is required to
be saved—as he could have.
2. After the resurrection, Jesus did not reveal himself to anyone
except followers. How different history might have been had
he confronted the Jews or Pilate—as he could have.
3. The “quality” of the so-called revelation varies ridiculously:
from claimed direct witnesses of Jesus and his “miracles”; to
those receiving only hearsay, once, twice and countless times
removed; to those who never heard a word.
4. This compounded hearsay was frozen into what is now the
New Testament; written by many unknown authors 20 to 120
years after Jesus was crucified. No originals exist today.
5. There were very many manuscripts about Jesus available but
the final content of the New Testament was not determined
until some 300 years after the crucifixion. Men decided which
few were divinely inspired. Even today there are major differences between the Bibles of Protestants and Catholics and
between Roman Catholics and Orthodox Catholics.
6. The originals were written in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek;
then translated into modern languages, with all the problems
inherent in any translation. No one knows or ever knew what
the first manuscripts said.
7. The version we have today is one of many; it was based on
handwritten manuscripts; which in turn were made from

handwritten manuscripts which were copies of copies, of
copies—going back for some 1400 years.
8. The Bible is replete with contradictions and inconsistencies
and demonstrable errors which disprove that it was guided by
the perfect hand of God.
9. Stories included in one New Testament gospel are omitted or
changed in the other gospels. Many stories and sayings are in
conflict with one another. These prove the hand of man.
Ambiguity is as bad as error in a Bible which is supposed to
tell God’s will.
10. Finally, life-long scholars on all sides of the various issues
have written countless volumes debating what was in the
original text and what was added—and what our texts mean!
Why should one believe what mere mortals like oneself have
taught?
In view of this wholly incompetent revelation how then is
it possible that Jesus—a God of justice, love, forgiveness
and mercy—could have stipulated that a belief is required
for salvation?
And even more monstrous, if you don’t believe, you are
damned for all eternity?
Amen, amen I say to thee, unless a man is born
again, he cannot see the kingdom of God. John 3:3.
He that believeth in him is not judged. But he that
doth not believe is already judged: because he
believeth not in the name of the only begotten Son
of God. John 3:18.
Because of that statement, found only in John and in no other part
of the bible, untold millions have suffered—and still suffer—from
the terror-threats of hell; countless have been burned alive and
have perished in religious wars. Is this not far more likely to be a
spurious attribution to Jesus, serving the interests of a priesthood
group, than a truth from a just, merciful and loving God?
All avoidable, had God simply left his creatures—whose
eternal destiny is at stake—with a competent revelation
as he so easily could have.

This ad was paid for by a great admirer of Robert Ingersoll, who used common sense and the tenets of Christianity, fully
revealed and explained to such devastating effect in the last third of the 19th C. If you don't know him well, please visit
theingersoll.times.com website where you can read his words and learn about him in an easy to read newspaper format.
If you have comments send them to me at fellowfeather@gmail.com
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American Secular Identity,
Twenty-First-Century Style:
Secular College Students in 2013
Barry A. Kosmin

T

he recent growth in the size of the secular population
has been fueled by the young Millennial cohort, people
born around 1990. It’s important that we know more
about how they perceive and approach secularism. One
fallacious argument concerning the rise of the “Nones,” as
we at the Institute for the Study of Secularism in Society
and Culture (ISSSC) have labeled them, has been that many
are merely anticlerical and are really religious searchers.
They may be disillusioned by organized religion and clergy
scandals, but they still remain theistic and will eventually
find a compatible religious home. This view explains why
investigators at the Pew Research Center have labeled them
as religiously “Unaffiliated,” a term that presumes religious
affiliation to be the norm. Researchers at Baylor University
like to call them “Unchurched,” which presumes even more.

“. . . There has been a significant
generational shift away from
religion and theism.”

To the contrary, I believe that a fundamental change has
recently occurred in American society and that there has
been a significant generational shift away from religion and
theism. In order to validate this thesis and discover more
about its implications, in the spring of 2013 the Center for
Inquiry (CFI) partnered with the ISSSC at Trinity College to
survey the worldviews and opinions of a national sample of
four-year college and university students. In total, over 1,800
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students from a sample of thirty-eight universities representing all regions of the United States responded to our online
survey.
Thirty-three percent of this young population answered
“None” to the question “What is your religion, if any?” This
rate far exceeded the 15 to 20 percent recently reported in
surveys of the total U.S. adult population. Today, the majority of students on campus are women; 59 percent of our
respondents were female. Although all rates of nontheistic
identification are above the national average in this population, this gender skew still has considerable impact on the
student profile, because the historical female preference
for religion and theism surprisingly still persists into this
generation. Whereas 37 percent of men self-identified as
Nones, only 30 percent of women did so. The Nones category
includes those who self-identified as atheists and agnostics,
and here again a gender bias is revealed. Whereas 12 percent of men were self-proclaimed atheists and agnostics,
only 7 percent of women were.
In order to ascertain their worldview, we also asked students to choose whether they would describe themselves as
Religious, Spiritual, or Secular. The Secular were a heartening
28 percent of the total, only slightly less than Religious (32
percent) and Spiritual (32 percent). Nevertheless, there were
more Nones (33 percent) than Seculars (28 percent) among
these students. The Nones split 70 percent Secular to 30
percent Spiritual. This meant that 70 percent of the Secular
worldview group was composed of Nones and 32 percent of
the Spirituals were Nones. Why this discrepancy? It appears
to reflect the plurality of females among the respondents—
women who self-describe as Nones tend to avoid the Secular
label and prefer to identify as Spiritual.
Identification patterns are changing, and young males
seem to be much more willing than older generations to

adopt the atheist or agnostic label. As a result, around 28
percent of those in the Secular worldview group self-identified as atheists and agnostics. This might be seen as progress,
but figure 1 shows that when asked a theological question
about the divine, just 77 percent of the Secular group
provided atheistic or agnostic responses. Again we find
a discrepancy, this time over the atheist self-designation:
What does it mean when 42 percent of Seculars provide an
atheistic response to a God question but only 12 percent
self-identify as atheists on a religion question?

Figure 1. Belief in God among the Seculars.
I dont believe in God.
I don’t know whether there is a God, and I don’t believe there is any way to find out.
100%

I don’t believe in a personal God, but I do believe in a higher power.
I find myself believing in God some of the time but not at others.

80%

While I have doubts, I feel that I do believe in God.

60%

I know God really exists, and I have no doubts about it.
Don’t know.
42%

40%

35%

20%

11%

6%

3%

0%

2%

1%

Much has been written about Americans’ prejudice
against atheists; for example, repeated surveys show that
fewer would vote for an atheist as candidate for president
than for a candidate of any religious background, including
Islam. Anticipating this finding, we included an item in the
questionnaire to see whether young people today regard
atheism as an impediment to success in society. Figure 2
shows how true respondents considered the statement:
“Atheists have less chance to succeed in the USA.” As we

Figure 2. Atheists have less
chance to succeed in the USA.
100%

80%

Very True

Quite True

Not at All True

Not Sure

Not So True

69%

60%

65%

57%
40%

32%
20%

0%

23%

19%
1% 5%
Religious

5%

2%

7%
Secular

3%

1%

7%
Spiritual

4%

can see, hardly any among this generation of young people,
including large majorities of the Religious and the Spiritual,
thought this statement was accurate. The Seculars group
was the most emphatic in rejecting it: 88 percent of Seculars
did so. So it doesn’t appear that fear of the consequences
accounts for the failure of nontheistic Seculars and Nones to
“come out” as atheists. Obviously we need to do more “market research” on this issue.
Not only are there gaps between the sexes regarding the
appeal of the Secular worldview, similar gaps appear among
racial and ethnic groups. Among the minorities, Asians are
the most likely to be Secular (32 percent), and they comprised 11 percent of the whole group; Latino students were
near the norm at 24 percent Secular, but only 16 percent of
African Americans reported that they were Secular. Minority
religions were also overrepresented within the Secular
group. Aside from the Nones (70 percent), 11 percent of
Seculars identified with minority religious traditions—half
of these were Jews—while 11 percent refused to state a
religion and so were probably also Nones. Only 8 percent of
Christians said they were Secular, which suggests that these
questions work well to accurately sort the population.
One important question that intrigues us is: How do people
become secular? We asked the students about family background and how they were raised. Almost half the Secular
group (49 percent) reported that they had attended religious
services at least monthly when young. Only 28 percent were
raised in irreligious families and never attended services. So we
can conclude that the great majority of the Secular group comprises the “deconverted.”

W

hat, then, are the causes of this alienation from religion? Many conservative religionists have posited that
higher education itself undermines faith and is the major
cause of alienation from religion. We explored the differences among the worldview groups as to the courses of
study they were following. Perhaps surprisingly, there was
no statistical difference between the patterns of choices of
academic majors between the Religious and Secular worldview
groups. Among the Secular, 38 percent had chosen science,
technology, mathematics, and engineering (STEM), 29 percent social and behavioral sciences, and 30 percent arts and
humanities, with 3 percent undecided. In fact, the difference
we did discover was between the Spiritual and the other two
worldview groups, rather than Religious versus Secular. The
Spiritual group was less likely to include STEM majors, probably due to that group’s female skew.
So what other influences are at play in the trend toward
rejection of religion? One indicator of alienation besides
respondents’ personal theological beliefs, discussed later in
this article, is that 70 percent of the Secular group agreed
with the statement, “Looking around the world, religions
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Figure 3. Truth in religion.
Nones

Seculars

100%
80%

64%

60%

58%

30% 36%

40%
20%
0%

0%
There is very little
There are basic truths
truth in any religion.
in many religions.

1%

There is truth in
only one religion.

6% 6%
Don’t know.

Figure 4. It is necessary to believe in God
in order to be moral and have good values.
Nones

Seculars

91% 85%

100%
80%
60%
40%
20%
0%

1% 2%

2% 3%

5% 8%

Completely
Agree

Mostly
Agree

Mostly
Disagree

1% 2%
Completely
Disagree

Don’t Know

Figure 5. View of the Bible as a guide
to morality among the Seculars.
The Bible is a perfect guide to morality, and its teachings hold true today.
The Bible is not a perfect guide to morality because some of its teachings are
not appropriate today, but is still the best guide we have.
The Bible is not the best guide to morality today; there are better
ways of knowing right from wrong.
None of these.
Don’t know.
100%
80%

59%

60%
40%

34%

20%
0%

20

0%
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bring more conflict than peace.” This negative view of the
role religion plays today is probably also a factor for the
Spiritual worldview group, among whom 55 percent agreed
with the statement. In contrast, the majority of the Religious,
as might be expected, rejected the negative characterization
of religion’s role in the world.
Though the Secular respondents were not believers, it’s
possible that they retain a respect for religion that might
explain their reluctance to self-identify as atheists. The
students’ views about truth in religion, shown in figure 3,
display great similarity among both the Secular and Spiritual
groups. The Secular group was slightly harder in their rejection, but both groups were unanimous in denying that truth
inheres in any single religion. Yet there is some evidence
from their responses to the question about truth in religion
to suggest that the majority of young Seculars and Nones are
fair-minded, since majorities accepted that “there are basic
truths in many religions.”
It is also worth emphasizing that the responses of the
Seculars and the Nones are almost exactly parallel, though
the Seculars tend slightly more toward being hardline and
antireligious.
Religious thinkers often stress the relationship between
belief and morality. Figure 4 shows that the Secular and
None students overwhelmingly reject this proposition.
Interestingly, the Seculars and the Nones answered this
question almost identically, even though 30 percent of the
latter group self-identified as Spiritual.
Since belief in God is not linked to morality, what then
of the Bible? Figure 5 shows that hardly any of the Secular
students regarded the Bible as a guide to morality today.
Around one-third rejected any consideration of this proposition, and we may assume that they are probably antireligious
hardliners on this question.
Having disposed of God and Bible, do other vestiges of
supernatural belief remain today among young Secular
Americans? We asked the students about traditional JudeoChristian supernatural beliefs as well as Eastern and New
Age esoteric ones. Figure 6 contrasts the differences in the
response patterns of the 32 percent of students holding
to the Religious worldview and the 28 percent who had a
Secular worldview. The findings show very big gaps between
opinions of Secular and Religious groups; 71 percent on miracles and 72 percent on life after death. The Religious score
higher on every item, with 41 percent believing in spirits
and ghosts in contrast to only 9 percent among the Secular.
Interestingly, both groups overwhelmingly reject karma
and reincarnation. These results, along with others, such as
their 93 percent endorsement of evolution and 83 percent
embrace of reason, suggest that Secular students were
indeed committed to science, reason, and secular values.

RESEARCH REPORT: Secular Students Today, a Joint CFI-ISSSC Study

Another issue of importance to the future of secular
humanism is whether the young carry over their philosophical beliefs into the realm of politics and public policy.
Respondents were asked whether they supported the current system of tax privileges for the clergy and organized
religion (figure 7). A majority of all students were opposed,
but unsurprisingly, the Religious group favored this policy. A
large majority (70 percent) of the Secular group was opposed
and, interestingly, nearly half of the Spiritual group. This
suggests that the Spirituals are potential allies for some purposes, since this and other items show that many Spirituals
are suspicious and antagonistic toward organized religion.

Figure 6. Supernatural beliefs of the
Religious and the Secular students.
Do you believe the following?

Miracles

84%

Miracles

Life after death

83%

Life after death

Ghosts/Spirits

41%

Karma

9%

Karma

9%

0%

7%

Ghosts/Spirits

20%

Reincarnation

13%

11%

Reincarnation

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

4%

0%

% Yes RELIGIOUS

Asked “What is your religion, if any?,”
33 percent of students answered “None,”
far exceeding the 15 to 20 percent reported
among the total population of U.S. adults.

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

% Yes SECULAR

Figure 7. Tax breaks for religious
institutions and clergy.
100%

Agree

Not Sure

Disagree

80%

60%

Over the past few decades, the culture war in the United
States has focused especially on abortion rights and women’s
reproductive freedom. Respondents were asked if it was true
or not that women needed to defend their reproductive
rights today. Figure 8 shows that the Secular group was the
most supportive of women’s rights. Not unexpectedly, the
mainly Religious group, a majority of whom were Catholics
and Evangelicals, were not favorable to this idea. Yet perhaps
most significant is the fact that the Seculars outscored the
Spirituals on this item, even though (as readers will recall)
the Secular group was majority-male whereas the Spiritual
group was majority-female. This goes some way toward
undermining the claim, at least for the younger generation,
that Secular men are antifeminist and unsympathetic toward
women’s issues.
Given this result, it’s not surprising that 95 percent of the
Secular group also believed that same-sex marriage should
be legalized by federal government, while 71 percent supported assisted suicide.

S

o what are the politics of this younger generation of
Seculars? Because they have come of age during an era
when the Republican Party has been dominated by the
religious Right, it’s not surprising that very few are regis-

70%
58%
46%

40%

29%
21% 21%

20%

16% 14%

24%

0%

Religious

Spiritual

Secular

Figure 8. Women must defend
their reproductive rights.
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Figure 9. Meaning of secularism by worldview.
Religious

Secular

53%

No identification or affiliation
with any religious tradition

29%
36%

Absence of supernatural religious beliefs

Separation of religion from state/government

38%
18%

Tolerance for various religions and philosophies

22%

0%

tered Republicans. As a result, the pattern of political party
preference reflects a generational skew and the “God gap”
that is typical of current politics. The Secular students were
57 percent Democrat, 25 percent Independent, and only 5
percent Republican; Other/Don’t Know were 12 percent.
Perhaps a better gauge is their actual political views. These
showed a little more diversity: 4 percent Conservative, 7 percent Libertarian, 11 percent Moderate, 44 percent Liberal, 20
percent Progressive, and 14 percent Other/Don’t Know.
Finally, it’s useful for the secular movement to understand
how the general public, particularly the younger, educated
elements within it, interpret the terms it uses. What do people
understand by the term secularism, and does it mean the same
thing to all types of people? Figure 9 shows the responses to a
question about the meaning of secularism for all three worldviews.
It was possible for the respondents to answer “yes” to
each of the five interpretations or descriptions of secularism.
The results show complexity, if not confusion, since there
was clearly little consensus among the groups. Each worldview has its own particular rank order of responses. For the
Religious, the most accepted concept was “Separation of religion from state/government” (55 percent) with “No identification or affiliation with any religious tradition” (53 percent)
closely behind. The Spiritual saw secularism more as “Absence
of supernatural religious beliefs” (61 percent); a majority of
them also understood it as separation of church and state (55
percent). The Secular worldview group seemed disposed to a
more philosophical interpretation, with 72 percent favoring
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72%
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Atheism
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20%
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60%
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100%

“No identification or affiliation with any religious tradition”
and 59 percent “Absence of supernatural religious beliefs.”
More Seculars than others favored the “Tolerance for various
religions and philosophies” (36 percent) option. What was
noticeable was the low score for separation of church and
state among the Secular group, at only 38 percent. Another
significant finding is the across-the-board agreement that
secularism is not atheism, with scores for all three groups in
the 6 to 11 percent range.
Undoubtedly, these survey results and the trends they
reveal are good news for CFI, the Council for Secular Humanism,
and all secular organizations, as well as for the future of the
United States. The findings clearly demonstrate that a large
and coherent constituency is emerging among the younger
generation that is favorable to our beliefs and agenda.
Questions remain, but we now have much valuable information about our market and its attitudes and opinions. Going
forward, these findings on the Secular student population can
help CFI in branding and framing its message as well as in planning its educational programs.

Barry A. Kosmin is a research professor in the Public Policy and Law
Program and director of the Institute for the Study of Secularism in
Society and Culture at Trinity College. He was the principal investigator
of the American Religious Identification Survey (ARIS) series from 1990
to 2008. He serves on the board of directors of the Center for Inquiry, a
supporting organization of the Council for Secular Humanism, and on the
board of directors of the Council.
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Edwin Kagin, 1940–2014

Credo

Edwin Kagin, American Atheists’ national legal director and cofounder
(with his late wife, Helen) of Camp Quest, has died at the age of seventy-three. Kagin was often called “the legal heart” of American Atheists.
He served that organization from 2006 until his death, sacrificing what
undoubtedly would have been a lucrative decade of practicing law for the
secular movement. The Kagins created Camp Quest, the first secular summer camp specifically for children of nontheistic and freethinking parents,
as a project of the Free Inquiry Group (Cincinnati, Ohio), a local group affiliated with the Council for Secular Humanism. Much of the program’s early
success was due to Kagin’s dedication and enthusiasm. Camp Quest is now
an independent organization with camps in seventeen locations, including
two overseas.
Kagin was also a distinguished speaker and author, known for his
idiosyncratic sense of humor, satirical wit, and willingness to take on any
and all religious hypocrisy. He was an unmistakable figure in the secular
community. For his contributions to the movement through his work with
American Atheists and Camp Quest, he will be remembered and missed.
—Sean Lachut, FREE INQUIRY Assistant Editor
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Chris O’Carroll

I’m confident whatever gods may be
Don’t think to be displeased or satisfied
With me, and don’t expend their energy
On taking mine or any other side.
I’m confident the future and the past
Are present in the present we two share,
A moment that both does and doesn’t last,
A here that’s also somehow everywhere.
I’m confident that when mortality
Collects the tribute everybody pays,
We’ll feel the fabric of eternity
As weightless as these evanescent days.
I’m confident that everything I know
Amounts to just a hunch or a rough guess.
I’m confident you’ll hear the whole truth, though
The best words on my tongue say something less.
I’m confident that love is all we need.
That trippy hippie wisdom cannot be
The only tenet of a lifetime creed,
Yet outweighs weightier philosophy.
I’m confident that your touch on my skin
Makes its imprint on all of time and space.
I’m confident we’re running not to win

No Longer
a Believer?

Or lose or even comprehend the race.

If so, please visit:

www.FallingFromOz.com
True stories of deconversion
that you can post, read,
comment, and share.

Chris O’Carroll is a writer and an actor. His
poems have appeared in Angle, Light, Literary
Review, Measure, and The Rotary Dial, as well
as in other print and online journals.
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We’ve Come This Far—in Spite
of Faith
Debunking the Myth of Civil Rights as a Church Movement
Leah Mickens

R

eligious gatherings tend not to be characterized by
random outbreaks of violence, but the 1961 conference
of the National Baptist Convention, the largest black
Protestant denomination in the United States, was rocked
by intense verbal debates that quickly escalated into physical altercations. The ensuing melee claimed the life of Rev.
Arthur G. Wright, killed when he accidently fell off a stage
and sustained a fatal head injury.
The incident was the culmination of more than four years
of tension concerning the propriety of using civil disobedience to achieve civil rights for African Americans. The conservative faction, led by National Baptist Convention President
J. H. Jackson of Olivet Baptist Church in Chicago, thought that
blacks should be good Americans who respected “law and

insisted that his remarks had been taken out of context, but
the episode compelled King and his fellow radicals to break
away from the National Baptist Convention and form the
Progressive National Baptist Convention.
The feud between black America’s most famous civil rights
leader and the head of its most powerful church is just one
example of how the black church was not only not an engine
of social change during the civil rights movement but how it
often opposed those who wanted to take a more confrontational position against segregation.

Opposition to the Civil Rights Movement
from within the Black Community

To understand why Jackson and his ilk were so antagonistic
toward the civil rights movement, it is necessary to examine
the political divisions within the twentieth-century
African-American community. Many contemporary Americans incorrectly label all expressions of
mid–twentieth-century black activism as being part
of the civil rights movement, lumping separatist
“. . . The black church was not only not an engine
groups such as the Nation of Islam with integrationof social change during the civil rights movement,
ists such as King and accommodationists such as
Jackson. In reality, these three schools of thought—
but . . . often opposed those who wanted to take
separatism, integrationism, and accommodationa more confrontational position against segregation.”
ism—entailed very different ways of addressing
not just America’s racial problems but the question
of how blacks ought to relate to white America.
Separatists concluded that blacks should build
autonomous, self-sufficient communities rather
than seek acceptance from whites, whom they
order,” whereas the radicals, whose most visible member was
believed would never be willing to regard African Americans as
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., believed that African Americans
equals. Many separatists, such as Marcus Garvey, also espoused
should actively fight against and even disobey unjust laws.
Pan-Africanism, believing that African Americans should unite
Jackson blamed Wright’s death on King, accusing the civil
with blacks in the Caribbean, Latin America, and Africa to build
rights leader of inciting his followers to violence. Afraid that
a modern, unified African continent. Integrationists thought
King was conspiring against his authority, Jackson stripped
that blacks were entitled to the same rights and opportunities as
King of his position as the vice president of the Baptist
whites, and the only way that African Americans would obtain
Training Union and Sunday School Congress and denounced
these rights was to confront their oppressors through protests,
the civil rights movement in its entirety. King, supported
court cases, and boycotts. Separatism was doomed to failure,
by thirty pro–civil rights black churchmen, accused Jackson
integrationists argued, because blacks were forced to operate
of libel and demanded a public retraction. Jackson later
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slavery but also the possibility of achieving parity with whites
within a system where they would never have equal access
to the kind of resources that would make an autarkic black
in the future. They were further incensed by King’s desire
community possible, whether in the United States or in Africa.
to redefine church work so that political activism would be
Accommodationists believed that blacks should focus on educaconsidered an explicit part of the black church’s mission. The
tion, entrepreneurship, and the acquisition of bourgeois values
conservative black church establishment could not endorse
rather than advocate for social or political equality, assuming
the civil rights movement because it offered a view of religion
that whites would voluntarily grant them political equality when
and politics that was diametrically opposed to its own.
they saw that African Americans were capable of being responThe Limitations of the Rural Southern Black Church
sible citizens. The most famous accommodationist was Booker T.
If the civil rights movement was a hard sell among educated
Washington, the founder of Tuskegee University, who brokered
accommodationist leaders such as Jackson, the idea of taking
the “Atlanta compromise,” in which Southern blacks agreed to
on the status quo was unthinkable in the politically impoacquiesce to the Jim Crow regime in exchange for basic training
tent black churches that dotted the rural South. When many
in menial trades and economic opportunities.
Americans think of the black Southern church during the
The differences between separatists, integrationists, and
Jim Crow era, they conjure up images of large urban congreaccommodationists caused bitter feuds among black activists,
gations of educated, middle-class members committed to
despite the fact that all three groups had the same ostensible
social uplift and political organizing, such as Ebenezer Baptist
goal of improving the condition of the African-American
Church in Atlanta or the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in
community. For example, W. E. B. DuBois, one of the cofoundBirmingham. However, these churches were (and still are)
ers of the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP) and a fierce defender
of the integrationist position, was engaged in
vituperative ideological disagreements with
Washington and Garvey in the early twentieth century over what he perceived to be
“The differences between separatists, integrationists,
their passivity in the face of white supremacy.
and accommodationists caused bitter feuds among
Garvey and Washington in turn launched ad
black activists, despite the fact that all three groups
hominem attacks against DuBois (and each
other) in the black press in an effort to dishad the same ostensible goal of improving the condition
credit the political positions that they found
of the African-American community.”
personally offensive. Black leaders continued
to fight over tactics during the civil rights era:
separatists attacked integrationists for being
“Uncle Toms,” integrationists denounced separatists as impractical utopians, and accomthe exceptions to the rule; the average black church in the
modationists considered integrationists and separatists to be
Jim Crow South was a small, rural edifice that was politically
dangerous subversives.
and culturally isolated. The 1926 Federal Census of Religious
Given the anticommunist hysteria that characterized
Bodies indicates that the combined yearly expenditures of
American political discourse during the 1950s and 1960s,
the 29,603 rural black churches that responded to the survey
the accommodationist view appealed to older black leadtotaled only $16,621,723, meaning that the average congreers, particularly ministers who were suspicious of “godless
gation had seventy to one hundred members and operated
communism.” The consensus among Southern whites was
on an annual budget of $561, with the average parishioner
that outbreaks of “Negro militancy” were indicative of comdonating $6.14 per year. When Harry V. Richardson did a
munist infiltration, and they viewed civil rights protesters as
follow-up report on the state of the Southern black church
fifth columns for the Soviet Union. Anxious not to have their
twenty-one years later, his findings indicated that black
community’s concerns dismissed as communist agitation,
Christians were as financially marginalized in 1947 as they
conservative leaders such as Jackson encouraged blacks to be
had been in 1926.
patriotic and respectful of the law despite their second-class
Rural ministers often held positions in several churches out
status. To conservative black churchmen, the brash King and
of economic necessity, depriving individual congregations of
his associates, with their insistence on antagonizing the status
consistent pastoral leadership. As late as 1969, Benjamin E.
quo through civil disobedience, threatened not only the preMays and Joseph W. Nicholson noted that 72 percent of the
cious gains that African Americans had made since the end of
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rural black churches they surveyed could only hold services
once or twice a month because the pastor had to serve at
a neighboring church. Infrequent meetings hampered the
ability for rural congregations to develop stable internal
organizational structures and ambitious outreach programs.
Even if rural black churches had more resources, it is doubtful
that they could have challenged the white power structure,
because such institutions encouraged parishioners to find
solace in the next life rather than to improve their material or
political conditions. New theological trends such as the social
gospel, personalism, and satyagraha that influenced the outlook of educated black churchmen such as Howard Thurman,
Mordecai Wyatt Johnson, and Mays were completely absent
from the minds of rural black ministers, many of whom were
barely literate. Powerful white landholders “advised” black

signers of Humanist Manifesto II, as was James Farmer, the
organizer of the Freedom Rides and founder of the Congress
of Racial Equality (CORE). Bayard Rustin, one of the architects of the March on Washington who introduced Dr. King
to Gandhian nonviolence, was a self-described freethinker
from a Quaker background. Many famous black artists, such
as Richard Wright, Zora Neale Hurston, Lorraine Hansberry,
and Langston Hughes, followed nontheist philosophies and
wrote accounts in which they or their literary doppelgangers
questioned the role of religion in the black community. Black
secular humanists were clearly not in short supply during the
civil rights movement; rather, black religionists have made a
conscious choice to ignore or downplay the true beliefs of
many of its greatest figures.
The essentially secular nature of the civil rights movement becomes apparent when one examines
the leadership of the major African-American
organizations. Of the “Big Four” civil rights
organizations of the 1960s—CORE, the
“To conservative black churchmen, the brash King . . .
NAACP, the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference (SCLC), and the Student Nonviolent
threatened not only the precious gains that African
Coordinating Committee (SNCC)—only one, the
Americans had made since the end of slavery but also the
SCLC, had a religious orientation. Similarly, King
possibility of achieving parity with whites in the future.”
was the only member of the “Big Six” (the
civil rights leaders responsible for organizing
the 1963 March on Washington) who was a
minister, the others being Whitney Young of
the Urban League, John Lewis of the SNCC,
ministers to teach their flocks the virtues of accepting their
Randolph, Farmer, and Roy Wilkins of the NAACP. While some
inferior place in society, conferring token bits of material aid
socially conscious ministers played an important role in mobito black churches that complied and threatening political and
lizing and educating the masses, they were just one group
economic violence against those that resisted. Whatever benout of many that participated in the civil rights movement.
efits black rural congregations conferred upon their parishioLawyers from the NAACP used the courts to dismantle de
ners, be they psychological or social, it should be obvious that
jure segregation in landmark cases such as Shelley v. Kraemer
political empowerment was not one of them.
(1948), Brown v. Board of Education (1954), and Boyton v.
Virginia (1960). Thousands of K–12 students integrated public
The Role of Secular Organizations
schools throughout the South, stoically enduring the wrath
in the Civil Rights Movement
of their white academic communities. College students, from
Giving the church an oversized role in civil rights history
both historically black colleges and universities and majorerases the role that atheists and agnostics have played in
ity-white institutions, staged sit-ins to forcibly desegregate
advancing the rights of African Americans. A quick survey of
public facilities and provided the manpower for the Freedom
black history indicates that atheism, agnosticism, and other
Rides and the Mississippi Freedom Summer. While many of
forms of nonbelief have always been an important current
these individuals were probably affiliated with a religious
in the African-American intellectual tradition. The religious
organization in their private lives, they were participating in
beliefs of famed abolitionist Frederick Douglass shifted from
civil rights activities as politically engaged Americans, not as
traditional Protestantism to deism over the course of his
Christians per se.
lifetime after he became disillusioned with the complacency
What’s the Point?
of American Christians toward human-rights abuses. The
aforementioned DuBois was an agnostic sociologist who
The black church’s role in the civil rights struggle is exagdevoted his life to fighting against lynching, Jim Crow laws,
gerated because the most prominent leader of the period—
and the systematic disenfranchisement of black voters in
King—was a minister, as were many of his associates.
the South. A. Phillip Randolph, the founder and leader of
However, King and his aides should be seen as outliers among
black churchmen, not as representatives. During his career
the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, was one of the
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civil rights movement was a profoundly humanistic moment
as a civil rights leader, King not only had to fight against
in American history, when blacks stood up to an intolerable
deeply entrenched white supremacy but also against fellow
status quo that had been smoldering for over three hundred
black ministers, including his own father, who preferred a
years. Like the Renaissance humanists, who rejected the relimore cautious strategy. Although a minister, King was deeply
gious integralism and obscurantism of medieval scholasticism
influenced by humanists and humanistic ideals; he was interby “returning to the sources,” civil rights activists smashed the
ested in the ideas of philosophers such as Hegel and Kant,
image of the docile Southern “darkie” by creating new forms
supported family planning efforts in the black community,
of political organization, self-expression, and fields of inquiry.
and advocated the separation of church and state. His own
The idea that people should assert their humanity through
personal religious beliefs were more in line with the theologeducation and active political engagement is a concept that
ically liberal Unitarian Church than the traditionalist National
opponents of social progress still find threatening, as they
Baptist Convention. In fact, King was a regular attendee at
always have.
Unitarian churches when he lived in Boston. He reverted to
the denomination of his youth upon returning to the South, partially because of pressure
from his theologically conservative father but
“The conservative black church establishment
also because he understood the difficulties of
could not endorse the civil rights movement because
being a politically minded black man in a predominantly white organization.
it offered a view of religion and politics
Supporting civil rights for African Americans
that was diametrically opposed to its own.”
during the 1950s and 1960s was a risky undertaking that could lead to accusations of being
a communist; violence against one’s business, family, or person; and harassment by
Indeed, Jackson’s antagonism against King continued
the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Many Americans who
after
the latter’s death. Upon learning that the Chicago City
were sympathetic to the aims of the civil rights movement
Council
would be changing the name of South Parkway to
chose to remain uninvolved, afraid of the repercussions that
honor
King
in July 1968, Jackson changed the official address
active support might bring. Now that the Establishment has
of
Olivet
Baptist
Church, infuriated at the thought that his
decreed that the civil rights movement was on the right side
bête
noire’s
name
might appear on his church’s letterhead or
of history, religious opportunists of all colors feel free to yoke
that
his
parishioners
might see the name of the deceased civil
themselves to its legacy to give legitimacy to their pet reacrights
leader
as
they
entered the church.
tionary causes, from black prosperity gospel peddler Eddie
Long denouncing gay marriage at King’s grave to Ted Nugent
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comparing gun owners to Rosa Parks.
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Bully’s Justice
George Zebrowski

U

ndisputed is the fact that Europeans seized this continent, piece by piece, from the many Native peoples who
were here first. Today, when these nation-tribes go to
court, seeking recognition of their rights to ancestral lands—
even when they define their claims narrowly—they almost
always lose.
Those of us conscious of the old injustice of Native dispossession might imagine that our legal system repeatedly
refuses to acknowledge, much less correct, that glaring moral
wrong because of some weighty countervailing principle of
justice. Surely, we might speculate, some murky but hugely
important legal principle must be in play that accounts for
the courts’ baffling conduct in rejecting the plain demands of
justice. If you assume that, you’d be wrong, as a recent case

which ruled against the Oneida. Here is an excerpt from that
decision:

“. . . The Sherrill decision was based in part on the
Doctrine of Discovery, one of the rare principles of
American law that came not from English common law
or from the pen of some Enlightenment philosopher
but rather from the Vatican.”

involving New York’s Onondaga Nation demonstrates. There
is no such principle, moral or otherwise, on the basis of which
American law dismisses Native American land claims—other
than the principle of the bully, the thief, or the moral shirker.
On March 11, 2005, the Onondaga Nation of Nedrow, New
York, filed Onondaga Nation v. The State of New York et al., a
land-rights action in federal court, seeking acknowledgment
of title to more than three thousand square miles of ancestral
lands centering in Syracuse, New York. This action was dismissed in 2010. That decision followed a previous dismissal of
land claims by the Oneida and Cayuga nations and was based
on the 2005 U.S. Supreme Court decision Sherrill v. Oneida.
In that case, the Oneida had refused to pay property taxes to
Sherrill, New York, based on the principle of their sovereign
status; the city then threatened the Oneida with eviction. The
U.S. Court of Appeals in the Second District ruled in favor of
the Oneida, and the dispute went to the U.S. Supreme Court,
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Given the longstanding, distinctly non-Indian character of
central New York and its inhabitants, the regulatory authority
over the area constantly exercised by the State and its counties and towns for 200 years, and the Oneidas’ long delay in
seeking judicial relief against parties other than the United
States, standards of federal Indian law and federal equity practice preclude the Tribe from unilaterally reviving its ancient
sovereignty, in whole or in part, over the parcels at issue.
The Oneidas long ago relinquished governmental reins and
cannot regain them through open‑market purchases from
current titleholders.
The distance from 1805 to the present day, the Oneidas’
long delay in seeking equitable relief against New York or
its local units, and developments in Sherrill spanning several
generations, evoke the doctrines of laches, acquiescence, and impossibility, and render inequitable
the piecemeal shift in governance this suit seeks
unilaterally to initiate. This Court has long recognized that the passage of time can preclude relief.

In a revealing footnote, the high court added:
“Under the ‘doctrine of discovery’ fee title [that
is, ownership] to the lands occupied by Indians
when the colonists arrived became vested in the
sovereign, first the discovering European nation
and later the original states and the United
States.”
In other words, the Sherrill decision was based
in part on the Doctrine of Discovery, one of the
rare principles of American law that came not from English
common law or from the pen of some Enlightenment philosopher but rather from the Vatican. The doctrine can be traced
to Pope Nicholas V’s issuance of the papal bull Romanus
Pontifex in 1455, which allowed Portugal to claim and conquer lands in West Africa. Pope Alexander VI extended to
Spain the right to conquer newly found lands in 1493. The
Doctrine of Discovery gave European Christian explorers a
rationale to claim lands unoccupied by Christians, even if
indigenous people lived there, declaring that these indigenous people had no land rights.
With that history established, let’s return to the Onondaga
case. Following the 2010 dismissal of its land-rights action,
the Onondaga Nation appealed to the Second Court of
Appeals in New York City in 2012. Asserting land rights only
to the Central New York region around Onondaga Lake, the
Onondaga pointed out that they had in fact been continuously occupying those lands and also that, in contrast to

previous land-rights cases (including that of the Oneida), they
were only seeking a resolution and a recognition of rights,
not demanding a disruptive repossession of lands. The appeals
court nonetheless ruled against them on October 19, 2012.
On that day, the Associated Press reported that the
Onondaga Nation’s 183-year-old land claim against New
York State had again been denied.* The brief story, written
“objectively,” styled away inconvenient facts by not recognizing them as facts, in much the same way as the court’s
decision had ignored law and lawful practice by brazenly
proclaiming a conclusion that was both unlawful and unjust.
Even a short summary of the well-established historical
record exposes the absurdity of recent court decisions regarding the Onondaga (as well as other Native land-claim cases).

States. The tribes’ right to their homelands was explicitly
admitted by the United States in Article 2 of this treaty. Why
was this treaty made? At the time, the fledgling U.S. government under President George Washington wanted to keep
the Haudenosaunee (or Iroquois, as the Six Nations were
known collectively) from joining other Native Americans in
Ohio who were threatening war over the allocation of their
lands. The Treaty of Canandaigua kept the Iroquois out of
that conflict.
It should also be noted that the Eleventh Amendment to
the U.S. Constitution, which granted sovereign immunity to
each of the states in the Union, was not ratified until 1795,
a year after the Treaty of Canandaigua was formalized. The
Eleventh Amendment reads as follows: “The Judicial power of

The Trial of Red Jacket by John Mix Stanley shows the famous Iroquois orator and negotiator—a signatory of the Treaty of
Canandaigua—addresssing a crowd.
Moreover, it perpetuates an overwhelming record of public
shame.
Let us review the history.

D

uring the American Revolutionary War, the Onondaga
were initially neutral. After an American attack on their
main village in 1779, they sided with the British. Following the
war, many Onondaga left for Canada, but some remained in
their ancestral homeland around New York’s Onondaga Lake.
In 1794, the Onondaga who had stayed in New York State,
along with other members of the Six Nations (Mohawk,
Seneca, Cayuga, Oneida, and Tuscarora) still living in the
state, signed the Treaty of Canandaigua with the United

*Associated Press, “Court Rejects Land Claim,” Albany Times-Union,
Friday, October 19, 2012.

the United States shall not be construed to extend to any suit
in law or equity, commenced or prosecuted against one of
the United States by Citizens of another state, or by Citizens
or Subjects of any Foreign State.” In other words, shortly
after the Treaty of Canandaigua was signed, the Eleventh
Amendment arguably gave New York a new constitutional
right to violate the treaty retroactively.
Back to the present day: What were the Onondagas up
against in bringing, then appealing, their suit? One answer is
the shameful Doctrine of Discovery, of course, now affirmed
by the Sherrill v. Oneida decision. But what they truly faced
were unjust human judges, exercising unjust laws and issuing
self-serving declarations whose foundations rested on sand
and pretzel-like assertions. Doing right costs, as does doing
wrong. To do right only when it does not conflict with your
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This is laughable. Terms like historical injustice and justifiable expectations of “people and entities” (read “corporations”) do not stand up under any kind of truth telling; these
terms mean what the judges want them to mean. Ultimately
they are mere insistence, calculated to stop further deliberation as early as possible.
The federal appeals court’s rejection of the Onondaga
Nation’s land claim repeated the injustice of the original
dispossession, continuing that injustice by simply declaring
the power to do so. In so doing, it ignored the principle that
“justice delayed is justice denied,” to say nothing of the legal
principle of “accessory to the crime after the fact.” (If a crime is
concealed, or its investigation interfered with, individuals or groups
become part of the crime and guilty by degrees of the crime itself.
An accessory may enable a crime to happen, help to conceal it, or
enable it to continue—before, during, or after the fact—
even by inaction or silence.)
In fear of its own legalistic labyrinth, then, the court
would not even say the truth about the facts or about itself.
“Even a short summary of the well-established
Injustice sets its own precedents and hangs on in fear.
historical record exposes the absurdity of recent court
That today’s occupiers of the lands in question treasure
certain “justifiable expectations” is true enough, but
decisions regarding the Onondaga (as well as other
this argument assumes a conclusion to prove itself, classic
Native land-claim cases). Moreover, it perpetuates
circular reasoning. It boils down to: “We own the land
an overwhelming record of public shame.”
because we own the land.” The present’s reassertion of
admitted wrongs perpetuates past injustice, ignoring the
possibility that today’s “owners” of the Onondaga lands—
the individuals, banks, and corporations who occupy them
today—might
very well work out individual solutions with the
In the Onondaga case, the law was, quite simply, bought
Onondaga.
However,
even a polite apology is to be feared.
and sold according to the interests of a generation and its politNote well, again, that the court still nowhere denies the crime.
ical-judicial operatives. Such was the fear that the Onondaga
interests is hypocrisy; in logic, it is an outright contradiction.
To do right only when it costs nothing at all is a malicious
hope entertained only by the morally bankrupt.
Given our national history of unprincipled pragmatism
when it comes to Native American land claims, it was always
unlikely that dispassionate persons might emerge in the
Onondaga case who would stand up for legal principles
regardless of their prejudices. It was always unlikely that representatives of the state would accept the unpleasant consequences of applying legal principles consistently. So surely no
such person emerged, a phenomenon we see often enough
in human quarrels outside the Onondaga case. It seems we
can do little except to shame the perpetrators and not lie to
ourselves about the truth, even when as individuals it seems
we can do little to make matters right.

Nation might claim, even if only in principle, a section of land
extending through Central New York State that the U.S. Court of
Appeals for the Second Circuit issued a written order affirming a
lower court rejection of the case in 2010, “even before evidence
could be developed to support the Nation’s claims.” The law’s
fear of its own justice is obvious in this act of preemption. “U.S.
District Judge Lawrence Kahn in Albany [had] ruled [in 2005]
that the Nation’s claim to land stretching from Canada to the
Pennsylvania border would disrupt areas developed by generations of landowners” (quotations from the AP story previously
cited). Note that Judge Kahn did not deny the original crime of seizing the Onondagas’ land. Instead, he treated it as beneath notice,
yet not deniable: a perfect example of having it both ways.
Kahn ruled that the Onondaga claim “would disrupt areas
developed by generations of landowners.” For “developed”
read “stolen”; for “landowners” read “the current generation
of thieves,” with the thieves themselves agreeing to—and
setting aside—their crimes.
The press account continued, “A three-judge panel of the
appeals court declared Kahn to be right because so much
time had passed since the ‘historical injustice’ and because
the long-delayed claims would be disruptive to the ‘justifiable
expectations’ of people and entities far removed from the
taking of the lands.”
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ould it have been disruptive and expensive to honor the
Onondaga claim? Of course. But it is well understood
that sometimes an extreme is necessary to regain the mean;
disruption of the present is to be expected. At the very least,
the Onondaga deserve some kind of settlement for justice so
long delayed.
The Onondaga may not have expected to win this case, but
perhaps they could have made a public statement addressed
to the land’s present occupiers and embarrassed those who
continue to benefit from past crimes and accept the fact
without much thought. At the very least, today’s generations
should speak out against the vast crimes of Native American
genocide—and of black slavery as well—even as we continue
to benefit from inherited crimes. It is not enough to say, “I killed
no Indians and held no slaves.” You have to reject the crimes,
however useless that may seem; if enough people refuse to lie
to themselves, we may move toward a better world.
The court decided as it did, for the benefit of the powers
that be, simply because it could do so, with no one to stop it.
This is the action of a bully who comes to you with five friends:
four hold you while one gut-punches you. No fair contest is
possible against an empire’s doctrine of overwhelming force.
Justice sometimes requires seeming injustice as the price
of an earlier evaded injustice. What we can do, at least, is to

speak truth to power and not lie to ourselves—we who were
born into the overwhelming power of the present, who pay
our taxes and benefit from past wrongs. We can reject convenient accommodations with past wrongs, speaking out loudly
whenever we can, so that our lives do not drown in trivial,
criminal acceptance. If enough of us tell the truth, it may well
make a future difference.
If the U.S. Supreme Court simply refuses to hear this case,
as I predict it will, it will be acting out of a cowardly fear that a
future court might strike down any decision it takes, whether
for or against the Onondaga. Judges—even justices—worry
about their legacies.
But we must all live with the persistent, inconvenient truth,
ignoring its unpleasant smell. Remaking the truth to conceal
its inconveniences is a deliberate criminal act and a delusion. To live in the magical world of that delusion makes us
accessories to past crimes. Self-serving ideas from the eras of
slavery and Native American genocide persist, comforting our
courts with the notion that these people are not really people
or citizens—in the case of the Onondaga, only conquered
Native Americans—so they can’t do anything about what we
decide. They have no army.
To say that Native Americans will never be given back the
country is a simpleminded response to the issue, because, unlike
the descendants of the settlers, they do not want it all and never
did. “They’ll never get it back” is hardly ever said in a neutral tone
but coldly—suggesting guilt, fear, often outright resentment
and hate, and even outrage that the very question, or any discussion of settlement, should even be raised.
To deny recognition of what happened, to repudiate past
wrongs, stifles any chance of reconciliation. It extends the
historical fact of having taken it all, and still wanting it all.
“They will not get their country back.” True, but what does
that admit? The conqueror does as he pleases and the judicial system does as it pleases—not as it must, not as it should.
That’s the way it is when grown people talk in tautologies. It’s
the way things are.
In a 1957 movie Western, Trooper Hook, the star, Joel
McCrea, is asked by his army commander what he thinks of
the war with the Indians. “Reminds me of two dogs fighting over a bone,” says Trooper Hook. There is a long pause.
“Except it’s their bone,” he says to his commander, who does
not react, as if he is deaf.
We could admit that much to ourselves when this movie
was released, at the height of the civil rights struggle in
America. Several films from this time managed a few just
words. Today we do even less than a fifties movie did, as if any
admission of violations of human rights, especially the words
of whistle-blowers (in whose treatment we have set aside
the legal principle that the same entity cannot be judge, jury,
and executioner) will put the wealthy hierarchy on a slippery
slope of decline.
Consider what the will of settled power does to justice.
Facts make justice impractical; inconvenience makes justice
irrelevant. Again, the notion that justice can be done without
cost, while injustice came at a high price, is absurd reasoning.

It deadens our moral senses. And still, all that the powers that
be can say in the face of these moral absurdities is “too bad.”
Even then they avoid answering explicitly.
Practically speaking, we should not expect the powerful to
give up their advantages. “You and what army will stop us?”
they ask. “We make the law, abide by it, enforce it with arms,
and break it when necessary.” In fact, they rewrite reality—2
+ 2 = 5, and gravity is a fiction.
But this is why power sits uneasily in its places, hungering
after legitimacy—from the days of the divine right of kings
to today, when it claims a monopoly on the voice but always
with the help of weapons. The legitimacy of power arising
from below, or from any elected representation, is nearly
nonexistent today.
“The slaves are mine, their lives and houses are mine,” said the
masters, and it is still so today under other names, even though in
fact we all belong to each other and to our world.
So how does justice ever prevail? We see more clearly how
injustice prevails—by force, which only creates boiling pots of
revolt. A well-placed judge helps light fires under the pots of
hierarchy.
So what are we to do with our lives?
We can start by telling ourselves the truth, and then tell
others, even if we lose friends and get our noses bloodied. We
should never underestimate the redemptive power of telling
ourselves and others the truth.
The implications of this case reach far beyond the claims of
the Onondaga. Given emerging scholarly knowledge of the
western hemisphere’s history of exploitation and genocide,*
the inescapable conclusion is that we are the beneficiaries of
a destroyed mass of peoples. From them we have taken their
wealth and their future. Their past is still their past. It sits in
our present like a cancer.
*Charles C. Mann, 1491: New Revelations of the World Before Columbus
(New York, NY: Vintage, 2006) and 1493: Uncovering the New World
Columbus Created (New York, NY: Vintage, 2011). Noteworthy on
the toll of slavery is Daniel Rasmussen, The Untold Story of America’s
Largest Slave Revolt (New York, NY: HarperCollins, 2011).

George Zebrowski is an award-winning novelist, story writer, poet,
essayist, editor, and lecturer. His work has appeared in Nature and
World Literature Today, among many other publications.

Postscript
Since this essay was submitted, the U.S. Supreme Court
declined to hear Onondaga Nation v. The State of New
York et al., just as George Zebrowski predicted it would.
In April, the Onondaga Nation filed a petition against
the United States with the Inter-American Commission
on Human Rights, part of the Organization of American
States.—The Editors
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The Eucharist and the Origin
of Magical Ideas
George A. Wells

I

t is official Catholic teaching that when, at the Eucharistic
celebration, the priest speaks the words of consecration, the
substance of the bread and the wine is changed into the
body and blood of Christ. It is thus supposed that the mere
pronunciation of words in this ritual situation can effect a
change in the character of material objects. How can such
a notion ever have arisen? The question can be answered
by investigating the origin and development of language.
Ronald Englefield’s ideas on this subject have been followed
up in books of my own (listed with his at the end of this article), and I shall draw on them here.
It is now widely agreed that language began as gesture or
pantomime. If, in a situation where oral language is not available,
I want someone to climb a wall, I could convey the idea to him
or her by jumping and then pointing to the wall. Hence, we may
suppose that, when natives jump in their ritual dances to make
their crops grow high, this practice originated as an attempt to
influence the crops by the same means as were once employed
to influence fellow beings. The same is true of sprinkling water to
attract rain, roaring to encourage thunder, and whistling for the
wind. The inference on which these methods originally rested
was that, because such signs were effective when employed
on fellow human beings, they might usefully be tried on other
things. The mere performance of the linguistic act (even if that
were only a gesture) might produce the desired result.
If language began with gestures, there was surely a time
when oral language was a novelty, used primarily by initiates,
so that among other persons, erroneous beliefs about the
power of these bizarre utterances could easily arise. Examples
of belief in the magical properties of a later form of communication, namely writing, amply demonstrate the possibility of
such misunderstanding, by analogy with which earlier forms
can be reconstructed. There are many stories of persons who
knew nothing about writing being astonished to observe
how marks on paper could convey an influence from their
author to a distant stranger. An official gives a native three
bottles of wine to take to a friend with an accompanying
note specifying the gift. The bearer steals one of the bottles
for himself and is amazed to discover that the written note
informs the recipient of his crime. Since the marks are meaningless to the uninitiated person, he is ready to attribute the
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same power to other unfamiliar markings and also to assume
that the power in question is much wider that it in fact is. The
symbols were unintelligible, therefore mysterious, and therefore probably potent.
In reality, the power of gestures or words is due to
their being understood by an intelligent (animal or human)
respondent. But if this was not realized, it could be supposed
that they themselves had an effective power. That the use
of a gesture or a word could have some effective results was
a perfectly correct observation. By beckoning or uttering
a man’s name, for instance, I can summon him. By saying
“Strangle Tom,” one in authority might in fact accomplish
Tom’s undoing, and for those who did not realize that the
words were effective only on an intelligent respondent, the
result was mysterious and could be attributed to some power
in the words themselves. It was thus possible that, from the
observed potency of words, there should result the belief
that, by uttering the right words, one might bring about any
desired result.
R. P. Carroll notes that the Old Testament amply shows that
the prophet’s word was believed to have great power to achieve
what it predicted: “the prophet spoke the word and things
happened.” Sometimes, such magical power was attributed to
him as the servant of Yahweh, so that it was the word or will of
Yahweh that was so effective. And “if the spoken word was a
powerful force in the world, how much more powerful was the
word of Yahweh” (When Prophecy Failed, London: SCM, 1979).
He only had to say “let there be light” and there was indeed light.
As the use of language became more widespread and
vulgarized, and the real limits of its efficacy determined by
experience, verbal magic became restricted to archaic or
unintelligible formulas handed down from ancient times or to
formulas that possessed some sanctity through their author
or origin. In this way, one can understand the Eucharistic formula “the body of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
The fallacy involved in all these examples is that of unwarranted generalization: a real correlation is observed, but its
efficacy is supposed to apply much more widely than is really
the case. The hypothesis that verbal magic originated in this
way is strengthened by the fact that a great deal of magic of
other kinds is attributable to the same process of generaliza-

magic is merely expressive—an expression of strong wishes
tion. For instance, many plants are found from experience to
with no expectation of their fulfilment. Some who practice
yield medicines or poisons. The real connection between the
magic today may well regard it as no more than expressive,
herbs and these effects was long unknown, but it was a logbut it is too widespread and too important among uncivilized
ical and normal process of induction to argue that, because
peoples to have originated in this way. Such an assessment
so many plants produce interesting effects, we may be able
of magic is typical of the tendency to stress emotional deterto discover a plant to produce any particular effect we hapminants of human behavior at the expense of intellectual
pen to desire— such as the passion of love. In the same way,
ones and to look askance at any suggestion that what people
astrology grew out of authentic observations of a real cordo, particularly what uncivilized people do, is influenced to
relation between celestial and terrestrial phenomena. If the
any great extent by their beliefs. Magicians could always
position of the stars, or the sun in relation to the stars, was
explain failures away, for instance, as due to the forces of
seen to be correlated with and even to determine the changcountervailing magic or to negligence over some detail of
ing seasons, why should they not also determine other vital
conditions of human prosperity and perhaps
man’s calamities as well?
The extending of a real correlation beyond
the limits of its true validity is of a piece with
“. . . The power of gestures or words is due to their being
scientific errors. Indeed, Pavlov’s experiments
understood by an intelligent (animal or human) respondent.
have shown that mammals other than man
But if this was not realized, it could be supposed that they
generalize too readily and that a first rough
and approximate generalization, which has
themselves had an effective power.”
later to be refined and restricted in its scope, is
important for learning.
the necessary rites. Such loopholes were not necessarily conOnce established, magical practices would suggest others,
scious safeguards. Where faith is strong, rationalization is
and origins will have been lost from sight, even if they had
easy. Convinced Freudians and Marxists have little difficulty in
ever been properly understood. Magical ceremonies as pracaccounting for failures in their theories.
ticed today are survivals, and like modern religious rites they
Englefield did not deny that there was always room for a
must be regarded as compounded of elements of different
certain amount of hocus-pocus or make-believe in the organiantiquity. Where problems of an immediate practical nature
zation of these ritual observances; for the organizers—mediare concerned, there is a constant weeding out of misconcine men or chiefs—may well have introduced or exaggerceptions and inadequate notions. But the resulting progress
ated some features for the sake of impressing onlookers
in practical discovery is not incompatible with the survival of
rather than for enhancing the effectiveness of the magic. But
many erroneous beliefs less vulnerable to the test of daily
he emphatically denied that magic as a whole, whether comexperience. And so the most primitive forms of magic linger
munal or private, can be explained in this way. Such features
today beside the latest scientific advances. The skilled and
may have helped to keep magical practices going once they
enlightened scientist or statesman will still be seen at times
had been introduced but cannot explain how the particular
to treasure a mascot or pay the immemorial respect to the
kinds of practice that we find to be almost universal came to
days of ill omen—or to partake of bread and wine in a solemn
be adopted.
ceremony. Ceremonies are persisted in even when those who
perform them are quite unaware of the grounds that led to
Further Reading
their institution. These grounds may even be contemptuously
Englefield, R. Language. Its Origin and Its Relation to Thought. London:
rejected by those who continue to perform the ceremonies.
Elek/Pemberton. New York: Scribner, 1977, and The Mind at Work
What I have written in this article is heavily indebted to
and Play. Buffalo NY: Prometheus, 1985. (Englefield died in 1975,
and his manuscripts were edited to form these two books by the
the work of Ronald Englefield, whose books deserve more
neuropathologist Dr. D. R. Oppenheimer [who died in 1991] and
attention than they have received. He showed that it is
myself. A third volume, titled Critique of Pure Verbiage, which
unnecessary to explain magic by assuming a special kind of
we also edited from his papers, was published by Open Court [La
Salle, IL] in 1990. It is concerned with abuses of language in variprimitive psychology, as if the minds of uncivilized people
ous modern literary, religious, and philosophical writers.)
worked quite differently from those of educated persons of
Wells, G. A. The Origin of Language. Aspects of the Discussion from
today. The so-called savage, in applying his magical methods,
Condillac to Wundt. La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1987; What’s in a
Name? Reflections on Language, Magic and Religion. Chicago and
was acting on experience and generalizing from it. These
La Salle: Open Court, 1993; and The Origin of Language. London:
methods are most commonly practiced apropos of matters
Rationalist Press Association, 1999 (a booklet of thirty-nine pages
that are of crucial importance to the individuals or commuthat includes discussion of recent theories by Noam Chomsky,
Steven Pinker, and others).
nities concerned and yet are not within their power to control by ordinary means, illness and weather being the two
most obvious examples. Although the magic is in fact futile
George A. Wells is emeritus professor of German at the University of
and fails to achieve practical ends, Englefield did not agree
London and a former chairman of the Rationalist Press Association.
that this means that no such ends were envisaged and that
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Agribusiness and ‘Original Sin’
John A. Frantz

I

f we may speak in such terms, what was the “original sin”
of agribusiness? The short answer: promoting settled agriculture as an (almost) universal cultural trait of our species.
While it enhanced humans’ capacity to survive multiple famines,
it has led to notable adverse consequences. In modern times,
these include obesity, the dominance of cereal grains as the
major component of the human diet, deforestation, and soil
erosion. Very recently, we have seen biofuels beginning to compete with food crops for agricultural resources. On the local level,
health-food stores cash in on people’s anxiety about eating too
much junk (manufactured) food. Where is all of this leading—
and where is it in the human interest to go instead? In this essay,
I will consider a range of problems with agriculture as it exists
today—and some possible solutions.

the necessary penance for our modern-day sin of overreliance
on cereals.
The modern dependence on cereals is problematic for several
other reasons. Cereals must be milled to release their food value,
even if they will undergo subsequent cooking. White flour was
not invented to make possible angel-food cake and doughnuts.
The original objective was to improve the shelf-life of wheat
flour, in part by making it less nutritious to “varmints”—which
also made it less nutritious for everybody else. The wheat germ
removed during milling contains much of the protein and thiamine (vitamin B1) originally present in wheat. Our thiamine
requirement is proportional to the carbohydrate content of our
diet, so it was especially appropriate to enrich white flour with
thiamine a generation or so ago. Wheat protein is a good source
of tryptophan, an essential amino acid that the body
can convert to niacin (vitamin B3) if one’s diet is deficient
in niacin. Corn happens to be low in both niacin and
tryptophan, explaining why southern U.S. diets high in
hominy (derived from corn) were associated with pella“Folic acid supplementation is the necessary penance
gra, the disease caused by niacin deficiency.
for our modern-day sin of overreliance on cereals.”
My wife and I taught medicine in Afghanistan
from 1968 to 1970. We noticed that pellagra was
prevalent not in people of the lowest socioeconomic
stratum—who ate chickpeas, the cheapest staple
food on the market—but in the next-to-the-lowest
stratum. These people could afford corn and often
Paradoxes in Nutrition
refused to eat chickpeas because it was beneath them.
Chickpeas, also known as garbanzo beans, have much more
In my years of medical practice, I was often asked about
protein and niacin than corn. It took much educational effort
dietary vitamin supplements. My rule of thumb was that if
to get these pellagra patients to “eat lower” on the sociohumans could have benefited from more of a particular vitaeconomic food chain. (The upper classes ate rice, lamb, and
min than was supplied from available dietary sources, evoluvegetables and had excellent nutrition.)
tion would have devised some strategy to avoid destroying it
It is good public policy to fortify staple foods with the vitaor refrain from excreting it so promptly. In other words, I conmins
likely to be deficient in diets customary in a given region.
sidered most vitamin supplements unnecessary. There was
We have long done this in our country, for example, adding
one glaring exception: conclusive evidence was found that
thiamine to flour and vitamin D to milk. (Folic acid enrichment
administering 0.4 mg of folic acid daily to pregnant women
came along much more recently.) Also by diversifying our food
prevents 50 percent of neural tube defects (a common conchoices, as our Paleolithic ancestors did, we can regain the
genital malformation) in their babies. Why was this dietary
health we have forfeited by eating too “monoculturally.” This
supplement so spectacularly justified? That amount of folic
works because a larger group of regularly eaten foods is less
acid happens to be the amount present in the nuts, roots, and
likely to be deficient in any particular nutrient, especially if few
vegetables consumed by our paleolithic (Stone Age) ancesof them are manufactured foods. Eating some chickpeas in
tors that is absent from the cereal that now composes a major
fraction of civilized human diets. Folic acid supplementation is
addition to corn illustrates the point.
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Manufactured trans-fatty acids are another sin of agribusiness. They are unnecessarily created in the manufacture of
margarine and other solid vegetable shortenings by partially
hydrogenating (adding hydrogen catalytically to) vegetable
oil.* Totally saturating some of the vegetable fat with hydrogen and adding it to some of the unmodified oil can solidify
the fat without the harm of trans-fatty acids. There are no
trans-fats in natural vegetable oil. New York City now prohibits manufactured trans-fats in restaurant food. (The small
amounts of natural trans-fats in the meat and milk of ruminant animals is created naturally by their rumen bacteria and
may still be served.)

The Need for Epiphanies
Of course, agriculturalists received no specific instruction not to
eat from a particular apple tree as Eve legendarily did, but
the metaphor does accurately predict that the original sin
of agribusiness will haunt mankind more or less indefinitely.
No preternatural atonement is likely to intervene, so we
will have to depend on numerous individual and collective
epiphanies to induce, for example, more consumption of
vegetables locally grown and prepared from scratch when
convenient. Already, a trend toward more small gardens
among householders is encouraging.
Agribusiness interests are beginning to do some secular
penance for their original sin. They will do more with an
educated public to watch them. The legislators who prescribe the penance will also need watching.
More secular penance: research in replacing annual crops
with equivalent perennials is underway. Currently, we grow 80
percent annual crops such as corn and soybeans and only 20 percent perennials such as alfalfa. We can reverse the percentage,
but it will take a few decades. Perennial rice already exists, and
perennial wheat is under development at the Land Institute in
Kansas. This bodes well for reducing soil erosion and conserving
fossil fuels and fertilizer. Perennial crops need not be replanted
annually, eliminating much mechanical preparation of the fields.
Moreover, their widespread roots utilize soil nutrients efficiently,
reducing the need for fertilizer.
Meanwhile, agribusiness has learned a bit about salvaging
good nutrition from sources formerly wasted. A generation ago,
a small amount of whey left over from cheese production was
used in making ricotta cheese; the rest (the vast majority) was
fed to pigs or even spread on fields as fertilizer, in spite of the fact
that whey contains the best protein found in milk. That protein
is called “lactalbumen,” and it has all the essential amino acids in
the most nutritious proportions for humans. Now, much whey is
dried and used in manufactured foods.
If agribusiness is to find “salvation,” it will need further “epiphanies” to discover many similar “paths of righteousness.” Next, let
me offer some perspectives from prehistory.
*Care for a technical explanation? The catalyst and heat activate all the
carbon-to-carbon double bonds—those not hydrogenated switch from
the cis isomer to the more thermodynamically stable, but less healthy,
trans isomer.

More Paradoxes of Nutrition
An item in Science described a study of survivors of ischemic
heart disease with impaired glucose tolerance.† Experimental
subjects were assigned either a typical Mediterranean diet
of cereal, dairy, meat, monounsaturated oil, vegetables, and
fruit or a Paleolithic (“old Stone Age”) diet similar to the
above but without the cereal and dairy and with a few root
vegetables such as potatoes thrown in. There was a striking
improvement in glucose tolerance after twelve weeks in the
Paleolithic group compared to the Mediterranean—26 percent achieved normal fasting blood glucose compared to 7
percent on the Mediterranean diet (rather casually attributed
to less lectin from cereal and no casein from milk). Because
this population was selected from people already exhibiting
heart disease and glucose intolerance, it is highly premature
to recommend meat instead of milk for the general public.

“Corn happens to be low in both niacin and
tryptophan, explaining why southern U.S. diets high
in hominy (derived from corn) were associated with
pellagra, the disease caused by niacin deficiency.”

I have long thought that Homo sapiens evolved as a hunter-gatherer without enough time to have evolved very much
in response to settled agriculture. The ability to digest lactose
as adults, for example, is a very recent event in evolutionary
terms and seen only among human groups that have kept
dairy animals. Even that is not a vast change, involving only
the period during one’s life span when lactose can be efficiently digested. Milk has always been food only for mammalian young: even duck-billed platypuses, the most primitive
living mammals, have lactose in their milk. So the authors
of that study may be justified in thinking that we might be
better adapted evolutionarily to a Paleolithic diet than to a
more modern one.

Moving from Nutrition to Economics
The socialists among us might argue that accumulated wealth
and its extreme social stratification are recent negative
developments that depend on settled agriculture. Significant
concentrations of wealth may first have become possible in
connection with such decidedly non-portable agricultural
products as stored grain and domesticated animal herds.
Some unintended consequences follow.
† S. Lindeberg et al., “A Paleolithic Diet Improves Glucose Tolerance

More than a Mediterranean-like Diet in Individuals with Ischemic Heart
Disease,” Diabetologia 50 (July 13, 2007): 1795–1807. See also Science
317: 175.
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Slash-and-burn agriculture arose quickly, likely because
of population pressure. Interestingly, the slash-and-burn
approach is unstable; anthropologists have observed that in
modern times, slash-and-burn agriculturalists revert to hunting and gathering when feasible because it is much less work.
Reversion to hunting and gathering occurred on a vast scale
in Amazonia after native populations were decimated by
European diseases, which they contracted from the Andean
Incas well before European exploration of the Amazon
began. Recent research shows that, for example, an area the
size of France had been cultivated for a millennium or so, the
forest growing back shortly before white explorers could
have “discovered” it!

“. . . The original sin of agribusiness will haunt
mankind more or less indefinitely.”

Chainsaws and dynamite (for stump removal) are not
needed for deforestation. Sustained overuse, even with simple technologies, will do the job. Crops of annual plants erode
soil. Even clearing forests for grazing destroys other natural
capital services that can reduce flooding and avoid desertification. Pressures such as these stripped Japan of its forests
more than three centuries ago. They were restored by a tyrant
who is now greatly respected for this accomplishment. In
Madagascar, deforestation has persisted for centuries without the benefit of a tyrant to reverse it.
Closer to home, approximately two-thirds of topsoil in
heavily cropped areas in North America has been lost. Soil
erosion continues, despite the lesson of the “dust bowl” of
the 1930s. Very recently, steeply sloping cropland not suitable
for corn production has been returned to this use because of
the ethanol fad.*
How can we stop soil erosion? The ultimate solutions are
reforestation and, wherever possible, switching from annual
to perennial food and energy crops.

The Coming Phosphate Crisis
It takes about five times as much acreage to feed a person who
eats meat as to feed a vegan. This is because of all the calories
an animal consumes during its life, which far exceed the calories
available from its carcass. But all modern agriculture, organic
*Never mind that the fuel value of the ethanol produced is roughly equal to the
fuel value of the petroleum used in fieldwork and the natural gas used in distilling
the concentrated ethanol.
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or conventional, relies on fertilization. All farmers now face an
impending shortage of fertilizer. The phosphorus in chemical
fertilizer comes from mined phosphate rock. Worldwide, known
reserves will be mined out in, at most, a few centuries. The United
States has only enough phosphate deposits for a generation or
so at the rate of current usage.
Fertilizer was not needed for crops prior to the advent
of civilization and settled agriculture. Previously, animals
(including humans) distributed their excrement diffusely, and
plants could reuse the nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium, and
other elements. Some nitrogen and potassium are lost in the
natural recycling of nutrients—the nitrogen to the atmosphere by bacterial action and the potassium by leaching.
The nitrogen was replaced by legumes, which have
bacteria on their roots that “fix” atmospheric nitrogen
in the soil. Additional nitrogen is restored through
formation of nitric oxide by lightning discharges.
Potassium is replaced by the breakdown of clay as new
soil is formed.
Because settled agriculture depletes nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium from soil much faster than natural
processes can replace them, modern fertilization practice has focused on adding back all three bulk chemical
elements in the proportions needed by plants. Recent
practice is to apply phosphorus more sparingly than that.
It is well-retained in soil, but when excess phosphorus
does run off, it severely pollutes lakes and rivers, to take
one example, contributing to algal blooms. Fortunately,
phosphorus can be thoroughly recycled—and it must be. Our
former practice of mining it as needed and dumping the waste
at sea or in landfills (as sewage sludge) is unsustainable. Future
practices must stress recycling. Additional benefits, especially in
the form of reduced energy consumption, can be enhanced by
keeping producers and users of phosphorus geographically close
to one another.
Settled agriculture hastened to focus food production in
remote rural locations, isolated from population centers. One
promising small-scale remedy for this has been the community garden movement. Community gardens can serve several
important purposes. They improve health, reduce energy use by
reducing the need for long-distance transport, reduce reliance
on chemical fertilizers by recycling human waste (mostly in Asia
so far), and demonstrate the improved quality of really fresh
vegetables.
Ironically, in some larger cities, rising land prices have led
to pressure to convert community gardens for building projects. Fortunately, farmers’ markets similarly provide urban
centers with fresh vegetables grown in nearby rural areas.
An afterthought: modern construction technology permits
gardens on flat roofs, even on very tall buildings. In large cities,
such gardens might enjoy minimal pilfering because only the
tenants of each building would have access.

Doubling the Benefits
The following case study from China shows how fertilizer
supplies can be enhanced, reducing depletion of dwindling

natural deposits while also improving public health. Not very
long after the Maoist takeover, the government tried to prohibit the use of night soil (human waste) for fertilizer. It did
this as part of a campaign to combat parasitic diseases spread
by contact with human feces. Rural farmers resisted; they had
always used night soil and they knew that their crops flourished with it. A little constructive applied research revealed
a middle way: composting night soil (letting it ferment) for
at least six weeks before distributing it on the fields. This
destroyed the parasites; equally important, it was a practice
peasant farmers willingly adopted. (In many areas, farmers
had composted night soil for centuries; they just hadn’t been
doing so consistently.) In consequence, large areas of China
became free of diseases such as schistosomiasis.
We can learn from China’s experience. We already ferment
sewage in sewage disposal plants, but only after it has been
mixed with industrial waste that includes really bad stuff,
such as cadmium from electroplating. To emulate the Chinese
success, all we have to do is to separate the industrial and
domestic waste (including illegally introduced heavy metals)
before it gets to the sewage disposal plant. The resulting
sludge will become quality fertilizer. When I was a child, hardware stores in Indianapolis sold green sacks of Milorganite—
dried Milwaukee sewage sludge—for garden fertilizer. State
regulations now forbid crops for human consumption to be
fertilized with sewage sludge (though Milorganite and similar
products remain on the market for home use).
All of this suggests a way forward to maximize recycling of
soon-to-be-scarce phosphorus. First, harmful household and
industrial chemicals need to be kept out of sewage streams,
especially in large cities. This could perhaps be achieved by
regulation of industry and by expanding domestic recycling
programs. If not, one day we may need two parallel sewer
systems, one for human and food waste and the other for
everything else.
Second, studies should explore whether harmful microbes
survive current processes by which human waste is made into
sludge. It may be that only an additional composting step
may be required to make the material safe. If so, this might
greatly reduce the cost of phosphorus recycling by permitting sludge to be used with no more restrictions than animal
manure for fertilizing human food crops.
Third, we can better recycle manure from farm animals.
Recent trends toward large, highly concentrated feedlots and
dairy farms—now criticized for the sewage-disposal problems
they pose—might actually make it economical to collect animal waste and transport it to farm fields as liquid in pipelines,
just as we now transport petroleum.
Fourth, we can explore more radical initiatives. I have
done some “back of the envelope” calculations about the
quantity of fertilizer that might accrue per year from the
excretion of one adult human. It works out to a little more
than two fifty-pound sacks of 10-10-10 fertilizer (10 percent
each of nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium). Interestingly,
this is about one person’s share of fertilizer for a subsistence
garden. Admittedly, some organization and incentives would

have to be worked out, but in principle it is a viable plan to
use the same phosphorus atoms over and over.
In any truly large-scale effort to recycle phosphorus, some
nitrogen will be lost to the atmosphere as gas during fermentation. This must be replaced in order to have a complete fertilizing program. The choices are either by industrial chemical
fixation of nitrogen or by cultivating perennial crops alongside legumes that fix nitrogen naturally. (The Land Institute is
testing one such combination, pairing perennial wheat with
the legume Illinois bundleflower.)

The Challenge We Face
In 1996, the United Nations announced that it would strive to
cut the number of hungry people in half worldwide by 2015.
Instead of falling, the number of hungry people has increased
by 3 percent over the past ten years. The sins of agribusiness
loom large in this quandary at the local, national, and global
levels. Consider that:
• Fewer and fewer multinational corporations are supplying
more and more of our food and transporting it longer and
longer distances.
• Crop subsidies, originally intended to help family farms in the
developed world, are now mostly paid to big producers.
• Consumption of locally grown foods, even fruits and vegetables, is steadily falling.
Among the needed reforms are:
• revising farm subsidies to accomplish their original intent,
keeping small farmers in business;
• eliminating perverse farm subsidies in rich countries that harm
farmers in the developing world by artificially lowering prices
worldwide;
• reducing or eliminating the growing of biofuels on cropland,
which places unnecessary pressure on food supplies, encourages cropping on suboptimal land, and in many cases yields
no more energy than was consumed in producing the biofuel;
• replacing, when possible, annual crops for both food and
energy with perennials; and
• encouraging consumption of locally sourced fresh food.
Global warming is going to cause heavier rains but fewer of
them in many areas. New methods of tilling to promote long
retention of soil moisture will have to be perfected and taught
to farmers in the affected regions, most notably in sub-Saharan
Africa.
Finally, most of us can avoid obesity by getting enough exercise to justify what we eat. In a very real sense, that’s the only
penance that can be performed in advance of sinning.

John A. Frantz had a long career as a physician, which included teaching
internal medicine as a Peace Corps volunteer.
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EVERY CRADLE ASKS US – WHENCE?
EVERY COFFIN – WHITHER?
ROBERT G. INGERSOLL

FOR A WASHINGTON DETECTIVE’S
CHILD — 1882.
We cannot tell, we do not know, which is the greater
blessing—life or death.
We cannot say that death is not a good. We do not
know whether the grave is the end of this life, or the
door of another, or whether the night here is not somewhere else a dawn.
Neither can we tell which is the more fortunate—the
child dying in its mother’s arms, before its lips have
learned to form a word, or he who journeys all the
length of life’s uneven road, painfully taking the last
slow steps with staff and crutch.
Every cradle asks us “Whence?” and every coffin
“Whither?”
The poor barbarian, weeping above his dead, can answer these questions just as well as the robed priest of
the most authentic creed. The tearful ignorance of the
one, is as consoling as the learned and unmeaning
words of the other. No man, standing where the horizon of a life has touched a grave, has any right to
prophesy a future filled with pain and tears.
May be that death gives all there is of worth to life. If
those we press and strain within our arms could never
die, perhaps that love would wither from the earth. May
be this common fate treads from out the paths between our hearts the weeds of selfishness and hate.
I had rather live and love where death is king, than
have eternal life where love is not. Another life is
nought, unless we know and love again the ones who
love us here.
They, who stand with breaking hearts around this little
grave, need have no fear. The larger and the nobler

faith in all that is, and is to be, tells us that death, even
at its worst, is only perfect rest.
We know that through the common wants of life—the
needs and duties of each hour—their grief will lessen
day by day, until at last this grave will be to them a
place of rest and peace—almost of joy.
There is for them this consolation: The dead do
not suffer. If they live again, their lives will
surely be as good as ours. We have no fear. We
are all children of the same mother, and the
same fate awaits us all. We, too, have our religion, and it is this: Help for the living—Hope for
the dead.

FOR A FRIEND — 1882
Again we are face to face with the great mystery that
shrouds this world. We question, but there is no reply.
Out on the wide waste seas, there drifts no spar.
Over the desert of death the sphinx gazes forever, but
never speaks.
All wish for happiness beyond this life. All hope to meet
again the loved and lost. In every heart there grows
this sacred flower. Immortality is a word that Hope
through all the ages has been whispering to Love.
The miracle of thought we cannot understand. The
mystery of life and death we cannot comprehend. This
chaos called the world has never been explained. The
golden bridge of life from gloom emerges, and on
shadow rests. Beyond this we do not know.
Fate is speechless, destiny is dumb, and the secret of
the future has never yet been told. We love; we wait;
we hope. The more we love, the more we fear. Upon
the tenderest heart the deepest shadows fall. All paths,

ADVERTISEMENT

whether filled with thorns or flowers, end here. Here
success and failure are the same. The rag of Wretchedness and the purple robe of power all difference and
distinction lose in this democracy of death. Character
survives; goodness lives; love is immortal.
And yet for all a time may come when the fevered lips
of life will long for the cool, delicious kiss of death—
when tired of the dust and glare of day we all shall
hear with joy the rustling garments of the night.
What can we say of death? What can we say of the
dead?
Where they have gone, reason cannot go, and
from thence revelation has not come. But let us
believe that over the cradle Nature bends and
smiles, and lovingly above the dead in benediction holds her outstretched hands.

THERE IS CONSOLATION EVEN IF
DEATH IS THE END
“Next to eternal joy, next to being forever with those
we love and those who have loved us, next to that, is
to be wrapped in the dreamless drapery of eternal
peace.
Next to eternal life is eternal sleep. Upon the shadowy
shore of death the sea of trouble casts no wave. Eyes

that have been curtained by the everlasting dark, will
never know again the burning touch of tears. Lips
touched by eternal silence will never speak again the
broken words of grief. Hearts of dust do not break.
The dead do not weep. Within the tomb no veiled and
weeping sorrow sits, and in the rayless gloom is
crouched no shuddering fear.
I had rather think of those I have loved, and lost, as
having returned to earth, as having become a part of
the elemental wealth of the world — I would rather
think of them as unconscious dust, I would rather
dream of them as gurgling in the streams, floating in
the clouds, bursting in the foam of light upon the
shores of worlds, I would rather think of them as the
lost visions of a forgotten night, than to have even the
faintest fear that their naked souls have been clutched
by an orthodox god.
I will leave my dead where nature leaves them. Whatever flower of hope springs up in my heart I will
cherish, I will give it breath of sighs and rain of tears.
But I can not believe that there is any being in
this universe who has created a human soul for
eternal pain. I would rather that every god
would destroy himself; I would rather that we
all should go to eternal chaos, to black and starless night, than that just one soul should suffer
eternal agony.”

When asked by a newspaper reporter about an afterlife Ingersoll said:
"Upon that subject I know nothing. It is no more wonderful that man should live again than he
now lives; upon that question I know of no evidence. The doctrine of immortality rests upon human
affection. We love, therefore we wish to live."

This space was paid for by an Ingersoll admirer; treat yourself to the brilliant language and common sense that
mesmerized 19th C audiences all over the country by visiting www.theingersolltimes.com
You will find all of his work, short and long biographies and much more in a highly readable newspaper format.
Please look. If you like it, tell your friends; if you don’t, please tell me how to improve it: fellowfeather@gmail.com
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“The Faith I Left Behind,” our four-issue cavalcade of first-person deconversion accounts, continues in this issue. (It will conclude
in the August/September issue.) The current issue features six stories submitted in response to our request for short essays of the
form “Why I Am Not a . . .” The final item, Kevin J. Zimmerman’s “Commonalities between Homosexuality and Atheism,” was
submitted and accepted separately; it’s a full-length article, three times the length of most of the “Why I Am Not a . . .” essays,
but irrefutably a deconversion story all the same.—Tom Flynn, Editor

Why I Am Not a ‘Yes’ Man
James Stevens

I

’ve been lucky. I was raised in a family where church was not
a priority but rather a weekly event in which farm families
were expected to participate in the course of rearing a family.
We didn’t go every week, just often enough to say we were
Christians. Throughout my early years, I didn’t give religion
or God much serious thought. Baptized in the First Christian
Church, I said, “Yes, I believe in God,” but at age fourteen that
didn’t mean much, and I didn’t care one way or the other. When
I got married, I said “yes” to raising future children Catholic.
(Otherwise, marrying the love of my life—who is Catholic—was
not going to happen.) When I was about thirty-five, my dad
offered to help me join the Masonic Lodge and the Shriners,
both of which require that members believe in God. I knew he
really wanted me to join, so I said “yes” again, more out of filial
devotion rather than conviction.
So, I am now a baptized Christian, husband of a Catholic,
father to Catholic-raised children, a 32nd-degree Mason, and
a Shriner—having said “yes” when these choices arose based
on no religious belief of my own. My focus has always been
on those whom I love, not on debating the seemingly trivial
question of whether or not there was a God.
As I have advanced in years, I have wondered about the
mechanics of heaven and proof for God. The questions about
religion and God that I have been reluctant to resolve for
myself are now pressing.
With a degree in science education, I have found that satisfactory answers to most questions are science-based or at
least logic-based. Michael Shermer’s “The Skeptic” has always
been my favorite column in each month’s issue of Scientific
American. His logic has been inspiring, and his writing is very
insightful.
Daniel Dennett’s Breaking the Spell, although a very hard
read, presented the situation with clarity: there is a logical,
rational explanation for how religion has come to be and
what purpose it serves. Human evolution created in mankind
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a need to know, a need to feel secure, and a need to belong.
Early humans crafted scenarios that explained the unknown
and made them feel secure and part of something bigger.
Those stories led to the development of rituals. Then, as
writing evolved, beliefs became more structured and refined.
Societies developed more elaborate belief systems to answer
more of life’s hard questions. The logical progression of religion founded out of fear and superstition into more sophisticated forms is the same today as it was eons ago. Once the
truth is discovered, the fear of the unknown diminishes. Once
the light is turned on, the fear of the dark is dispelled. Once
nature and life is valued and understood for what it is, the
need for religion is outgrown.
But where does that leave me? Does that mean I’m no
longer a Christian/Catholic/Mason/Shriner? And does saying
“no” to religion mean saying “no” to my loved ones?
Surrounded by family members firmly devoted to their
beliefs can make freethought a lonely journey. Again, I’ve
been lucky. My younger daughter is one to ask questions, and
as a result, her Catholic upbringing didn’t take root. She realized that church was not a necessary part of life if one looks
at life and nature logically and rationally. One Christmas, she
surprised me by giving me The Portable Atheist by the late
Christopher Hitchens, a wonderful book that every freethinking person should be familiar with. Her support makes the
road less traveled far more exciting and a lot less lonely.
The answers I have found in my readings have revolutionized my life and given me the confidence to finally say “no”
to society’s religious assumptions. So I call myself an atheist.
No, wait, I’m a secular humanist. Or am I a “new atheist,” a
nontheist, or, as Dennett suggested, a Bright? A. C. Grayling’s
book Against All Gods offers naturalist as a more accurate
term for one not believing in supernatural things. I like that.
Maybe I am a naturalist. There are various other terms used
to describe people who have broken free of religion, but the

use of each of these runs the very real risk of breaking bonds
within the community.
The thought of atheism can leave a religious person feeling threatened and scared, in part because the atheist argument directly refutes the beliefs of the religious. While the
atheist can point to tangible facts and logic, the faithful only
have hearsay and superstition to fall back on. It can shake
their world; therefore, they are far more oppositional and
less willing to accept or listen to the atheist point of view.
In addition, there is far less public support for the atheistic
cause. Few movies show the plight of the poor, discriminated-against atheist. Few laws cry out for equal rights for atheists. Few songs sing the praises of atheism.
I can see how younger people, new to freethinking, might
be afraid they will lose their jobs or become social outcasts
if they let people know how they think. If, however, there
was some sort of term or even an emblem to identify us as
courageous enough to think on our own and to be proud of
it, I think more people would step out of the shadows to be
counted. If Christians use a cross and Jews use a Star of David,
what should atheists use?
Help me out here! We need a term and a symbol that does
not alienate the religious but will help to develop a freethinking community, show younger people that there is another

option, and allow for the expression of new ideas without
social condemnation. What is the term that we should all
employ as a force for social change? Or, on a smaller scale,
what term can I use when I share my new perspective with
those around me, without endangering my personal connections to those who are religious?
The song “Imagine” by John Lennon pretty much says it all.
I can only hope that people who follow religion will someday
accept this perspective and join in this way of thinking. I feel
fortunate to have found the truth of freethinking, and I
dream of a world where atheism is not something to be hidden or suppressed but can be readily expressed as a lifestyle
equal with religion or even as an evolutionary step beyond
religion. As for me, I’m trying to find the way to politely say
“no” to religion while basking in the light of a newfound freedom that is brightening the rest of my life.

James Stevens was raised on a farm in southeastern Kansas. He earned
his BA from Wichita State University and his advanced degree from the
Southern College of Optometry. He served in the Navy for thirty years,
first as a flight instructor and then as an optometrist. He now practices
optometry and lives with his family in northern Illinois.

Why I Am Not a Trappistine Nun
Joan Patterson

S

ixty-one years ago, I took a train from Montreal, Canada,
to a little town near Quebec City called St. Romuald,
where I joined a convent. The convent was Notre Dame
du Bon Conseil, which was part of the Order of Cistercians of
the Strict Observance, commonly known as Trappists (men)
or Trappistines (women). It is one of the strictest orders
in the Roman Catholic Church. I stayed for five and a half
years—two and a half years as a postulant and novice and
three more after taking simple vows. Friends who know that
I was a nun often ask why I joined the convent. At the time,
I was a devout Catholic and thought I was called by God to
sacrifice my life to do penance and pray for the sinners of the
world. In retrospect, it was probably just a case of good old
Catholic upbringing, coupled with my guilty conscience for
having slept with my high-school boyfriend, that called me to
atone—really for my own “sins,” not those of the world.
Life in the convent was hard. The days were filled with
prayer, work, meditation, reading, and then more prayer

and more work. Because Trappists at that time took a vow
of silence in addition to those of poverty, chastity, and obedience, we communicated in the work setting with a simple
form of sign language and spoke once a week only to the
novice mistress or abbess to confess our transgressions of the
rules of the order and to a priest to confess our sins. Penances
varied from prayer to standing or kneeling with arms outstretched to wearing a hair shirt or flagellation. I was never
given flagellation as a penance, but I did wear the hair shirt
on a few occasions and can verify that it gives new meaning to
“having an itch you cannot scratch.” We fasted seven months
of the year (only eating bread, water, soy coffee, boiled root
vegetables, and porridge) and added fresh seasonal fruits and
vegetables and cheese the other five.
I found the silence of the monastery especially difficult.
One was constantly, relentlessly surrounded by people from
morning till night, but couldn’t talk to anyone. It was like a
science-fiction movie where everyone was in a huge cage
secularhumanism.org
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surrounded by robots or mechanical people moving around,
doing their jobs, and eating meals together but basically
alone, never talking, never sharing a thought or a feeling or
an emotion with anyone else—and worst of all, never feeling
seen. I think that is one of the most basic of human nonphysical needs—the need to know that we are seen by another
human being and acknowledged as a separate and distinct
person.
In about my fourth year, I came to realize that this life was
not healthy for me. When my simple vows were fulfilled and
I had to choose between taking final vows or leaving, I left.
I have never regretted leaving, nor have I ever regretted
the five and a half years I spent at the convent. I learned how
to live with myself with some degree of comfort and how to
handle adversity, lost most feelings of self-importance, and

“The days were filled with prayer, work,
meditation, reading, and then more prayer
and more work.”

learned something about humility. I also came to believe that
the austerity of the convent was not only excessive, but very
harmful to mind and body. Pope John XXIII and leaders of
the Catholic Church realized this, too, to some extent, and at
the conclusion of Vatican II in 1965, new rules were issued
for the Cistercian order that relaxed many of its more severe
practices. As a result, the Cistercians of today are quite different from what they were and what I experienced in the fifties,
and that is a good thing.
After leaving the convent, I did not immediately leave the
Catholic Church. Still, the seeds had been planted, surprisingly
enough, by reading I did while inside. Starved for intellectual
stimulation, I discovered in the small convent library, almost
buried among the saccharine and sentimental books about
the lives of the saints, a multiple-volume set of Daniel-Rops’s
Histoire de L’Eglise du Christ (History of the Church of Christ),
which started with the Greeks, moved through Roman times
and the Middle Ages, and finished with the post-Enlightenment era. Although adhering to prevailing orthodoxy, it
neither hid nor sugar-coated the grievous and very human
failings of the church. By the time I finished reading the whole
set and then moved back into the real world, I realized that
I had become not just a doubter but a cynic, a skeptic, and
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a nonbeliever. When the sixties came along, bringing the
feminist movement and lots of aha! moments in my personal
life, I abandoned the Catholic Church completely and joined
the ranks of the “Nones.” I mentally toyed with the idea of
coming out as an atheist, but because I was living in a small
Southern town and working in the public-school system, I
turned coward when I saw the ostracism and hatred directed
at Madalyn Murray O’Hair. Instead, I retreated into my life as
a wife, mother, and educator. But I never stopped reading,
and in the years that followed I tried on several different ideological identities: hippie rebel, transcendentalist meditator,
earth mother, deist philosophe, New Age adherent, yoga and
Buddhist practitioner, and drop-in visitor at various liberal
churches.
When my second husband died, I moved to a larger city
and finally felt free to openly explore atheism and secular
humanism. At about the same time, I heard that a Center
for Inquiry group was forming; I happily joined and have
been an active member ever since. I also joined the Unitarian
Universalist Church because I like the diversity of beliefs I find
in its members and the civil discourse.
I think belonging to a community is vitally important—
whether it be a social group, service organization, or discussion club. Belonging to a group or a community and staying
involved and active in one means you have to bump into
other people—and I don’t mean physically. When we “bump
up” against other people, we will inevitably encounter others
who don’t think the same way we do about something, and
when that happens it challenges us to clarify our thinking.
Like good humanistic scientists and learners, we may even
change our way of thinking about something and hopefully
become a bit more compassionate. And that can be good. I
think debate, discussion, and dissent are good as long as we
engage with respect and civility—it isn’t always easy, but it is
good.
I do have to admit, though, that at times I find that being
in a community is almost as bad as wearing a hair shirt—it can
be really irritating, but that’s not all bad. It keeps me from
taking myself too seriously, and it continues to keep me real
and grounded and quite aware that as an eighty-year-old
secular humanist I still have a lot to learn—about myself,
other people, and the world we live in.

Joan Patterson is enjoying retirement in the company of good friends and
great weather in Florida after working in education for fifty years. She
is treasurer of the local Center for Inquiry chapter and a member of the
Freethinkers Forum at the Unitarian Universalist Church in Tallahassee.
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Why I Am Not a Catholic
Jeanette Watts

R

eligion was such a simple part of my identity as a child. I
was Polish, which meant eating pierogies; Polish sausage;
a nasty, bitter soup that the adults had on Christmas Eve
called czarnina; and Christmas cookies called kolackies that
had a little dollop of jam in the center. And, of course, also on
Christmas, going to midnight Mass.
By the time I was ten or eleven, I’d figured out that church
was theater. The priests had lines, and the audience had lines.
I knew all the priests’ lines as well as my own, and in that I took
a certain pride, since I wanted to be an actress when I grew up.
Theater of all sorts required study. Then I started listening—really
listening—to what the lines were saying.
I stopped saying one particular line when we recited the
Profession of Faith: “We believe in one holy and apostolic
church.” I found this sentence to be offensive. I couldn’t say
it. I couldn’t support what it stood for.
My mother wasn’t allowed to date the Lutheran boy down
the street because he was not Catholic. My parents had both
been warned when they moved away from Chicago that
in the wilds of Montana they might end up living among
Protestants or Jews or who knows what. Imagine their amazement when it turned out that people from all those other
denominations and faiths were actually very nice, and it was
actually kind of a shame they were all going to hell because
they weren’t Catholic. I refused to believe my Jewish and
Lutheran and Methodist classmates were going to hell. So I
refused to say that I only believed in one Catholic Church.
As soon as I pulled one thread from the tapestry, the whole
thing unraveled. Religion isn’t woven; it’s knitted. There is
one string. Keep tugging, and you have a pile of yarn, not a
garment to keep you warm on those chilly days of doubt.
I learned that Catholics said my dog wasn’t going to
heaven. Well, I wasn’t going to any heaven that doesn’t
acknowledge the soulful sweet wisdom of a half-terrier,
half-sheepdog who never said an unkind word and always
offered to play or a shoulder to cry on as needed. Every dog
owner knows what a horrible, horrible thing it is to claim that
dogs have no souls.
All those times the Apostles’ Creed brought up heaven
irritated me, and I had to stop saying more lines. The entire
beginning talked about God “creating all that is seen and
unseen”—so he created my dog, but he wasn’t going to allow

her into heaven? I couldn’t say that anymore. God was not
much of a judge of character.
If God was such a poor judge of character, what about his
son, Jesus? If the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, what
made him qualified to “judge the living and the dead”?
Getting yourself killed by some Roman guy with a funny
name didn’t seem like a good credential for being a judge.
Especially if Jesus wasn’t letting my dog into heaven either.
I had no interest in living in his stupid kingdom, where my
classmates and my dog are not welcome.
This left the Holy Spirit. That made no sense. What was
the Holy Spirit, why were we talking about it, why was it worshiped and glorified? No nun or religious education teacher
could give a satisfactory explanation of the Holy Spirit or even

“By the time I was ten or eleven,
I’d figured out that church was theater.”

show me a picture of it. Think about it: there are pictures of
God, say, on the Sistine Chapel ceiling. There are plenty of
pictures of Jesus, even if it is weird that older art always shows
him with brown eyes, and in newer art he has blue eyes. But
there are no pictures of the Holy Spirit.
By now, so much of the entire Creed was suspect that the
remaining shreds looked suspicious. What about this resurrection thing? Sounded like a lot of hocus-pocus. A few years
ago, adults were lying to me about Santa Claus in order to get
me to behave; were they lying to me again, saying I’ll get to
live forever if I behave? My trust was not holding up.
One of the few lines left was about “the forgiveness of
sins.” Then I remembered my first confession in third grade.
The priest was badgering me to confess something bad I had
done, but I couldn’t think of anything. I hadn’t killed, lied,
cheated, stolen . . . finally, I had to lie just to make the man
happy. I made up some story about pushing my little brother.
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If I had no sins to confess and had to make them up so that they
could call me a sinner and feel good about themselves, there
was something really wrong here!
I never went to a second confession. In third grade, I’d
already figured out this was some sort of bizarre power trip, and
I was not doing it again.
What was left? “He was born of the Virgin Mary.” I didn’t
know what a virgin was, so I didn’t know what that was about.
I tossed it out. “Fulfillment of Scriptures?” Which scriptures?
When the priests read from the Bible, they never read some Old
Testament thing that said “This guy named Jesus will be coming
along later. Catch his magic show.” So that line was suspect and
had to go.
I had to stop saying the Profession of Faith altogether. I looked
upon it as a contract: every time you said the words, you were
renewing the contract. I could not sign this contract. It was faulty.
Furthermore, if it was faulty and lacking in substance, was it all a lie?
Was there a God? Did I care if a guy named Jesus claimed to suffer
for my sins? I didn’t ask him to, and they’re still calling me a sinner;
so his suffering didn’t do any good, now, did it?
I was thirteen when I informed my parents that I was an atheist.
My mother (despite being a good heathen whose idea of a prayer
was to argue with God and point out to him that he was being an
asshole again) was astonished and appalled. I don’t think it was the
lack of belief that bothered her—but could I still be Polish if I wasn’t
Catholic anymore?
Jeanette Watts is a dance instructor, seamstress, fencer, actress, and writer.
She is celebrating the publication of her first book, Wealth and Privilege.

Profession of Faith (Nicene Creed)
We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty,
maker of heaven and earth, and all that is seen and
unseen.
We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of
God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God,
Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten,
not made, one in Being with the Father. Through him
all things were made. For us men and for our salvation
he came down from heaven: by the power of the Holy
Spirit he was born of the Virgin Mary, and became man.
For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he
suffered, died, and was buried. On the third day he rose
again in fulfillment of the Scriptures; he ascended into
heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father.
He will come again in glory to judge the living and the
dead, and His kingdom will have no end.
We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of
life, who proceeds from the Father and the Son. With
the Father and the Son he is worshipped and glorified.
He has spoken through the Prophets.
We believe in one holy, catholic, and apostolic
Church. We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. We look for the resurrection of the dead,
and the life of the world to come. Amen.

Why I Am Not a Krishna Devotee
Steven Gabbard

T

hey were different. That was the initial attraction.
The Hari Krishnas were not like the people who went
to my grandmother’s church. They didn’t use religion to
pat themselves on the back and demonize everything and
everyone who was different from them. Unlike the Southern
Baptists, the devotees of Krishna danced, sang, made noise,
and it was a holy thing. I liked their music better. I liked their
books better. I liked their god better. The Hari Krishnas were
just better.
So I had imagined.
Actually, at the time, I had never met a live devotee. I had
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only read about them. I had written a paper on them for a
high-school Comparative Religions class, and that was how
my interest started.
The Hari Krishnas are a Western incarnation of a Hindu
sect founded in the sixteenth century. Their founder went by
the unwieldy name of His Divine Grace A. C. Bhaktivedanta
Swami Prabhupada. I later learned that much of this name
consisted of titles that Prabhupada had earned during his
years as a religious teacher. His name was not meant to be
as pompous as it first sounds.
Prabhupada was in his seventies when he left India in

The Faith I Left Behind, Par t 3

1965 and came to New York in order to start a worldwide
movement. This was to fulfill a promise that he had made to
his religious mentor decades earlier. A year after he arrived,
the International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON)
became a reality.
I would find Prabhupada’s books in used book stores and
collect them. I really liked him. The Vedic stories were filled
with many gods and magical beings and reminded me of
Greek and Roman myths rather than the Bible. I liked and was
amused by this god named Krishna. Being amused by God,
instead of being told to be afraid of him all the time, was a
new experience.
In an age that saw the rise of Jim Bakker, Pat Robertson,
and Jerry Falwell—ministers who used religion for monetary
gain and political power—I found Prabhupada refreshing. He
came across as sincere and didn’t seem to care about money
and power. It really was about God for him.
Sometimes, I did find his writings a little goofy. He was
quick to criticize Western culture, although he didn’t seem to
understand much of it. He questioned the reality of the Apollo
program because the astronauts didn’t find the people and
vegetation that the Vedas assured us existed on the moon. I
contributed Prabhupada’s failings to eccentricity and decided
to overlook them. In fact, for me, they added to his charm.
But, being a Krishna devotee is not easy. From my readings,
I had a pretty good idea what was involved. You had to chant
the Hari Krishna mantra 1,728 times a day (which takes about
four hours). You accepted a spiritual teacher who gave you a
new name. And, you took vows.
These vows are no day at the beach. For a Krishna devotee,
there are no intoxicants, gambling, meat eating, or sex. I could
do the no-gambling thing, but the rest were . . . problematic.
No sex included masturbation. No intoxicants included that
American staple, caffeine. Although I was sympathetic to the
arguments for vegetarianism, I was from Kentucky. Life without fried chicken? Are you serious?
My interest in the Hari Krishnas could have ended there,
going no further than accumulating an entertaining pile of
books. But after high school, life threw me some curveballs.
My parents were on their way to a divorce. I was spending lots
of time in my room, staying away from the raised voices and
slammed doors that had become daily occurrences. I dropped
out of college; Dad and I had a major falling-out over it. It was
time for me to get out of the house. I got a job as a temp and
moved into a small downtown apartment.
There is a line in Doctor Zhivago: “Happy men do not
go off to war.” Well, happy men do not leave home and
immerse themselves in a monastic life either. I hated my
minimum-wage job and hand-to-mouth existence. I kept
searching for other options. After a few months of having my
labor and poverty exploited only to come home and spend

my evenings squashing roaches and scooping supper out of a
tin can, being a Krishna devotee didn’t look so bad. I wouldn’t
have to worry about money, and I would be living a spiritual
instead of a materialistic way of life.
The closest temple was in Cincinnati, a two-hour drive.
I got directions, made the trip, and, for the first time, met
actual devotees. The temple offered free evening meals to the
public with Vedic classes afterward. I stayed, sat around, and
took everything in. Over time, I was given permission to stay a
couple of nights a week.
I was not a natural fit. I had no background in dancing
and was very uncomfortable performing kirtans (singing and
dancing). I had to be shown some simple steps so I wouldn’t
look the complete fool. The early-morning chanting turned
out to be challenging. Getting up at four or five in the
morning without the aid of coffee felt inhuman. Chanting
while fighting sleep seemed self-defeating to me. I tried the
no-masturbation/celibacy thing. All it did was make it hard

“Unlike the Southern Baptists, the devotees
of Krishna danced, sang, made noise,
and it was a holy thing.”

to go to sleep, and it brought on wet dreams, which I hadn’t
had since early puberty. I didn’t find this spiritually rewarding,
but I stuck it out.
Prabhupada had died in 1977. There would be no initiation with him. I knew nothing about his successors, so I
started to read their books. I didn’t like what I found. They
weren’t like him; they liked to talk about themselves and
came across as ambitious.
That wasn’t all. I had seen some devotees out in public
dressed in regular clothes passing out stickers and pamphlets
from various charities and claiming that they were collecting
for those organizations. This had become a common practice
for ISKCON. I was told deception didn’t matter as long as the
money was used in Krishna’s service. I tried to see things their
way but couldn’t. The practice was dishonest and unnecessary.
Long story short: after a year, I stopped my visits to the
temple and severed my ties with ISKCON.
What did I learn from my experience? Well, I can state that
attempting celibacy while I was at my hormonal peak is one of
the stupidest things I’ve ever done. Only a person who hates
himself and fears the natural urges of his body would attempt
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it. And that describes who I was then. I hated my life and
where I had come from. I wanted to be someone else.
This experience did not make me an atheist (that came
later), but it did turn me against religion. I had been brought
up with the mindset that religion contained higher truths. I
believed that my grandmother’s church had been an aberration, that it had betrayed religion. But, when I embraced
what I thought was “true religion,” I only found a different
set of games and deceptions. Where were the higher truths?
The world is not the way Prabhupada said it was. Once I
got my head out of books and away from archaic traditions

and started looking for myself, I didn’t see an ordered universe with a purpose to every action that the Vedas spoke of.
Sometimes, things happen for no reason. It is the same for
believers and nonbelievers. Absurdity is an everyday reality.
I’ve accepted that and made my peace with it.
It’s not a time of my life that I’m proud of. But, at least,
religion is out of my system.
Steven Gabbard lives in Frankfort, Kentucky. He has never learned to
dance without looking the fool.

Why I Am Not a Presbyterian
Hewitt Rose

I

wanted to be the best Presbyterian possible, so I had
questions in Sunday school. The beleaguered lay teachers
tried their best, but their answers made no sense. The Old
Testament Bible stories said to do things that were not moral.
God was a bully and a jerk. The lessons contradicted each
other. And do you really get born predestined for heaven
or hell, but God won’t tell you which it is while you’re alive?
Frustrated, I wanted out and so asked even more questions.
Finally, I asked, “Can an all-powerful God make a rock so big
he can’t move it?” Success at last; I was kicked out of Sunday
school.

“Finally, I asked, ‘Can an all-powerful God make
a rock so big he can’t move it?’ Success at last;
I was kicked out of Sunday school.”
Out of the frying pan and into the fire: now I had to go to
church with my parents. That was all ritual and no substance.
The sermons were verbal pabulum, and you couldn’t even
ask questions. During the most important ritual of the day,
post-church dinner at the Country Club, one did not discuss
religion. Religion was a lecture to be learned, not something
to think about.
At the same time, in early 1960s Raleigh, North Carolina,
the civil rights revolution was convulsing polite society. When
I asked, “Why do we set the laws against a whole group of
people from birth?,” I was emphatically told by adults (not by
my parents) that the separation of the races was part of God’s
plan; it was all explained in the Bible, and only Satanic outside
agitators questioned it. So, I questioned it. Racism seemed
incompatible with the message of Jesus, which I laid out in
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detail, having read some of the Bible on my own. The snarling,
outraged response and my resulting ostracization by polite
society and even kids my own age taught me in a visceral way
about the nasty defensiveness of self-sealing ignorance and
how religion can be used as a club for evil.
With that, I turned a corner. Now I questioned Presbyterianism,
Christianity, religion, God, faith, and reason itself. I discovered
philosophy—never mentioned in school—and studied the long
history of other people who asked questions, what happened to
them, and what happened to societies that repressed questions.
Once you head down the Enlightenment path to truth as best as
you may understand it, there is no turning back. After a few
years of unencumbered questioning, I was an atheist and a
skeptic with a scathing contempt for religion.
Later, I encountered Christians of various sects acting
like Christians, doing good works, and expecting nothing
in return. The contempt softened, but the hard questions
remained. People can choose to do good without the complication of religion. Why add a complication that can easily
lead you to evil? The good Christians found the question
incomprehensible. Faith was central to their lives; they did
good works because of their faith. Why choose faith in this
instead of that, and why have faith at all? One must have faith
in faith, they answered, which is self-sealing ignorance.
To this day, I prefer truth as best as I can make it out. Do
what good you can do.

Hewitt Rose is an ex-Navy deep-sea diver and a consumer-side public
utilities lawyer working in Washington, D.C. A longtime skeptic, he is
also a political activist and an active participant in philosophy discussion
groups.

The Faith I Left Behind, Par t 3

Why I Am Not a Catholic
Robert I. Masta

I

was a “pretty good” Catholic for my first fifteen years. (Of
course, the first seven didn’t count, not officially, since I was
under the “age of reason.”) Sure, I had a few questions;
that’s how kids are.
Being a “public” (a Catholic in a public school), I had to
attend weekly Catechism classes. I ran into trouble with the
very first lesson in my little green book: “Q. Why did God
make us? A. He made us because He loved us.” That didn’t
make the least bit of sense to me. How can you love people
before they even exist?
A few years later, I had much more serious issues with
Transubstantiation. Father Kenny told us that by performing
his Sunday rituals, the little wafer really became the body of
Christ. “You mean, like, symbolic?,” I asked.
“No, no, no! Really and truly, even though no microscopic
examination or chemical or physical test can detect it,” he
answered. Apparently, his really was a bit different from mine.
Okay, I thought, call it what you like; I’m sticking with symbolic. But I had the good sense not to mention this to Father
Kenny: he was kind of a scary, authoritarian guy. (He was also
promoting real ritual cannibalism, which ought to scare anybody, but that went right over our heads.)
And then there was that whole business about Original
Sin and the Redeemer. It seemed to me that eating the
Forbidden Fruit was hardly a big deal. Heck, hadn’t we all
swiped an apple or two at one time or another? And it wasn’t
as if God was down to his last apple and the angels were
going hungry; Adam and Eve had been surely just “breaking
a rule,” not really causing any harm.
Yet God had a major hissy fit. He not only threw Adam
and Eve out of Eden, he also spread the blame on all their
descendants. Besides issues of fairness and justice, did that
even make any sense? But the weirdness was just beginning:
the clincher was that God would partially relent (except for
the Original Sin bit) only if humanity would first torture and
kill his only beloved son.
This certainly seemed a bit extreme. Torture and death to
atone for swiping an apple? It boggled the mind! But besides
that detail, nobody seemed to notice that God’s logic was
totally backwards. I mean, when we swiped grapes from
Farmer Ring’s vines, he always hollered, “If I catch you, I’ll cut
your ears off!,” which also sounded pretty extreme. (The one

time he did catch anyone, however, he made an exaggerated
production of getting out his pocketknife, conveniently letting
go of the culprit and allowing him ample time to run away.) So
we might have expected that if God was so almightily pissed
off at humanity, we would be the ones who would have to pay
the piper, not him or his son. It just didn’t make any sense. It
was like Farmer Ring making us cut his ears off.
But despite these few minor quibbles, somehow I never
for a second doubted the overall picture of a wise and loving
God. Without much thought, I guess I automatically assumed
that because all these explanations came from grown-ups,
there must be something that got lost in the translation down
to kid-level. Someday, I was sure, it would all make sense.

“. . . It wasn’t as if God was down to his last
apple and the angels were going hungry; Adam
and Eve had been surely just ‘breaking a rule,’
not really causing any harm.”

At age fifteen came my anti–Road-to-Damascus epiphany.
Catechism classes for teens were on Monday evenings, taught
by a well-meaning and patient lay teacher. He put up with
endless hassles from smart-ass punks who would rather have
been almost anywhere else. A few of us would sit on top of
the tables at the back of the room and ask “trick” questions
just to try to trip him up.
On that fateful day, I thought I had a great stumper: “We
learned in biology class about dinosaurs and fossils and evolution and stuff, so how does that fit with the whole Adam
and Eve thing?” But our teacher wasn’t the least bit flustered: “The Church doesn’t have a problem with evolution.
Remember that the Bible was written thousands of years ago,
for the people of that era. You could hardly expect God to
explain DNA to those folks; they needed a simple story they
could understand.” Hmm, pretty good answer. Had to give
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him points for that one.
But later that night as I was drifting off to sleep, his explanation was churning around in my head. “So, with no Adam
and Eve, then there must have been no Garden of Eden . . .
and no temptation by Satan . . . and no Original Sin . . . and no
need for a Redeemer.” I sat bolt upright in bed. “So who the
heck was that Jesus Christ guy?” The whole house (church?)
of cards started to tilt. I was petrified of divine retribution for
my blasphemy, expecting to be fried by a lightning bolt at any
second. But there seemed no way around the chain of logic.
After hours of sleepless agonizing, I decided that a wise
and loving God surely would not deal too harshly with mere
mortals for using the brains that he himself gave us. I hit on
a plan: in the days ahead, I would look at the world as if God
didn’t exist and see where that view came up short. If there
were things that truly needed a God to explain them, then I’d
know I was going down the wrong path.
But there weren’t.
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In fact, things started to click into place. All those people
suffering from horrible diseases and natural disasters that an
all-powerful God could have prevented without lifting his
little finger? Just what we’d expect to find if he didn’t exist.
Creeps that got rich milking poor-but-honest suckers who
were taken in with vague promises of heaven? Mosquitoes?
Leeches? Eyeglasses? It all fit.
The following Sunday, while dutifully sitting in Mass but
totally ignoring the service, I experienced a dazzling spiritual
awakening. I could almost see the radiant light streaming
down and hear the swelling strains of a heavenly choir. Only
it was totally nonreligious: Without God, everything finally
made sense!
Robert I. Masta is a former auditory research engineer and the author of
Daqarta, a software package and website that uses the Windows sound
card for science, engineering, and education.

The Faith I Left Behind, Par t 3

Commonalities between
Homosexuality and Atheism:
Authenticity, Thinking Critically,
and Social Equality
Kevin J. Zimmerman

A

t age twelve, I was at church camp, nestled among the
pines and the crisp air of Arizona’s White Mountains.
I had loved my first experience at camp the summer
before. The counselor asked each of us boys to introduce ourselves and to say why we were there, if we had been to camp
before, and what we liked about camp.
When it was my turn, I said that camp was a place where I
could show my true colors. I’m not sure exactly what I meant
by that. I certainly didn’t mean that I could be openly gay—I
don’t think I even identified as gay at that point, and I would
not have recognized the rainbow flag as a symbol for
the LGBT movement. I was likely thinking of a beautiful
television commercial for Kodak film that had aired the
previous holiday season. It was shot in an enormous
church illuminated by a brilliant kaleidoscope of stainedglass windows and resonating with the sweet harmonies
of a boys’ choir singing an adaptation of Cyndi Lauper’s
1986 hit: “I see your true colors, and that’s why I love you.
So don’t be afraid to let them show. Your true colors, true colors,
are beautiful like a rainbow.”
It turned out that my use of the phrase “true colors” had
sounded just a little too suspicious to a group of preteen boys
who, I found out later, began surreptitiously calling me “T. C.”
At the end of camp, one of the boys apologetically admitted
that he understood what I had meant and that he also felt
that camp was a place where he could be authentic, whatever
that meant for him.
The irony of my experience at church camp, and of the
setting of the Kodak commercial, of course, is that nearly
every community of faith is more concerned about conformity than authenticity. According to Nicholas Wade in The
Faith Instinct, unifying a group of people is the purpose of
religion and is the evolutionary advantage that religion gave

our ancestors. Even the Latin root of religion, religare, means
“to bind together.” The singing, the dancing, the rituals,
and the shared stories all serve to unify individuals within a
group. This sense of belonging is wonderful for those who
can genuinely be themselves while being a part of the group.
But what happens when an individual ceases to believe the
supernatural claims of the group, or is gay, or is the wrong
color? Some differences, such as one’s theological opinions or
atypical sexual attractions, can be suppressed or hidden, but
that is to the detriment of the individual’s integrity.

“. . . Nearly every community of faith is more
concerned about conformity than authenticity.”

After becoming disaffected with the Presbyterian Church—I
suspected that most of the silver-haired congregants were
more interested in the free coffee and doughnuts, whereas
I wanted to be more serious about my religion—I joined the
Mormon Church, a serious church indeed! I married in the
temple, had three children, and later came out as both an
atheist and gay. I am still happily married to a rather openminded Mormon woman. Weird, I know, but it works for us.
Although most mixed-orientation couples separate shortly
after the disclosure of one of the member’s nonheterosexuality, we belong to a special group of mixed-orientation couples
who have decided to remain together because we genuinely
love one another and want to stay married.
Recently, I went with my wife, who is still an active
Mormon, to the American Atheist convention, where she
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noticed a large constituency of homosecular gaytheists and
fagnostics. “What’s with all the gay atheists?” she asked.
“What’s the connection?” It’s a good question, and I can only
offer my observations and experiences by way of a speculative answer. I have met many gays and lesbians who have
cited Christianity’s general tendency to deprecate homosexuality as their reason for leaving the religion of their upbringing. For many members of the LGBT community, abandoning
religion, or at least organized religion, is the only way they
feel they can have any meaningful partnerships with people
they are attracted to, and so they simply stop going to church
and move on with their lives. Perhaps these are the lucky
ones, since an alarming number of religiously devout lesbians
and gays, suffering from immense guilt and shame over being
an abomination in the sight of God, join the 40 percent of
suicide victims who are lesbian or gay. Of course, many other
lesbians and gays are able to reconcile their homosexuality
with their religious views; witness Gene Robinson, the openly

“I have met many gays and lesbians who
have cited Christianity’s general tendency to
deprecate homosexuality as their reason for leaving
the religion of their upbringing.”

gay former bishop in the Episcopal Church. Even in my most
religious years, I never suffered much religious angst over my
homosexual attractions. Neither did I attempt to reconcile
being gay with being Mormon. I was dyed-in-the-wool, trueblue-through-and-through as much as one could be, and
my attraction to men was just an irrelevant eccentricity. My
pathway to atheism, therefore, may differ from others who
left religion on account of their homosexuality.
My atheism is the product of a naturalistic worldview that
developed over time and with more reading and education,
both formal and informal—“line upon line, precept upon
precept,” as they say in the Mormon Church. I became an
atheist when I came to value evidence over tradition, authority, revelation, feelings, and faith. When I came out, both as
atheist and then as gay in short order, my wife and some others assumed that I had “decided” to be an atheist (as though
one could simply wake up and decide to be an atheist) in
order to live a life without any moral constraints (as though
atheists have no morals). More enlightened individuals who
recognized that sexual orientation cannot be reduced to a
choice regarded my atheism as a way to accommodate my
homosexuality.
Initially, I did not think that my sexual orientation had
anything to do with my atheism. In fact, I was confident that
one had nothing to do with the other. On further reflection,
however, I realized that I was simply rejecting the incorrect
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accusation that I was choosing to call myself atheist in order
to pursue the gay lifestyle (whatever that means). But I had
come out both as an atheist and as gay at about the same
time, hadn’t I? So what was the connection?
Here is one: I had realized that I needed to be authentic.
For much of my life, I had felt silenced. Growing up in a
homophobic society but attracted to men, I felt I had no other
option but to be heterosexual. I learned not to share much;
being naturally introverted probably abetted this tendency. I,
like many queer individuals, felt isolated and alone in my religious community because allies were largely invisible. Church
meetings and activities are not places where members feel
psychologically safe to express comments that are affirming
or accepting of queers. There are real social risks to doing so,
which is why most church members, even if they are supportive, remain silent on the issue of homosexuality. The same
can be said of those whose faith in the supernatural begins
to founder, as mine did. Again, I felt like I dared not share my
thoughts. I did not feel safe enough to be honest, and
those sympathetic to my doubts, if there were such
people at church, would have jeopardized social capital in even feigning compassion for my “struggles”—as
one church member later labeled my atheism—lest
there be any suspicion that they shared my doubts.

S

o now, in my mid-thirties, I’ve undergone a metamorphosis of sorts. I’ve come to value authenticity
over conformity. This means that some people like me
more, while others like me less or not at all—but in the end,
I can’t be overly concerned with who likes me. I can’t be everybody’s flavor.
Earlier in our marriage, when my wife, Roseli, would ask
me for an opinion, I would reply, “Whatever you want” or
“Whatever makes you happy.” This drove her nuts. A couple years after my comings-out, she told me that I’ve finally
developed a personality. I’m still exceedingly accommodating, but I’m less afraid of voicing my opinion, and not just on
theological issues—we actually seldom discuss religion—but
on everyday issues too, which for us largely revolves around
caring for our boys. So what caused this change? Much of
the credit rests with being in a university environment, which
generally values diversity and privileges truth over appearances. I’ve known a couple of professors who are socially and
politically committed to social-justice issues and who serve as
role models of living with courageous honesty. Some of the
credit likely also goes to the increased self-confidence that
comes with age.
I believe that there is yet another connection between
non-heterosexuality and skepticism, and it is this: The ability to
think critically transfers from sexual orientation to religion. To clarify what I mean by this, I should first lay a foundation by explaining a couple of very useful concepts from the field of sociology.
Heterosexuality and Christianity are both social constructions. A social construction is a concept or a practice that

The Faith I Left Behind, Par t 3
structed domains such as religion. This trend can work the
emerges from the social interactions within a particular
other way as well. Heterosexual atheists are overwhelmingly
group. In other words, an individual person in isolation
in favor of gay rights, perhaps because they likewise see
cannot possess the innate quality of heterosexuality—what
through the socially constructed nature of gender roles and
would heterosexuality even mean without another person
to regard as a sexual object? Rather, the quality that we call
relationship scripts.
“heterosexuality” is dependent on the individual’s social
There may be yet another reason that many nonheterosexinteractions with other individuals. If you are heterosexual,
uals are secular and why so many secular people favor LGBT
you likely realize this because out of all the male-bodied and
equality. Most secular and nonheterosexual people have
female-bodied individuals that you have encountered, you
encountered and developed a sensitivity to discrimination,
find that you are predominately sexually attracted to individwhich enables them to sniff out the stench of bigotry and
uals of the other sex.
injustice wherever else they might encounter it.
Similarly, what we call “Christianity” is dependent on one’s
What about the coming-out process? Are there parallels
social context. Again, an individual in isolation, even one who
between coming out as an atheist and coming out as gay?
believed there is a god, would not conceptualize this god as
Having been involved as a graduate student in both the
the Christian God, let alone the particular Christian doctrines
university’s LGBT student organization and in the university’s
of God’s son dying as a sacrifice to save one’s eternal soul or
Atheist and Agnostic Society, I have heard this proposition
the necessity to symbolically eat his flesh and drink his blood.
discussed enough times to suspect that there are real comRather, Christianity can be understood only with reference to
monalities between the two. Both identities are marginalized,
canonical texts, doctrines, beliefs, and lessons that are comand both are not immediately obvious at a glance in the
municated in writing or orally and in practicing certain rituway that, say, dark skin is obvious, so it is possible to “pass”
als, such as singing hymns, praying, or taking
communion, all of which emerge from social
interactions within a Christian community.
In addition to heterosexuality and Christianity
“I became an atheist when I came to value evidence
being socially constructed, they are both priviover tradition, authority, revelation, feelings, and faith.”
leged identities. What I mean by privileged is that
they are advantaged as the standard, institutionalizing and furthering the idea that all people
are or should be heterosexual and Christian.
Heterosexuality is privileged in every society to
as a member of the heterosexual or Christian majority, and
a greater or lesser degree, and Christianity enjoys privilege
many do so in order to fit in. Furthermore, both identities are
within most Western societies and certainly within the United
usually realized over time. Many individuals fail to recognize
States.
or are unable to acknowledge that they are gay until their
With an understanding that heterosexuality and Christianity
young adulthood and sometimes much later. Similarly, one’s
are both socially constructed and privileged identities, what do
transition from Christian to atheist is often a long process.
I mean when I say that an ability to think critically can transfer
Within academia, there are some stage models of comfrom sexual orientation to religion? Being attracted to men was
ing out as gay, and other stage models of coming out as an
at odds with the prevailing heteronormative scripts regarding
atheist, which follow four general stages: (a) awareness—that
what relationships, love, and sexual expression are supposed
one is gay or that one has doubts about religious claims; (b)
to look like. Because these scripts didn’t match my own expeexploration—learning more about homosexuality or about
riences, I had reason to begin thinking critically about them.
skepticism; (c) deepening commitment—which includes
All of society was saying that men love women and women
greater comfort with the emerging identity and richer social
love men, but I was crushing out on boys and having no idea
networks within the community; and (d) integrated identity—
what to make of girls who fell in love with me. This disconnect
regarding homosexuality or atheism as a satisfying and valid
between the socially privileged identity of heterosexuality and
identity and being generally comfortable being out to others.
my subordinated identity as a homosexual served for me as a
There is a final, very important way in which homosexuality
kind of decryption key, enabling me to deconstruct and examand atheism are joined at the hip: Both the gay rights moveine with detached curiosity the nature of heterosexual scripts.
ment and the struggle for atheist acceptance are part of the
My crackpot theory is that once one possesses such a
continuing civil rights movement. Although there is a substandecryption key, it can be used to deconstruct other socially
tial constituency of atheists who are really apatheists (“Don’t
constructed phenomena. In other words, once one develops
the ability to think critically, those skills transfer, in my case
know. Don’t care.”) with a corresponding apathy regarding
from the domain of gender expression to other socially consocial or political issues, many atheists are struggling to elesecularhumanism.org
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vate atheism to a position of respectability. Atheists belong to
a marginalized group who are too often kept “in the closet”
out of fear of people’s responses to their unbelief. They’re
regarded as immoral, degenerate misanthropes who are corrupting American society. It’s complete nonsense.
When both atheists and gays are outspoken about their
true selves, they are often accused of impropriety. Outspoken
atheists and outspoken gays are told they’re being disrespectful, and they are asked to tone it down, to silence themselves,
and thereby disempower themselves. They’re told to be polite
and diplomatic, when history shows that polite diplomacy
works far, far better in a social-change movement when the
oppressed refuse to hide, when they are willing to speak up
and to speak out.
The labor movement, the civil rights movement, the women’s suffrage movement, the modern feminist movement, the
gay rights movement, the antiwar movement in the sixties,
the Occupy movement—you name it—all of them have been
met with accusations of impropriety. I am widely considered
to be a gentle man, polite in my interactions with others, but
I’m willing to be called “improper,” “offensive,” or “insulting”
when I assert my rejection of all things supernatural, because I
care about the truth. I can be critical of religion’s unsupported
hypotheses while remaining respectful of religious people,
and there is a difference between people and their beliefs.

T

he battle for LGBT equality began with marches and riots
as early as 1965. Forty-five years later, public polls indicate
that public support of same-sex marriage in the United States
has grown to 50 percent. In contrast, the so-called “new atheism movement,” which has been regarded as neither new
nor a movement, was ushered in not by marches and riots
but by a series of best-selling books, beginning in 2004 with
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Kevin J. Zimmerman is an assistant professor in the Department of Health
and Human Sciences at Bridgewater College in Virginia. He is a licensed
marital and family therapist with a particular interest in relationship quality.

I Believe in Superman continued from p. 11

Superman emerges from relative obscurity in his adulthood, also at thirty, when
he comes to Metropolis. In their day jobs,
Jesus masquerades as a well-meaning
itinerant preacher and Superman as a
“mild-mannered” reporter. Each contends with an evil nemesis: Jesus with
Satan and Superman with Lex Luthor.
The disciples spend much of their time
wondering who Jesus is; in the 1978
film, everyone wonders if Superman is for
real. A stunned Lois Lane asks Superman,
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the publication of The End of Faith by Sam Harris. Will it take
forty-five years before polls indicate that 50 percent of Americans would be willing to vote for an atheist for president?
My hope is that atheists will continue to promote civil
equality by taking advantage of the “gay friend effect.”
Survey data indicating the widespread distrust of atheists
have received much attention in the freethought community,
but recent research seems to support the gay friend effect
and indicates that coming out may be one of the best antidotes to what Robert J. Nash has termed atheophobia, or “the
fear and loathing of atheists that permeate American culture.” In a 2011 article published in the Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin, the University of British Columbia psychology professor Will Gervais reported the findings of four
studies indicating that the more prevalent people perceive
atheists to be, the less prejudice and distrust people harbor
for them. In other words, people who know an atheist are less
likely to discriminate against atheists. “Isn’t discrimination a
bit strong?” you might ask. Discrimination takes many forms,
but they all involve some form of exclusion or rejection of
entire groups of people. To remain silent about one’s atheism
is the easier route, to be sure, but silence is an implicit
endorsement of the belittling stereotypes of atheists that
pervade U.S. culture. The more atheists come out, the greater
is our progression toward a society in which all people are
treated with fairness and respect.
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“Who are you?” In both cases, a straight
Seriously, would you settle for a hero
whose best is walking on water or dividanswer is not given; both figures hide
ing the water to be able to walk on dry
their true identities and lead double lives.
land, when another actually flies through
Each is a hybrid of man and God. Each has
the air?
three names: Emmanuel/Jesus/Christ versus Kal-El/Clark Kent/Superman. Finally, the
suffix to Superman’s Kryptonian
name is El, the ancient Hebrew
Mark Rubinstein is professor emeritus at the University of
word for God.
California, Berkeley, and a past president of the American
So, if you are looking for
Finance Association. He has previously contributed articles to
the real thing, not a copy, look
F ree I nquiry . This is his inaugural regular column.
no further: it is Superman.
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Russell Blackford

The Rushdie Affair–Lest We Forget

Ironically, the controversy contributed to Rushdie’s personal wealth and
influence, because it gave The Satanic
Verses enormous publicity and undoubtedly boosted sales. But it came at the
price of immense suffering for him and
many others, and the Rushdie affair has
led to an environment where it’s now
doubtful that a reputable publisher
would buy such a book, irrespective of
its literary merit or commercial potential.
Although I am a free-speech advocate, I am not a free-speech absolutist.
Speech can sometimes be used to suppress the speech of others rather than
for artistic expression or debate about
ideas. In the extreme, it can be used to
incite hatred and violence against individuals, particularly to punish artists and
intellectuals. Rushdie’s novel was worthy
of defense, but as Amos M. Guioroa has
argued, we should be especially concerned about speech that relies on reli-

Nat Hentoff

continued from p. 8

but it is kept away from an audience
gious authority to incite violent action
who’d possibly find it useful. All this chills
against real or imagined enemies of the
serious speech and inquiry.
religion concerned.
As we reflect on the quarter century
It is still too common for serious
since the Rushdie Affair, and especially
works, whether fiction or nonfiction, to
the Ayatollah’s barbaric fatwā, let’s
be suppressed on religious grounds in
renew our commitment to struggle for
many parts of the world, including in
freedom of speech—not least for freedemocratic nations such as India. Again,
dom of whatever speech might chalthe resulting notoriety can add to sales in
lenge religion or upset the religious.
particular cases as people try to discover
Many people will betray that cause, as
what the fuss is about, but violent oppowe saw with Rushdie’s educated Western
sition and government bans also deny
detractors in 1989, but that is all the
entire populations the opportunities to
more reason to stand firm.
engage with new ideas, viewpoints, and
arguments. A work such
as Wendy Doniger’s The
Russell Blackford is a conjoint lecturer in the School of
Hindus: An Alternative
Humanities and Social Science, University of Newcastle, Australia.
History (2009), for examHis latest books are Freedom of Religion and the Secular State
ple, may gain many
(Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 50 Great Myths About Atheism (co
additional sales from the
authored with Udo Schüklenk; Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), and
intellectually curious as
Humanity Enhanced: Genetic Choice and the Challenge for
a result of legal prohibiLiberal Democracies (MIT Press, 2014).
tions in some countries,

Are You Ready for a New Age of Surveillance?

very careful, prodigious researcher—has
topped it with the real thing: “Perhaps the
most disturbing development in drone
technology, DARPA has even begun
to develop a Micro-Electro Mechanical
System (MFMS) for the manipulation of
insects into ‘cyborgs.’ Through genetic
engineering they might actually control
the movement of insects and utilize them
for surveillance purposes. While the project is still in its infancy, its implications are
frightening.”
And DARPA is developing this
secretly with our taxpayers’ money.
Isn’t that frightening too? We have
gone so far beyond George Orwell—
yet this isn’t fiction. Whitehead is a
very pragmatic Paul Revere, connecting
seemingly visionary governmental and
corporate surveillance research with
plausible future ways of keeping minute track of us.
How do you react to Whitehead’s
warning? He cautions: “Keep in mind

continued from p. 13

that the government does not retain
porate sectors. These insider, patriotic
informers will find Whitehead, Glenn
a monopoly on these technologies.
Greenwald, and others in the media who
Eventually, these technologies will be
will get them an audience. They will be
as common and accessible to the averheard by some in Congress and local legage American as a smartphone, which
islatures—and yes, importantly, in schools
at one time was cutting edge technolaround the nation.
ogy available only to the elite within
Justice William Brennan once told me:
governmental and scientific realms. . . .
“From
the First Amendment, all our liberUnless we put safeguards in place now
ties
flow.”
The First Amendment should
to ward against abuses by those within
also be able to defend us from insects
government and private sector, we may
turned into cyborgs monitoring us.
find ourselves regretting this oversight
in years to come when it is too late to do
anything about the fact that we are overrun by privacy abusers.”
“Being overrun” might even include
largely invisible searching insects sent by hostile Nat Hentoff is a Universal (UClick) syndicated columnist, a senior
neighbors from across the fellow at the Cato Institute, and the author of, among other books,
Living the Bill of Rights (University of California Press, 1999) and
street.
The War on the Bill Rights and the Gathering Resistance (Seven
What we could well use
Stories Press, 2003). His latest book is At the Jazz Band Ball: Sixty
now are more Snowdens,
Years on the Jazz Scene (University of California Press, 2010). He
principled “leakers” within
is currently working on his next book, Is This Still America?
the government and corsecularhumanism.org
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Ophelia Benson

Fingernails

continued from p. 9

until goals A, B, and C are accomplished. We can decide we don’t want
to have children at all. We can decide
we want to have a round dozen, or
we can decide we want to have one.
Infertility may be an obstacle, but technology can do a lot to overcome that.
Unwanted pregnancy may be an obstacle, but technology has a fix for that.
We don’t have to be helpless before a
failure of contraception, because there
is a fix. That’s not tragic.
Of course, that’s not to say that abortion is never sorrowful. It’s to say that
it’s not inherently and always sorrowful
and that it shouldn’t be made so by
people who care more about a stranger’s pregnancy than about her right to
decide whether it will continue. The per-

Shadia B. Drury

Liberal Naïvéte
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June/July 2014

of working up its particular brand of
sympathy and even spreading it to many
people who support abortion rights, people who would cringe in shame at the
mere suggestion of sympathy for racism
or xenophobia. The antiabortion side has
preached its sermon that a pregnancy is
a person from the instant of conception
with such dogged persistence that way
too many people feel required to split the
difference—to continue to say we should
have abortion rights but also to agree
that everyone should feel wracked with
guilt about it.
Religions are good at making people
feel wracked with guilt for bad reasons.
It’s one of their best marketing tools.
“You smell bad: buy our product to solve
this problem.” “You are a worm: buy into

continued from p. 12

are things that it can do to postpone
the inevitable extinction of all things
human.
First, liberalism must transcend its
naïveté if it hopes to survive. It must
understand itself as one political regime
among others and not the penultimate
destination of history. It must acknowledge that there are other legitimate
values, such as order, stability, virtue,
and justice—any one of which may be
more appropriate for societies to choose
as their supreme goals.
Second, liberalism must prevent its
naïveté about freedom of speech from
making it an ally of wealth. Accordingly,
it must reconsider its alliance with capitalism. The latter’s unprecedented
rapacity has tarnished the emancipatory character of liberalism. Capitalism
pretends to be a system that rewards
individual talent, creativity, initiative,
diligence, and sobriety. Its appeal rests
on the seductive rhetoric of liberal individualism. By rewarding the unfettered
labor of the most creative and industrious, it claims to enrich all of society.
These claims may have been somewhat
true in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, but they are mythical in our
54

vasive idea that abortion is inherently and
always sorrowful is a product of the political war against it and should be clearly
recognized as such.
That idea and that brand of sorrow
are worked up, the way political sentiments generally are worked up, for good
and ill. We can work up people’s sympathy for refugees, or striking workers, or
victims of civil war or mass rape or female
genital mutilation; we can also work up
people’s sympathy for hotel owners who
don’t want to allow same-sex couples
to stay in their hotels, for white people upset about brown people moving
into their neighborhoods, for high-school
science teachers not allowed to teach
creationism in the classroom. The antiabortion side has done a very good job

time. Corporate capitalism is no boon
to individual liberty; it demands hierarchy, authority, and conformity. Nor
is it a recipe for global prosperity. In
the poor countries in which it has been
imposed by the International Monetary
Fund, it has left the poor as poor if not
poorer than before while enriching a
small elite of rapacious oligarchs who
join the ranks the global oligarchy created by global capitalism—now dubbed
“neo-liberalism” to capitalize on the liberating aura of liberalism. Liberalism
must sever its ties with this rapacious
economic system if it is not to be totally
besmirched by it.
Liberalism must also overcome its
amnesia about its revolutionary beginnings. It did not magically replace absolute monarchy with liberal democracy.
The English Civil War of the 1640s ended
in the military dictatorship of Oliver
Cromwell and his Puritan excesses. Even
the so-called Glorious Revolution of
1688 ended in a constitutional monarchy. The French Revolution of 1789
devoured its own, until Napoleon saved
the day by imposing an autocratic rule
of law that represented the hopes and
dreams of the revolution. The gains

secularhumanism.org

of liberal revolutions must be solidified before democracy can be viable.
It is impossible to have a liberal democratic society if the majority is not liberal-minded.
The liberal-minded youth who led the
“Arab Spring” were seriously misled by
the West into thinking that democracy
would bring them the desired results.
But it is no surprise that a populace
that values Islamic virtue over liberty
would elect the Muslim Brotherhood,
who succeeded in stealing the Egyptian
revolution. Appalled by the ensuing religious oppressions, the rebels opted to
return to the secular military dictatorship that preceded the revolution. This
dictatorship is doing its best to wipe
out its enemies, especially the Muslim
Brotherhood. Meanwhile, the West is
sympathetic to the latter as the legitimately elected party. Of course, there
can be no greater enemy of liberty than
a theocratic regime. What could explain
such a perplexing Western posture?
The answer lies in the perversity of
the current Western understanding
of democracy among politicians and
self-proclaimed experts in “nation building.” The current assumption is that

our god to solve this problem.” Factitious
abortion-guilt is a branch of this advertising campaign. It ignores whole continents’ worth of human suffering and
premature death for the sake of fretting
about the death of “persons” who are
in fact imaginary. It’s a lot like the belief
in God that way: God is wholly a matter
of thinking about a non-present, nonobservable asserted person and caring
about that person more than humdrum
perceptible human beings. So is the fetus
as person. It’s hidden, like God; its personhood is asserted rather than demonstrated; it has more rights than the real,
tangible person hosting it against her
will.
Sometimes we learn our own lessons
too well. People who value reason and

the change of heart. Fingernails! Juno
free inquiry know that they should try
changes her mind, because fingernails.
to understand opposing points of view
That’s the “liberal” Hollywood take:
on their own terms, and assume good
abortion is there, it’s possible, but you
faith unless there are obvious and comshouldn’t have one. It’s legal, but it’s
pelling reasons not to. This is probably
tragic. A teenager with an unwanted
even more the case with arguments over
pregnancy is doing a fine thing by conabortion than it is with other controvertinuing the pregnancy in order to give
sies, because it’s so easy to sympathize
the baby to an infertile couple.
with the core feelings. But the result after
That’s not good enough. The right to
decades of fetus-fetishizing is a view of
abortion needs to be defended more
abortion like that in the movie Juno.
robustly than that, if it’s to be a real
The clever, independent-minded highright.
school student Juno decides to have an
abortion, no problem, but outside the clinic she encounters a
Ophelia Benson is the editor of the website Butterflies and
protester who babbles at her
Wheels. Her books include Does God Hate Women? (with
about the fetus’s fingernails.
Jeremy Stangroom, Continuum, 2009).
Juno goes in anyway, but once

democracy means allowing your political enemies to win. There is some truth
in thinking that democracy requires a
certain generosity of spirit, but it is not
a suicide pact. For the revolutionaries to
embrace democracy would be suicidal.
What was the point of the revolutionary struggle, death, and suffering if the
Muslim Brotherhood should be allowed
to win?
Does that mean that a successful
liberal revolution must wipe out all its
enemies before it can turn to democracy? Not exactly. What is true for any
successful or stable regime is true for
liberalism. It must wipe out or imprison
all the enemies that refuse to accept
defeat and insist on violent struggle.
But it is neither possible nor prudent
to annihilate all of its enemies. This can
only lead to an orgy of endless killing,
which would inevitably tarnish the ideals being defended. Enemies should be
left alone if they are reasonable enough
to accept defeat and make no effort to
overthrow the new order. Even better,
their side should be given token recognition. In other words, the revolution
must be gracious in victory and grant
its enemies some symbolic role to play

trappings of an existential struggle. As
in the new order. For example, even
democratic theorists such as Gaetano
though the Parliamentarians defeated
Mosca, Vilfredo Pareto, and Robert
the Monarchists in the English Civil
Michels have long recognized, democWar, the stable and peaceful regime
racy is not rule in accordance with the
that emerged after years of military
will of the people, because the people
and religious dictatorship had monarhave no single will. More realistically,
chical elements, but the principle of
it is a regime in which elites compete
parliamentary supremacy was (and still
for power. This competition is healthy
is) unchallenged. Democracy took root
when it is about competence and honmuch later, when the principles of the
esty, not deep ideological alternatives.
revolution were no longer threatened.
So, to expect newly minted revolutions
Democracy is feasible only when the
to embrace democracy is a cruel pipe
principles of the revolution are solididream. Democracies cannot thrive in
fied by autocratic means. Democracy is
the context of deep ideological fissures.
possible only when political “enemies”
In short, what the West calls the
are no longer existential enemies or
“global democratic movement” is a
when the differences between the parnasty product of liberal naïveté couties are largely cosmetic. Unhappily,
pled with amnesia about its own historcosmetic differences are giving way to
ical ascendancy.
more substantial ideological fissures in
the West. The rise of religious fundamentalism in North America is threatening the liberal consensus, since religion has little use for
liberty. The erosion
Shadia B. Drury is Canada Research Chair at the University of Regina
of the liberal conin Canada. She is the author of several books, including Terror and
sensus explains why
Civilization (Palgrave Macmillan, 2004) and Aquinas and Modernity
the political compe(Rowman & Littlefield, 2008). She is currently working on two books,
tition among elites is
Socratic Mischief and Chauvinism of the West.
acquiring more of the

inside . . . ah yes, here it comes,
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Church-State Update

Carl Sagan, Cosmos, and Abortion Rights

C

osmos: A Spacetime Odyssey, the
continuation of Carl Sagan’s classic
1980 television series, premiered on
March 9, hosted by astrophysicist Neil
deGrasse Tyson. During the premier,
Tyson paid tribute to Sagan, who died In
December of 1996, as his mentor. Among
his many important contributions to science and civilization, Sagan was a member of the National Advisory Board of
Americans for Religious Liberty (ARL), the
organization I have been privileged to
head since 1982.

“Perhaps you didn’t know
that [Carl] Sagan was also
an important champion
of abortion rights.”

Perhaps you didn’t know that Sagan
was also an important champion of
abortion rights. His great contribution was a magnificent article, coauthored with his wife Ann Druyan, in
Parade magazine, April 22, 1990, titled
“Abortion: Is It Possible to Be Both
‘Pro-Life’ and ‘Pro-Choice’?” The article
is reprinted in his 1997 book, Billions
& Billions: Thoughts on Life and Death
at the Brink of the Millennium. A concise masterpiece, the article summa56
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Edd Doerr

tinguished scientists. (We would have
rizes the history of abortion, shows
had many more, but the court deadline
that the Jewish and Christian scriptures
could not be extended.)
contain no proscription of abortion,
The brief, based on the conclusions
that the two greatest Christian theoloof the scientists at the 1987 ARL congians, Augustine and Thomas Aquinas,
ference, concluded that “The neurodid not consider early abortions to
biological data indicate that the fetus
be homicides, and that this view was
lacks the physical capacity for the neuadopted by the Catholic Church’s 1312
rological activities we associate with
Council of Vienne and “has never been
human thought until sometime after
repudiated.” The article ends with a sur28 weeks of gestation. In other words,
vey of what science has learned about
the capacity for the human thought
fetal development, concluding that the
process as we know it cannot exist
brain function needed for human perbefore that time. Amici believe that
sonhood is simply not present until
these neurobiological facts support the
sometime after twenty-eight weeks of
chronology of development this Court
development. Fewer than 1 percent of
recognized in Roe v. Wade.” The brief
abortions are performed that late, and
is included as an appendix in (former
those only for serious medical reasons
ARL president) John Swomley’s 1999
related to maternal health or survival.
book, Compulsory Pregnancy: The War
There is a backstory behind Sagan
Against American Women (Humanist
and Druyan’s Parade article. On
Press).
May 30, 1987, ARL sponsored a con
Before the attorneys who prepared
ference in Washington, D.C., that
the
amicus brief decided to limit the
brought together scientists, theosigners
to biologists, I had consulted
logians, and others to examine the
with
ARL
advisers Isaac Asimov and Carl
question of when human “personhood”
Sagan,
neither
of whom was a biolobegins and its relation to the abortion
gist. Asimov agreed to be on the brief,
rights issue. The papers were published
but Sagan held back, not having yet
in ARL’s book Abortion Rights and Fetal
made up his mind as to the twenty“Personhood,” edited by psychologist
eight-week brain development criteJames W. Prescott and myself (Centerline
rion for personhood. So I sent him the
Press, 1989, 1990). When, during its 1988
papers from the ARL conference. Those,
term, the Supreme Court accepted the
plus his own further research, led to the
case of Webster v. Reproductive Health
1990 Parade article.
Services, ARL engineered an amicus curiae
brief to the court representing
Edd Doerr is the president of Americans for Religious
twelve Nobel-laureate biologists
Liberty and the author of numerous articles and books.
(including DNA codiscoverer
Francis Crick) and 155 other dis-
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Faith and Reason

Teaching the Gospel of Evolution
The teaching of science and the
associated curricular formulation of
the subject matter is a very complex undertaking. A satisfactory resolution of the problem requires a
conscious effort toward multilevel
teaching of the experiences and
modes of understanding that have
evolved in the natural sciences.
—Miro M. Todorivich, “Multilevel
Teaching of the Natural Sciences,”
The Philosophy of the Curriculum
(Prometheus Books, 1975)

A

lthough teaching at a small liberal arts college is rewarding, it
presents some unique challenges.
Courses in chemistry and biochemistry often befuddle students with the
language of the disciplines. Teaching
the dialects and subdialects of science
in the context of complex theories is a
demanding task. In one class of twenty
to thirty undergraduates, precollege
preparation varies from those who
mastered Advanced Placement courses
to others from impoverished rural or
inner-city schools where up-to-date
textbooks and lab experiences are limited. Add the international student,
who usually has a stronger background
in math and science than the U.S. student but whose English language skills
may still be developing, and you have a
vibrant and diverse group.
Within this student demographic
also comes an array of religious histories. In fact, students at Denison
University (where I teach) closely reflect
the average religious identification of
the population in the United States. For
example, 15 to 20 percent of the students are atheist, agnostic, or unaffiliated. This also means that 80 percent of
the students are spiritual in some way,
the vast majority having been raised in
formal religious traditions. A significant
number of these students have been

Charles W. Sokolik

brought up to dismiss evolution and
thus reject the main tenet of my discipline, biochemistry.
I cannot teach an introductory biochemistry class without referencing
molecular evolution. But, I am not teaching evolution, complete with a thorough
understanding of statistically predictable
random mutations and natural selection.
That topic demands an entire course. In
teaching biochemistry, I make passing
references to evolution, and in doing so
give an incomplete and sometimes inaccurate explanation of it. The inaccuracy
does not stem from any deficiency in
my understanding but comes from the
inexact yet colorful examples a teacher
uses to convey a general picture of a
complex topic.
Herein lies the problem: in using
analogies and cartoonlike descriptions
of evolution, I give evolution-denying
students an easy escape from the facts,
allowing them to dwell comfortably in
their theologically based, thus misinformed, worldview.
The students’ diverse backgrounds
make it difficult to interest the most—as
well as the least—prepared while moving
toward the initial course goals. Along this
path of academic engagement, some
shortcuts must be taken. I often find
myself shading the truth about a topic,
sacrificing a complete and nuanced
understanding of a complex idea for a
basic understanding of the core idea.
As a student of the sciences progresses through the curriculum, the
subtleties become more evident. More
complex and detailed descriptions
replace summary and inexact explanations. For example, the first view of the
atom is depicted as an electron orbiting around the nucleus. This picture
explains the energy levels of electrons
in terms of distance from the nucleus,

and along with Lewis structures, provides a rudimentary understanding and
predictive foundation for bonding. This
is an inadequate picture, so we move
to a statistical representation of electron orbitals—a solution to one of the
most famous equations in chemistry/
physics, the Schrödinger wave equation. However, even this more complex
description falls short in fully describing
bonding in molecules. Thus, molecular
orbital theory is next used to addle the
mind of the undergraduate.
In this evolving understanding of
electrons, bonds, and molecules, teachers do not harm a student’s eventual
understanding of the subtleties of chemical structure because they frequently
remind the students that a more thorough understanding is being built. The
process of understanding requires several semesters of different classes to get
a more complete picture. However, if
students stop this process before developing a full understanding, do we leave
them with an improper—if not incorrect—picture? Probably, but in these
cases the damage is minor, since a rudimentary understanding of bonding is
preferable to none at all. But what about
a situation in which there is no time
to follow up a less than accurate or
complete picture of the complex topic
of evolution through natural selection?
In this case, we run the risk of doing
real harm to students’ understanding of
evolutionary theory by providing incomplete descriptions of its subtleties and
complexities.
In biochemistry, and to a lesser extent
in chemistry, we often find ourselves
referring to evolution as ancillary to a
particular idea. We describe a trait in an
organism as having evolved or evolution
as having created a structure or molecule
in order to address a challenge in nature.
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We use personal pronouns and action
verbs to paint the picture. Of course, this
type of anthropomorphic language is
inaccurate, but it is a style of language
we use to emphasize a topic for the sake
of convenience. In using such language,
we risk mischaracterizing the true and
complex nature of evolution by natural
selection. For those students who are
not predisposed to learning about evolution or have an ingrained bias against
the facts that explain evolution, we leave
them with a false explanation of evolutionary determinism. Even the most
articulate of evolutionary biologists
sometimes resort to this inexact language. For example, Stephen Jay Gould
once wrote of evolution: “Random variation may be the raw material of change,

“A significant number of . . .
students have been brought up
to dismiss evolution and thus
reject the main tenet of my
discipline, biochemistry.”

but natural selection builds good design
by rejecting most variants while accepting and accumulating the few that
improve adaptation to local environments” (The Panda’s Thumb, 1980). In
fact, natural selection (and evolution by
extension) does not have a predisposition to design anything, good or bad, in
or out of the context of a “local environment.” Evolution by natural selection is,
as Richard Dawkins has explained, “random variation followed by non-random
survival.” To be fair to the memory of
Professor Gould, he wrote many artistic
treatises explaining evolution by natural
selection in great detail: “A complete
theory of evolution must acknowledge
a balance between ‘external’ forces of
environment imposing selection for local
adaptation and ‘internal’ forces representing constraints of inheritance and
development” (Hen’s Teeth and Horse’s
Toes, 1983).
The teacher-scientist’s problem is not
in lacking a full understanding of evolution. The problem is the language we
58

Free Inquiry

June/July 2014

understandable terms, then distrust of
choose in describing a “populist” verthe scientist arises and the overall dission of evolution that ascribes animate
trust of science is elevated. Evolution
decision-making capabilities to a purely
becomes just a bunch of confusing
physical process governed by the laws
statements that scientists tell people to
of thermodynamics. In essence, our lantake on “faith.” Once we get into the
guage choices in describing evolution
“faith as explanation” excuse, we are
to the uninitiated can be interpreted
defeated in arguing with the “faithful”
as replacing the personal god with a
and evolution deniers.
guided, goal-oriented, evolutionary conTeachers in the sciences must walk
sciousness.
an oratory tightrope. It is important, if
Evolution, like all aspects of the physnot mandatory, for scientists to find the
ical sciences, is a description of matright venues in which—and the right
ter and the interaction of matter with
rhetoric with which—to explain what
energy (to the physical chemists out
we do behind the doors of our labs. If
there, please forgive this oversimpliwe don’t, then we become secretive
fied description). Evolution is a series of
people working against rather than for
reactions and interactions occurring as
the greater good. In talking with the
a result of external energy input from
lay populace, we must use approachthe sun, which result in lower-energy
able language, which by necessity will
and more metastable structures in the
often require an anthropomorphic stosystem in which the matter (atoms,
ryline, especially when describing evomolecules, cells, organisms) reside. The
lution. But we must be careful to not
structures come about from a random
leave the false impression of evolution
process following the statistical laws of
as a willful entity, being sure to qualthermodynamics. A structure is propaify our anthropomorphic explanations
gated through time if it has the neceswhenever possible.
sary stability to continue to exist in the
As teacher-scientists, we also must be
environment. If the structure does not
aware of the risk of condescension.
have sufficient stability, then it will disEveryone has the capacity to understand
assemble/reassemble before it can be
evolution, so we must be careful not to
propagated. Understanding evolution at
unintentionally denigrate the intelligence
this level requires a detailed, thorough,
of our audiences and to remember the
and subtle understanding of chemistry
footnotes detailing the caveats of our
and biochemistry, a depth of knowledge
explanations, so as not to give more
that the majority of undergraduate stuammunition to evolution deniers. How
dents lack. So instead of presenting a
often have we heard the antievolutionist
nuanced and complete explanation of
use such silly arguments as “the Second
the evolutionary underpinnings of a
Law of Thermodynamics refutes the thebiochemistry system, I resort to anthroory of evolution,” when with patience
pomorphism: “The protease chymotrypand clarity of accessible language choices
sin has placed a series of hydrophobic
we could explain the fallacy of the arguamino acids at its binding site so it can
ment to any rational person? Neither the
recognize and specifically cleave pepthreat of fallacious arguments from the
tides with hydrophobic amino acid side
antievolutionist crowd nor our own
chains.” This is a reasonable, though
intentional, inaccurate but worthwhile
inelegant, description of the biochemical
use of anthropomorphic language should
points of importance, but it is a statekeep us from reaching out to the student,
ment that completely misstates the true
the popular media—even the deniers—
concept of molecular evolution.
to continue to “preach the gospel” of
However, the use of such language
evolution.
has its place. In lecturing to an undergraduate class or nonscientists, the
use of technical jargon and excruciating scientific detail may not only
Charles W. Sokolik is in the Department of Chemistry
bore the audience but may alienand Bioc hemistry at Denison University in Granville,
ate the uninitiated. If a scientist
Ohio.
can’t explain evolution in easily
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Reviews

Facing the Facts

George A. Wells

A

striking feature of the Christian
scene during the past fifty years
has been the resurgence of its
evangelical varieties. While mainstream
churches have been experiencing progressive dwindling of their congregations, evangelical churches are packed,
often with young and well-educated
worshipers who find there a direction
and meaning for their lives. Their education has, however, not included contact with the long critical discussion of
Christian beliefs by Christian and other
scholars from the late eighteenth century until today, and so they are not
off-put by its findings. Their pastors of
course know of it but shun it, having—
as the editors of Evangelical Faith and
the Challenge of Historical Criticism tell
us—“tearfully witnessed” that acquaintance with it has led “bright and promising students” to “abandon their faith
entirely” and could even entice their
pastors to heretical positions that
“imperil the legitimacy of one’s claim
to Christianity.”
The editors, C. M. Hays and C. B.
Ansberry, want this isolation from critical discussion to end. They call upon
their fellow evangelicals “to engage in
an intellectually honest and academically
rigorous wrestling match with Scripture
in all its troublesome particularity” and
in this way, following the lead given by
their Catholic peers since the 1940s, to
“create space for critical questions to be
entertained.”
The authors of the chapter “Adam
and the Fall,” C. M. Hays and S. L. Herring,
live up to this agenda and acknowledge that “most critical scholars deny
that there was a historical couple named
Adam and Eve who were the sole genetic
progenitors of the human race and were
responsible for the advent of human

Evangelical Faith and the Challenge of Historical Criticism,
edited by C. M. Hays and C. B. Ansberry (London: SPCK, 2013,
ISBN 978-0-281-06732-9) 256 pp. Softcover, £$17.99.

sinfulness and mortality.” Other ancient
Near-Eastern texts, they note, are extant
and have a surprising similarity to this
story of Genesis 2–3; they allow that the
similarities “do give us reason for pause”
regarding whether or not the events as
described in the Bible did “occur as such.”
They claim no more than that Genesis
2–3 “addresses questions in ancient ways,
providing answers that would make
sense in an ancient context.”
This concession apropos of what
most of us have long since regarded as
obviously legendary material may well
seem to amount to very little. But the
authors go on to show that critical scholars have demonstrated that the associated doctrine of original sin can also be
questioned. Its main scriptural basis has
always been Romans 5:12: “Sin came
into the world through one man, and
death through sin. And so death spread
to all men, because all men sinned. (The
authors quote ερh’ō as the Greek “rightly
translated as ‘because.’”) There is nothing
here to suggest that they sinned because
they inherited some moral weakness
from Adam. They died only because they
chose to sin, following Adam’s example.
However, it was Augustine’s reading of
this verse that prevailed. He, with a poor

knowledge of Greek, read it in Latin
translation, in which the Greek phrase
our authors have quoted is rendered
as “in quo,” which could either mean
“in that” (i.e., “because”) or “in whom,”
namely Adam, all sinned, and Augustine
understood it in this latter sense. In sum:
in the Greek original, “Paul does not
say that humans suffer death, the consequence of Adam’s sin, automatically:
they suffer death as a result of their own
inexorable sinning.” The authors of this
chapter do not commit themselves to
full acceptance of the view that there
was no Adam, no fall, and no universal
sinfulness resulting from it. But they do
think that this should be entertained as
a serious possibility. This, however, leaves
intact the doctrine of death as a just punishment for human sinning. Christians,
they say, might even come to feel that
accepting the critical view here relieves
them of a liability: “The idea that even a
newborn infant, who dies before either
being baptized or personally doing a
single sinful deed (not to mention before
being able to turn to Christ) could in fact
be damned and subjected to eternal torture, seems to be an affirmation of one
of the most cruel injustices imaginable.”
They hasten to add that of course “one
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does not make critical decisions on the
basis of philosophical convenience” but
that it is worth appreciating that critical
scholarship, for all the challenges it raises,
“can also prove theologically helpful.”
The chapter on the Israelites’ exodus
from Egypt is written by Ansberry, one
of the editors. It acknowledges that the
“unmitigated historicity” of the biblical
account is “no longer held by a majority
of Old Testament scholars, archaeologists
and historians” and that the silence of
relevant historical and archaeological evi-

“While mainstream churches
have been experiencing progressive dwindling of their congregations, evangelical churches are
packed, often with young and
well-educated worshipers who
find there a direction and meaning for their lives. Their education has, however, not included
contact with the long critical
discussion of Christian beliefs
by Christian and other scholars
from the late eighteenth century
until today, and so they are not
off-put by its findings.”

dence is “deafening.” A widespread view
is that the story is “a late literary creation
that combines mythic, legendary and
ahistorical folk traditions to bolster the
nation’s self-understanding as a people
led by God.” Even the Bible itself does not
“paint a univocal picture” of the events.
Yet many Christians regard its historicity
as “non-negotiable.” The editor defends
it by introducing “the concept of cultural memory,” which explains that what
biblical authors wrote about the past
was influenced by their own situations

60

Free Inquiry

June/July 2014

when they were writing. “The exodus
tradition is remembered, reworked and
redescribed throughout the prophets”—
Ezekiel, Isaiah, and others—“in order to
depict an imminent and future salvation,
i.e., a new exodus.” These “posterior
effects” of the purported event throughout Israel’s canonical literature indicate
“the probability of some sort [author’s
italics] of proto-Israelite departure from
Egypt” and illuminate “the necessity of its
historical occurrence for Israel’s identity
and future hope.” We may retort that
they illuminate the necessity of belief in
its historical occurrence, not the necessity
that the event actually occurred. But it is
perhaps more important to note that this
“suggestion that some sort of historical
exodus occurred via divine intervention”
is strikingly modest compared with the
traditional Christian position and shows
that the author has allowed his confrontation with the critical scholarship to
have a telling effect.
The chapter on “Problems with Proph
ecy” by A. Warhurst, S. B. Tarrer, and C. M.
Hays tells us not to expect things to turn
out exactly as canonical prophets have
predicted, for God’s word is “provisional”
in that he “may choose to bring about his
purposes in a way other than previously
described.” Prophecy is “an organic, creative word moving toward an ultimate
goal,” namely “God’s ultimate kingship of
the world”; hence, its outcome is “more
dynamic, nuanced and unpredictable”
than a “tidy correspondence” with specific events in history.
Scholars have shown that some biblical passages represented as prophecies were in fact made after the events
described had already occurred. The
standard example of such vaticinium ex
eventu is the book of Daniel. Its author,
thinking that the persecution his contemporaries were suffering ca. 165 BCE from
the Seleucid ruler Antiochus Epiphanes
must surely provoke God to intervention,
pretended that Daniel had lived during
the Exile (in the sixth century BCE), had
prophesied with extraordinary precision
the details of Antiochus’s reign, and had
outlined the consummation that, so he
believed, would immediately follow it.
Our authors do not deny that this is a
just assessment of this canonical book.
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They know that “vaticinium ex eventu is
not simply the work of biased historical
critics intent on discrediting the inspiration of the Bible” but rather “the result
of careful (critical) examination of texts
in relation to the times they appear to
describe.” Altogether, this book certainly
acquaints its intended evangelical readers with a great deal of scholarship that
is critical of the Bible yet which they
need to know about and to consider
seriously. Of course, our three authors
claim that what critics have shown to be
Daniel’s real historical situation does not
impair the authority of his book: “We
believe that Daniel (or any other biblical
book) is true because . . . it is part of the
authoritative canon” and “because it is
among the texts that the Holy Spirit has
inspired.” They even hold that to reconstruct Daniel in the light of vaticinium
ex eventu “actually aids [their italics] our
hope in the truthfulness of Scripture . . .
insofar as it relieves Daniel of the responsibility to foretell events accurately” and
enables us to recognize that prophecy is
“principally concerned with the broader
outworking of God’s will.” “Prophecy can
be composed ‘after the fact,’ not in an
effort to deceive, but as an expression of
the confidence of God’s people that God
has been sovereign over history and that
God will indeed deliver them.”
When our authors turn to the New
Testament and to prophecies made
there by Jesus, they do not adduce any
“after the event” examples (although
they could have done so, e.g., apropos
of Luke’s rewording (21:20f.) of Jesus’s
account in Mark 13 of the “desolating sacrilege,” a rewording that clearly
betrays that its author wrote after the
siege of Jerusalem and the fall of the city
in 70 CE). Instead, they discuss Jesus’s
even-more embarrassing prediction of
a very important event that significantly
failed to occur. I again refer to Mark 13,
which, as they note, includes what the
apologist C. S. Lewis opined to be “certainly the most embarrassing verse in the
Bible,” where Jesus assures his audience
that cosmic catastrophes, followed by
his own glorious return to Earth as Son
of Man, would occur within the lifetime
of his contemporaries: “Truly I say to you,
this generation will not pass away until

all these things take place.” Our three
authors suggest—prompted by 2 Peter,
which nearly all non-evangelical scholars
regard as pseudepigraphic and as the
latest of the twenty-seven books of the
New Testament, written well into the second century—that “the reason that Jesus
has not yet returned is because there has
not yet been sufficient repentance.” In
fact, however, Jesus had no expectation
that “this evil and adulterous generation” (Matt. 12:39; 16:4) would mend its
ways and certainly did not suggest that
fulfillment of his prophecy depended on
its doing so. Evangelicals will presumably
retort that God must be allowed to have
changed his mind.
Scholars have long since shown that
little reliance can be placed on the ascription of some of the canonical books
to the authors who bear their names.
The four contributors who have written
the chapter “Pseudepigraphy and the
Canon” discuss the Pentateuch, the Book
of Isaiah, and the Gospel of John in this
connection, but I restrict my comments
to what they say about the Pauline corpus. Critical scholars regard some of the
letters ascribed in the canon to Paul as
written by others in his name. “Probably
the majority position in the academy
today” is that the relevant letters were
“created as a corpus towards the end
of the first century as way of updating
Pauline thought and addressing problems that arose in the vacuum of authority after the death of the apostle.” Our
authors allow that such an assessment is
not to be set aside as true but harmless
by claiming that pseudepigraphy was
“an accepted and transparent literary
convention.” New models, they say, are
needed for evangelicals to come to terms
with pseudepigraphical compositions
that nevertheless function as canonical
Scripture. Meanwhile, we should not
“subject Scripture to our own autonomous standard of perfection” by claiming that pseudepigraphy is irreconcilable
with infallibility. God may condescend to
speak to mankind in a variety of ways,
which may include pseudepigraphy.
In sum, our authors do not deny the
fact of pseudepigraphy in the canon but
allow that historical criticism “opens new
horizons for thinking about the way in

which God worked through the Holy
Spirit to compose and codify the historical text.”
The chapter on “The Historical Jesus”
by M. J. Darling and Hays observes that,
while none of the miracles worked by him
during his public ministry are “foundational pillars of Christology or salvation,”
his incarnation from a virgin mother and
his resurrection most certainly are such.
That he was born “of the Holy Spirit and
from the virgin Mary” makes him both
divine and human, and, they hold, he
needs to be both if sense is to be made
of the doctrine of the atonement. The
argument is that to have healed human
beings by his sacrificial death on the
cross, he must have been human like
them, and to have had the potency thus
to have healed all believers he must also
have been divine. Hence, the historicity
of the virgin birth must be accepted and
is further supported by “the tradition of
the church,” by Christians’ “openness to
the miraculous,” and by the claim that
“the historical evidence does not cast
nearly as much doubt on it” as some
have asserted. It is, however, admitted
that this historical evidence is “relatively
sparse and, in the minds of many scholars, problematic,” and our authors frankly
list some of the “variety of historical problems surrounding the infancy narratives.”
They deal with the resurrection more
sketchily. They give little indication of the
extent to which the relevant Gospel narratives contradict each other and merely
note that there are “obtrusive and vexing
bits of textual evidence, such as Jesus’s
mysterious appearances and disappearances and his distinctive corporeality.” In
his risen form, he is sufficiently corporeal
to eat fish and to invite touch so as to
convince his audience that they are not
experiencing a hallucination; yet for the
purpose of suddenly appearing to them,
he is incorporeal enough to pass through
closed doors.
As is only to be expected, this chapter is the one that is least able to make
concessions to historical criticism while
at the same time preserving Christian
doctrine. I have set out elsewhere all that
perplexes in the accounts of the virgin
birth and resurrection—most recently in
my 2009 book Cutting Jesus Down to Size

(Open Court)—and it would be otiose to
repeat that here. This chapter is also the
one that specifies most frankly the straitjacket within which the authors allow
criticism to operate. No critical findings
are to be allowed if they impair fundamental Christian doctrines such as the
atonement.
This is reiterated in the final chapter,
which like the first is the work of the
two editors. They do admit that “historical criticism suggests that some of our

“The editors [of this book] . . .
want this isolation from critical
discussion to end. They call
upon their fellow evangelicals ‘to
engage in an intellectually honest and academically rigorous
wrestling match with Scripture
in all its troublesome particularity’ and in this way, following
the lead given by their Catholic
peers since the 1940s to ‘create
space for critical questions to be
entertained.’”

human traditions derive less from divine
revelation than from fallible mortal reasoning,” and they point to the discussion
of original sin in chapter 2 “perhaps”
an example of this. But they plead for
what they call “faithful criticism” that
“combines rigorous historical-critical
inquiry with a resolute commitment to
the essential doctrinal convictions of
Christianity.” “Faithful criticism,” then, situates such inquiry “within a safe theological space.” In the end, “Christian faith is
not rightly based on evidential apologetics or mountains of historical evidence,”
all of which are “rubbish as pillars” of the
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faith. What then is a pillar? The answer is
clear: the Holy Spirit. “If anything other
than faith in the Spirit’s revelatory work
is the basis of our confidence in the Bible,
we are preparing ourselves for a crisis.”
Evangelicals will defend working within
a “safe theological space” by pointing out
that nobody works without presuppositions
and that each of us is influenced by the particular outlook we have built up from our
experiences. But “rigorous” historical-critical
inquiry entails analyzing the relevant
sources, whether or not we approve of their
ideas and claims, with a willingness to

the fact that this symposium will not only
modify the assumptions with which we
acquaint its readers with a good many of
began our inquiries if evidence we
the detailed findings of historical critiuncover and recognize as compelling is
cism of the Bible but also urge them to
clearly incompatible with them. This is
take them seriously.
quite different from assessing the evidence in the light of some ideology that
may not be questioned, be it religious,
political, patriotic, or other.
Once “the Spirit” is introduced
George A. Wells is emeritus professor of German at the
to safeguard what is wanted,
University of London and a former chairman of the Rationalist
there is no basis for further
Press Association. His most recent book is Cutting Jesus
discussion of the import of
Down to Size: What Higher Criticism Has Achieved and Where
the actual empirical evidence.
It Leaves Christianity (Open Court, 2009).
One must, however, welcome

An Urgent Call for Population Limits

F

ron t-page,

New York Times,
January 6, 2014: “Colorado River
Drought Forces a Painful Reckoning
for States.” Washington Post editorial, same day: “A Cloudy Forecast: A
New Report on Climate Change Shows
There’s No Time to Waste.” If those
headlines don’t get your attention, Alan
Weisman’s new book, Countdown: Our
Last, Best Hope for a Future on Earth,
will. But first, let’s fast backward a bit.
In 1954, Harrison Brown, a scientist
who worked on the Manhattan Project
during World War II, published The Chal
lenge of Man’s Future, a major study
of the global overpopulation problem.
Shortly after reading it, I was a guest on
an Indianapolis radio talk-show to discuss the subject, along with the head of
Indiana’s Planned Parenthood and a local
minister. We agreed with Brown about
the seriousness of the problem but never
uttered the words contraception or birth
control. The next day, a front-page newspaper headline screamed “Population
Bomb Backfires” and smeared us for daring to discuss such matters in public. Since
then, my interest in the matter has never
flagged.
In 1968, Paul Ehrlich’s The Population
Bomb hit the best-seller lists, stirring
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Countdown: Our Last, Best Hope for a Future on
Earth?, by Alan Weisman (New York: Little, Brown
and Company, 2013, ISBN 978-0-316-09775-8)
528 pp. Hardcover, $28.00.

public interest at a time when world
population was half what it is today. In
1974, President Richard Nixon ordered
the study “Implications of Worldwide
Population Growth for U.S. Security
and Overseas Interests.” On November
26, 1974, the National Security Study
Memorandum (NSSM) 200 report was
finished and endorsed by President
Gerald Ford, but it was immediately,
mysteriously, “classified” and buried until
July, 1989. Population scientist Stephen
Mumford of the Center for Research on
Population and Security managed to get
a copy of it from a member of Congress
after seeing a reference in a 1991 issue of
the National Catholic Register. Mumford
published the report and distributed
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copies of it at the United Nations population conference in Cairo, Egypt, in
1994. Curiously, the NSSM 200 report got
virtually no publicity in the United States.
I was one of the few writers to review
it—in the Americans for Religious Liberty
journal Voice of Reason, in my column in
a humanist magazine, and in an article in
USA Today magazine.
The NSSM 200 report carefully
spelled out the dire consequences of
unchecked population growth, not only
for our whole planet but also for every
individual on it, and recommended that
two-child families be the world norm
by the year 2000. While insisting that
family planning be totally voluntary, the
report advocated universal access to fam-

ily planning and the decriminalization of
abortion.
Fast forward to 2014. World population, now over seven billion and still
growing, is three times what it was when
Harrison Brown was writing.
Weisman’s astonishingly comprehen
sive and wide-ranging book not only
brings us up to date on the complex intricacies of population growth—he visited
twenty-one countries on five continents
in writing it—but it also links to a broad
survey of what this growth in numbers is
doing to the environment that sustains
human and all other life. Bluntly put, we
are seeing what our increasing numbers
are doing to our world: climate change
and global warming, rising sea levels,
resource depletion, topsoil erosion, waste
accumulation, deforestation, desertification, freshwater shortages, food crop dis-

turbances, droughts, biodiversity shrinkhalf performed in areas where they are
illegal and unsafe), world population
age, overcrowding, increased pollution,
today would exceed ten billion. Clearly,
and a rise in sociopolitical disorganizaallowing women to control their fertility
tion and violence. Increasing numbers of
is essential to working our way through
people on a planet that is being abused
these problems. Weisman also shows
is a formula for disaster. Population will
that equalizing educational opportunity
be reined in, either humanely and intellifor women is not only key to reducing
gently by us or harshly and murderously
family size but also to freeing women
by nature.
from the patriarchalism and misogyny
Weisman makes all this eminently
that have bedeviled us for untold eons.
comprehensible. He leaves no stone
Countdown is not only a great read; it
unturned. He writes: “Except for volcanic
is
the
most important book you will see
eruptions, every emergency on Earth is
this year.
now related to or aggravated by the
presence of more people than conditions
can bear.” He does not spare the religious leaders who have stood in the
way of allowing sensible solutions Edd Doerr is president of Americans for Religious Liberty
to the overpopulation problem. He and a longtime activist in the fields of population and
also notes that without over forty women’s rights.
million abortions per year (about

Gimme That Old-Time Atheism

I

awoke this Sunday morning at an
ungodly hour and, recalling that
I had set aside part of the day to
write this review, I decided to prepare
myself by watching a few not-readyfor-prime-time televangelists. The first
preached that becoming a Christian
was like making a shrewd investment
upon which I might hope to realize a
handsome return. The next reminded
me that St. Paul urges the faithful to
hearten each other—something that
might require no more than a short
phone call (preferable, I learned, to texting, though that would do in a pinch).
The third took up the problem of evil,
which turned out, unsurprisingly, to
be merely apparent, a figure-ground
illusion resulting from God’s mysterious ways.
The question for a reader of Mitchell
Stephens’s Imagine There’s No Heaven is
this: Does the popularity of these nationally televised church services—which are
many, each with its large studio congregation—loosen a few bolts on the
juggernaut of a steadily advancing atheism, or, given what was on offer this

Brooke Horvath

Imagine There’s No Heaven: How Atheism Helped
Create the Modern World, by Mitchell Stephens (New
York: Palgrave-Macmillan, 2014, ISBN 978-1-13700260-0) 328 pp. Hardcover, $30.00.

particular morning, do such messages
instead constitute evidence of an increasingly attenuated Christianity? I might
answer that question, but I won’t just yet
(the ways of reviewers being themselves
sometimes mysterious). What matters is
that Stephens is alert to such questions
and provides his own reasoned answers
in this thoroughly researched, largely
successfully argued, and always readable
account of the spread and gradual acceptance of atheism, from Diagoras of Melos
(fifth century BCE) and the Charvaka sect
of ancient India to the present.

As many readers of Free Inquiry are
doubtlessly aware, the history of disbelief has been detailed before—in,
for instance, Steve Bruce’s God Is Dead:
Secularization in the West (2002) and
Charles Taylor’s A Secular Age (2007).
Stephens, a professor of journalism at
New York University, draws upon both
of these previous studies, among a host
of other scholars (his notes run to forty-one pages of small type), as he charts
the course of a progressively triumphant
atheism. His thesis is straightforward,
even if the path from Diagoras to the
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Council for Secular Humanism has not
been: “The struggles of those who challenged the supernatural and insisted that
we concern ourselves instead with the
natural contributed . . . to what may be
humankind’s greatest accomplishments:
the advancement of knowledge and
the expansion of human rights.” Indeed,
whether we look at the transformation
of science from ninety-pound weakling
to hero of the Enlightenment beach;
at the principles articulated in the U.S.
Constitution or at improvements in the
lives of women; at the invention of computers, cubism, and psychoanalysis or

“Does the popularity of . . .
nationally televised church
services—which are many,
each with its large studio congregation—loosen a few bolts
on the juggernaut of a steadily
advancing atheism, or . . . do
such messages instead constitute evidence of an increasingly
attenuated Christianity?”

the gift of quantum mechanics—to say
nothing of The Simpsons—what we witness, argues Stephens, is the operation
of “a virtuous cycle”: “disbelief in the
gods encourages and facilitates vigorous
investigations of the natural, but such
investigations also further disbelief in
gods.”
As for how disbelief took hold and
why it proved attractive, Stephens
offers five reasons. The first is our “basic
human compulsion to question,” which
more often than not leads to skepticism
regarding religious explanations. I might
note here Stephens’s silence regarding the doubts raised by the Protestant
Reformation and the conflicts (both
theological and military) this split in the
one true faith occasioned (to say nothing
of other church missteps). Although he
attends to many of the challenges to biblical authority made by one or another
injudicious soul (Why do the Gospels
64
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sometimes contradict each other? How
could Moses have written the account
in Deuteronomy of his own death and
burial?), this isn’t the whole story. Such
questions are mere cracks in the drywall
compared to the foundational damage
done by the tremors of doubt set off
by Luther and Calvin. (On this point, see
Brad Gregory’s Unintended Reformation).
Stephens tags the second “spur to
disbelief” the “anacreontic,” apparently
extending that word’s derivative sense
of “convivial and amatory” (according to
the Oxford English Dictionary) to designate the simple idea that, since we desire
them, we might as well pursue the always
immensely appealing pleasures of this
world, such as a friend to a fondle, which
are anyway readier to hand than the
ineffable joys located in some promised
hereafter. (How Stephens refrained at
this point from quoting Mark Twain’s
Letters from the Earth, I don’t know.)
If the anacreontic is helped along
by technological advances, improved
health care, and enough creature comforts to fill the largest of big-box stores,
the third encouragement to disbelief is
an increase in learning (which is, after all,
also a pleasure). As people become better educated about the more and more
there is to know, skepticism and new
knowledge work in tandem to replace
religious explanations with “rational
understandings.” This new knowledge,
in combination with an anacreontic
appreciation of the here and now, yields
in its turn a fourth reason to disbelieve:
recognition of the extent to which religions have often been weak in opposing
when not complicit in creating the “real
hell” of oppression and injustice to which
so many people over the millennia have
been condemned.
The final goad to disbelief, the culmination of the first four, Stephens
describes as the desire “to make a new
kind of art, institute a new politics, think
new kinds of thoughts. . . .” It is, he says,
a “yearning for an open sea,” with such
figures as Karl Marx, Alan Turing, Werner
Heisenberg, Sigmund Freud, and Pablo
Picasso among his examples. Stephens
talks himself into a bit of a corner here, for
some of his sailors on the open sea have
been dragooned; Arnold Schönberg and
Wassily Kandinsky seem poorly chosen,
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especially with, say, Wallace Stevens and
Samuel Beckett waving from the upper
deck. Still, Stephens’s point is taken: nonbelievers made possible new ways of
thinking, even for those uncommitted
to disbelief (such as Schönberg), and (to
choose my own examples) it is indeed
difficult to imagine a worshipful Keith
Richards, a church-going Jim Morrison, or
a William Burroughs comfortably stitching together Naked Lunch in an age of
faith.
I have mentioned a few of the men
and women deployed by Stephens
to develop his thesis because their
stories are at the heart of his book.
Many of those will prove familiar to
most readers of FI—Thucydides and
Epicurus, Abelard and Galileo, Diderot
and the Baron d’Holbach, Percy Bysshe
Shelley and Robert Green Ingersoll,
Simone de Beauvoir and Madalyn
Murray O’Hair. Every reader will also
expect certain encounters that, like
Didi and Gogo’s wait for Godot, never
materialize (I missed, among others,
any appearance by Montesquieu or
Bernard Mandeville). Of even greater
interest, however, are the lesser-sung
heroes of freethinking: Stephens does
include the ninth-century court poet of
Baghdad, Abū Nuwās; the Italian miller
Domenico Scandella, who was burned
at the stake in 1599 for his recidivist insistence that God “is nothing but
air”; the University of Edinburgh undergraduate Thomas Aikenhead, hanged
for blasphemy in 1697 shortly before
his twenty-first birthday; Cesare Giulio
Vanini, a seventeenth-century scholar
condemned to death by the Inquisition
for blasphemy “and other crimes” who
remarked gamely to himself on the day
of his execution (not having a friend
with a cell phone), “Come along, let’s
die cheerfully as a philosopher.”
Jean Meslier, Ernestine Rose, and
Charles Bradlaugh deserve particular
mention here, for their stories are fascinating. Meslier was a village priest whose
posthumously published apology to his
parishioners for having taught them a
pack of “delusions, errors, lies, fictions,
and impostures” staggered even Voltaire.
Rose, whose story has been lost among
those of her more famous contemporaries, emigrated from Poland to America

in 1820 and soon began to lecture on
many of the controversial issues of her
day, from anti-Semitism, women’s rights,
and divorce laws to abolition, prison
reform, and atheism. Considering her
views on religion, a Unitarian minister
once observed to her that she was “the
only person I have ever met who believes
less than I do.” Bradlaugh—who presided
over Britain’s National Secular Society
and whose causes included birth control and the need for compulsory public
education—achieved national prominence in 1858 when he represented
atheism in a series of public debates
staged throughout England. In 1880 he
was elected, mirabile dictu, to a seat in
Parliament as the godless “radical” from
Northhampton.
A strength of Stephens’s argument is
his care, for the most part, in not overstating or oversimplifying his case: his recognition, for instance, that disbelief does not
invariably promise a golden tomorrow, as
the excesses of the French Revolution,
Stalin’s USSR, and Mao’s China have made
clear. (Regarding China, Stephens would
have done well to have indicated up
front the limits of his interest, for Imagine

Letters

There’s No Heaven is almost exclusively a
cial point, as the suppositional phrasing
reveals (the emphases are mine): “Maybe
history of Christianity’s demise; there is,
this ‘ordinary god’ supplies a hint of purfor example, almost nothing said about
pose, meaning or guilt upon occasion” or
Islam.) Sometimes, on the other hand, he
“maybe even this is too much to ask” of
relies too much on what he imagines is so,
the “indifferent God of the indifferent.”
as when he turns to notice that religion
Again: while some “evangelical churches
today seems alive and well and living in
may have taken a well-publicized step
Kansas. Stephens’s rejoinder is that looks
back toward sterner beliefs . . . [m]ost
can be deceiving, for even Americans are
probably haven’t. Many probably have
drifting into a new kind of secularism “in
drifted . . . in the opposite direction.”
which religion isn’t just separate from
However watered-down American
government but separate from most of
religion
may be, it is not yet quite athewhat matters in our lives.” The conseism;
yet
it is also far from the faith of
quences—and Stephens’s answer to the
(some
of)
our fathers—and far from St.
question I let hang fire earlier—have
Francis,
the
hangmen of Thomas
been the refashioning of God “into more
Aikenhead, and the promise of the crèche
of a Heavenly Helpmate . . . less harsh, less
on the courthouse lawn. Whether a comdemanding” and “more pleasant to have
pletely triumphant atheism, when it
around”—and of religion “into somearrives, will eventually suffer a similar
thing that might provide salvation in
slide into indifference remains to be seen,
this world.” This user-friendly Christianity,
as will the sort of world dispassion then
Stephens contends, no longer requires
creates.
(as if it ever really did) living a life of
poverty, chastity, and obedience—
or the need to forsake home and
family, as Matthew, Mark, and Luke
Brooke Horvath teaches at Kent State University. His
teach—if one would follow Jesus
last review for F ree I nquiry was of A. C. Grayling’s The
into everlasting life. However, the
God Argument.
hard evidence falters at this cru-

continued from p. 16

reasoning, does ease their existential dread of randomness
somewhat. If they are going to
believe in an infinite god, then
they must also deduce logically
that within the mind of that
infinite god there can be no logical difference between randomness and conscious determination. All events and phenomena
are simply one. This argument,
of course, does not win the day,
but it might make them think
a little deeper and more critically about their trivial notions
about purpose and meaning to
life. Purpose and meaning to life
are human constructs. They do
not exist a priori in a seemingly
indifferent universe. We have
to muster the courage to find
purpose and meaning ourselves.
Fundamentalist Christians should
smile on this idea since it makes
them morally responsible for
themselves. But, unfortunately,

the idea frequently doesn’t register with them. They just accuse
me of being incapable of appreciating “revealed biblical truth.”
All we can do is light the proverbial candle in the darkness.

John L. Indo
Houston, Texas

The long history of opposition
to science is inconsistent with
creation stories functioning as
proto-science. This conflict suggests a different purpose—not
to encourage exploration and
hypothesizing but to shut it
down. “We already know why
planets move. Stop daydreaming
and finish grinding the grain.”
Texts that don’t just dryly explicate facts but encompass thrilling plots and unknown beings
strengthen group cohesion,
regulate opinions and behavior,

and discourage members from
“going off the reservation.”
Many creation stories overtly
depict curiosity, exploration, and
new knowledge as dangerous.
Think of Eve, Prometheus, and
Pandora. Unknown beings—
from shades in Ancient Greece
to Bigfoot today—are associated with often extraordinary
efforts to get members of the
community to believe. Think of
ancient oracle temples using
machines to lower humans into
the view of hallucinogen-drinking crowds. Photos of Nessie and
the Cottingly Fairies. Who knows
how many people are stomping wooden footprint-makers in
North American forests?
So why does creationism persist? Because it’s a powerful tool
for creating a strongly-bonded,
multi-generational group by
focusing the attention of the
individual member toward fitting
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into one’s place in the group and
away from seeking new ideas or
information that are not introduced to the individual by the
group.

Trish Randall
Vancouver, Washington

Disappearing Faith
Re “Faith: A Disappearing Con
cept” by Mark Rubinstein (FI
April/May 2014): faith is not necessarily a bad word. It is reasonable to have faith in a proven
friend’s support, or in one’s own
practiced abilities, or even in
the actions of an elected official
whose career you have studied
closely and whose motivations
you think you understand. This
is rational faith. By contrast, the
blind faith that religions promote
is almost always bad and certainly becomes a roadblock in dis-
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cussions and understanding. This
is the author’s very valid point,
but it gets somewhat overshadowed when forcing a particular
connotation on the word faith
becomes an end in itself.
A simple solution—use some
thing like “blind faith” (my favorite) or “religious faith” (which the
author does use initially) whenever there is any question that it
needs to be distinguished from
a rational type of faith. There’s
no point trying to denigrate the
word faith itself; everyone has
perfectly reasonable nonreligious
meanings, as well as religious
meanings, associated with it in
their minds. This is not like physics, where a word such as energy
or work can be stripped of all but
one very well-defined and unambiguous meaning. But, on the
other hand, if we all thought like
physicists (at least during their
working hours) there would be
no need to worry about faith!

Brian Horn
Florence, Oregon

Mark Rubinstein quotes the 1997
Catholic Catechism as declaring
that “faith is certain.” Of course,
this refers solely to the faith
espoused by the Catholic Church,
which I am sure does not feel that
way about the equally certain
faith of the Hasidim, the Amish,
Muslims, evangelical Christians,
Hindus, Buddhists, etc. In addition
to being “certain” only to their
adherents, these various faiths
are mutually exclusive (in addition to being certainly wrong). As
for physicist Paul Davies’s inane
claim that “both religion and science are founded on faith,” if
he really believed this he would
never set foot in an airplane, a
car, or an elevator, all of which
operate on numerous scientific
principles that as per Davies must
be accepted not on compelling
evidence of consistency and performance but on “faith.” I somehow doubt that when Davies
pushes the power button for
his television set, he feels that
whether it actually operates is
contingent on his faith on “something outside of the universe.”
His contention that the laws of
nature are not part of the cosmos
is truly bizarre.

Dennis Middlebrooks
Brooklyn, New York
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On Suicide
I had to reply to Tom Flynn’s
review of Stay: A History of Suicide
and the Philosophies Against It
by Jennifer Michael Hecht (“Less
Secular Than It Seems,” FI, April/
May 2014) after finding it dogmatic and simplistic. One often
sees this accusation directed at
religious fanatics by your fine
magazine—but now I see it
on the other side. It cannot go
unchallenged.
The issues are simple: is suicide
always to be condemned, or is it a
protected right of rational people? That’s the simple-minded
dichotomy of Flynn’s review.
Hecht thinks suicide should be
discouraged except in cases of
terminal illness and the like: it is
never appropriate for a healthy
individual. Flynn thinks a rational
person has the right, and leave
him alone if he chooses it.
What Flynn misses is the complexity of human nature. Our
reason and our emotions are all
tangled up. None of us is totally
rational, ever. Everyone has inside
his head a neural circuit, the purpose of which is to cause depression and suicide, put there by
evolution for a very good reason.
How do I know?
An article some years ago
by a primatologist described an
alpha male orangutan that was
defeated by a younger rival. He
was not seriously injured, but
he would never breed again.
He quickly became listless and
soon died. I would say he was
depressed—and it makes sense.
He likely had surviving offspring,
and any resources he consumed
meant less food for them. Since
he could not produce more offspring, the best way for nature
to promote his genes is for him
to die. Leave the fruit for the
kids and check out. We still have
those neural circuits, whether
Flynn likes it or not.
Consider the way an electronics engineer would fix a circuit
that was oscillating. One adds
damping to that part of the wiring or removes power. When
Hecht argues against suicide, she
is adding damping to those pesky
depressive notions that are in the
heads of most of us some of the
time, and some of us most of
the time. Those people need that
damping. Reducing power, often
with a bottle, does not work as
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well. Pulling the plug does.
So Flynn’s dogmatic notion
is saying, “If your suicide circuit
is oscillating, check out.” Hecht
is saying, “Consider all these
reasons for not checking out.”
Damping for sure. I think Hecht
is right.

of rational would-be sui
cides to
be left alone is so impor
tant
that a higher rate of successful
(pardon me, “completed”) suicide
among the mentally ill is the price
we must pay.

Don Dilworth
East Boothbay, Maine

More on Ending Life

If Jennifer Michael Hecht’s book
Stay is as black and white on suicide as Tom Flynn’s review/essay
on the subject, then they have
both missed the real point which
is: How and when should society
intervene against attempts at suicide and those who help them?
For example, other than reasonable regulation of time, place,
and manner, the overwhelming
public view is that government
should have no power to stop a
doctor from assisting in the end
of life for a person with late-stage
ALS. At the other extreme, we
would have no problem prosecuting a doctor who knowingly
gave a fatal dose of sedatives
to an eighteen-year-old who was
seeking to end his life because
his girlfriend dumped him or to a
gay teenager who was sick of the
taunting. Unlike the ALS sufferer,
we can feel confident that these
persons will one day be grateful
for the intervention. We should
have no problem with using the
coercive powers of the state to
remove a potential jumper from
the bridge while we sort out the
facts. Society has already moved
past the “always” or “never”
de
bate. Someone forgot to tell
Flynn and Hecht.

Sam Fields
Plantation, Florida
Tom Flynn replies:
Don Dilworth’s oscillating-circuit
analogy misses a key point. Unlike
circuits, persons possess autonomy, which society (when at its
best) recognizes as a right. If
every would-be suicide is mentally ill, as Jennifer Hecht contends, then assertive intervention
to “damp” the “suicide circuit”
might be unobjectionable. If at
least some of those would-be
suicides are rational (my view),
that intervention is impermissible.
From there it’s a matter of how
highly you value self-determina
tion: my view is that the right

Arthur Caplan makes a profound and important point in his
article “Where the Slope Slips”
(February/March 2014). The ethics are crystal clear that mentally
competent adults, with intolerable physical suffering, should
have the basic human right to
hasten their deaths. As soon as
you remove one of these factors—mentally competent, adult,
intolerable physical suffering—
things get murkier. For anybody
with a terminal illness who’s
lucky enough to live in states
such as Oregon, Washington,
and Vermont, which have deathwith-dignity laws: at the earliest
moment that you qualify, start
the process. It takes time to get
through it, and if you wait too
long, you may no longer qualify to self-administer the medications. And no matter where
you live, join Final Exit Network.
Although its volunteers never
physically assist, they can advise
you how to have a peaceful end,
and provide a compassionate
presence.

Ed Gogol
President, Hemlock of Illinois
Glenview, Illinois
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