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W

ith few exceptions, we
seculars are having an
abysmal year in the courts.
American Atheists lost two
high-profile cases: its battle against the
so-called 9/11 cross and its challenge
to Internal Revenue Service (IRS) rules
that grant nonprofit status to religious organizations on more favorable
terms than nonprofits of other types.
The American Humanist Association
(AHA) failed in its equal-protection
challenge to the Pledge of Allegiance
in Massachusetts. The Freedom From
Religion Foundation (FFRF) won at the
district-court level in its suit contesting clergy housing tax-exemptions, but
the verdict was immediately appealed.
On the upside, FFRF has apparently
reached a favorable settlement in its
2012 suit accusing the IRS of failing to
enforce no-electioneering rules against
churches.
Then there’s the U.S. Supreme Court,
which seems bent on returning to the
Dark Ages. On May 5, in Town of Greece
v. Galloway, it legitimated sectarian
prayer before legislative meetings. On
June 30 came Burwell v. Hobby Lobby,
which created an unprecedented right
for closely held for-profit corporations
secularhumanism.org

(which employ some 52 percent of
American workers) to claim exemption
from laws to which their owners object
on religious grounds. Both 5–4 decisions represented mighty swings of the
wrecking ball against Jefferson’s wall of
separation.
Let’s review each one in some detail.
Then (spoiler alert!) I’ll turn to that one
conspicuous exception, the only significant courtroom victory by any major
national secularist organization in the
past year or more—a victory that may
suggest a direction for more effective
secularist litigation in the future.*

Let Them Pray
Greece v. Galloway looked so promising—which was why Americans United
for Separation of Church and State (AU)
invested heavily in developing the case.
(Most national organizations in the
movement contributed amicus curiae
briefs, including the Council for Secular
Humanism’s supporting organization,
the Center for Inquiry.) The town board
*Of course, some qualified observers think
secularist legal agitation has reached a
dead end; see “The State of American Secularism” by David Koepsell, later in this oped section.

of Greece, New York, a Rochester suburb,
had invited a succession of Christian ministers to give invocations at town-board
meetings, many of which were overtly
sectarian. Challenged by two non-Christian residents and AU, the town board
clung to its ways. So provocative was the
town board’s behavior that prospects
for victory seemed bright. But the court
ruled otherwise, declaring that persistent
sectarian prayer before legislative meetings is constitutional, notwithstanding its
chilling effect on community members
not of the majority religion.
In the wake of Galloway—and contrary to language in the ruling that
actually called for religious inclusiveness—the county supervisor of
Roanoke, Virginia, called for all prayers
before future legislative sessions to
be Christian. “The freedom of religion
doesn’t mean that every religion has to
be heard,” he insisted. Meanwhile, in
Sussex County, Delaware, and Carroll
County, Maryland, both of which had
earlier discontinued Christian prayers in
response to legal actions by AU and the
AHA, respectively, lawmakers prepared
to reinstate prayers.
No doubt, Galloway is a hideous ruling. It oppressively reinforces the status
of the nonreligious as second-class citizens. That seems spectacularly tone-deaf
at a time when humanists, atheists, and
other freethinkers are actually, if slowly,
achieving growing visibility and acceptance. Still, even amid disaster, some
irony could be found. When Greece
lawmakers read the Supreme Court
decision they’d just won, they discovered some fairly reasonable guidelines
for selecting who gives invocations and
realized that even though they’d won
the case, their past conduct didn’t measure up. On July 15, 2014, Dan Courtney,
a Rochester atheist, was allowed to
open a Greece town-board meeting
with a prayer-free invocation steeped
in the Declaration of Independence and
the Enlightenment. Thanks in part to
media relations work by the Center for
Inquiry, the event made national news.
(At press time, Greece adopted narrow

new standards restricting invocations to
representatives of well-established local
churches.)

Faith, Incorporated
Okay, let’s move on to the no-less-hideous decision in Burwell v. Hobby Lobby.
(“Burwell” is Sylvia Mathews Burwell,
who succeeded Kathleen Sibelius as Secretary of the Department of Health and
Human Services this past June, inheriting the role of defendant in this case.)
Most national organizations (once again,
including the Center for Inquiry) contributed amici favoring the government’s
side. As in Greece, the majority significantly reinterpreted previous law, endowing a subset of religious believers with a
shiny new right. Closely held for-profit
corporations can now claim religious exemption from laws that would otherwise
require them to take actions their owners
find religiously objectionable.
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In her dissent, Associate Justice Ruth
Bader Ginsburg predicted that the ruling would unleash a torrent of negative consequences. She warned that
Hobby Lobby’s logic might encourage
organizations run by Scientologists
to bar coverage for antidepressants.
Jewish- or Muslim-owned firms might
refuse to cover medications made from
pigs. Within hours of the decision, it
grew clear that though Ginsburg was
right, she’d only foreseen the plausible
parts. Putatively religious organizations,
profit and nonprofit alike, scrambled
to extend the ruling’s logic, mostly to
shield religion-based discrimination
against LGBTQs.
secularhumanism.org
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Hobby Lobby turned not on the First
Amendment but on a 1993 statute, the
Religious Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA).
In my view, RFRA was always a disaster
waiting to happen. I’m not alone in that
opinion; for a book-length critique, see
Marci Hamilton’s recently reissued God
vs. the Gavel (Cambridge University Press).

RFRA’s Tangled History
RFRA’s history can be partly understood
as a slow-motion feud between the Supreme Court and Congress. It all began
with Employment Division v. Smith. In
that 1990 ruling, the U.S. Supreme Court
upheld a state’s denying unemployment
to a Native American state employee
who had been fired after using peyote
in a tribal religious ritual. The ruling held
that while states may accommodate oth-

“. . . The U.S. Supreme Court . . .
seems bent on returning
to the Dark Ages.”

erwise illegal acts motivated by religious
beliefs, they are not required to do so.
At the time, I welcomed this decision, though I also scratched my head
in wonder that Associate Justice
Antonin Scalia had penned a ruling
that actually widened church-state
separation, requiring government to
act in a more religion-blind manner.
Not many people agreed with me.
Groups as diverse as the American Civil
Liberties Union and the Christian Legal
Society condemned Smith as an erosion of religious liberty, then joined
to demand that Congress undo the
damage. Lawmakers responded with
a ham-handed bill under which government would have to make accommodations when state action provably
burdens any sincere religious belief,

6
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unless the government is acting in pursuance of a compelling interest and can
prove it is acting in the least restrictive
manner possible. Instead of operating religion-blind, RFRA would oblige
government to, in effect, grant special
rights to religious believers solely by
virtue of their being religious believers.
(To its credit, after initially supporting
RFRA, AU reversed itself and opposed
the legislation.)
Sadly, AU’s opposition mattered little.
In 1993, RFRA surged through Congress,
passing the House and Senate with
just three dissenting votes. Religious
Americans had been hugely empowered
at the expense of the rest of us.
The high court struck back with
1997’s City of Boerne v. Flores, declaring RFRA unconstitutional with regard
to the states, though still binding at
the federal level. Congress retaliated in
2000 with the Religious Land Use and
Institutionalized Persons Act (RLUIPA),
which restored most of RFRA’s provisions on slightly different legal grounds.
When you read a news story about a
prison struggling to prepare meals in
accord with the demands of inmates
who have adopted obscure faiths—or
one about a community helpless to
block construction of a traffic-snarling
megachurch—that’s RLUIPA in action.

What’s the Answer?
Is RFRA a bad law? Definitely. (So’s
RLUIPA.) Should it be repealed? Probably. (And RLUIPA should be repeal
ed along with it.) Is there a chance
in hell that this will happen? Nope.
On July 3, FFRF ran a full-page ad in
The New York Times calling for RFRA to
be repealed. Sadly, that is probably a better platform for fund raising than it is a
legal strategy. In reality, there is no conceivable way that this Congress—or any
near-term-imaginable U.S. Congress—
is going to take such a radical step.
Consider S. 2578, the Protect Women’s
Health from Corporate Interference
Act, which sought to roll back a single aspect of Hobby Lobby, prohibiting
employers from denying their workers
coverage for birth control and related

secularhumanism.org

benefits. Despite its limited scope, the bill
could get no traction. Just days after its
introduction, Senate Republicans killed it.
Here is the Council for Secular
Humanism’s take on RFRA and RLUIPA.
Yes, they are horrible laws. They should
never have been passed. But seeking
their repeal is not a prudent use of time.
Now—when nonreligious Americans
are attaining increasing visibility and
even, occasionally, respect in public life—is not the moment to tarnish
our credibility by embracing a utopian
repeal campaign. Even though it failed,
S. 2578 shows us a better way: encourage and support focused legislation to
“plane down” the most troubling provisions of RFRA and RLUIPA, one by
one. Hobby Lobby is prodding some
religious Americans to see the dark side
of these statutes that they long uncritically favored. If we humanists, atheists,
freethinkers, and secularists can partner
with them and pursue our objectives in
an organized and disciplined manner,
we may yet prevail.

That Bright Spot
I mentioned that seculars’ legal Annus
Horribilis had one bright spot and that it
involves the Council’s supporting organization, the Center for Inquiry. On July 14,
the Court of Appeals for the Seventh Circuit ruled unanimously that Indiana must
permit secular community leaders to solemnize marriages. As I write this, the
state has allowed the decision in Center
for Inquiry, Inc., and Reba Boyd Wooden
v. Marion Circuit Court Clerk and Marion
County Prosecutor to take effect; we are
hopeful that it will not appeal to the U.S.
Supreme Court. This eloquent ruling establishes the right of secular community
leaders to perform binding weddings
just as clergy and other faith-community leaders do, without ever suggesting
that secular humanism (or any other
form of nontheism) is a religion or that
the law should treat it as one. Judge
Frank Easterbrook’s decision employed
not the vocabulary of freedom of religion but rather the vocabulary of freedom of conscience. Where Galloway
and Hobby Lobby sought to expand

freedom of religion—or more accurately, the prerogatives open to some
religious believers as religious believers,
CFI’s victory expanded the domain of
rights rooted in a more secular concern
for freedom of conscience. This idea is
anything but new. It informs the 1971
U.S. Supreme Court decision in Gillette
v. United States, which established that
persons without religious affiliation can
be recognized as conscientious objectors. And it’s been a driving principle in
recent work at the United Nations, inflecting even the name of the UN’s New
York-based NGO Committee on Freedom
of Religion or Belief (emphasis added).
(By the way, that committee’s president
is Michael De Dora, director of CFI’s Office of Public Policy.)
By misapplying the honorable princi-

ple of freedom of religion, courts have
handed humanist, atheist, and secular
organizations some stunning defeats.
(Council for Secular Humanism v. Crews,
our long-running case challenging
Florida’s payments to faith-based socialservice contractors, may be decided later
this year; we’re hoping for better luck.)
Galloway and Hobby Lobby are enormous setbacks—reactionary decisions
that perversely reinforce Christianity’s
improper civic privilege even as the
nation embraces an unprecedented reli-

gious diversity that also includes the nonreligious.* Yet even in this toxic legal
atmosphere, there is still a way to win. It
requires stepping away from the toofamiliar arena of “religious freedom” and
into the more inclusive arena of
freedom of conscience. You could say
that’s the very definition of secularism in
action.

Tom Flynn is the editor of F ree I nquiry and the
director of the Council for Secular Humanism.

*Speaking of irony amid disaster: Writing the majority opinion in Harris v. Quinn, a decision announced shortly before Hobby Lobby that weakened public-sector labor unions, Associate Justice Samuel Alito actually wrote: “Except in the rarest of circumstances, no person in this country
may be compelled to subsidize speech by a third party that he or she does not wish to support.”
Alito had in mind dues-paying union members whose unions might take political positions to
which they object. Obviously, one could scarcely imagine Alito writing the same sentence in regard to, say, nonreligious taxpayers compelled to subsidize legislatures that open their sessions
with sectarian prayer!
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Russell Blackford

OP-ED

Is Atheism Doomed?

I

n his 2007 book, What’s So Great
About Christianity, Dinesh D’Souza
claims that “God is the future, and
atheism is on its way out.” D’Souza is
hardly a trustworthy authority, but he
is not alone in predicting the doom of
atheism. On the contrary, it’s a popular
theme for religious apologists. Highprofile Northern Irish theologian Alister
McGrath, for example, has developed a
profitable sideline in celebrating what
he sees as the downfall of atheistic
thought. McGrath’s prolific writings
include The Twilight of Atheism: The
Rise and Fall of Disbelief in the Modern

“While the growth of outright
atheism is a relatively modern
phenomenon, scarcely apparent
in the historical record until the
eighteenth century, it is older
than any form of Marxism.”

World (2004) and Why God Won’t Go
Away: Engaging with the New Atheism
(2011). A different edition of the latter
carries the more lurid title Is the New
Atheism Running on Empty?
Such claims are easy enough to
support if we make McGrath’s error of
equating atheism with Marxist-Leninist
communism, the sort of totalizing ideology that McGrath himself embraced
for a time when he was young. This particular form of comprehensive, author-
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itarian ideology may well have had its
day, but McGrath and many others continue to work with an impoverished and
distorted understanding of the freethought tradition. While the growth of
outright atheism is a relatively modern
phenomenon, scarcely apparent in the
historical record until the eighteenth century, it is older than any form of Marxism.
Furthermore, modern atheistic
thought has an impressive philosophical pedigree dating back to ancient
Eastern and Western philosophies, perhaps most notably to the near-atheistic system of Epicureanism. This arose
in Hellenistic Greece, was demonized
by Christian thinkers throughout the
Middle Ages, but then exercised profound influence on the scientific and
philosophical revolutions of the seventeenth century.
Our rich freethought legacy does not
entail any form of totalitarian political ideology, and of course the “New
Atheists” whom McGrath continually
denounces have not grounded their
thinking in any such ideological system.
Still, might there be deeper reasons to
fear that atheistic thought is doomed—
if not to extinction, at least to marginalization? Most recently the Science 2.0
website published a long post by Nury
Vittachi, dated July 6, 2014, under the
heading “Scientists discover that atheists may not exist, and that’s not a joke.”

D

espite the title of his post, Vittachi
does not actually deny “that it is possible to stop believing in God” (although
this seems like tendentious phrasing, as
if we naturally begin life with a God-belief that we would have to “stop” in
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order to be atheists). His main point,
apparently, is that “Cognitive scientists
are becoming increasingly aware that a
metaphysical outlook may be so deeply
ingrained in human thought processes
that it cannot be expunged” and further that “[y]our fundamental beliefs
are decided by much deeper levels of
consciousness, and some may well be
more or less set in stone.”
I’m not sure what a deeper level of
consciousness would be—presumably
Vittachi actually means unconscious
levels of cognition—but he has a point
here. Some of our deepest belief-forming tendencies are not transparent to
us, and some of them may, indeed,
incline us toward supernatural beliefs.
For Vittachi, these beliefs and associated practices ameliorate the sense of
“deep existential dread” that is inevitable for emotionally complex beings like
us when faced by harsh realities such as
the deaths of loved ones or the awareness of our own inevitable deaths.
Though Vittachi has less to say
about this, we may also come equipped
with certain unconscious tendencies
in our perception and understanding
of the world, and perhaps some of
these incline us toward metaphysical
beliefs that cannot be justified using
our ordinary standards of logic and evidence. In particular, it has often been
argued that the process of evolution
equipped us with a broad tendency
to over-attribute agency to inanimate
things. Perhaps erring on the side of
over-attribution had a survival benefit
for our evolutionary ancestors. If so,
we may have inherited their hardwired
(Continued on page 42)

Ophelia Benson

OP-ED

What’s Good for the Bishop

I

f you’re ever feeling a little sluggish and under-motivated, a visit to
a Catholic bishop’s Facebook page
might be just the ticket. (Yes, Catholic
bishops do have Facebook pages.)
Reading one or two of their latest editorials and seeing what they expect
from all of us in the way of deference
and obedience can deliver a nice jolt of
adrenaline.
It’s interesting how combative the
Catholic Church is, how aggrieved, how
determined to pick a fight. It doesn’t
have to be. We’re so used to this by
now that it seems normal, but it could
perfectly well be otherwise. The church
could simply see itself as separate, a
refuge, the heart of a heartless world,
an alternative to the secular arena of
jobs and competition and money. It
could make itself attractive and welcoming, generous and loving, a realm
where people don’t have to fight for
acceptance but are embraced without
preconditions. Its employees could try
to get more business by simply appealing to the potential customers.
They could, but they don’t, at least
not when talking to all of us in the public sphere, where some of us have the
audacity to be not-Catholic. Instead,
they get down in the mud and brawl,
making it very clear that they want and
intend to impose their dogmatic rules
on all of us, as if it were still 1300 and
the Inquisition were roasting people at
will. They see secularism as the enemy,
and a usurper: they should be the ones
making the laws and personally enforcing them, a priest in charge of every
neighborhood. What they want from
the laity is obedience, full stop.

The particular bishop who sparked
this train of thought is James Conley,
bishop of Lincoln, Nebraska, who does
indeed have a Facebook page on which
he shares the columns he writes for the
Southern Nebraska Register. He published a column on the Hobby Lobby
ruling and what he takes to be its implications on July 11.
He begins with a bit of deck-stacking: “Sunday, June 30th, 1776, was
an important day in our nation’s history. On that day, the Founding Fathers
would have been in Philadelphia’s
churches, praying for the will of God in
the founding of our nation.”
Note the words “would have been”—
he doesn’t know that they were in the
churches, he’s just assuming it. That’s no
way to argue. It’s hardly fair to try to
browbeat us with “our beloved Founding
Fathers were in the churches” when you
don’t know that they were. But we know
what the bishop is doing—he wants us
to feel guilty for being disloyal to the
Ancestors.
The core of what he says is that he
and his church and the believers are
in a war with secularism: “In its aftermath, the Hobby Lobby decision has
exposed the bald aggression of secularists, whose loyalties lie more closely
with unfettered sexual libertinism than
with respect for fundamental rights
of conscience, of religion, or of personal dignity. In short, the Hobby Lobby
decision has exposed the secular tendency towards atheocracy—the systematic hostility and marginalization
of religious believers who engage in
American public life, a kind of practical
atheism established as a norm.”
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The rudeness of that remark about
unfettered sexual libertinism is quite
startling. Way to address your fellow
citizens, Bishop! I suppose he has in
mind things such as not accepting the
idea that sex is Sin and not sharing the
church’s loathing of what it still calls
homosexuality and not agreeing that
contraception is mysteriously wicked.
If that’s libertinism, then yes, many secularists are on board with “unfettered
sexual libertinism.” But what we don’t
think should be unfettered is a priest’s

“. . . How combative the Catholic
Church is, how aggrieved,
how determined to pick a fight.
It doesn’t have to be.”

liberty to molest the children in his
parish. We also don’t think much of the
church’s loyalty to its molesting priests
at the expense of their victims. The
bishop should give that some thought
before he lectures us about our unfettered sexual libertinism.
However, the remark about libertinism was a little jab in passing; the
core of his essay is about the peril
of secularism. The passage continues:
“Hobby Lobby is a victory for human
dignity. But it is also a mandate. What’s
clear, in the aftermath of the decision,
is how toxic our culture has become to
faith in public life. The hostility we face
won’t be overcome by the assertion of
(Continued on page 43)
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Greta Christina

OP-ED

Is It Ethical to Conceal Your Atheism?

L

et’s say you’re an atheist. Let’s
say you’re a college student. Let’s
say your parents are supporting
you, including paying your tuition. And
let’s say your parents are adamantly
opposed to atheism—so much so that if
they learned you were an atheist, they
would stop paying your tuition, cut off
all financial support, and cut you out of
the family. (This is not a hypothetical
situation, unfortunately.)
Is it ethical to conceal your atheism?
We often treat this question, and
questions like it, as a no-brainer. In my
book Coming Out Atheist: How to Do
It, How to Help Each Other, and Why,
I repeatedly counsel atheists to hold
off on coming out if they don’t think
it’s safe—if they think it will get them
fired from their jobs, cut off by their
parents, kicked out of their homes. I do
think coming out is ultimately the right
choice for most people—overwhelmingly, most atheists who have come
out say it made their lives better and
they’re glad they did it—but I think it
makes sense to hold off if the timing
is bad. As I delicately phrased it in the
book, “Don’t screw up your life.” I give
this advice without hesitation, and it’s
mostly accepted without hesitation.
But I’ve gotten some comments
about this—yes, from atheists—that
have made me look at this question
more carefully. I’m still coming to the
same conclusion, but I think it’s more
difficult than I’d originally thought, and
a more nuanced answer is required.
The issue at hand: If people are giving you something, and they wouldn’t
give it to you if they knew a particular
thing about you, is it ethical to lie
about that information or even simply
to withhold it? If a boss were consid-

ering hiring you and wouldn’t if your
embezzlement conviction were known,
is it ethical for you to conceal that? If
someone you were dating were considering marrying you but wouldn’t if you
were a Republican, is it ethical for you
to conceal that? I think most people
would say no.
So by the same token, if your parents
wouldn’t pay your tuition if they knew
you were an atheist, don’t they have
the right to make that decision? Isn’t it
their money and their right to decide
what to do with it? Isn’t honesty a core
ethical value—especially when people
are making decisions that would be
influenced by your disclosure?
Now, the most obvious counterexample comes up a lot in ethics discussions: the case of people who helped
protect Jews from the Nazis. Say you
were living in Nazi Germany and you
were hiding a family of Jews. If the
Nazis knocked on your door and asked
if there were any Jews in the house,
would you be obligated to tell the
truth? I think the answer is an obvious
and impassioned, “No freaking way.”
(It’s actually a tenet of Catholic dogma
that lying is always always wrong, and
many Catholic theologians argue that it
would be wrong, even in this situation,
to lie. This isn’t just a holdover from
Augustine and Aquinas; it’s argued by
contemporaries John Finnis and Ronald
L. Conte Jr. and the authors of the
Encyclopedia of Catholic Social Thought,
Social Science, and Social Policy—one
more example of the moral bankruptcy
of Catholicism.
The “Nazis searching for Jews” example is an extreme one, of course. But it
does highlight the principles at hand:
You’re not ethically obligated to tell the
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truth if (a) it’s unreasonable or wrong
to ask the question and (b) an honest
answer would destroy someone’s life.
Yes, honesty is a virtue and an important
one. But life is full of situations where one
core ethical value conflicts with another,
and we have to weigh the good and
the harm of each value in that particular
instance. In this instance, the harm done
by lying to the Nazis is so absurdly minuscule, and the harm done by telling the
truth is so great, that the choice should
be obvious.

“Is it ethical to conceal
your atheism? … As I delicately
phrased it in the book,
‘Don’t screw up your life.’”

What’s more, in the hiring situation
described earlier, it’s completely reasonable for a boss to want to know if
prospective employees are convicted
embezzlers. That’s relevant information. But to put it mildly, the Nazis do
not have a good reason for wanting
to know if there are Jews hiding in the
house.
So, to bring us back to the question
at hand: Where does concealing one’s
atheism fall along this continuum?
In the case of parents who would cut
off their atheist children, I would argue
that the harm done is pretty severe. It’s
(Continued on page 44)
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Arthur L. Caplan

OP-ED

Science Finds an Answer for Parasites

C

ountless diseases are transmitted
to animals and humans by helminths (worms) and ectoparasites,
most of which don’t seem to play any
great positive role in nature: they simply prey on the rest of it. The list of these
parasitic felons includes mosquitoes,
ticks, fleas, kissing bugs, hookworms,
tapeworms, guinea worms, and roundworms. These nuisances give us—and
our animals—everything from malaria,
trichinosis, Chagas disease, Lyme dis-

“It is called Chikungunya,
an African word for ‘bent over
in pain.’ No specific treatment,
vaccine, or preventative drug
exists for this disease. . . .
The only prevention is avoiding
mosquito bites—good luck
with that!”

ease, heartworm disease, typhus, and
West Nile to encephalitis. A new and
exceptionally nasty threat has recently
appeared in the United States, having
traveled via mosquitoes from Africa to
Asia to Europe to the Caribbean.
It is called Chikungunya, an African
word for “bent over in pain.” No spe-
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cific treatment, vaccine, or preventative drug exists for this virus. If it does
not kill you, the severe pain it causes
takes a week or more to go away. The
only prevention is avoiding mosquito
bites—good luck with that!
So another horrid vector- or parasite-borne disease is roaming around the
world due to improved transportation,
people living closer to wild areas, the
reduced use of pesticides, and climate
change. That’s the bad news. What is
good news, however, is that at the same
time chikungunya showed up, a longterm solution to many mosquito-, tick-,
worm-, and flea-carried diseases came
on the scene.
This solution is a new technique called
“gene drive.” Through its use, scientists
could cause particular genes, including
artificial ones, to spread quickly through
a species as its members reproduce. If
gene drive is used to introduce a set of
lethal genes into a mosquito genome,
then in time there will be no more mosquitoes—or, at least a lot fewer. Voilà,
no more chikungunya!
Gene drive was first proposed as a theoretical possibility more than a decade
ago. Thanks to a recent advance in gene
editing—a method called “CRISPR,” in
which many genes are snipped out of
or pasted into a living creature’s reproductive material all at once—that theory
has become reality. Genetically altered
creatures can spread lethal genes—or
merely neutralizing genes—to others of
their species through sexual reproduc-
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tion. The more rapidly a species reproduces, the faster the desired changes
can spread. Humans are kind of slow
when it comes to generational change.
Mosquitoes, fleas, and ticks are much
faster.
It is even possible to speed up the
spread of genes through sex. The
chance of a gene being passed on to
a given offspring is 50 percent, but an
organism’s chromosomes can be engineered to alter those odds. Researchers
have already designed mosquitos that
produce only sterile males. These can
be released in the wild to cause a population crash, thereby rapidly reducing
malaria, West Nile, and chikungunya.
So just as yet another nasty disease
appears, science has found a powerful
new genetic weapon to take it on. But
the news is not all good. What can
be engineered to get rid of pests can
also be engineered to make nastier
ones than naturally exist. A method
that can spread genes to get rid of
disease-carrying vectors and parasites
may alter the environment in ways that
we did not anticipate, with very negative results. A technique that spreads
altered genes rapidly may not be easy
to reverse. And altered species may go
places where they are not wanted, outcompeting natural ones and wreaking
ecological havoc.
There are likely to be quasi-religious
objections to using gene drives, too.
(Continued on page 44)

Shadia B. Drury

OP-ED

Closet Atheism and Tyranny: The Case of Critias of Athens

I

t was both amusing and disconcerting to read the paean to “Critias of
Athens” as part of the Great Minds
series in the pages of Free Inquiry
(February/March 2012). Author James
H. Dee realized that including Critias
among the Great Minds was something of a stretch. But he argued that
we should nevertheless acknowledge
the status of Critias as “one of the
few ancient pioneers of forthright
skeptical thinking and a forerunner of
modern atheism.” Dee acknowledged
that Critias was a close associate of
Socrates, profoundly antidemocratic,
and a dreadful tyrant. But he did not
explain the connection between his
atheism and his tyranny. Theistic apologists will no doubt connect the dots.
They will link his atheism with his politics. It is my contention that Critias was
not the bold atheist he is reputed to be.
He was a closet atheist. In what follows,
I will show that his brand of atheism is
closely linked to his tyrannical brutality.
Critias was a close relative of Plato
and part of Socrates’s inner circle. He
appeared in many of Plato’s dialogues,
but not a word is said about the pernicious role that he and other friends of
Socrates (in particular, Charmides and
the notorious Alcibiades) played in the
history of Athens. Like other Socratics,
including Plato and Xenophon, Critias
was a sworn enemy of Athenian democracy and an admirer of the severe discipline of the Spartan oligarchy. So, after
the Athenian defeat at the hands of

Sparta in the Peloponnesian Wars, the
triumphant city appointed Critias to
head a group of thirty to draft a new
constitution for Athens—one modeled
on Sparta, of course. It was a classic
case of regime change.
As with the contemporary American
experience of regime change, the puppet regime installed by military means
at great cost in blood and treasure did
not turn out as expected. Instead of
creating a new constitution for Athens
modeled on Sparta, Critias, his righthand man, Charmides (another close
relative of Plato), and the rest of the
infamous Thirty Tyrants were responsible for a terror in which at least fifteen
hundred residents of Athens were victims of extrajudicial killing (404–403
BCE). At first, the victims were mostly
democrats or sympathizers with the
democracy. But as the terror intensified, even moderate oligarchs were
exiled or murdered and their property
confiscated.
Critias presided over a terror that
was shocking to the whole of the Greek
world. It is no wonder that ancient
historians considered him the worst of
all wicked men who ever held power.
At first, Sparta supported this brutal
regime. It prevented neighboring cities from accepting Athenian exiles.
But Sparta was defied by Thebes and
Megara because the brutality of the
regime in Athens was too outrageous.
Eventually, even Sparta found it hard
to support its own puppet state. Critias
secularhumanism.org

was finally killed when Athenian exiles
returned to reclaim their city under the
leadership of Thrasybulus. The king of
Sparta went so far as to bypass his own
general (Lysander) and allowed the
rebels to reestablish the democracy.
The newly established democracy
was threatened by what they regarded
as the radicalizing influence of Socrates.
He was tried in 399 BCE, only four years

“. . . Critias was not the bold
atheist he is reputed to be.
He was a closet atheist. . . . I will
show that his brand of atheism
is closely linked to his
tyrannical brutality.”

after the ousting of the Thirty Tyrants.
The dreadful events of the recent past
were fresh in the minds of members
of the jury whose friends and relatives were killed or brutalized by the
oligarchic thugs whom Socrates had
mentored. So, it is no surprise that
Socrates was found guilty as charged.
Refusing to entertain exile, he was sentenced to death. The iconic image of
the great sage whose wisdom and virtue are unassailable, but who is never(Continued on page 45)
October/November 2014
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Nat Hentoff

OP-ED

Israel, Attacked by Hamas, Annuls Its Free Speech History

N

ow that Mahmoud Abbas has
again incorporated Hamas into
the Palestine Authority, I see no
possibility of a meaningful truce or cessation of the fatal hostilities between
Israel and Gaza. Hamas has clearly and
consistently declared that its ultimate
purpose is the destruction of Israel: “In
an interview excerpt broadcast during
CBS’s Face the Nation, exiled Hamas
leader Khaled Meshaal . . . reiterated
Hamas’ position that it doesn’t recognize Israel.”*

“Now that Mahmoud Abbas has
again incorporated Hamas
into the Palestine Authority,
I see no possibility of a
meaningful truce or cessation
of the fatal hostilities
between Israel and Gaza.”

With the increasingly deadly hostilities now certain to continue, one act by
Israel nonetheless startled me. It was
reported by Daily Kos.com on July 24 in
a piece titled “Israel Bans Radio Advert
That Lists Dead Palestinian Children.”
This censored radio advertisement had
been submitted by the Israeli human
*“Hamas vies for N. Korea’s Weapons,” New
York Post, June 28, 2014.
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B’Tselem, as of this writing, has not yet
rights group B’Tselem. It listed “the
heard from the Israeli Supreme Court.
names of some of scores of children
I am aware that Israel claims it has
killed in Gaza since the conflict began
made every effort to notify targets of
17 days ago.”
its return fire in advance so that they
Until now, I would not have been
can remove themselves in time—and I
surprised that the Israeli government
believe that—but how successful could
was the object of harsh public criticism
this planning be when targets include
from an Israeli organization. Through
sites where children could be expected
the years—including a time in the 1980s
to be found, including schools and United
when I was in Israel reporting for the
Nations (UN) refugee centers?
Village Voice—I’ve been impressed
The quintessential global failure here
by the free flow of free speech there,
consists of other countries’ reactions to
including by foes of the government.
the unyielding terrorism that has come
As one of many examples: I spent
to characterize the united Palestinian
much time with the editor of a fiercely
government, now that Hamas is the
anti-Israel Palestinian newspaper in East
substance of that government.
Jerusalem and never did he indicate any
The UN is to be commended for
fear of punishment for his jeremiads.
establishing its refugee centers, but it
But now we read on Daily Kos.com:
goes no further. None of its members
“The Israeli Broadcasting Authority
gives the smallest indication of joining
promptly banned [the B’Tselem ad]
together to directly disable the terrorist
because, they said, it was ‘politically
core of these mass horrors.
controversial.’”
The near consensus of many nations
“Controversial?” responded B’Tselem.
is that Israel is primarily to blame.
“Is it controversial that the children aren’t
They ignore the facts. If Hamas is not
alive? That they’re children? That these
disestablished, death will continue to
are their names? These are facts that we
triumph.
wish to bring to the public’s knowledge.”
There has been no response from the
censor. B’Tselem has petitioned Israel’s
Supreme Court to have the ban revoked.
As I have reported
elsewhere, Israel’s indeNat Hentoff is a Universal (UClick) syndicated columnist, a senior
pendent Supreme Court
fellow at the Cato Institute, and the author of, among other books,
has a number of times
Living the Bill of Rights (University of California Press, 1999) and
reversed actions of the
The War on the Bill Rights and the Gathering Resistance (Seven
Israeli government that
Stories Press, 2003). His latest book is At the Jazz Band Ball:
it held antithetical to the
Sixty Years on the Jazz Scene (University of California Press,
nation’s fundamental
2010). He is currently working on his next book, Is This Still
values. (Hamas does not
America?
have a Supreme Court.)
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Mark Rubinstein

OP-ED

The Rape of the Classical World
Athenian Lament
(with apologies to Shakespeare)
O, what a glorious city is here o’erthrown!
The beloved of Athena, the seat of reason, the cradle of freedom,
At once the expectancy and summit of the human venture,
The breath of our life and the sweet nectar we may never again taste,
The emulated of all observers, quite, quite down!
And I, of lovers most deject and wretched,
That have suck’d the honey of her lyric hymns,
Now see that noble and most sovereign state,
Like shattered egg shells smashed in the sunlight, a ruin on the ground;
That unmatch’d form and feature of man’s mind
Blasted with hubris: O, woe is me,
To know what I know and to see what I see!

S

elf-awareness is humankind’s greatest comparative advantage over
other forms of terrestrial life. Next
comes the means humans have developed to transmit their accumulating collective knowledge across time to later
generations, leading to change that far
outpaces the glacial crawl of evolution.
This achievement has resulted in hardwon artifacts, including language, scientific theories and instruments, artistic and literary creations, and tested
political and economic systems. Even if
there are other pockets of self-aware
beings in the universe who have long
ago discovered our mathematics and
science, human art and literature are
surely unique and worthy of preservation, even at considerable cost.
Yet the biblical Jesus takes no interest in these matters. We then should not
find it perplexing that in the early centuries after Constantine when Christians
wrested control of the Roman Empire
from the pagan Romans, libraries were
burned, classical schools of philosophy
were shuttered, sculptures were disfigured and destroyed, and perhaps 97
percent of all classical works of history,

science, philosophy, and literature were
lost forever. After all, for Christians, following the Fall, nothing of import happened until the crucifixion of Jesus.
With bold economy, the Vatican has
left structures originally commissioned
by Roman emperors standing but has
rededicated and redecorated them
for “higher” Christian purposes. In the
late fourth century, the Christianized
emperor Theodosius converted the
then-intact Parthenon in Athens, the
foremost symbol of classical Greek civilization, into a Christian church dedicated to the Virgin Mary. Visitors to the
Temple of Concord in modern Agrigento
in Sicily, the best preserved of all Greek
temples, have Pope Gregory the Great to
thank for installing Gothic arches and a
towering nave in its inner chamber. The
supreme surviving example of Roman
architecture is the Pantheon, built by
Hadrian in Rome in the early second
century. Until the twentieth century, it
was the largest dome ever constructed,
142 feet in diameter and 142 feet in
height. Its open oculus at the apex of
the dome seems to look down upon the
insignificant earthlings gazing up from
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below like an eye of God. In 609, Pope
Boniface IV consecrated the Pantheon as
the Church of Santa Maria ad Martyres,
saying that henceforth it would commemorate the saints in place of the
demons that pagans once worshiped.
Have you ever wondered why most
Greek and Roman statues have missing heads or have been defaced and
now sport chopped-off noses? Christians
believed that these statues, particularly
those clearly of gods, contained demons
that they wanted to drive away. Bronze
statues were melted down and recast
into sculpture with Christian themes that
we see in today’s churches. Only the most
improbable of mistakes accounts for the
survival of the magnificent 13.8-foottall equestrian statue of the emperor
Marcus Aurelius (reigned 161–180) that
can be seen in Rome at the Capitoline
Museum. It is the only surviving fully
intact bronze statue of a pre-Christian
Roman emperor. While a replica is on
display in the open air in the middle of
the Piazza del Campidoglio fronting the
museum, don’t miss the original, lavishly
displayed inside the museum. The statue
was mistakenly preserved because it was
thought to be of Constantine (the first
Christian emperor, reigned 306–337).
Today, the statue of the Roman
emperor Trajan no longer crowns his
remarkable 125-foot marble column in
Rome, as it had for more than 1,500
years. Built in the year 113, it commemorated his military campaigns in Dacia,
which brought the Roman Empire to
its maximum size. Although the battle scenes carved in relief in marble—
(Continued on page 47)
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David Koepsell

OP-ED

The State of American Secularism

O

ver the past ten years, I have lived
in radically different places with
differing forms of secularism. In
the United States, where I grew up, secularism is purportedly enshrined in the
Constitution and emanates from the
First Amendment’s guarantee regarding the nonestablishment of a state religion. Yet as we know, the United States
has a highly religious culture, unusually
so among industrialized nations. This is
a puzzle to many of us who were raised
without religion or who have left it.
Why does faith so thrive and flourish
in American culture? Moreover, how
might the establishment clause be used
to guard against the threats that come
from such a high degree of religiosity?
In the Netherlands, where I lived for
six years, secularism appears to be thriving, and religious belief is declining. It
is perhaps one of the most irreligious
states in Europe, with a level of nonaffiliation among the population of
well over 50 percent. The Netherlands
has long had legal protections for religious liberties, and it has stood as a
refuge for those fleeing religious persecution (such as the Huguenots and
the Puritans). Culturally, the Dutch
have long embraced a social norm that
frowns upon the public discussion and
promotion of one’s religion.
In Mexico, where I now live, secularism has long been enshrined in
law that strictly separates church from
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constitutional guarantee of separastate. Yet, as in many Latin American
tion of church and state has not been
countries, the rate of religiosity among
enough to realize a secular society. In
the people is high. Catholicism domiboth the United States and Mexico,
nates; minority religions are small and
the number of “nones,” or religiously
unobtrusive.
nonaffiliated citizens, has burgeoned,
Which brings me to my question:
but religious concepts (for instance,
How shall we best achieve secularism in
regarding the legal and moral statuses
the United States?
of fetuses) still dominate many pubPerhaps this is the wrong question.
lic debates. Unlike in the Netherlands,
After all, what do we hope to achieve?
the insertion of religious rationales into
I, for one, want to live in a state that
public policy debates is not discouraged.
respects individuals’ rights of conWe might do well to reflect upon our
science and never favors one sect over
movement’s overreliance upon the law
another. I also want my state not to
as a means of achieving Enlightenment
implement religious ideas through its
goals and redirect our focus to developlaws. In each of my many recent homes,
ing social norms that encourage rational
laws have been enacted to achieve
thought, tolerance, critical thinking, and
secularism in government, but secular
humility as well as promoting the best
societies have not always followed. I
aspects of naturalism and humanism.
see in the Hobby Lobby decision a critiWe can attest to their various real succal failure, and it seems likely that legal
cesses both materially and philosophimeans of achieving secularism in socically and work toward achieving secuety are doomed to fail or will at least
larism from the bottom up, even as
prove ineffective against larger cultural
defenders of the Constitution fight the
forces. In his article “Multi-Secularism:
good fight in the courts.
The New Agenda” (FI, February/March
2008), Paul Kurtz wisely noted that our
approach toward a more secular society cannot be solely achieved
through law. Rather, he argued
David Koepsell is a former executive director of the
that secularization must be
Council for Secular Humanism and currently the director
achieved in manners consistent
of the Center for Inquiry Institute. This essay is adapted
with the cultural milieu. My
from a post on the Center for Inquiry’s blog Free
recent experiences verify this.
Thinking.
Secularism has failed in one
sense in the United States. The
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Letters

The Supreme Court’s
Wake-Up Call
I agree with Ronald A. Lindsay
(“The Supreme Court Sounds
a Wake-Up Call” (FI, August/
September 2014). It is very disappointing for us and America
that we did not win the Greece
and Hobby Lobby cases. But all
is not lost. In fact, I think SCOTUS
has given the Center for Inquiry
and us atheists a great victory—
the right to give atheist invocations, with equal standing as
Christians, at government meetings where invocations or prayers
are allowed.
While we can still have as our
long-range goal the reversals of
these decisions, I fear a “use all
our resources to resist and reverse”
response will neglect ways to better use our resources and miss
opportunities. Plus, it will reinforce
negative stereotypes of atheists
as angry, petulant whiners. The
Center for Inquiry (CFI) needs to
thoroughly study the court’s opinions and determine which of its
rationales we can use to advance
our atheist interests and freedoms
right now. Then CFI should engage
the services of game theory strategists to determine our optimal
courses of action. Public relations
specialists and community organizers can also advise.
An example: the court ruled
that government may allow, but

not censor or endorse, the religious
views of its citizens. Thus, if the
local unit of government allows
invocations or prayers before its
meetings, it must allow all belief
systems the opportunity to give
them, including atheists/humanists. The speaking opportunities
are to be apportioned based on
the rough proportion of citizens
with various belief systems. Each
invocation we give is another little
victory for atheists. CFI can plot
these atheist victories on a map
on its website to show the impact
as atheists give invocations from
Maine to Hawaii, Alaska to Florida,
and all over America.
One reason atheists are so
despised in our country is that we
have let our opponents define us.
But with invocations, we atheists can define ourselves in our
home communities. We can show
nonatheists that we are decent,
reasonable people. What great
PR for atheists, not just the invocations themselves but the likely
follow-up in local newspapers
and on television and radio—and
it’s all free publicity! CFI should
strongly encourage its local affiliates and all other atheists to get
on the list to give invocations in
their particular locales. CFI should
even prepare sample invocations
of varying lengths; I’d recommend they all include a suitable
signature slogan like “Humans
Yes—Gods No” at the opening
or closing (or both) of the invocation.

Kent Munzer
Topeka, Kansas

Brain States
Tom Flynn wrote in “Brain States
All the Way Down” (FI, August/
September 2014: “it’s time for
us to consign transcendence,
reverence, and their cognates
(my emphasis) to the linguistic
hoosegow alongside spirit and its
cognates.” That leads me to ask,

does this not nullify statement
number 9 of the Affirmations
of Humanism: A Statement of
Principles? Isn’t transcend a cognate of transcendence? What
should transcend be replaced
with? Clarification please.

Russel Hall
Albuquerque, New Mexico
The logic of secular humanism
certainly eschews the supernatural connotations of the terms
spirit and transcendence, whether
in new age or old age communication. To totally abandon use of
the words, however, blocks the
opportunity to use other powerful connotations of them in different contexts. Spirit in varied uses
may mean a ghost, a chemical
distillate, an alcoholic drink, one’s
essential characteristics, an emotional state, or an activating drive.
“Team spirit” or “personal spirit”
in context can communicate connotations of a positive activating
drive. Both indeed are “brain
states” involving biological cognitive and emotional processes.
“Human spirit” can be another
contextual use of spirit as a positive activating force. The brain/
body processes of the human
spirit include evolved human
capacities such as empathy, curiosity, conceptualization, cognition, reasoning, and creativity.
Learned disciplines such as objectivity, skepticism, empiricism, and
pragmatism also can be part of
human spirit processes as a positive activating drive. So defined,
the human spirit contributed to
the Enlightenment, to sanitation
and disease prevention, to the
industrial and technological revolutions, and to the development
and spread of democracy. And,
in a quite literal use of the term
transcendence as climbing above
or exceeding limits, human spirit
then contributed to the transcendence of humans and humanity.
Such use of the terms may contribute to the meaning and mission of secular humanism without
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getting entangled in supernatural
connotations.

Marlin L. Tanck
Oostburg, Wisconsin

Tom Flynn replies:
To Russel Hall: the statement that
he refers to reads “We attempt
to transcend divisive parochial
loyalties based on race, religion,
gender, nationality, creed, class,
sexual orientation, or ethnicity and
strive to work together for the
common good of humanity.” If
Paul Kurtz had consulted me when
he was drafting the “Affirmations
of Humanism” in 1980, I might
have urged him to avoid the
word transcend for all the reasons set forth in my op-ed. (In
actuality, Kurtz and I first met in
1983.) Two obvious synonyms leap
to mind: either overcome or surmount convey the same meaning
without transcend’s risk of being
misunderstood to imply mystical
action. That said, “Affirmations”
is a historic document. Moreover,
it’s hard to imagine a context in
which transcend less lends itself
to a supernatural misreading
than when Kurtz writes about
the humanist community joining
in an action. So, yes, I find the
word choice lamentable, but no,
we have no plans to rewrite the
“Affirmations.”
To Martin L. Tanck: in practice,
when humanists use spirit in the
sense of “positive activating force,”
it’s far too easy for hearers to think
we just caved and admitted the
existence of souls. Why not speak
of the mind, or even the brain, in
such situations and avoid the risk
of misunderstanding?

Struggling with Nuance
In her op-ed, “The Problem of
Nuance in a Wonderful and Terrible
World” (FI, August/September
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What’s Religion Good For?
Three Views
Introduction
Tom Flynn

W

hat is religion good for? For secular humanists on the
atheist side of the spectrum, the reflexive answer is
often “Nothing much.” Congregational and religious
humanists might object that the great faiths have brought
forth towering cultural achievements in domains ranging from
architecture, music, and painting to ethics and philosophy.
Religions embody some of the richest wisdom developed over
millennia of the human quest. Counterfactual, even steeped
in error as they are, surely the result of so many person-years

“What is religion good for? For secular humanists
on the atheist side of the spectrum,
the reflexive answer is often ‘Nothing much.’”

of striving cannot be wholly without value for the men and
women of today. Yet rationalists can argue that precisely
because of their counterfactuality, their rootedness in the
naïve guesswork of ancient pastoralists, the religions of old are
perforce irrelevant to contemporary concerns and aspirations.
So complex is this question that no single view of it may be
possible. Gathered here are three radically distinct perspectives.
Taking the stance that Christianity of a nuanced sort is necessary after all, in “Christianity Doesn’t Need God,” Catholic
iconoclast Daniel C. Maguire argues that in the face of looming ecological catastrophe, humanity must search for wisdom
wherever it might be found—even in Christianity, uncomfortable as many secularists may find that prospect. In his forthcoming book, Christianity without God, from which this article
was adapted, Maguire—a professor at Marquette University
who has been one of the most provocative gadflies within
America’s Catholic Church—reveals himself as a disbeliever in
the divinity of Christ and the truth of the Bible, and indeed as
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very nearly an atheist. Even so, and even while acknowledging
that much in the Christian patrimony has helped to establish a destructive vision of humans standing wholly outside
of nature, Maguire contends that there are other strands in
Christianity that we should not hesitate to make use of as we
gird to save twenty-first-century humanity from itself.
Historian Thomas Tandy Lewis takes a different tack, focusing on the Old Testament pseudohistory of the Israelite conquest of Canaan. In “An Indictment of the Biblical Deity for
the Crime of Genocide,” he charges that the biblical narrative unmistakably shows God leading
his chosen people to exterminate the Promised
Land’s original populations. Even if historically
untrue (as it almost certainly is), this archetypal
narrative has established a predatory ideal that
echoes in such real crimes as Europe’s rape of the
Americas and Israeli brutality in the Middle East.
In “Reason Unhinged: The Religious Subversion
of Civil Accountability,” philosopher Andy Norman
examines neither the cultural deposit nor the historical assertions of any particular faith. Instead he probes faith itself,
that core religious process, and finds in it a distilled defiance
of all the rules on which a civilized community depends. It
is a novel and, to my view, uniquely forceful argument that
faith itself—the method by which believers come to assent to
otherworldly propositions without regard for evidence or in
outright defiance of the evidence—has a unique and corrosive
power to coarsen human discourse and incline us toward the
worst within ourselves.
After reading these articles, you may not think you have
discovered answers. But I suspect—and hope—that you’ll
never view the question in quite the same way.
Tom Flynn is the editor of F ree I nquiry , the executive director of the
Council for Secular Humanism, and the editor of The New Encyclopedia
of Unbelief (Prometheus Books, 2007).

Christianity Doesn’t Need God
Daniel C. Maguire

In his book Christianity without God, Marquette University professor Daniel C. Maguire challenges Christianity’s belief in (1) a
personal deity and (2) an incarnate divine Jesus who existed before his birth (as one of a trinity of divine persons) and who (3)
continued living after death in some alternative invisible universe. Maguire argues that these beliefs rest on a fatal fault line of
cognitive instability and are not tenable. He then looks in the tradition for what he sees as a genuine contribution to the creation
of a global ethic for this battered Earth.—The Editors

T

his is an eerie moment in human history, a moment The Sky Is Falling
when fear might be humanity’s greatest need. Fear has Scientists and social scientists have superseded religious zealbig eyes, according to an old proverb. It is also a cure for ots in apocalyptic warnings. In his book Collapse: How Societies
distraction. We are so ominously distracted that it could signal Choose to Fail or Succeed, Jared Diamond points out that all
that we are a failed species, destined for a short stay (in cosmic societies face ups and downs, but some of them absolutely
time) in this privileged corner of the universe. We can only look and totally collapse, leaving behind monumental ruins that
at the sun for an instant, and then we look away. We similarly we visit as tourists. We marvel at the scale of these wondrous
shrink from the disasters we are setting in place, so the need
is to “look at the sun” and then commence an
epochal ethical pause to go searching for the
ingredients of a global ethic that just might
give us grounds for realistic hope.
“Regarding religions, forget their deity and afterlife creations
Theistic religions have not distinguished
and recognize that they are at root poetry-rich philosophies
themselves at this time of planetary peril. They
have taken Hamlet too seriously: “There’s a
that have hit on things that are stunningly relevant, with no
divinity that shapes our ends, rough hew them
authority behind them other than good sense.”
how we will.” That’s the “let God do it” copout. Meanwhile, it is precisely our rough-hewing that is subverting nature, and there is no
divinity out there to reshape our ways. Forget
Hamlet; listen to Gandhi: “As human beings
our greatness lies not so much in being able to remake the ruins and try to imagine the wealth and power that built them.
world—that is the myth of the Atomic Age—as in being able Still, as Diamond says: “Lurking behind this romantic mystery is
to remake ourselves.” It is past time to look at any insights into the nagging thought: might such a fate eventually befall our
our weird but magnificent species, whether those insights own wealthy society? Will tourists someday stare mystified at
come from science, social science, philosophy, or, yes, even the rusting hulks of New York’s skyscrapers much as we stare
religion. Regarding religions, forget their deity and afterlife today at the jungle-overgrown ruins of Mayan cities?”
creations and recognize that they are at root poetry-rich
The oceans grow heftier by the day, fed by waters from
philosophies that have hit on things that are stunningly rele- melting glaciers and ice caps. Hurricane Sandy in 2012 was one
vant, with no authority behind them other than good sense.
more canary dropping. Offended nature is striking back at us.
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It can scorch as well as inundate. An article in the Proceedings
of the National Academy of Sciences linked the record-breaking heat wave that hit Moscow in 2010 with global warming.
So, too, the deadly European heat wave in 2003 and droughts
such as the one in Oklahoma and Texas in 2011.
What is at once encouraging and discouraging is that the
causes of this have been analyzed and we may still have time
to set reversals in motion. Archaeologists, climatologists, historians, and paleontologists spell out the eight ways in which
societies have undermined themselves: by wrecking their
oikos—deforestation and habitat destruction, soil erosion
and salinization, water management problems, overhunting,
overfishing, foreign species affecting native species, human
population growth, and increased per capita impact of people. If you want to devastate planetary life, that’s the script to
follow, and we are following it to the letter like simpleminded
disciples of doom.

“Hurricane Sandy in 2012 was one more
canary dropping. Offended nature is striking back

Science has mapped out the road to hell, and we, in an epic
of distractedness with only intermittent corrective wiggles and
tentative nods toward sanity, are plowing ahead on that road
to hell, ignoring all the “Bridge Out Ahead” signs.
In 2009, I was invited to participate in a debate on abortion
at University College, Dublin. I opened by scolding my Irish
audience: “You have packed the house tonight to discuss
abortion. If you want to be pro-life, try to remember that you
are an island nation, with few highlands, and the oceans are
coming.” My scold was ignored, and we got right down to the
current Catholic obsession with pelvic-zone issues, fiddling
with sex while the oceans swell and choke on our poisons.
Edward O. Wilson wonders, “How will we be remembered a thousand years from now when we are as remote
as Charlemagne?” Carl Sagan also looks a thousand years
ahead, but he is sure that at that time “historians, if there are
any, will look back on our time as being . . . a turning point, a
branch point in human history.” If we survive, “this time will be
remembered as the time when we could have destroyed ourselves and came to our senses and did not.” With even more
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sureness, he says that in a thousand years or even a million
years, the Earth will be here. “The question, the key question,
the central question—in a certain sense, the only question—is,
will we?”
The answer is: If current trends continue, we will not.
With a kind of chilling calmness, Swedish scientist George
Henrik von Wright says: “One perspective, which I do not find
unrealistic, is of humanity as approaching its extinction as a
zoological species. The idea has often disturbed people. . . .
For my part I cannot find it especially disturbing. Humanity as a
species will at some time with certainty cease to exist; whether
it happens after hundreds of thousands of years or after a few
centuries is trifling in the cosmic perspective. When one considers how many species humans have made an end of, then
such a natural nemesis can perhaps seem justified.”
Other dismal choristers join in this fearsome pathetique.
Vaclav Havel warns that the battered Earth might dispense
with us in the interest of a higher value, that is,
life itself. Biologist Lynn Margulis observes that
the rest of Earth’s life did very well without us
in the past, and it will do very well without us
in the future. And New York University physics
professor Marty Hoffert adds: “It may be that
we are not going to solve global warming, the
earth is going to become an ecological disaster,
at us.”
and somebody will visit in a few hundred million years and find there were some intelligent
beings who lived here for a while, but they
just could not handle the transition from being
hunter-gatherers to high technology. It’s entirely
possible.”

secularhumanism.org

Too Many People, Too Little Earth
Of the eight causes leading to societal collapse, overpopulation is prime. A formula might sum it up. H + A + A = A:
Hyperfertility + Affluence + Appetite = Apocalypse. Affluence
breeds appetite. Increasing numbers plus growing appetite
crashes apocalyptically against Earth’s limits. Biologist Harold
F. Dorn says with elemental logic: “No species has ever been
able to multiply without limit. There are two biological checks
upon a rapid increase in numbers—a high mortality and a
low fertility. Unlike other biological organisms [humans] can
choose which of these checks shall be applied, but one of them
must be.” Nature is already applying this stern law. Some forty
million people die every year from hunger and poverty-related
causes—the equivalent of three hundred jumbo-jet crashes
daily, with half of the passengers being children. Twenty-five
thousand people die every day from drinking contaminated
water. “Official estimates suggest that 70 percent of India’s
water is polluted and forty-one of the forty-four largest cities
in China have polluted groundwater.” It has been said that if

What’s Religion Good For? Three Views

one glass of clean water were a cure for AIDS, most of the
world’s people would have no access to it.
A further frightening statistic: half the world’s residents
are under twenty-five; there are one billion adolescents. The
reproductive behavior of the young is unpredictable. Young
men have sperm that can leap over tall buildings in a single
bound, and we do not know what these young fertiles will do.
Hence, the future estimate of human numbers vary, peaking
at nine, ten, or eleven billion people on a planet where no
more than three billion of us could live and consume as the
affluent do.

Conservatives As Worshipers of Dead Liberals

A new myth toppled the old.
It is a rule of life that as we demythologize we remythologize.
In the new myth, progress, not decay, is our destiny. This
juvenile optimism found influential expression in the Bretton
Woods agreement of July 1944. In the opening session, Henry
Morgenthau, the U.S. Secretary of the Treasury and president
of the conference, read a welcoming message from President
Franklin Delano Roosevelt. He set the fatal tone of the gathering. He predicted the “creation of a dynamic world economy
in which the people of every nation will be able to realize
their potentialities in peace and enjoy increasingly the fruits
of material progress on an earth infinitely blessed with natural resources” (emphasis added). This was the group that was
fashioning the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund and laying the groundwork for the General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trades, that is, the foundations of the postwar
world. And it was their faith “that prosperity has no fixed
limits. It is not a finite substance to be diminished by division.”
This is fictive dogma, a feat of transubstantiation hocus-pocus
where the finite is pronounced infinite.

Thomas Aquinas is the super-saint when it comes to Catholic
theology. At the Council of Trent in the sixteenth century, two
books were placed on the altar: the Bible and the Summa
Theologiae of Aquinas. Therefore, it is surprising and little noted
that Aquinas saw the need for birth control and even said it
should be enforced by law if need be. Ironically, he is the hero of
conservative Catholics who have not read his works.
Commenting on Aristotle’s Second Book of
Politics, Aquinas agreed with Aristotle that excessive
population growth would promote poverty, conflict, and social chaos as demand exceeds resources.
“Science has mapped out the road to hell,
Population must not be permitted to grow beyond
and we, in an epic of distractedness with
a determined number. As Catholic author Johannes
Messner comments in his magnum opus on natural
only intermittent corrective wiggles and tentative nods
law, Aquinas insists that we cannot have peace and
toward sanity, are plowing ahead on that road.…”
equity in our society “and at the same time allow
an infinite growth of the population.” Aquinas
does not get into the thorny issues of just how a
just state will manage this fertility limitation, but
he stands with Aristotle in seeing its necessity. He does break
This oxymoronic and moronic dogma of infinite growth on
with Aristotle when Aristotle speaks of the idea of encouraga finite Earth became the ruling assumption in the mythology
ing men to have sex with men to avoid the generation of chilof economics. Environmental concerns became “externalities,”
dren. Aquinas condemns this “turpem masculorum coitum”
a put-down if ever there was one. This ignores the fact, as Al
(Lectio 15), but he does not condemn the need for population
Gore said, that the economy is the wholly owned subsidiary
management.
of the environment. Those meeting at Bretton Woods were
The Infinity Lies
not cold-hearted schemers. They hoped to end poverty and
its resultant chaos, but their panacea was growth. Growth is
The hard fact that did not penetrate into classical economics is
the new divinity that shapes our ways. It is a new kind of funthat the resources of Earth are finite. Growth, therefore, cannot
damentalism. Instead of “let God do it,” this is “let growth do
be infinite. Neither can waste. Earth is a closed system, and nothit.” Corporations became the high priests of growth. (In the
ing gets out. Unless we start shipping our waste into space, it’s
U.S. Supreme Court’s Citizens United decision, these entities
piling up here, polluting land and sea. But the infinity illusion has
were elevated to persons—demigods, actually.) The result of
deep roots. Starting in the eighteenth century, exuberant optithis modern apotheosis is what David Korten calls “a global
mism became the prevailing myth. This was a major shift. Ancient
financial system that has become the world’s most powerful
writers such as Xenophon, Hesiod, and Empedocles believed that
governance institution.” National governments are demoted
human society was decaying away from the “golden age” of yesto minions, liege to the market. And this newly created “govteryear. Pessimism was king. The idea of a lost aetas aurea shows
ernance institution” is not “of the people, for the people, by
up in societies as diverse as China and the Cherokee Indians. But
as science got smart, we got cocky and high on infinity illusions.
the people”—much less for the environment.
secularhumanism.org
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The Gods Do Not Die from Denial, They Resurface
Homo sacralis (aka Homo sapiens) will not be without gods.
Religion is a response to the sacred, and as one sacred being
is removed, another steps in. Buddhist philosopher David
R. Loy says that the capitalist market is functioning like a
religion, issuing its commandments from its own Olympus
and its own Sinai, superseding the increasingly dysfunctional
major religious traditions. God used to be seen as disponens
omnia fortiter and suaviter, managing everything with sweet
gentleness and strength. Such a god merited absolute trust.
With this god deposed, the market ascends the throne fortiter
et suaviter disponens omnia. The market religion is booming,
binding all corners of the globe into a worldview and a set of
values that we think is secular but is functioning with religious
fervor. Traditional religions, eat your hearts out; you have
never matched the missionary zeal and success of this divine
pretender.

The Kill-Power God
In the book from which this article is taken, I argue that there
are brilliant insights in the world’s religions that secular minds
tut-tuttingly eschew. But first let us join many secular minds in
admitting the messes that religions have made and fomented.
Not to be forgotten is the stinging and telling indictment leveled by Lynn White Jr. in his famous 1967 essay charging that
Christianity “bears a huge burden of guilt” for the ecocrisis. It
helped to set us above—and thus against—the rest of nature.
Jack Nelson-Pallmeyer points to another crucial sin of the
major Western religions. In his book Is Religion Killing Us?, he
cites the “violence-of-God traditions that are the heart of the
Bible and the Qur’an. This is the elephant in the room of which
nobody speaks.” Both religious traditions promote the idea of
power as dominion over—power as dominance and violence
as salvific. The crusaders didn’t have to make it up. It was there
for the plucking. The error, however, is not isolated in the
religions. As Nelson-Pallmeyer says, it is part of the unifying
faith of most moderns, including atheists, Marxists, politicians,
revolutionaries, counter-revolutionaries, communists, capitalists, anarchists, and government leaders who bankrupt their
nations buying kill-power. “If religion and faith are about ultimate allegiance, then it can be said that violence is the world’s
principal religion,” he writes.

capacity to reverse and will be irreversible. Worldwatch magazine once headlined an editorial: “It May Not Be Too Late.”
That is as reassuring as a pilot announcing on takeoff, “This
plane may not crash.” What’s worse—or better, if you have
hope—scientists, unlike religious apocalyptics, talk numbers
and even dates. John Bellamy Foster and Brett Clark offer dates
on the falling of the sky: “The point of irreversible climate
change is usually thought of as a 2 degree Centigrade (3.60
F) increase in global average temperature, which has been
described as equivalent at the planetary level to the ‘cutting
down of the last palm tree’ on Easter Island.” Climate scientists
at Oxford University put this “planetary point of no return” at
the year 2043, when cumulative carbon emissions may reach
one trillion metric tons.
As Foster and Clark point out, “climate science is not exact
enough to pinpoint precisely how much warming will push us
past a planetary tipping point. But all the recent indications
are that if we want to avoid planetary disaster we need to stay
considerably below 2 degrees Centigrade.” It is at that point,
as climatologist James Hansen states, we face a “planetary
emergency since we will have started a process that is out of
humanity’s control.”
That’s the sun from whose glare we seek shade.

A Word of Hope, Please!
When ultimate push comes to ultimate shove, we stretch.
Crises, after all, did push the human brain to grow. Part of ethics involves choking. The hope is that our ethical choke reflex
will happen when we face and experience the horrors we are
wreaking. It could lead us to reject the cosmologies that the
prevalent ethic underwrites and calls normal. The environmental doomsday date listed earlier is beginning to trigger the
ethical choke reflex. The old normal must be buried.
The Greeks had two words for time: chronos, which is the
time measured on clocks, and kairos, which signals opportune
time, a moment when many possibilities converge. Ecologically,
economically, and politically, the inundation of failures and
the embarrassment of regnant paradigms might make this a
kairos moment. Time to think new thoughts but also to salvage old wisdom—from every possible source—to save us
from making history a repetition of errors and a cascade of
disasters.

Is It Too Late?
Ecocide is the fatal mission on which our species has carelessly
embarked, employing only ineffectual beaux gestes to brake
our momentum. The more hopeful scientists tell us that we
have a generation at most to bring about a radical change in
our production/consumption habits and our relationship to
Earth. After that we will face a major tipping point, a “point
of no return,” when devastating changes will be beyond our

22

Free Inquiry

October/November 2014

secularhumanism.org

Daniel C. Maguire is a professor at Marquette University. His article
“Humanism, Religion, and Authority” appeared in F ree I nquiry ’s Winter
1987/88 issue. This article is adapted from his new book, Christianity
without God: Moving Beyond the Dogmas and Retrieving the Epic Moral
Narrative (SUNY Press, 2014).

Research Report: What’s Religion Good For? Three Views

An Indictment of the
Biblical Deity for the Crime
of Genocide
Thomas Tandy Lewis

S

ince World War II, based on information about Nazi
genocides, many sensitive persons have asked: Where
was God during the Holocaust? How could an omnipotent and omnibenevolent deity have allowed these atrocities
to have occurred? Some who ask these questions might be
surprised to learn that the Holy Bible teaches that the monotheistic and transcendent creator of the universe was himself
responsible for a number of violent genocides. According to
both the Old and New Testaments, this deity (under the name
of Yahweh, the Lord, or God) explicitly commanded and
helped the Israelites—his “chosen people”—to conquer the
Promised Land of Palestine. He also commanded and helped
them to “totally destroy” all the pagans—including men,
women, and children—who were living there at the time.
The phrase “totally destroy” is a translation of the Hebrew
verb herem or cherem (pronounced KHEH-rem).1 Philosopher
Michael Walzer has observed: “For the modern reader, the
conquest of Canaan, with all its attendant slaughter, is the
most problematic moment in the history of ancient Israel,”
and this is especially true for “the law of the herem, the ban
which consigned entire cities to utter destruction.”2
The divine commandments for herem are especially prominent in the Bible’s fifth book, Deuteronomy, within the context of the Israelites preparing to invade and take possession
of their lebensraum. In preparation, their prophet-warrior
Moses reminded them that Yahweh had promised that a land
“flowing with milk and honey” would forever belong to the
descendants of patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. One big
problem, however, was that seven Canaanite nations were
then residing in this Promised Land. As a “final solution” to
the problem, Moses advised: “The Lord your God will destroy

all the nations that are on the land that he is giving you. You
will force them out and live in their cities and homes. . . . You
must not spare anyone’s life in the cities of those nations that
the Lord our God is giving you as your property.” This herem
was necessary to prevent the Israelites from being influenced by the Canaanites’ idolatrous religions. A secondary
justification was the need to punish the Canaanites for their
great wickedness. Based on his pious faith, Moses assured the
Israelites that they had nothing to fear: “The Lord your God
is going with you. He will fight for you against your enemies
and give you victory” (Deut. 19:1 and 20:16–18). Shades of
Gott mit uns!
Moses also reported that the benevolent deity had told
him not to order the herem of those nations located in the
territories that were near and adjacent to the Promised Land.
When approaching a city in these territories, the Israelites
were initially to offer its people the opportunity to surrender
peacefully. Moses instructed: “If they accept the offer and
open their gates to you, then all these people in the city
will be made to do forced labor and to work as your slaves.”
But any city refusing the generous offer of slavery was to be
severely punished: “When the Lord your God hands the city
over to you, kill every man in that city with your swords. But
take the women, the children, the cattle, and everything else
of value as plunder for yourselves. You may possess and use
these spoils of war that the Lord your God gives you from
your enemies” (Deut. 20:10–15).
Yahweh, according to Moses, had given his permission for
the Israelite soldiers to satisfy their sexual desires with the
captured women: “If you see a beautiful woman among the
captives and have your heart set on her, you may take her as
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one of your wives.” Before a victorious soldier could enjoy sexual intercourse with one of these captives, however, he was
required to allow her to mourn the death of her mother and
father for one month. Rather than requiring the soldiers to
make a lifelong commitment, Moses stipulated: “If it happens
that you are no longer pleased with her, let her go wherever
she wants. You must never sell her or mistreat her as if she
were a slave, because you have dishonored her by having
sexual relations with her.” Nothing is said about any future
obligations to provide support for the discarded woman or
her children (Deut. 21:10–13).3
It should be noted that these passages in Deuteronomy
constitute a portion of the Mosaic Torah (or law), which
contains a total of 613 commands (or mitzvah). Of these
commands, at least a dozen are directly related to conquest,
genocide, and ethnic cleansing.4 Many conservative Jewish

“. . . Their prophet-warrior Moses reminded them
that Yahweh had promised that a land
‘flowing with milk and honey’ would forever belong
to the descendants of patriarchs Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob. One big problem, however,
was that seven Canaanite nations were then
residing in this Promised Land.”

and Christian scholars have followed Rabbi Moshe ben
Mamon (called Maimonides or the Tambam) in teaching that
the entire Torah is of divine origin—immutable and without
human error. New Testament writers sometimes teach this
doctrine, although they confuse matters by failing to make
a clear distinction between the Ten Commandments and the
613 commands.

T

he writers and editors who produced the Bible gave no
direct indications that they found the divine command of
herem to be problematic in any way. According to Michael
Walzer, however, the great emphasis that they placed on the
Canaanites’ wickedness as a justification for herem possibly
suggests a rationalization to soothe a “bad conscience.”5
While this interpretation is reasonable, it is impossible to
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deny the extent to which the Torah assumes ethnic privileges
based on inherited ancestry. One of the 613 commands, for
instance, prohibits the enslavement of an Israelite, while
allowing persons from other ethnic groups to be used as permanent slaves (Leviticus 25:39–45). Ethnic discrimination of
this magnitude would appear to merit classification as a form
of invidious racism, even if the discrimination was not based
on physical characteristics.
The sixth book in the Bible, titled “Joshua,” might well be
subtitled “The Canaanite Genocide.” This book contains the
stories of how Moses’s successor, the warrior-prophet Joshua,
led the Israelites to invade and occupy portions of land west of
the Jordan River. As in the case of Moses, the Bible asserts that
Joshua engaged in face-to-face conversations with Yahweh,
and like Moses, he reported that Yahweh was insistent on the
complete destruction of all the pagans then occupying the
Promised Land. The first seven chapters of the book
focus on the well-known story of Jericho. In preparing for the attack, the Israelites sent two spies to
investigate the city, where they found refuge with
a prostitute named Rahab, who apparently had
heard rumors about the Israelites’ powerful deity.
Because she helped them, the two spies assured
the prostitute that the invaders would not kill her
or her close relatives. After the Israelites crossed the
Jordan River, the priests marched around the city
with the Ark of the Covenant for seven days, and
on the seventh day they marched around the city
seven times. Then the priests blew their rams’ horns
and the soldiers shouted. As a result, Jericho’s walls
miraculously collapsed, and then, according to the
biblical account, the soldiers “claimed everything
in the city for the Lord. With their swords, they
killed men and women, young and old, as well as
cattle, sheep, and donkeys.” Joshua, however, commanded his men to “spare the prostitute Rahab,
her father’s family, and everything she owned . . .
because she had hidden the two Israelite spies” (Joshua 6:21).
The Bible is silent about whether or not Rahab continued to
practice “the oldest profession.”6
After the Israelites’ glorious victory in Jericho, they
attempted to take the city of Ai, but there they suffered a
terrible defeat. “Tearing his clothes in grief,” Joshua angrily
demanded that Yahweh explain the reason he had failed
to keep his promise to assist his chosen people. Yahweh
answered: “Israelite soldiers have taken the spoils that I
claimed for myself and put them among their own possessions.” Joshua then used divine magic to discover that a
soldier named Achan had taken five pounds of silver and
a pound of gold. Confessing his great sin, Achan pleaded
for mercy to no avail. According to the text, “All Israel took
Achan, his sons and daughters, his cattle, his donkeys, his
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sheep, his tent—everything he owned . . . and all Israel stoned
repetitive: “The Lord handed Lachish over to Israel. Joshua put
him and his entire family to death.” A pile of stones was then
the city to the sword and totally killed everyone in it.” This vicplaced over their dead bodies, and “the Lord was satisfied and
tory was followed by invasions of the cities of Eglon, Hebron,
withdrew his burning anger” (Joshua 7:6–25).
Debir, Hazor, and others. For each of these cities, the story is
Following these executions, Joshua and his men went to
basically the same: “So Joshua captured all these cities and
battle against Ai for a second time. This time, Yahweh instructed
their kings. He claimed them for the Lord by destroying them.
Joshua: “Hold out the spear in your hand toward Ai because I
. . . The people of Israel carried off all the plunder and livestock
am handing over the city to you.” Faithfully obeying the comfrom the cities. They put all the people to the sword until
mand, Joshua “did not lower his hand holding the spear until the
they completely destroyed every living thing that breathed,
Israelites had completely destroyed all the inhabitants of Ai.”
just as the Lord, the God of Israel, had commanded” (Joshua
In obedience to their tribal deity, the Israelite soldiers killed
10:36–40 and 11:13–14).
everyone who was hiding in the fields. Then they returned
When Joshua was very old and ready to die, he called for
to kill everyone who had remained in the city, and according
a final conference with religious and political leaders. In his
to the biblical account, “not one person survived . . . twelve
speech, he first reminded the assembly that “the Lord has
thousand men and women from Ai died that day.” After takhelped you by driving out great and powerful nations; to
ing all the livestock and other spoils of war, Joshua hanged
this day no person has been able to withstand your power.”
Ai’s king on a tree and turned the city into “a
deserted mount of ruins” (Joshua 8:18–29).
Following this victory over Ai, Joshua continued to lead his troops on a rampage
of genocidal slaughter. According to the
text, Yahweh himself enthusiastically participated in the killings. As Joshua faced the five
“The writers and editors who produced the Bible gave no
Amorite kings at Gibeon, “the Lord threw
direct indications that they found the divine command of
the enemy into disorder in front of Israel and
herem to be problematic in any way.”
defeated them decisively.” When a group
of surviving Amorites tried to escape, “the
Lord threw huge hailstones at them, and
more died from the hailstones than from
Israelite swords.” Needing more daylight to
complete the slaughter, Joshua prayed to
Yahweh, and he then shouted: “Sun, stand
To continue to enjoy this divine favor, Joshua warned the
still over Gibeon.” In response, one of the most famous of the
Israelites not to have any relationships with the foreign pagans
biblical miracles is said to have occurred: “The sun stopped
still remaining in the conquered lands—especially not to bow
in the middle of the sky, and for nearly a day the sun was
down to the graven images of their gods. If the Israelites ever
in no hurry to set. Never before or after this day was there
disobeyed these divine commands, Joshua predicted: “You
anything like it, a day when the Lord did what a man told him
may be sure that the Lord your God will no longer drive out
to do. The miracle demonstrated that the Lord was fighting
the nations before you. Instead . . . the Lord’s anger will burn
for Israel” (Joshua 10:10–14). The context and literary form
against you, and you will quickly perish from the good land he
make it quite clear that the biblical authors intended for their
has given you” (Joshua 24:19–20). Subsequent Old Testament
words to be interpreted literally; they believed the sun really
books claim that whenever the Israelites failed to follow
did stand still in the sky for almost an entire day. Interestingly,
Joshua’s instructions, they were defeated in battle. Again and
William Jennings Bryan defended a literal interpretation
of this story in his debate with Clarence Darrow during the
again, the military defeats motivated the Israelites to repent,
Scopes Trial of 1925. Although Bryan, a proponent of pacifisand whenever they returned to the teachings of the Torah,
tic values, warned that disbelief in biblical miracles could lead
Yahweh helped them to prevail on the battlefield—at least
the country into Prussian militarism, he did not appear to be
this is what the Bible claims.
offended by the biblical accounts of divine commandments
robably, a majority of twenty-first-century Christians and
for herem.
Jews find it embarrassing, even shocking, to learn that the
After Joshua executed the five Amorite kings, he and his
Bible explicitly teaches that God commanded conquest, holy
soldiers then invaded the city of Lachish. At this point, the
war, and genocide. Any person giving such commands today
accounts of slaughter in the book of Joshua become very
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would unquestionably be guilty of a crime under international law and subject to severe punishment. The Convention
on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide
(1948) broadly defines genocide as any action “committed
with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical,
racial, or religious group.”
Throughout history, the memory of past racial and ethnic
atrocities has motivated groups to take revenge, thereby
resulting in new cycles of genocide. In the case of the
Amalekites, the Bible teaches that God explicitly ordered
revenge-motivated genocide, placing this ethnic group under
a permanent herem because they had attacked the Israelites
during their wandering in the Sinai wilderness. The divine
curse was placed on every man, woman, and child of that
ethnicity—with no possibility of reconciliation. Moses com-

tle, sheep, camels and donkeys.” Partially following this command, Saul organized a military campaign, and “he claimed
all the Amalekites for God by destroying them.” But Saul
and the soldiers did not entirely obey Yahweh’s command,
for they committed the sin of taking possession of the best
sheep, cows, lambs, and fattened animals. Saul also failed to
obey the command to kill King Agag. According to the biblical story, Yahweh was furious about this disobedience and
complained to Samuel: “I regret that I made Saul the king
because he has not carried out all of my instructions.” Thus,
Samuel went to see Saul, and rebuking him for not following
instructions, he declared: “The Lord now rejects you as king of
Israel.” He then instructed Saul to bring him King Agag, and
when this was done, the pious prophet took his sword and
“cut Agag to pieces in the presence of the Lord at Gilgal” (1
Samuel 15:1–33).
In the modern world, almost all jurists reject
the notion of the “collective guilt” of an entire
ethnic group for crimes committed by individual members of the group. Yahweh’s permanent curse against the Amalekites is clearly an
example of attributing guilt to an entire ethnic
community for acts committed in the past—a
“. . . It is impossible to deny the extent to which the Torah
cultural practice that apparently was common
assumes ethnic privileges based on inherited ancestry.”
in the ancient world. Other expressions of ethnic animosity can be found in the Bible. For
instance, when the tribe of Judah was taken
into captivity in Babylon, the unknown author
of one of the Psalms expressed his bitterness
in a prayer: “You evil and destructive people of
Babylon, blessed is the person who repays you
for what you have done to us—he who seizes
your
infants
and
dashes their little heads against the rocks”
manded: “When the Lord your God gives you peace from
(Psalm
137:8–9).
One
cannot help but wonder how such an
your enemies in the land that he is giving you as your propexpression of ethnic hatred made its way into a book that
erty, you must not forget to eliminate every trace of the
millions of intelligent and morally upright people consider to
Amalekites from the earth” (Deut. 25:17–19). In this particular
be holy writ.
story, herem is not said to be a practical necessity in order to
Although the Torah contains many commandments supprotect the Israelites’ religion from pagan contamination.
portive of genocide, it is equally true that some parts of the
Rather, all the Amalekites were to be killed because Yahweh
Torah command the Israelites to “love the aliens in their
was determined to carry out the curse he had placed on them
midst” and to treat them with hospitality and respect (Exod.
as punishment for their prior aggression against his chosen
22:20 and Deut. 10:19). These aliens (or “strangers”) would
people.
certainly have included members of the Canaanite nations,
The first book of Samuel tells about the genocidal fate of
perhaps even a few surviving Amalekites. Apparently these
the Amalekites. After the Kingdom of Israel had been estabcontradictory commands resulted from the way in which the
lished, the prophet Samuel instructed King Saul that Yahweh
first five books of the Bible were compiled by a variety of
had decided that the time had arrived for a “final solution” to
individuals and groups who had differing religious ideologies,
the Amalekite question. Samuel commanded: “Now go and
using a variety of written and unwritten sources that were
attack the Amalekites. . . . Do not spare them; put to death all
put together over a long period of time.7
the men and women, children and infants, as well as their cat-
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W

hen modern conservative Christians read about the coma significant portion of the early Christians.
mands for genocide in “Moses’s Torah,” a common reacThese and other New Testament writings fail to provide
tion is to declare that the New Testament does not advocate
any clear and explicit explanation about which of the 613
any such practice. Certainly, it would be impossible to deny
commands should be recognized as normative for Christians.
that Jesus’s altruistic teaching about the Golden Rule and
It is well established that the very notion of a New Testament
helping the poor are fundamentally at odds with genocide.
canon did not emerge until the second century.8 The Christians
But the canonical Gospels also quote Jesus as speaking favorof the first century used the Old Testament books as their
ably of Moses and his Torah. Conspicuously, Jesus never conscriptures, and the author of 2 Timothy wrote: “All scripture is
demns the violence associated with the conquest of Palestine.
inspired by God and useful for teaching, rebuking corrections
The authors of the Epistles in the New Testament, moreover,
and training in righteousness” (3:16). This letter gives no
discuss the conquest explicitly—and always favorably. In
chapter 11 of The Letters to the Hebrews,
which has been called the “roster of the heroes
of faith,” the unknown author praises the
faith and resulting actions of Moses, Joshua,
Gideon, Sampson, David, Samuel, Rahab, and
Jephthah, among others: “Through faith they
“. . . The Bible asserts that Joshua engaged in face-to-face
conquered kingdoms, administered justice,
and took possession of the Promised Land.”
conversations with Yahweh, and like Moses, he reported that
To this author, role models of faithful behavYahweh was insistent on the complete destruction of all the
ior included almost anyone who helped the
pagans then occupying the Promised Land.”
Israelites accomplish their genocidal wars
of conquest—including even Rahab and
Jephthah. Based on a modern understanding
of Christianity, it appears rather shocking that
a New Testament Epistle praises the example
of Jephthah, the military leader who sacrificed
his daughter as a “burnt offering” in order to
reason to think that its author intended to exclude Moses’s
fulfill his oath to Yahweh (Heb. 11:29–33). Perhaps the author
command for the destruction of the seven Canaanite tribes
was impressed by his faithful adherence to Moses’s command
and the Amalekites.
to keep such vows without exception (Num. 30:2).
An interesting recent book, Show Them No Mercy (2003),
St. Paul, sometimes called the “second founder of
contains essays about the conquest written by Christians with
Christianity,” declared that the Mosaic Torah “is holy; that its
different points of view. Rev. C. S. Cowles, a moderately liberal
commandments are holy, righteous, and good” (Rom. 7:12).
Christian, argues that the nature of God is revealed in Jesus’s
In this context, Paul specifically mentioned only the items in
message of love and benevolence, and based on this premise
the Decalogue, or Ten Commandments, but it appears clear
he argues that the ancient Israelites were simply mistaken
that he was referring to all of the 613 commands. Certainly,
about God’s nature—a view that requires rejection of tradihe never criticized anything in the Torah, including the
tional doctrines of biblical infallibility and inerrancy. In concommand for herem. Since he claimed to be an educated
trast, Eugene Merrill, a conservative Old Testament scholar
Pharisee, he must have been familiar with the genocidal
at Dallas Theological Seminary, finds that the description of
nature of the conquest. In the book of Acts, Paul is quoted as
the violent god of the Old Testament is entirely consistent
saying in a speech: “The God of the Israelites chose our anceswith his image in the New Testament, especially in view of
tors and made them a strong nation. . . . He used his powerful
the terrible fate that awaits unsaved sinners at the time of
arm to bring them out of Egypt. . . . Then God destroyed
the Second Coming. He is not embarrassed to write that the
seven nations of Canaan and gave their land to his chosen
extreme wickedness and idolatry of the Canaanites required
people as an inheritance” (Acts 13:17–19). Although most
their extermination in order to preserve the pure religiosity of
contemporary scholars do not consider the book of Acts to
God’s chosen people.9
be entirely consistent with the theological ideas in the Pauline
Some Christian and Jewish commentators have tried to
Epistles, the book is an established part of the orthodox New
soften
the account of the conquest by interpreting it as a
Testament canon, and as such it demonstrates the thinking of
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symbolic allegory or metaphor that actually describes a spiritual or moral struggle. Such a reading of the narrative, while
perhaps morally uplifting, would not appear to be consistent
with the literary genre and intended message of the narrative. When telling the story of the conquest, the authors
clearly seemed to believe that they were talking about real
events that had actually occurred in particular time-place contexts, explaining in straightforward prose why they thought
that they were entitled to live in the land that they occupied.
Although modern readers tend to view most of the stories of
the Hexateuch (the first six books of the Bible) as mythological, it appears clear that their authors and editors intended
for them to be understood as literal, factual history—wie es
eigentlich gewesen.10

Biblical scholars and archaeologists increasingly deny that
the conquest and settlement of Palestine took place in the
short period of time that is described in the Bible. Rather,
the settlement was probably more of a gradual infiltration
than a swift campaign of extermination. Respected archaeologists Israel Finkelstein and Neil Silberman go so far as to
argue that the Israelites never actually resided in Egypt, and
that the story of Joshua’s violent conquest was simply an
ancient myth. According to Finkelstein and Silberman, the
Israelites were made up of various groups of Canaanites who
gradually developed into a distinct culture. If this analysis is
correct—and Finkelstein and Silberman point to a considerable amount of archeological evidence—then the biblical
description of the Canaanite genocide never really happened,
at least not on a large scale.14 Although their
argument is quite significant from a historical
perspective, it does not in any way eliminate the
image of a warlike god in portions of the Bible,
including the fact that he is frequently quoted
as commanding genocide and ethnic cleansing.
“After Joshua executed the five Amorite kings,
Regardless of whether or not the biblical
account
of genocidal herem is historically accuhe and his soldiers then invaded the city of Lachish.
rate, belief in its accuracy has had a significant
At this point, the accounts of slaughter in the book
and unfortunate impact on the behavior of
of Joshua become very repetitive. . . .”
Christians and Jews living in subsequent centuries. A number of American historians, such
as David Stannard, observe that the Puritans as
well as other European Christians who invaded
the Americas frequently referred to the biblical
example of the conquest of Palestine.15 Having
read that God had ordered his earlier chosen
people to practice herem, many Christian invadlarge number of modern humanists have argued that
ers, especially those of a Calvinistic persuasion, believed that
the monotheistic religion of the ancient Israelites contribthey were also divinely “chosen” (or predestined) and from
uted to the development of a violent and aggressive culture.
this premise logically deduced that God could not possibly
For instance, Jack Nelson-Pallmeyer writes that Judaism,
object to their applying the biblical examples of conquest and
Christianity, and Islam will continue to contribute to destrucethnic expulsions in America.
tive wars unless and until they repudiate the violence in their
There has been considerable controversy about whether
“sacred texts” and develop a nonviolent conception of God.11
the biblical account was partly responsible for the alleged
Michael Walzer does not entirely disagree, but he finds that
excesses of modern Zionism. Niels Lemche argues that the
there is no “intrinsic connection” between monotheism and
European Jews who settled in Israel after World War II
the doctrine of holy war.12 Observing that violent conquest
equated the Palestinians with the ancient Canaanites—an
and herem were not unusual in the ancient world, he points
interpretation that means that “the Bible was the instrument
to the Moabite stone, usually dated at the eighth century
used to suppress the enemy.”16 Historian Benny Morris, based
BCE, which appears to demonstrate that herem was someon exhaustive research, has also concluded that the displacetimes practiced by polytheistic societies of Palestine. In this
ment of Arabs from Palestine “was inherent in Zionist ideoldocument, Mesha, the king of the Moabites, tells his people
ogy.”17 In his precensored memoirs, former Prime Minister
that their tribal deity Chemosh commanded the conquest
Yitzhak Rabin admitted that large numbers of the Palestinians
of an Israelite city and that Mesha obeyed. He declared: “I
“did not leave willingly.”18 Moderates such as Rabin disaptook the city and slew all seven thousand men, boys, women,
proved of coercive expulsions, but extremist groups such as
Gush Emunim appealed to the Hebrew Bible to infer a duty to
[girls], and female slaves, for I had consecrated it to Ashatarwage a merciless war against the Palestinians who rejected
Chemosh.”13

A
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Jewish sovereignty.19 Rabbi Meir Kahane, the assassinated
founder of Kach, was not embarrassed to assert a literal exegesis of the biblical passages promising that Israelites had an
exclusive right to the entire land of Palestine, and in his many
speeches and published writings, he called for the forceful
ejection of the Palestinians from the West Bank and Gaza.20
Yigal Amir, the young Zionist who assassinated Prime Minister
Yitzhak Rabin in 1995, agreed with this point of view, and he
became infuriated when Rabin proposed a policy of land for
peace and declared that the Bible did not provide “a record
of real estate deeds.”

T

he biblical account of the conquest of Palestine is hardly
unique; the history of humanity includes countless
instances of violent invasions, ethnic cleansings, and genocide. This does not necessarily mean that humans are genetically programmed to engage in such behavior. Peoples have
seldom if ever gone to war for the pleasure of killing one
another. Rather, almost all wars have been fought because
of the practical need to possess and occupy habitable land.
Again and again, the growth of population density has eventually made it impossible for the available land to provide
decent standards of living for everyone. Sharon Korman’s
excellent book, The Right of Conquest (1996), demonstrates
that before the twentieth century, the practice of military
conquest had not been condemned in international law.
Before then, it was legally permissible for powerful nations to
acquire additional lebensraum by means of aggressive warfare.21 On this view, the ancient Israelites, like the Canaanites,
were not evil people, but the root cause of their aggression
was their need for a place to settle and grow food and raise
their children. Their religious beliefs then became a justification for their aggressive behavior.
Nevertheless, even if this is true, a large percentage of persons who are fortunate enough to live in modern industrialized societies find it abhorrent and disgusting to see religious
beliefs used as a justification for violent conquest and genocide. In earlier times, even in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a much smaller percentage of persons appeared
to think that such justifications were unacceptable.
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9. Eugene Merrill, C. S. Cowles, Tremper Longman III, and Stanley
Gundry, Show Them No Mercy: Four Views on God and Canaanite
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York: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2004), 249, 588, 592, and 599. In subsequent writings, Morris has emphasized Palestinian intransigence.
18. The Israel Censorship Board removed this offensive passage from
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Reason Unhinged: The Religious
Subversion of Civil Accountability
Andy Norman

I

f the gods were not passengers on the earliest human
attempts to resolve differences with words, they soon
hitched a ride. Ever since, religious pronouncements have
been part of public discourse. Such talk can induce feelings
of religious solidarity, and this reinforces the impression
that religion is conducive to moral and civil order. In fact,
though, religious talk is profoundly corrosive of civil society.
By quietly subverting expectations of rational accountability, religious talk undermines reason’s power to reconcile,
civilize, and humanize us. In this article, I mean to illuminate
the mechanism by which religions compromise our prospects
for truly civilized existence. Protecting public discourse from
the deleterious effects of religious piety, it turns out, is a
job that cannot be left to the so-called “wall of separation”
between church and state, because the U.S. Constitution’s
anti-establishment clause is woefully inadequate to the task;
a considerably higher and sturdier barrier is needed. The time
has come for a more far-reaching principle, one that insulates
politics from all forms of unaccountable talk. The solution lies
in the promotion and collective embrace of an idea central to
humanism—the idea that each of us has a profound moral
and civic obligation to yield to the force of the better reason.

How Reasons Function
Suppose we disagree about the best path to a shared destination. I favor a road that you know to be under construction.
You inform me that the road is closed, adding that re-routed
traffic is experiencing lengthy delays. Not being a complete
fool, I change course, in effect conceding that yours is the
wiser path.
Take a moment to appreciate this transaction. Its structure
is simple. We (1) start out with different ideas about the best
way to proceed; you (2) give me a reason to choose your
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preferred option; I (3) see the force of that reason and (4)
change my mind. As a result, (5) our thinking is brought into
alignment, allowing us to (6) proceed in concert. Note that, in
this example, thinking is not just brought into alignment with
other thinking: your reason brings our shared understanding,
and the resulting behavior, into better alignment with conditions in the world. We pool our information, understand the
situation better, and are less likely to get stuck in traffic.
This is how reasons typically function: they facilitate collaboration by aligning intentions, both with each other and
with circumstance. This functioning is utterly ordinary—so
common that we rarely recognize how biologically remarkable it is. But such transactions are comparatively rare among
nonhuman animals. Human toddlers easily master collaborative problems that frustrate adult chimpanzees, and the differentiator appears to be our propensity to share understanding via the exchange of reasons.1 Our highly social existence
appears rooted, at least in part, in an aptitude for reasoning.2
The sheer normalcy of reason’s reconciling function causes
us to overlook—and underappreciate—its importance. For it
is by this functioning that we knit together the shared outlooks needed for coordinated living. Human beings reinforce
social bonds via storytelling, music, dance, gossip, and, yes,
religious ritual, but it is with reasons that we weave the essential fabric of civilized existence.

Reason’s Fulcrum
A curiously abnormal case highlights the social significance of
reason’s normal functioning. Athena and Dionysus, the parents of two bright and lively children, face an important decision. Athena thinks that it makes sense to transfer the kids to
a better school; Dionysus remains unconvinced. Athena has
her reasons and shares them. Dionysus listens intently and
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acknowledges that they are excellent reasons. “Now what
ing, I propose to call it “reason’s fulcrum.” In this article, I
about yours?” asks Athena, “Are there good reasons not to
mean to illuminate the pivotal role it plays in civilized existransfer them?”
tence and reflect on the conditions that allow it to work its
Dionysus thinks about it. “No,” he concedes, “The good
peculiar (pardon the expression) magic. In the process, we
reasons are all on your side.” Athena smiles and reaches for
will come to appreciate something that is, for the most part,
the transfer papers. “Not so fast,” says Dionysus, “You may
only dimly understood: religious faith is actually antithetical to
have the better reasons, but I’m not budging. The kids stay.”
civil society. In the end, professions of faith represent defiant
Athena is speechless. Her brow furrows and her jaw drops.
refusals to fully embrace the expectation at the very heart of
When words come, they are tinged with incredulity: “Why on
civilized existence. Faith literally unhinges rational accountearth not?” Dionysus shrugs; “I don’t know; I just choose to
ability, compromising our capacity to bring about a wiser,
believe in their current school.”
more connected, and more humane world.
An odd exchange, to be sure, but why? For one thing,
The phrase “the force of the better reason” merits brief
Dionysus’s “choice” to believe in the current school seems
comment.
I use it as a kind of shorthand. Rational deliberation
strangely arbitrary. There is something disturbing, too, about
is
not
so
much
a matter of picking out the best of all the reahis refusal to budge. In fact, his stubbornness violates an
sons
that
can
be
offered and deciding the issue on the basis
elemental cultural norm. For when collaborators disagree about the best course for joint
action, the expected recourse is to exchange
reasons and see which option makes the most
sense. Such transactions are governed by the
“By quietly subverting expectations
understanding that the option backed by
of rational accountability, religious talk undermines
the best reasons “wins”—parties favoring less
tenable positions are supposed to change
reason’s power to reconcile, civilize, and humanize us.”
their minds. We’re supposed to be persuadable. When Dionysus refuses to follow where
Athena’s “better reasons” lead, he thus flouts,
with disturbing directness, a norm we usually
make a show of observing.
of that reason alone; it is rather a matter of considering all
If you’re like me, you experience Dionysus’s stance as more
the reasons for and against (or as many as time permits) and
than just unreasonable; it is also an affront to Athena’s digseeing which way they collectively point. The actual process is
nity as a coequal parent. Basic decency requires that we give
more like vector addition: just as the sum of all forces on an
due weight to one another’s reasons. By refusing to yield,
Dionysus in effect discounts Athena’s reasons and preferobject determines its acceleration, the sum of all reasons for
ences. Whether he means to or not, he implies that Athena’s
and against a claim determines that claim’s rational standing.
thinking and wishes don’t matter as much as his own. He
The idea is to abide by the verdict that comes from properly
thereby robs her of a measure of dignity. As anyone who has
aggregating all the persuasive considerations. Though it can
endured such treatment can attest, this is not a trivial matter.
mislead, I will continue to use the simpler phrase as a stand-in
Dionysus’s strange recalcitrance highlights an unwritfor the more exact.
ten rule of discourse: we’re supposed to accept what can
Of course, aggregating a complex set of reasons, and
be shown to be reasonable and give up what is shown to
determining which way they collectively point, is often a nonbe unreasonable. We’re supposed to yield to the “force of
trivial exercise. Indeed, reasonable people have been known
the better reason.” It is this rule—and this rule alone—that
to look at the same evidence and arrive at different concluallows reasons to exert leverage over the disinclined. It is, so
sions. Nor has the question of what it means to aggregate
to speak, the hinge on which resolution-oriented dialogue
reasons properly been definitively answered. Perhaps there
turns; reasoning can perform its critical reconciling function,
is an algorithm that represents the objectively correct way
but only to the extent that we voluntarily observe the norm
to “weigh up” a set of reasons; perhaps not. Either way, I am
that Dionysus so casually disregards. The door of civil disbracketing the question because the purpose of this essay is
course swings open on a world of salutary possibilities, but
to examine the nature of commitment to reason—whatever
only if its hinges stay put.
Our unwritten rule merits a name. In light of its functionreason’s precise requirements turn out to be.3
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Reason’s Fulcrum as Social Contract
In Leviathan, Thomas Hobbes argued that ethical and political
obligations have their origins in “social contracts”—reciprocal
renunciations of freedoms.4 On this analysis, we voluntarily
give up certain freedoms (most notably, the freedom to
transgress against others) in exchange for the benefits that
come from others doing likewise. For example, if we agree
to forego mugging each other—and thereafter observe that
agreement—we give up the spoils of mugging others, but
each gains something of still greater value: freedom from
being mugged. Both sides gain more than they give up; the
exchange is, as we say, a “win-win.”
On this account, the most important moral and political
norms confer large benefits while requiring relatively small
sacrifices. Proscriptions against lying, cheating, and stealing,
for example, find their way into the behavioral codes of
widely different cultures, not because they are handed down

“I mean to illuminate the mechanism
by which religions compromise our prospects
for truly civilized existence.”

from a deity but because they “pay their way”—they give the
members of those cultures far more than they take away.5
If reason’s fulcrum is an important moral norm, a Hobbesian
cost/benefit analysis should reveal it: the costs of our observance should be small relative to the benefits we gain from
its general observance. In this case, the “contract” involves
reciprocal commitments to abide by the force of the better
reason. Each of us makes ourselves persuadable in exchange
for persuasive influence over others willing to do the same.
I claim that this simple quid pro quo is hugely non–zerosum. To see this, consider its centrality to civilized existence.
John Locke located the origins of civil society in the reciprocal
renunciation of violence.6 His idea was that we become citizens (as opposed to barbarians) when we cede the option
of violence to civil authorities. Wiser civil authorities wield
this power sparingly—mostly to buttress the authority of
discourse-based conflict resolution mechanisms—and we all
come out ahead. Note, however, that such an arrangement
works only if there are discourse-based conflict resolution
mechanisms to fall back on, and for this, reason’s fulcrum
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must already be in play. In this sense, at least, Locke’s “original contract” is not original at all but derivative of reason’s
fulcrum. In the complex scaffolding of social norms that is
civilization, reason’s fulcrum occupies a foundational stratum.
In fact, reason’s fulcrum has a strong claim to be considered the real “original contract” of civil society, because it is
precisely the availability of discursive modes of waging conflict that makes it possible to forsake uncivil conflict resolution
strategies. Reason-giving discourse affords a near-optimal
(that is to say, minimally destructive and often maximally
constructive) mechanism for adjudicating conflicts, and nothing civilizes people like the recognition that this is so. Of
course, the price of gaining rational leverage over others is
giving others rational leverage over us. At its core, becoming
civilized is a matter of submitting to the force of the better
reason.

The Paradox of Rational Commitment
It is relatively easy to expect others to be responsive
to reason, because when they are persuadable, it
gives us leverage. Holding ourselves to the same standard is harder because it gives others leverage over
us. Fully embracing reason’s fulcrum, then, involves
making (and keeping) a commitment, one that can
be expressed, at least roughly, like this: If you have the
better reason, I will yield.
Is this a commitment worth making? Is it wise to so
bind oneself? Let’s examine the bargain, considering
first the costs. Signatories to this “contract” do give
up the freedom to obstinately promulgate irrational
opinions. If you care enough about being rational,
though, this cost is negligible (for the behaviors foresworn
are inconsistent with your chosen identity). Still, the commitment can oblige you to accept many things you don’t like and
relinquish many things you are loath to give up. It requires
you to back down whenever the reasons indicate that you are
not in the right.7 The life of reason is not without sacrifice.
But consider the benefits. Reason’s fulcrum anchors rational discourse—and that activity, it turns out, opens up a world
of possibilities. A world structured by rational accountability
is one where persuasion takes the place of more coercive
means of exercising influence; where conflict is waged with
words and violence is pushed to the margins; where freedom
from fear becomes a real possibility; where open-minded
inquiry replaces ideological posturing; where science replaces
superstition, ignorance gives way to knowledge, and reason-tested technologies improve quality of life.
The psychologist Richard Tetlock has demonstrated that
“the expectation that one will be called upon to justify one’s
beliefs, feelings or actions” makes collaborative social reasoning dramatically more truth-conducive.8 This is an important
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finding, and it underscores the fact that rational accountability is a tremendous aid to inquiry, discovery, and science.
If we care about truth, wisdom, and sound judgment, in
other words, we should render unto rational discourse what
belongs to rational discourse—specifically, obedience to the
“better reason.”
To sum up the benefits, then: reason’s fulcrum allows
for constructive conflict resolution; it enables collaborative
inquiry; it facilitates learning; it promotes the recognition
of human dignity; it fosters social harmony, discovery, science, technological advance, and sound decision-making. Nearly every benefit that civilization affords us appears to be rooted, in one
way or another, in our collective embrace of
reason’s fulcrum.
If the choice were merely between all of
us embracing rational accountability or none
of us doing so, then the decision would be a
no-brainer: we’d be “all in,” and scientific, technological, and moral progress would advance
apace. But there is a third option: we can hold
others rationally accountable and make a public show of being accountable ourselves, all the while surreptitiously compromising our commitment when convenient. A
popular way to do this involves rationalizing: reasoning so as
to get the conclusion you want, while trying to maintain the
appearance of reasoning fairly. We clothe our preferences in
good reasons when we can, but when genuinely good reasons aren’t available, we’re not above hiding the unseemly
bits with a fig leaf of rationalization. (The emperor of unreason may have no clothes, but he invariably avails himself of
nominal cover.) It is important, after all, to protect one’s reputation as a rational being.
The alternative with integrity, though, is to keep the commitment and consistently yield to the force of the better reason. The phenomenology of such high-integrity commitment
is interesting, for it bears a more than passing resemblance to
faith. In Greek myth, Odysseus had his sailors tie him to the
mast of his sailing ship, thereby providing us with a timeless
metaphor for commitment. In like fashion, we can tie ourselves to the ship of reason and let the winds of reason-giving
discourse determine our course. This is arguably the way of
reason, but clearly there is something akin to faith in it—for
it involves committing to the ship, trusting the winds, and
voluntarily depriving oneself of the freedom to back out on
the deal.
Plato’s account of Socrates’s final days stressed his mentor’s unswerving devotion to the life of reason.9 Socrates,
always willing to yield to the force of the better reason,10 is
depicted as utterly unwilling to compromise this core commitment—his commitment to rational accountability. Even in the

face of death, Socrates took a stand for reason’s fulcrum. In so
doing, he set an example that has echoed through the ages.
Do truly reasonable people constantly reevaluate their
commitment to the life of reason and jump ship when it’s
in their interests to do so? Or do they instead maintain their
commitment “in good faith,” remaining aboard even when
the seas get rough? There is cleverness in the former option,
but wisdom in the latter.

How Reason Comes Unhinged

“The time has come for a more
far-reaching principle, one that insulates
politics from all forms of unaccountable talk.”

Reflect for a moment on the genesis of reason’s fulcrum.
How does it come into being? As with all norms, it comes
into existence with expectation. The norm literally takes form
when we expect each other, and ourselves, to be responsive
to reason—when the expectation of rational accountability
becomes normal. With normality, expectation becomes normative; adherence strengthens norms.
Conversely, violation weakens them. At one end of the
spectrum, covert violation can barely diminish a norm’s influence; at the other, outright defiance can deal one a mortal
blow. Challenges to reason’s fulcrum can fall anywhere
on this continuum and generally take the form of nonobservance. Nonobservance, of course, has a greater or lesser
impact depending on the readiness of others to follow the
norm-defying example.
In field after field, mature, responsible people are careful to set the right example. They expect one another to be
responsive to reasons and to treat violations with some seriousness. A responsible engineer will not say that a bridge’s
aging trusses are sound unless there is good evidence;
indeed, an engineer who indulged in such irresponsible talk
could lose his or her job. A good doctor will not recommend
a surgical procedure without solid grounds for thinking it
will help the patient; otherwise, the doctor could lose his
or her medical license. If Dionysus puts the kibosh on a sensible-seeming proposal to improve the kids’ education, he
ought to have a good reason. Heck, if I cancel a picnic that you
are looking forward to, I owe you a reason. In every area of
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our lives, where the well-being of others is at stake, we expect
people to have reasons for the choices they make, or at least
yield when confronted with them.11
There is one notable exception. There is one domain where
accountability-defying performances similar to Dionysus’s are
not only common, but celebrated. I speak, of course, of religion. In this sphere, accountability to the force of the better
reason is held in abeyance, and faith—the tenacious refusal
to rethink something despite evidence to the contrary—is
held to be a virtue. Religions valorize faith, thereby exempting core claims and attitudes from the rational revision they
would otherwise face.
Religions employ other mechanisms to evade rational
accountability. Concepts such as heresy, apostasy, and sacrilege are used to frighten dissenters into silence, thereby buying religious views a kind of de facto immunity from criticism.
The idea that doubts can consign one to eternal torment (the
New Testament classifies doubting the Holy Spirit as the one

The Parable of Encroaching Pumpkinism

Protecting civil society from religious intrusion, I have claimed,
is a job that cannot be left to the nonestablishment clause of
the U.S. Constitution. Can the latter’s insufficiency be shown?
The barely fictional case of Freedonian politics may serve
to drive the point home. Suppose Freedonia’s predominant
religious caste—the Sacred Order of the Great Pumpkin—
makes up a sizeable majority of the population and consistently elects “Pumpkinist” candidates to public office. The
more ardent Pumpkinists declare that Freedonia is, and has
always been, a “Pumpkinist nation”; they decry the erosion of
Pumpkinist values and make strident demands that the legal
system conform to the revealed will of the Great Sky Squash.
Their efforts, though, are frustrated by a key provision of
Freedonia’s constitution, one that prevents the passage of
any law that would tend to “establish” religion, or “impede
the free exercise thereof.”
Still, Pumpkinist convictions routinely surface in
political debates and often influence public policy. Voluble professions of Pumpkinist faith win
favor with the electorate; pious references to scripture evoke reverence in legislative chambers, and
challenges to Pumpkinist principles are increas“Human beings reinforce social bonds via storytelling,
ingly viewed as distasteful. In some cases, they
are viewed as downright heretical, even shouted
music, dance, gossip, and, yes, religious ritual,
down. Meanwhile, Pumpkinist children are taught,
but it is with reasons that we weave the essential
let us say, that their squash-lord abhors intra-Chrisfabric of civilized existence.”
tian marriage, and sure enough, sacred scripture
describes such unions as “an abomination.”
Now suppose that you are a member of Freedonia’s
Christian minority, and the Pumpkinists push through
legislation that prohibits Christians from marrying
one another. Civil liberties advocates challenge the
law’s
constitutionality,
but Freedonia’s Supreme Court upholds
and only unforgivable sin) represents a particularly nasty and
it,
pointing
out,
in
its
majority opinion, that the prohibition
12
psychologically abusive way of blocking critical reflection.
neither
establishes
Great
Pumpkinism nor impedes the free
Scripture’s purportedly divine origins buy it a large measure
exercise
of
Christianity.
(“The
free exercise of Christianity,” the
of unearned deference. By according private revelations—
majority
rules,
“is
not
predicated
on marriage, for all of its ritexperiences of a deeply meaningful but personal nature—
uals
can
be
performed
by
the
unmarried.
. . . Nor do bans on
evidential significance, religions subvert the scientific expecintra-Christian
marriage
constitute
an
‘establishment’
of relitation that results be publicly replicable. Clearly, devices like
gion;
such
bans
find
sufficient
basis
in
basic
moral
decency.”)
these, and the example they set, compromise our collective
The electorate accepts this rationale, for they can feel in their
commitment to rational accountability.
bones the basic indecency of intra-Christian marriage.
Humanism is properly understood as a thoroughgoing
The parable shows that religions can encroach on basic
commitment to rational accountability. Humanists recognize
rights and freedoms without directly violating the antiestabthat scientific and moral progress are both predicated on the
lishment clause of the U.S. Constitution. What must we do,
depth and breadth of our collective willingness to abide by
then, to protect civil discourse against religious subversion?
the force of the better reason. We humanists are not (just)
In what follows, I suggest some candidate principles for a
grouchy debunkers out to rain on religious parades; we grasp
second wall of separation—a higher, sturdier wall suitable to
that moral progress hinges on reason’s fulcrum and ask that
the needs of a truly free people. All require critical testing, so
religions play by the same rules as the rest of us. At bottom,
I invite debate on their merits.
humanism is not antireligion; it is pro-accountability.
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Constructing a New Wall of Separation
The wrongness of Pumpkinism-inspired restrictions on the
freedom to marry, I take it, is obvious. But how might one get
a devout Pumpkinist to see this for him- or herself? One can
point out that intra-Christian marriage doesn’t harm anyone
or that the state has no compelling interest in its regulation.
These arguments are not unworthy or unimportant, but they
correspond to utilitarian and classically liberal argument strategies—arguments that are notoriously ineffective at swaying
the devout. For the moment, then, let us set them aside.
A Kantian argument strategy has more promise in this
context because the so-called “law of the gospels” occupies
a prominent place in religious (and, let us say, Pumpkinist)
moral teachings. A rhetorical question will suffice to convey
the gist: How would you like it if others used their religious
convictions to justify taking away your freedoms? If you
wouldn’t like it—and you admit that it is wrong to do unto
others what you wouldn’t want done unto you—then you
shouldn’t deploy your religious convictions to justify policies
that deprive others of their freedoms. If their articles of faith
appear arbitrary to you, then chances are your articles of faith
will appear arbitrary to them. If, as an aggrieved minority, you
find a majority’s sectarian rationale alienating or unsatisfying,
then you should avoid employing such rationales yourself.
Such reflections indicate that, when it comes to public policy
discourse, sectarian reasoning is out of bounds. It’s simply not
a civilized way to argue.
Dwelling on this point illuminates a surprising truth: the
“law of the gospels” has implications that are fundamentally
secularist in nature. No one wants the sectarian rationales
of others to subvert public discourse, so we should all forgo
employing such rationales ourselves. Thus, the golden rule
implies not just state neutrality on religious issues but a public
discourse freed from sectarian thinking and argumentation.
(If this is right, secularists have come to grips with an implication of Jesus’s teachings that, unfortunately, many Christians
remain blind to. Here at least, seculars’ commitment to
treating others as they wish to be treated is considerably
deeper and more thoroughgoing than that of, say, Christian
Dominionists. Should seculars, then, feel entitled to act
“holier than thou”? No, but it is not wrong to recognize that
secularism here exhibits a measure of moral maturity that
religious ideologues often lack.)
The point is that the “golden rule” has epistemic corollaries—implications for how we ought to reason and deliberate.
If you don’t like it when others are obstinately unpersuadable, you should avoid being obstinately unpersuadable too.
You shouldn’t deploy reasons in ways that you wouldn’t want
others deploying them. If it’s inadmissible for others to invoke
their articles of faith in support of conclusions you abhor, it’s
equally inadmissible for you to invoke your articles of faith

for conclusions they abhor. (The fact that an article of faith
is yours, of course, is not a morally relevant fact.) To put the
point in a provocative form: there is something profoundly
“unChristian”—and morally wrong—about public policy
arguments from uniquely Christian (or Hindu, or Muslim, or
Pumpkinist) premises.
Centuries of jurisprudence underscore the necessity of
structuring discourse and deliberation in certain ways if we
wish to achieve just outcomes. Rules of evidence, Miranda
rights, jury sequestration, the advocacy system—all this and
more represent attempts to lend the judicial process a kind of
procedural integrity. But it is not just judicial proceedings that
need protection from corrupting influences. Legislative proceedings—and political discourse more generally—are also
prone to corruption. The influence of Pumpkinist ideology on
Freedonian law is one case in point; the influence of Christian
ideology on American law is another.13 It is worth asking
what kinds of procedural rules can serve to protect political
discourse from ideological corruption.
John Rawls’s work in political philosophy offers an example
of the sort of thing I have in mind. He illuminates the concept
of justice by imagining a deliberative situation stripped of one
type of corrupting influence: the motivation to rig the political
game in one’s own favor.14 His “original position” and “veil of
ignorance” represent clever attempts to purge a hypothetical
political discourse of distorting influences. But there is no reason that we should not attempt to do the same with actual
political discourse. Indeed, it is imperative that we attempt
it—and succeed.
Here, Kantian do-as-you-would-be-done-by reasoning
suggests several possibilities:
• The Principle of Transparency. Political arguments must
employ premises that are sufficiently transparent (at least in
principle) to those affected by the resulting policies.
• The Principle of Public Grounds. Public-policy proposals
should never be argued for on private or inscrutable
grounds.
• The Principle of Accountability. Civic discourse should be
accountable to those whom it affects.
• The Principle of Common Ground. Justifications for the
exercise of state authority should always be built upon facts
and evidence in principle available to all (and possibly also,
upon interests common to all)—upon what we might call
“common ground.”
I don’t know that I would go to the mat for any of these
principles, but each expresses, at least roughly, an intuitive
and sensible-seeming restriction on political discourse. For
only reasons that meet such restrictions can perform the outlook-reconciling, mutual-understanding-building function of
genuinely civil discourse. (Note that these principles are
designed to protect against several forms of ideological and
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special-interest-based corruption, and in no way discriminate
against religion per se.)

Why Religions Are Fundamentally De-civilizing
The framers of the U.S. Constitution understood that religious
ideology poses a unique challenge to civil society. That is
why they enshrined the nonestablishment clause in the very
first article of the Bill of Rights. But what is it about religious
conviction that makes it particularly subversive of civil order?
One answer is that it tends to sanction violations of all of the
above principles. Thus:
• The grounds of religious conviction are notoriously opaque
to all but the duly indoctrinated—they violate the Principle
of Transparency.
• Religious beliefs are frequently based on private revelation—on experiences of a deeply personal nature—grounds
that, when they influence public policy, violate the Principle
of Public Grounds.
• To valorize faith is to encourage unaccountable talk; indeed,
admonitions to “have faith” function, for the most part,
to exempt religious ideas from answerability to evidence
or argument. Faith-based politics violates the Principle of
Accountability.
• Condemnation of heresy, apostasy, and sacrilege introduce
scare tactics into a process that ought to be unfettered by
fear (thereby falling afoul of what one might want to call
the “Principle of Nonintimidation”).
• Religious convictions are famously sectarian—based on
arbitrary tribal affiliation—which means that they are not
drawn from the common ground of our shared humanity.
They violate the Principle of Common Ground.
In this light, the salutary feature of religious utterance is
its outright defiance of rules that might otherwise serve to
structure a robust and healthy political discourse. Religions,
of course, are multifaceted phenomena. They represent
many things to many people and arguably confer significant
benefits. But they also represent organized opposition to the
civilizing effects of rational discourse. It is high time humanity
came to terms with this fact.

Conclusion
Should the introduction of religious pronouncements into
public discourse, then, be considered a punishable offense?
No. I am not suggesting that we introduce legal or constitutional restrictions on religious speech. Indeed, the right to
speak freely—even in a religious modality—should be viewed
as fundamental. It doesn’t follow, though, that we are
obliged to listen to such speech or treat it as germane to public policy issues, still less that we give it “equal time.” A truly
civilized people will regard the insertion of theology into
politics as faintly ridiculous—as worthy of bemused disdain.
(And sometimes worthy of ridicule, the ridiculous being—by
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definition—that which calls for ridicule.) Such a people will
enforce rational accountability with politeness and good
humor but also with seriousness, vigor, laughter, sarcasm, and
irony. They will take a stand for the force of the better reason
and recognize that doing so will sometimes offend the delicate sensibilities of the faithful. The making of a truly sustainable and prosperous civilization requires that we renew our
collective commitment to rational accountability.
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5. For a further discussion of this concept, see Ronald A. Lindsay, “How
Morality Has the Objectivity that Matters—Without God,” Free Inquiry,
August/September 2014.
6. John Locke, Two Treatises of Government (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1964).
7. For certain purposes, the distinction between what available reasons
indicate is right and what really is right is not a distinction worth making.
In other words, there is a sense of “in the right” for which the reasons
and evidence available to the relevant parties is the relevant class of
evidence. If, for example, we’re interested in whether someone decided
responsibly, given what she knew at the time, the difference more or less
evaporates. I will not argue the point here.
8. Haidt, The Righteous Mind, 75–76. See also Norman, “Why We
Reason.”
9. Plato, Five Dialogues (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1981).
10. Except in Crito, when Socrates admits to being deaf to Crito’s
entreaties and proves uncharacteristically closed to a number of arguments for escaping into exile. Ibid.
11. It is easy to lampoon this claim by misconstruing it as asserting
that each of us routinely has what others consider (or the misconstruer
himself considers) to be good reasons. But that is not the idea. The claim
describes a prevalent expectation but does not assert that we consistently
meet any particular interpretation of that expectation. You can question
humanity’s track record of conforming to this norm, but you can hardly
deny that it is, in fact, an important norm.
12. Were Christianity a true friend to humanity, would it resort to such
abuse? See my “Why Faith’s a False Friend,” Humanist Network News,
available at carnegie-mellon.academia.edu/AndyNorman.
13. Sociologist Joseph Baker has demonstrated that religious belief
has considerable influence in U.S. public policy, despite the Constitution’s
“wall of separation.” His comments were presented at the Institute for
Humanist Studies Symposium, Houston, Texas, November 30 – December
2, 2012.)
14. John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1999).

Andy Norman is a professor of philosophy at Carnegie Mellon University.
He writes and speaks on the philosophy of humanism, the foundations
of ethics, and the teaching of wisdom. In addition to F ree I nquiry , his
work has appeared in Essays in the Philosophy of Humanism and several
scholarly journals.

MY LAST EFFORT
INGERSOLL
v. BLACK
In the last five
issues I have
presented brief
examples of Robert
Ingersoll’s unmatched ability to make the case for secular humanism and
against the evils in the man-made Christian and other religions. These could not begin to do justice to his extraordinary genius and output. I have run these in the hope that
you will want to know more about him and his thought—
which went far beyond religion. ▼If there is a relatively
brief way to know his case against Christianity it may be in
his written debate—I think the best kind because there is no
room for acting or careless words or forgotten points—with
Jeremiah Black, former Justice, U.S. Supreme Court; U.S.
Attorney General and Secretary of State. Ingersoll was invited by The North American Review to lead off with his
view of the Christian Religion on the promise that they
would find someone to answer and that Ingersoll could
respond to that answer.
The entire debate covers 67 pages—all well worth reading.
However, if you can’t do that I think you will be rewarded
and probably astonished to read just Black’s answer to the
opening paper and Ingersoll’s reply—those take 52 pages.
Ingersoll recapitulates the points made by Black. The language
alone, from both sides, is something we don’t often see.
The ingersoll-Black debate begins on the opening
page of theingersolltimes.com website and continues with a click.
Also at that site you will find, in an interesting newspaper
format: His longtime personal assistant’s account about
Ingersoll; including how he dictated his part in this debate
while playing billiards! ▼Ingersoll’s Complete Works in 11
Volumes, indexed three ways with direct links. Remember,
Ingersoll did not write books. These volumes are a collection
of everything: speeches; lectures; book reviews, interviews,
fragments and more. ▼Short and long biographies.▼What
Mark Twain, Thomas Edison, Eugene V. Debs, Elizabeth Cady
Stanton and others thought of him ▼And much more.
Here is a further taste of Ingersoll from the debate with
Black and elsewhere: If Christ had wrought the miracles

attributed to him—if he had cured the maimed, the leprous,
and the halt—if he had changed the night of blindness into
blessed day—if he had wrested from the fleshless hand of
avaricious death the stolen jewel of a life, and clothed again
with throbbing flesh the pulseless dust, he would have won
the love and adoration of mankind. If ever there shall stand
upon this earth the king of death, all human knees will
touch the ground. ▼ The idea that a certain belief is necessary to salvation unsheathed the swords and lighted the
fagots of persecution. As long as heaven is the reward of
creed instead of deed, just so long will every orthodox
church be a bastile, every member a prisoner, and every
priest a turnkey. ▼ I have tried to take from the coffin its
horror, from the cradle its curse, and put out the fires of
revenge kindled by the savages of the past. Is it necessary
that heaven should borrow its light from the glare of hell?
Infinite punishment is infinite cruelty, endless injustice, immortal meanness. To worship an eternal gaoler hardens, debases, and pollutes the soul. ▼ While there is one sad and
breaking heart in the universe, no perfectly good being can
be perfectly happy. Against the heartlessness of this doctrine every grand and generous soul should enter its solemn
protest. I want no part in any heaven where the saved, the
ransomed, and redeemed drown with merry shouts the cries
and sobs of hell—in which happiness forgets misery—where
the tears of the lost increase laughter and deepen the dimples of joy. The idea of hell was born of ignorance, brutality,
fear, cowardice, and revenge. This idea tends to show that
our remote ancestors were the lowest beasts. Only from
dens, lairs, and caves—only from mouths filled with cruel
fangs—only from hearts of fear and hatred—only from the
conscience of hunger and lust—only from the lowest and
most debased, could come this most cruel, heartless, and
absurd of all dogmas. ▼ What is right and what is wrong?
Everything is right that tends to the happiness of mankind,
and everything is wrong that increases the sum of human
misery. What can increase the happiness of this world more
than to do away with every form of slavery, and with all
war? What can increase the misery of mankind more than
to increase wars and put chains upon more human limbs?
▼ What is conscience? If man were incapable of suffering,
if man could not feel pain, the word “conscience” never
would have passed his lips. The man who puts himself in
the place of another, whose imagination has been cultivated
to the point of feeling the agonies suffered by another, is
the man of conscience. But a man who justifies slavery, who
justifies a God when he commands the soldier to rip open
the mother and to pierce with the sword of war the child
unborn, is controlled and dominated, not by conscience, but
by a cruel and remorseless superstition.

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 theingersolltimes.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.

secularhumanism.org

October/November 2014

Free Inquiry

37

The Untold Story of
Africa’s Secular Tradition
Leo Igwe

U

nlike in Europe and in other parts of the Western world,
secularism has not succeeded in defining the political
landscape in Africa. In fact, the secularization of Africa
has been marked by contrasts and contradictions, false starts
and setbacks, misconceptions and misrepresentations, dilemmas and ambiguities—all owing to the complex interplay of
religion and politics in the region. The process of separating
religion and state has been under siege due to the powerful
influence of Christian churches—including support from
the Vatican and American evangelical groups—and Islamic
organizations funded and backed by Saudi Arabia, Iran, and

of none before the law and protects the human rights of all,
including the rights of religious minorities.
Africa is religiously and culturally plural. Hence, it is imperative that governments be secular—that is, unbiased for or
against any religion. But this is often not how it turns out.
Many African states are constitutionally secular in principle,
but in practice there is a lot of melding of religious and political
spaces. Religious groups pressure governments to make their
dogmas and doctrines state policies.
As Nigerian columnist Abimbola Adelakun observed:
“Religion in Nigeria . . . by the way, is about politics and politics
is about contesting spaces. When sects push
for space for their religion to thrive, it is not
necessarily about social equality. The aim is
their cut of socio-political relevance and the
capital they can build with it.”
“. . . The notion of secularization is largely misrepresented
Religious groups interfere with state matby politicians in Africa who are bent on sustaining the image
ters as they contest for space and influence.
of a ‘religious continent’ to further their own interests.”
Many of the de jure democracies we have in
Africa today are really only quasi-democracies—de facto Christian, Islamic or “Chrislamic”
theocracies. Many politicians regard the idea
other Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) countries.
of separating religion and state as a Western notion that is alien
The major challenge is that the notion of secularization is
to African political culture and values. Some view secularism as a
largely misrepresented by politicians in Africa who are bent
legacy of European cultural imperialism and political irreligionism.
on sustaining the image of a “religious continent” to further
They equate secularism with atheism and think secularization is
their own interests.
a process of eliminating religion from society and enthroning
Rooted in the European Renaissance and the Enlightenment,
atheism as the state “religion.” Some Africans think separating
secularism guarantees the state’s neutrality and impartiality on
religion and state is incipient communism—a creeping socialreligious matters and provides institutional protection against
ist agenda. To certain Muslim eyes, the roots of secularism
the establishment of theocracy and religious dictatorship.
lie in Christian Europe, making it a repugnant worldview to
Constitutionally, separating religious and state authorities
Muslim theocrats who do not subscribe to the notion of sepaguarantees the equality of individuals of different faiths and
rating mosque and state.
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But the idea of separating religion and government is
not new to Africa. Elements of secularism are identifiable in
precolonial African societies, contrary to what some African
religious leaders would have us believe. For example, in 2006,
Professor Maake Jonathan S. Masango from South Africa
told the U.S. Congressional Human Rights Caucus that “in the
African tradition, religion is a very integral part of our culture.
So it is not easy to simply place things in compartments; ‘this is
the religious part [and] this is the secular part.’” Such misrepresentations serve the interests of priestly politicians and political
priests. On the contrary, in Africa, worldly and otherworldly
things have actually existed in compartments, not merged as
contemporary religious ideologues claim. Unfortunately, the
colonial mentality and Christian and Islamic indoctrination prevent many Africans from acknowledging the secular elements
and roots in their culture.

Separation of Religion and State in Precolonial Africa

So the idea that the separation of religious and state
affairs was completely unknown in precolonial Africa is
patently untrue and does not reflect the social and political
reality at this phase in African history.

Secularism in Colonial Africa
The situation changed with the advent of colonialism. The
colonial authorities introduced new dynamics to politics and
religion in Africa. These dynamics transformed state-religion
relationships in the region.
Colonial authorities enthroned the European model of
legal and governmental institutions to assert their power and
legitimacy over the colonies in Africa. The state bureaucratic
system they established was supposed to be secular, but it
was not. The colonial establishment had a religious layer—a
strong Christian religious coating and character. The colonial presence comprised not only administrators, explorers,
armies, and settlers but also missionaries sent to Africa by
different Christian religious orders and denominations in
Europe. The colonial state system was not religiously neutral.
Through the colonial alliances with churches, Christianity was
introduced into the African political process.

Kingdoms and chiefdoms, or their variants, prevailed in
precolonial Africa. Magico-religious beliefs were strong and
widespread. Priests, soothsayers, and diviners were among
the social actors who managed those communities.
Still, political and spiritual roles were separate and distinct, and these royal and clerical
powers were not always invested in one person. The kings and chiefs were not the priests
or clerics. The chiefs handled secular issues and
usually referred spiritual matters to the priests.
Secular and sacred spaces were not one and
“Africa is religiously and culturally plural.
the same. The palace was distinct from the
Hence, it is imperative that governments be
shrine. The distinct roles of traditional rulers
secular—that is, unbiased for or against any religion.
and priests/priestesses have been documented
in communities in Nigeria, Ghana, Uganda,
But this is often not how it turns out.”
Tanzania, Burundi, and Zambia. Indeed, there
was the notion of the divine rights of kings, but
that meant that the kings were chosen by the
gods, not that the kings were priests. Among
the Azande in Central Sudan, the duties of
kings and princes were separate from those of
This meant that Christian colonial authorities faced
the oracles. For the Ibos in Southern Nigeria, the functions
resistance from Muslim-dominated parts of Africa. (Before
of the traditional rulers—the Ezes and Obis—were different
European colonists arrived in Africa, Islamic rule and religion
from those of shrine managers (Didia afa) and other custodiheld sway in parts of the continent. Muslim clerics and warans of the local deities and spirits.
riors from North Africa and the Middle East had colonized
There were, however, also cases where the chiefs were
many parts of the region through trade, preaching, and
the priests and performed political as well as religious duties.
holy wars.) Through their policy of indirect rule and military
These were the exceptions, not the rule, in precolonial
conquests, colonial governments were able to forge alliances
Africa. In the Mamprusi region in contemporary Ghana, the
with local Muslim rulers and establish political control over
Gambarana, as the chief of the town of Gambaga is called, is
these communities. However, Muslim theocrats opposed
the only chief in the area who has both political and spiritual
colonial rule because they saw it as a front for Christian dompowers. Other chiefs have priests who carry out religious
ination and expansionism. This opposition galvanized into an
functions and responsibilities. The Gambarana, by contrast, is
anticolonial struggle that engulfed the region.
both the chief and the chief priest of Gambaga.
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The Catholic Church did not play an active role in the early
days of the struggle against colonial authorities because the
hierarchy of the African church was mainly white missionaries,
some of whom were also part of the colonial establishment.
The church had a vested interest in the colonial status quo.
In fact, some colonial governments provided financial aid to
mission schools. State grants were critical to the sustenance
and survival of Christian mission schools in Nigeria.
This was not the case in Muslim-majority communities.
Muslims opposed European Christian domination and the
rule of “infidels.” They mobilized against colonial oppression

“Many politicians regard the idea of separating
religion and state as a Western notion that is
alien to African political culture and values.”

and exploitation, but for motives that were incompatible with
secularism. According to historian Benjamin Talton, Sheikh
Almadou Bamba, a Muslim leader who founded the Mouride
Brotherhood in late nineteenth-century Senegal, was an
example of an African leader who worked to separate “from
colonial authority rather than challenge it.” Bamba’s goal in
establishing his fraternal organization for Sufi Muslims was to
“protect Islam from the corruptive forces of European rule”
and not directly to oppose European rulers, although he was
targeted by colonial authorities all the same.
Other Africans—Christians, traditionalists, or nonbelievers—allied with liberation movements from other countries
in their fight for independence and self-rule. The movements
against colonial domination had a religious undercurrent, as
politics in postcolonial Africa would reveal.

Separating Religion and State in Postcolonial Africa
The early days of independence were promising for secularism in Africa, with the separation of church and state offering
a solid framework upon which to build modern, progressive
states. The prospect of shaping a free, democratic, and secular
Africa was bright. Many countries adopted a secular constitution establishing a wall separating religion and state—with
the powers of the presidents on one side and those of priests
and bishops, imams and sheikhs on the other. But decades
40
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after independence, many of the secular hopes and promises
have been dashed. Some governments have pulled down this
wall of separation or have gone so far as to merge religion
and state. Many African politicians campaigned on and were
elected for religious reasons. Others campaigned as democrats but ruled as theocrats. This trend has been mainly due to
pressure from religious groups and institutions.
At the end of colonial rule, Muslim-majority countries in
Africa adopted Islam as their state religion and sharia (Islamic
law) or its adaptation as state law. For example, shortly after
Nigeria returned to democratic rule in 1999, Muslim-majority
states in the north imposed sharia law in a country
that “was supposed to be secular,” as Ali Mazrui,
a writer on African and Islamic studies, observed.
The espousal of sharia has had numerous negative effects on human rights in the region. In
2003, a sharia court sentenced a Nigerian woman
to stoning for adultery. In 2010, Sani Ahmed
Yerima, a Nigerian senator, defended his marriage to a thirteen-year-old girl by citing Islamic
law. The freedom of religious minorities has also
suffered in the region. Since sharia came into
force, non-Muslims have been subjected to discrimination in the workplace, in education, and
in political appointments. Churches have been
destroyed, and Islamic dress and codes curtailing
drinking have been imposed on non-Muslims. In
November in the Nigerian city of Kano, police
enforcing the Islamic principle of Hisbah—maintaining a
society in conformity with the laws of Allah—destroyed over
240,000 bottles of beer as part of its crackdown on “immorality” in the state.
The separation of religion and state in Africa has had some
of its most pronounced breaches in matters concerning sexuality education and the reproductive rights of women. The
Catholic hierarchy in Africa opposes sex education in schools as
well as the use of condoms, even while the continent is gripped
by the HIV and AIDS pandemic. The hierarchy continues to
frustrate African governments’ plans to make contraceptives
more accessible and abortion safe and legal. The hierarchy in
Uganda, under the aegis of the Uganda Joint Christian Council
(UJCC), has come out against a proposal to legalize abortion by
Sarah Opendi, the state minister for health. The executive secretary of the UJCC, Father Silvester Arinaitwe Rwomukubwe,
explained his opposition to the proposal in an interview with
Uganda’s Observer, stating that abortion was against the
teachings of the Bible and the church. Health experts say that
at least 1,500 women in Uganda die every year from complications resulting from unsafe abortions.
In Nigeria, the Catholic hierarchy recently pressured Rochas
Okorocha, the governor of the Imo state in the southern
region, to repeal a law that had legalized abortion—accord-

POEM
ing to the local archbishop’s interpretation of it. Archbishop
Anthony Obinna mobilized the clerics and the community
against the governor because of a section of the law that
stated: “Every woman shall have the right to enjoy reproductive rights including the right to medical abortion in cases of
sexual assault, rape, incest and where the continued pregnancy endangers the life or the physical, mental, psychological
or emotional health” of the pregnant woman. The Catholic
Church in Nigeria, in the name of its “pro-life” campaign,
continues to block the government’s efforts to provide legal
protection for the lives and health of women by guaranteeing
access to safe and legal abortion.

“ . . . The idea of separating religion
and government is not new to Africa.
Elements of secularism are identifiable
in precolonial African societies.”

The Endangered State of Secularism
Zambia’s Frederick Chiluba, a Pentecostal Christian who ruled
the country from 1991 to 2002, declared Zambia a Christian
nation shortly after he was elected. Chiluba was praised by
Christian groups and leaders across the world, including the
American televangelist Pat Robertson. The case of Chiluba is
indicative of the endangered state of secularism in Africa.
In particular, it demonstrates that there is an international
dimension to mixing religion and politics in the region. African
religious organizations and leaders often act under the influence of the Vatican and the OIC. They receive moral and financial backing from rich and powerful evangelical and Islamist
groups and institutions around the globe. Until African politicians begin to muster the will and the statesmanship to neutralize these pressures from theocratic establishments, the
promise of a secular Africa will continue to elude the people of
this region, and the idea of an Africa where religion and state
are separate will remain a pipe dream.

Leo Igwe is a former Catholic seminarian and current freelance journalist
and human rights activist. He is the former director of the Center for
Inquiry–Nigeria. He holds an MA in philosophy from the University of
Calabar in Nigeria and is working on a PhD at the Bayreuth International
Graduate School of African Studies in Germany.This article was adapted
with permission from Conscience 35, No. 1 (2014).

The Great War
(July 28, 1914 – November 11, 1918)

Laura Bonazzoli

One hundred times
now the Earth has swept
round the sun a full
arc and still the numbers
haunt:
Nine million
soldiers died
in fifteen hundred sixty-seven
days in the Great War. Four
a minute,
chins unshaved, Bibles or girls
in pockets, lungs
foamy with gas or shredded
with shrapnel, or hands thick or fine
that once played Bach or blackjack flung
quite distant from their stumps. Their time
stopped, eyes stunned,
clothed in grey or brown
or naked or shrouded,
they rise
before me, these beauteous
ghosts, one
at a time,
flushed from their graves
each time
someone says, “An angel saved me.”
“She prayed and she was spared.”
Or even, “I guess
it wasn’t his time.”

Laura Bonazzoli is a freelance writer and editor, mostly in the health
and life sciences. Her poetry has been published online and in print,
including in Epiphany, Humanist Voices in Verse, Red Dancefloor, and
Reed Magazine.
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Russell Blackford

Is Atheism Doomed?

cognitive bias, and this may have contributed to human beliefs in spirits,
demons, and gods.
Vittachi also argues that religious
communities do better and grow faster
over long periods of time because
they provide incentives to pro-social
behavior. First, they have an institutional mechanism for imparting useful moral teachings. Second, the sense
of an unseen witness to our behavior
provides an incentive to conform to
pro-social standards of conduct even
when acting secretly. Furthermore,
Vittachi tells us, in current circumstances the less-religious societies of
Europe and Japan tend to experience
shrinking populations as they adopt
new moral and political standards that
allow a separation of sex, love, and marriage from procreation. These nations,
and others that are joining them, will
be demographically out-competed by
traditional cultures that still promote
multi-child families.
However, Vittachi’s main interest
seems to be in research that suggests—
to him—the existence of a widespread
belief in some form of cosmic, supernatural justice. His research at Hong
Kong Polytechnic University confirms
what might seem fairly obvious: that
there is a widespread and cross-cultural tendency for fictional narratives
to show the triumph of good over evil.
Villains tend to fail, while heroes tend
to prevail (and tend, at least in contemporary cinema, to pay some kind
of price for their own moral transgressions). According to Vittachi, typical
narratives show God as a source of
supernatural justice, whether or not he
appears explicitly onstage and whether
or not their various authors have any
conscious theistic beliefs. With rare
exceptions that tend to be rejected by
popular audiences, fictional narratives
both convey and help to reproduce
widespread human assumptions about
the operation of supernatural justice in
the world—or so Vittachi suggests.
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Some of Vittachi’s evidence that we
are natural-born God-believers seems
obviously doubtful. For instance, he relies
in part on a British survey that showed
“only” 13 percent of adults agreeing
that “humans are purely material beings
with no spiritual element.” This, however, seems to me a surprisingly high
proportion of respondents agreeing with
a strong and potentially ambiguous statement. Let’s think about this. What would I
be committing myself to if I claimed that
we “have no spiritual element”? While
we appear to have no supernatural element to our consciousness, we are at least
psychological and cultural creatures. We
have an emotional nature, and we can be
moved by deep feelings as we respond
to nature, art, and each other. Given the
vagueness of a word such as spiritual, to
deny that we have a “spiritual element”
sounds too close to denying these things.
Whatever the word spiritual might
literally denote, the connotations of
a claim that we have “no spiritual element” may seem quite startling. It
might take a very austere thinker to
insist that the word means something
such as “supernatural”—and that there
is nothing supernatural about us. More
generally, survey results are frequently
open to multiple interpretations. The
thought processes of people answering
surveys are often somewhat opaque.
Still, Vittachi has put forward arguments that are somewhat persuasive
as to why we might be naturally biased
in favor of theism, or at least to ideas
of supernatural intelligences and the
operation of supernatural justice. That
being so, how does he explain the
existence of professed atheists? In fact,
he offers an extraordinarily simplistic
account of the roots of atheism, which
seems to boil down to an endorsement
of the view—attributed to Einstein—
that atheists are people who have
formed “a mistaken belief that harmful
superstition and a general belief in religious or mystical experience were the
same thing, missing the fact that evo-
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lution would discard unhelpful beliefs
and foster the growth of helpful ones.”
This massively distorts Einstein’s
subtle, if perhaps wrongheaded, ideas
about religion. Einstein did not believe
in the existence of a personal deity,
especially not one who intervenes to
reward and punish. In his lack of any
recognizable god-belief, he was an
atheist—although it’s true that he disliked the word atheist—and he had
an idiosyncratic definition of religion
that related to his sense of mystery and
order in the universe. Strictly speaking, however, it may not matter what
Einstein believed. If we leave the great
scientist out of it, might it still be plausible that the roots of atheism lie in a
simple confusion between more and
less harmful kinds of supernaturalism?
Surely not. This evades the entire
history of rational doubt about the
authority of religion, grounded in part
on the anomalous and poorly evidenced
nature of many religious claims, even
from the viewpoint of everyday, prescientific experience. In the last three
or four centuries, religious teachings
have come under enormous intellectual pressure from science (which has
revealed them as premature to the
extent that they offer explanations of
the universe and our situation within
it), from historical-textual scholarship
(which has cast doubt, to say the least,
on the provenance and accuracy of
traditions and holy books), and philosophy (which has shaped the discoveries
of scientists and scholars into skeptical arguments, while raising further
doubts about the logical coherence of
key doctrines).
It may be, for all I can say, that false
beliefs about gods, ancestor spirits,
and other unseen observers of human
actions once had a degree of social utility. If that were the case in current societies, perhaps there would be at least a
need for caution in disabusing people of
their beliefs. However, it is far from clear
that all or any contemporary societies

are better off when these sorts of beliefs
are widely held. Indeed, the direction of
modern history toward gentler societies
in the West, well described in the work
of Steven Pinker, gives little support to
the idea that god-belief ever had much
to contribute to peace and cooperation. Under current conditions, insufficient surveillance of our conduct should
be about the least of our worries—
along with fears of underpopulation.
Moreover, the new political and moral
principles that Vittachi associates with
population decline have much to commend them as steps toward freedom
and away from moralistic oppression.
I am not much impressed by Vittachi’s
argument that fictional narratives portray the triumph of good over evil. As a
generalization, that may be true, but it
is hardly surprising if we tend to prefer
stories in which goodness is rewarded
and wrongdoers are punished. Still,
there may be psychological mechanisms
that encourage supernatural beliefs. If
so, they will tend to do so whether the
beliefs are true or not. Though Vittachi
does not appear to notice this, the existence of any such mechanisms would
actually strengthen the intellectual case

Ophelia Benson

against theism and supernaturalism in
general. The operation of these psychological mechanisms would explain
how some kinds of false belief might
come about and persist in the absence
of what, in other fields of inquiry, would
count as good evidence. In that case,
we have all the more reason not to trust
supernaturalist intuitions.

I

don’t dispute that religion offers comfort and perhaps other psychological attractions, not least the closely
related illusions of participating in a
cosmic drama and possessing deep
understanding of the universe. These
attractions may continue to prop up
religious belief, particularly if harsh environmental and economic conditions
in the near future undermine trust in
rational inquiry and secular institutions.
As Udo Schüklenk and I have written: “For atheism to
become more widely
Russell Blackford is a conjoint lecturer in the School of Humanities
attractive it may be
and Social Science, University of Newcastle, Australia. His latest
that much social
books include 50 Great Myths About Atheism, coauthored with
and economic progUdo Schüklenk (2013), and Intelligence Unbound: The Future of
ress will need to be
Uploaded and Machine Minds, coedited with Damien Broderick
made, altering the
(2014), both from Wiley-Blackwell.
conditions in which

What’s Good for the Bishop

our rights in courts of law. That fight is
important. But litigation can only fight
the symptoms of our broader problems. Religious liberty will be threatened in our nation as long as secularism
is the prevailing cultural leitmotif.”
That claim is completely wrong; it’s
the opposite of the truth. Secularism
is not the enemy of religious liberty,
it’s what makes it possible. Religious
liberty includes, very obviously, liberty
to change one religion for another, to
leave religion altogether or to take it
up, to join a congregation or to create
a religion of your own. That means that
no one religion or branch of a religion
can be dominant, and that entails sepa-

people actually live and work. However, this has already happened to a
great extent in northern and western
European countries, with their high
levels of economic security, education,
and personal freedom. The prospect of
any reversal of Europe’s secularization
currently appears remote.”
The future is not ours to see, and I
have no wish to engage in a sort of
counter-triumphalism in opposition to
D’Souza’s, McGrath’s, or Vittachi’s celebrations. Nonetheless, the intellectual
case against religion is constantly growing stronger, and many people find the
renunciation of supernaturalist dogma
liberating, rather than a source of alienation or despair. There is every prospect
that secular styles of thinking will
spread even more widely, and atheism
is far from dead or doomed.

continued from p. 9

religious liberty but religious power
ration from state power.
and authority. He wants to impose his
Facebook works much the same way,
religion’s rules and taboos on all of us,
after all: it’s secular, yet the bishop is
including people who don’t share his
able to use it under the same conditions
religion. He must be very confident that
as everyone else. (If he posts photos of
no rival religion will come along to
nursing mothers they will probably be
impose its rules and taboos on him . . .
removed, but photos of graphic viobut one wonders why he’s so confident
lence will probably not.) The bishop can
of that.
post his columns attacking secularism
there, and we pagans can ignore them
or argue with them. If anyone gets tired
of it, there is the ability to block people
and never hear from
Ophelia Benson is the editor of the website Butterflies and Wheels.
them again.
Her books include Does God Hate Women? (with Jeremy Stangroom,
What the bishop
Continuum, 2009).
seems to want is not
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Greta Christina

Is It Ethical to Conceal Your Atheism?

not as severe as the harm done by squealing to the Nazis about the hidden Jews,
but it’s considerable. I would also argue
that, while the harm done by keeping this
big secret from your parents is not minuscule, it doesn’t outweigh the harm done
by them cutting you off. And of course, I
would argue that they don’t have a good
reason to do that. To put it mildly. Ditto
for bosses who would fire you and landlords who would throw you out.
You can take this line of thinking
too far, of course. I’m reminded of the
episode of The Simpsons where Bart is
persuaded to join the Mafia by mob
boss Fat Tony: “Bart, is it wrong to steal
a loaf of bread to feed your starving
family? . . . Well, suppose you got a
large starving family. Is it wrong to steal
a truckload of bread to feed them?
. . . And what if your family don’t like
bread? They like cigarettes? . . . Now,
what if instead of giving them away,
you sold them at a price that was practically giving them away. Would that be

Arthur L. Caplan
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they’re offering. No matter how unfair it
a crime, Bart?”
is for your parents to use your religious
Similarly: Is it wrong to conceal your
beliefs or lack thereof to decide whether
atheism from your parents who are
to send you to the Bahamas, it’s still their
housing you? What if they’re paying
money.
for your tuition? What if they’re helpBut there are some situations where
ing you with the down payment on
the harm caused by concealing, deceiva mortgage? What if they’re making
ing, or even outright lying is far outout their will, and you’re managing
weighed by the harm that would be
okay without an inheritance but you
caused by telling the truth. Honesty
sure would breathe easier with that
is a virtue, but it’s not the only virtue,
extra cushion? What if they’re deciding
and it’s not always the most important
whether to send you to the Bahamas?
one. In many situations, it is not only
There is a point where the harm done
reasonable, but right, to set aside strict
by losing your parents’ financial support
honesty to protect people from harm.
slips over from “ruining your life” into
And that’s true even if the person
“would be awfully inconvenient.” We
you’re protecting is yourself.
might not all draw the line in the same
place, but I assume that we can all agree
that the line exists. And that’s the point, I
would argue, where you
actually are obligated
Greta Christina blogs at Greta Christina’s Blog. She is the author
to spill the beans about
of Coming Out Atheist: How to Do It, How to Help Each Other, and
your atheism—or at least,
Why and Why Are You Atheists So Angry? 99 Things That Piss Off
you’re obligated to not
the Godless (2014 and 2012, both from Pitchstone Publishing.
accept whatever moolah

Science Finds an Answer for Parasites

“We should not alter nature,” “We
should not play God,” and “It is not
humanity’s place to design a safer
world” come to mind. Those arguments
I am not buying.
We alter nature for better and
worse every day through agriculture,
medicine, technology, migration, engineering, horticulture, landscaping, and
a thousand other human practices.
When we make a mess of things—
say, heating up the world or polluting
our oceans and lakes—then complaints
are in order. But to say we ought not
change a thing or try to design a safer
world is to say, “Hello and welcome,
chikungunya.”
For too long, all we have been able
to do in order to avoid many pest-
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But yes, gene drives also hold the
and parasite-borne diseases is to try
potential for abuse, accidents, terrorism,
to avoid contact with the organisms,
and inadvertent destruction of our ecovaccinate against their diseases, or seek
system. It is one hell of a trade-off—one
to control them with nasty chemicals.
that requires the world to engage in disGenetic engineering by means of gene
cussing the pros and cons now.
drives holds out the prospect of getting
Chikungunya and its many other gruerid of disease-bearing creatures that
some friends don’t mind our holding off
do nothing in nature but attack us or
on utilizing gene drives for a very long
valuable plants and animals. Wiping
time.
out or reducing useless pests means
saving untold numbers of lives and
fortunes in health-care and disability
costs, improving the economy, lowering the burden of current pest-control on
Arthur L. Caplan is the Drs. William F. and Virginia Connolly Mitty
the environment, and
Professor of Bioethics at New York University and director of
perhaps finding a way
the Division of Medical Ethics at New York University Langone
to adjust to changes in
Medical Center.
climate.
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Shadia B. Drury

Closet Atheism and Tyranny: The Case of Critias of Athens

theless brought down by a treacherous
and unruly mob, is one of the founding
myths of Western civilization. It belongs
as much to Socrates as to Jesus. In both
cases, to say the least, it is in need of
profound revision.

T

he relationship between Socrates
and Critias is an important matter
that must be dealt with fully elsewhere.
Suffice it to say that Socrates adhered
to a new conception of the divine that
was at odds with the pagan sensibilities
of his time. Indeed, his fate—and the esteem in which he has been held through
the ages—are closely connected to the
triumph of this new religious sensibility.
What was this new sensibility? How is it
related to the atheism of Critias and his
ruthless tyranny?
In the extant fragment of his satyrplay, Sisyphus, Critias expresses what
appears to be a bold and shocking atheism. He allows Sisyphus to recount a
time when human beings lived without
faith in gods who punished the wicked
and rewarded good in the afterlife.
The result was that the wicked were
undeterred by laws that their cleverness
could circumvent. But then, a cunning
philosopher appeared on the scene and
claimed that there was a deity that
hears and sees all things—not just deeds
but also thoughts. These thoughts and
deeds would determine the fate of
individuals beyond the grave. In this
way, the philosopher introduced what
Sisyphus tells us is “the most pleasant
of doctrines and with false discourse
obscured the truth.” In other words,
this artful fellow was a liar but also a
great benefactor of humanity. Smartly,
he filled men with fear and foreboding
and in so doing, managed to quell lawlessness.
Critias could not declare his atheistic
doctrine openly without undermining
its utility. So, he resorted to putting
the truth in the mouth of Sisyphus, a
man whose very fate appears to be a
denial of the atheistic doctrine being
espoused. After all, Sisyphus was con-

continued from p. 13

demned by the gods to push a rock up a
hill just to watch it roll back down again
for all eternity. It follows that Sisyphus
cannot possibly believe that the gods
of eternal terror are just the devious
invention of a philosopher. Supposedly,
the unsuspecting multitude would be
entertained by the play; they would
laugh at Sisyphus and not believe a
word he said.
Critias was a deceiver; he was not
telling us the whole truth. He was purposefully obscuring the distinction
between the gods of Homer and the
new religious sensibility represented by
Socrates. It behooves us to recall that
Sisyphus was not punished for wickedness. He was punished for insulting
the gods. The gods of Homer were very
sensitive to insults. They were more
concerned about their honor and status
than moral conduct.
We tend to associate religion with
morality and faith in the rewards and
punishments of the afterlife. But pagan
religion lacked these elements. The pagan
gods were personifications of natural
phenomena—the thunderbolt (Zeus), the
violence of the sea (Poseidon), the power
of erotic love (Aphrodite), the sting of
death (Hades), the bountifulness of the
harvest (Demeter), and the like. Religion
was not about morality—that is, the relations of human beings with one another.
It was about the relationship between
human beings and nature. The gods
were honored or appeased in a desperate quest for protection from very real
threats—storms, shipwrecks, crimes of
passion, death, destruction, famine, and
the devastations of war. Therefore, every
city had its patron gods to forestall the
slings and arrows of outrageous fortune.
No city claimed to have gods that
were better than those of other cities—
gods that were more powerful, more
virtuous, or more real—as was the case
when the Abrahamic religions came
on the scene. All the gods were vain
and fickle. All of humanity was at their
mercy. There was no salvation and no
immortality, for the soul was but an epi-
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phenomenon of the body with no reality of its own. So understood, religion
was an artistic, metaphorical, or childish
explanation of the harsh reality of existence and the fickleness of fortune.
Then came the mystery religions that
influenced Socrates. They established
secret societies headed by priests who
claimed occult knowledge, conducted
elaborate purification rituals and initiation rites, and offered personal salvation and immortality. They invented
new gods allied with morality, which
was understood not only in human
terms as fairness to others but also

“Instead of creating a new
constitution for Athens
modeled on Sparta, Critias . . .
and the rest of the infamous
Thirty Tyrants were responsible
for a terror in which at least
fifteen hundred residents
of Athens were victims
of extrajudicial killing. . . .”

in ascetic terms as self-abnegation.
This explains why Socrates suddenly
swore off his passion for boys, breaking
the heart of Alcibiades. Thanks to the
influence of these mystery religions,
Socrates was so confident in his purity
and immortality that he chose death
over exile or escape when those were
readily available to him. But not all the
followers of Socrates bought into this
new religious sensibility. Some, such as
Critias, and arguably Plato, saw in the
new religion not truth but a splendid
political opportunity.

T

here is nothing either bold or genuine
about the atheism of Critias. He was a
closet atheist, an opportunist, and a politi-

October/November 2014

Free Inquiry

45

Shadia B. Drury

Closet Atheism and Tyranny: The Case of Critias of Athens

cal operative. Like most closet atheists, he
shared the view of true believers in the
value and utility of belief in meddlesome
and moralistic gods, the immortality of
the soul, and the torments of the afterlife. In contrast, a bona fide atheist would
insist that human beings live without lies.
A bona fide atheist would have nothing
but contempt for those who frighten
humanity into moral conduct. A bona
fide atheist would realize that propping up morality with terror undermines it. Critias was not a bona fide
atheist; he was a champion of the lies.
He was committed to the political utility of the gods of shuddering awe.
Since they share the same false
assumption regarding the utility of the
new gods, closet atheists wreak the same
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deluded into thinking that they alone
havoc on the world as theists. When
know what is best for humanity; they
endowed with political power, they disalone are the consummate disseminaplay the same callous indifference to the
tors of the lies that human beings need;
suffering of others in this world. Morally
they alone can rule the unruly multispeaking, closet atheists are likely to be
tude; they alone are fit for power; they
even more reprehensible than theists.
alone have the gumption to do whatThey lack the delusional, simpleminded
ever it takes without flinching. Critias
naïveté of true believers. Instead, they
was a case in point. Closet atheism is
consciously cultivate a cold, calculating
still with us, and its proclivity for tyrbloody-mindedness devoid of all moral
anny continues to be a threat in our
scruple as a badge of honor. Closet
time.
atheism entails a double standard—a
callous immoralism for the initiated
and a high-minded
moralism for everyone
Shadia B. Drury is Canada Research Chair at the University of Regina
else. Needless to say,
in Canada. She is the author of several books, including Terror and
closet atheists are not
Civilization (2004) and Aquinas and Modernity (2008). She is curfree from ideological
rently working on a book titled Socratic Mischief.
delusions. They are
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Mark Rubinstein

The Rape of the Classical World

three feet wide and 646 feet in length
if unwound—remain intact, today
an incongruous bronze image of the
first pope, Peter, resides above them.
A somewhat smaller Doric marble column, also with a continuous spiral relief,
can be found a short distance away
at the Piazza Colonna. It commemorates Marcus Aurelius’s Danubian and
Macromannic wars. In the sixteenth
century, in place of a statue of Marcus
Aurelius, a bronze figure of the Apostle
Paul—purposely chosen to complement
Peter on Trajan’s Column—was placed
atop the column, where it remains to
this day. In 1749, in an act of extreme
irony and one of the rare instances in
which the Church acted to preserve a
classical building without converting it
for religious purposes, Pope Benedict
XIV declared the ignominious Coliseum
in Rome a sacred place to prevent its
further destruction through quarrying
or possibly to memorialize the place
where Roman persecution of Christians
took place.
But the most emblematic effacement is a palimpsest containing the
only known copy of Archimedes’s
most important mathematical work,
The Method or Method Treating of
Mechanical Theorems. Considered hopelessly lost, it was discovered in 1906. The
Archimedes Palimpsest contains erased
pages overwritten with devotional literature and drawings of the four biblical
evangelists. Scholars have spent decades
uncovering almost all of Archimedes’s
original using recently developed optical digital-processing technology. This
palimpsest illustrates, as perhaps nothing else so viscerally can, the apparent
triumph of Christianity over the culturally superior ancient Greek world. But
this turns out to be only a victorious
battle, not the end of the war, since
today, by virtue of modern technology,
the resurrected genius of Archimedes
shines through.
As a general rule, the intellectual
achievements of the Greeks far outshine
those of the durable and politically powerful Roman Republic and early Imperial

continued from p. 15

Significant Figures in the Arts and Sciences
850 BCE–1000 CE
Astronomy
Biology
Chemistry
Earth Sciences
Physics
Mathematics
Medicine
Technology
Western Art
Western Literature
Western Philosophy

Greek
91
5
0
1
4
193
64
45
21
377
439

Roman
0
12
0
0
0
0
1
16
0
4

Christian
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
328
3
910

Other
1
0
1
0
0
7
1
1
0
0
3

1 Ptolemy, Hipparchus; 2 Pliny the Elder; 3 Euclid, Diophantus, Archimedes; 4 Hippocrates,
Galen; 5 Archimedes; 6 Vitruvius; 7 Homer, Euripides; 8 Virgil; 9 Aristotle, Plato, Socrates,
Plotinus; 10 Augustine

Note: The three Christians under Literature are Ambrose, Tertullian, and Augustine. The four
Roman philosophers are Lucretius (Epicurean), Marcus Aurelius (Stoic), Seneca (Stoic), and
Plutarch. The three “other” philosophers are Philo (Jewish), Al-Kindi (Islamic), and Saiadia ben
Joseph (Jewish).

Rome—as well as the first one thousand
did get some things wrong, such as
years of Christianity. Using the tables
their attitudes on slavery and the role
in sociometrician Charles Murray’s
of women. But almost everyone else
Human Accomplishment: The Pursuit
continued to get these wrong until the
of Excellence in the Arts and Sciences:
eighteenth-century Enlightenment.
800 b.c. –1950, we can quantify this by
I would like to somehow go back to
the classical period and bottle whatcomparing the achievements of Greeks,
ever its secret ingredient was. Was it
Romans, and Christians across several
loving freedom, democracy, and comfields. The table above gives the number
petition, appreciating ingenuity, and
of significant figures (by field) whose convaluing human achievement? Was it
tributions were made prior to 1000 CE.
the pursuit of physical and intellectual
The numbered footnotes list the individperfection, believing that humans are
uals dated before 1000 CE who ranked
intrinsically superior to gods and that
in the top twenty within their fields from
death is a natural part of life, setting
850 BCE to 1950 CE. Augustine is the sole
love for community ahead of devotion
Christian so honored.
to god, considering all ideas open to
Murray considers an individual a sigquestion, valuing learning for its own
nificant figure if he or she is mentioned
sake, or emphasizing the current over
in at least 50 percent of fifteen or so
the next life? Not one of these is a virselected authoritative sources in each
tue emphasized during the first 1,500
field. For the entire period, across all
years of Christianity. Whatever the
surveyed fields (which in addition to
ingredient, I would like to carry it forthose in the table also include Western
ward in time and sprinkle a little of it on
music and several categories of Eastern
our century.
art, literature, and philosophy), Murray
lists a total of 4,002 significant figures.
Within each subject, individuals
are ranked by the average numMark Rubinstein is a retired professor of finance at the
ber of pages devoted to them in
University of California at Berkeley. In addition to his
the sources.
columns, he is a frequent contributor of other articles to
So the Greeks must have
F ree I nquiry , his latest being the feature “Anticipating
gotten something right. Of
Hamlet
in the Gospels,” which appeared in the August/
course, looking back from the
September
2014 issue.
twenty-first century, the Greeks
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Church-State Update

SCOTUS v. Religious Liberty

B

reathes there an American who
is not familiar with the Supreme
Court’s narrow, despicable June
30 ruling in Burwell v. Hobby Lobby? It
has been hailed as a great victory for
religious liberty by ultraconservatives,
misogynist bullies, clericalists, the religious Right, and the poorly informed.
More thoughtful people across the religious and political spectra, however,
regard the decision as a serious setback
for religious liberty, for women’s individual rights of conscience, and women’s health.

“ . . . Burwell v. Hobby Lobby
. . . has been hailed as a great
victory for religious liberty
by ultraconservatives,
misogynist bullies, clericalists,
the religious Right, and the
poorly informed.”

Simply put, this ruling elevates the
“sincerely [?] held” religious opinions
of certain “closely held” corporations
(can inanimate corporations have opinions on religion?) over the very real
religious liberty, rights of conscience,
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Edd Doerr

and health concerns of real flesh-andblood women and the dependents
of all employees, male and female. I
was immediately reminded of George
Orwell’s Animal Farm, in which “All pigs
are equal, but some are more equal
than others.”
This ruling was based on the 1993
Religious Freedom Restoration Act,
which was passed almost unanimously
by Congress to try to remedy the 1990
Supreme Court ruling in Employment
Division v. Smith, written by Justice
Antonin Scalia. That ruling trashed the
religious liberty claims of two Native
Americans in Oregon who lost their
jobs because of the use of the drug peyote in religious ceremonies predating
the European settlement of America.
(Peyote is not a recreational drug.) As
Scalia cast the deciding vote in Hobby
Lobby, he was, in effect, reversing himself and placing himself in the position
of putting the religious opinions of
certain corporate employers over the
religious liberty claims of women. What
is Italian for chutzpah? Arrogancia?
As expected, the ruling was warmly
praised by the U.S. Conference of Catholic
Bishops, Southern Baptist and Missouri
Synod Lutheran leaders, and various and
sundry denizens of the far-Right Twilight
Zone.
Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, speaking for the four more reality-based dissenters, opined that the conservative
majority had opened a Pandora’s box
of easily visualized erosions of rights
of all Americans. Democrats generally
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criticized the ruling, while Republicans
praised it. We hope that voters will
bear this in mind when they go to
the polls in November. It cannot have
escaped notice that the five justices in
the bare majority were all appointed by
the Republican Presidents Reagan and
Bushes I and II.
Among the flood of negative reactions to the court’s ruling were these:
Kathy Miller, president of the Texas
Freedom Network: “The decision turns
the concept of religious freedom on
its head. Saying that employers may
impose their religious beliefs on the
deeply personal decisions their workers make fundamentally redefines religious freedom. In effect, this radical
view holds a woman’s personal decisions about whether and when to have
children hostage to the religious dictates of her employer.”
Jon O’Brien, president of Catholics for
Choice: “Today’s ruling by the Supreme
Court is a devastating blow to real religious liberty in America. The claim that
institutions or corporations have a conscience or religious liberty is disingenuous and offensive. Conscience and religious liberty rights belong properly to
individuals. . . . These cases are about
far more than birth control or access
to health care. At stake are the religious liberty rights of all workers in the
United States—their right to live their
lives according to their own beliefs and
consciences, and their freedom from
having their employers’ beliefs forced
upon them.”

The Center for American Progress:
“With Hobby Lobby, the Court has
imposed the religious beliefs of a few
on the many, burdening thousands of
employees and creating legal precedence that turns the notion of a secular
society on its head. The Court’s decision
has drastically distorted religious liberty protections as we as a nation have
known them.”

Hey, What’s This?
From an August 1, 2014, National Catholic
Reporter article by Catholic priest Michael

several thousand ‘first humans.’” Hmm.
Crosby, subtitled “Science Challenges Us
No Adam and Eve? That would seem to
to Show that Our Catholic Faith Is
mean that the Bible story is just a “once
Supremely Reasonable”: “Scientific data
upon a time” tale, that “original sin”
show our universe is at least 13.8 billion
only means “original condition of being
years old, not the 8,000 to 10,000 years
human,” and that “salvation” means that
described in the creation narratives. . . .
we humans must “save” ourselves from
Science also shows that humankind
our own screw-ups without any “superhad its evolutionary origins 40,000–
natural” help. Welcome, Father Crosby, to
100,000 years ago. . . . But now, findthe world of secular humanism.
ings from the genome indicate that,
precisely because of our genetic diversity, we humans cannot have
descended from any unique
Edd Doerr is the president of Americans for Religious
‘Adam and Eve.’ It seems more
Liberty and the author of numerous books and articles.
likely that we evolved from

Church and State

Where Do We Go from Here?

L

ike all Americans who value the
separation of church and state, I was
dismayed by the 5–4 ruling of the
U.S. Supreme Court in the case of Town
of Greece, New York v. Galloway et al.
rendered on May 5, 2014. In this case,
the Supreme Court overruled an appeals
court decision and decided that the pattern of invocations practiced by the town
council of Greece did not violate the U.S.
Constitution, specifically the establishment clause of the First Amendment.
After reading the entire decision—both
the majority and all minority opinions—I
have concluded that the majority erred
primarily because it based its decision on
tradition rather than on reason applied
to the First Amendment. The practices of
government at any level are not morally
or legally correct merely because they
have been habitual. I am sure that the
court’s decision will be analyzed for a
long time to come, and it should be.
However, it’s time for us who seek the

Gary Whittenberger

separation of church and state to turn
the page and ask ourselves, “Where do
we go from here?”
To me, it seems that we have five
main options:
1. Disrupt government-sponsored pray
ers, especially when they occur in
legi
slative sessions at all levels of
government.
2. Do nothing, thus acquiescing to the
status quo.
3. Work for a constitutional amendment to
outlaw government-sponsored prayers.
4. Work for the election of presidents
who will nominate persons for the
Supreme Court who are likely to be
approved by the Senate and who
are more supportive of churchstate separation than most of those
currently on the bench.
5. Work within the Greece v. Galloway
ruling to change the pattern or format
of prayers at government meetings.
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The first option is a poor one because
it will result in arrests, prosecutions, trials, and penalties of various sorts for
the protestors, and it is unlikely to persuade government bodies to end their
prayers. The second option is inadequate. To do nothing will simply result
in an increase in the favoritism shown
by government for the majority religion, Christianity, which will become
even more dominant in our culture
than it already is. The third option is a
good one, and we should probably put
some effort into it. However, getting
the desired constitutional amendment
is probably centuries away. We should
pursue the fourth option, but it may
not pay many dividends. Unfortunately,
future Supreme Court decisions are
likely to rely on the precedent set by
Greece v. Galloway, in which even the
minority opinion, written by Justice
Elena Kagan, endorsed the idea that
government-sponsored prayers in
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themselves are not unconstitutional. It
seems to me that the only reasonable
way to go at this time is to vigorously
pursue the fifth option.
We should push government bodies
at all levels—federal, state, and local—
to change their current invocation
practices (if they conduct invocations),
to be less coercive or pressuring, be
more fair to persons of different worldviews, and be more compliant with the
guidelines of the recent Supreme Court
decision. Although he supported the
majority opinion of the court, Justice
Samuel Alito referred in a separately
written opinion to a hypothetical “best
practices standard” that might govern

“I have concluded that the
majority erred primarily because
it based its decision on tradition
rather than on reason applied to
the First Amendment.”

invocations for legislative bodies in the
future. I think that we should make the
hypothetical a reality and promote a
new standard for invocations at public
meetings of government bodies.
What should a legislative body,
including a town council, do to establish a proper system of invocations? I
propose the following four actions:
1. Determine the distribution of worldviews within the area of its governance. This can be done either by
looking for population surveys that
have already been conducted or by
commissioning a new survey. Any
survey used should meet the highest scientific standards. A proper
survey would show what percentage of persons in the area hold to
Christian, Jewish, Muslim, and other
religious and nonreligious worldviews. A new survey every five years
50

Free Inquiry

October/November 2014

may be required to keep up with
demographic changes.
2. Devise a schedule by which invited
representatives of the worldviews in
a community deliver the invocation at
meetings on a rotating basis. The frequency of invocations on behalf of
worldviews should be proportional
to the percentages of persons in
the community who espouse those
worldviews, which would already be
determined by the aforementioned
scientific survey. So, for example,
if there are twenty-four meetings
per year at which prayers are to
be presented and if Christians comprise 75 percent of the population
in the area of governance, then representatives of Christianity should
be invited to present the prayer on
eighteen of the twenty-four occasions. If the nonreligious comprise 14
percent of the population, as they do
in the city where I live (Tallahassee,
Florida), then representatives of the
nonreligious should be invited to
present the prayer on three of the
twenty-four occasions. In the current
example, there would be one meeting per year set aside for a representative of a minority worldview to
give the prayer, and this would be a
minority with less than 1/24 or 4 percent of the population. This idea of a
“wild card” invocation opportunity
can be applied to any governmental
body with known meeting schedules. In Greece v. Galloway, the court
made it clear that government bodies should not discriminate against
persons of minority worldviews who
ask to deliver the invocation. Fair
systems of rotation can and should
be developed.
3. Provide proper training or printed
information in advance to all representatives who will present invocations. This training or information
should describe the qualities of an
invocation that the Supreme Court
has recognized in Greece v. Galloway
as being desirable or conforming to
the First Amendment. In the words of
the Supreme Court majority opinion,
a prayer given before any legislative
body should: (a) not be “exploited
to proselytize or advance any one,
secularhumanism.org

or to disparage any other, faith or
belief”; it should (b) lend “gravity
to public business, remind lawmakers to transcend petty differences
in pursuit of a higher purpose, and
expresses a common aspiration to a
just and peaceful society”; yet (c) not
“prescribe a religious orthodoxy.” It
should (d) “address his or her [the
speaker’s] own God or gods as conscience dictates”; (e) “reflect values
long part of the Nation’s heritage”;
and (f) be “solemn and respectful in
tone” so that it “invites lawmakers to
reflect upon shared ideals and common ends before they embark on
the fractious business of governing.”
It must (g) not “denigrate nonbelievers or religious minorities, threaten
damnation, or preach conversion”
while it should (h) “unite lawmakers
in their common effort” and (i) “seek
peace for the Nation, wisdom for its
lawmakers, and justice for its people,
values that count as universal and
that are embodied not only in religious traditions, but in our founding
documents and laws.” It may (j) not
“betray an impermissible government purpose” but must (k) embody
a “part of our heritage and tradition,
part of our expressive idiom largely
to accommodate the spiritual needs
of lawmakers with due respect for
those who adhere to other beliefs.”
4. Announce a disclaimer prior to every
invocation that emphasizes that participation in the prayer is voluntary
and that failure to participate will
not be held against any legislator,
citizen, or other person attending the
meeting. The disclaimer should be
standardized and delivered by the
presiding governmental official. The
following wording would work very
well: “Before we begin our regular
invocation, I wish to remind all those
present here today that your full
participation in the invocation is not
expected, required, or demanded.
You may stay or leave; stand, sit,
or kneel; take off or keep on your
headgear; bow your head or not;
and close your eyes or not. However,
if you remain in the room, I only
ask that you remain silent during
the invocation. This [insert county,

city, state, or national] governmental
body guarantees that your participation or nonparticipation in the invocation will have no effect whatsoever
on your business with us. The views
of our guest giving the invocation
today are his/her own and do not
necessarily represent the views of
this governmental authority. Today
our invocation will be presented
by [name and affiliation]. You may
begin.” This disclaimer will help to
reduce the entanglement of church
and state, lower the social pressure
to participate, help attendees feel

comfortable, and reduce the chances
of future legal action.

encouraging the recruitment of persons
from various worldviews within a community to present invocations and discouraging the association of any governmental body with any particular
worldview. While the court’s decision
has been disappointing to me and my
freethinking friends, all is not lost. Our
battle cry should now be “No Invocations
without Representation!”

In its decision of Greece v. Galloway,
the U.S. Supreme Court did not give carte
blanche to governmental bodies to conduct prayers. In writing the majority opinion, Justice Kennedy wrote, “In rejecting
the suggestion that legislative prayer
must be nonsectarian, the Court does
not imply that no constraints
remain on its content.” In its
Gary Whittenberger is a writer and retired psychologist
decision, the court has proliving in Tallahassee, Florida. He is a member of several
vided some guidelines that
freethought groups, including the Center for Inquiry.
center on fairness, especially

Humanist Soapbox

Money on His Mindfulness: The Real Dalai Lama

T

here is no greater demonstration
of the weaknesses of our culture
than the honorifics we attach
to unworthy individuals. The pope is
always called “His Holiness” by willing
sycophants, regardless of whether or
not he or his predecessors knew about—
and covered up—crimes against children perpetrated by the priesthood.
Even a terror-happy Islamist militant
may be a “Sheikh” and a gay-bashing
evangelical a “Reverend.”
The Dalai Lama is a particular beneficiary of this media and political convention; he is always his title. That title has
acquired quite the reputation for going
against the wishes of the Chinese and
gained the slight superficial whiff of
rebellion that naturally follows. What
often escapes public notice in a haze of
adulation and undeserved status is his
less than perfect record on a number
of issues and a hefty amount of just

criticism that is barely reported by an
overly obsequious media.
The Dalai Lama used to run Tibet
before being removed by the Chinese.
This earned him instant, unquestionable kudos in the minds of some. But
the undoubted viciousness of the subsequent Chinese occupation does not
mean that this four-dollar “dissenter”
should have a seemingly endless reserve
of screen-time and a bottomless wellspring of respect. The favoritism shown
him is even more questionable when
we consider the sort of Tibetan system
that the Chinese government replaced.
It has been convincingly argued in a
number of places (including The Nation
and New Statesman magazines, among
others) that the Chinese invaders—
while certainly cruel and dogmatic, of
that there is no doubt—were rather
similar in style to the Tibetan lama (the
priestly classes, who effectively made
secularhumanism.org

James Snell

up the government) before the annexation. A multitude of tales recount cruel
and unusual punishments enacted in
this supposed domain of peace: eye
gouging was apparently a favorite.
The theocratic fiefdom was also well
stocked with serfs who labored under
the control of their oppressive feudal
masters on the one hand and the mythical karmic struggle on the other.
The current Dalai Lama has appeared
on The Simpsons and is lovingly fawned
over on a host of lowbrow shows. He
is also best buddies with Hollywood
hippie-types such as Richard Gere and
more recently (I am reliably informed)
Steven Seagal—who has even been
declared the reincarnation of a saint of
early Buddhism. These celebrities assist
him as he travels the world, begging
bowl in hand, scooping up the cash
from a succession of lucrative public
appearances.
October/November 2014
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But apart from this deception of the
rich and famous, which some might
call harmless, there is another side to
this public figure. The Dalai Lama came
to the defense of India in 1998 when
it developed a thermonuclear weapons stockpile. In a region of immense
cultural and political tensions, he was
happy to give the government a moral
defense of its newfound ability to
simultaneously slaughter and self-immolate. This intervention, we are to
presume, was in no way related to the
fact that he operates his “government
in exile” in India at the behest, and
tacit support, of its leaders. No, nothing
morally questionable about that! It is
also worth pointing out that that this
was an enormous political act. The Dalai
Lama is not as neutral as some might
suppose.
And here’s the truth: this supposedly
whiter-than-white reincarnation of the
Buddha himself is merely a human
being, nothing more. My problem
(apart from the inherent issue of spiritual subservience and unsubstantiated

goodwill of humanity. It is disgraceclaims of a cyclical afterlife) is that this
ful that a man who claims to be the
imperfect primate sees it as somehow
fourteenth rebirth of a virtually prehishis right to travel the world—with the
toric Nepalese princeling is granted the
aforementioned lapdog celebrities—on
attention that he is, without the volume
a fund-raising and proselytizing bandof criticism that is—rightly—in store for
wagon. And all of this occurs primarily
other religious leaders. The Dalai Lama
to allow our friend to preach about
should stick to his platitudinous advice
how he deserves to have an entire
(for him, it seems, Buddhism is no more
nation state—which used to be his perthan a collection of mystical aphorisms
sonal possession—restored to the conanyway), and the citizens of the adortrol of its former masters.
ing world should just get on with their
There are unresolved issues within
lives. Perhaps he could restrict his temBuddhism, too. Examples include ritual
poral activities to writing the forewords
self-immolation—a cult of death as virto spiritual potboilers about meditation
ulent as any found within fundamenand self-help. Maybe then the political
talist Islam—and also its widespread
and cultural establishment would stop
intolerance, which seemingly surrounds
deferring to such an outstandingly sucall religion and which Buddhist leaders
cessful fantasist and conman on elaborefuse to acknowledge or attempt to
rately bended knee.
combat. The anti-Muslim violence in
Burma in August 2013 (accompanied by a fair number of
James Snell is a British journalist. He is a contributing
suicides) illustrates both prineditor at The Libertarian, a blogger for The Huffington Post
ciples.
UK, and a regular writer for DL Magazine. His writing has
This reverence of the Dalai
appeared in The American Spectator, New Humanist, and
Lama is a tremendous insult to
Left Foot Forward, among other publications.
the collective intelligence and
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Faith and Reason

When Atheists Mourn: How I Learned to Stop
Worrying and Love Chemistry Dale DeBakcsy

“S

o what do you people feel at
times like this?”
It was my grandfather’s
funeral, and in one form or another I
was asked this question several times—
“you people” being of course the polite
way to say “atheists.” My family members were genuinely curious about
whether a lack of belief in souls and
gods made the process of grieving easier or harder to bear. What I told them,
and what I believe, is that being an
atheist makes no difference at all in
what and how you feel but all the difference in how recovery from tragedy
unfolds. It is a tale written in chemistry,
available to anybody willing to put
some of his or her cherished self-conceptions aside, and it offers some beautiful insights into how interconnected
we truly are.
Why does the loss of a loved one,
either through death or separation,
hurt so much? The simple answer is
that other people are drugs—of the
best kind, mind you. Without them,
our minds, quite literally, start to disintegrate; everything that gives us a
sense of meaning withers away. That’s
not just a flight of romantic excess; it
is actually what happens on a biological level if we are removed from the
mind-altering chemistries of sustained
companionship.
From our infancy, our parents set
the pattern for how these systems of
mutual chemical support work. When
we are separated from our caretakers,
a whole host of chemicals floods our

brains, prompting us to cry out for our
parents’ return. In particular, the anterior cingulate, dorsomedial thalamus,
and periaqueductal gray regions, all of
which are tied to the processing and
registering of pain, light up in a frenzy,
making the absence of a loved one
feel like physical pain. Even as adults,
stimulation of the regions involved in
this childhood-separation response
causes us to feel a sense of indescribable loneliness and misery. For a child,
it is only relieved by social interaction,
with being touched and talked to and
cared for.
When that happens, our brain is
flooded with those endogenous opioids that our hardest hard drugs work
so hard to mimic. Crucially, however,
simultaneously released oxytocin and
brain prolactin dull the worst effects of
those opioids, allowing us to take prolonged and deep satisfaction in human
contact that can last a lifetime.
When we grow up, we still feel the
quiet rush of oxytocin from physical
contact, and the presence of loved ones
still triggers those brain opioids that
give a gathering of old friends its particular warm glow. But we develop other
systems as well: anticipatory neural systems that allow us to experience pleasure from other people even when they
aren’t physically around. These systems
and their unique chemical components
are beautifully laid out in Jaak Panksepp
and Lucy Biven’s The Archaeology of
Mind: Neuroevolutionary Origins of
Human Emotion. Their effects can be
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found in the pleasure we take in knitting a cap we know a friend will love or
in organizing twenty people to surprise
a relative on his or her birthday. It’s the
same system that gives you pleasure
just thinking about a refreshing glass
of ice water on a hot day, regardless of
whether you have one at hand or not.
These are the feelings that our body
uses to motivate us toward accessing

“My family members were
genuinely curious about whether
a lack of belief in souls and gods
made the process of grieving
easier or harder to bear.”

the good things of the world, toward
food and friends, laughter and sex.
And there are few things that keep
that system constantly humming like a
relationship that inspires us to find ever
new ways of pleasing another.
But what happens if we are cut off
from this crucial source of social healing—say, if a trusted and beloved friend
or lover is removed from our lives? The
grief systems of separation kick in, just
as they did when we were children,
with the crucial difference being that
our caretaker isn’t merely in another
room but is in fact gone forever. When
we’ve been robbed of the person who
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might make us feel whole again, stress
sets in, and the dismal chemicals of that
particular state start throwing their
weight against us. Our hippocampus
gets bathed in cortisol, which is all right
for short periods of time, but if the
stress lasts—if the mourning is deep—
its presence starts killing off neurons
and depleting our reserves of alternate
happiness-inducing neural compounds.
The hippocampus, source of our very
memory, gradually erodes under the
onslaught. We retreat into ourselves.
But chemistry isn’t done with us yet;
those same pathways of grief slither
into our anticipatory systems as well.
The small daily pleasure of setting
an extra place at lunch or calling our
friend into the room to watch a funny

“. . . Being an atheist makes
no difference at all in what
and how you feel but all the
difference in how recovery
from tragedy unfolds.”

YouTube bit is lost to us. There is nothing left to excitedly anticipate from
that departed person, and so a major
dopamine-producing source of daily
color and motivation is simply cut out
from under us. The chemical resources
that sustain our get-up-and-go motivational systems dry up under cortisol’s
withering attack, so not only are we
miserable from the lack of those warm
fuzzy chemicals of contentment that
the other person’s presence and touch
gave us, but we can’t even engage the
systems that make us look for new
ways to find beauty and satisfaction in
the people we have left.
It takes a long time for this massive
chemical structure to right itself so that
we can accept our loss on a molecular level. Some people never recover—
their loss is too great; the other per54
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into the source of their basic capacity
son’s part in their day-to-day feelings
to be happy. Maybe we shall be a litof loving comfort is too profound to
tle kinder to everybody we know as
be overcome in months or years. We
a result, aware of our stewardship of
see the same thing in the children of
their joy and the capacity of passivity to
negligent parents, whose lack of attendo lasting harm.
tion to their babies actually rewrites
This, then, is the comfort that we
those children’s brains on an epigenetic
atheists have to offer others, as well
level, making it physically impossible
as ourselves. A loved one is gone and
for them to enjoy the fruits of a trusting
will be seen and heard no more. But
and balanced relationship later in life.
that stomach-churning mourning that
There is no greater testament to how
we feel from the moment we open
much we touch each other’s lives, how
our eyes until we fitfully collapse into
much we depend down to our very
a restless sleep is our final testimony to
atoms on the presence of other people,
his or her place in our lives, our assurthan the cascade of chemical misery
ance that we brought some good into
that their absence sets off.
each other’s days. In a universe stacked
There is deep and profound beauty
absurdly against us, we found each
in that fact, which religious approaches
other and built in each other’s presence
to death can only ham-fistedly approxa small place to call home for a while,
imate. As atheists, we don’t have to be
and no number of sacred words spoken
ashamed about fully feeling the pain of
from a vain and attention-starved book
loss; we don’t have to wonder if we are
can possibly match the beauty of that
affronting God’s plan by wishing with
fact. We refuse to impose Jesus or any
all our being for the return of those
other celestial watchdog between us
who have passed. We don’t have to
and the person we loved, forcing us to
stoically pretend that everything is all
see our loved one as a ghostly shadow
right and that our loved ones are in a
through that intervening theological
better place.
construct. We want to see these people
Death is not all right.
fully as they stood in our lives and feel
Those we choose to love are our
the full force of our loss, and only then
anchors to sanity itself—they are the
do we know that we are doing them
preconditions of any happiness worth
and our shared time together justice.
the name. “God has a plan” is the
And if, by observing how much a
scantest of bandages on their loss and
single human can penetrate into the
an expression of the gravest underinner world of another, we become a
estimation of what we mean to each
little less worried about our own
other. Better by far to recognize how
demise in the process, well, that’s not a
much another person is wrapped up
bad thing either.
with us, his or her presence soaked
into our cells, and let ourselves feel the
Further Reading
full depths of disconnection as tribute
Panksepp, Jaak, and Lucy Biven. The
to what was a life beautifully lived
Archaeology of Mind: Neuroevolutionary
together than to paste over as quickly
Origins of Human Emotion. New York:
W.W. Norton and Company, 2012.
as possible living memories with the
Hrdy, Sarah Blaffer. Mothers and Others:
Pollyannaism of paradise.
The Evolutionary Origins of Mutual
And when we start at last recovUnderstanding. Boston, MA: Belknap
Press, 2011.
ering from our loss, as new pathways
of friendship and trust
expand and thrive in
Dale DeBakcsy is a regular contributor to The Freethinker, The
our brains, perhaps we
New Humanist, Philosophy Now, and American Atheist magacan take a look around
zine. He is also the writer and artist for the weekly atheist web
at those people who
comic The Vocate and is the coauthor, with Geoffrey Schaeffer,
live still, who love us,
of the graphic novel Light Opera and Heavy Consequences and
and who know that
the upcoming A Collective of Unconscionables.
we are inside of them,
thoughts of us tapped
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God on Trial

The Day God Lied: A D’var Torah (Exegesis)
on the Garden of Eden Sheldon F. Gottlieb

In Judaism, “D’var Torah” has dual meanings. First, it refers to the study of the Torah—
not just the traditional five books but the entire Tanakh. Second, it can refer specifically to an analysis of the parasha—the weekly reading portion from the Torah. A D’var
Torah often serves the function of a sermon.—The Editors

“A

nd the Lord God took the
man, and put him into the
Garden of Eden to dress it
and to keep it. And the Lord God commanded the man, saying: ‘Of every tree
of the garden thou mayest freely eat;
but of the tree of the knowledge of
good and evil, thou shalt not eat of it:
for in the day thou eatest thereof thou
shalt surely die’” (Bereshith, Genesis
2:15–17).
In these statements, humans are
taught a very important concept: God
expects his human creations to work
to earn their keep. They are not to just
take from that which is easily available
but to first do meaningful work—to
cultivate and expand their renewable
food resources—before they are permitted to eat. By extension, the concept
of working for one’s keep also teaches
a valuable lesson on the care and use
of all resources, particularly renewable
resources.
But why would God not want Adam
to eat of the tree of the knowledge of
good and evil, and, should he do so,
why impose the penalty of death? The
answer may be that to know good and
evil, one would also require a knowl-

edge of the physical, chemical, and
biological nature of the environment in
which one exists and the interrelationships between and among them. Thus,
the admonition is to avoid all knowledge, not just the moral knowledge of

“. . . Only the survival of religion
is greatly dependent upon
people successfully reconciling
the two; science has
no such need.”

right and wrong. It would appear that
God wants humans to remain ignorant
and obedient to divine commands.
The divine admonition seems to
teach that there is a biblical basis for
religion to promote ignorance. As
Martin Luther said, to be a Christian,
secularhumanism.org

one must first tear reason from the
mind. Edith Stein referred to religion as
“midnight madness.”
It is from this exegesis that we
learn a possible origin of the ministerial pronunciation of evolution as
“eeeeevilooooshun.” It suggests that
we shun the evil of knowledge.
We next learn from the Garden of
Eden story that God created woman
and that a serpent convinced her that
neither she nor Adam would die if one
of them ate the forbidden fruit. Eve
succumbed to the great temptation
and convinced Adam to join her in this
adventure of disobeying a divine commandment. And lo, the serpent was
right: they did not die that day.
The lessons that we take away from
this action—or lack of action—on the
part of God is that God lied; that is,
Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit
and did not die that day as the divine
warning had declared would happen
(“in the day thou eatest thereof”). From
this passage, we learn that there is
a biblical justification for mendacious
behavior. And, if God can lie, religion
can lie, and it should not surprise anyone that religious spokespersons—the
clergy—have a mandate to lie. (Is there
anyone who has never encountered
lying by clergy?) It is important to note
that such a lesson in dishonesty is one
of the first lessons taught in the Bible,
October/November 2014
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in the second and third chapters of
Bereshith.
Not only did God fail Biology 101
(see chapter 9 in my book The Naked
Mind), we now can conclude that God
undoubtedly failed Ethics 101.
Christianity used the story of the eating of the forbidden fruit to develop
some of its most fundamental concepts:
the fall of man, original sin, the need for
redemption, the need for a savior whose
sacrifice for the “sins of man” would
provide for salvation, and of course the
need for a pure woman to give birth
to God’s son, who would become part

“God lied; . . . Adam and Eve ate
the forbidden fruit and did not
die that day as the divine
warning had declared. . . .”

of a single, but triune, godhead. Thus,
the notion of the immaculate conception was born as well as that of the
virgin birth. It is these religious developments that greatly exacerbated the
growing rift between the nascent and
developing Christian movement and its
long-established parent, Judaism. Their
separation aided in the development of
religious anti-Semitism—what Maurice
Samuels called “The Great Hate” and
Harry Golden referred to as the one
constant in Western civilization.
Ever since the introduction of those
religious concepts, Christianity has had
to defend its fundamental dogmas or
go out of business. Fear and harsh
punishment were great tools whereby
Christianity could try to control, if not
prevent, heresy. There was great fear
in the public of retribution from the
56
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church if someone propounded the
profound heresy of declaring—or
worse, demonstrating—that any aspect
of the dogma was false. It was important for religion to fight the development of science. It was important
for religion to keep people ignorant.
Charles Darwin waited almost twenty
years before publishing his great treatise for fear of clerical retribution and,
as a result, almost lost priority rights to
his concepts.
Darwin and Alfred Wallace were
especially dangerous men (heretics?).
The ideas they propounded in their
great publications were, and still are,
the cause of much unnecessary religiously inspired rancor in society. As I
wrote in The Naked Mind:
The fear of church retaliation derives
from the meaning of evolution to
the underlying basis of Christianity.
Consider: Evolution implies there
were no “first” human beings (Adam
and Eve) that were created de novo
either by a “divine creator” or an
“intelligent designer.” Thus, there
could and would be no basis for
developing the religious concepts
such as “original sin” and the “fall of
man” and their derivative concept of
“the need for salvation”—redemption from sin. Ergo, evolution makes
the death of Jesus and everything
that flows from it meaningless. . . .
Taking humans out of the centrality of life and showing that all
forms of life are related put evolution at odds with the prevailing
religious view that humans are the
result of a separate and special creation by a personal creator. The view
that there is no need to hypothesize a special creation for humans
is the primary cause of tension that
exists between certain religious people and the knowledge of evolution generated by the biological and
related sciences.

Because I was told by many clergy
of different faith communities that as
a human with finite abilities, I am incapable of knowing the infinite mind of
God, I will not speculate as to why God
did not tell Adam the truth. There are
many conjectures by numerous scholars to explain God’s behavior. Despite
all this energy expended on mental
gymnastics, the result is still conjecture,
not fact. The only fact in the original
secularhumanism.org

Garden of Eden story is that God did
not keep his word, that he did not tell
Adam the truth.

T

he Garden of Eden narrative has
had a great impact on society. To
this day there are people who prefer reveling in ignorance and want—
demand—others to dwell in the sewer
of ignorance with them. One would
have to understand the minds of true
believers to answer the question as
to why anyone would want to live
in ignorance. Nonetheless, the divine
injunction favoring ignorance remains.
It is interesting to note the dearth, if
not absence, of exegesis on this subject.
For six decades, I have been battling
the encroachment of religion on science.
I am tired of having to tell people that
there can be no agreement between
science and religion. I am tired of people telling me that they can reconcile
the two and demanding that I recant
my position. The only successful reconciliation I have encountered required
compartmentalization of the minds of
religiously oriented people. However, it
is important to remember that only the
survival of religion is greatly dependent
upon people successfully reconciling the
two; science has no such need.
One devastating result of the Garden
of Eden story is religiously induced tension in society. One of the important
societal areas of religious and governmental entanglement is in developing
curricula for the public schools and
their funding. Vast and powerful forces
are brought to bear on politicians to
defend religion’s place in the public
forum and at the public money teat.
Unfortunately, too many politicians—
from governors, legislators, and schoolboard members to aspirants to public
office—are eager to pander to ignorance and support the deadly influence
of religion on the public schools. All
of this activity is fundamentally detrimental to the survival, continued
growth, development, and evolution
of the great American society devoted
to individual freedom of thought and
action (as long as there is no harm to
others), public education, and personal
achievement.

It would be going too far astray
to delve into political, economic, and
social issues associated with public
funding of charter, private, and parochial schools, and the evil they are perpetrating on society.
Another lesson emanating from the
Garden of Eden story pertains to the
so-called degeneration of public education. In all the public discussions of
causation of this degeneration, predictable emphasis has been laid on the
quality of teachers and the actions of
teachers’ unions. Political ideology, like
religion, must dominate.
America’s rapidly changing demographics—bringing different traditions
and value systems as well as economic
factors that influence them—tend to be
given secondary status. What is inevitably omitted from the decision-making
processes—aside from the rancorous
consideration given to evolution—is
the deadly influence of religious ideology on the substance of education.
The subject is avoided or falsely treated
as sacrosanct. There seems to be more

emphasis on belief/faith than on fact/
reason. I cannot help but wonder:
if politicians and the general public
knew the true meaning of the story of
the Garden of Eden and were versed,
at least cursorily, in modern biblical
scholarship, would there be less rancor,
more funding for, and greater quality
of education?
A final lesson from the Garden of
Eden story concerns the awareness of
the world gained by Adam and Eve
after daring to challenge a divine commandment. With their newly discovered powers of reason, the first couple
saw the world for what it is. And, as a
result of their banishment, they had
to rely on fact and reason more than
belief and faith for survival. Imagine if
people today would learn that lesson
and look back on history and at the
world today and compare the quality
of life in a world dominated by fact/
reason (science and technology) to that
in a world dominated by belief/faith.
If only the public could, and would,
critically read the Bible as well as daily
news reports and not depend on biased
third parties to tell them what has been
written and what the written word
means—especially people who try to
give themselves an aura of divine majesty by wearing robes or adorning their
heads with mitres and carrying scepters
as well as embellishing their names
with letters indicating questionable
degrees just so they can control the
minds and pocketbooks of the ignorant
and easily deluded.
There are powerful lessons that
could be learned from the Garden of
Eden story.

Sheldon F. Gottlieb is a retired physiologist
and professor of biological sciences who
writes on science for professional and public
consumption, with emphasis on evolution vs.
creationism, traumatic brain injury, neurological disorders, and infectious diseases, as well
as on social and political trends and events,
education, and religion. He is the author of
The Naked Mind (Best Publishing Company,
2003).
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Humanism at Large

The Learnings of
a Secular Humanist*
Richard G. Dumont
I.

Treat every person with dignity and
respect, regardless of her or his position in society or life circumstances.
II. Be kind to animals, especially golden
retrievers.
III. Tip generously, at least 20 to 30
percent.
IV. Read—Think—Write!
V. Challenge the status quo, especially
its inequities and inequalities.
VI. Exercise and maintain a healthy 		
weight (by far my greatest challenge).
VII. Practice moderation in all things 		
(this is pretty challenging too).
VIII. Develop and maintain a sense of 		
humor.
IX. Don’t take yourself too seriously;
nobody else does.
X. Respect Diversity—Teach Tolerance—Fight Hate!
XI. Embrace the Golden Rule: “Do unto
others as you would have them do
unto you.”
XII. Don’t be afraid of death; it’s a part
of life. In that regard, it has been said
that “From the moment of our conception, we are pregnant with 		
death.”
XIII. Do ponder the reality of dying, 		
which is another matter, a subject 		
worthy of concern and worry in its
own right. There are, after all, many
ways of dying, some of them decidedly more unpleasant than others.
XIV. Don’t pray; it’s a waste of time. Do
think; it can get you into trouble, 		
but it can also get you out of it.
XV. Don’t have faith in an unseen being;
do have confidence in reason and
science.

*Aka “The Fifteen Commandments
According to One Secular Humanist.”

Richard G. Dumont, author of books and
articles on sociology, is a frequent contributor
to F ree I nquiry . His article “Cremation and
Religiosity” appeared in the December 2013/
January 2014 issue.
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OBITUARY

Barbara Stanosz 1935–2014,
Philosopher and Citizen
Bohdan Chwedeńczuk and Andrzej Dominiczak
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arbara Stanosz, professor emeritus at the University of Warsaw,
Poland, and Laureate of the
International Academy of Humanism,
died on June 7, 2014. A philosopher
and logician in the analytic tradition,
Professor Stanosz wrote well-received
handbooks of formal logic and translated into Polish works by Bertrand
Russell, Rudolf Carnap, Willard V. O.
Quine, Richard B. Brandt, Daniel C.
Dennett, Donald Davidson, and other
contemporary empiricists and philosophers of language.
Stanosz was widely published in the
Polish media, most notably on church
and state issues and the criticism of
religion. She was a radical rationalist:
a rationalist in the sense of observing
the rule that nothing deserves recognition without justification, and a radical
because she held the view that no justification is possible beyond experience
and logic.
She was also a naturalist because
she was firmly convinced that there is
nothing apart from the natural world.
And, of course, she was an atheist,
since atheism is the logical product of
naturalistic rationalism. Last, she was a
secular humanist; she advocated for a
free, fair, and just society.
Stanosz was not only an eminent
university scholar, she was an outstanding citizen and an exemplary person.
Her greatness lay in the way she put her
ideas and ideals into practice in daily
living and social interactions. She did it
thoughtfully but with passion. When it
turned out that Poland, after the fall of
authoritarian socialism, faced the threat

“Stanosz was widely published
in the Polish media, most
notably on church and state
issues and the criticism
of religion.”

Federation, a nongovernmental organization that represented all Polish secular organizations.
Her efforts were not limited to
Poland and Polish problems. She organized several international conferences
and attended many more in Europe
and in other parts of the world. For
the past ten years, since the formation
of the Center for Inquiry–Poland, she
headed its advisory board.
Barbara Stanosz’s contribution to
logic, philosophy, and secular humanism has been enormous, as has been
the role she played in the lives of her
friends.

of equally authoritarian Catholicism,
she—with a few friends—voiced her
concern. In the early nineties, she set
up the periodical Without Dogma—the
Polish equivalent of Free
Inquiry—and for the next
Bohdan Chwedeńczuk is a philosopher and Andrzej Dominiczak
fifteen years was cochair
is the executive director of CFI–Poland.
of the Polish Humanist
secularhumanism.org
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The Enduring Value of Philosophy

Ronald A. Lindsay

P

hilosophy has been declared worthless and pointless ever since, well, since
there were philosophers—individuals
who asked questions about the nature
of reality, our ability to know reality, how
and why we find value and significance
in things, and the extent and nature of
our obligations to others and ourselves.
Many reasons have been given for the
dismissal of philosophy, including the
alleged idleness of its speculations, for
which most people don’t (or say they
don’t) have the time to consider, to the
more contemporary view that to the
extent philosophy once served a purpose, it has long since been surpassed
by science. Whereas philosophy groped
for answers with the limited resources
available to it—basically critical thinking
mixed with inexact observations—the
scientific method combined with our
armamentarium of precise instruments
allows us to dispense with philosophy.
We now understand the universe and
ourselves much better through science
than we ever did—or could—through
philosophy.
In Plato at the Googleplex, a book
remarkable on many different levels,
Rebecca Newberger Goldstein has delivered a powerful argument for the continuing relevance of philosophy. One
remarkable feature of the book is that
it blends fact and fiction, and in doing so
boldly uses a dramatic technique fraught
with literary peril. As indicated by the
book’s title, Goldstein’s exposition of
philosophy focuses on the thought of
Plato. Given his prominence, this is not
an illogical choice, but one’s first thought

Plato at the Googleplex: Why Philosophy Won’t Go Away,
by Rebecca Newberger Goldstein (New York: Pantheon
Books, 2014, ISBN 978-0307378194), 480 pp. Hardcover,
$18.26. Also available in paperback, on Kindle, as an audio
CD, and as an Audible book.

might be: Aren’t Plato and his views
just a wee bit dated? Will focusing on
Plato not reinforce the perceptions of
many that there is no progress in philosophy? But Goldstein meets that concern
directly by effectively reanimating Plato:
in the fictional sections of the book, she
introduces Plato as a character in several
contemporary settings where Plato can
discuss his views with various persons
exhibiting modern-day attitudes. He’s
at the Googleplex discussing skepticism
toward ethical issues and considering
whether “crowdsourcing” is the proper
way to answer ethical quandaries; he
becomes involved in a panel discussion
on educational methods; he assists in
providing advice to the lovelorn; he’s
interviewed (or lectured at) on a cable
talk-show that bears a striking resemblance to one that might be found on Fox
News; and he has a vigorous exchange
with a neurologist who’s convinced that
studying the brain will give us all the
answers to the questions worth asking.
These imaginative encounters are
all arranged in the form of dialogues—
secularhumanism.org

befitting, considering the protagonist,
but also risky. If there’s a literary form
that can veer more quickly into the contrived, wooden, and pedantic other than
a poorly written philosophic dialogue,
I’m not sure what it would be. As I’m
a baseball fan, I hope you’ll excuse the
following metaphor: by opting to transport Plato to our time and insert him
into a series of contemporary dialogues,
Goldstein has swung for the fences.
Fortunately for us, the result is not a
swing and a miss but a home run.
The fictional encounters are interspersed between Goldstein’s deft description of, and authoritative commentary
on, Plato’s thought. She helpfully places
Plato in the context of his time, explaining
the influences on him and why particular
questions occupied his attention more
than others. But she goes beyond that to
discuss the extent to which Plato’s questions remain relevant and his “answers”
valid. (I use scare quotes for answers
because it’s a source of ongoing debate
as to whether Plato intended to give us
his own views, and if so, precisely what
October/November 2014
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those views were, because, at least arguably, they changed over time.) In doing
so, she skillfully makes use of a distinction, properly credited to the philosopher
of science Hans Reichenbach, between
the context of discovery and the context
of justification. The former explains how
and why a thinker may have come to certain conclusions; the latter assesses the
soundness of the thinker’s claims. Failure
to make this distinction has resulted in
much confusion and bad arguments,
both by defenders and critics of philosophy. That Plato lived in a slaveholding,
patriarchal culture is undeniable, and
surely his outlook was influenced by this
culture. Philosophers do not live in ahistorical, atemporal bubbles. That said, we
can still evaluate the soundness of Plato’s
arguments on their own merits.
Part of the attraction of Goldstein’s
book, and the payoff for her decision to
insert Plato into contemporary settings,
is that she can show how someone such
as Plato would react to the changed circumstances of the contemporary world.
Philosophy is not static; philosophy—at

least good philosophy—is a thoughtful
knowledge: why we consider humans
significant; why they matter to us; why
reflection on the world as it is, not a misour own lives matter to us; whether we
guided attempt to dictate how the world
should regard these issues as consequenmust be. We can leave contemplation
tial as they seem. As much as some may
of the latter to the religious dogmatists,
want to brush philosophy aside, that
the prophets who think they are privy to
effort will not succeed. Philosophy will
some privileged revelation.
endure as long as wonder and inquiry
That is one reason I believe the supabout value and significance endure.
posed tension between science and phiPlato at the Googleplex is an im
losophy is overblown. No philosopher
mensely
rich and rewarding book. No
worth his or her salt is going to be ignospecialized
training or background in
rant of relevant scientific developments.
philosophy
is
required to understand it.
Of course, our increased understanding
The
book
is
accessible
to anyone with an
of the workings of the brain will affect
open
mind.
a philosopher’s views on ethical decision-making. On the other hand, with all
due respect to those scientists who may
think otherwise, the accumulation of scientific knowledge will
never answer certain
Ronald A. Lindsay is the CEO and president of the Center for
fundamental
quesInquiry, a supporting organization of the Council for Secular
tions. We can know all
Humanism. A lawyer and a philosopher, he is the author of Future
there is to know about
Bioethics: Overcoming Taboos, Myths, and Dogmas (Prometheus
the human brain and
Books, 2008). His next book, The Necessity of Secularism: Why
the cosmos while still
God Can’t Tell Us What to Do, will be released by Pitchstone
wanting to consider
Publishing in early December 2014.
the implications of that

Arguing for an Afterlife
Much of the appeal of religion has to do
with the prospect of an afterlife, which
promises not only life after death but
also that justice will be properly meted
out and the inequities of this world
rectified for all time. While New York
University philosopher Samuel Scheffler
rejects this kind of wishful thinking,
he believes that there is indeed an
afterlife, the existence of which is not
so much comforting as necessary if we
are to make the most of whatever our
present life grants us.
Scheffler does not believe in any form
of personal immortality. He argues for
what he calls the “collective afterlife,” or
the importance to us of our awareness
that the human race will endure long
after each of us is gone. In Scheffler’s
words: “. . . The survival of people after our
deaths matters greatly to us . . . because it
is a condition of many other things that
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Wayne L. Trotta

Death and the Afterlife, by Samuel Scheffler, edited by Niko Kolodny
with commentaries by Kolodny and Susan Wolf, Harry G. Frankfurt,
and Seana Valentine Shiffrin (New York: Oxford University Press,
2013, ISBN 978-0-19-998250-90) 224 pp. Hardcover, $29.95.
Also available on Kindle.

now matter to us continuing to do so. In
some very significant respects, we actually
care more about the survival of others
after our deaths than we do about the
existence of a personal afterlife, and the
imminent disappearance of the human
race would have a more corrosive effect
on our ability to lead . . . value-laden lives
than does the actual prospect of our own
death. . . .”

secularhumanism.org

Readers are asked to imagine two
scenarios, each of which would rob them
of a collective afterlife. In the Doomsday
Scenario, Earth and all life upon it will
be obliterated by an asteroid sometime
in the next thirty days. The Infertility
Scenario, borrowed in part from a novel
by P. D. James, offers up the prospect that
everyone on Earth has suddenly become
infertile, so that, while everyone then

alive would be allowed to live out their
earthly life spans, beyond that lies nothingness, for individuals as well as the race.
Scheffler wants us to consider how we
might spend those last remaining days.
Would there be any point, for example, in searching for a cure for cancer, for
developing more efficient superconductors, or for creating less expensive biofuels? Would any scientific endeavor be
worthwhile, especially considering that
science tends to advance in minuscule
increments over long periods of time and
often must take three steps backward to
advance one step forward? What would
be the point of studying history if no
one will be around to care about, much
less assess, your conclusions? Why bother
endeavoring to create the next literary,
artistic, or musical masterpiece? For that
matter, why (at least in the Doomsday
Scenario) should electricians or plumbers
care about the quality of the repairs they
are making to your home? According to
Scheffler, the valuing process always has
a temporal component. What we value is

claims are thoroughly tested. The main
that which we care to see preserved over
portion, in which Scheffler elaborates and
time. The collective afterlife is, therefore,
expands upon his main thesis, is followed
essential to our valuing most of what we
by contributions from four scholars, each
in fact value.
of whom presents his or her own analyWe find ourselves, then, deeply in
sis of the book’s central thesis. The text
vested in the lives of people we shall
ends with the author’s response to these
never meet or even identify, valuing their
critiques.
existence above our own personal surWhile much of philosophical disvival and even above the survival of those
course
seems to amount to ruminations
whom we cherish in our present life. As
over
ideas
that were sufficiently chewed
the volume’s editor Niko Kolodny puts it,
over
twenty-five
hundred years ago,
there are apparently limits to our egoism
Scheffler’s effort brings us an original
in that we are “. . . Emotionally vulnerable
idea that is well worth further contemto what happens to other people, even
plation and is not only accessible but
people as distant from us as other human
immediately useful to the lay reader.
beings can be.”
Death and the Afterlife offers a new perDeath and the Afterlife is based
spective on how we go about making
largely on the author’s Tanner Lectures on
meaning and cultivating values in the
Human Values, delivered at the University
course of a fleeting and thoroughly
of California at Berkeley in March 2012.
earthbound existence.
Scheffler presents his thoughts tentatively; he knows that they need further
development and vetting.
Wayne L. Trotta is a psychologist and frequent contributor
The structure of the book is a
to F ree I nquiry . His last review, of Just Babies: The Origins
testament to Scheffler’s comof Good and Evil, appeared in our April/May 2014 issue.
mitment to seeing that his

Uncovering Our Blind Spots

Bill Cooke

F

loris van den Berg is a man to watch.
He’s from a new generation of
humanist thinkers and activists; he’s
someone who can help attract younger
people to secular humanism. He has
been associated with the Center for
Inquiry for about ten years, serving
until recently as head of the Center for
Inquiry–Low Countries. He’s a lecturer
in environmental philosophy at Utrecht
University in the Netherlands.
An established author in Dutch, this is
Van den Berg’s first major publishing venture in English. In many ways, Philosophy
for a Better World is not an ideal title for
this work, which is much more urgent
and practical than this rather sanguine
title suggests. The subtitle is much more
informative. It announces the work as a
“new approach to practical ethics that
can diminish suffering, improve our lives,
and increase happiness, health and sustainability.”

Philosophy for a Better World, by Floris van den
Berg (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2013. ISBN
978-1-61614-503-3) 293 pp. Paperback, $23.00.

Much as there is to admire in this
book, I stumbled a bit at the start
because of some claims that seemed to
run up against each other. Early on, for
instance, Van den Berg calls himself an
“Enlightenment fundamentalist,” while
later on he concedes that talking about
Enlightenment fundamentalism makes
no sense. Even if one ignores this problem, labelling oneself in such an unpleasant way is a gift to our detractors. It also

secularhumanism.org

helps explain why the book has, in Van
den Berg’s own words, a “preachy tone.”
Elsewhere, Van den Berg declares
that the traditional preoccupations of
philosophy count for little in the face
of the environmental challenges we are
presented with. But that doesn’t stop
him from using a lot of these traditional
philosophical categories and methods to
make his case—a case he insists is driven
solely by the logic of his argument. One
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I have suggested that secular humanists should make short, powerful cases against Christianity and take them
to the millions on the weak end of the faith curve; using to the maximum the Bible, the tenets of the faith and
common experience to prove the case. In previous issues I presented examples; here is another.

DIVINE HATE

TURNS THE SPLENDID RELIGION OF DEED AND DUTY
INTO THE SUPERSTITION OF CREED AND CRUELTY
Jesus said: Enter ye in at the narrow gate: for wide is
the gate, and broad is the way that leadeth to destruction, and many there are who go in thereat. How
narrow is the gate, and strait is the way that leadeth
to life: and few there are that find it! (Matt 7:13-14)
[Those in hell], will…be tormented with burning
sulfur…And the smoke of their torment rises for ever
and ever. There is no rest day or night for those…
Revelation (14:10-11)
Is there a better word than hate to describe the
motivation of a God (Father-Jesus-Holy Spirit) who
will consign any of his creatures to eternal suffering,
much less what must be more than half of all
mankind?
If eternal suffering, without hope of relief
ever, is not hateful, is it better described as
loving?
Especially from a God:
• who knew beforehand everything that would
ever happen.
• who could have created mankind and the world
any way he pleased
• who nevertheless created mankind and the
world as it is.
Ye shall know them by their fruits (Matt 7:16). Not
what they say, but what they do.
The men who created this God insist he is a
loving father, is all-merciful, all-just and all-forgiving.
In the words of a much-loved Christian hymn:
Softly and tenderly Jesus is calling,
Calling for you and for me;
See, on the portals He’s waiting and watching,
Watching for you and for me.
Come home, come home,
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You who are weary, come home;
Earnestly, tenderly, Jesus is calling,
Calling, O sinner, come home!
What does “come home” mean?
Many, many times Jesus promised salvation in return
for doing good deeds:
For if ye forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly
Father will also forgive you: But if ye forgive not men
their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your
trespasses. (Matthew 6:14-15)
And they that have done good things shall come forth
unto the resurrection of life; but they that have done
evil, unto the resurrection of judgment. (John 3:29)
But then, fatally for millions, he is said also to
have said:
He who believes in the Son has everlasting life; and he
who does not believe the Son shall not see life, but the
wrath of God abides on him. (John 3:36)
“This frightful declaration has filled the world with
agony and crime. Every letter of this passage has
been sword and fagot; every word has been dungeon
and chain. That passage made the sword of persecution drip with innocent blood through centuries of
agony and crime. That passage made the horizon of
a thousand years lurid with the fagot’s flames.
“That passage contradicts the Sermon on the Mount;
travesties the Lord’s prayer; turns the splendid
religion of deed and duty into the superstition of
creed and cruelty. I deny it. It is infamous! Christ
never said it! (Robert Ingersoll)
So, he may call earnestly and tenderly but if you
don’t come home, get baptized and believe in him

he will earnestly and mercilessly damn you for all
eternity!
You must believe. But can you believe at will? Can
you love at will? Can you will to believe, devoutly
believe, what makes no sense to you?
“The truth is that no one can justly be held
responsible for his thoughts. The brain thinks
without asking our consent. We believe, or we disbelieve, without an effort of the will. Belief is a result.
It is the effect of evidence upon the mind. The scales
turn in spite of him who watches. There is no opportunity of being honest or dishonest in the formation
of an opinion. The conclusion is entirely independent
of desire. We must believe, or we must doubt, in
spite of what we wish.

This whole Christian fabrication started off
with the epitome of injustice. In the beginning,
God creates Adam and Eve as they are: empty
vessels without memories and without experience,
puts them in a garden with the devil, gives them a
command they could not possibly understand, allows
the devil to lead them astray; and then stains their
descendants, including us with sin—Original Sin!
“Nothing but the most cruel ignorance, the most
heartless superstition, the most ignorant theology,
ever imagined that the few days of human life spent
here, surrounded by mists and clouds of darkness,
blown over life’s sea by storms and tempests of
passion, fixed for all eternity the condition of the
human race.
“If this doctrine be true this life is but a net,
in which Jehovah catches souls for hell. (Ingersoll)

“That which must be has the right to be. We think in
spite of ourselves. The brain thinks as the heart
beats, as the eyes see, as the blood pursues its
course in the old accustomed ways.

How can we know these conclusions about
the Christian invention of God are correct?
Because we can readily see that a truly loving,
merciful and forgiving God would not have
created what he knew in advance would—for
over half of mankind—be fuel for an eternal
fire:

“The question then is, not have we the right to think
—that being a necessity—but have we the right to
express our honest thoughts? (Ingersoll)
What is the quality of “belief” extorted by the
most awful threat ever conceived? Love me or
you will suffer forever!
Even so, after 2000 years of the Christian Revelation,
about seventy percent of all humanity alive today—
4,900,000,000—do not believe in Jesus as savior; if
they have ever heard of him, and millions have not.
That is no surprise in view of the massively incompetent Christian revelation. How could some 70% of all
mankind not believe in Jesus after all this time, if the
revelation had been competent?

For a real God who loved his creatures
and is just and merciful—that would be
quite impossible as total contradictions
always are.
For a man-made God—well, he it is that
Christianity offers.

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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nostrum central to his argument is the
question: Can animals suffer? Originally
asked by Jeremy Bentham and expanded
on by Peter Singer, Van den Berg sets this
question as the foundation stone for an
aggressive eco-humanism and veganism.
Given how central this idea is to the rest
of his book, it would have been better if
Van den Berg had supported it a bit more.
As it is, he is content simply to assume its
moral priority. But he seems to conflate
the capacity to feel pain with the capacity
to suffer. All living things can feel pain,
but suffering is a higher-order response
to that pain that requires some capacity
for reflection, recall, and comparison. On
this scale, some animals—chimpanzees,
gorillas, dolphins, and elephants come
to mind—can suffer. But it is unclear to
me how much further that list could be
extended.
The main philosophical tool that
Van den Berg employs is what he calls
“universal subjectivism”—a device he’s
adapted from John Rawls and Singer.
Imagine a scenario in which you can
devise a society of the future; the only

him all the way through his arguments,
catch is that you cannot know in advance
Philosophy for a Better World is very much
what place in this society you will have.
the sort of book we all need to be reading
So, given that you may well end up at
right now. So many books claim to chalthe low end of the social hierarchy, how
lenge us in some way or other. This one
then would you want society to be conactually does. I felt quite uncomfortable
structed? Using this device, Van den Berg
about aspects of how I live my life after
argues for a humanist, liberal, inclusive
reading this book, and I was forced to
society, one that gives us the best chance
reflect on my practices and priorities. This
of surviving the daunting challenges the
is a good place for humanists to be if we
twenty-first century is going to throw at
are to take our humanism seriously. No, I
us. In fact, his great contribution comes
didn’t agree with all of it, and some of
at this point. As a passionate vegan, he
the premises seemed shaky. But I am
wants to alert us to a massive blind spot
glad I read Philosophy for a Better World
most of us have. What grounds do we
and feel more deeply committed to the
have to treat animals as we do when
humanist outlook, while at the same
we expound so eloquently about human
time I am more aware of its moral blind
rights? Why should our concerns end
spots.
with the human species? Van den Berg is
unforgiving. As omnivores, he accuses us
of behaving unethically. That’s a difficult
place to find oneself. The book
ends with an eco-humanist maniBill Cooke is director of international programs for the
festo and a series of practical steps
Center for Inquiry and author of A Wealth of Insights:
we can take to change our lives for
Humanist Thought Since the Enlightenment (Amherst,
the better.
NY: Prometheus, 2011).
Whether or not one agrees
with all of his premises or follows

Unconstructive Criticism of Public Education

Edd Doerr

F

rom start to finish, Teachers versus
the Public: What Americans Think
about Schools and How to Fix Them is
a virulent, deceptive, unreality-based,
shameless, slashing attack on American
public schools, teachers, and teacher
unions. The authors offer no ideas whatsoever for improving public schools,
demonstrate no understanding of what
education is all about, and make it clear
that they strongly favor privatizing public education and diverting public funds
to private schools through vouchers,
tax credits (neo-vouchers), charters,
and cyber schooling. But let me be
more specific.
Based on the results of their own
polls, the authors claim that most
Americans favor vouchers or tax credits
for public funding of private schools.
They carefully avoid discussing the
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Teachers versus the Public: What Americans Think about
Schools and How to Fix Them, by Paul E. Peterson, Michael
Henderson and Martin R. West (Washington, D.C.: Brookings
Institution Press, 2014, ISBN 978-0-8157-2552-7)
179 pp. Paperback, $28.

twenty-seven statewide referenda
held between 1966 and 2012, in which
many millions of voters from Florida to
Alaska and Massachusetts to California
rejected vouchers, tax credits, and all
other devices for channeling public
funds to private schools.
The book’s cover features incestuous praise by Michelle Rhee and Jeb
secularhumanism.org

Bush, who are amply lauded inside the
book, though it neglects to mention
that Bush’s school-voucher plan was
rejected by his state’s voters in 2012
by a substantial margin or that pseudo-reformer Rhee has made a career of
attacking public schools.
While the authors cite respected
Gallup/PDK polls showing that only

about 20 percent of respondents give
an A or B grade to public schools nationally and about 50 percent give an A or
B to their community’s public schools,
they pointedly omit noting that the
very same polls show that about 70 percent of respondents give an A or B to
the public schools they are most familiar with—the ones their oldest children
attend. Why the discrepancy? It is probably because the Gallup respondents
do not question the incessant anti–
public-school propaganda in the media,
except when it applies to the schools
they know best.
Nowhere in this book is any discussion of the fact that between birth
and age eighteen, students spend
only 10 percent of their time in school.
Home and other nonschool factors
have more influence than even the
best of teachers. The authors do not
mention that a quarter of American

Letters

as a whole. Nowhere do they discuss
the legal barriers to the diversion of
public funds to private schools.
Nowhere do the authors discuss any
of the commonsense, educator-recommended ways to improve public education, such as more adequate and more
equitably distributed funding, universal pre-K education, wraparound social
and medical services for the neediest
kids, smaller classes, curricular enrichment, reduce excessive testing and
teaching to tests, and dealing with poverty and economic stagnation.
They often refer to schools or teachers being “below average.” Well, half
of all schools and teachers are “below
average”—indeed, half of everything
is “below average” and always will be.
It is puzzling that a respected think
tank such as Brookings would lend
its good name to such an execrable
screed.

children live in poverty, a far-higher
percentage than in any other advanced
democracy, and that socioeconomic
status strongly influences school performance. Nowhere do they talk about
the Stanford University CREDO studies
of 2009 and 2013 showing that threefourths of charter schools are either
worse or no better than regular public schools, despite their clear selectivity advantages and various flaws.
Nowhere do they acknowledge that
the vast majority of private schools
are pervasively sectarian faith-based
schools. Nowhere do they even hint
that expanding voucher or tax-credit
programs would inevitably fragment
the student population along religious,
ideological, class, ethnic, ability level,
and other lines while increasing school
and transportation costs, not to mention the damage they would do to the
teaching profession and social cohesion

continued from p. 17

2014), Greta Chris
tina draws a
privileged distinction between
secularists like herself who appreciate the moral complexity of
“the world” and the benighted
legions held captive by “Christian
mythology” who remain clueless
in their with-us or against-us echo
chamber. Thoughtful humane
believers, living with vicissitudes
like Christina and everyone else,
understand that the world is both
good and evil; that moral decisions must be made sometimes
under difficult circumstances;
that such decisions are subject to
error coupled with the agonizing
burden of responsibility as well as
inputs for improvement, etc. To
stereotype religious people navigating challenges in the moral
environment as obtuse automatons marching in lockstep to fundamentalist authority is contrived
and self-serving.

Jim Valentine
Woodland Hills, California

The Beginning of Life

In the August/September 2014
FI, Arthur Caplan posed a question that was also the title of
his op-ed:, “When Does Human
Life Begin?” Human life continues when a live sperm fertilizes a
live egg. Once fusion occurs, it is
a human being. What else could
it be? There is no “personhood.”
Labels show stages of development only. Some want to force
protection of a fetus against the
wishes of the parents. Women
who are forced to be host a new
life and carry it to birth against
their will have been made chattel.
That is slavery; it is not a motherhood to cherish.
Those who claim moral justification see no contradiction when
they impose their values while
opposing conflicting opinions
and values. Personhood is but a
surrogate for a moral position in
this conflict. It is laden with religious values held only by a few
and lacks intrinsic meaning.

Arthur Caplan’s op-ed on “fetal
personhood” was spot on, though
the science consensus seems to
be that the cerebral cortex is not
ready for the functions of “personhood” until sometime after
twenty-eight to thirty-two weeks
of gestation. In any event, the conservative religious backers of “personhood at conception” have little
interest in what science has to say.
So let’s play their game and note
that their Bible nowhere opposes
abortion or supports “personhood
at conception.” Indeed, the biblical idea is that persons are “created in the image of God” (see
Genesis 1:27 and 2:7), and since
the idea of “God” has nothing to
do with flesh, blood, and DNA, it
must refer to consciousness and
will, which, again, are not possible
in fetuses before twenty-eight to
thirty-two weeks. This argument
may not convince the hard-core
anti-choicers, but it may isolate
them.

The Right to Freedom
from Religion

Arthur R. Thomas
Gloucester, Massachussetts

Edd Doerr
Silver Spring, Maryland

Morris Schorr
Woodland Hills, California
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In his otherwise well-reasoned
argument for freedom of religion
(“Freedom from Religion Is a Civil
Right,” FI, August/September
2014), Nigel Barber objects to the
use of “a Bible and religious language” in the presidential swearing-in ceremony on constitutional
grounds, stating that it amounts
to a “violation of the Article VI
prohibition on religious texts as
a condition for holding public
office.” In fact, Article VI states “no
religious test shall ever be required
as a qualification to any office or
public trust under the United
States.” That’s test, not text. In
fact, the word text in that context
is incoherent. Barber confesses
he is not a constitutional scholar,
and there are good reasons to
object to the use of a Bible and
religious language in this context.
But surely he can read.
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Nigel Barber replies:
The point is well taken, yet irrelevant. The use of a text is a sort
of religious test because it is hard
for a nonbeliever to swear on
the Bible.

Lose Religion, Save
America
Re “Why We Need to Lose
Religion to Save America”
by Lauren Becker (FI, August/
September 2014): they told us
in the second grade that the
Puritans came over from Europe
seeking religious freedom. This,
they say, was the true source
of our blessed national origins.
However, they never told us
that the Puritans were nearly
expelled from Europe not
because they were not tolerated, but because they wouldn’t
tolerate. When they got to the
new world, they persecuted religious dissent in their midst; they
executed women on charges
of witchcraft, they deliberately
infected the Native Americans
with smallpox, and they justified
slavery. If this is our philosophic
source to which we must return
in order to save ourselves, I think
I will take my politics elsewhere.

John L. Indo
Houston, Texas

Morality without God
Re “How Morality Has the Objec
tivity that Matters—without
God,” by Ronald A. Lindsay (FI,
August/September 2014): it
seems that if we had a fuller
knowledge of history, sociology,
and psychology, then much of
morality, as Lindsay defines it,
would be driven by conscious
social engineering, analogous
to civil engineering. There are
objective facts underlying bridge
design that constrain how you
build a bridge once you select
the size and type of bridge.
Similarly, there are objective
facts underlying social design
(which appears to be Lindsay’s
gauge of morality) that constrain moral systems once you
select certain aspects of society.
Lindsay seems to assume one
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of those aspects is enlargement
toward “something like a global
moral community” that serves
all humans. However, historically
“moral” expansion has tended
to be implemented more as
enforcing one group’s fixed
(absolute rather than objective)
social (religious) morality upon
all others or destroying them,
rather than as developing an
objective social morality that
can be accepted by (almost)
everyone. This is an advantage
of humanism, that it tries to
respect commonalities among
all humans (and other creatures
to the extent that they share
them), rather than selecting a
chosen group and excluding all
others. A few who will not agree
to the social system have to be
excluded, but perhaps the most
moral society uses the most wellfounded arguments to exclude
the fewest. I look forward to
Lindsay’s complete book.

Kenneth J. Peters
Los Angeles, California

Ronald A. Lindsay lays out a persuasive ethical argument that
God is not necessary for morality.
He briefly discusses the evolution
of morality in primitive human
societies as a rational existence
for morality without the need for
the supernatural. I would suggest that biology offers many
examples of moral behaviors
among not only other primates
but also in herd animals such as
elephants and wolves and in even
cooperative insect societies such
as bees and ants. Morality may
be in our DNA, which may be a
sufficient explanation for its existence. Evoking a higher power
is certainly unnecessary. Adaptive
moral behaviors that resulted in
the greater success of a given
population ensured its evolutionary promotion throughout the
species. I do not believe that the
religious consider a god to be
involved in the moral behavior
of nonhuman animals, but many
species exhibit behaviors we
would describe as moral.

Michael Hamant, MD
Tucson, Arizona
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Ethics and Scripture
Steve Sklar’s article “Scientific
Ethics and the Scripture of
Abrahamic Faiths” figuratively
blew my socks off. In my seventy-nine and a half years, I have
never read an article that so
adequately encompassed mankind’s position in the universe.
Sklar’s claim, “Our most essential
task, then, is to survive and take
responsibility for the sustainability of life on Earth,” simply
and directly states that we are it.
There are no others.

Rodger A. Sanders
McMinnville, Tennessee

Leaving Religion
The whole series of “Why I Am
Not a . . .,” has been marvelous
but Mark Cagnetta’s article “Why
I Am Not a Catholic” (FI, August/
September 2014) was particularly
moving. His raw, honest account
of his loss of religion, his “arguments” with his mother, and his
heartbreaking account of the
death of his son, Michael, was
stunning for both its passion and
its quietly heroic conclusion. It
is this kind of personal writing,
along with the scholarly essays
and sometimes wickedly satirical tone of articles such as Mark
Rubinstein’s (“Anticipating Ham
let in the Gospels,” same issue)
that makes Free Inquiry such a
wonderful and unmissable read.

tic; by 1968 I was a confirmed
atheist. I can attest (on a stack of
Bibles?) that I became and have
remained a more moral person
since I broke out of my religious
straitjacket.

Clyde Wilkes
Bisbee, Arizona

The Face of Christ
I enjoyed the article by Michael
Paulkovich (“The Face of Christ,”
FI, August/September 2014) on
the “incredible shrinking son
of man,” as Robert Price calls
him. I’m sure Jesus Christ is an
invention of the Gospel hacks.
Paul of Tarsus (or of Brooklyn or
wherever the hell he came from)
made up a Jesus that was completely different from the one in
Matthew, Luke, Mark, or John—
which weren’t even their real
names, of course. Everything in
the Christian Bible is recycled fairy
tales. I especially appreciated the
list that Paulkovich provided of
contemporary (i.e., early CE) writers who never heard of the Christ.

Louis S. Bedrock
Roselle, New Jersey

WRITE TO

Peter Cooper
Thurstonland, England

The continuation of the “Why
I Am Not a . . .” series in the
August/September 2014 FI provides excellent confirmation
that morality without God is
not only possible, it is alive and
thriving. I would like to add my
two-cents worth. In the spring
of 1950, I was president of two
Christian youth groups, very
active in Youth for Christ and
the Southern Baptist church,
and had been accepted/preregistered to attend Northwestern
Theological School (enter the
Korean War). I grew up and
obtained a good, broad education. By 1958, I was an agnos-
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