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The More Things Change . . .
International Blasphemy Rights Day is
September 30. As that date draws near,
it’s appropriate to reflect on the shifting landscape for free speech critical of
religion.
In 1999, Free Inquiry under then-editor
Lewis Vaughn ran a provocative cover:
Your eyes are not deceiving you. The
subhead really was “Digging Up Dirt on
Jesus, Moses, Muhammad, & Buddha.”
And yes, the cover included a picture
of Muhammad. The issue appeared
in better bookstores and newsstands
nationwide and in other countries (to say
nothing of subscribers’ mailboxes). Yet
it fomented no controversy. Zilch. Nada.
Not a single angry letter or e-mail, not
one concerned news story, no frightened
vendor whisking the issue off the shelves.
And Muhammad was on the cover.
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In 2006, Free Inquiry ran four of the
twelve famously controversial Danish
Muhammad cartoons inside the April/
May issue. (Charles Darwin was on the
cover.) While European publications
including Charlie Hebdo had rushed
to reprint the cartoons in solidarity
with Jyllands-Posten, the Danish tabloid that originally commissioned them,
U.S. media adopted a policy of visual
silence, reporting avidly about the cartoon controversy but never showing
the cartoons themselves.
Free Inquiry was apparently the first
U.S. periodical of national circulation to
publish any of the cartoons. Controversy
followed. The late, lamented U.S. bookstore chain Borders pulled the issue
from its shelves, precipitating a media/
blogosphere firestorm in which Borders
was roundly drubbed for censorship.

Oddly, the Canadian chains Coles,
Chapters, and Indigo (then recently
absorbed into common ownership)
took no action regarding the April/May
issue that included the Muhammad
cartoons. Instead, the chains stripped
from their shelves the next issue, which
did not contain Muhammad cartoons.
You can guess what happened next; it
took just a few days of clobbering by
a national newspaper columnist and
a gaggle of bloggers before Coles/
Chapters/Indigo restocked the issue
and issued an unconvincing claim that
its removal had been “accidental.”
Soon after that, the major monthly
Harper’s published a sprawling cover
feature on the cartoons. Penned by
the Jewish cartoonist Art Spiegelman
(famed for the graphic novel Maus),
the feature printed all twelve Danish
cartoons repeatedly, once in a sidebar
along with Spiegelman’s arch review
of each cartoon. He rated them not
with stars but with one to five “fatwa
bombs.” For good measure, Spiegelman
added additional blasphemous cartoons, including one of his own: an
ironic, full-page, anti-Semitic cartoon
set in a concentration camp. (You read
that right; Spiegelman understood the
first principle of effective blasphemy:
namely, blaspheming your own creed as
avidly as you do others.)
Borders sold the June 2006 issue
of Harper’s. Coles/Chapters/Indigo censored it. Draw your own conclusions.
Obviously, between 1999 and 2006,
much had changed in the way both the
general public and pundits perceived
blasphemy. The groundwork had been
laid earlier, of course; it was in the wake
of Salman Rushdie’s 1988 novel, The
Satanic Verses, that many Westerners
first experienced the now-predictable rhetoric of pained outrage, real
or feigned, when Islam or its prophet
are putatively maligned. More disturbingly, this crisis delivered our first
broad-scale understanding that many in
the West were prepared to value solicitousness toward religion above freedom of expression. Dismaying numbers
of politicians, writers, and academics
sided not with Rushdie but, in effect,
with the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini,
dismissing free expression as indefen-

sible when it affronted religious sensitivities. American bookstore chains
(which were then still plural) dithered
about selling Rushdie’s book, acquiring spinal fortitude only after best-selling author Stephen King, then at the
height of his popularity, threatened
to remove his own books from any
bookseller that declined to sell Rushdie.
(For more on the Rushdie affair and
its implications, see “The Importance
of Being Blasphemous: Literature, SelfCensorship, and the Legacy of The
Satanic Verses” by Stephen R. Welch in
this issue.)

“. . . The cover included a
picture of Muhammad. . . .
Yet it fomented no controversy.
… Not a single angry letter or
e-mail, not one concerned news
story, no frightened vendor whisking the issue off the shelves.”
Still, during the nineties and shortly
beyond, the controversy over what we
now call “defamation of religion” mostly
smoldered. Islamic terror attacks made
headlines: the first World Trade Center
bombing in 1993, the 1998 embassy
bombings in Kenya and Tanzania, and
the USS Cole attack of 2000 targeted
American interests. Jihadi violence in the
Middle East, Asia, and Europe intensified but engaged only sporadic attention stateside. Humanists and writers
did mobilize in response to the plight
of Taslima Nasrin (interviewed in this
issue by Point of Inquiry cohost Lindsay
Beyerstein), driven from her native
Bangladesh in 1994 by mobs demanding
her death for blasphemy.
But for most Americans, it was the
attacks of September 11, 2001, that drove
home the destructive power of Islamic
extremism. In their shadow, controversies over free expression critical of Islam
lurched into the form we know today,
making it all but inevitable that FI’s 2006
issue republishing four Danish cartoons
would spark greater controversy than its
1999 issue that blasphemed Muhammad
on its cover.
secularhumanism.org
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. . . The More They Stay the Same
More than nine years have passed since
the Danish cartoon controversy. Over
that time, the controversy and its rhetoric have remained oddly static. Too few
Western voices still speak out for free expression, the freedom to criticize religion,
and secularism. Too many Westerners
still murmur that religious sensibilities
must be protected and that sacrificing
one of our core liberties is an acceptable
price to pay for doing so. All the while,
Islamic ideologues continue pressing
their arguments in international forums
that religions should be held beyond
criticism, that so-called defamation of
religion threatens human welfare more
seriously than the stifling of free expression. First it was the Council of Europe,
then the United Nations Human Rights
Council—the settings change, but the arguments vary little. The sole new wrinkle
concerns the role of national blasphemy
legislation. A new antidiscrimination law
passed by the United Arab Emirates forbids not only hate speech but any speech
disparaging religion—and for good measure, any speech that insults the UAE. A
Senior Saudi minister further upped the
ante by urging all nations to “intensify
efforts to criminalize insulting heavenly
religions, prophets, holy books, religious
symbols and places of worship.” That’s
exactly the wrong solution; for the right
solution, we need look only to Iceland,
which responded to the Charlie Hebdo
attacks by repealing its anti-blasphemy
law.
I’ve been reviewing galley proofs for
the newest Best of Free Inquiry anthology, The Harm Done by Religion. One of
the articles included was a 2006 essay by
the venerable UK atheist activist Barbara
Smoker. Titled “Should We Respect
Religion?,” it presented her reflections
on a debate at Oxford at which she
and Flemming Rose, the editor who
commissioned the Danish Muhammad
cartoons, defended the freedom to
speak critically of sacred things. The
essay astonished with its freshness and
trenchancy. A more unsettling realization followed: Smoker’s essay remains so
relevant because the terms of the controversy have changed so little.
I meant for this editorial to offer an
impassioned defense of free expression,
6
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especially the freedom to blaspheme.
And so it shall, though I turn the bully
pulpit over to Barbara Smoker. Nine
years ago, she said what needs to be
said today:
Should we, then, respect religious
faith? Certainly not. But should we
respect religious people? Yes—as
long as they are not antisocial and
do not aim to impose their religious
views on others.
However, even if we respect
them as good-living people, we cannot respect their beliefs. Faith, which
means firm belief in the absence
of evidence, betrays human intelligence, undermines science-based
knowledge, and compromises ordinary morality. If there were objective evidence for its doctrines, it
would no longer be faith; it would
be knowledge.
We have to excuse the medieval
skeptics who pretended to respect
Christianity rather than risk being
burned at the stake, and likewise the
apostate Muslims of today who pay
lip-service to Islam in those Islamic
countries where apostasy is still a
capital offense; but we who live in
a comparatively liberal society have
no such excuse. In fact, it is all the
more incumbent upon us to give our
support to victims of religious oppression everywhere by coming out
of the respectful closet and speaking our minds. Freedom of speech is
more important than respect. . . .
There can be no real freedom
of religion without freedom from
religion, which is part of the whole
concept of free speech. As J. S. Mill
wrote, no idea can be justified unless it is open to opposition—which
means free speech and free expression. And free speech must include
the right to laugh at absurd ideas.
Indeed, ridicule—including satirical cartoons—has always been an
important element of the free exchange of ideas on everything, not
least religion. Without that free exchange, there can be no advance in
knowledge and no social progress.
Totalitarian extremists, of whatever religion or sect, invariably put
faith first and freedom nowhere.
Censorship, including insidious
self-censorship, is then the order of
the day, followed closely by violence.
In a society where religious orthodoxy rules, there is no freedom of
religion. . . .
No one would denounce the ridiculing of political views, which are
open to free debate. In fact, true respect for religion would allow it to be
opened up in the same way, relying
secularhumanism.org

on the truth emerging. But at present
it is shielded from honest scrutiny.
This suggests that the faithful realize
it could not stand up to it. . . .
It is obviously impossible to
genuinely respect an ideology that
our reason rejects as superstition,
let alone dangerous superstition; so
what the motion that we should respect it actually means is that we
should pretend to respect religion for
the sake of political correctness. . . .
Muslims, we are told, are sensitive and are really hurt when their
religion is joked about. Don’t they
credit their supposed creator god
with any sense of humor? Didn’t he
actually invent laughter? And is he
too weak to withstand a joke without some humorless cleric rushing to
his defense? Or is their own faith so
weak that they fear its contamination? . . . Claiming to be ultrasensitive
and really hurt by mere words or pictures is, of course, a way of gaining
privilege. Everyone else has to speak
softly so as not to hurt you. . . .
Pressured by religious leaders sinking their differences in the
common cause of authoritarianism,
[Western and global institutions are]
considering the introduction of legislation . . . to enforce “respect for
religious feelings” internationally.
Insertion of the word feelings lends
this tendentious goal a semblance of
humane empathy. But religion cannot, in all conscience, be intellectually
respected if honesty is to prevail over
hypocrisy—and giving it false respect
would not just be obsequious and
dishonest, but it would actually allow
superstitions of the Dark Ages to
triumph, destroying the whole range
of social and individual freedoms
courageously won over the past few
centuries.
So, for the sake of liberty as well
as truth, we must resist the indefensible furtherance of hypocritical
respect. Far from being willing to
moderate free speech by respect for
religion, we should moderate respect
for religion in favor of free speech.*

But Change Is Coming
If the thinking Barbara Smoker exemplifies was embattled in 2006, it is somewhat less so today. After years of stasis,
realization genuinely seems to be growing that free expression cannot, must
*Barbara Smoker, “Should We Respect Reli
gion?” FI, October/November 2006; re
printed in Thomas Flynn, Ronald A. Lindsay,
Andrea Szalanski, and Nicole Scott, eds., The
Harm Done by Religion (Amherst, N.Y.: Inquiry
Press, forthcoming).

not, be curtailed in the name of offering a false courtesy to religious extremists who, if greater power were theirs,
would extend no like courtesy to us.
Free expression is an irreducible foundation stone of our civilization; at times
it’s an issue of survival. Recent attacks on
secularist bloggers in Bangladesh—especially the February 26 murder of Bangladeshi-American blogger (and FI contributor) Avijit Roy and the serious wounding
of his wife, Rafida Ahmed Bonya—have
galvanized awareness of the real stakes.
Another force for change is the
humanist and secularist community,
which has organized and engaged in
activism as never before in defense of
free expression and the right to blaspheme. This work is beginning to bear
real fruits.
On June 9, the Center for Inquiry
(FI’s copublisher) teamed with the
American Humanist Association and
the Secular Coalition for America to
hold a Capitol Hill briefing for lawmakers and their staffs on the state of international religious freedom. The next
day, Michael De Dora, CFI’s director of
public policy, was back on the Hill for
a briefing on extremism in Bangladesh
cosponsored by the Hindu American
Foundation. Only a week later, CFI was
rallying support for a U.S. House of
Representatives resolution encouraging repeal of blasphemy laws worldwide. Days later, CFI volunteer representative Roy Brown addressed the
UN Human Rights Council in Geneva,
Switzerland, calling on governments
to curb persecution of the nonreligious
and to respect freedom of belief and
expression. Meanwhile CFI continues
to work with the U.S. Department
of State and the U.S. Commission on
International Religious Freedom to aid
secularists and skeptics charged with
blasphemy and similar offenses in their
home countries. (In related activism, CFI
played a key role in bringing Taslima
Nasrin to the United States when
conditions in her adopted country of
India became unsafe. CFI donors generously contributed to a Freethought
Emergency Fund to meet her expenses
and those of future bloggers, writers,
and others who may require rescue
from religious violence.)

And Finally . . .
It wouldn’t be a blasphemy-rights cover
feature without Free Inquiry itself exercising those rights. As in 2006, I am
pleased to present an image that U.S.
media seem determined you should not
see. (It’s findable on the web, but print
and television appearances have been
extremely rare.)
A bit of background: in May, the
American Freedom Defense Initiative
(AFDI), a Far-Right anti-Islam group,
sponsored a “draw Muhammad” contest and associated conference in
Garland, Texas. In a stunning demonstration that AFDI’s fevered rhetoric
wasn’t wholly paranoid, two Americanborn jihadis wielding assault rifles tried
to shoot their way into the conference facility. One security officer was
wounded; another killed both assailants before they could enter. Despite
the attack, contest organizers completed their judging and awarded a
$12,500 cash prize to graphic novelist

Bosch Fawstin, a Muslim-turned-atheist
child of Albanian immigrants. AFDI later
attempted to reproduce the winning
image on transit ads in the nation’s
capital, prompting the Washington,
D.C., Metro system to take the unprecedented step of banning issue ads for
the rest of 2015.
AFDI and its cofounder, conservative
blogger Pamela Geller, excoriate Islam
in florid language. (Cartoonist Fawstin’s
rhetoric is not noticeably milder.) There
is much intolerance there. But if only
like a stopped clock that’s right twice
a day, AFDI and its people do seem to
understand the necessity for unbridled
free expression, even—indeed, especially—when the topic is religion.
As for the winning cartoon, it is brilliant beyond its origins, capturing the
conflict between religious extremism
and freedom of expression boldly and
with great vibrancy. Here it is. And if no
one has wished you a happy International Blasphemy Rights Day, let me
be the first.

Bosch Fawstin’s prize-winning Muhammad cartoon.
Reprinted by permission of American Freedom Defense Initiative.

Tom Flynn is the editor of F ree I nquiry , the executive director of the Council for Secular Humanism,
and the director of the Robert Green Ingersoll Birthplace Museum.
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Ophelia Benson

OP-ED

On Destruction

O

ne of the things humans like to
do with their lives is make some
sort of mark on the world. Sand
castles on the beach; initials in a new
piece of sidewalk; graffiti . . . a statue, a
temple, a tower.
There are two ways of making this
sort of mark: creation and destruction.
The second is, obviously, quicker.
It takes a lot of time, and work, and
skill to create a Bamiyan Buddha, a Lion
of Al-lat, a Babri Masjid, a World Trade
Center. It takes much less to smash
them. Obliteration is a shortcut to fame
and a certain kind of glory. Fame and

“There are always ways to
think of a particular statue or
temple or office building as a
pollutant or a poison, so there’s
always a way to see their
destruction as heroic,
purifying, glorious.”

glory can be ways to find meaning
in life, to feel that one has lived to
some purpose. There are always ways
to think of a particular statue or temple
or office building as a pollutant or a
poison, so there’s always a way to see
their destruction as heroic, purifying,
glorious.
The Islamic State destroyed the Lion
of Al-lat in Palmyra, Syria, on June 27. It
was a stylized statue of a male lion with
8
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a crouching gazelle between its front
paws that had been built into a wall
of the temple of the goddess Al-lat. It
was made from limestone in the early
first century CE, stood ten feet tall, and
weighed fifteen tons. Syria’s antiquities
director, Maamoun Abdelkarim, told
Agence France Presse that the statue
had been covered with a metal plate
and sandbags to protect it from fighting, “but we never imagined that IS
would come to the town to destroy it.”
On May 16, 1943, the German
SS blew up the Great Synagogue of
Warsaw as the last act in the destruction of the Warsaw ghetto by the
Nazis. The synagogue, at the time of its
opening on September 26, 1878, was
the largest synagogue in the world.
SS-Gruppenführer Jürgen Stroop later
recalled the thrill of the event:
What a marvelous sight it was. A
fantastic piece of theater. My staff
and I stood at a distance. I held
the electrical device which would
detonate all the charges simultaneously. . . . I glanced over at my brave
officers and men, tired and dirty,
silhouetted against the glow of the
burning buildings. After prolonging the suspense for a moment, I
shouted: “Heil Hitler” and pressed
the button. With a thunderous,
deafening bang and a rainbow
burst of colors, the fiery explosion soared toward the clouds, an
unforgettable tribute to our triumph over the Jews. The Warsaw
Ghetto was no more. The will of
Adolf Hitler and Heinrich Himmler
had been done.*
*Kazimierz Moczarski, Conversations with an
Executioner (New York: Prentice Hall, 1981).
secularhumanism.org

On December 6, 1992, a large crowd
of Hindu nationalists destroyed the
sixteenth-century Babri Masjid (the
Mosque of Babur) in Ayodhya, Uttar
Pradesh, India, in an effort to reclaim
what they considered the birthplace of
the Hindu god Rama. The mosque was
constructed in 1527 on the orders of the
first Mughal emperor of India, probably
on the site of a temple to Rama. It was
one of the largest mosques in Uttar
Pradesh. The demolition triggered riots
that killed more than two thousand
people.
You’ll notice these are all religious
buildings or monuments, and there
are of course countless other examples
I could list. There’s nothing surprising in that, given the way tribal loyalties—a.k.a. “identities” or “communities”—tend to focus on The One True
Religion versus the detested Other.
Religions are also good at sucking up
all the loose cash, so they can afford to
build lavish monuments to put the fear
of god into the populace. The more lavish and fearsome the monument, the
more alluring it is to the enemy. Costly
display is useful for social control, but
it’s also a target.
It isn’t always the other religion
whose statues and minarets are
smashed; often it’s a rival sect of the
same religion that obliterates the
icons. The return to purity is a recurring theme in many religions, from
Jesus knocking over the tables of the
money changers to Henry Tudor loot(Continued on page 46)

Shadia B. Drury

OP-ED

Amazing Grace?

C

hristians understand God’s grace
as a gift that is undeserved—an
unsolicited gift that springs from
his bountiful love. It is no doubt comforting to think that we live in a universe presided over by a benevolent
and loving god—a god whose love is
akin to that of a parent, a love that
can be relied on when all else fails,
a love that need not be earned—in
short, unconditional love. Despite its
unquestioning appeal, the idea has a
dark side, to which the devout are
oblivious. In light of the role that God’s
grace has played in President Barack
Obama’s understanding of the events
surrounding the massacre in a South
Carolina church in June 2015, the concept deserves careful examination.
Christians are encouraged to imitate
their god in their private as well as their
public lives. In private life, divine grace
is the inspiration behind the Christian
conception of love in marriage. In the
Christian view, love in marriage should
imitate the love of God—unconditional,
unearned, and undeserved. Far from
being something we “fall” into, love
is a resolute decision, a pledge to love
unconditionally. So understood, marriage is not a juridical contract between
two people. A contract becomes null
and void when one of the parties fails
to live up to the agreement.
This is not the case in the Christian
conception of marriage, because marriage is not an agreement between
two people but between each of them
and God. Consequently, there is never a
reason to default on the pledge regardless of the conduct of the spouse. This

view of love is no doubt heroic—and I
think that it is definitely worth trying,
because unconditional love may well
have a cathartic effect. But it also has
a dark side, because it is unreasonable to keep trying when no success is
achieved.
Let me give an example of success
and one of failure. In the film Ryan’s
Daughter, a young woman in a small
Irish town pursues and marries an
older man to whom she thinks she
is attracted. The marriage is not as
exciting as she anticipated. Then she
meets a younger man, who happens
to be an English soldier, and has an
affair with him. The husband is aware
of the affair but says nothing. But the
townspeople discover the affair and
later accuse her of betraying them to
the English for their helping Irish rebels
obtain arms. They abduct the young
woman, strip her, shave her hair off,
and have even worse humiliations in
store for her. Luckily, she is rescued in
the nick of time—mainly by the husband! He packs all their belongings
and takes her away from the town to
start a new life. The film left me with
the impression that the young woman
might gain a new appreciation for her
husband and love him in a way that
she had not done before. In that sense,
the Christian example of love may well
be transformative. However, that is not
necessarily the case.
The young woman may turn out
to be another Madame Bovary and
continue to have an endless series of
affairs. Then it would not only be foolish for the husband to remain steadsecularhumanism.org

fast; it would be a form of self-flagellation. But Christians think this is a virtue.
St. Augustine thought that his mother
was a heroic example of Christian love
in marriage because she remained true
to her husband even though he beat
her continually. Because the abuse

“. . . The Christian conception
of marriage . . . is not an
agreement between two
people but between each
of them and God.”
was constant, Augustine could not fall
back on the assumption that unconditional love is transformative, so he
claimed that abusive husbands must be
accepted as a punishment from God for
sin. However, there is no indication that
his mother was prone to any particular
vices, other than the ubiquitous original sin with which we are all supposedly tainted. That is what I mean by the
dark side of the effort to imitate God’s
grace. It is masochistic, and it encourages bullies. It gets worse.
The Christian injunction to love
your enemies is another example of
the imitation of God’s grace—undeserved love. However, it is a mistake
to assume that it is a repudiation of
revenge. On the contrary, it is a matter
of forgoing a limited human form of
revenge in favor of a superior form of
(Continued on page 46)
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Greta Christina

OP-ED

Trigger Warning

S

poiler alert: This column includes
a spoiler for the movie Star Wars
Episode V: The Empire Strikes Back.
Was that sentence a problem for
anyone?
Did anyone read that sentence and
think, “What has our culture come to?
Are we really this weak, this hypersensitive? In a free society, people should
be willing to be exposed to ideas they
find upsetting—including finding out
that Darth Vader is Luke’s father. Do
people need to be this pampered and
protected from every possible negative
experience?”
I highly doubt it. You might have
thought it was silly to give a spoiler
alert for a hugely popular, much-discussed movie released in 1980—but
the basic idea of spoiler alerts is widely
accepted. In fact, for more recent movies and books and television shows, we
tend to think that not giving spoiler
alerts is obnoxious.
So why is there controversy about
trigger warnings?
For those who aren’t familiar with
the concept, a trigger warning or content note is an alert that appears at the
beginning of a piece of content (writing, movies, lectures, and the like) that
lets the audience know that the piece
talks about certain traumatic experiences—most commonly rape, domestic
violence, suicide, hate crimes, or child
abuse. Contrary to popular opinion,
they are not meant to warn people that
content might be offensive. They primarily exist for people with post-traumatic stress disorder (although other

people find trigger warnings useful
as well). For people with PTSD, being
exposed to images or descriptions of
similar traumas can trigger serious
symptoms including flashbacks, panic
attacks, and more. The alerts usually say
something such as, “Content note: This
piece includes references to rape and
racist violence.”
Trigger warnings and content notes
have become hugely controversial—
whether they appear in academic
settings, newspapers and magazines,
or the rough-and-tumble world of
social media. In fact, when I wanted
to include a content note in my most
recent Free Inquiry column (“Skepticism,
and Emotional Responses to Terrible
Ideas,” August/September 2015), I was
told by Editor Tom Flynn that content
notes are against Free Inquiry policy,
because (quote included with Flynn’s
permission) “we run edgy and controversial writing without regard for
whom it might offend. In that context,
appending a trigger warning or content note to a specific article would be
redundant. If we didn’t put a warning
on the Danish Muhammad cartoons
back in 2006, we can probably trust
readers to handle anything you throw
at them!”
I don’t want to pick on Flynn here,
though. I doubt that many of you are
interested in the internal policies of Free
Inquiry—and in any case, attitudes like
this are quite common. Trigger warnings have been described as “swaddling”
and a desire for “protections against
unpleasant thoughts” (Kathleen Parker,
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Washington Post); a “desire for endless
comfort” that’s inconsistent with “being
challenged” (Brittney Cooper, Salon);
and “self-indulgent victimhood” (Gad
Saad, Huffington Post). In a singularly
odd missing of the point, some people
even treat requests for content notes
as requests to not address traumatic
topics at all. (Um . . . the whole point of
content notes is that you are addressing
traumatic topics. If you weren’t, you
wouldn’t need a content note.)

“I want to ask the people who
object to trigger warnings:
Do you also object to spoiler
alerts? And if not, what’s
the difference?”

So I want to ask the people who
object to trigger warnings: Do you also
object to spoiler alerts? And if not,
what’s the difference?
A spoiler alert lets people know,
“I’m talking here about The Empire
Strikes Back, and I’m revealing important and surprising plot developments.
You might want to wait to read this
until you’ve seen the movie.” We know
that many people who haven’t seen
a particular movie are irritated when
they find out spoilers: a spoiler alert
helps them make informed decisions
(Continued on page 48)
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Russell Blackford

OP-ED

Just a Rationalization? Free Speech, Absolutism,
and Motivated Reasoning

O

n a few occasions in recent years,
I’ve found my best attempts to
analyze the complexities of a difficult topic met by the snarky insistence
that I am merely rationalizing my own
preferences. Honesty, it’s suggested,
requires a simple, absolutist stance.
The most recent occasion followed my publication, on the Cogito
multi
author philosophy blog, of a
post in which I expressed my disgust
at Gawker’s latest yellow journalism.
Gawker, the popular gossip blog, had
just revealed a gay or bisexual man’s
alleged attempts to hire a gay prostitute on a planned interstate trip.
Though the person concerned was
a senior finance executive, he was in
no sense a public figure or someone
who could plausibly be condemned for
hypocrisy. Even if there might be some
circumstances in which such cruel, prurient invasions of privacy are justifiable,
this situation was remote from them.
My Cogito musings of July 17,
2015, were a small part of a far more
widespread outcry, and (too little, too
late!) Gawker ended up removing the
offending post. That, however, is a separate story with its own ramifications
and lessons.
An issue that arose for me was how
free-speech advocates ought to regard
highly invasive, and very likely defamatory, “news” stories. Should we take the
absolutist stance that such material,

12

Free Inquiry

October/November 2015

however harmful—and however cynical, callous, or malicious—should not
give rise to any legal redress but only to
social condemnation? That thought, in
turn, led me to larger, perennial issues
about the purpose and nature of free
speech. Is the concept of free speech
only about government censorship, or
does it have some role and importance
in respect to merely social, or informal,
attempts to suppress certain kinds of
speech? If it is seen partly or wholly as a
freedom from government censorship,
should freedom of speech protect all
kinds of speech? Or, as assumed by
legislatures and courts, are there legitimate limits and exceptions?
These are not simple questions. At
the end of the day, however, I maintain that we can condemn the Gawker
post without losing our credibility as
free-speech advocates. We can even
argue that its victim—and others like
him—should have some form of legal
redress. A certain kind of absolutist will
disagree.

I

n recent years, I’ve come to believe
that freedom of speech is not just
about government censorship. Or perhaps it is better—more precise and
correct—to say that some of the considerations weighing against government censorship also weigh against
private attempts to suppress disliked
speech. Classical arguments, such as
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those developed by John Stuart Mill,
for a broad “liberty of thought and
discussion” have implications that go
beyond questions about the proper
powers of governments. These classical
arguments can provide us with good
reasons to refrain from at least some
nongovernment efforts to punish disliked opinions, such as campaigns to
have individuals fired from their employment.
At the same time, there’s an elephant in the room: much speech contains little of any value that falls under
“liberty of thought and discussion.”
Indeed, it seems that Mill himself would
not have argued against all restrictions
on speech that defames individuals or
that intrudes seriously on their privacy.
It is most unlikely, for example, that his
arguments for the importance of allowing all opinions could be deployed successfully to oppose a law forbidding
revenge porn. Revenge porn undoubtedly conveys attitudes toward the
individual on whom revenge is being
inflicted, but it’s an unlikely source for
any opinions and arguments on matters of larger public interest.
Much speech lacks the particular
kind of social and personal value that
Mill describes in On Liberty. Yet worthless speech can ruin people’s lives. At
least in the worst cases, I believe that
(Continued on page 49)

James A. Haught

OP-ED

Revelations, Visitations, and All That

I

n the mid-1800s, an imprisoned
Persian allegedly saw a vision of a
“heavenly maiden” who informed him
that he possessed holy status. Later,
he declared that he was Baha’u’llah,
the Promised One of All Religions. In
effect, he said he was Jesus returning
for Christians, the Messiah coming for
Jews, Lord Krishna coming for Hindus,
a long-awaited divine imam coming
for Muslims, etc. He drew thousands of
followers, called Baha’i. Surrounding
Shi’ite Muslims massacred the Baha’is,
but they persisted. The Persian’s brother
tried to poison him and declared himself, instead, the Promised One of All
Religions. But the brother’s attempt
fizzled. Baha’is slowly grew in numbers to seven million around the world
today, although they remain cruelly
persecuted in Iran.
In 1935, according to the Unification
Church, Jesus appeared to Sun Myung
Moon in Korea and commanded him
to finish the “incomplete” work that
Christ started two thousand years earlier. Moon began evangelizing and
slowly built the “Moonie” faith that has
spread worldwide.
In the mid-1800s, a Chinese man
who had read Christian missionary
tracts said he had experienced a vision
in which God told him he was a divine
younger brother of Jesus. God commanded him to “destroy demons.”
The vision-receiver drew followers,

launching the Taiping religion and a
Taiping army that conquered much of
China and caused an estimated twenty
million deaths. The Taipings finally
were exterminated by forces under
British commander “Chinese” Gordon.
(Gordon later faced a second holy
war: he led Egyptian troops against a
Muslim jihad in the Upper Nile Valley
and was killed when the insurgents
overran Khartoum.)
In the 1970s, a French race-car driver
named Claude Vorlihon said he was visited by ancient extraterrestrials called
the Elohim, whom he claimed had created all life on Earth. He renamed himself Raël, wrote books, and launched a
religion that consists mostly of naked
assemblies, casual sex, and efforts to
bring the Elohim back to the planet.
Estimates of the number of Raëlians
range from fifty thousand to ninety
thousand.
In the mid-1800s, a much-arrested
mystic named Joseph Smith said he was
visited by an angel called Moroni who
showed him golden tablets buried on
a hill in west-central New York State.
The angel allegedly gave Smith magic
stones that he said enabled him to
translate ancient writing on the tablets.
This became the Book of Mormon; it
described a North American civilization
that was visited by Jesus. But nobody
could see the golden tablets and magic
stones for proof, because the angel
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supposedly took them back to heaven.
Today, the Mormon faith numbers fifteen million worldwide.
Mary Baker Eddy said that she heard
supernatural voices as a child, and she
later became devoted to a hypnotist
healer. Then she claimed that divine
inspiration led her to write a faith-healing book and launch the Church of
Christ Scientist in the 1870s. But critics
claimed that she lifted most of her spiritual healing ideas from the hypnotist
and from Eastern religions.

“Time after time throughout
history, various people have
claimed miraculous visitations.”

And, as everyone knows, the prophet
Muhammad claimed in the seventh
century that the angel Gabriel visited
him repeatedly for twenty-three years,
dictating the Qu’ran. Muhammad was
illiterate but supposedly relayed the
angel’s words to others and scribes,
who put them on paper. This launched
the Muslim faith, which now has 1.5
billion adherents.
(Continued on page 51)
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Nicole Scott

OP-ED

Niloy Neel: Fourth Atheist Blogger Hacked to Death in 2015

F

our down. Eighty to go.
That is according to the list of
eighty-four “atheist bloggers” created by Islamist groups in 2013 and
distributed with the aim of having these
people arrested for blasphemy. When
the Bangladeshi government would not
arrest innocent people, Islamist extremists began taking matters into their own
hands. Literally.
In less than six months, four secular
bloggers have been attacked and killed
by machete-wielding men in Bangladesh.
The first and most prominent this year
was Avijit Roy, who was attacked on the
streets of Dhaka with his wife, Rafida
Bonya Ahmed, in February. Roy founded
a blog critical of religion that brought
freethinkers, atheists, and the like of
Bengali descent together. The most
recent (as we went to press) was Niloy
Neel, who was brutally slaughtered in his
own home while his wife was confined in
another room. Neel often discussed religion on Facebook and helped found the
Bangladesh Rationalist Society.
Six men entered Neel’s home under
false pretenses of becoming tenants. Two
of them then took Neel into a room
and beheaded him with machetes. Police
had previously ignored Neel’s reports
claiming that his life was in danger. The
Islamic group al-Qaeda in the Indian
Subcontinent (AQIS) claimed responsibility for all four killings.
While attacks of this nature have
occurred in Bangladesh over the years, the
frequency and brutality have increased
significantly. Prior to 2015, there were six
significant attacks resulting in only two
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“In less than six months, four
secular bloggers have been attacked
and killed by machete-wielding men
in Bangladesh.”
deaths over a period of fifteen years. This
year, we’ve seen four attacks all resulting
in the deaths of secular bloggers in less
than six months. All of these attacks were
due to people publicly raising a secular
voice against extremism and encouraging equal rights for all.
Bangladesh’s government and police
have shown a cool indifference to
these attacks by Islamist militants. As
with Neel, police are not responding
to impending threats ahead of attacks
on any of the people on the list. Those
behind these attacks will only continue
as long as there are no consequences
for their actions. After Neel’s death, a
Bangladeshi Inspector General issued
a statement saying freethinkers should
not hurt religious sentiments in their
writings. Essentially, the blame is placed
on those exercising free speech and not
those hacking people to death with
secularhumanism.org

machetes. The official statement sparked
protests by secularists in Bangladesh
and an online petition calling for the
Inspector General’s resignation.
A week after Neel’s death, two men
were arrested for their alleged involvement in the killing, despite claims of four
to six men being involved. The following
week, a British citizen and two other
men were arrested for their involvement
in planning two of the murders. Only
seven people in total have been arrested
for any of the deaths this year. No one
has been charged with any crime yet.
These atrocities have received international attention, including an interview
on MSNBC with the Center for Inquiry’s
own Michael De Dora. An open letter,
signed by activists across the world, has
been sent to the prime minister and president of Bangladesh from the International Humanist and Ethical Union. CFI
and the U.S. government are calling upon
Bangladesh to aggressively act to end
future attacks on nonreligious people
and protect all religious minorities in
their country. It is important that the
safety of all people in Bangladesh does
not solely fall on CFI or other external
entities. The people of Bangladesh need
to demand equal treatment and protection from their government. People and
groups of the world need to stand in
outrage of these acts as they have done
with other human rights violations.
Nicole Scott is the managing editor of The
American Rationalist and an assistant editor at
Free Inquiry.

LOOKING BACK

35 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
“. . . The foes of secular humanism indict
it not only for its heretical views on religion but also for its so-called ‘left-wing’
or ‘liberal’ political beliefs. But secular
humanists are found in the entire range
of the political spectrum. Many on the
New Right fail to recognize that many
secular humanists voted for Ronald
Reagan and other conservative candidates. There are right-wing, conservative,
and libertarian freethinkers as well as
liberal, radical, and left-wing ones. Some
are pro-labor, others are pro-business;

25 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
“. . . If we remove nativity scenes and crosses
from public property, isn’t the state promoting atheism? Poppycock. If a city hung
up big posters of noted skeptics—Hume,
Russell, Ingersoll—in its courthouse, with
some appropriate slogan such as ‘Glory Be
to Freethought’ on a nearby banner, that
would be an endorsement of atheism. But
that has never happened anywhere in this
country.
“. . . There probably is not enough discussion of religion in history textbooks.
There should be more. The whole story
should be told.
“By all means, there should be discussion of how the Pilgrims and Puritans fled
persecution—and how they immediately
began persecuting dissenters here. Let us
have discussion of the Great Awakenings—
secularhumanism.org

some advocate world government, others are against it; some are for nuclear
energy, others oppose it; some support
welfare programs, others are opposed
to them; some insist on a strong foreign
policy, others do not; some are liberals
and socialists, while others are critical of
egalitarianism and defend individualism,
free enterprise, and humanistic capitalism. . . .”
—Paul Kurtz, “Humanism and
Politics,” from Free Inquiry
Volume 1, No. 2 (Spring 1981)

and also of the witchcraft trials. There were
some religious influences on the abolitionist and civil rights movements, but we
would be negligent if we did not discuss
the strong backing that the pro-slavery
and segregationist forces received from
the clergy. The role of religion in the lives
of immigrants and minorities should be
discussed, along with the essential role of
religion in the lives of Ku Klux Klan members. Yes, let us have ample discussion of
religion in our textbooks, but let us hear the
whole story. Maybe then we can say our
schools are truly neutral on the question of
religion. . . .”
—Ronald A. Lindsay, “Neutrality
between Religion and
Irreligion: Is It Required? Is It
Possible?” from Free Inquiry
Volume 10, No. 4 (Fall 1990)
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LETTERS
alties is a morality of mediocrity.
To paraphrase Albert Einstein,
if we humans are only good
because we hope to be showered with prizes (in this life or
a next one) or we fear punishment (in this life or a next one),
then we are indeed a sorry lot.
As humanists, our morality
is not constructed on our own
self-interests. It is not a veneer
that we slap on our hidden
agendas, to mask some ulterior
motive. It is for this noble reason
that I believe we, as humanists,
are truly better without a god
and all its trappings.

Good Without God
In response to Ronald A. Lindsay’s
editorial, “Good Without God—
But Better Without God?” (FI,
August/September 2015), I
strongly agree with his statement
that “too many religious people
still adhere to their religious doctrines (or to religious leaders who
interpret the doctrines for them)
as a guide of decision-making,”
and that, contrary to them, we as
humanists do not base our morality on scripture or the instructions
of an authority. However, I would
have to respectfully disagree with
his view that “The nature of one’s
belief about God is simply not a
reliable predictor of one’s moral
character, and, because of that
fact, we can’t claim that humanist
morality is an improvement over
religious morality when it comes
to shaping one’s character.”
Granted, there are dishonorable and immoral actions being
committed by people on both
sides of this divide; however, I
would ask you to name one war
or pogrom carried out for the
purpose of defending humanist morality. There are none.
Moreover, the element that
makes humanist morality superior to religious morality is that
the latter is inextricably linked
to a divine promise and threat
of heavenly rewards or eternal
punishment in the afterlife. A
morality that is predicated on an
expectation of future rewards
and a phobia of perceived pen16
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Adam S. Thomas
Salem, Oregon

On Altruism
The August/September 2015
issue of Free Inquiry inquires, serendipitously, into the truth, or
untruth, of two separate but complementary subjects: altruism and
free will. Our opinion, pro or con,
on these two subjects are, I think,
a good indicator of how egotistical or how humble we are.
In Tom Flynn’s op-ed piece
on altruism, “Where Have All the
Anti-Altruists Gone?,” he states
that those who don’t believe in
altruism are egoists. But who
is the real egoist: the one who
acknowledges that he does
things for others, at risk to himself, because it makes him feel
good about himself or the one
who claims he’s more admirable because he does those things
altruistically, without any expectation of benefit?
The same can be said on the
subject of free will discussed in
the Letters to the Editor column
of the same issue. Who is the
more egotistical—people who
believe that from the moment
they were born, they had the
will, freely arrived at by their
own accord, without outside
assistance or influences, to make
choices that would make them
the successful, intelligent people they became; or the person
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who believes that everything as
it is at this moment was caused by
everything as it was the moment
before, that the choices we make
as we go through our lives are
determined by the life and the
world we inherit, and that the
choices we make are the only
choices that we can make?
Personally, I believe that when
humanists say they believe in
altruism and in free will, it’s their
mighty egos that are doing the
believing.

Fabian Melgar
Mount Sinai, New York

I see absolutely no conflict
between humanist objectives and
a rational and pragmatic concept
of altruism. In fact, I am rather
inclined to believe that the latter
may be necessary for the furtherance of the humanist cause. With
the European Enlightenment of
the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries came a notion of
democracy that allowed toleration for religious and intellectual
dissent. This could be interpreted
as a reasonable concern for “the
other” which had its long term
benefits for the development of
humanism. Otherwise, organized
religion would have repressed
science and free thought, and
medieval ignorance would have
persisted.
I think we should remember
that human evolution contemplates the development of co-operative behaviors as well as individual subsistence. This created
selective pressures for genes that
allowed for social organization
and the emergence of “culture”
which provided for the survival
and the well-being of the group.
This is how our species survived
the Ice Age and moved into the
age of computers.
Today, there is little question
that we are creatures of thought
and creative imagination rather
than creatures of pure biology.
With our continuing exploration
of the human genome, we shall
soon seize control of human evolution. This, of course, may work
for better or for worse, depend-

ing on our chosen course of
action. We can “think” ourselves
into a reasonable course of altruism, or we can “think” ourselves
into overpopulation, environmental destruction, and nuclear
war. As I reiterate, we are no
longer creatures of pure biology.
Our fate is in our own hands. This
is our biggest problem today.
I am not a socialist, but I do
argue for a humanist-oriented
concept of altruism, which provides for more cooperative behaviors worldwide. Our survival on
this planet may well depend
on it. Of course, we know what
the greatest impediment to this
objective is—organized religion.
This is why we humanists need to
speak up more.

John L. Indo
Houston, Texas

I find Tom Flynn’s “Where Have
All the Anti-Altruists Gone?” seriously deficient, for he makes no
mention of the philosopher who
coined the word altruism and
what he stood for. Compassion,
empathy, and generosity are
universally considered positive
human traits, yet no one uses the
terms compassionism, empathyism, or generosityism because the
suffix ism denotes doctrine, and
with doctrine comes an agenda.
In August Comte’s case, it was
to plan a tightly administered
society, complete with green and
white banners, based on a science
of man or what later became
known as the soft sciences.
Flynn confesses he is no
longer an altruism skeptic because of new scientific information, but a conundrum remains.
Consider these two quotes: first,
“Government should be the means
by which we show our concern for
others” (Rabbi Michael Lerner);
and, second, “Government is not
reason; it is not eloquent; it is
force. Like fire, it is a dangerous
servant and a fearful master”
(George Washington). I have
always found secular humanism
(Continued on page 65)

DEFENDING THE RIGHT TO BLASPHEME

Nothing Should Be Immune
from Criticism
Ronald A. Lindsay

A

part from the right to life, freedom of expression is the
most fundamental human right.
History has proven that free expression has immense
instrumental value. It is difficult to imagine how we would
have been able to secure the other rights we hold dear—the
right to freedom of conscience, the right to vote, the right
to be free from slavery, the right to due process, the right
of women to equal treatment, and so forth—absent public
criticism of traditions, dogmas, and pseudoscientific beliefs
that worked to keep in place unjustifiable restrictions on our liberty and autonomy. Moreover, free
expression is essential for determining the truth of
any claim, whether in science, history, philosophy—or
religion. One cannot undertake an adequate, objective examination of claims absent freedom of expression. Finally, freedom of expression has intrinsic value.
The dignity of the individual requires the freedom to
express oneself as an individual. If one is compelled to
mouth only those words that are sanctioned by those
in authority, then one’s status is indistinguishable
from a puppet made of flesh.
Recognition of the importance of free expression
was one of the principal motivations behind the
Center for Inquiry’s decision to help launch what is now
International Blasphemy Rights Day (IBRD) in 2009.* Freedom
of political speech is still restricted in many countries with
authoritarian governments, but criticism of religion is even
more widely restricted, being prohibited under some circumstances even in some countries that have democratic governments, including Greece, Germany, and Canada. There is
no such thing as “partial” freedom of speech, any more than
there is the status of being “partially” pregnant. If speech is to
be truly free, no claim, no belief should be immune from criticism. The special status granted to religious beliefs by many
countries is indefensible.
*The 2009 initiative was named simply “Blasphemy Day.” By 2010, the
name had been expanded to International Blasphemy Rights Day,
reflecting the global nature of the problem and the imperative that
not only blasphemous utterances but the very right to blaspheme
demanded vigorous defense.

At the time of the launch of IBRD in 2009, one of the primary threats to freedom of speech with respect to religious
beliefs was the ongoing effort by a number of countries, principally predominantly Muslim countries, to have various bodies of the United Nations condemn “defamation of religion.”
That particular effort has waned somewhat, and, in 2011, the
United Nations Human Rights Council adopted a resolution
on religious intolerance that made no reference to “defamation of religion.” Unfortunately, the use of legal mechanisms

“. . . Free expression is essential for determining
the truth of any claim, whether in science,
history, philosophy—or religion.”

in many countries to suppress criticism of religion has, if
anything, increased in the last few years, whether the laws
invoked are explicitly blasphemy laws or some ill-disguised
clone, such as laws that prohibit “hostility” toward religious
beliefs or believers.
Those who favor the punishment of expression critical of
religious beliefs will sometimes refer to the right of believers
not to be offended. But there is no such right. Obviously, as
humanists we respect the worth and dignity of all persons,
but that presupposes that we treat others as our equals and
not condescend to them as though they were children who
cannot accept criticism of their beliefs. Moreover, it is immediately obvious that if such a right were to be recognized, it
would effectively prevent any critical examination of religious
beliefs—which, of course, is the real goal of those who advocate for the spurious right not to be offended. Framing laws
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phemy—a fashionable fig leaf for those who want to mask
their role as censors.
In the pages of this journal, we routinely publish criticisms
of all beliefs, including from time to time criticism of some
beliefs held by humanists. Typically, this criticism takes the
form of essays and scholarly works. However, we have occasionally published cartoons, and this issue of Free Inquiry is
one of those occasions. Although cartoons are no substitute
for scholarly analysis, they are a recognized and respected
vehicle for making a point—sometimes much more effectively than a lengthy essay. As Paul Kurtz observed, when
commenting on Free Inquiry’s 2006 republication of four of
the controversial Danish Muhammad cartoons, “It is clear that
one cartoon may be worth a thousand syllogisms.”
Our view is that no topic is off limits. In addition, certain
topics invite scrutiny because they relate to claims that
are put before the public and that the public is
urged to accept. In free countries, political topics are openly debated and political figures are
openly lampooned. Religions make claims that are
as important as political assertions; these claims
“If one is compelled to mouth only those words that are
should be similarly subject to scrutiny and open
sanctioned by those in authority, then one’s status is
debate, and religious leaders are similarly appropriate subjects for satire.
indistinguishable from a puppet made of flesh.”
We are told by Mormons that the Book of
Mormon contains divine revelations and that
Joseph Smith was a prophet. These are important
claims that demand attention and critical examination and are appropriate subjects for satire, as
the award-winning Broadway musical The Book of Mormon
There is, of course, such a thing as satire that’s in bad taste,
demonstrates. We are told by Muslims that the Qur’an conand certainly some satire could be racist. But the notion that
tains divine revelations and that Muhammad was a prophet.
exaggerating the facial features of a well-known figure is “virThese are important claims that demand attention and critiulently racist” if the cartoonist has lighter skin than the subcal examination and are appropriate subjects for satire. This
ject of the cartoon has far-reaching and absurd implications,
journal—at least—is not going to be intimidated or cowed
including the implication that no white cartoonist should ever
into silence about any claim, political or religious, or about
draw a cartoon of President Barack Obama with big ears (as
any leader, political or religious, whether the attempt to
some do).
silence us is based on overt threats or rhetoric derived from
The reality is that those Muslims who object to satire
the canons of identity politics.
targeting Islam or Muhammad don’t care if the cartoonists
And while I’m at it, L. Ron Hubbard was a fraud and
are white, yellow, brown, or black. Furthermore, it’s not just
Scientology is a scam.
satire to which they object. They don’t want any criticism of
Happy International Blasphemy Rights Day!
Muhammad or Islam, whether it takes the form of an academic treatise, a film, or a cartoon, regardless of the tact or
refinement of the author. Raif Badawi continues to languish
in a Saudi prison not because he is a white racist who drew an
unflattering cartoon of Muhammad but because he dared to
sponsor a website that provided a forum for a free exchange
Ronald A. Lindsay is president and CEO of the Center for Inquiry. He
of ideas, including criticism of Islam.
welcomes criticism of this article.
The charge of racism against those who critique Islam is
just an updated, politically correct version of the cry of blasin terms of protecting religious sensibilities cannot obscure
the fact that both the intent and effect of these laws is to
protect majoritarian religious beliefs and punish dissent. To
quote Robert Ingersoll, “The cry of blasphemy means only
that the arguments of the blasphemer cannot be answered.”
Sadly, even those who may not favor punishment of
speech critical of religion will sometimes condemn criticism
of religion, especially if it takes the form of satire. And, of
late, if the satire is directed against Islam or Muhammad,
the dread specter of “racism” is invoked. For example, in an
especially despicable essay, the writer Jacob Canfield heaped
criticism on the just-murdered editorial staff of Charlie Hebdo
on the ground that their cartoons ridiculing some aspects of
Islam were “virulently racist.” They were racist because, well,
because in some of the cartoons Muhammad had a big nose
and, you know, the editors were white.
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DEFENDING THE RIGHT TO BLASPHEME

The Harms of Blasphemy Laws
Elizabeth K. Cassidy

F

or Americans, it is easy to take for granted our freedom
of religion or belief—the right of each of us to believe,
or not believe, as our conscience dictates and to live out
those beliefs peacefully, openly, and without fear. Religious
freedom is one of the United States’ founding values, and it
is guaranteed in both law and practice. For many of our fellow human beings, however, this is not the case. Reports by
the Pew Research Center have found that about three-quarters of the world’s population lives in countries where religious freedom is highly restricted, either by the government
or by societal actors. This is despite the fact that
religious freedom is a fundamental right protected
by international declarations and treaties to which
most of the world’s countries have agreed.
As I see in my work at the U.S. Commission on
International Religious Freedom (USCIRF), which
monitors religious freedom conditions worldwide,
blasphemy laws are an all-too-common official limitation on this right. More than fifty countries around
the world still have criminal blasphemy laws, though
some use them more than others. These laws usually
are discriminatory on their face, protecting only one
or some religions. And in countries where they are enforced,
they often are applied unfairly, against members of some
religious or belief groups and not others. They also foster
vigilante and terrorist violence.
Among the most severe, and most frequently applied, is
Pakistan’s law, which imposes the death penalty for defiling
the name of the prophet Muhammad and life imprisonment for desecrating the Qur’an. Blasphemy allegations—
which are often false and used to settle personal scores—
result in lengthy detentions and violence, particularly against
Christians and Ahmadis, members of a religious group who
view themselves as Muslim but whom the government
of Pakistan has deemed non-Muslim. Currently, USCIRF is
aware of thirty-eight individuals on death row or serving life
sentences on blasphemy convictions in Pakistan, a statistic
unmatched in any other country.
In Saudi Arabia, blogger Raif Badawi—the founder and
editor of an online forum that allowed diverse views to be
expressed freely—is serving a ten-year prison sentence for
insulting Islam. He also was sentenced to one thousand

lashes (fifty of which were imposed in January) and a substantial monetary fine. In Egypt, charges under the country’s blasphemy provision have increased since the ouster
of the Mubarak regime in 2011, particularly against Coptic
Christians but also against Muslim dissidents and atheists.
This has occurred under both the Morsi and al-Sisi governments. Other countries where there have been blasphemy
investigations or prosecutions in the past few years include
Burma, Greece, India, Indonesia, Iran, Kazakhstan, Malaysia,
Sudan, and Turkey.

“More than fifty countries around the
world still have criminal blasphemy laws,
though some use them more than others.”

Official enforcement of these laws is not the only problem.
Extremists often take it upon themselves to punish violently
perceived blasphemers or their defenders. For example, in
February and March 2015, two nonreligious bloggers, Avijit
Roy and Washiqur Rahman, were brutally hacked to death
in broad daylight on public streets in Dhaka, Bangladesh.
Roy’s wife was seriously injured. In January and March
2011, two Pakistani government officials—Punjab Governor
Salman Taseer, a Muslim, and Minister of Minorities Affairs
Shahbaz Bhatti, a Christian—were assassinated for speaking
out against that country’s blasphemy law and in support of
Asia Bibi, a Christian woman sentenced to death under it.
Lawyers who represent individuals accused of blasphemy also
have been targeted.
This extremist violence, moreover, has not been limited to
countries that have and enforce blasphemy laws, although it
is more frequent in them. The dangerous idea that blasphemy
justifies violence was also behind the January 2015 terrorist
attacks on the Charlie Hebdo magazine in Paris, for instance.
Blasphemy laws, which protect beliefs over individuals,
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violate not only the freedom of religion or belief but also the
closely related freedom of expression, both of which are guaranteed by international norms. They empower governments,
majorities, and extremists against individuals, minorities, and
dissenters. When enforced, they result in serious human rights
abuses, and even if not enforced, they chill the exercise of
protected rights. Though often justified as needed to promote
religious harmony, they in fact have the opposite effect, exacerbating religious intolerance, discrimination, and violence.
The United States government and the European Union
have urged the release of blasphemy prisoners and the repeal
of blasphemy laws in their diplomatic efforts to promote religious freedom internationally. USCIRF has also made these
issues a priority in our work, as have many nongovernmental
organizations, including the Center for Inquiry.
These efforts are vital, and not just because religious free-

dom is a fundamental human right. There is increasing evidence that countries that protect freedom of religion or
belief for all—including for members of the majority faith,
dissenters, minorities, and those who hold no religious
beliefs—tend to be more stable, prosperous, and peaceful.
Countries without these protections often suffer from violence, extremism, and instability. As a result, promoting religious freedom for everyone, everywhere, is a way to help
promote security. The end of criminal blasphemy laws would
be a good start.
Elizabeth K. Cassidy is deputy director of Policy and Research at the
U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom. This article
represents the views of the author and does not necessarily reflect the
views of the Commission.

The Importance of Being
Blasphemous
Literature, Self-Censorship, and the Legacy
of The Satanic Verses
Stephen R. Welch

T

his past January, millions marched throughout France in
memory of the victims of the terror attack on the Paris
offices of the satirical weekly newspaper Charlie Hebdo.
The attack, perpetrated earlier that month by two French
Islamists, had purportedly been committed to avenge the
newspaper’s cartoon portrayals of Muhammad. The outrage
expressed by the French public was unequivocal. In rallies
counted among the largest in French history, “Je suis Charlie”
(“We are Charlie”) became a global rallying cry, both as an
expression of solidarity for the principle of free speech and
in defiance of the terrorists’ attempt to suppress it. “Je suis
Charlie” quickly went viral on social media.
Though by no means freighted with the same gravity, a
similar affront to free speech occurred in the latter half of
last year, when hackers stole data from Sony Pictures and
made threats against the studio. The threats specifically tar-
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geted Sony for its comedy film The Interview, which depicted
the assassination of the “Great Leader” of North Korea, Kim
Jong-un. Citing “public safety concerns,” Sony cancelled
release of The Interview. Weeks later, after its corporate
backbone had received stiffening from the public outcry
and words of “disappointment” by the U.S. president, Sony
reversed its decision.
What is happening? For over two decades, ever since the
now-infamous fatwa issued against Salman Rushdie for his
novel The Satanic Verses, there has been a seemingly inexorable retrenchment in the public’s defense of controversial or
offensive speech and art. Are we seeing, at last, a thaw in the
long chill of self-censorship?
It is far too early to be sanguine. The battle to annex
iconoclasm under the ever-expanding domain of the taboo
is still being vigorously waged, particularly among the ideo-

DEFENDING THE RIGHT TO BLASPHEME

logical Left. The voices of suppression, that warn that Charlie
Hebdo’s blasphemy was a reckless indulgence or decry it as
a form of hate speech, make essentially the same arguments
that were levied against Salman Rushdie more than twenty-six years ago. Behind the rhetoric is a very real fear. The
Ayatollah Khomeini’s edict ordering all Muslims of the world
to kill “without delay” the author, editors, and publishers of
The Satanic Verses may not have succeeded in censoring the
book. But the lesson delivered to us all on that Valentine’s
Day in 1989 is one that no flurry of public rallies or the shortlived bloom of a well-meant hashtag will easily dispel.

T

soberly observes, “seems to belong to a different age.”
This same defense of principle seemed to reemerge, at
least for a time, in Paris earlier this year. Yet even in the
wake of the Charlie Hebdo massacre, the right to offend
was treated with equivocation by those who should know
better. While some media outlets reproduced the Hebdo
Muhammad cartoons, most did not: the New York Times, the
BBC, and UK’s Channel 4 would not do so. While condemning
the attacks, notable journalists such as CNN’s Jay Carney questioned the judgment of the magazine’s editors for publishing
images “we know . . . will be deeply offensive” and have the
“potential to be inflammatory,” while journalist Tony Barber
admonished that such publications are “being stupid” when
they “provoke Muslims.”*

lishing but of free inquiry, and by extension civil society itself.
Such awareness and the urgency with which it was felt, Malik

*Barber later “updated and expanded” his Financial Times opinion
piece to excise the words “being stupid.”

here was a time when the only real fear a publisher had to
face was the critic’s pen. Tracing the legacy of the Rushdie
Affair in his book From Fatwa to Jihad, Kenan
Malik highlights the contrast between then and
now in an interview with publisher Peter Mayer.
In 1989, Mayer was CEO of Penguin Books, pub“The voices of suppression, that warn that
lisher of The Satanic Verses. When he first learned
Charlie Hebdo’s blasphemy was a reckless indulgence or
of the fatwa, Mayer says that his primary concern
decry it as a form of hate speech, make essentially
was for Rushdie and his Penguin staff. His other
reaction was bafflement. “The fate of being a
the same arguments that were levied against
publisher,” he said to Malik, is that one “always
Salman Rushdie more than twenty-six years ago.”
find[s] people offended by books you publish.”
When Jews and Christians had objected—in writing, usually it went no further than that—to a
book he had published, he would respond by
simply saying that he could not publish only inofThis finger-wagging speaks not so much to a principled
fensive books. The understanding among publishers, authors,
stance against offending religious sensibilities as it reveals
and the reading public at the time was that the right to pubthe foregone conclusion of violence. And it is this fear of
lish books included the publishing of offensive books, and any
violence, disingenuously cloaked in the rhetoric of prudence,
differences in taste and opinion were sorted out through disthat has come to serve as a de facto “blasphemy law.” As Nick
cussion. “It was generally a civilized dialogue,” Mayer recalls.
Cohen acerbically notes, though the fear is arguably justified,
“One relied on the sanity of secular democracy.”
it is reprehensible that writers and journalists—those who,
That a head of state would issue a death sentence upon
one would presume, have the most to lose—cannot bring
the author of a novel and all involved in its publication was
themselves to admit their fear and thus acknowledge their
not something Mayer, or anyone in the industry, could have
self-censorship. An honest admission, Cohen suggests, would
anticipated. The bewilderment quickly turned to something
“shred the pretence that journalists are fearless speakers of
grimmer when Mayer began receiving letters and phone calls
truth to power. But it would be a small gesture of solidarity.
threatening, in graphic terms, him and his family with death.
It would say to everyone, from Pakistani secularists murdered
Yet Penguin did not back down from publishing The Satanic
for opposing theocratic savagery, to British parents worried
Verses. In his interview with Malik, Mayer recalls telling the
sick that their boys will join Islamic State, that radical Islam is
Penguin board that, despite the threats and intimidation,
a
real fascistic force.”
they must take the long view on the matter: “Any climb-down
Instead, Cohen says, journalists and many in the arts and
. . . will only encourage future terrorist attacks by individuals
academia
have been living a lie. “We take on the powerful—
or groups offended for whatever reason by other books that
and
ask
you
to admire our bravery—if, and only if, the powerwe or any publisher might publish. If we capitulate, there will
ful
are
not
a
paramilitary force that may kill us.”
be no publishing as we know it.”
One silver lining in this depressing cloud is that the Charlie
Mayer and his Penguin colleagues became acutely aware
Hebdo incident has fomented public debate over the merthat their decision would not only affect the future of pub-
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From the outset, many stood fast in their support of
Rushdie. On the day of the book’s publication in the United
States later that month, the Association of American
Publishers, the American Bookseller’s Association, and the
American Library Association paid for a full-page advertisement in the New York Times. The ad asserted that free
people write books, free people read books, free people
publish and sell books, and in the “spirit of . . . commitment
to free expression” affirmed that The Satanic Verses “will be
available to readers at bookshops and libraries throughout
the country.” One hundred Muslim writers jointly published
a book of essays in defense of free speech titled For
Rushdie. Poets and writers from across the Arab world
courageously, and publicly, defended him. “I choose
Salman Rushdie,” wrote Syrian novelist Jamil Hatmal,
“over the murderous turbans.”
“There was a time when the only real fear a publisher
In contrast to his defenders, there grew a loud
chorus of detractors. Counted among them, sadly,
had to face was the critic’s pen.”
were some fellow authors, including Egyptian novelist
Naguib Mahfouz—himself also once accused of blasphemy—who, though first decrying the Ayatollah’s
act as “terrorism,” later backtracked and stated that
Rushdie “did not have the right to insult . . . anything
This naïveté seems like folly now. In his memoir of the fatwa
considered holy.” One of the most notable critics was John
years, Joseph Anton, Rushdie likens his ordeal to an unheeded
Le Carre, who on the pages of the Guardian sniffed, “[T]here
Cassandra-like warning of things to come. Borrowing from
is no law in life or nature that says great nations may be
Hitchcock’s The Birds, he illustrates how the threat of Islamism
insulted with impunity.” Self-appointed leaders of the Muslim
gathered while we in the West sat, oblivious. Recounting a
“community” in the United Kingdom voiced support for the
famous scene from the film, he describes the actress Tippi
fatwa. UK parliamentarians, pandering to their Muslim conHedren as she sits on a bench outside an elementary school,
stituencies, focused their efforts not on defending their citiunaware of the blackbirds gathering ominously on the junzens’ rights but on preventing the paperback publication of
gle-gym behind her:
the book. And the archbishop of Canterbury, George Carey,
scolded Rushdie for his “abuse of free speech,” declaring that
The children in the classroom . . . sing a sad nonsense song.
Outside the school a cold wind is blowing. A single blackbird
the novel was an “outrageous slur” and that “[w]e must be
flies down from the sky and settles on the climbing frame in the
more tolerant of Muslim anger.”
playground. The children’s song is a roundelay. It begins but it
Victim-blaming continues to have traction where Rushdie’s
doesn’t end. It just goes round and round. . . .
critics
are concerned. One of the more notable reviews of
There are four more blackbirds on the climbing frame, and
Joseph
Anton was also one of the most negative. In her piece
then a fifth arrives. Inside the school the children are singing.
Now there are hundreds of blackbirds . . . and thousands more
in the December 20, 2012, issue of the New York Review
birds fill the sky, like a plague of Egypt. A song has begun, to
of Books, Zoë Heller did not exude quite the disdain for
which there is no end.
Rushdie as did his earlier detractors, but many of her critiWhen the first bird comes down to roost, Rushdie explains,
cisms repeated the same canards and exerted the same tired
it was just about him, “individual, particular, specific. Nobody
emphasis on the author’s perceived foibles. Heller found
[felt] inclined to draw any conclusions from it.” It is only a
particularly objectionable the hardening of Rushdie’s perdozen years later, “after the plague begins,” when people see
spective on Islam. “Respect for Islam,” Rushdie had written
that the first bird had been a harbinger.
without qualm, was merely fear of Islamist violence cloaked
In January of 1989, four months after The Satanic Verses
in a “Tartuffe-like hypocrisy” by the dogma of multiculturalwas published, the first book-burnings in Britain occurred.
ism. Like his critics two decades ago, Heller makes no effort
This was followed in February by a small protest in Pakistan
to ascribe responsibility to the Islamists for sullying Islam or
that turned deadly after police fired into the crowd of
making the world feel “smaller and grimmer.” Instead, she
demonstrators. Five people were killed. Two days later, on
lays it at Rushdie’s feet, chastising him for having “narrowed”
Valentine’s Day, Khomeini issued his edict.
his viewpoint.
its of the right to blaspheme in a free society, and whether
that right truly jeopardizes social harmony or is intrinsic to
the values of a liberal society. The Rushdie affair did not,
unfortunately, precipitate the same level of public discourse.
With the exception of a few voices (including Rushdie’s own),
the fatwa was generally treated in the media as a problem
directed singularly against Rushdie and, therefore, suffered
by him alone. The possibility that Khomeini’s edict was delivered against the liberal principles of the West in toto or that
the death threat was truly leveled at all authors and publishers—and by extension, readers—was not widely appreciated.
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Meanwhile, reformers within the Iranian parliament were
Writing, as surely Heller herself knows, is a deeply personal
endeavor. One can imagine, certainly, that a man finding his
growing restive. On his deathbed, brooding over his legacy,
world turned upside-down for nine years, his life threatened,
Khomeini made what was a calculated act to put fire back
his character maligned, his worth as an artist questioned, and
into his revolution’s belly. The fatwa against Salman Rushdie
the fruit of his work—his novel—crucified and immolated by
and the publishers of his novel was, in a manner of speaking,
a mob, might succumb to the human response of taking it all
the Ayatollah’s parting shot. (It is almost certain that the old
quite personally. But such generosity of perspective becomes
man had never read the novel.)
increasingly impossible for one who has been demonized.
Rushdie’s sin was not that he wrote a book that incurred
The first proposition of the assault against him, Rushdie
the wrath of Islam, but that he wrote the right book at the
recalls, was that “anyone who wrote a book with the word
right time to be exploited by Islamist demagogues. Despite
‘satanic’ in the title must be satanic, too. Like many false propwhat critics may still repeat, nowhere in The Satanic Verses
ositions that flourished in the incipient Age of Information (or
does Rushdie slander the Prophet or his companions as
disinformation), it became true by repetition. Tell a lie about
“scums and bums,” though characters persecuting his fica man once and many people will not believe you. Tell it a
tional Prophet use these words; nor does he malign the
million times and it is the man himself who will no longer be
wives of the Prophet as whores, though, again, characters
believed.”
The real man Salman Rushdie was replaced by an
invented “Satan Rushdy,” an effigy that his adversaries could offer up to the hysterical mobs. Likewise,
The Satanic Verses itself had been subjected to a
“The understanding among publishers, authors,
vigorous campaign of demonization. The book he
had written about migration, transformation, and
and the reading public at the time was that the right
identity, Rushdie laments, vanished and was replaced
to publish books included the publishing of offensive
by one that “scarcely existed.” It was this imaginary
books, and any differences in taste and opinion
novel, this figment, against which the “rage of Islam”
would be directed.
were sorted out through discussion.”
Even the propositions surrounding that “rage”
were the products of disinformation, repeated until
presumed to be true. Malik lays out several facts that
reduce to rubbish any claims that The Satanic Verses
had caused mortal offense to Muslims en masse.
in a fictional brothel so name themselves. His Prophet is
There was “barely a squeak of protest,” he points out, among
not-quite-Muhammad and his Mecca is not-quite-Mecca; his
Muslims in France or Germany, nor any mass protests in the
protagonist, Gabreel, is no more or less the angel Gabriel than
United States. Arabs and Turks were likewise “unmoved by
Rushdie’s blasphemies.” Most Muslim countries (Pakistan and
he is the Indian film actor Amitabh Bachchan; and the book’s
Saudi Arabia being the notable exceptions) did not ban the
narrator is no more Satan than he is Salman Rushdie. It is neinovel. It was not banned in Iran. In fact, in the months prior to
ther polemic nor satire; nor is it an allegory or insult, veiled or
Khomeini’s edict, the novel was reviewed in the Iranian press
otherwise. The Satanic Verses is no more or less than what its
and discussed in government ministries and at street cafes.
author intended—a novel.
The Iranian literary journal Kayhan Farangi, though criticizing
Rushdie’s “offense” was, by fictionalizing him, to make the
The Satanic Verses on artistic merits and for a “caricaturelike
Prophet merely human, and in so doing to subvert the fiction
. . . image of Islamic principles,” did not once raise the specter
of Muhammad’s divinity. No less an undertaking would be
of blasphemy. Kayhan Farangi did acknowledge that the book
expected of an author of Rushdie’s caliber, a man who by his
was a “work of imagination” and went as far as to suggest
own admission is “godless, but fascinated by gods and prophthat the ban in India had been driven by politics rather than
ets.” The novel is not an attack against Islam. On the contrary,
theology.
it is an engagement with that religion’s legacy, an attempt
The fatwa was not an answer to The Satanic Verses or
by a man who is not a believer to reconcile that faith’s long
its putatively blasphemous contents. The decade following
shadow with his own nonbelief. Within the pages of The
1979 had brought Iran’s Islamic revolution to a disappointing
Satanic Verses, Salman Rushdie recreated Islam in an image of
standstill; Iran had fought a long and bitter war with Iraq
his own making. That is the blasphemy for which some believto a costly stalemate, and it had failed to unseat the Saudi
ers, and those who speak in their name, will not forgive him.
regime from its perceived role as the face of world Islam.
secularhumanism.org
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his past May, PEN America gave its annual Freedom of
Expression Courage Award to the surviving staff of Charlie
Hebdo. Explaining the decision to the Guardian, PEN president Andrew Solomon reminded readers that the award
was for courage, not content, adding, “[t]here is courage in
refusing the very idea of forbidden statements, an urgent brilliance in saying what you have been told not to say in order
to make it sayable.”
Several well-known writers protested the PEN decision,
igniting a brief furor on social media. The protesters raised
the familiar arguments from taste, objecting to the perceived racist or “phobic” content of the magazine’s cartoons.
Rushdie was one of the first to defend PEN America’s decision, as were Nick Cohen and Kenan Malik, among others.
Those who defended PEN did so in full recognition that the
freedom to speak derives precisely from those few who have
the courage to say the unsayable, and that it is the freedom
to speak upon which all other freedoms depend.

the Prophet (in the words of Douglas Murray, “stomachchurningly fawning”), this did not save it from the ire of the
self-righteous. In researching Aisha’s legacy, Jones had used
a book by Denise Spellberg, an associate professor of Islamic
history at the University of Texas. Random House, seeking
a cover endorsement, sent the galley proofs to Spellberg.
After reading them, Spellberg took it upon herself to phone
an editor at Random House and, condemning the novel as
an “offensive” and “ugly piece of work,” warned that it was
“far more controversial than The Satanic Verses” and could
pose “a very real possibility of major danger for the . . . staff
and widespread violence.” Spellberg recommended that the
book be withdrawn as soon as possible. Apparently on the
recommendation of that single phone call, reinforced by negative posts on an online forum (also initiated by Spellberg),
Random House—Salman Rushdie’s current publisher—pulled
Jewel of Medina from publication.
It is not only literature that suffers from this voluntary censorship, and it is not only Islam that cries foul. In 2005
a production of Bezhti, a play by Sikh writer Gurpreet
Kaur Bhatti that depicted sexual abuse and murder
in a gurdwara, was cancelled in response to protests
“. . . Even in the wake of the Charlie Hebdo massacre, by activists from the Sikh community in Birmingham,
England. As recently as last year Exhibit B, an art instalthe right to offend was treated with equivocation by
lation that depicted live black actors in a recreation of
a colonial-era “human zoo,” was also forced to close by
those who should know better.”
protesters. The critics of Bezhti condemned the play for
its “blasphemy” and “offense” against the Sikh religion,
while the protesters against Exhibit B charged it with
“complicit racism” (the very social ill it had intended to
critique). Nor does a production have to be altogether
Our conviction that these freedoms have value has grown
cancelled to compromise freedom of speech. Last year, the
alarmingly weak over the past two decades, the consequence
New York Metropolitan Opera capitulated to protesters
in large part of our embrace of the morally incoherent dogma
and cancelled the simulcast to cinemas of its production of
of cultural relativism. In the 1980s, bookstores had been fireJohn Adams’s controversial opera The Death of Klinghoffer,
bombed and assassination attempts made upon publishers
effectively censoring it for anyone who could not afford the
and translators—in one case, successfully—and yet publicaprivilege of paying more than one hundred dollars to see the
tion of The Satanic Verses continued. Today no violence, nor
live performance.
even a credible threat of violence, is required; the mere sugAll forms of inquiry and expression today are subject to
gestion of “offense,” in the form of an organized protest or
the veto of the offended. Academic works, which normally
social-media campaign, is enough now to shut down a book,
do not generate much controversy (or attention) outside the
a play, or an art installation. Where the courage to publish
confines of the ivory tower, are no less subject to suppression.
the unsayable is lacking, the courage of those who write and
Last year, a scholarly work, The Hindus: An Alternative History
speak it comes to naught.
by American Indologist Wendy Doniger, was withdrawn
Sometimes all it takes is a phone call. In 2008, twenty
from publication in India as the result of a lawsuit brought
by members of the Hindu Right. The publisher was Penguin,
years after the fatwa, Random House bought The Jewel of
and, in a sad irony, all Indian copies of Doniger’s book—cited
Medina, a historical romance written by journalist Sherry
for “denigration of Hinduism” by the plaintiffs—were pulped
Jones. In nearly every respect, Jones’s novel held nothduring the week of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the
ing in common with Rushdie’s but for its fictionalizing
Salman Rushdie fatwa.
of Islamic history. The protagonist in Jewel of Medina is
That Penguin, the original publisher of The Satanic Verses,
Aisha, one of Muhammad’s wives. Though by all accounts
had pulled Doniger’s work brings the saga full circle. It was
the novel is self-consciously positive in its portrayal of
24
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India that was first to ban Rushdie’s novel. It is deeply troubling that the lesson learned from Khomeini’s fatwa over the
past twenty-six years has not been how to better champion
and protect our writers, playwrights, and scholars but rather
how to best emulate the “rage of Islam” in order to suppress
any speech and art that an aggrieved party can claim has
offended them. Free speech has become an indulgence,
whereas grievance culture is now an equal-opportunity entitlement.
The Rushdie Affair, as Malik observes, was a watershed.
Rushdie’s detractors “lost the battle in the sense that they
never managed to stop the publication of The Satanic Verses,”
but, he says, “they won the war by pounding into the liberal
consciousness the belief that to give offence was a morally despicable act.” We have internalized the fatwa, a fact
affirmed by the writers interviewed in From Fatwa to Jihad.
“What is really dangerous is when you don’t know you’ve
censored yourself,” worries Monica Ali, whose 2003 novel
Brick Lane was subject to protest marches amid the familiar accusations of offense and insult. The writing process is
unconscious, and as such, she laments, “it is difficult to know
to what extent you’ve been infected by the debate about
offense.”
Hanif Kureishi, another prominent British novelist and a
contemporary of Rushdie’s, goes further. “Nobody would
have the balls today to write The Satanic Verses. Writing is
now timid because writers are terrified.”
It is often said that it is the most offensive and unpopular
speech that must be protected. However, it is not necessarily
the work of the iconoclast or the polemicist that is most at
risk. Works of honest inquiry—the history that questions
received truths or the novel that dares to humanize the divine
or demonic—all are threatened from this collective, internalized taboo against giving offense. Satire may stir the type of
public attention that garners marches and pronouncements
by presidents, and polemic may goad the ire of those it scorns.
But it is the type of work that only casually disturbs or discomforts us, art that succeeds in penetrating the shell of our unexamined assumptions—the best of art, in other words—that
is most likely to be censored, not necessarily by the spectacle
of violence but by the stroke of an editor’s or publisher’s
rejection or, worse, the author’s fear of embarking on the
work to begin with. From this perspective, it is clear that the
lesson delivered to us by the Ayatollah Khomeini in 1989, and
reprised early this year in Paris, has yet to be unlearned.
The true demonstration that we have at last freed ourselves will not be found in a march of solidarity with the
next assassinated writer, or cartoonist, or playwright. It will
manifest in something more prosaic. Proof that the old
man’s fatwa has been truly exorcized, that we have indeed
conquered it, will arrive when the next Satanic Verses is
published, bought, read, and reviewed despite the protests,

the threats, and the misinformation and shaming campaigns
organized by the offended.
But first, someone needs to write it.
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Taslima Nasrin:
The Point of Inquiry Interview

Lindsay Beyerstein: Can you talk about how you came to secularism within a very religious society?
Taslima Nasrin: I do not think I ever believed in religion. I was
a curious child. I always questioned. My mother was religious.
She forced me to read the Qur’an in Arabic. As we are Bengali,
we do not understand Arabic, so I didn’t know the meaning of
the Arabic language that we read.
Beyerstein: So you were sounding out the script? You could
say the words but not understand the meaning?
Nasrin: That’s right. One day I asked my mother, “What is the
meaning of the verses?” My mother told me that I did not need
to know the meaning of the verses; if I read the Qur’an in Arabic,
Allah will be happy. But I was not happy. I wanted to know the
meaning of the verses. So my mother asked me, pray the namaz
[one of Islam’s five daily prayers] in Arabic. I asked my mother,
what if I pray in Bengali? She was furious: “Everybody always
knows you should pray in Arabic.” Then I told my mother, “Look,
you told me that Allah knows everything. Doesn’t Allah know
Bengali?”
Beyerstein: Did anyone tell you any kind of rough outline of
what you were praying for? Happiness or health?
Nasrin: No, I was just told to recite the verses. My mother told
me, “If you say anything bad about Allah, your tongue will fall
off.” I was very scared. But also I was a curious girl, so I went to
the bathroom and closed the door and I said, “Allah is a son of a
bitch. Allah is a son of a dog. Allah is a son of a pig.” And I waited
for one minute, two minutes, five minutes . . . I was scared my
tongue would fall off. But nothing happened. So I thought my
mother was wrong. Later, when I was eleven or twelve years old,
I read the Bengali translation of the Qur’an. I found great num-
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On June 13, 2015, famed author-feminist Taslima Nasrin, a senior editor of Free Inquiry, made an unscheduled appearance at the Center
for Inquiry’s “Reason for Change” conference in Amherst, New York. She was there because CFI had just played a pivotal role in bringing
her to the United States from India, where she had faced death threats from al-Qaeda. Amid heavy security, she was interviewed by
Lindsay Beyerstein, cohost of the CFI podcast Point of Inquiry. The following is an edited transcript of their conversation.—Eds.

bers of injustices and inequalities in the Qur’an. So I stopped
believing in Islam. I shouldn’t say I stopped believing; actually,
I probably never believed in Islam. But I thought maybe the
Qur’an said good things about people. No; then I realized that
actually the Qur’an is a very bad book. When I studied other
religions, I found they oppressed women too. There are lots of
inequalities and injustices in other religions.
Beyerstein: What were some of the things that jumped out at
you as being oppressive?
Nasrin: The Qur’an says that men are superior to women
because men earn money. So what about women earning
money? Nothing is said about that. But the Qur’an also says
that if wives are disobedient, men can beat them. And men can
have four wives, but women are not allowed to divorce their
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husbands. And women are not allowed to inherit their parents’
Nasrin: I think that students who become doctors and engiproperty equally with their brothers. So there are many injustices
neers in Bangladesh study science because they want to get
against women.
good jobs, yet they really do not have scientific outlooks.
Beyerstein: When you started learning these things, did you
Beyerstein: When did you first become aware of the level of
keep these thoughts to yourself or did you start sharing them
Islamization in Bangladesh? Do you remember thinking, “Oh
with other people?
my goodness, things are really changing,” as you were living it
Nasrin: I was a very shy girl. I could not share—but I could
in the eighties?
write.
Nasrin: I started writing for newspapers as well as writing
Beyerstein: It’s hard to believe that you were shy.
books. I was at that time working as a medical doctor in a public
Nasrin: I was not at all shy in my writing. So I started writhospital in Bangladesh. In the beginning of the nineties, Islamic
ing—but not about Islam, not at first. When I was thirteen years
fundamentalists issued fatwas against me. They set a price on
old, I started writing poetry; I was published in different literary
my head. And then hundreds of thousands of fundamentalists
magazines. I even edited a literary magazine when I was sevcame to the streets demanding my execution by hanging.
enteen years old. While I studied medicine, I didn’t have time
Beyerstein: There were hundreds of thousands of people in
to continue publishing my literary magazine. After I became a
the street?
doctor, I wrote poetry again. My poetry book was published,
Nasrin: Yes, there were four hundred thousand. They parand then my other books—books of essays and short stories and
alyzed the country. Hospitals, schools, colleges . . . everything
novels—were published. I wrote forty books of poetry, essays,
closed.
and fiction and seven books of autobiography.
Beyerstein: Was it unusual for a woman of your age
to be trained as a doctor?
Nasrin: In Bangladesh, more men than women
attended medical college. So it was unusual but not
“Then I told my mother, ‘Look, you told me that Allah
hugely uncommon. There were middle-class and
knows everything. Doesn’t Allah know Bengali?’”
wealthy women studying medicine. When I was a
student, the other girl students didn’t wear burka or
hijab. But now, more than twenty-five years later, all of
my classmates who became women doctors are very
famous doctors. Some practice in Bangladesh, others
in Europe, the United States, Canada, or also Australia. But I was
Beyerstein: So you were public enemy number one.
surprised to see that they are all veiled now.
Nasrin: I was. One day, I was going to my medical college
Beyerstein: With the full face cover?
hospital. I didn’t have a car at that time; I took a rickshaw. I was
Nasrin: No, they wear the scarf. It is the new students at
going to work and fifty thousand people came from the oppoBangladeshi medical colleges who wear full hijab. Students
site side of the street demanding that I be hanged. The rickshaw
attending medical colleges or engineering colleges, students
puller just stopped, so I asked him to turn a little bit sideways so
studying science—they are surprisingly and unfortunately very
they could not see my face.
religious. They wear burkas and hijab. I’m very sad when I see
Beyerstein: They did not realize it was you?
it. It’s because of the Islamization that started in Bangladesh
Nasrin: If they had recognized me, they would have killed me
during the mid-eighties. So even the science students are very
right
away. So I lived that day. But still I did not want to leave
religious. Also, some of the terrorists who support killing atheist
the country. Later, the government filed a case against me on
bloggers are engineers. Some of the suspects accused of killing
charges of blasphemy. An arrest warrant was issued; police were
the very famous atheist blogger Avijit Roy were engineers. This
looking for me. So I thought OK, they will arrest me. What is the
is very strange. There are more atheists, secular atheists, and
problem? I wanted to face the charges, but my lawyer told me,
humanists we have seen in Bangladesh whose backgrounds are
“You must go into hiding. Religious feelings are very dangerous.
not in science but the arts. What makes science students become
The police would kill you. Or if you make it into in prison, maybe
religious fundamentalists?
the prisoners would kill you. It is better that you go into hiding.”
Beyerstein: Do you think maybe it’s because the science eduI was in hiding for two months in 1994. Then I made bail, and
cation they’re getting isn’t giving them some sort of grounding
human rights organizations in the West tried to save me. I was
in other meanings, other ways of thinking about the meaning of
life, and that they’re grabbing onto something else?
saved—but that meant being torn out of my country.
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Beyerstein: How did you feel about this way out?
Nasrin: I actually was not happy to leave the country. It was
a battlefield, and I was fighting. It was a kind of challenge. But
I had to save my life. So I came to Sweden. I wanted to go back
to Bangladesh afterward, but it was impossible; the government
prevented me. When my father was on his deathbed, I begged
the government to let me into the country, just for a few days. I
wanted to be with my father in his last days. The government of
Bangladesh didn’t allow me to enter the country, and my father
died. He so badly wanted to see me before he died.
It has been twenty-one years now that I am not allowed to
enter my country. The government doesn’t do it to save my life,
for my security, but for their own security—because they think
that if they allow an atheist to enter the country, they will be
considered atheist sympathizers, and they won’t get votes from
the ignorant religious masses.

Beyerstein: How can they put you under house arrest? I mean,
India’s a democracy. How are they allowed to do that?
Nasrin: They put me under house arrest, but they told the
world that I was in a “safe house.” It was no safe house; I would
call it an “unsafe house.” Eventually, they told me to leave the
country. They asked me, “What do you want? We will give you
as much money as you want. We will give you an apartment in
Europe. We will give you a furnished apartment, a car. But leave
India.” Because they were really afraid of me. Yet there are many
secular people in India and also feminists and humanists, and
they wanted me to stay in India.
Recently, however, a Bangladeshi newspaper published a
story quoting a police report that al-Qaeda in the Indian subcontinent planned to kill me in Delhi. The story said al-Qaeda
had sent two or three sleeper cells. In each sleeper cell there are
three or four killers (they are trained as killers) and one sleeper
cell does not know about the other sleeper cells.
Beyerstein: And they just kind of live their lives and
work their jobs until they get the order to go after
somebody?
Nasrin: Yes. But I did not want to leave. I could
“Students attending medical colleges or engineering
leave at any time—I am a European citizen, and I hold
colleges, students studying science—they are surprisingly a U.S. green card. Still, I wanted to live in India; with
Bangladesh closed to me, it’s the only place I could live
and unfortunately very religious. They wear burkas and
on the subcontinent. All my readers are there, because
hijab. I’m very sad when I see it.”
I write in Bengali and my books are published in many
different Indian languages. Additionally, women are
oppressed in India. It’s a very misogynistic patriarchal
society. If I stayed I could encourage women to fight
for their rights and freedoms. I could encourage both
men and women to become secularists and humanBeyerstein: Can you tell us about the escalation of threats that
ists. Many, many women have become secularists, feminists, and
led you to come to the United States in 2015?
humanists after reading my books. Many of the atheist bloggers
Nasrin: That story begins around the turn of the twenty-first
in Bangladesh also have been influenced by me. They were really
century. I was living in Europe, as you know. Since Bangladesh
young when I was living in Bangladesh and fighting against reliwouldn’t let me return, I decided to go to India. It’s a neighgious fundamentalists and misogynists, and they learned from
boring country, and also India has a state, West Bengal, where I
my example. It gives me some satisfaction that I have actually
could live in a Bengali environment. I have many Bengali friends
helped to create many socially conscious people.
there.
If I stayed in India, by writing books, writing newspaper
At first I was not allowed to enter India; then I could only
columns, and making speeches I could influence people. But
after that news that assassins were coming to kill me, I found
visit. Finally the Indian government allowed me to live in India.
that I couldn’t sleep. When I went out I was always thinking
I moved to West Bengal in 2005. After an interval, the West
that somebody would be coming to hack me to death. Even
Bengali government used me for their political interests. I was
though I had police protection in India, I was not very sure the
labeled as being anti-Islam, though I criticize all religions. But
officers could protect me. Finally, I decided that it was better
Muslim fundamentalists labeled me as anti-Islam. At that point,
that I should move to a safe place and from there continue my
West Bengal’s government threw me out of West Bengal. They
writing. Because if I’m dead in India, what is the use? So it is
did it to get votes from the West Bengal’s Muslims, who make
better that I live in a safe place and continue writing and fightup 25 percent of the state’s population.
ing against religious fundamentalism, misogyny, and the
Beyerstein: So they were demagoguing your case and saying,
patriarchal system.
“Oh yes, we’re really sticking up for the faith by kicking her out.”
Nasrin: Yes. Then I was put under house arrest in Delhi by the
Transcribed by Nicole Scott.
Indian government.
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CFI’s Campaign for Free Expression
and International Blasphemy
Rights Day
An Origin Story
Debbie Goddard

W

hat we now celebrate as International Blasphemy
Rights Day (IBRD) bubbled up from the grassroots.
The story begins in January 2009, when Johann
Hari published an article in The Independent titled “Why
Should I Respect These Oppressive Religions?” After India’s
The Statesman reprinted the article, riots and demonstrations
took place outside of its Calcutta offices. Both the editor and
the publisher were arrested for “hurting the religious feelings” of Muslims, and The Statesman and the editor issued
public apologies for running the article.
Several students on a CFI–Canada campus leader Listserv
expressed concerns about even ostensibly secular states such
as India enforcing laws that protect religious fundamentalists
from, in essence, hurt feelings. They wondered what they
could do to draw international attention to these issues.
Derek Madson, president of a student group at the University
of Victoria (British Columbia), shared a link to a new Facebook
group called “Blasphemy Day International” (BDI), which had
been launched by a student group in the southeastern United
States. Madson suggested: “One at a time we can be silenced,
intimidated, picked off or—in the case of someone like Theo
van Gogh—murdered. But all together we have more power.
A small group can be silenced or marginalized, but a large
group can’t be. . . . I think we should really get behind this
project as a group!” I heartily agreed and reached out to BDI
group administrators to see how we might work together.
In April, a BDI admin (who asked to remain anonymous)
e-mailed me an outline of the Blasphemy Day ideas his CFI
campus group had brainstormed: “The idea is to declare
September 30th ‘Blasphemy Day,’ and to encourage local
groups and individuals to organize public acts of blasphemy
or honoring blasphemy.” September 30 had been chosen to
mark the anniversary of the date when the Danish tabloid
Jyllands-Posten published its famous Muhammad cartoons in

2005. The admin continued: “[W]hat I’m ultimately seeking
in speaking with the rest of CFI is to have CFI adopt it as an
official project.” He mentioned that he and others tried to
reach out to other United States–based secular organizations
with little success. (One responded that as its name reflected,
its focus was not on international problems but on American
ones.)
My personal interest in defending free expression against
religious sentiments had blossomed when I lost a scholarship
for asking the wrong kinds of questions at a Catholic high
school. (It wasn’t an earth-shattering experience, but my
teenage self found it quite traumatic.) From an organizational perspective, I was proud that Free Inquiry was the first
U.S. publication to reprint several of the Danish Muhammad
cartoons, a decision Paul Kurtz and Tom Flynn had defended
in the Council for Secular Humanism newsletter, Secular
Humanist Bulletin:
The right of expression is precious and needs to be defended.
Political satire is a vital part of any exchange of ideas and
values in a democratic society. The pen is mightier than the
sword. It should not be censored. . . . There is currently a
movement worldwide to prohibit any form of expression that
blasphemes a religion; cartoons critical of religion would no
doubt be considered blasphemous. We need to defend that
right—to affirm the right to blaspheme by exercising it. . . .
If Free Inquiry had not printed these caricatures, that would
betray the principles that we believe in.

It seemed clear that the Blasphemy Day International initiative aligned with CFI’s mission and values. I sent a proposal
to CFI’s Management Committee and was encouraged to
see it met with great enthusiasm. One committee member
responded, “If this is not a good fit for our organization, I
don’t know what is.”
Our ad hoc campaign committee soon grew to about a
dozen staff members. My Outreach colleague Lauren Becker
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noted that September 30 usually falls during the American
Library Association’s Banned Books Week. She suggested
that the campaign focus on free speech issues, citing a slogan
coined by then–CFI Canada Executive Director Justin Trottier:
“Ideas don’t have rights. People have rights.”
There were, however, other visions of how Blasphemy Day
might develop. A CFI staff member shared an exchange from
the still-independent BDI Facebook group in which a commenter asked about the wisdom of suggestions to include
references to pigs with drawings of Muhammad. An admin
replied, “Muhammad fucking a pig DOES represent a very
strong philosophical position: the position that religion is
completely and utterly undeserving of respect. . . . If someone
tells you you CAN’T, it DOES mean you SHOULD.” Reading
that, I envisioned a handful of scrappy atheists somewhere
in Texas (why not?) demonstrating outside the capitol with
posters and signs depicting Muhammad engaged in various
obscene activities . . . and little CFI logos in the poster corners.
Let’s just say that this was not what we had in mind.

So I amended the original proposal. “What I imagine is
this,” I wrote: “We can do something like a ‘Campaign for
Free Expression,’ perhaps as a fall campaign. Blasphemy Day
would be one (small) part of this. We’d also aim to have [CFI
branch and campus] events around Banned Books Week/
Blasphemy Day on censorship, being anti–anti-defamation,
etc. But we’d shape this to the focus of free expression, free
speech, ‘people, not ideas, have rights,’ and so on.
“We would approach this from an international perspective,” I continued. “Canada . . . doesn’t have a guaranteed
right to free speech, and so CFI–Canada could focus on limits on speech proposed and enforced by the Human Rights
Commission (as they’ve been doing). [Former CFI United
Nations representative] Austin Dacey can make contributions
about the UN’s declaration and the effects of stifling speech.
We can talk about the journalists in Muslim countries who are
jailed for speaking out. We do these things anyway, but they
would be tied together as part of this larger campaign highlighting a very important part of CFI’s mission—to promote
free speech and open inquiry, the values of democracy, and
so on. . . .” There was broad support for this idea.
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On June 18, 2009, CFI officially announced the Campaign
for Free Expression, featuring a bold campaign image with
the tagline “Ideas Don’t Need Rights—People Do. Protect
Dissent.” Over the next few months, CFI staff members and
volunteers strove to promote the campaign. Outreach staff
worked with CFI branches to share ideas and organize diverse
events on or around September 30. I promoted the Campaign
at that year’s summer CFI Leadership and Secular Student
Alliance conferences. CFI also posted several videos highlighting the importance of free expression and worked with online
volunteers to spread the word on social media.
Fast forward to late September, when we started seeing
the results of the campaign. Dozens of campus groups, community groups, and CFI branches had hosted creative events
addressing banned books, free expression, censorship, and
blasphemy. In addition to supporting and promoting these
events, CFI ran several free expression-themed contests.
Winners of the student essay contest on “The Importance of
Free Expression and Its Limits (If Any)” included an American
student finishing her PhD at Oxford and a South African
student attending the University of Stellenbosch. CFI also
announced a Blasphemy Contest open to the general public; contestants submitted “a phrase, poem, or statement
that would be, or would have been, considered blasphemous.” The five winners were from the United States, Ireland,
Canada, and Thailand. The winning phrases, including the
grand-prize winner (and my personal favorite) “Faith is no
reason,” were made available on T-shirts. Finally, the Council
for Secular Humanism launched a Free Expression Cartoon
Contest and published the winners in the June/July 2010
issue of Free Inquiry.
All this drew significant press attention, most of it favorable. Still, I would be remiss if I didn’t mention the aspects
that didn’t go as smoothly. The day before the biggest
events, CFI founder Paul Kurtz posted a CFI blog post titled
“A Dissenting View About Blasphemy Day.” Responding to
a “blasphemous” art show sponsored by CFI–Washington,
D.C., and the Blasphemy Contest, he wrote: “The celebrating
of ‘Blasphemy Day’ by the Center for Inquiry by sponsoring
a contest encouraging new forms of blasphemy, I believe
is most unwise. It betrays the civic virtues of democracy. . . .
When we defended the right of a Danish newspaper to publish cartoons deploring the violence of Muslim suicide bombers, we were supporting freedom of the press. . . . But for CFI
itself to sponsor the lampooning of Christianity by encouraging anti-Catholic, anti-Protestant, or any other anti-religious
cartoons goes beyond the bounds of civilized discourse in
pluralistic society.” Ronald A. Lindsay quickly responded with
a post defending CFI’s decision to sponsor Blasphemy Day.
Kurtz responded to this a few days later.
This exchange of views figured in some press coverage of
Blasphemy Day. A National Public Radio segment titled “A

DEFENDING THE RIGHT TO BLASPHEME

Bitter Rift Divides Atheists” came out in mid-October. In the
piece, Barbara Bradley Hagerty interviewed Kurtz, Lindsay,
and others to describe a bizarre “schism” between the newer
“atheist fundamentalists” and the “Old School.” The story
contained several factual errors; among other things, it
mis-described PZ Myers’s infamous desecration of a communion wafer (which he actually performed in July 2008) as a
Blasphemy Day event.
Overall, even considering the rough patches, the firstever Blasphemy Day International and related events for the
Campaign for Free Expression were successful. The campaign
demonstrated international reach and focused attention on
the threats to the right of individuals to express their viewpoints, opinions, and beliefs about all subjects.

The Campaign for Free Expression
and Blasphemy Day after 2009
After careful consideration, CFI rebranded “Blasphemy Day
International” as “International Blasphemy Rights Day” for
2010. The name change more accurately reflected the true
objective of the campaign: defending the right to engage in
blasphemy. CFI continues to support International Blasphemy
Rights Day, while the Campaign for Free Expression has
evolved to encompass much of the recent work of CFI’s Office
of Public Policy. I’ll briefly mention some of the notable events
over the years.
In 2010, CFI launched a Campaign for Free Expression
video contest, asking contestants to submit videos about
the importance of free expression in the style of public
service announcements. Winners were announced just
after Blasphemy Day. The August/September 2010 issue of
Free Inquiry highlighted “Free Thought and Free Speech on
Campus.”
In 2012, Michael De Dora, CFI’s director of Public Policy,
spearheaded an effort to update the Campaign for Free
Expression website to reflect the work he had engaged in
through CFI’s Office of Public Policy and his new position
as CFI’s representative to the United Nations. The updated
website highlighted individual cases including those of Raif
Badawi, Alexander Aan, Sanal Edamaruku, Pussy Riot, Asia
Bibi, and Asif Mohiuddin, among others. The redesigned
“Take Action” section also listed potential actions for individual activists, including writing to foreign leaders and contacting UN officials.
In coordination with other national and international
organizations, in the spring of 2013 De Dora organized
“Worldwide Protests for Free Expression in Bangladesh” to
draw attention to Bangladeshi bloggers who had recently
been imprisoned for blasphemy and “anti-religious” comments. Demonstrations were held on April 25 and May 2 of
that year in New York; Washington, D.C.; Ottawa, Canada;
London, England; Dhaka, Bangladesh; and other cities.

For International Blasphemy Rights Day 2013, CFI announced
a Twitter contest seeking the most powerful tweet on the
importance of the right to criticize religion.
At present, secular campus and community groups continue to organize events each September, and writers post
articles highlighting blasphemy rights and free expression to
mark the occasion. And each September 29 and 30, the CFI
Outreach team steps up our social media outreach on the
sometimes-raucous IBRD Facebook page and Twitter account
to expand the campaign’s reach. (We start the online blitz on
what seems to be September 29 here in the eastern United
States because it’s already Blasphemy Day in New Zealand.)
Unfortunately, due to recent events—including the Charlie
Hebdo massacre in Paris and the murder of four secular bloggers in Bangladesh since the new year—issues of free expression and blasphemy rights are more salient than ever. The
campaigns’ goals continue to be relevant, so we will continue
using the Campaign for Free Expression and International
Blasphemy Rights Day initiatives to educate, raise awareness,
and mobilize people to take action around these issues at the
grassroots, national, and international levels.
As former student Derek Madson wrote, “A small group can
be silenced or marginalized, but a large group can’t be.”
Further Reading
Center for Inquiry (Blasphemy Day 2009 announcements):
http://www.centerforinquiry.net/news/cfi_announces_free_
expression_essay_contest_winners/;
http://www.centerforinquiry.net/news/free_expression_cartoon_
contest_winners_announced/;
http://www.centerforinquiry.net/news/blasphemy_contest_winners/; and
http://www.centerforinquiry.net/news/cfi_announces_video_contest_winners/.
Hagert, Barbara Bradley. 2009. “A Bitter Rift Divides Atheists.” National
Public Radio, October 19. http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.
php?storyId=113889251. Accessed August 11, 2015.
Hari, Johann. 2009. “Why Should I Respect These Oppressive Religions?”
The Independent, January 28. http://www.independent.co.uk/
voices/commentators/johann-hari/johann-hari-why-should-irespect-these-oppressive-religions-1517789.html. Accessed August
11, 2015.
Kurtz, Paul. 2009. “A Dissenting View About Blasphemy Day,” September
29. http://www.centerforinquiry.net/blogs/entry/a_disssenting_
view_about_blashphemy_day/. Accessed August 11, 2015.
Kurtz, Paul, and Tom Flynn. 2006. “Was It Right to Publish the Islam
Cartoons? YES: In Defense of Blasphemy.” Secular Humanist Bulletin,
Spring. Available online at http://www.secularhumanism.org/index.
php/articles/3454.
Lindsay, Ronald A. “2009. Two Different Understandings of Blasphemy—
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Jesus Was No Man of Peace
The Bible Says He Was a Violent Coward
Gregory Paul

H

ere we go again. In his article “War and the Religious
State” (Free Inquiry, February/March 2015), Steve Sklar
casually acknowledged what everyone knows—or what
most people think they know: “Christianity, for all its flaws,
does have the positive characteristic that its alleged founder
‘was not violent.’”
It’s repeated ad nauseam: Jesus Christ was the “Prince
of Peace.” Maybe he failed to denounce slavery and other
primitive practices, but at least he called for brotherly love
among all peoples. Therefore, the argument goes, he serves
as a useful role model for all humanity, even non-Christians.
Children are taught to be like Christ. Major civil rights movements have operated on the presumption that the son of God
who is God desired tolerant harmony for humanity. And of
course Christianity, despite its sometimes errant ways, is at its
glorious core a religion of peace.
Right?

When liberal born-again Jimmy Carter was on Real Time with
Bill Maher, he asked his host, that notorious atheist, if they
could at least agree that Christ was all for peace. Maher—
who says he has read the Bible—has long said just that, so he
happily agreed with the pleased former president.
The problem with the Jesus-of-the-Gospels-was-a-nice-guy
thesis is that it is patently false.
The Bible makes it abundantly clear that the character of
Jesus said both that he was not in favor of peace and committed an act just about everyone knows about that was not at
all nice. That Jesus Christ could go mean mad and be proud
of it while acting as a coward is right there in a very famous
story found in all four Gospels. Take a few moments and try
to remember the yarn about the violent Jesus committing a
hate crime.
Still can’t think of the tale? Here goes, from John 2:15: “So
he made a whip out of cords, and drove all from the temple
area, both sheep and cattle; he scattered the coins of
the money changers and overturned their tables.” All
Gospels agree on the basic story of a violent Jesus at
the Temple. Only John mentions a whip, but because
“What is amazing is that the myth of the Jesus
(as we all know) the Testaments are all the word of
who not only loves but promotes peace is so deeply
God, Jesus must have fashioned the cruel device; the
entrenched that even leading atheists—who really
other Gospels just don’t get around to mentioning
it. If that’s what the Good Book says then it must be
should know better—embrace it.”
true, no?
Please note the following items, based on what
the Good Book says.
The violence was unprovoked. The money changIf you believe that, then I have a bridge connecting lower
ers were not attacking patrons of the Temple to get their
Manhattan to Brooklyn Heights to sell you. It is no accimoney. They were conducting peaceful business that, even if
dent that most—but not all—Christians promote this belief.
corrupt in some manner, was officially legal and sanctified by
Christian moderates and liberals buy into it most of all. What
the religious authorities.
The act was premeditated. Jesus did not suddenly get
is amazing is that the myth of the Jesus who not only loves
angry upon seeing what the money changers were doing,
but promotes peace is so deeply entrenched that even leadlose his cool, and go over the top in a moment of righteous
ing atheists—who really should know better—embrace it.
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passion. No, he observed the scene, got ticked off, took the
impoverished). What peaceful group goes yonder and about
time to construct a weapon, and only then attacked. He
packing flesh-slicing heat? How can Christians claim that the
steamed and schemed to be violent.
Jesus character was pacific when his followers carried lethal
The violence was apparently serious. You don’t make and
implements that he commanded them to acquire?
wield a whip just to overturn tables. Tables you can just push
And how much longer will we atheists and seculars let
over. A whip is for inspiring fear and for inflicting pain upon
them get away with this?
humans and animals.
Jesus apparently committed animal abuse. John 2:15 does
his brings us to another piece of Christian ethical sleightnot make it entirely clear what Jesus whipped, but it appears
of-hand to which nontheists have objected far too little
he stampeded the livestock by whipping them.
over the years. As Jesus is about to be arrested—logically
It was a surprise attack. The man of perfect morality did
enough, in part, for his unprovoked weapon-wielding and his
not warn his victims, who must have been defenseless and
cowardly hate crime at the temple—some in his posse drew
terrified.
their swords to protect their leader. For his part, Peter cut off
Jesus was a coward. The greatest man of all time, the son
the ear of the servant (possibly a slave) of the high priest. But
of God, attacked hapless, unarmed civilians and animals withthen the peaceful Jesus, seeing his disciple’s errancy, berates
out warning, then fled the scene. There’s a term for such a
Peter and magically heals the poor servant, showing that he
lout—a jerk.
truly is the Prince of Peace.
Jesus Christ committed a hate crime. Suppose
someone today attacked people without warning with a nonlethal but frightening weapon as
they conducted business, shady or legitimate, at a
place of worship. Suppose that this onslaught was
“The problem with the Jesus-of-the-Gospels-was-amounted not for the purposes of theft but to make
nice-guy thesis is that it is patently false.”
a sociopolitical point. It would almost surely be classified and prosecuted as a hate crime.
The Prince of Peace did not come close to acting as
a true man of peace. Jesus failed to do what real men
and women of peace such as Gandhi and Martin
Say what? The servant would not have lost his ear in the
Luther King Jr. did. He didn’t send a letter or petition of confirst place if Jesus had forbidden the members of his cabal
cern to the Temple or other pertinent authorities. He didn’t
lethal weaponry. Using a case where Jesus merely stopped
carry a sign saying “Down with the Money Changers”—or
behavior for which he was ultimately responsible as an examyell out words to that effect, considering that most people of
ple of exemplary moral conduct is hypocrisy of the most egrethe time were illiterate. He didn’t have his entourage stage
gious flavor. Surely it is the duty of rationalists to condemn
such a demonstration. He didn’t conduct a sit-down protest.
ethical perfidy of this order.
Granted, nonviolent tactics such as these originated centuries
The term Prince of Peace stems from the Jewish Testaments,
after the supposed time of Christ. But if he’s the son of God,
in which the coming Messiah would revive the fortunes of the
wouldn’t they have occurred to him?
Jewish nation and would—after crushing the opponents of
But that’s not all the evidence that Jesus was a less than
the Israelites—impose a peace of ethnic-religious uniformity.
peace-loving guy. Consider Luke 22:35–38: “Then Jesus asked
It bears no resemblance to the modern concept of peace, in
them, ‘When I sent you without purse, bag or sandals, did you
which peoples of diverse beliefs agree to get along with one
lack anything?’ ‘Nothing,’ they answered. He said to them,
another. Though Jesus did not succeed in imposing such a
‘But now if you have a purse, take it, and also a bag; and if
coercive peace during his earthly life, Christian doctrine still
you don’t have a sword, sell your cloak and buy one.’ The dispresumes that he will impose it when he supposedly returns
ciples said, ‘See, Lord, here are two swords.’ ‘That is enough,’
at the end of days.
he replied.”
What is as fascinating as it is usually—though by no means
Come on now. Jesus, the supposed man of peace, orders
always—ignored is that the biblical Jesus himself denied being
his entourage to acquire swords—the AK-47s of their time?
the Prince of Peace. It’s right there in plain English, transIn those days, large, edged weapons were big-ticket, highlated from the classical Greek. Twice. According to Matthew
tech items. In comparison, they were far more expensive than
10:34–36, Jesus says “Do not suppose that I have come to
a mass-produced automatic rifle is today (a point that also
challenges the common notion that the “Jesus gang” was
bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but
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a sword. For I have come to turn a man against his father, a
daughter against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her
mother-in-law. A man’s enemies will be the members of his
own household.” And in Luke 12:49, 51–53, Jesus says, “I have
come to bring fire on the earth, and I wish it were already
kindled! . . . Do you think I came to bring peace on earth? No,
I tell you, but division. From now on there will be five in one
family divided against each other, three against two and two
against three. They will be divided, father against son and
son against father, mother against daughter and daughter
against mother, mother-in-law against daughter-in-law and
daughter-in-law against mother-in-law.”
So if there was a Jesus, and if the Gospels give a reasonably accurate account of his opinions, then he did not claim
to be a man of peace. Nor did he promote peace—quite the
opposite. Christians, especially moderates and liberals, try

Instead, Jesus is a gravely defective person upon whom to
base one’s life. For a better idea as to why this is so, consult
The Quest Study Bible (New International Version). It is one of
those Bibles with the little notes in the margins that usually
strive to explain away awkward passages. When it comes to
the assault on the Temple—excuse me, the Clearing of the
Temple, as it is euphemistically labeled—Quest Study Bible
editors cite the attack as an example of why what they euphemistically call “anger” is sometimes the right response. Since
the anger is expressed as violence, the excusers are actually
endorsing and enabling unprovoked violence as a legitimate
way of dealing with problems that do not otherwise involve
violence, not even defensive violence. As we seculars well
know—and even some believers acknowledge—the Bible is a
hazardous bag of mixed morality, full of the kind of internally
conflicted ethics that too often portends bad results.
The importance to Christianity of denying that Jesus
did anything wrong at the Temple cannot be overemphasized. In Christian doctrine, Jesus is the one perfect
“The man of perfect morality did not warn his victims,
and sinless man. To acknowledge that he committed
a criminal, immoral act would do serious damage to
who must have been defenseless and terrified.”
core Christian dogma, as well as to the image that the
faith tries to foster of being profoundly peace-based.
If it becomes widely acknowledged that Christ was
a seriously violent person, then a good chunk of the
to explain away the above passages as being warnings that
Christian edifice comes crashing down.
Jesus’s teachings would, alas, turn people including family
The take-home message for Free Inquiry readers is: Never,
members against one another. At best, that shows that the
ever—ever—repeat the commonplace Christian sanitizing lie
Christian message is inherently divisive—it is core Christian
that the Jesus of the Gospels was a man of peace. Instead,
doctrine that all must adhere to the one plan and that those
it should be a major goal of our movement to promote the
who fail to do so are outsiders, doomed to a less-than-ideal
truth, to expose the obvious fact that the biblical Jesus was
afterlife. That is a recipe for conflict—and conflict is, of course,
a violent figure and that the religion bearing his name is
something in which Christians have again, and again, and
correspondingly inherently morally defective. Not to mention
again engaged through history.
dangerous!
As I noted in the first paragraph, not all Christians view
The attack of Jesus at the Temple has not only ethical
Jesus as a man of peace and tolerance. A small but significant
implications; it adds to the evidence that the Gospels are
minority of Bible-knowledgeable, hard-nosed right-wingers
seriously fraudulent. In the first three (synoptic) Gospels, Jesus
take what the Bible says seriously. Secularists often assume
commits this hate crime near the end, the day after arriving
that those on the religious Right always get things wrong. But
in Jerusalem and a few days before his execution. But in John,
that is not always true. Because the Christ character denies
the assault occurs near the beginning of Jesus’s ministry, years
being peaceful and carries out acts of violence—and because
before he returns to Jerusalem and gets himself killed. Even
the Bible is, of course, the perfect word of the one creator—
notorious apologists for a perfect Bible such as Archer Gleason
archconservative Christians logically see the biblical Jesus as
are hard-pressed to explain away this massive faux pas. Some
a hard-liner who brooked no dissent and who came to Earth
suggest Christ committed the attack twice, in which case the
to prepare those willing to comply with his message for the
argument for a peaceful Jesus is further refuted.
peace of total compliance that would come with his return
Another issue is more subtle. In the three synoptic Gospels,
and his earthly kingdom.
Jesus is not arrested until five days after his terror act at
the Temple. Not only that, but the day after committing the
iven that these things are true of Jesus, it seems impossiassault, Jesus returns to the great Temple to hobnob with the
ble to accept him as any sort of moral role model. Nor is
wayward priests. That’s odd, to say the least. If a person comit possible for the religion he initiated to be truly pacific and
mitted a spectacular act of violence that directly challenged
ethical.
the established alliance of Roman and Jewish authorities, it
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is hardly likely that they would have let the fellow wander
the Jewish capital, much less return to the scene of the crime,
without ordering his immediate capture. That the first three
Gospels describe Jesus roaming—even dissing the temple
priests—well after his challenge to the legitimacy of the
Roman-backed system is good evidence that the story has
been at least partly concocted for effect. That in John Jesus
commits the crime and is then allowed to minister in the
region for three years is an even greater stretch of credulity.
One final item: assume that Jesus really did heal the
ear of the servant that Peter had cut off. That would have
meant instantly reattaching or regrowing the entire organ,
apparently with little or no evidence of trauma. Even basic
ear reattachment was way beyond the medicine of the time,
just as instantaneous healing is beyond ours. If such a thing
had actually happened, would not those arresting Jesus have
been amazed, even stunned—so much so that they would

have balked at arresting a being of such fantastic power
and perhaps fled the scene? At the very least, would they
not have told their families, friends, and even the authorities
about the extraordinary cure Jesus had worked? How come
this mind-boggling event is never mentioned at Jesus’s trial?
Could it be because it is another biblical throwaway concoction that, having served its brief propaganda purpose, was
tossed aside because it logically contradicted the subsequent
Passion story that the whole, global superstition was to be
centered upon?
Oh, but that would be blasphemy.

Gregory Paul is an independent scholar of religion who is a regular
contributor to F ree I nquiry .

Without a Prayer of a Chance
Stephanie Savage

I

would like to state for the record that I don’t believe in
miracles, despite the fact that so many people think I have
experienced one. Indeed, many would venture that I myself
am a walking miracle, though my walking is still improving—
and I’m certainly no miracle.
Still, I have to admit that if one of the numerous people
who were praying for me when I was in my coma had happened to pray to a beatified Catholic, that candidate would
be on the fast-track to sainthood. But I’m an atheist. I don’t
believe in miracles, only dumb luck. Even luck is problematic
because it implies a kind of supernatural agency doling out
luck like popsicles from a Good Humor truck on a hot day.
I think many people’s concept of luck is akin to a luck field
circling Earth—like the asteroid belt between Mars and
Jupiter—which every so often hurls down chunks of good
luck or misfortune on unsuspecting people.
I, on the other hand, believe what we call “luck” is completely random. I realize that a lot of people can’t tolerate
this kind of uncertainty, but I find it can provide a kind of
solace. There’s no omnipotent being trying to make my life
miserable. It’s nothing personal, and I’m not being punished
for anything, especially not original sin. As someone who
was raised without religion, that strikes me as an absurd
concept. God said to the first two humans, “Whatever you

do, don’t eat this luscious-looking fruit because it will give
you knowledge,” which guaranteed that one or the other
of them would eventually do exactly that. That sure doesn’t
sound like omniscience to me.
Considering that attitude, you might imagine that I look
down on all those people who were praying for me when
I was in my coma. Not at all. I like to think of myself as a
Nice Jewish/Atheist Girl, and I see their prayers as their way
of helping me. And certainly, I was so close to death that it
looked like prayer was the only thing that could save me.

The Story of My Coma
While vacationing in Sicily, I came down with Legionnaires’
disease, which is a (usually) rare form of severe pneumonia,
though I’ve had the misfortune of catching it twice. In both
instances, it was due to the immunosuppressive medications
I’ve been taking for an even rarer autoimmune disease called
“dermatomyositis,” which is such a mouthful that even some
people in the medical profession can’t pronounce it.
I began getting sick in the waning days of our vacation,
but I had written off my hacking cough as a nasty cold. (Call it
“Mussolini’s Revenge.”) A few days after we got back home,
however, my boyfriend had to rush me to the emergency
room. I was so weak that he had to help me get dressed.
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Indeed, I was in such a mentally altered state that when he
asked me why I hadn’t turned on the air conditioner, I said
that I liked the heat. I hate hot weather, and it was 105
degrees.
I soon lapsed into a coma, in septic shock. My kidneys were
failing, and I was suffering from acute respiratory distress syndrome, which means that my lungs were dying too. My blood
pressure plummeted, and I experienced a series of strokes on
both sides of my brain. My neurologist called my pattern of
stroke damage “a string of pearls,” but the white spots on
the MRI hardly look like a treasure. All the doctors treating
me at the time thought I would die. My boyfriend overheard
one asking another if I was a candidate for a lung transplant.
“No,” replied the other, “we should save it for someone who
has a chance.”
My boyfriend talked to me for countless hours while I was
in my coma, trying to keep me mentally engaged. I remember much of what he said. My mother played the BBC radio
series that inspired one of my favorite novels, The Hitchhiker’s
Guide to the Galaxy. That explains why I kept hearing snippets
of Hitchhiker’s Guide in my coma-dream, seemingly out of
nowhere.
I used to feel sorry for people who clung to the desperate hope that their vegetative loved ones would recover. It
sounded so hopeless, albeit understandable. The doctors told
my loved ones to give up hope for my recovery, too. Yet at the
same time, the doctors were saying that my brain was profoundly damaged, I was asking them in my coma-dream to
stop shining lights in my eyes so that I could get back to sleep.
According to researchers, as many as one in five patients with
disorders of consciousness experience covert cognition. I was
one of them.

T

hough I awoke from my coma barely able to lift my head, my
mind was fully intact. When my mother told me that I had
been in a coma for six weeks, I mouthed, “Seriously?” (I had a tracheostomy tube in my throat, so I couldn’t speak.) I was shocked.
I thought I was having a sleepless night, not reenacting Sleeping
Beauty. From what I understand, most of my weakness was due
to atrophy from the coma itself. The physical manifestations of
the strokes were limited to vertigo and a bit of weakness and
pain in my right leg, both of which have since improved greatly.
My neurologist has predicted that even those symptoms will
eventually disappear. While I was in my coma, my dermatomyositis went into remission.
You can see why some people would think I experienced a
miracle. When people tell me that God saved my life because
I still have important things left to do, I always think about all
the people who were in a similar situation but weren’t so lucky.
I don’t have any kids, but how many of those people left behind
small children? Weren’t they good people, every bit as deserving
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of my good fortune or even more so? Were the prayers offered
for them less heartfelt? But I never say that. And when complete
strangers tell me that I’ve been blessed, I just smile.
Every time I see a new specialist, and I’ve been seeing a lot of
specialists lately, they all say something along the lines of, “Well,
you’ve certainly been through a lot,” with a hint of amazement.
Recently, I tried to explain to the gastroenterologist I was seeing
about a colonoscopy why I feel lucky nonetheless. As hard as
my recovery has been—my walker was by my side as I talked—it
could’ve been much worse. The thing I feel most fortunate about
is that my brain was not in fact profoundly damaged. Indeed,
that’s become a running joke with me. If I say something stupid,
I’ll quip, “It’s that profound brain damage again.”
I’m a little younger than the age at which people usually
get their first colonoscopy. Like most people, I wasn’t looking
forward to it, but I was eager to have it done because one of
the scariest aspects of dermatomyositis is that it’s linked to an
increased risk of cancer. Any cancer. That means that I’ve had
to undergo a wide variety of cancer screenings. So far all of my
tests have been negative, but, for the next couple of years, my
risk will remain above normal. After that, my risk will be reduced,
but it will never completely return to baseline. Dermatomyositis
is a rather weird disorder that manifests as both a skin condition
(rashes and wounds) and a muscle-wasting disease. To quote
one of my favorite—if dated—pop culture catchphrases, it’s two
great tastes in one. Though I’m in remission, my dermatomyositis
could come back at any time. In rare instances, dermatomyositis
can go into remission permanently, but it’s never considered
cured. Whether or not this will happen to me is impossible to
know, but lately I’ve been on a winning streak. You might even
call it “luck.”
So, despite the fact that I don’t believe in miracles or luck, I’ve
experienced both. As for those sincere expressions of faith from
my friends, I’ve been able to draw on them as a source of encouragement and emotional support through a very difficult period.
If my continuing, near-miraculous recovery reinforces their faith
in the power of prayer, I’m okay with that. They’ve reinforced my
faith in the power of friendship.

Stephanie Savage focused on fiction writing before her coma. Her work
has appeared in numerous publications, including American Atheist,
Jewish Currents, Snicker, Potpourri, and 3 am Magazine. The July/
August 2015 issue of Skeptical Inquirer magazine features her article
“Covert Cognition: My So-Called Near-Death Experience.” Her essay
“Sympathy for the Devil-Believers” will appear in a future issue of F ree
I nquiry . Savage writes about her recovery through a skeptical and
humanist lens in her blog, Coma Chameleon: My Recovery Chronicles.
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Please Stop Praying for Me
Eric Wojciechowski

D

ear friends, family, and the kind strangers I’ve met along
the way: Please stop praying for me. It’s only making it
worse.
In April 2012, I went for an ordinary yearly physical and
found that I was anemic. A colonoscopy later discovered a
stage 2 cancerous tumor in my colon. A week later, it was
surgically removed. This was followed by twelve rounds of
chemotherapy administered through a Mediport placed in
my chest. The treatment took over twenty-four weeks and
removed me from employment for the rest of that year.
But the year 2013 started off great. I was back to physical health and back to work; the effects of chemo had
worn off, and I was feeling fine. The year 2013 was about
to close—Christmas and New Year celebrations were
being planned—when in December, a follow-up CT scan
discovered that a cyst on my liver previously thought to
be benign had tripled in size and was actually cancerous.
The original colon cancer had metastasized. Four weeks
later, in January 2014, I went back under the blade and
half my liver was removed. By that time, the tumor was
five centimeters in size. Surgery was followed by eight
rounds of chemotherapy (cut short so I could return to work
to retain my medical benefits).
Since then, all my CT scans and blood work have shown
that the cancer is gone. But there is always a chance a mutant
cell or two still roams my bloodstream, looking for an organ
to call home. So for the rest of my life, it’s testing, testing, testing to see if the aliens have landed. This isn’t easy to live with.
It’s a great cause of anxiety; there’s never a day that passes
without me thinking about it. In the words of Indiana Jones,
“We walk from here.” Slow and steady. We shall run blood
tests and scans every few months, until my time ends, to see
if Darwin’s darling little dagger returns.

T

hroughout these past few years, friends, family, and
strangers have wished me well. And many have said they
are praying for me. Now, I’m not so big of a jerk that I would

look them in the face or reply via social media and tell them
they are wasting their time. I’m gracious and courteous
enough to simply say “Thank you.” I know that what they
mean is that they want the best for me, that they hope that
everything turns out all right and that the cancer remains in
remission. They wish me to go on to live a long and happy life.
I am not attuned to the rituals they practice to carry out
their prayers. I have no idea if they take a few minutes every
morning or evening to kneel on the floor and pray over their
beds or just do it before a meal in classic Norman Rockwell

“Dear friends, family, and the kind strangers
I’ve met along the way: Please stop praying
for me. It’s only making it worse.”

fashion. I have no idea if they drive to work with the radio off
and talk to God as if he were a passenger in their car. I’m also
not up on whether they take a sacrament by breaking a wafer
or consuming wine after said prayer, or if they just close their
eyes in an easy chair and say, “God, please fix him.” I don’t
know their methods. But what I do know is they tell me they
are praying for me. And I know that they are wasting their
time. It is of no help, and it has not been of any assistance in
getting me to remission.
I never once considered praying myself. I never once raised
my eyes to the sky and asked, “God, why me?” After all, why
not me? How awful to even consider that the cancer be given
to someone else or collected in the intestines of a levitical
goat along with all the other transgressions of the sinful, to
then be let loose to run into the wasteland. I relied, instead,
on modern medicine. Why? Because prayer doesn’t work.
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The “power of prayer” has been studied to its end point.
None of those studies, I repeat none, has demonstrated any
benefit to it. The largest study ever conducted of intercessory
prayer (where one person is asking God to help another person) was conducted in 2006 and included 1.7 million prayers,
cost about two and a half million dollars, and was carried out
at several medical centers. The study included almost two
thousand coronary-artery bypass surgery patients who were
put into one of several groups. Some received prayers, some
didn’t; some were told that they would, but they didn’t; and
vice versa.
The outcome of the study was hardly what was expected.
Where some thought the study would show that prayer
improved patients’ conditions and others hypothesized that
it would have no effect, what actually occurred was that
those who thought they were the recipients of prayer did
worse regarding recovery (this applied whether they actually
received prayers or only thought they did). Speculation on
why this occurred ranged from patients’ anxiety thinking that
prayer was their last hope to (my personal suspicion) some
patients stinting on following doctors’ orders because they
thought God would intervene. Regardless, further research

“. . . For the rest of my life, it’s testing, testing,
testing to see if the aliens have landed.
This isn’t easy to live with.”

is needed to verify any of the hypotheses put forward to
date. But the bottom line is that prayer doesn’t work. Worse,
it hinders. We just aren’t sure why yet. Perhaps when you do
engage in prayer, you’re interfering with God’s plan, and he
isn’t very fond of that.
Yet even without the studies showing prayer doesn’t work,
we can attest to its vast uselessness simply by looking through
history. People have been getting sick as long as there have
been people. I’m making an educated guess, of course. I have
no documentation that goes back to the first Homo sapiens
sapiens, but there never was a time when bacteria, parasites,
viruses, and mutations weren’t things for the Homo line to
deal with. The oldest fossils, dating to about 3.5 billion years
ago, resemble bacteria. They came long before us. And these
little buggers have been finding ways to inhabit their hosts
for a long time. And mutations? Well, that’s the thing of
evolution. You cannot understand the history of life without
understanding (and accepting) that things mutate. Some
mutations are beneficial but most are not: witness cancer.
Archaeologists have uncovered the graves of Neandertals
who had been intentionally buried, in that the body was
38

Free Inquiry

October/November 2015

secularhumanism.org

purposely placed into the ground and not covered by the proverbial sands of time. It remains unknown why Neandertals
buried their dead. Was it for sanitary reasons, to keep the
neighborhood clean? Or does this suggest that long before
the written word, before Homo sapiens sapiens entered
Europe, there was a developing belief system in an afterlife?
What is evident from the archaeological record (grave goods
such as flowers and food offerings) is that many thousands of
years ago, a form of religion was being expressed—that is, a
belief in a world transcending the material world. Was some
kind of prayer said after a Neandertal perished? We’ll never
know.

W

e’ll never know when prayer started. And I’m talking
specifically about intercessory prayer. We have written
records going back a few thousand years attesting to the
practice of prayer, yet that speaks nothing of what people
did (or how they did it) before the written word. Review the
written record of Sumer and Egypt to see the pleas offered
to their gods of that time. Yet I don’t have to go back several
thousand years to demonstrate my point. Even without the
studies showing the failure of prayer, we can deduce that
prayer doesn’t work simply by using the past few
hundred years as an example.
It is not and never has been due to prayer that
people come through disease and affliction. If so, we
should see historical survival rates equaling what we
see now. Surely, when loved ones or friends fell ill in
the year 1600 or 1700 or 1800, friends and family
prayed for them. Yet history shows that many more
people died from disease in the past than do today.
How many people died from polio, measles, smallpox, and other diseases, not to mention what we’d today
consider minor infections, for thousands of years, despite
eyes raised to the heavens and sacrifices of animals? How
many prayers went unanswered, ignored by whatever god
was pleaded with? It is only in the age of modern medicine
that we’re beating the little, nearly invisible creatures that get
into our bodies. In combination with modern medicine, we
also have the practices of hand-washing, vaccinations, clean
drinking water, sanitation, and the like. These practices have
allowed today’s humans to live longer than their ancestors.
And again, it has nothing to do with prayer.
There are about three thousand gods recorded in human
history. I suspect there have been more; we don’t know about
them because they never made it to the written word or had a
big enough following to compel lasting remembrance. There
have also been countless intermediaries, such as Catholic
saints and deceased ancestors, through whom people have
prayed. Yet despite all of the deities, heroes, and saints, people
did not survive disease and infection effectively until the age
of modern medicine and modern preventive practices.
In his excellent study of cancer, my own affliction, Siddhartha

APPLIED BLASPHEMY

Mukherjee states rather plainly that several decades ago,
people who were diagnosed with cancer left the hospital
only after they died. Nowadays, if their cancer is caught early
enough, thanks to improved screening practices developed
through decades of scientific research, they may get to leave
alive and in a matter of days. Due to the continued diligence
and research methods into what cancer is, how it operates,
and what its weaknesses are, there is a greater chance of
survival through the applications of radiation, chemotherapy,
and other methods. (The cancer treatment administered to my
father just ten years prior to my own was already somewhat
outdated compared to the treatment I received.)

Y

et despite the ineffectiveness of prayer, I thank those who
have and continue to pray for me. It’s the thought that
counts. And however anyone wishes to bid me good
health and tidings, so be it.
But it’s at this point that I’d like to ask them to
stop, and not just because I am in remission and don’t
need the well-wishes and not because I’ve suddenly
become that jerk. It’s because I’ve thought of a better
response—more than “thank you.” But more on that
later.
First, let us have a bit of fun and speculate that
prayer doesn’t work because we’re trying to tell God
that his plan is all wrong and he’s doing—albeit more
silently and with more passive-aggressiveness—what
he did when Job complained about his mistreatment.
God isn’t responding to prayers because he knows better
than you!
Perhaps cancer was part of God’s plan for me. I doubt that—
but if so, your prayers are going against his design for me, which
provides that I would be predisposed toward cancer, that I
would then develop said cancer, and that it would spread.
It was God’s choice to curse me from birth, to give me greater
chances than normal of getting cancer. Genetic testing shows
that I was born with a defect that predisposes me toward
colon cancer (and certain other cancers) more than someone
without the defect. It’s called Lynch Syndrome. But, again, I
doubt this was all pre-planned by an intelligent designer. To
the contrary, my defect is more verification that we are not
created in any supreme being’s image. It’s more proof that
we’re an ongoing experiment of survival, unguided by anything supernatural or divine but driven rather by what works
through natural selection at that particular time and place.
So instead of prayer—which has been shown either to
have no effect at all or to do more harm than good—I’d like
my friends, family, and those following my condition to cease
and desist. Instead, let’s do this: Take a few minutes to go
online or use the phone and make a donation to any scientific
charity of your choice. It doesn’t have to be cancer research.
Any scientific charity will do. And I’m not asking that you give
a lot. Five dollars is sufficient. Instead of just feeling better

because you said magic words, for the price of a coffee-house
latte you will actually be doing something useful instead of
getting nowhere.
Upon completing this task, you will:
1. No longer be engaging in a wasteful ritual, eating up precious time. You can make that one-time donation, then be
free to do something useful during those times you once
wasted on prayer.
2. Your five dollars (or more, if you choose) will benefit everyone. Not just me. The research will advance work leading
to the betterment of all.
3. You’ll actually get a response from the charity you choose.
It might be a postcard or letter or e-mail of gratitude.
Unlike with prayer, you’ll hear something back.

“. . . Patients . . . who thought they were
the recipients of prayer did worse regarding
recovery (this applied whether they actually
received prayers or only thought they did).”

So, dear friends, family, and strangers who care, do keep
the thoughts of kindness coming. But I’d rather my inbox fill
with notes from you that show you helped fund the fight
against Alzheimer’s—or cancer or diabetes—or supported
keeping the oceans clean, learning more about human origins, or advancing interplanetary space travel. How cool
would it be to know that there will be a payoff? Guaranteed.
And in my name, too.
Further Reading
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The Contingency of Belief
Present Beliefs Stem from Past Happenstance
Robert J. Muscat

W

now hold may have done so only by necessity, even under
coercion and in spite of disbelief. They may have made a show
of adopting the new beliefs, without really believing them, in
order to survive. For example, if you are a Lutheran of central- or northern-European descent, you owe your religion to
ancestors from a realm whose rulers opted for Lutheranism in
1648 under the Treaty of Westphalia. This treaty (enacted to
end the Wars of Religion in Europe) forced your ancestors to
adopt the religion of their sovereign (or move to live in some
other state ruled by a sovereign who had chosen another
faith), no matter what your family at the time really believed.
If you are a Christian of Middle-Eastern descent, you
may have inherited your faith from one of the seventy
thousand people forcibly baptized by Byzantine
emperor Justinian in the mid–sixth century. Many
Orthodox Christians owe their present-day theology to Justinian’s imposition, by persecution, of
“…Today, any believer among us could have been
the decision of the Council of Chalcedon in 451,
born into a religion other than the one he or she now
which rejected the Monophysite belief that Christ
had only a single nature that was both divine
professes; we could be utterly convinced that this
and human. This is no longer a burning issue
other religion is the only true faith, and that the faith
between the surviving Monophysite churches
we now in fact profess is utterly false.”
of today (for example, Ethiopian Orthodox) and
the Roman Catholic and other non-Monophysite
descendants. Whether you are a Monophysite or
not today (assuming you have even heard of these
distinctions) depends on your parents’ lineage.
Conversion Archaeology and Inherited Religion
If your Latin-American ancestry goes back to before the
arrival of the Spanish Conquistadors, your forebears were
People who believe their religion is the only true faith (and
forced to convert to Roman Catholicism. Many such communitherefore better than the other, false ones), may never ponties still practice vestiges of their pre-Catholic ancestral faiths.
der the fact that their own ancestors believed, just as ferDoctrinaire Sunnis have long condemned Shiism as enough
vently, in earlier religions—probably several different ones as
of a departure from true Islam to qualify as apostasy. It is ironic
we go back through different time periods. Furthermore, the
forebears who first adopted the present faith that believers
that believers who support punishment for this apostasy are

e live in a time marked by fundamentalist resurgence. In some societies, it is merely fervent and
assertive. In others, it is violent and genocidal. The
vast majority of believers, now and in past eras, came by
their faith through historical and biological happenstance:
they were either born into it or forced into it. Those accidents could easily have turned out differently. This means
that today, any believer among us could have been born
into a religion other than the one he or she now professes;
we could be utterly convinced that this other religion is the
only true faith, and that the faith we now in fact profess is
utterly false. With the benefit of this historical perspective,
believers might reconsider their religious certainty.
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themselves descendants of ancestors who were apostates if
they were among those willingly adopting Islam, denying the
beliefs they had held in their previous religions. If you are of
Middle-Eastern Muslim descent, you might find that prior to
(perhaps forced) conversion to Islam in the eighth century,
your ancestors, going backward in time, were Eastern Rite
Christians, Gnostic Christians, Christian Jews (in the first century
CE), and Jews (for one thousand years before)—who in turn
were preceded by Baal-worshipping ancestors and even earlier
paganisms. Each converting ancestral generation would have
been guilty of apostasy in the eyes of its elders.
Adherents of Protestant churches that broke away from
other Protestant churches in the past century or two, which
earlier had broken off from Catholicism, would find a similar
layering of their families’ beliefs, a history of heresies and
apostasies. An Iranian Shiite’s ancestors going back may have
been Sunni Muslim, Mazdak, Manichaean, Arian Christian,
Zoroastrian, and before that worshippers of the Elamite or
Sumerian gods of Persia. How does one respect one’s forebears if one condemns and despises the religious “truths”
they successively held?
Not all converts condemn their abandoned
faiths. Take, for example, a Christian on one of the
islands of Indonesia, engaged in occasional violent
struggles with fellow—but Islamic—Indonesians.
This Christian’s forebears converted not very long
ago from Islam, which reached Indonesia in the
eleventh century and became dominant by 1600.
Before that, his or her earlier ancestors were
probably Hindu for three or four centuries; before
that, Buddhist for perhaps five hundred years;
and, before that, Hindu for an even earlier ancient
stretch. Finally, and earliest, was an era over thousands of years, when all his or her (and all other
Indonesians’) forebears were animist. Thus, a “dig”
into the religious archaeology of our Indonesian
Christian could uncover six layers of belief in one family line.
What is remarkable in the Indonesian case is the persistence of beliefs and practices from earlier layers. Indonesian
Muslims today are likely to be knowledgeable, and relaxed,
about the fact that their religious ideas, while mainly and
formally Muslim, are actually a loose syncretism, a mix of
beliefs going back through the layers, including the deep animist past. It would not be surprising if today’s tiny group of
jihadists in Indonesia share the same residual pre-Islamic spirit
beliefs as the majority of Indonesians.
As our ancestors successively abandoned their religions,
even if reluctantly at first, they also discarded their former
gods. The famous American curmudgeon H. L. Mencken wrote
an essay, “Memorial Service,” mocking over 150 divinities all
“gone down the chute.” While some of these gods’ names

remain familiar—Baal, Isis, Saturn, Odin, and Istar—most are
now obscure if not totally forgotten: Ninnib (Sumerian farmer-god); Llaw Gyffes (Welsh god born of the virgin goddess
Aranrhod); Ogma (Irish); Zer-panitu (Babylonian mother-goddess); Hadad (Semite rain god); and Marduk (chief god of
Babylon).
In sum, a dig into the religious history of all of us would
reveal that we all have ancestors who adopted one or
another of their faiths under duress, or who were, in good
faith, others.

Alternative Histories: Alternative Religions
Abrahamic religions teach that history has been divinely
ordained, or at least heavily influenced by God’s hand.
However, if we suspend any idea of historical inevitability, we
can enjoy the mind-widening “What if?” game that historians sometimes play. This is a thought experiment to identify
possible consequences if specific key events had turned out
differently. (For example, what if Pickett’s Charge had succeeded in breaking the Union line on Cemetery Ridge in the
Battle of Gettysburg?)

“People who believe their religion is the only
true faith . . . may never ponder the fact that their
own ancestors believed, just as fervently,
in earlier religions—probably several different ones
as we go back through different time periods.”

In the eighth century, the Arab surge through North Africa
crossed over into Spain and southern France. A raiding party
reached as far as Tours, deep in western France. In a skirmish
there, in 732, the Christian Franks’ victory reversed the Muslim
advance. From this encounter emerged Charlemagne and the
Carolingian Empire, which confined Muslim expansion into
Western Europe to the Iberian Peninsula (and later, a piece
of Italy). Historian Barry S. Strauss has imagined the possible
consequences if the battle had been won by the Arabs. Their
surge could have continued, bringing Western Europe into
the Muslim, rather than the Christian, world. Strauss cites
the great historian Edward Gibbon: Tours was “an encounter
which would change the history of the whole world.”
Imagine another “What if?”: suppose the Asian religions and ethical systems had preempted or prevailed over
secularhumanism.org
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the Abrahamic, or that Christian conversion in Europe had
remained a minor movement. The entire history of religion in
the West, if not in the world as a whole, could have changed.
One pivotal event that could have produced such a radically
different history was King Sennacherib’s (plague-induced)
withdrawal from his siege of Jerusalem in 701 BCE. Twentytwo years earlier, the Assyrians had conquered the northern
Hebrew kingdom, Israel, and forced the inhabitants into exile
in Mesopotamia. The exiles, the famed “Ten Lost Tribes,”
assimilated there and vanished to history. If Sennacherib had
prevailed in 701 and taken the remaining two Hebrew tribes
into similar exile, Judaism might have disappeared; without
Judaism, Christianity and Islam might never have emerged.

“Many Orthodox Christians owe their present-day
theology to Justinian’s imposition, by persecution,
of the decision of the Council of Chalcedon in 451.

A second pivotal religious event was Emperor Constantine’s
conversion to Christianity. Before Constantine, Rome had persecuted the Christians. In 312 CE, Constantine won a crucial
battle against a rival. Before the battle, Constantine reported
that he saw a vision of the cross in the sky, under which
were the words (in Latin, of course) “Conquer in this Sign.”
He ordered his troops to mark their shields with the sign of
the cross and saw his victory as proof that the Christian God
was real and had been on his side. The next year, now the
unrivaled Roman emperor, Constantine ended persecution of
Christians and endowed the Christian church with resources,
resplendent buildings, and power.
The conversion of Constantine was the most important
individual conversion (other than St. Paul’s) in the history of
Christianity. Without his patronage, continuing persecution
might have ground Christianity down, giving greater scope
for the rival religions that faded away once Constantine made
Christianity official. To get an idea of how contingent on
happenstance Christian history has been, read the “What if?”
imagined by James Carroll:
In a way, this is the second-greatest story ever told, at least
concerning what we think of as Western civilization. After
the death and Resurrection of Jesus, the conversion of Con-
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stantine may have been the most implication-laden event in
Western history. If we rarely think so, it is because we take
utterly for granted the structures of culture, mind, politics,
spirituality, and even calendar (Sunday as holiday) to which it
led. None of these structures was foreordained, and indeed,
to grasp the epoch-shaping significance of Constantine’s embrace of Jesus, his sponsorship of Jesus’ cause, imagine how
the history . . . would have unfolded had the young emperor
been converted to Judaism instead. It is a nearly unthinkable
turn in the story, imagined in retrospect, but in prospect such
a conversion would have been no more unlikely than what
happened, and to entertain the idea is to wonder how Judaism, instead of Catholicism, would have fared as the locus of
political and religious dominance.

Two other great events could also have resulted in religious outcomes profoundly different from what the
world has actually experienced. One was the battle
of Salamis in 480 BCE. In the narrow Salamis straits,
the outnumbered Greek fleet crushed the Persian
armada, enabling Greece to defeat the Persian
army and to end the Persian dream of extending
its empire into the West. If the Persians had won,
Zoroastrianism might have become the dominant
religion in Europe. The other event was the early
death of Alexander the Great at the age of thir. . .”
ty-two. Historian Arnold Toynbee sketched out an
alternative history if Alexander had lived longer
and had extended, and held, conquests beyond
India deep into China. Toynbee’s scenario included
the spread of Buddhism from Asia to become the
dominant world religion. If either of these alternatives had transpired, few believers today—no matter how
deeply they now hold the revealed tenets of one or the other
Abrahamic faith—would be Jewish, Christian, or Muslim.
In short, religious belief, like so much else in history, has
been contingent on happenstance. Any believers today who
may be ready to defend, preach, proselytize, or even kill and
die for their faith are likely to be dedicating their lives to ideas
they hold by accident.
Further Reading
Carroll, James. 2001. Constantine’s Sword. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
Strauss, Barry S. 1999. “The Dark Ages Made Lighter.” In What If?,
edited by Robert Cowley. New York: Putnam.
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Middle East Deadlock:
Readers Weigh In, Part 1
Earlier this year, Free Inquiry invited readers to share their opinions
on Israel, Palestine, and the enduring Middle East deadlock. (Tom
Flynn, “Middle East Deadlock: Where Do You Stand?,” FI, April/
May 2015.) Readers responded in great number with wide-ranging and, usually, cogently argued viewpoints. In most cases, the
statements were edited aggressively for length; as a group, FI
readers are, shall we say, far more verbally productive than the
edited statements would suggest.
Of seventeen submissions selected for publication, three took
strong pro-Israel, anti-Palestinian stances; three others were
strongly anti-Israel and pro-Palestinian. Eleven took more evenhanded positions, ranging from “Hope for the best” to “A pox on
both their houses.” (Then there was one respondent who expects
the Middle East to remain in deadlock for the next half-century,
after which we’ll be too preoccupied by “civilizational collapse”
to care what’s happening there.) This ratio is not an artifact of the
editorial selection process; to the contrary, a preponderance of
the statements received declined to take one side or the other.
If any consensus emerges from these statements, it may be that
among Free Inquiry readers, there are both blame—and hope—
enough to go around for every party to this deadly controversy.
Speaking of hope, it is worth noting that the vast majority of
the respondents wrote thoughtful and measured statements.
One longtime friend of the magazine predicted that we would
regret having opened this subject for discussion, because it would
unleash a sewer-flow of blind hatred from harsh partisans who
embrace extreme positions. In fact, the exact opposite occurred.
It’s enough to make one wish that more of the decision-makers
guiding outcomes across the Middle East were more like Free
Inquiry readers. (And, appropriately for an issue whose cover
theme is the right to blaspheme, it demonstrates that in case of
doubt, it is always better to open dialogue and have a discussion
than to avoid it for fear of what might be said.)
Each statement will be identified by one of three pictograms:

< Pro-Israel, anti-Palestine
= Pro-Palestine, anti-Israel
? Evenhanded
We will present one pro-Israel statement and one pro-Palestine
statement followed by several evenhanded statements, and
then repeat the sequence. This feature will be concluded in Free
Inquiry’s December 2015/January 2016 issue.
—The Editors

<

I think Israel has a right to exist, because there are many
nations with human rights records much worse than Israel’s
(China, Syria, Russia, North Korea, to name a few) and no one
ever discusses whether or not those states have a right to
exist. But even here in Free Inquiry, no one questions why we
are even asking this question of Israel and of no other nation
on Earth.
The people who don’t like Israel always speak of Zionist
crimes, but they completely ignore the fact that every conflict
between Arabs and Israelis was started by the Arabs. It’s been
claimed in this magazine that Zionists never intended to live
peacefully with Palestinians. I would like to point out that it’s
kind of difficult to live peacefully with someone when they
are launching missiles on your towns, blowing up your buses,
digging tunnels under your borders, and kidnapping your citizens. Yet, the people who don’t like Israel ignore Palestinian
crimes, while yelling and screaming every time Israel does
anything to defend herself.
It is not anti-Semitic to criticize Israel when the Israeli
government does things that one does not agree with. The
settlements in the West Bank are illegal, and I believe that
they should be removed. However, it is anti-Semitism to say
that the Palestinian view is 100 percent right and the Israeli
point of view is 100 percent wrong.
If ever a country should be destroyed because it took away
land from native people and put them on reservations, then
the United States of America has no right to exist. If Israel
should give back the land, then should the United States give
back the land that the European Americans took from the
Native Americans?
Michael Ethan Landau
By e-mail

=

As a humanist, I oppose both ethnic cleansing and wars
of aggression. This clearly leads to a pro-Palestinian position,
since the Palestinians have been the victims of warfare to
displace them from their homes to make room for peoples
from Europe after World War II and more recently from the
old Soviet Union. To claim that “God” gave this land to Israel
is of course ridiculous. For the United States to continue
to support Israeli massacres of Palestinians has only led to
heightened hatred against our country; it is even one of the
stated reasons why we were attacked on September 11, 2001.
Of course, no politician in this country is willing to take a
strong stance against the Israeli lobby. Thus the slaughter of
secularhumanism.org

October/November 2015

Free Inquiry

43

innocent Palestinians continues, as does hatred for the United
States. By the criteria of humanist values and that of practical
geopolitics, the United States continues to commit one of its
greatest foreign-policy blunders.
Ron Klein
By e-mail

There are two camps in this discussion,
but only one was represented . . . the one that
vilifies Israelis or Palestinians.”—Adam Schwartz

?

There are two camps in this discussion, but only one was
represented in the debate published in the April/May 2015
Free Inquiry. The camp presented was the one that vilifies
Israelis or Palestinians. The other camp earnestly seeks a
peaceful, secure resolution to the conflict, and it was omitted.
I’m tired of hearing the same old arguments from either side
of the former camp. Israel is not unique for having an ethnic
component to its national identity; it is only unique in the
animus it draws for existing. The conflict between Israel and
Palestinians is a national political conflict. To understand it
any other way is to perpetuate it by layering on additional
hatred.
My hope is that there will be a two-state solution that,
while not completely satisfying either side, will lead to a
much better life for Israelis and Palestinians. That possibility
came tantalizingly close to reality at the Camp David Summit
in 2000. Israel had offered a two-state solution in which the
Palestinian state would include most of Gaza, the West Bank,
and joint sovereignty over Jerusalem. What a great disappointment that then-Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat rejected
the offer at the last moment. I hope the Palestinians don’t
have to wait decades to receive such an offer again; but as
long as the vilification camp dominates this debate, another
peace accord will remain out of reach.
Adam Schwartz
Redwood City, California

?

Any secular humanist solution to the Middle East deadlock would prioritize procuring peace, stability, and happiness
for the vast majority of all residents of the region, rather than
privilege the claims of only one or another side. Moreover,
such a view would be forward-looking; it would start with
the status quo and seek to move to a better place, rather than
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obsess over the injuries and injustices of the past.
Unfortunately, much of the talk and action about (and in)
the Middle East has little to do with securing a better future.
Israelis and Palestinians obsess over which side has suffered
more and who did what to whom in the past. Both sides claim
land on the grounds that their ancestors trod upon it—which
they did, as did legions of other peoples who came and went
in that region, a historic crossroads of humanity.
It is time to stop playing the blame game and the claim
game. Rather, the time is now for all sides to work toward the
only solution that has a chance of producing a lasting peace:
the two-state solution.
I should first address a position that many secular humanists might find attractive: ending the status of Israel as a Jewish
state and creating a single nonsectarian state encompassing
all of greater Palestine in which Jews, Muslims, Christians,
nonbelievers, and all others would have equal standing. Most
secular humanists are inherently uncomfortable with the
existence of a nation-state founded on the basis of a religion,
even one whose members have been subject to discrimination, harassment, and genocide as the Jews have been.
However, the principle of looking to the future rather
than the past dictates that we acknowledge the Jewish state
as an accomplished fact. We cannot travel back to 1917 and
undo the Balfour Declaration. There are eight million Israelis,
and many of them would fight to the last person rather than
accept any solution that expunges the Jewish state from the
map. This is no forward-looking, peaceable solution.
Rather, everyone with an interest in a peaceful Middle
East must embrace the solution that millions on both sides
have embraced in theory—even Binyamin Netanyahu was
for the two-state solution until he was against it, and now
he seems to lean toward it again. The trick will be to move
beyond vision and rhetoric to hammer out an agreement
that will provide both sides with both sovereignty and security. At minimum, both the Israeli and Palestinian states must
recognize each other, substantially disarm, and submit to
international monitoring and peacekeeping. The new state of
Palestine must move aggressively against violent extremists
within its borders, while Israel must work together with the
Palestinians to procure peace as a partner, not an adversary.
The first step will be for the global community to recognize
that the status quo ensures only more violence and heartache
and that only by looking to the future is a peaceful solution
possible. The world’s secular humanists can be a part of the
community that nudges Israel and Palestine away from permanent war and toward a permanent peace.
Bill Mosley
By E-mail

?

1. In her exhaustively researched book, From Time
Immemorial, the late Joan Peters demonstrated that the
Palestinians have no legitimate ancestral claim on Judea or
Gaza. A fair solution would be to return them to the surrounding Arab nations from which their nineteenth-century

ancestors came, including “Jordan,” which is really the portion of the old British Palestinian Mandate that was supposed
to house the future Palestinians.
2. It is clear that the surrounding Arab ancestral homelands of the Palestinians will never take them back, dedicated
as they are to using the Palestinians’ plight as a propaganda
tool in their ongoing religiously motivated campaign to
destroy Israel.
3. Therefore, the best that can be hoped for is to maintain the current refugee, second-class-citizen status for
Palestinians for as long as possible; the situation will be
“resolved” in the next fifty years or so by a collapse of civilization in the entire region brought about by climate change,
drought, and unsustainable population growth. But by then,
we will be too preoccupied by our own civilizational collapse,
brought on by the same factors, to pay any attention to the
happenings in distant Palestine.
Peter Lugten
Lindenhurst, New York
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I really don’t understand why anybody—unless he or she
is anti-Semitic—could deny the right of Israel to exist. The
Jewish people have inhabited the Land for a much longer
time than, for instance, the present French population has
occupied France or for that matter, the populations of many
European countries, whose borders were recognized only
after the end of the First World War. I also disagree with
Zbigniew Brzezinski’s point of view: there is very little difference between a person who denies the right of existence of
Israel and that of an anti-Semite.
Arturo Schwarz
Milan, Italy

=

My family shed “tears of joy” on May 14, 1948, when the
Jewish State of Israel was established as a safe haven for
Jews. I was five at the time and didn’t quite understand its
significance. When I grew up and evolved from Orthodox to
secular Jew, I felt a nonreligious affinity to my Jewish “homeland.” I had no desire to make Israel my home, but I viewed
it as a prophylactic against future Holocausts. I later learned
that the establishment of Israel was not a day of unadulterated joy for everyone—because Jews settled in a country
inhabited by other people and forced many of them to leave.
Nevertheless, I continued to support Israel, focusing mostly
on the anti-Semitism of countries in the Middle East that
denied Israel’s right to exist. However, I had a more nuanced
view that required balancing security for Israelis with human
rights for Palestinians.
I also began to think that the right of return had outlived
its usefulness. I’m fine with Israel taking in Jews who live in
danger elsewhere, but not for giving immediate citizenship
to Jews like me solely because my mother happened to be

Jewish. Aren’t displaced Palestinians more deserving of the
right to return than I am? Most Diaspora Jews (Jews living
outside of Israel) disagree with me and support the Jewish
right of return, even though you can’t literally “return” to a
place you’ve never been.
I resent Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu telling me that I’m living in exile. I live in Charleston, South
Carolina, home of the oldest synagogue in continuous use
in the United States. After January’s terrorist attack in Paris,
Netanyahu called for all European Jews to flee Europe and
become Israeli citizens. And where would he house them—in
even more bulldozed Palestinian farms and homes? How
about encouraging Jews to make their own countries better, rather than run away? Netanyahu seems eager to hand
Adolph Hitler a posthumous victory: a Jew-free Europe.

“Most secular humanists are inherently
uncomfortable with the existence of a
nation-state founded on the basis of a religion,
even one whose members have been subject
to discrimination, harassment, and genocide
as the Jews have been.”—Bill Mosley

Israeli law forces secular and non-Orthodox Jews to comply with the religious monopoly of the Orthodox in matters
of conversion, marriage, and other intrusions on behavior.
When it comes to women’s rights, parts of Israel are like
Muslim countries, requiring modest dress so men won’t
become aroused, making women pray separately so men
can’t see them, and restricting where women can sit on certain public buses. I think Israel is better than most (maybe all)
other countries in the Middle East, but I don’t want to grade
on a curve.
Israel is facing the same kind of struggle that many other
countries have encountered—that between democracy and
theocracy. Unfortunately, Israel has recently been headed
in the wrong direction. I will again become a supporter
of Israel when it lives up to the ideals in its Declaration of
Independence by putting human rights and social justice
above sectarian concern and treating its minorities as truly
equal citizens.
Herb Silverman
Atlanta, Georgia

Condensed with permission from “Why I No Longer Support Israel,”
Huffington Post, March 16, 2015. Herb Silverman is founder and president of the Secular Coalition for America.
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On Destruction
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ing the abbeys. Ziauddin Sardar wrote
in the New York Times last year about
the destruction of nearly all of ancient
Mecca at the behest of a bizarre combination of iconoclasm and modernist
commercialism:

this is too much for the radical
Saudi clerics who have repeatedly
called for its demolition. The clerics fear that, once inside, pilgrims
would pray to the prophet, rather
than to God—an unpardonable sin.

It’s the familiar hatred of the visible
and the real that most religious fanatics
share. Never mind the beautiful flowers
or sky or human face; fix your mind on
the invisible god you will never meet
instead. Focus on the imagined beauty
inside your head, and in order to see
it more plainly, tear down all the real
beauty that’s right in front of you cluttering things up. As a bonus, the local
residents get to watch the demolition.
Everybody loves a good demolition.
The destruction of the twin towers
was the ultimate spectacle, aimed at a
global audience. Pity the poor brawlers
of World War II, who had no television
or Internet to display their explosions to
the world. How Hitler would have loved
to have full-color movies of the Blitz,
broadcast live. See Coventry Cathedral
burn! Watch as London goes up like a
bonfire; gape as the ships explode and
sink. But no, poor bastard, all he had
was grainy black-and-white newsreel
footage shown in movie theaters days
after the action. Hitler achieved a mas-

The initial phase of Mecca’s
destruction began in the mid1970s, and I was there to witness
it. Innumerable ancient buildings,
including the Bilal mosque, dating from the time of the Prophet
Muhammad, were bulldozed. The
old Ottoman houses, with their
elegant mashrabiyas—latticework
windows—and elaborately carved
doors, were replaced with hideous
modern ones. Within a few years,
Mecca was transformed into a
“modern” city with large multilane
roads, spaghetti junctions, gaudy
hotels and shopping malls.

This was like any old city around the
world in which the beautiful old is
crushed and hauled to the landfill to
make way for the ugly new, except that
it’s Wahhabism that’s calling the shots:
The only other building of religious
significance in the city is the house
where the Prophet Muhammad
lived. During most of the Saudi era
it was used first as a cattle market,
then turned into a library, which is
not open to the people. But even

Shadia B. Drury

Amazing Grace?
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(with Jeremy Stangroom, Continuum, 2009).
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vengeance—the eternal punishment of
God. As St. Paul explains: “Bless them
which persecute you: bless and curse
not. . . . If thine enemy hunger, feed
him; if he thirst, give him drink: for in
so doing thou shalt heap coals of fire
on his head” (Romans 12:14–20). That
is the dark side of the injunction to love
your enemies.
I am not denying that in an effort
to imitate their loving god, some
Christians have displayed unsurpassed
acts of kindness and forgiveness, not
only in private life but also in public
life. In June 2015, a white supremacist
gunman massacred nine black men and
women in a historic church in South
46

sive body count, but it was Osama bin
Laden who got the real thrills. It almost
seems unfair.
Destruction and violence are the
quickest, easiest equalizers we have. In
the long run, it’s better to promote
equality through ideas and arguments
and models of living, to contrast peace
and human rights with force and hierarchy via example rather than explosions. But people don’t live in the long
run. We all live in the short run, and we
want results now, or at least soon,
when we can see them and get the
good of them. It’s now that the wrong
people have all the money and power,
now that our religion is on the defensive, now that injustice eats at the best
restaurants while we rummage through
dumpsters. We’ve waited for years,
we’ve worked through the system and
gotten nowhere . . . but we can at least
get our revenge.
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Carolina headed by the Reverend
Clementa Pinckney. Confronting the
killer in court, the bereaved relatives
of the murdered men and women
addressed the gunman, saying that
they harbored no hate for him and
were ready to forgive him in the name
of Jesus Christ. There is no doubt that
hatred destroys those who hate, so it
is not worth harboring hate in one’s
heart. However, going to the lengths of
forgiving the killer is stunning. In classic Christian fashion, President Obama
understood this as a manifestation of
God’s amazing grace.
In his historic speech at the funeral
of Rev. Pinckney, Obama explained the
secularhumanism.org

link between the Christian doctrine of
divine grace and American politics. He
said: “We don’t earn grace. We’re all
sinners. We don’t deserve it. But God
gives it to us anyway.” He added that
the killer intended to sow hatred and
deepen divisions by his act, but the
very opposite has happened. People,
black and white, have come together,
not only in South Carolina but across
the country, in a marvelous show of
solidarity. Obama interpreted this
human goodness as a testament to
God’s grace. He assumed that this display of human goodness was itself a
gift of grace. He claimed that by taking
down the Confederate flag from the

state’s capitol, we express God’s grace.
By refusing to allow our children to
“languish in poverty” or attend “dilapidated schools,” we express God’s grace.
By embracing “changes in how we
train and equip our police,” we express
God’s grace. By recognizing the “mayhem that gun violence inflicts upon this
nation” and doing something about it,
we express God’s grace. Indeed, God’s
grace is manifest wherever “people
of goodwill” strive to make “a more
perfect union.” The president ended
the speech by singing the lyrics of the
famous hymn, “Amazing Grace”:
Amazing Grace! How sweet the
sound
That saved a wretch like me!
I once was lost, but now am found;
Was blind, but now I see.

Like the hymn, the speech casually
skates over a host of difficulties. First,
what is truly amazing is that human
beings are willing (even eager) to live
in accordance with such a heroic moral
law—a moral law that goes beyond
anything required by natural justice.
It is a testament to the goodness of
human beings. Such goodness deals
a fatal blow to the idea of original
sin around which Christianity revolves.
In other words, the enthusiasm with
which Christian morality is embraced
contradicts the Christian insistence on
human depravity. In order to resolve
this contradiction, Christians, including
President Obama, explain all human
goodness as a gift of God’s amazing
grace. Good conduct is a supernatural
gift from God, without which it is not
possible for fallen humanity to fulfill
the requirements of the moral law. This
is why President Obama felt it necessary to thank God for the conduct of
Rev. Pinckney’s congregation.
Second, the doctrine casts a dark
shadow on the character of God. Why
would a good God give human beings
a moral law that they are congenitally unable to fulfill because it is at
odds with their nature? That is downright malicious. And, since this gift of
grace, without which human beings
are unable to fulfill the moral law, is

not given to all equally, how fair is it to
punish those to whom grace was not
given? The classic answer, provided by
St. Augustine, is to compare God with a
creditor and humanity with his debtors.
If the creditor decides to wipe out the
debts of some of the debtors, the rest
of the debtors have no basis of complaint. In Augustine’s view, there is no
injustice in the fact that some debtors
are required to pay their debts even
though some are not.

“Why would a good God give
human beings a moral law that
they are congenitally unable to
fulfill because it is at odds with
their nature? That is downright
malicious.”
The trouble with this response is
that the debt is based on the assumption that we are all sinners deserving
eternal damnation. But surely, this puts
Rev. Pinckney on a par with the killer!
Both are equally deserving of damnation. This preposterous injustice was so
evident that the Catholic Church had
to invent purgatory. But the Protestant
churches preserved the absurdity of
the Jesus doctrine exactly as Augustine
understood it.
Third, the idea that whenever we
do good work, whenever we act to
make the world a better place, we are
displaying God’s grace has dangerous
political ramifications. Even though
President Obama rejects the assumption that those who disagree with his
policies are evil, it is impossible to see
them in any other light when you think
that the policies for which you are
striving are a manifestation of God’s
grace. For some white Southerners,
the Confederate flag represents the
dreamy and languid way of life prior
to the conquest by the Yankees. That
would be fine, if only this way of life
were not so totally dependent on the
secularhumanism.org

violence and injustice of slavery. So, this
is a clear case of right and wrong, but
not all political conflicts are so stark.
Most political conflicts are between
competing goods.
Finally, if we are unwilling to take
credit for the good that we accomplish, we will be unable to take responsibility for the evil that we do. The
United States has for too long seen
itself as doing the business of God in
the world. But it has been unwilling to
take responsibility for the unintended
havoc that it has wreaked. Even though
President Obama is trying to dampen
his country’s global ambitions, he is still
speaking the language of American
Exceptionalism. As for future presidential candidates, they may as well be
singing the refrain at the end of the
film Yankee Doodle Dandy, when the
American troops are marching off to
fight in World War II to the tune of
George M. Cohan’s Over There:
Over there over there
Send the word, send the word over
there
That the Yanks are coming, the
Yanks are coming,
The drums rum-tumming ev’rywhere
So prepare say a pray’r
Send the word, send the word to
beware
We’ll be over, we’re coming over,
And we won’t come back till it’s
over over there.

The tune has all the joyous hallmarks of
the glad tidings, the salvation of the
world, the coming of Christ, and the
demise of all enemies. True to their
word, the Americans have not come
back, because it is not “over over
there”—nor will it ever be. The world
cringes in the face of all that amazing
grace!

Shadia B. Drury is Canada Research Chair
at the University of Regina in Canada. Her
books include Terror and Civilization (2004)
and Aquinas and Modernity (2008). She
is working on a book on American foreign
policy titled Chauvinism of the West.
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Trigger Warning
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about which movie reviews they want
to read when.
Similarly, a content note lets people
know, “I’m talking here about a subject that can trigger a post-traumatic
episode for many people. You might
want to wait to see this until a place and
time where you’re better able to handle
that.” We know that many people’s
PTSD symptoms are triggered when
they see or read about certain kinds of
trauma; a trigger warning or content
note helps them make informed decisions about what content they want to
see and when. If one sees a magazine
article with a content note, one might
decide not to read it on the bus to work;
a college student with a reading assignment that has a content note might
decide not to read it right before a big
exam. A content note gives one the
choice to read the material later, when
it’s a better time—or not to read it at all,
if it’s not actually all that important.
Spoiler alerts and content notes are
pretty similar. They’re not identical—
analogies never are—but they’re similar. And in fact, two of their chief differences make my case even stronger.
One: there is a ton of research pointing
to the conclusion that PTSD is a real
thing, is depressingly common, and can
be triggered by reading or viewing content about similar traumas—while the
limited research done on movie spoilers
suggests that they don’t, in fact, diminish our enjoyment of movies. Two:
when writers don’t include content
notes, readers with PTSD might have
post-traumatic episodes triggered,
including flashbacks, panic attacks,
intrusive memories, and more. When
writers don’t include spoiler alerts, on
the other hand, readers who haven’t
seen the movie might find out that
Vader is Luke’s father. When it comes
to how much harm is done, that’s a
pretty significant difference.
And while people with PTSD are
the primary reason for content notes,
they’re not the only ones. I’ll speak for
myself here: I don’t have PTSD, but I
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do have chronic episodic depression
with some post-traumatic elements.
And as a regular target of misogynist
hate, harassment, and graphic threats
of rape and death, there are times
when I have it in me to read about
misogynist hatred—and times when I
really don’t. If I’m having a good day
and I see an article or commentary
about misogynist hate campaigns, I will
often want to check it out so I can
stay informed. If I’m having a bad day
though and I read a graphic description
of misogynist harassment and threats,
the images will often stay in my head
all day, returning again and again at
the worst possible times and making
it much more difficult to function. So
if I see an important piece of writing
about misogynist hate and it’s a bad
day, I’ll set it aside and read it later.
This does not make me weak. It
does not make me unwilling to be
offended. It does not make me unwilling to hear ideas that are disturbing or
controversial, or that might make me
uncomfortable or hurt my feelings. It
does not make me self-indulgent. It
does not make me a baby. It makes
me someone who’s dealt with a lot of
misogynist hatred, has some scars from
it, and doesn’t necessarily want to read
graphic descriptions of it on a crowded
bus at the end of a long, crummy day.
But even if people aren’t simply
postponing their “trigger warning”
content—even if they decide not to
read something at all because of a
content note—so what? That “so what”
obviously isn’t apt in an academic setting, if a piece of reading is a key part of
the course materials. (This actually suggests that in academia, content notes
are even more important: wanting a
heads-up about a possible PTSD trigger is even more reasonable if you’re
literally required to read it.) But outside
of academia . . . I probably read less
than a tenth of a percent of the reading matter that floats in front of my
eyes every day, and I make decisions
all the time about what to read and
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what not to read. If I already don’t read
writing that’s boring, stodgy, not on a
topic I find interesting, ineptly written,
shallow, longer than I have time for,
written by an author I don’t like, or that
gives away the endings of movies I haven’t seen—what possible harm could
it do if I add “I don’t feel like reading
yet another essay about misogynist violence” to that list? And if there are a
whole lot of people who don’t want to
read about certain kinds of traumatic
experiences—just as there are a whole
lot of people who don’t want to read
movie spoilers—what possible harm
could it do to give them a heads-up?
It’s true that there’s no way to avoid
every possible trigger. Human beings
go through a wide variety of traumatic
experiences, and, even for common
forms of trauma, not everyone is triggered by the same thing. Trigger warnings and content notes are never going
to be perfect.
So what? If we can’t fix a problem
perfectly, is that really a reason not
to minimize it? If we can’t warn people about completely unexpected and
impossible-to-predict flying squirrel
attacks, does that mean we shouldn’t
warn them about railroad crossings?
There are a handful of depressingly
common traumas that many, many
people—far too many people—have
experienced. What’s the harm in providing trigger warnings for some of
the most common ones? Or, to bring
it back to the main analogy: Do we not
bother giving spoiler alerts for Game
of Thrones just because it’s too late for
The Empire Strikes Back and you probably found out about Vader and Luke by
the time you were twelve?
And finally, here’s the somewhat
harsh question I want to ask: Are we
really more concerned about movie
spoilers than we are about PTSD?
I’m going to quote (well, paraphrase) from the excellent piece on
Everyday Feminism by Sam Dylan Finch,
“When You Oppose Trigger Warnings,
You’re Really Saying These 8 Things.”

When you oppose trigger warnings,
what you’re really saying is, “Who cares
about PTSD? Sure, life with PTSD can
be hard—and I’m fine with making
it harder, because it really doesn’t
matter to me. I think I know what
people with PTSD need—better than
they do, and better than their mental
health-care providers. Besides, people
with PTSD are just whiny, oversensitive
crybabies who can’t handle the real
world. Sure, we label foods with allergens, and we label the deep ends of
swimming pools—but labeling content
with common trauma triggers is just ridiculous, because . . . reasons. And I don’t
care if the one thing you remember about
my essay or my class is the panic attack
you had in the middle of it. The mild

Russell Blackford

inconvenience of adding a few words to
the beginning of my content is way more
important to me than your PTSD.
“But making sure you don’t find
out how The Empire Strikes Back ends?
Now, that’s important.”
Is that really what you want to say?

article presumes that the Apostle Paul
engaged in conscious fraud when writing his scriptures’) are not permitted, as
they would be redundant.”

From the Editors: Free Inquiry’s author
guidelines include the following instruction on content warnings: “Since Free
Inquiry encourages authors to engage
in free and untrammeled inquiry, it is
understood that any article may contain
material some readers or members of
the public may find offensive or disturbing. Content warnings (so-called
‘trigger warnings’) for individual articles (‘This article discusses rape,’ ‘This

Greta Christina is the author of Comforting
Thoughts About Death That Have Nothing
to Do with God, Coming Out Atheist: How
to Do It, How to Help Each Other, and Why,
Why Are You Atheists So Angry? 99 Things
That Piss Off the Godless, and Bending:
Dirty, Kinky Stories About Pain, Power,
Religion, Unicorns, and More.

Just a Rationalization? Free Speech, Absolutism, and Motivated Reasoning

legal redress should be available, as
it already is in many jurisdictions, for
humiliating invasions of privacy. Any
laws restricting personal expression
must, however, be carefully and narrowly drafted. That is partly because
of more general considerations relating to individual liberty, and it’s partly
because of the draconian, often
unforeseen, consequences of poorly
drafted laws.
Despite all that, I remain a freespeech advocate. In any particular situation where it is relevant, I am most
likely to be found arguing for less
government censorship. I’m especially
eager to protect expressions of opinion, including the expression of opinions that I disagree with strongly. Very
often, I will argue against even private
initiatives to suppress or punish certain kinds of speech. I don’t generally
suggest that those initiatives be made
unlawful, but there can be exceptions:
an uncontroversial exception would
be if Person A employed violence, or
threats of it, to punish Person B for his
or her disliked opinion. Such exceptions

notwithstanding, my general approach
is not to seek legal prohibitions but to
ask people to choose voluntarily not to
punish each other merely for disliked
opinions and arguments.
I’d need to say much more to meet
objections to my views or to deal with
gray areas, but I hope it’s clear that
those views are at least careful and
principled and that they build on classical arguments such as those of Mill.
It surprises me, then, to be interpreted—by at least one person who
engaged me—as merely contriving an
argument to ban speech that I happen to dislike and to permit speech
that I happen to like. On the contrary,
there might be some speech that I’d
personally “like” or enjoy even while
thinking there was a principled case
for it to be restricted (for example,
speech defaming individuals whom I
regard as enemies). More important,
there is a vast range of speech that I
strongly dislike but which should not,
on my view of things, be restricted by
the state. Some viewpoints may be
ugly, dangerous, and/or plainly and
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grossly wrong. In most cases, however,
they should not be opposed even by
such unofficial sanctions as firings, boycotts, and online shaming. Particularly
where opinions on general issues are
concerned, bad speech should be met
with nothing worse than forthright,
rational, intellectually honest criticism.

A

t the outset, I mentioned that there
have been a number of occasions—
not only during the Gawker outcry—
when I’ve been accused by absolutists
of contriving arguments to fit my personal preferences or tastes. The topics
concerned have usually had something
to do with freedom of speech, though
sometimes only peripherally. Twice that
I can recall, claims about merely rationalizing my own tastes came up when
I expressed a less-than-absolutist view
about the issue of disinviting speakers or guests of honor. I lean strongly
against those kinds of disinvitations,
and I often express my opposition to
them, but some of them are clearly
more defensible than others. There is
no simple, absolute rule that I know of.
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It does not matter whether I happen to like or dislike a particular speaker
or his or her opinions. Plausible reasons
for or against disinvitations are likely to
be more complicated than anything to
do with my personal tastes. My general
policy is that I will not support disinvitation campaigns in any but the most
exceptional and extreme circumstances,
although I would have taken a weaker
position than this only a few years ago.
That was before disinvitations became
such a problem (and such an embarrassment to universities in particular) as they
now seem to constitute. While my own
policy has become a bit more absolutist, I
still acknowledge complications.
For example, I might consider it reasonable to disinvite a person who was
chosen to receive an honorary doctorate if it turned out that he or she was a
vocal enemy of science and scholarship.
A prominent individual who receives an
honorary doctorate is not merely being
given (yet another) platform for his or
her views but is held out by the conferring institution as a person of intellectual accomplishment and as a friend of
academic learning. Universities should
not present pseudoscientists and obvious propagandists as worthy of such
academic kudos. Even so, I’d be reluctant in current circumstances to muddy
the waters by campaigning for such a
person’s disinvitation. And even if that
sort of disinvitation can still be justified
in a particular case, it might not be justified to disinvite the same person from
giving a public lecture or taking part in
an on-campus debate. Situations really
do vary in important ways.
Twenty-first-century moral, cultural,
and political controversies usually
involve sufficient gray areas and conflicting considerations to permit contrived and dishonest reasoning. That
may provoke, or excuse, some suspicion of complex theorizing. Whenever
I’ve been accused of merely rationalizing my personal likes and dislikes, I’ve
been (I confess) annoyed. Yet these
accusations do have a role to play.
However simpleminded, irresponsible,
or unfair they sometimes appear, they
50
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can provoke reflection. All of us can
succumb, on occasions, to various kinds
of motivated reasoning. We can reach
conclusions based on tribalism, dogma,
emotion, or idiosyncratic memory associations. I might, for example, dislike
someone and by extension his or her
views—merely because the individual looks like a person who was once
unkind to me.
My current views on freedom of
speech win me few friends, and they go,
if anything, somewhat against my temperamental grain: I am more inclined
emotionally than I can justify philosophically to be a free-speech absolutist. Still,
it is easy to fool ourselves that we are
being rational and reasonable when
we are merely rationalizing. There is
no definitive checklist to alert us when
we’re veering into contrived, dishonest
forms of reasoning. Here, however, are
a few questions to keep in mind.
Do the conclusions that you reach
on a wide range of hot-button issues
“just happen” to match those favored
within your moral and political tribe? Or
do you often find yourself going against
the tribe’s values because of what strike
you as intellectually compelling counterarguments? In explaining and scrutinizing opponents’ positions, do you
try to formulate them in ways that your
opponents would recognize as fair and
accurate? Or do you search for wordings
that make opponents’ ideas and arguments appear self-evidently foolish? Do
you employ short, mocking paraphrases
of those ideas and arguments, and do
you “explain” them with far-fetched,
inflammatory analogies?
What about the certainty and tenacity with which you hold to your opinions? Many controversies are highly
complex, with respectable arguments
(and people) to be found on more than
one side, gaps in the available evidence,
and a polarization of opinion that renders some approaches unfashionable
and excludes them from fair consideration. Accordingly, it is often most
reasonable to suspend judgment. Short
of that, it is reasonable to hold some
opinions only provisionally, and in an
secularhumanism.org

“on balance” way, rather than with
much confidence and fervor. If you hold
to a controversial view passionately—
zealously denigrating its opponents and
conspicuously signaling your view to
your own tribe—your intellectual honesty may need a road check.
There will be times when we reasonably suspect others of providing mere
rationalizations of emotional preferences. As I’ve conceded, the complexity
of opposed considerations may offer
opportunities for this sort of rationalization, but it can also be tempting to deny
genuine complications and take shelter
in a simple, absolutist position (particularly if it has numerous passionate supporters). In many cases, the most honest
views may be heavily qualified ones that
foreground the difficulties and complications, allow for exceptions and shades
of gray, and leave room for further
development. Evidence of opponents’
intellectual dishonesty is likely to come
less from the complexity of their views
and more from indicators of dogmatism, lack of charity, tribal loyalties, or
the sort of patently unrealistic claims
that emerge from group polarization.
We can always scrutinize the behavior of our opponents, especially if it
seems unfair and harsh. More importantly, perhaps, we should interrogate
our own thinking for signs of intellectual dishonesty and closure to the evidence. Many charges of dishonesty are
unjustifiable, and they understandably
rankle—but for all that, we each have
our blind spots. Self-scrutiny can be
uncomfortable, but it’s essential to
intellectual progress.

Russell Blackford is a conjoint lecturer in the
School of Humanities and Social Science,
University of Newcastle, Australia. His books
include Freedom of Religion and the Secular
State (Wiley-Blackwell, 2012) and Humanity
Enhanced (MIT Press, 2014).

James Haught Revelations, Visitations, and All That
You get the picture. Time after time
throughout history, various people
have claimed miraculous visitations.
The visionaries began preaching and
spawned religions. They drew great
numbers of followers, in each case
revealing a remarkable human craving
for miracle tales.
Alleged communication from gods
and godlings goes back to the earliest known writings. Greek King
Agamemnon supposedly offended the
goddess Artemis, who calmed winds
when the king’s army tried to sail for
Troy. The goddess allegedly told the
prophet Calchas that she would relent
only if Agamemnon sacrificed his daughter Iphigenia, and it was done.
The Bible reports many angel visitations. Genesis 6 implies that fallen
angels came to Earth, impregnated
women, and bred giants.
The all-time champion of holy
appearances is the Virgin Mary, who
often makes herself visible to believers—in 1531 at Guadalupe, Mexico;
in 1858 at Lourdes, France; in 1917
at Fatima, Portugal; in 1981 at
Medjugorje, Bosnia; in 1983 at a farm
in Georgia; and so on and on. Vast multitudes of worshippers flock to these
sites. It’s odd that Mary doesn’t appear
to Jews, Buddhists, Protestants, or atheists. As a wag once said, “Some things

continued from p. 13

must be believed to be seen.”
Troy Taylor, a collector of ghost tales,
wrote that the Virgin made numerous
appearances in Illinois. A retired railroader, praying by a crucifix at Queen of
Heaven Cemetery in Hillsdale, Illinois, in
1990, was visited by Mary, St. Michael,
and three angels, he said. Swarms of
believers rushed to the spot and made
miracle reports of their own.
At Belleville (also in Illinois) in 1993,
a man said a voice told him to visit
The Lady of the Snows shrine, where
Mary appeared from a bright light and
gave him messages. Meanwhile, various Orthodox churches around Illinois
reported weeping or bleeding statues
or paintings of the Virgin. And a family
at Hanover Park said Mary appeared in
1997 in shadows on an apartment wall,
drawing crowds of the faithful.
Taylor wrote that all these happenings may be “the fevered imaginings of
a religious mind” or they may be genuine miracles—“We leave that up to you
to decide.”
How many divine revelations and visitations have been claimed through the
centuries? Tens of thousands? Millions?
The total is uncountable. Clearly, it’s part
of human experience. It’s somewhat akin
to people who say they were abducted
by space aliens, taken aboard UFOs, and
subjected to sexual experiments.

Are these vision-seers psychotics or
“fantasy-prone” neurotics who really
believe their tales? Or are they charlatans who invent lies, then spend the rest
of their lives repeating them?
One exception to the lie-repeating
premise is an American named Alex
Malarkey. In 2004, when he was six, a
car crash sent him into a coma. After he
woke, he said he had gone to heaven
and visited Jesus and Satan. His father
helped him write a best-selling book,
The Boy Who Came Back from Heaven,
which sold a million copies and was
made into a television movie. But at age
sixteen, the paralyzed boy said his tale
was a hoax created to get attention. The
publisher halted sales. The boy’s name
should have been a giveaway.
The widespread phenomenon of
miraculous encounters should be a
field of study for psychiatrists. What
facet of the mind causes some people
to claim that divine visitors came to
them—and causes other people to
believe them?

James A. Haught is editor of West Virginia’s
largest newspaper, the Charleston Gazette,
and a senior editor of F ree I nquiry .
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Doerr's Way

Francis, Climate Change, Overpopulation

P

ope Francis is to be commended
for his new encyclical “Laudato
Si,” issued May 24. It lines up with
the scientific consensus that climate
change is real and caused by human
activity. It calls for cutbacks in fossil fuel use and for richer nations to
help poorer ones. It was met with
negative reactions from conservatives
and Republican presidential aspirants,
though it is expected to advance
efforts to deal with climate change.
The encyclical was disappointing,
however, because it reiterated the
Vatican’s irrational, patriarchalist, and
damaging ban on contraception and
abortion: it is a ban widely ignored and
opposed by Catholics worldwide but
intimidating to many politicians in the
United States and elsewhere. While
Francis said in January that Catholics
do not need to “breed like rabbits,” he
refused to back down on the Church’s
contraception ban. Interestingly, when
he visited the overwhelmingly Catholic
Philippines in January, public opinion
there strongly supported the country’s
Supreme Court, which had recently
approved a national law providing free
contraceptive care for women, which
the Filipino Church hierarchy had bitterly opposed.
Here is how I put it in the influential
National Catholic Reporter in February:
Many of us are hoping that Francis will do the one thing that he
and he alone can do about climate
change: rescind Paul VI’s 1968 Humanae Vitae encyclical, promulgated in defiance of the vast majority of his own advisers. Since 1968,
there have been 1.5 billion abor-
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It cannot be overemphasized that
the Vatican’s opposition to contraception and abortion is based on a
mistaken seventeenth-century “hominization” theory that departed from
traditional Catholic theology and is
unsupported by either modern science
or the Bible. For details, see philosophers Daniel Dombrowski and Robert
Deltete’s 2000 book, A Brief, Liberal,
Catholic Defense of Abortion (University
of Illinois Press).
Climate change and overpopulation
are the most serious threats facing our
planet—as scientists have been warning for over fifty years—and time is
running out.

with public opinion, as Colorado voters
rejected vouchers twice in referenda in
1992 and 1998 by landslide margins.
Now for the bad news. In May,
Montana’s legislature passed a tax-credit
voucher law without the governor’s signature, ignoring Article X, Section 6 of
the state constitution, which bars even
indirect tax aid to “sectarian schools.”
About 5 percent of Montana’s students
attend nonpublic schools.
Nevada’s Republican-dominated legislature in June passed the country’s
most sweeping tax-credit (“Educational
Savings Account”) voucher plan, thumbing its nose at the state constitution’s
clear intent. The plan even pays for
homeschooling. Nevada and Montana
legislators obviously pay little attention
to public opinion. If these two states
allowed the people to vote on these
issues, they would go down in flames.
Western-state voters rejected tax aid for
private schools in multiple referenda by
an average margin of 65 percent to 35
percent.
These examples only scratch the surface of what is shaping up as an unusually fraught year for voucher proposals.

Voucher Wars

‘Saint’ Junípero Serra?

First, the good news: on June 29, the
Colorado Supreme Court ruled unconstitutional the school-voucher plan
adopted by affluent, conservative
Douglas County, just south of Denver.
The court held that the plan clearly
violated Article IX, Section 3 of the state
constitution, which bars any tax aid to
faith-based schools or other sectarian
institutions. The ruling lines up nicely

When he visits the United States in
September, Pope Francis is expected
to “canonize” (elevate to “sainthood”)
Junípero Serra, who founded a chain of
Spanish missions in California between
1769 and 1782. It’s perfectly okay for a
religious organization to honor anyone
it pleases, but there is a problem when
government gets involved. Each state
is allowed two statues in the Statuary

tions worldwide, 50 million in the
U.S. alone. Vacating Humanae Vitae
would seriously lower the abortion
rate, save women’s lives and contribute to reducing overpopulation
and such concomitants of climate
change as resource depletion, environmental degradation, deforestation, soil erosion and nutrient loss,
biodiversity shrinkage, rising sea
levels (40 percent of the world population lives in coastal areas), and
increasing sociopolitical instability
and violence.
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Hall in the U.S. Capitol, and one of
California’s is of Serra. Many Native
Americans and others, on hearing of
the impending canonization, expressed
dismay, pointing out that Serra’s missions seriously mistreated California
Indians. As Carol Pogash reported in
the New York Times on January 22,
“Indian historians and authors blame
Father Serra for the suppression of
their culture and the premature deaths
at the missions of thousands of their
ancestors.”
“Some of Serra’s sharpest critics,”
Religion News Service reporter David
Gibson wrote in the National Catholic
Reporter in February, “say he was part
of an imperial conquest that beat and

enslaved Native Americans, raped their
women, and destroyed their culture by
forcing them to abandon their traditional language, diet, dress, and other
customs and rights.”
At California’s behest, the statue
of Serra was placed in the Capitol’s
Statuary Hall in 1931, along with one
of Thomas Starr King (1824–1864), the
Unitarian minister, writer, and orator
who worked tirelessly to keep California
in the Union during our Civil War.
Lincoln credited Starr King with being
the most important activist in that
effort. Starr King was also the founder
of the U.S. Sanitary Commission, the
predecessor of the Red Cross. A number of schools, streets, and mountains

in California are named after him.
In 2009, Starr King’s statue was
replaced by one of Ronald Reagan.
Many Californians now would like to
replace Serra’s statue. It would only be
fitting to replace it with the original
one of Starr King, a real American hero.
Serra, after all, died before the U.S.
Constitution was written and can
hardly be regarded as a champion of
the best American values.

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

Great Minds

Walter Kaufmann: The Man Who Saved Heresy

B

y 1950, American freethought lay
in shambles. To declare oneself an
atheist was to be, in the public perception, a freedom-hating Soviet and
a Nietzsche-spouting Nazi, somehow
simultaneously. Its guiding lights wildly
misappropriated by totalitarian charlatans, and even its most levelheaded
assertions seized upon by a repressive
academic and political structure, skepticism stumbled under the almighty
eye of McCarthy and the wrath of the
neighborhood PTA. Atheism, even
when not directly illegal, was intellectually disrespectable. And though the
salvation of philosophical atheism was
a hard-won group effort, I think it safe
to say that it would not have happened
so quickly or completely without the
efforts of one man: Princeton philosopher Walter Kaufmann.
Kaufmann was a titan of an academic, the man America sought to
explain the battle between Continental
existentialism and British positivism as
we tentatively found our intellectual

feet again amidst the empty clang of
Eisenhower prosperity. His translations
of Nietzsche, Goethe, and Buber are the
standard editions still, a half-century
after their publication. And his 1958
Critique of Religion and Philosophy was,
for skeptics, the hefty, rigorously philosophical masterwork that filled the lean
years between Russell and the New
Atheism, the academic tour de force
that would serve as inspiration for a
new, humanity-oriented but analytically sharp generation of freethinkers.

U

pbringing does not always shape
the thinker, but it’s hard to escape
that conclusion in Kaufmann’s case.
Born in 1921 to a Jewish family that
converted to Lutheranism, he found by
age eleven that he could not believe
the tenets of Christianity. Walter was a
serious child who brooked no temporizing when he found the fatal flaw at
the heart of something significant and
made the decision, against his family’s
advice (this was 1930s Germany, bear
secularhumanism.org
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in mind), to convert to the Judaism of
his forefathers.
Fleeing Nazi persecution, Kaufmann
arrived in America in 1939, where he
began to study philosophy and religion
before volunteering for military service
in the Second World War. European
philosophy was, at the time, caught
between the fine linguistic parsings
of the British school and the flights
of psychological pondering of the
Continental existentialists. It would
be Kaufmann’s lot to unify these two
groups, bringing their best tools to
bear upon the purpose of dissecting
the hazy, opportunistic malice at the
heart of modern religion.
Returning from war, Kaufmann
found an intellectual atmosphere
that cowered before the most dearly
gained insights of its own tradition.
Nietzsche, whom he regarded as the
greatest, most freeing mind of modern
times, was commonly regarded as a
jackbooted thug, a raving anti-Semite whose only supporters were iceOctober/November 2015
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hearted Übermensch worshippers of
the Rand stripe. And heresy, which he
defined as the drive to investigate one’s
assumptions against all claims of tradition and propriety, was in worse shape
still, deemed subversive and amoral in
the blandly (if fictitiously) wholesome
America of the postwar years.
A prudent man would have noted
the scent in the air and switched specialties to something innocuous, such as
Renaissance studies or linguistic theory.
But Kaufmann’s watchword was honesty—his 1961 Faith of a Heretic begins
with an accounting of honesty as the
philosophical virtue par excellence—
and he could do no less than throw
every pound of scholarship he had into
redeeming his beloved intellectual tradition from the gross misconceptions

“Kaufmann . . . filled the lean
years between Russell and the
New Atheism. . . . ”

of a blithe political culture. And so,
his first book, written in 1950, was a
full-length study of Friedrich Nietzsche:
Nietzsche: Philosopher. Psychologist.
Antichrist. In it, he salvaged the original
Nietzsche from his overzealous followers, crafting a stunning philosophical
portrait that has remained with us ever
since: Nietzsche the psychological poet,
the laughing Dionysian who pushes us
to dig into the content of our motivations until it hurts. It was Kaufmann
who showed us the gross fascist misappropriations of Nietzsche’s very human
and humane ideas: the will to power,
so tempting a rallying cry for reckless
aggression, in reality a plea for mature
self-mastery. The Superman, so popularly equated with the worst excesses
of Hitler, a creature instead of pure
personal creativity, utterly free from
resentment and the need to punish.
More than the book that saved
Nietzsche’s reputation, it was the proving ground for Kaufmann’s sustained
critique of the Christian tradition.
Nietzsche’s cutting recognition of the
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psychological morbidity of Christianity
marched in step with Kaufmann’s own
feelings—which had been so potent
already at the age of eleven—that
something was deadly wrong at the
core of Christianity and religion generally.
And so, for his third major work,
he wrote A Critique of Religion and
Philosophy, a sustained attack on the
pomposities of modern philosophy
and the heartless meaninglessness of
twentieth-century theology. Theology,
Kaufmann theorized, must ever kill
what it caresses. No sooner does it start
weaving a belief than its living content
is lost forever. St. Paul, in telling us what
Jesus is, made dogmatic acceptance
of an interpretation more important
to religious practice than the living of
a socially moral life. Inquiry and play
disappear, to be replaced by the insubstantial stuff of correct belief.
Christianity does not make good
people, Kaufmann dared say in the
face of suburban ideals. It makes calculating, vengeful people—and none
were so full of both those vices as
the supposed greatest of men, Jesus
Christ. Kaufmann pulled back the veil
on a Jesus who, like a mob lieutenant,
couldn’t talk enough about having the
ear of the Big Man and about how he
would use that connection to promote
his goons while offing his enemies.
That twisted Roman logic, by which a
chain of God’s intermediaries (you to
a saint to Mary to Jesus to God) would
intercede for you, for an intellectual
price, was laid out in these pages with
all of its dark consequences. Christianity
became the religion of self-interested
prudence driven by a pathological
streak of bitter vengeance. Torment
was the just reward of false belief;
inquiry was the serpent of righteous
faith: these form the very center of
Jesus’s supposedly moral outlook, and
to suggest otherwise is to allow theology another day in the dim sun of its
world-negating musings.
In this book, Kaufmann is truly a
man between traditions, employing
the best of both to lay bare the worst
of the world’s philosophical chicanery.
From the positivists, he takes a keen
interest in analytic depth in insisting
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that, when doing philosophy, one must
know what one means and that statements that do not mean anything (for
example, “God exists”) must be held
accountable. Likewise, from the existentialists he borrows a way of examining the boundary between desire
and dread as they are experienced psychologically by actual people. Both of
these approaches to thought and life
are necessary, and no religion yet conceived offers them united. Only a new
way, a steady devotion to the intellectual demands and poetic possibilities
of thoroughgoing heresy, will suit the
purpose; the elaborating of that position would consume Kaufmann’s work
throughout the sixties and seventies.
Kaufmann’s works awoke this country’s academic establishment from its
collective catatonia. In a short decade,
his articles on the German intellectual
tradition and the vacuity of American
liberal theology made skepticism not
only acceptable but emotionally compelling in a way that it hadn’t been since
the nineteenth century. We learned to
laugh with Nietzsche, to laugh at Jung
and Heidegger, and to arch an eyebrow at any philosophy or religion that
considered itself too solemnly final to
permit any manner of mirth. We found
ourselves caring about poetry more and
self-serving epistemology less. And we
discovered a new respect for ancient
religions as works of men desperately
striving to articulate the paradoxes of
thought, existence, and feeling, even
as we said goodbye to them as offering
any possible way forward for a person of moderate moral and intellectual
conscience. We linger still in the shadows of his intellectual edifice, grateful
and grounded, and when we get it in
our heads to at last move on, we shall
always be able to look back upon his
works as the place where we found our
feet—and our voice.

Dale DeBakcsy is the author of Godless
Nerdistry: Or How to Be a Bag of Chemicals
and Still Have Fun and The Illustrated
Women in Science: Year One. He is a regular contributor to Philosophy Now, American
Atheist, and Skeptical Inquirer magazines.

An Excerpt from The Faith of a Heretic

Our attitude toward death is influenced by hope as much as it is by fear.
If fear is the mother of cowardice, hope
is the father.
Men accept indignities without end,
and a life not worth living, in the hope
that their miseries will end and that
eventually life may be worth living
again. They renounce love, courage
and honesty, pride and humanity, hoping. Hope is as great an enemy of courage as is fear.
The early Romans and Spartans
faced death not only fearlessly but also
void of mean hopes. There was nothing
for the surviving coward to hope.
In the Israel of Moses and the prophets, religion did not hold out hope for
individuals. There was hope for the
people as long as men and women
lived and died with courage and without hope for themselves.
Paul made of hope one of the three
great virtues. Doing this, he did not
betray Jesus, whose glad tidings had
been a message of hope for the individual. Neither of them abetted cowardice or fear of death as such; for their
hope was not of this world. Men who
accepted the faith of Paul died fearlessly, hopefully, and joyously when the
Romans made martyrs of them.
“These wretches,” said Lucian,
speaking of the Christians, “persuade
themselves that they are going to be
altogether immortal, and to live forever, wherefore they despise death,
and many of their own accord give
themselves up to be slain.”
As the otherworldliness of Jesus and
Paul gave way to a renewed interest
in this world, as Christianity became
the state religion, hope reverted from
the other world to this. The temporary
bond of hope and courage was broken.
The age of the martyrs was over. Now
Christianity became the great teacher

of fear of death, and dread of purgatory and damnation became fused with
hope for a few more years in this world.
The Greeks had considered hope the
final evil in Pandora’s box. They also
gave us an image of perfect nobility: a
human being lovingly doing her duty
to another human being despite all
threats, and going to her death with
pride and courage, not deterred by any
hope—Antigone.

“Let people who do not know
what to do with themselves
in this life, but fritter away
their time reading magazines
and watching television,
hope for eternal lives.”

Hopelessness is despair. Yet life
without hope is worth living. As Sartre’s
Orestes says: “Life begins on the other
side of despair.” But is hope perhaps
resumed on the other side? It need not
be. In honesty, what is there to hope
for? Small hopes remain but do not
truly matter. I may hope that the sunset
will be clear, that the night will be cool
and still, that my work will turn out
well, and yet know that nine hopes out
of ten are not even remembered a year
later. How many are recalled a century
hence? A billion years hence?
The cloud-capp’d towers, the
gorgeous palaces
secularhumanism.org

The solemn temples, the great
globe itself,
Yea, all which it inherit, shall
dissolve;
And, like this insubstantial
pageant faded,
Leave not a rack behind. We are
such stuff
As dreams are made on, and our
little life
Is rounded with a sleep.
—Shakespeare, Tempest,IV, i

It is possible that this is wrong. There
may be surprises in store for us, however improbable it seems and however
little evidence suggests it. But I do not
hope for that. Let people who do not
know what to do with themselves in
this life, but fritter away their time
reading magazines and watching television, hope for eternal lives. If one lives
intensely, the time comes when sleep
seems bliss. If one loves intensely, the
time comes when death seems bliss.
Those who loved with all their heart
and mind and might have always
thought of death, and those who knew
the endless nights of harrowing concern for others have longed for it.
The life I want is a life I could not
endure in eternity. It is a life of love
and intensity, suffering and creation,
that makes life worth while and death
welcome. There is no other life I should
prefer. Neither should I like not to die.
As one deserves a good night’s
sleep, one also deserves to die. Why
should I hope to wake again? To do
what I have not done in the time I’ve
had? All of us have so much more time
than we use well. How many hours in a
life are spent in a way of which one
might be proud, looking back?
Excerpted from The Faith of a Heretic,
Walter Kaufmann (New York: Doubleday,
1961).
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Science and Religion

It’s Not Nothing:
When Religion and Science Overreach

O

n Christmas Day 2014, the Wall
Street Journal posted an online
article titled, “Science Increasingly
Makes the Case for God.” It quickly made
the rounds on social media. Its author, Eric
Metaxas, is known for writing a plethora
of books on religious topics. In the WSJ
article, he states that the origin of life is
dependent upon a growing list of criteria
and that the odds of finding life on one of
the roughly octillion (1027) other planets
in the universe is shrinking, to the point
that some people are now pessimistic
that the search will ever be successful.
Just for good measure, he throws in some
observations about the fragile balance of
forces required for the universe itself to
come into existence. He concludes this
argument by asking: “Doesn’t assuming
that an intelligence created these perfect conditions require far less faith than
believing that a life-sustaining Earth just
happened to beat the inconceivable odds
to come into being?”
No, not really. Among the several mistakes Metaxas makes in jumping to this
conclusion, perhaps the most significant
is confusing a very small number with
zero. If the chance of life arising naturally
were actually zero, it would be logical to
invoke miracles, but any number larger
than zero allows science to continue on
its mission of searching for natural explanations for the origin of life. Even though
there is admittedly a huge gap between
a 100 percent, perfect chance and a onein-an-octillion chance, there is an infinite
gap between one-in-an-octillion odds
and odds of zero.
The odds are also not as bad as they
may first appear. Metaxas uses a bit of
sophistry to imply that the failure to find
evidence for life on other planets (so far)
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means that Earth is the only planet in
the universe capable of supporting life,
thus making the odds of life arising here,
naturally, one in an octillion. However,
absence of evidence is not evidence of
absence. The search for life on other planets certainly has not been exhaustive, and
it is premature to conclude that Earth is
the only planet in the universe capable
of supporting life. Furthermore, the odds
required for life to arise naturally are calculated based on our current understanding of physics, chemistry, and biology.
Research may reveal new mechanisms
that significantly change these odds.
One such recent development may be
the work of Jeremy England, an assistant
professor of physics at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology who has developed a model in which a system that
receives a fluctuating energy input might
select for molecular structures that are
most capable of dissipating energy.
Similar to natural selection, which drives
evolution among organisms, England’s
model could provide the chemical world
with a driving force under which the ability to dissipate energy selects for increasingly complex molecular structures and
possibly even replication, along the lines
of that seen in RNA and DNA. Although
this theory is still relatively new and
untested, it hints at the types of ideas
yet to be discovered that could help us
provide a more complete explanation for
how life arose naturally on Earth.
Lawrence Krauss, physicist, science
advocate, and an honorary member of
the Center for Inquiry board of directors,
weighed in on Metaxas’s article in an
unpublished letter to the WSJ editors that
has circulated online, albeit among a very
different readership. In this letter, Krauss
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corrects several points in the article,
including the notion that neither life nor
the universe itself could exist without the
exact balance of forces we have observed.
He also clarifies an out-of-context quote
and challenges the premature conclusion
that we will not find evidence of life on
other planets. Finally, he calls out WSJ for
enabling Metaxas to (mis)use science to
promote his own religious agenda.
Ironically, Krauss is guilty of doing
something similar. His 2012 book, A
Universe from Nothing, attempts to settle once and for all the philosophical
question of how something could come
from nothing. It is a noble goal. Krauss is
trying to pave over the “God of the gaps,”
addressing theologians who accept the
big bang but then push the chain of
causality back another notch by asking
what created the prerequisite conditions.
Throughout the relevant chapters, Krauss
discusses concepts such as quantum fluctuations that are “essentially nothingness,” virtual particles with “essentially
zero energy,” and a “slight excess of matter over antimatter,” as if being very small
were equivalent to being nothing. Even
the most compelling scenario—that of
a spontaneously appearing zero-energy
closed universe, followed by inflation—is
contingent on certain “boundary conditions” (not specified in the book). This
all makes for some interesting science
and speculation, but it does not settle
the philosophical question of how something could come from nothing. Nothing
is a concept, a creation of the human
mind, and it is absolute. As the absence
of everything, “nothing” defies any sort
of positive description. The very fact that
boundary conditions for the creation of a
universe can be described suggests that

these conditions do not qualify as “nothing” in this conceptual sense. “Essentially
nothing” and “essentially zero” are certainly not the same thing as nothing.
The point here is that even for science, some questions are intractable.
For centuries, we have been unable to
prove or disprove the existence of God.
Demonstrating that something can come
from nothing likely falls into the same
category. It would be better to challenge
the question in the first place (which
Krauss does do). Why assume that there
ever was nothing? Ask a theologian
about the origin of God, and the answer
will be that God always existed. Why can
the same claim not be made about the
prerequisite conditions for forming the

universe? The idea that we must establish
a scientific explanation that traces the
universe back to a genesis from nothing
may be a wild goose chase created by
an artifact of human thought, and if we
ever do succeed it may reveal more about
the human mind than it does about the
universe.
Questions about the origin of life and
the creation of the universe are complex.
We want answers to satisfy our natural
curiosity, and the most satisfying answers
are the ones that support our worldview,
especially if they appear to have the
weight of science behind them. For just
this reason, we must be on guard that we
do not use science to overreach. A scientist attempting to address a philosophical

paradox must be held to the same standards as a Christian apologist citing science to achieve a theological agenda. We
may be inclined to overlook minor leaps
of logic when we are sympathetic to the
point of view being argued, but we then
risk arriving at unsupportable conclusions. Such leaps of logic may seem small,
but they are not nothing.

Geoffrey Lee Hodge is a scientist working in
the field of biotechnology and the author of
the philosophical novel Between the Shadow
and the Flame (Penumbra Invictus, 2012).
Earlier this year, he became a humanist
celebrant.

Get Free Inquiry into your favorite library. All of it.
(See house ad on inside front cover)

YES, I’d like to give Free Inquiry to my favorite public or college/university library!
____ Five-year FI library gift subscription(s) at $75 each. Total: _______
Recipient must be a public, college, or university library (U.S. only).
____ FI back set(s) at $450.00 each. Total__________
Total enclosed:__________
Deepest discount available for the full back set. To qualify for this discount, recipient must be a public, college,
or university library. S/H included to U.S. addresses only. For shipping quotes outside the United States,
call 1-800-458-1366 during business hours Eastern time.
Recipient: Library Name _____________________________________________________________________________
Institution (if different) _______________________________________________________________________________
Mailing address for magazines ___________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
Purchaser: Name______________________________________________________________________________________________
Address ____________________________________________________________________________________________________
City _____________________________________________ State __________________________________ ZIP ________________
Daytime phone (

) ____________________________________E-mail __________________________________________

L Check enclosed (U.S. checks only drawn on U.S. bank and denominated in U.S. dollars. Payable to the Council for Secular Humanism.)
Charge my:

L American Express

L Discover

L MasterCard

L Visa

Credit card # _____________________________________________ Exp. ________________ / _________________
Signature ________________________________________________________________________________________
Mail to: Council for Secular Humanism, P.O. Box 664, Amherst, NY 14226-0664.
Credit-card orders may be faxed to (716) 636-1733 or called in toll-free to (800) 458-1366 from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. EST.

secularhumanism.org

October/November 2015

Free Inquiry

57

The Faith I Left Behind

A Dead Fox and Other Revelations

M

y journey toward atheism
began in a reform Jewish
household—an existential head
start, I know—and ended a few years
back, with a walk down a country road
on an August afternoon. I claim to
have had few revelations during such
walks; my best thinking is done in the
shower, while brushing my teeth, or
while waiting for my morning toast.
Having grown up in a small Western
New York farm town tucked between
wooded hills, we walked only when
nobody could find a ride. This is all
by way of saying that I loathe coun-

“Both mammals, both killed by
a car, both our deaths cosmically insignificant; no matter how
well-attended my funeral or how
loud the fox pups cry for a mother
that never returned to their den,
the living world continues.”

try walks—there are no restaurants
to duck into, no places to stop for
coffee—and yet, as the nostalgic adult
will do, I eventually bought a house
in the country. Thus my walk down a
country road on an August afternoon.
On that particular day, I passed a
dead fox lying on the graveled shoulder. It was a crumpled, sad little thing,
buzzing with flies, its mouth open, eyes
sunken and baked dull by the sun.
I looked at it for a little while, then
found a nearby stick and attempted
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to push the carcass into the roadside
weeds, but the body came apart in
clumps of matted fur and crusted flesh.
At that moment, a car sped past: a
black Chevy covered in bumper stickers.
I hadn’t heard it coming. I realized that
I’d been squatting by the side of the
road, about twenty yards past a sharp
turn, and if the driver of that black
Chevy had been on his phone, tuning
the radio, yelling at his kids, or lighting
a cigarette, I could have joined that
dead fox. Crumpled, sad little Micah,
lying in a twisted heap, stick still in
hand. (There are, of course, far worse
ways to go, though I’d prefer my death
be in the city, among the civilized.)
But our similarities wouldn’t end
there. Both mammals, both killed by a
car, both our deaths cosmically insignificant; no matter how well-attended
my funeral or how loudly the fox pups
cry for a mother that never returned
to their den, the living world continues, the now continues. Just as 99.999
percent of the world wouldn’t notice
my absence, neither does the world
notice that a certain fox no longer
hunts for mice in a certain field. We
both have skin, teeth, hair, four-chambered hearts, and twin lungs that will
pump out one last exhalation. We both
bleed red. We might both scream in
pain while the car runs us over: an
impersonal, gruesome finale, no different than any other death, accidental or
otherwise, since the beginning of life
3.6 billion years ago.
I understand the impulse to find an
existential analgesic for this hard truth,
and I don’t believe the atheist who
tells me he or she isn’t frightened of
death. I’m terrified of death. I see nothing noble in it—whether it occurs after
bleeding out by the side of a country
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road or lying in a soft bed surrounded
by my loved ones, the finality of death
offers me no compensation. So while
it’s easy to sneer at the faithful for
believing fairy tales designed to calm
crying children, I get it. Roadkill may rot
without ceremony, but we humans—
upright mammals with enlarged frontal
lobes and opposable thumbs—deserve
coffins, song, ritual, and remembrance.
The faithful deny this solidarity with our
fellow creatures. They alienate themselves from the visceral. Thus my sneers
are a form of anger, and that anger is
the result of fear. I want the faithful
to stop insisting there’s an alternative
to oblivion, because it diminishes the
necessity of courage, which might be
the only cure for the sickness of mortality—or, perhaps more accurately, for the
sickness of being aware of our mortality.
Still, as I stared down at that dead
fox, pondering our commonalities and
proud of myself for doing so, I realized
where we differed: were our circumstances switched, the fox would sniff
my corpse, perhaps flicking its tongue
to decide whether I was worth a nibble,
and then continue its day, blissfully
unaffected. The flies would buzz, my
eyes would dull in the heat, and there I
would remain: poor little rotting Micah,
a mammal who wasted so much time
wondering if the universe cared.

Micah Nathan is a best-selling novelist and
frequent contributor to Vanity Fair.

Reviews

A Guide to Exploring Atheism

Nicole Scott

B

eing different in this world isn’t
always easy, especially for young
people who are trying to figure themselves out while finding their place
in a community. This process can be
even more difficult for those whose
beliefs differ from the majority of
people in their lives. David Seidman’s
book, What If I’m a(n) Atheist?, offers a
step-by-step guide to understanding
changing beliefs as well as how to handle identifying as an atheist publicly.
The book is divided into four sections that correlate to the stages readers may pass through during a “coming
out” journey. The first section is a great
introduction for anyone interested in
learning more about atheism in general.
It provides definitions of terms common not only to atheism but religions
as a whole, as well as facts and statistics
that let readers know they wouldn’t
be alone in adopting the atheist point
of view. The best part of this section is
that Seidman puts atheism in terms that
have direct correlation to the religion
with which many readers are already
familiar. For example, the “Ten Atheist
Commandments” provides questioning Christians with a known framework
as they contemplate walking into the
unknown world of nonreligion. Seidman
also highlights where theists and atheists differ: “While many believers focus
on God’s desires, unbelievers tend to
care most about their fellow humans.”
The next section discusses life as
an atheist, including the differences
between being raised in an atheist family and deconverting to atheism as a
young adult. This is probably the most
influential section of the book, as it gives
a step-by-step guide to “coming out”
to friends and family as well as dealing
with the myriad reactions one might

What If I’m a(n) Atheist? A Teen’s Guide to Exploring
a Life Without Religion, by David Seidman (New
York: Simon Pulse, 2015, ISBN: 978-1-58270-4067). 256 pp. Softcover, $12.99.

encounter. One chapter specifically discusses how to handle religion in school
and what can be done to discourage any
inclusion of religion in public schools.
The final chapter in this section provides
tips on what to do when holidays come
around, specifically how to celebrate
without losing the atheist stance but
staying respectful of others. The chapter
even includes a list of anti-God songs for
occasions when there’s too much religion in the celebrations at hand. There
is also a list of holidays that require religious belief.
Section three provides common
arguments those who are exploring
leaving religion might face as well as
rebuttals they can use when encountering such arguments. These include arguments against the decision to deconvert, against atheism, for religion, and
for atheism. Seidman’s advice can be
applied to any area someone might need
to defend: “As long as you believe what
you say and can defend it with facts and
logic, you should be able to stand up to
anyone who challenges you.”
The final section offers some “what
next” advice, including returning to a
religion, colleges affiliated religiously or
not, and career paths and jobs that are/
secularhumanism.org

aren’t atheist friendly. The book also
includes a glossary of the terms and definitions used in the book along with an
appendix containing websites, books,
helplines/community support, news
outlets, blogs, radio, television, in-person groups, online groups, and college
scholarships for the atheist community.
Seidman provides a well-rounded
book that supports and encourages
teenagers to embrace who they are and
what they believe. Along with his advice,
he includes quotes from real teens who
experienced deconversion from religion. This adds a personal tone to the
discussion: readers can relate to their
peers rather than feel preached at by
adults. As someone who questioned the
religion I was raised in, I searched for
answers in other faiths, and this book
would have been helpful in exploring
the option to have no faith at all.
The way Seidman organized the
book is a good template for supporting
the process teenagers might face when
they need to publicly share something
about themselves that’s against the
norm or their family’s beliefs. Seidman
concluded the book with the best
advice: “Now take the advice of Ariane
Sherin’s ads, and go enjoy your life!”
October/November 2015
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The Poetry of the First Amendment

Wayne L. Trotta

I

f there is one thing the world’s greatest democracy should get right, it
would be democracy. Right?
How unfortunate then that recent
Supreme Court decisions have, as civil
rights attorney Burt Neuborne observes
in Madison’s Music: On Reading the First
Amendment, left us with a democracy
that barely lives up to the name. The five
conservative armchair political scientists
on the court could not have done any
worse had they set out deliberately to
undermine our democracy. In Neuborne’s
reckoning, they have created a dysfunctional, jurist-rigged electoral process that
is fully controlled by a few thousand
wealthy oligarchs, in which incumbents
can gerrymander their way to permanent job security. If that weren’t enough,
when cynical politicians use photo identification cards or proof of citizenship to
keep some of us away from the polls, the
court’s conservative majority simply looks
the other way.
Burt Neuborne is the Inez Milholland
Professor of Civil Liberties and the
founding legal director of the Brennan
Center for Justice at New York University
Law School. He has served as the
national legal director of the American
Civil Liberties Union. You may remember
Neuborne as Jerry Falwell’s lawyer in the
Milos Forman film The People v. Larry
Flynt and as the Court TV commentator
for the trial of O.J. Simpson.
In his new book, Neuborne puts
the court on trial for having managed
to turn the First Amendment into a virtual enemy of democracy. The trouble
lies with the justices’ habit of reading
60
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Madison’s Music: On Reading the First Amendment, by Burt
Neuborne (New York/London: The New Press, 2015, ISBN 9781-62097-041-6). 260 pp. Hardcover, $25.95.

the amendment and, indeed, the entire
Bill of Rights, as a series of separate
phrases, each to be interpreted in isolation. Focused only on the content,
they miss the equally important form
and structure. Neuborne’s original and
intriguing idea is that, like a great poem
or piece of music, the meaning of James
Madison’s First Amendment is to be
found not in form or content alone but
in the way the author has harmonized
the two. When the First Amendment
is read with attention not only to what
it means but also to how it means,
the amendment restores itself to the
democracy-friendly tool that James
Madison surely wanted it to be.
Neuborne asks us to consider Madi
son’s remarkable music as one whole:
“Congress shall make no law respecting
an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the
press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the
Government for a redress of grievances.”
The amendment begins with the individsecularhumanism.org

ual’s freedom of conscience, moves to
his or her individual freedom to express
beliefs and ideas, proceeds to the freedom to disseminate thoughts through
the press and/or collective action, and
culminates with the possibility of the
idea becoming the basis for new law.
The amendment’s form is a description
of democracy in action. Even the order
of the religion clauses is telling. Madison
understood that the government must
be prevented not only from prohibiting certain beliefs but also, and primarily, from forcing an individual to affirm
beliefs in betrayal of his or her own
conscience.
Unlike most others of his generation, Madison realized that freedom of
religion was not possible without freedom from religion. His initial proposal
for what became the First Amendment
included protection for religious belief
and for the “full and equal rights of
conscience.” However, the committee
assigned to review Madison’s drafted
amendments redacted the phrase “equal
rights of conscience,” apparently believ-

ing it to be redundant. At that time, it
seems, conscience meant religious conscience to such a degree that the idea
of a secular conscience, if it arose at all,
would generally have been dismissed as
a contradiction in terms.
If you rip the free speech clause out
of the First Amendment, without regard
for its place and purpose in a democratic
republic, you end up with decisions such
as that in the recent Town of Greece v.
Galloway case, in which the court gave its
stamp of approval to starting local town
meetings with prayer, even if the prayers
were almost exclusively Christian. The
court bothered not at all with the issue
of nonbelievers being made to feel like
outsiders while attempting to participate
in their own town’s zoning decisions. Nor
did the court seem able to appreciate
that prayer before town meetings constitutes speech by the government, not
by private persons. As Neuborne warns,
it is bad enough that today’s court treats
corporations as free speakers and sentient religious beings, but “when the government starts praying, and we have no
choice but to listen, it’s time to look out!”
The First Amendment also includes
rights that are not specifically spelled
out in the text. These non-textual rights,
such as the right to vote and to enjoy
fair political representation, are “hidden
in plain sight in Madison’s text,” and
yet our highest court can find no basis
on which to intervene when presented
with cases of runaway gerrymandering. In Pennsylvania, for example, Rep.
Lou Barletta has taken gerrymandering
to new heights of absurdity. You may
remember Barletta as the Hazelton,
Pennsylvania, mayor who denied business permits to employers and levied
fines against landlords if they hired or
rented to illegal immigrants. For this
mean-spirited, loutish behavior, Barletta
was rewarded with a seat in the U.S.
House of Representatives.
In Barletta’s hands, Elbridge Gerry’s
salamander has become a grotesque
monstrosity stretching its carcass some
180 miles from north central Pennsylvania
to nearly the Mason-Dixon line and swallowing up voters from all or parts of nine

counties. Barletta’s cynical line drawing
has led some Pennsylvanians to consider
a rewrite of the state’s rules around gerrymandering, and a few legislators have
already come out in support. It remains
to be seen whether enough of them will
have the integrity to submit themselves
to true and fair elections and whether
the Supreme Court will find its way to
support elections that aren’t rigged from
the start.

“When the First Amendment is
read with attention not only to
what it means but also to how it
means, the amendment restores
itself to the democracy-friendly
tool that James Madison surely
wanted it to be.”

polls and the pols, and gerrymandering
foreordains the outcome, what point is
there to adding voting to our already
overcrowded workday schedule? Our
rigged and antiquated electoral process
practically assures that the fervent ideologues among us will be overrepresented
at the polls and will elect political extremists like themselves, who, once in office,
will proceed to spurn compromise in
favor of blaming the other side for preventing anything getting done. Is this
any way to run a democracy?
The First Amendment exists to protect important individual liberties, no
doubt, but Neuborne wants to remind us
that it also exists to protect participatory
democracy. It is written in a form that
basically describes how things get done
in a democratic system, but in order to
appreciate this, we have to be willing to
listen so as to hear Madison’s music.

Wayne L. Trotta is a school psychologist
and frequent reviewer for F ree I nquiry .
No modern democracy, says the
author of Madison’s Music, makes it
harder to vote than does the United
States. For example, a brief search online
will reveal that in twenty-three states
it is currently the case that without a
documented, qualifying excuse, you are
not allowed to vote by way of an absentee ballot. Unless you are incapacitated
or overseas somewhere, you have no
choice but to physically appear at your
local polling place. Not only that, but you
will have to do so on a Tuesday, which,
for most of us, is a work day and will,
therefore, mean you will have windows
of about two hours in the morning and
two hours in the evening to get yourself
to your designated polling station. Why
do we vote only on Tuesday? The reason
is that voters used to need Monday to
travel to the polls. That has not been the
case for one hundred years or so, but, as
they say, change doesn’t come easy.
Americans fret about our low voter
turnout and about the increasing polarization that breeds gridlock in our government. But if the wealthy control the
secularhumanism.org
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Enlightened Revolution

“By 1793, the number of
ergy hoping to reconcile revoionary plans with Christianity
d shrunk, and more extreme
orts at ‘de-Christianization’
ere taken. ‘Aggressive persetion and vandalism’ gained
ction. . . .”
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Maximilien
Robespierre
always
the
“all-consuming crocodile”
Swedish radical Thomas
Thorild found
him to be? On
what issues did
the Hébertistes
differ from the
parti Brissot?
Les
Enragés
from your garden-variety
sansculotte?
Why did the
radical
Left
prefer Diderot
to Rousseau?
How did a
revolution
that
began
by preaching
the “rights of
man” in a secular
society
based on reason fall victim,
first, to the
authoritarian
populism of
Robespierre
and Jean-Paul
Marat
and
then, a few
years later, to
the coup of
18 Brumaire,
which delivered
the
country into
Napoleon’s
hands?
These are
a few of the
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Revolutionary Ideas: An Intellectual History of the French
Revolution from The Rights of Man to Robespierre, by Jonathan
Israel (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014, ISBN 978-0691-15172-4) 870 pp. Hardcover, $39.95.

questions answered (not unproblematically) in Jonathan Israel’s Revolutionary
Ideas, the thesis of which is that the French
Revolution—though often conflicted,
deadlocked, and co-opted—was driven
at its best by la philosophie moderne or,
more specifically, by Enlightenment radicals schooled in Diderot, d’Holbach, and
Helvétius. Israel’s most succinct articulation of his principal contention: “Radical

“Despite the fact that many
radical philosophes were
atheists or deists, the more
politic were initially willing to
pay lip service to belief if only to
assuage France’s large number
of pious Catholics.”

Enlightenment was incontrovertibly the
one ‘big’ cause of the French Revolution. It
was the sole fundamental cause because
politically, philosophically, and logically
it inspired and equipped the leadership
of the authentic Revolution. It could do
so because the Radical Enlightenment
alone offered a package of values sufficiently universal, secular, and egalitarian
secularhumanism.org

to set in motion the forces of a broad,
general emancipation based on reason,
freedom of thought, and democracy.”
Israel develops his thesis by moving meticulously—virtually month by
month—from rumblings of discontent in 1788 through Napoleon’s coup
of 1799, periodically interrupting his
chronological organization with chapters devoted to the press, religion, educational reform, international conflicts,
and efforts to emancipate the slaves of
France’s Caribbean colonies. A different
history might well have added a chapter
on the theater’s surprisingly large role in
agitating for change (would that we had
a theater taken so seriously by so many)
and another covering ideas regarding
women’s rights (including proposed
changes to divorce and inheritance laws).
Both topics are covered passim, but both
would have rewarded concentrated discussion.
Tracing more than ten years’ worth
of radical republican thought (as well as
the thinking of counterrevolutionaries,
constitutional monarchists, and others)
and drawing upon hundreds of primary
documents, Israel has produced a book
of extraordinary detail. The hopeful
shapers of France’s enlightened future
were many, as were their antagonists
(an appendix including only the revolution’s “main participants” offers thumbnail biographies of 167 journalists, philosophes, politicians, constitutional and

revanchist clergy, royalists, pamphleteers, orators, and assorted “tartuffes of
civisme”). Such detail, hélas, results in
a book that will almost certainly prove
wearying for the general reader, who
may often, as did I, feel that the thrust
of the argument had gotten lost amid
the jostling of the fine points. Pamphlets,
newspaper editorials, manifestos, transcripts of speeches, and Assembly minutes are diligently quoted, summarized,
compared and contrasted, and tied to
events that they are meant to explain. The
reader will learn, for example, what JeanBaptiste Cloots had to say about Jewish
emancipation and of what Antoine Pierre
Barnave’s centrism consisted, the nature
of Tom Paine’s and Joseph Priestley’s
influence, what Nicolas de Condorcet
and Honoré Mirabeau contributed to
the radical agenda, and how Camille
Desmoulins attempted to “discredit the
Terror” in the pages of Le Vieux Cordelier.
But you get the idea: following these
eighteenth-century intricacies through
708 pages of text requires commitment
and close attention. Readers hoping for
lurid stories of Charlotte Corday or the
guillotining of Marie Antoinette had best
shop elsewhere.
In fact, Revolutionary Ideas is less a
book for the general reader than for
other historians of the period. It is not
only too detailed to hold the interest of
the casually curious, but Israel’s sense of
audience only sometimes considers readers not conversant with French, which
can prove annoying, as I have perhaps
already demonstrated. He also assumes
his readers possess knowledge they may
not have. What was the “corvée”? What
are “royal lettres de cachet”? How did
the Estates-General function? Who were
the Brabant Patriots? Why, exactly, was
the French Constitution of 1793 (and
not the U.S. Constitution) “the first modern democratic constitution and the first
constitution ever . . . not imposed by an
aristocracy”? Otherwise, Israel’s prose is
clear—nothing close to the “spastic syntax” one of his critics has accused him of
practicing—but his sentences are long,
loaded with interrupters, and decidedly
utilitarian. His is, in short, academic prose
disinclined to court and spark.
As for those fellow historians: they
have been taking Israel’s work to task

for a while now. A professor of modern history at Princeton’s Institute for
Advanced Study and the author, among
several other works, of A Revolution
of the Mind: Radical Enlightenment
and the Intellectual Origins of Modern
Democracy as well as a three-volume history of the Enlightenment
(Radical Enlightenment, Enlightenment
Contested, and Democratic Enlightenment), Israel clearly writes with authority, but his prominence has made him
the target of much (often harsh) criticism. Following the publication of
Democratic Enlightenment, for instance,
H-France Review published four trenchant dissections accompanied by a
twenty-page reply from Israel (H-France
Forum (volume 9, number 1, 2014). Early
reviews of Revolutionary Ideas have not
been glowing: see, as examples, Jeremy
Popkin in H-France Review (volume
15, 2015) and Lynn Hunt in the New
Republic of June 27, 2014. Among the
problems his critics raise are Israel’s frequent failure to consider the personal
motives behind many of the ostensibly ideological attacks and alliances, an
inclination to distort or ignore in the
interests of buttressing his thesis, and
blindness to the difference between
bluster for rhetorical effect and the
ideas that informed practical political
decisions.
What Israel’s critics reveal—however
astute their own positions—is that, like
any book attempting to make sense
of large, complicated historical events,
Revolutionary Ideas cannot be taken as an
oracle of right ideas. Just as Israel pauses
several times to offer correctives to common assumptions about the revolution,
beginning with the observation that it is
wrong to suppose we have no adequate
explanation of why the revolution flared
when it did, readers seriously desirous of
understanding the Enlightenment’s role
in the events of 1788–1799 will profit
not only from this book but also from
the “corrections” offered by critics such as
those noted above.
I do not, however, wish to undermine
the accomplishment this book embodies. Israel is often a clear and helpful
cicerone. He has a gift for underscoring
essential points memorably and usefully: “Nominally, Marat and Robespierre
secularhumanism.org

stood for Rousseauiste direct democracy but actually promoted a collective
vision emphasizing conformity with ‘the
people’s will,’ which was envisaged as a
monolithic entity fixed by the people’s
leaders from which no dissent was permitted.” Occasionally, and equally usefully, his story reminds us that plus ça
change, plus c’est la même chose: “the
Paris Jacobins had refined the art of
mass deception, developing a method
of deluding ordinary folk that even the
most corrupt royal courts had never
dreamed of. Untruth and misinformation
endlessly repeated, they had discovered,
is what most effectively mobilizes an
ignorant public”—though perhaps this
tactic was not sui generis but something
the Jacobins learned from the Church
itself.
Indeed, of special interest to readers
of Free Inquiry may be the two chapters
devoted to la philosophie’s war on the
Church. Despite the fact that many radical philosophes were atheists or deists,
the more politic were initially willing to
pay lip service to belief if only to assuage
France’s large number of pious Catholics.
In short, as Israel presents the situation,
the revolution was uninterested in theology but most interested in social reform
and Realpolitik. Because the Church
had become a particularly repugnant
Augean stable that was rightly seen as
participating in the exploitation of the
people, siding with king and nobility
to defend “what to the Left revolutionary leadership seemed barbaric, unjustified privileges, antisocial attitudes, and
immunities,” strenuous steps were taken
to break organized religion’s stranglehold on France. As Israel explains, “reducing and marginalizing religious authority and the public role of religion and
religious values was always central to
the outlook and writings of the radical
philosophes.”
The question, Israel continues, was
whether “a gradual process of diminishing and degrading ecclesiastical sway in
Brooke Horvath’s most recent review for
F ree I nquiry was of Kim Socha’s Animal
Liberation and Atheism (August/September
2015). His poem “Redbud” appeared in the
April/May 2015 issue.
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Lavanam—Atheist, Social Reformer,
Philosopher, and Human Rights Activist,
1930–2015

Death
by Jane Roberts

L

avanam, a strong pillar of the
Atheist Centre in Viyajawada, India,
died at the age of eighty-four in
India on August 14 from cardiac arrest.
Goparaju Ramachandra Lavanam
was born to Gora and Saraswathi Gora,
the founders of the Atheist Centre, and
started his life in atheism, humanism,
and social change at a young age. He,
along with his father, participated in
programs and civil disobedience protests across the country, advocating
for a party-less democracy and education for those in rural villages. In 1960,
Lavanam married, and together he and
his wife, Hemlata, continued fighting
for social justice and human rights.

“Lavanam spread the message
of positive atheism across
the world through international
tours. He was also involved
in all of the eight World
Atheist Conferences …”

In 1974, Lavanam and his wife initiated the Criminal Reform Movement,
hoping to change criminals’ culture of
crime into a culture of civility. They
both continued to work for this movement and other reform movements for
the next thirty years. They have also led
various towns and villages to sponsor
meetings to educate young men and
women on positive atheism. Lavanam
spread the message of positive atheism
across the world through international
64

Free Inquiry

October/November 2015

tours. He was also involved in all of
the eight World Atheist Conferences
conducted by the Atheist Centre, along
with seminars and conferences in India
and globally.
Lavanam stood to promote knowledge, human service, and fellowship.
He said, “We consider it invaluable to
show the world, as my dear father
showed Gandhi, that to do good and to
be good, god and religion are unnecessary.” He received numerous awards
throughout the world for his work in
atheism, humanism, and promoting
Gandhian values. He published several
pamphlets in English and Telugu and
translated the speeches of the few
leaders who toured India.
He has eight brothers and sisters
who are all devoted atheists.
The Center for Inquiry extends its
deepest condolences to the family of
Lavanam and thanks him for his contributions to social reform, atheism, equal
rights, and humanism across the globe.
—Nicole Scott, Free Inquiry
Assistant Editor
secularhumanism.org

Jane Roberts is a retired French teacher
and tennis coach. She is cofounder
of a grassroots movement called “34
Million Friends of the United Nations
Population Fund,” which has garnered
more than $4.3 million for women’s
reproductive health around the world.
Her article “Atheism: The Last Closet”
was published in the February/March
2013 issue of F ree I nquiry .
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weak in political philosophy; this
is one more example.

Gene Lundy
Lawndale, California

Tom Flynn’s essay on altruism was
absolutely brilliant, profound,
insightful. I am at loss for words
in describing how extraordinarily
inspirational it was. It clearly was
one of Free Inquiry’s best of all
time.
By the way, I’m in the process
of buying a new Lexus LS (I need
the LS model to coincide with
my initials—a real bargain at only
$72,250) and am wondering if he
could loan me a couple thousand
dollars for the down payment. If
that’s too much for him personally, perhaps he would pass the
hat and allow FI staff to participate with a contribution for the
sake of altruism.

Lee Salisbury
Stillwater, Minnesota
Tom Flynn responds:
Actually, Mr. Salisbury, my altruism has advanced to such a high
level that it will not permit me to
help you. The Lexus LS is a very
high-performance car, and I don’t
think Stillwater is ready for it—the
water being so darn still and all.

Effective Responses
Re: “Skepticism and Emotional
Response to Terrible Ideas,”
by Greta Christina (FI, August/
September 2015): Christina wants
us to be more emotional and less
reasoning when we encounter
those we disagree with. One problem is that her approach works just
as well for people who are wrong
as it does for people who are right.
Calm reasoning, however, strongly
favors correct positions over false
ones.
If we want to change somebody’s values, we need to have
their respect. If a person we
admire tells us we’re off base, we
may change our view, but criticism
from somebody we don’t respect
just makes us respect them less.

Religious bigots and the like don’t
respect secular humanists and so
putting them down is useless, outside of whatever ego satisfaction
it gives us.
While it won’t change values,
we may be able to get people
we don’t like to stifle their views
if they fear us: for example if we
are in a position to ostracize them
or take legal action against them.
This is, of course, what many people do to stifle people like us. We
are rarely in a position to do this,
and it is something we should
want no part of in any case.
I don’t recall ever feeling
that someone handled a difference of opinion poorly because
they were too reasonable. I have
often seen people handle things
poorly because they were angry.
I think Christina’s approach is very
unwise.

Bob Korn
Cary, North Carolina
Greta Christina may feel that
the willingness to avoid reacting
strongly and angrily to certain
arguments and to discuss all ideas
with a completely open mind is a
viewpoint that “should be taken
out into the street and shot,”
but she must recognize that this
approach is a double-edged
sword. There are many people
who regard abortion, gay marriage, gun control, disbelief in a
deity, and opposition to vouchers
or prayer in public schools with
sincere outrage, and they should
have the same right to react
strongly and angrily as humanists
and skeptics would to arguments
that they find offensive or ridiculous. The result would be mutual
recriminations and a polarizing
breakdown in dialogue.
Having said this, I recognize
there are certain viewpoints
that are beyond the pale of
reason, as is the case with the
extreme examples of bigotry
that Christina gave to justify her
confrontational stance. However,
I find it best to ignore people
advancing these opinions rather
than try to reason with them,
and I would avoid insulting them
or reacting angrily as that would
certainly not change their closed

minds and only raise my blood
pressure. That is why I avoid discussions with Holocaust deniers,
creationists, Birthers, anti-Semites, racists, and 9/11 Truthers.
Just ignoring them is the best
counterargument I can think
of, unless they would be in the
unlikely position to make their
biases public policy.

Dennis Middlebrooks
Brooklyn, New York

The Myth of Heaven
In your special section, “The
Myth of an Afterlife” (FI, August/
September 2015), the article “Problems with Heaven” by
Michael L. Martin struck a chord
with me. My question is: What
do you do in an eternal afterlife?
To spend eternity wanting to do
something but not having eyes,
ears, nose, mouth, and hands to
see, hear, smell, taste, and feel
seems like the worst possible
nightmare. On the other hand,
speaking for myself, if I had no
desire to do anything I might as
well be nonexistent.

Vic Arnold
Westerly, Rhode Island

The Catholic Church’s
Castrati
I read with interest the article on
the use of castrati in the choirs of
the Roman Catholic Church until
the end of the nineteenth century (“Theology of the Odd Body:
The Castrati, the Church, and the
Transgender Moment,” by Leah
Mickens, FI, August/September
2015). The unification of Italy,
which ended the direct rule of the
Church in central Italy, resulted in
the end of the barbaric practice of
the castration of boys so that they
could retain high-pitched singing
voices into adulthood. I do have
one quibble with the author. She
refers to the unified Italy of 1870
as a republic. Actually it was a
monarchy, initially under King
Victor Emmanuel II, formerly the
King of Sardinia. Much of the time
it was a constitutional monarchy. Sometimes, especially under
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Benito Mussolini, it was a dictatorship with a figurehead monarch.
Italy did not become a republic
until 1946.

Wayne Luney
Sacramento, California

Mad Monarchs
In “The Madness of King Charles”
(FI, August/September 2015),
James Snell paints a gloomy but,
I fear, quite accurate picture of
what the United Kingdom will
be stuck with pretty soon. Mad
Charles Windsor may be on the
basis of his homeopathic gibberish, his ideas about talking to
plants, and his preposterous remedy for cancer—examples mentioned in the article.
The attempts to keep Prince
Charles’s letters to the government private speak volumes, but
they are not typically British. In
the Netherlands, where I live, it
happens continuously that one
hears much later about touchy
matters that were diligently
kept secret by the minions of the
monarchy. And the cozy relationship with Gulf State royalty? The
Dutch royal family is on friendly
terms with the sultan of Brunei,
who is now introducing sharia
law to the country.
Perhaps Prince Charles’s claim
that the pursuit of scientific
inquiry creates a “moral and spiritual vacuum” (assuming it was
put that way) is obnoxious nonsense. Indeed, he may have some
backward Christianist solution in
mind. However, it is not nonsense
to argue that scientists need a
system of norms and/or values to
support their undertaking; that
without such a normative system
they operate in a moral vacuum.
A sarcast might reason: the
madder an interventionist monarch the better, for it will hasten the final demise of the feudal system. And yet, we should
not forget that the one who is
really mad (if he is) is not Charles
Windsor; the ones who are mad
are the monarchists who use
family membership, instead of
personal merits, capacities, or
suchlike, as a criterion to give out

October/November 2015

Free Inquiry

65

Letters
state incomes and state positions
to adults and even children. The
more democratic a country the
more co-responsible these monarchists are.

Vincent Van Mechelen
Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Imprisonment and
Religiosity
Richard Dumont’s conclusion
(“Imprisonment and Religiosity,”
FI, August/September 2015) that
religiosity “plays a very minor and
basically inconsequential role”
in incarceration rates apparently
derives from the regression analysis that found only a 2.7 percent
increase in variance explained by
all three predictor variables (race,
income, religiosity) compared to
the analysis using just race and
income, without religiosity.
To put the 2.7 percent increment in statistical perspective, it
would be necessary to have the
parallel figures for the two other
two-variable predictor combina-
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tions (religiosity and race, religiosity and income) compared to
the result for all three predictors
together. My guess is that the
incremental increases in variance explained for income and
for race, respectively, would also
be quite small. This is because
multiple regression equations
quickly reach a point of diminishing returns as new predictors
are added.
The primary difficulty with
using multiple regression analysis as a basis for judgments about
the relative importance of predictor variables is that regression coefficients are unusually
sensitive to slight fluctuations
in the pattern of inter-predictor
correlations in relation to the
predictor-criterion correlations.
This phenomenon is known as
the “problem of oscillating beta
weights,” which refers to the
instability of the coefficients and
their dependence on a particular
set of predictor variables.
For these reasons, it is essential to consider the simple correlations of the three predictors
separately with incarceration
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in conjunction with the various
combinations of predictor variables in determining how to best
interpret the results of the study.
Without an extra-statistical argument, such as positing that structural (demographic) variables
should assume explanatory priority over subjective (preferential)
expressions, Dumont’s assertion
that the relationship between
religiosity and incarceration is
“spurious” (false, unreal, illusory)
is contradicted by the correlational evidence.

Brian Bolton
Georgetown, Texas

The Faith I Left Behind
The department “The Faith I
Left Behind” in the August/
September 2015 issue of Free
Inquiry featured an article by
Shirley Blumberg titled “Why
I Am an Atheist Jew.” We are
saddened to report that Ms.
Blumberg died in May at the age
of ninety-one, while the issue
was in production. Her death was

reported to us by her daughter, Debra Blumberg, who told
us that her mother’s only regret
was that she had not “learned
everything there was to know
about the world.” We are happy
that FI readers got to know the
elder Ms. Blumberg a bit through
her essay.
—The Editors
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We are committed to the application of reason and science

We believe in the cultivation of moral excellence.

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

We respect the right to privacy. Mature adults should be

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

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

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

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

We cultivate the arts of negotiation and compromise

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

We believe in the common moral decencies: altruism,
integrity, honesty, truthfulness, responsibility. Humanist ethics
is amenable to critical, rational guidance. There are normative
standards that we discover together. Moral principles are
tested by their consequences.
We are deeply concerned with the moral education
of our children. We want to nourish reason and compassion.

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

as a means of resolving differences and achieving mutual
understanding.

We are citizens of the universe and are excited by

We are concerned with securing justice and fairness

We are skeptical of untested claims to knowledge,

in society and with eliminating discrimination
and intolerance.

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

We believe in supporting the disadvantaged and the

We affirm humanism as a realistic alternative to

disabled so that they will be able to help themselves.

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

discoveries still to be made in the cosmos.

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

We believe in optimism rather than pessimism, hope rather

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

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

We believe in enjoying life here and now and in

We believe in the fullest realization of the best and noblest

developing our creative talents to their fullest.

that we are capable of as human beings.

*by Paul Kurtz
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