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For many, mere atheism (the absence of belief in gods and the supernatural) or agnosticism
(the view that such questions cannot be answered) aren’t enough. It’s liberating to recognize
that supernatural beings are human creations … that there’s no such thing as “spirit” or
“transcendence”… that people are undesigned, unintended, and responsible for themselves.
But what’s next?
Atheism and agnosticism are silent on larger questions of values and meaning.
If Meaning in life is not ordained from on high, what small-m meanings can we work out
among ourselves? If eternal life is an illusion, how can we make the most of our only lives?
As social beings sharing a godless world, how should we coexist?
For the questions that remain unanswered after we’ve cleared our minds of gods and souls
and spirits, many atheists, agnostics, skeptics, and freethinkers turn to secular humanism.
Secular. “Pertaining to the world or things not spiritual or sacred.”
Humanism. “Any system of thought or action concerned with the interests or ideals of
people … the intellectual and cultural movement … characterized by an emphasis on
human interests rather than … religion.”
— Webster’s Dictionary
Secular humanism is a comprehensive, nonreligious life stance incorporating:
A naturalistic philosophy
A cosmic outlook rooted in science, and
A consequentialist ethical system in which acts are judged not by their conformance
to preselected norms but by their consequences for men and women in the world.
Secular humanism incorporates the Enlightenment principle of individualism, which
celebrates emancipating the individual from traditional controls by family, church, and
state, increasingly empowering each of us to set the terms of his or her own life.
The Council for Secular Humanism is North America’s leading organization for nonreligious
people who seek to live value-rich lives. Free InquIry is its magazine.
Welcome!
To learn more, visit http://www.secularhumanism.org
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The Proper Understanding of ChurchState Separation: Equality for Everyone
Since 1947, the Court has had a
minimum five vote majority affirming
that no branch of government can
favor religious belief over nonbelief.
While there have been a number of
decisions upholding the special privileging of religion in a manner not
completely consistent with the principle of full equality for nonbelievers,
there always were at least five justices
who would explicitly state that government cannot generally favor religious views over nonreligious ones.
Kennedy was among them.
Here is an example of how the
Court has affirmed the constitutional
equality of nonbelievers: “We repeat
and again reaffirm that neither a State
nor the Federal Government can constitutionally force a person to ‘profess
a belief or disbelief in any religion.’
Neither can constitutionally pass laws
or impose requirements which aid
all religions as against nonbelievers”
Torcaso v. Watkins, 367 U.S. 488,
495 (1961). This benevolent view,
which is the historically correct interpretation of the religion clauses of the
First Amendment, has the advantage
of including everyone, believers and
nonbelievers, as equals in the protective embrace of the Constitution. The
opposing view, which is still currently
a minority view, insists that all levels of
government can openly favor belief
over nonbelief. This means that the

government can officially declare theism to be preferable to atheism.
The Oppressive View of Government
Favoritism For Religion under a New
Majority: How Far Could Government Go
in Giving Believers Greater Rights Than
Nonbelievers?
A very chilling formulation of this looming new majority view is presented in
what was, luckily, still a dissenting opinion by the late Justice Scalia:
Besides appealing to the demonstrably false principle that the government cannot favor religion over
irreligion, today’s opinion suggests
that the posting of the Ten Commandments violates the principle
that the government cannot favor

“Since 1947, the Court
has had a minimum fivevote majority affirming
that no branch of government can favor religious
belief over nonbelief.”

one religion over another. … It is
entirely clear from our Nation’s historical practices that the Establishment Clause permits this disregard
of polytheists and believers in unconcerned deities, just as it permits
the disregard of devout atheists.
McCreary County v. American Civil
Liberties Union of Ky., 545 US 844,
893 (2005)

What does it mean to say that “the
Establishment Clause permits the disregard of devout atheists?” How far
would a new majority of justices who
harbor such a view allow this “disregard” to go? Would they allow lending
institutions to no longer make loans to
anyone who does not affirm a belief in
God? Would they allow states to pass
laws prohibiting anyone who does not

acknowledge belief in God from testifying in court? If government could
now favor “religion over irreligion,”
what are the specific legal rights that
could be given to the religious that no
longer had to be equally provided to
atheists?
Scalia also included “polytheists”
and “believers in unconcerned deities”
among those he claimed the Establishment Clause permits government
to disregard. This would mean that
government could disfavor those who
adhere to various types of Buddhist or
Hindu sects. Government could also
disfavor “believers in unconcerned
deities” such as Deists, like Thomas
Jefferson, who believe in a deity that
created the universe and then took an
eternal coffee break. Scalia’s insistence
that the Constitution permits the disregard of people based on what they
believe about a supernatural being or
beings would leave open-ended the
degree to which such discrimination
can be extended to limit the rights of
those who do not believe in a monotheistic deity.
Kavanaugh Approves of Eroding ChurchState Separation and Privileging Religion
We have compelling reasons to fear
that Kavanaugh will provide the fifth
vote to decimate church-state separation in ways that Kennedy never did
nor would have.
In a 2017 speech,1 Kavanaugh
praised the efforts of former Chief Justice William Rehnquist to undo a “strict
wall of separation between church and
state.” Kavanaugh approved of Rehnquist’s characterization of the “wall”
as “based on bad history.” These
Rehnquist statements that Kavanaugh
praised were contained in a dissent in
Wallace v. Jaffree, 472 U.S. 38 (1985).
In that case, a majority of the Court
struck down an Alabama statute that
required a moment of silence in public
schools, because the legislative history
revealed that legislators really wanted
1. From the Bench: The Constitutional Statesmanship of Chief Justice William Rehnquist,
2017 Walter Berns Constitution Day Lecture,
by Judge Brett Kavanaugh, http://www.aei.
org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/From-theBench.pdf, at pages 12–13.
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to reintroduce public school prayer. It’s
frightening that Kavanaugh endorses
a dissent that approves of the contention by early nineteenth century Supreme Court justice Joseph Story that
“Christianity ought to receive encouragement from the state,” 472 U.S. at
104. In this same speech, Kavanaugh
praised Rehnquist’s legacy for leading
to the decision in Town of Greece
v. Galloway, 134 S.Ct. 1811 (2014),
which upheld the practice of formal
prayer at local government meetings.

“Kavanaugh will provide
the fifth vote to decimate
church-state separation.”

Kavanaugh Believes Neutrality between
Belief and Nonbelief Shows Hostility
toward Religion
When nonbelievers challenged sectarian prayers at presidential inaugurations, the majority opinion didn’t
address any substantive issues, upholding dismissal of the case because
of questions of mootness and standing to sue. However, Kavanaugh authored a concurring opinion arguing
for the constitutionality of the prayers.
He wrote: “[S]tripping government
ceremonies of any references to God
or religious expression would reflect
unwarranted hostility to religion and
would, in effect, ‘establish’ atheism”
Newdow v. Roberts, 603 F.3d 1002,
1016 (D.C. Cir. 2010). This is a horrendously prejudicial view for a potential
Supreme Court justice to have of atheism. By Kavanaugh’s very reasoning,
we could equally assert that “stripping government ceremonies of any
references to” a godless, naturalistic
universe would reflect unwarranted
hostility to atheism and, in effect,
“establish” religion. Ominously, Ka6
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vanaugh has completely ignored the
issue of equality between believers
and nonbelievers.
Kavanaugh Did Not Stop the Navy
from Favoring Catholic Chaplains over
Protestant Chaplains, Even If Greater
Retirement Benefits Were Actually
Provided to Catholic Clergy
Kavanaugh wrote the majority opinion
in In re Navy Chaplaincy; Chaplaincy
of Full Gospel Churches, et al., v.
United States Navy, et al., 534 F.3d
756 (2008). An organization of Protestant chaplains sued the Navy because
of alleged preferential retirement benefits provided to only Catholic chaplains. Kavanaugh took the position
that even if the claims of such overt
religious preferentialism on the part
of the Navy were true, the plaintiffs
still had no standing unless they could
show direct injury to themselves, 534
F.3d at 760. He wrote that even if the
Navy were conveying a message of
second-class citizenship to Protestants
generally, these plaintiffs didn’t suffer
sufficient injury to have standing to
sue. So Kavanaugh is saying that even
such a stark display of religious favoritism by the military was not actionable
in this case.
In dissent, Judge Judith Rogers
wrote that everyone who is left out
of being part of the preferred belief
system has a liberty interest, sufficient
to confer standing, in seeing to it that
government does not engage in religious preferentialism, 534 F.3d at 765.
Kavanaugh would provide the fifth
vote on the Supreme Court to allow
government to favor “religion over irreligion.” Would he also vote to allow
government to prefer one religion
over others?
Kavanaugh Would Allow Only Religious
Claimants Exemptions from Complying
with Laws That Are Applicable to Everyone
Else, So Long as Their Religious Beliefs
Are Sincere
Under the Affordable Care Act, regulations were issued so that some employers with religious objections could
opt out of the otherwise universally
applicable mandate that employers

secularhumanism.org

provide insurance coverage for contraception. Such religious employers
were required to file a form alerting
either the government or the insurer
that they would not provide coverage
for contraception. Once in receipt
of such notification, the insurer has
to provide this coverage directly to
employees under a separate plan.
In Priests for Life v. United States
HHS, 808 F.3d 1 (D.C. Cir. 2015), an
organization of Catholic priests who
oppose abortion and contraception
wanted to opt out of even this minimal
notification provision. They claimed
that to file either form with the federal government or with the insurer
made them participate in the process
whereby employees would ultimately
obtain insurance coverage for contraception. The Court of Appeals for the
District of Columbia, sitting en banc—
which means all judges on the court
participated in the decision—ruled
against these priests.
Out of twelve judges, Kavanaugh
was one of three dissenters. He wrote
that so long as employers sincerely
believe that a course of conduct violates their religious beliefs, the government cannot inquire any further
and must not force compliance even
with something as minimal as filling
out one of two forms, 808 F. 3d at 19.
Kavanaugh maintained that once the
priests merely say that they sincerely
believe that giving such notice makes
them participate in a process that will
result in their employees still being
able to obtain insurance coverage for
contraception, they should be exempt
from even this bare minimum notice
requirement.
Such religious claimants are like
spoiled brats throwing a tantrum in
the sandbox. They are not satisfied
with being able to opt out of providing contraception coverage for their
employees, which is already an enormous concession that they enjoy. They
don’t even want to have to notify
anyone of their decision so that the
lack of notification can further hamper
the effort by these employees to obtain such coverage on their own. With
enablers such as Kavanaugh, our legal
system is in danger of allowing only

the religious to have special rights
to disobey laws that are binding on
everyone else.

Kennedy was much more supportive
of church-state separation than Kavanaugh has been.

Kavanaugh Would Allow Student-Led
Prayer to Be an Official Part of School
Functions

Kavanaugh Would Allow Religious Groups
to Proselytize Elementary School Children
on School Grounds Right after the School
Day Finishes

In Santa Fe Independent School District v. Doe, 530 U.S. 290 (2000), the
Supreme Court by a 6-to-3 majority
struck down a policy whereby a school
district allowed student-initiated and
student-led prayer as a formal ceremony before the start of high school
football games. The majority rightly
saw this use of students as a subterfuge to promote school sponsored
prayer, 530 U.S. at 308. Kavanaugh
authored an amicus brief, in which he
argued that these prayers are constitutional.2 The football games played by
students were a function of the public
school. The prayers that preceded the
game were part of the overall event
that the school was putting on. Yet
Kavanaugh referred to these prayers
as “private religious speech,”3 thus
ignoring that the prayers were an integral component of a public school
function. The student-led nature of the
prayers was a smokescreen. It would
be like a group of students praying
over the loudspeaker at the start of
the school day and then having the
school district claim this was not formal school prayer because the students doing the praying were doing
so on their own. In the meantime, the
other students, as well as attendees at
football games, would have to listen
to these prayers. The eagerness of
religious students to commandeer a
school facility or function, when given
the chance, to promote their religious
views does not rescue such prayer
from being an unconstitutional use of
the public schools.
Kennedy was part of the majority in
declaring unconstitutional the prayers
that Kavanaugh defended. Again,
2. Brief of Amicus Curiae Congressman Steve
Largent and Congressman J. C. Watts in
Support of Petitioner, https://www.au.org/
sites/default/files/2018-07/Santa%20Fe%20
Independent%20School%20Dist%20v%20
Doe%20amicus%20brief.pdf.
3. Ibid., p. 30.

In Good News Club v. Milford Central
School, 533 U.S. 98 (2001) the Court
held that a private Christian proselytizing organization had the right to
come onto public elementary school
grounds, after hours, to conduct
prayer meetings that seek to convert
children to Christianity. A child’s attendance was voluntary. Dissenting,

“Kavanaugh endorses a
dissent that approves of
the contention
by early nineteenthcentury Supreme Court
Justice Joseph Story that
‘Christianity ought to
receive encouragement
from the state.’”
Justice Souter argued that the timing
and format of the Good News Club’s
gatherings likely conveys to young
children that these proselytizing meetings have the imprimatur of the school
itself. Only elementary school children
may attend the meetings, and they
began so soon after the close of
regular school activities that children
could easily get the impression that
these gatherings are part of the official
school day, 533 U.S. at 144.
Kavanaugh authored an amicus
brief in support of the Good News
Club, arguing that it had a right to
conduct these meetings on public
elementary school grounds.4 He wrote
4. Brief Amicus Curiae of Sally Campbell in
Support of Petitioners, https://www.findlawimages.com/efile/supreme/briefs/99-

that the Constitution does not require
and does not permit discrimination
against religious people and religious
speech.5 Kavanaugh again misses
the point. This is not discrimination
against private persons who want to
express their religious views. The goal
is to prevent public school property
and public school events from being
used for proselytizing and worship in
a manner that involves public schools
in promoting religious beliefs.
If Both Believers and Nonbelievers Are to
Remain Equal Before the Law, We Must
Try to Persuade the Senate to Reject
Kavanaugh’s Nomination
We don’t yet know how far a new
Court majority, with Kavanaugh providing the fifth crucial vote, will go
in allowing government to now favor
“religion over irreligion.” We churchstate separationists are the magnanimous ones in this struggle. We strive
for the full legal equality of everyone,
regardless of viewpoint on matters
of religion. Our opponents want an
America that provides special privileges for only the religious. The danger that a new Court majority will
permit government to favor religion
over atheism is the most imminent
threat to a constitutional system that
has up to now benevolently protected
everyone’s freedom of conscience.
If, by the time you read this, the
Senate has not yet taken a final vote
on this nomination, please immediately contact your two United States
senators and urge them to vote against
Kavanaugh. Urge everyone you know
in other states to also contact their
senators. Kavanaugh is a clear and
present danger to the separation of
church and state.
2036/99-2036fo7.pdf.
5. Ibid., p. 23.

Eddie Tabash is a constitutional lawyer in the Los
Angeles area and chair of the board of directors
of the Center for Inquiry. He is recognized for his
legal expertise pertaining to the separation of
church and state. He is also one of the more
well-known atheist debaters in the United States.
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KAVANAUGH AND THE COURT

ROBYN E. BLUMNER

SPECIAL
OP-ED

Brett Kavanaugh
and the Road
Ahead

W

hen the late U.S. Supreme
Court Justice William Brennan said in a famous law
review article that state courts must
“step into the breach,” he was urging
defenders of individual rights to start
litigating in state court, using state
constitutions to continue expanding
evolving concepts of liberty.
Brennan’s call in “State Constitutions and the Protection of Individual
Rights” came in 1977. It was a reaction then to what he already saw as
a worrisome retrenchment of rights

“If the only outcome
of bringing new
Establishment Clause
cases is the reversal of
church-state–separation
gains made over decades
of legal effort, we will
have to set that option
aside.”
by his colleagues on the High Court.
Salvaging the gains made by the
Warren court and maintaining forward
progress would require an alternate
strategy, Brennan thought. The rights
embedded in state constitutions offered one salient option.
Brennan’s counsel was a bit premature. Think about the time he was writing, which was not long after the High
Court’s 1973 decision in Roe v. Wade
8
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legalized abortion across the country.
The court at that time was still the best
chance to promote liberty in broad
strokes. There were reversals, to be
sure, but in the intervening years the
Supreme Court has also done our side
some solid favors. It kept creationism
out of public school science curricula;
prevented student-led public-school
prayers at graduation ceremonies and
football games; expanded freedom
of speech, including the right to burn
a flag in protest; legalized gay relationships; and established same-sex
marriage as a constitutional right.
But now, as we face the confirmation of Judge Brett Kavanaugh to
the U.S. Supreme Court and the cementing of a retrograde majority for
the foreseeable future, it may be time
to take Brennan’s counsel. If the only
outcome of bringing new Establishment Clause cases is the reversal of
church-state–separation gains made
over decades of legal effort, we will
have to set that option aside.
It cannot be mentioned often
enough that Kavanaugh gave a
speech just this past year in which he
lauded the late U.S. Supreme Court
Justice William Rehnquist’s distaste
for church-state separation. Kavanaugh delighted over the court’s 2002
decision to approve an Ohio school
voucher program that sent taxpayer
money to religious schools, a case in
which Rehnquist wrote the majority
5–4 opnion. Kavanaugh noted approvingly Rehnquist’s views that the
wall metaphor was “based on bad
history” and “useless as a guide to
judging.” When Kavanaugh said that
Rehnquist was “central in changing
the jurisprudence [of the Establishment Clause],” it was its shrinking
application that he was applauding.
Kavanaugh’s addition to the Supreme Court forces us to pivot, but
state courts are a clunky way to move
the ball. In state court you don’t build
precedent across multiple states at
the same time, as you do in the federal appellate system. Still, the legal
zeitgeist from one state to another
can be influential in positive ways.
Remember the way same-sex marriage became legal? First, in 1999 the
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Vermont Supreme Court, interpreting its own state constitution, ruled
that same-sex couples are entitled to
“the same benefits and protections
afforded by Vermont law to married
opposite-sex couples.” That led the
Vermont legislature, with this legal
gun to its head, to recognize gay civil
unions. Then, in 2004, the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court ruled
that it was unconstitutional under the
Massachusetts state constitution to
deny same-sex couples the right to
marry. Other state courts haltingly followed suit. By the time the issue was
decided by the U.S. Supreme Court
in 2015, same-sex marriage had been
legalized in thirty-seven states and the
District of Columbia, whether by state
or federal court rulings, legislative enactment, or voter action.
Something that seemed impossible only a few years earlier was now
black-letter law.
If Roe is overturned, which it might
be as early as next term, a woman’s
right to choose an abortion then becomes an issue to be fought state
by state. The backlash could shift the
politics of some purple states, moving
them more firmly into blue territory.
That could have a domino effect impacting who gets appointed to state
appellate courts and making a statecourt strategy even more appealing.
Team Church-State Separation
should be particularly golden in those
thirty-eight states that have No-Aid
provisions in their state constitutions.
Those über–Establishment Clauses
expressly forbid states from promoting or supporting religious schools
and institutions, whether directly or indirectly. These are muscular provisions
that go well beyond the federal constitution to prevent the entanglement
of religion and government and keep
tax money from flowing into church
coffers. Every church-state case in
those states should be a home run.
But that is not always the case.
Red states often try to sidle past their
No-Aid strictures. Florida, for instance,
devotes nearly $1 billion toward private school voucher programs with
the bulk of funds going to religiously
affiliated schools, despite a strict pro-

hibition on tax money used in that way.
For the main program, the state uses a
legislative trick. By giving corporations
a dollar-for-dollar state tax credit when
they give to the voucher fund run by a
nonprofit—and by strongly encouraging that giving—the state uses a backdoor to fund religious education. The
Florida Supreme Court ruled in 2017
that the state’s largest teachers’ union
didn’t have standing to challenge the
program—a convenient way for the
High Court to avoid doing its job.
A new expansion is to begin during
the coming school year that would
allow any student who claims to have
been bullied in public school to qualify for private-school vouchers—no
verification of the bullying claim is
necessary. Proponents consider this
a model for other states. It’s being
paid for by Florida forgoing a portion
of state taxes on new-car purchases.
Individual car buyers will be given the
option of diverting $105 in state taxes
to a voucher fund run by a nonprofit
instead, adding up to millions of dollars. All this legerdemaining should be
illegal, but so far it’s not.
The point is, when the people in
power want to spend your tax dollars
to proselytize the next generation,
they will find a way to do so.
Another worry is whether the U.S.
Supreme Court will start eviscerating
No-Aid clauses. Two U.S. Supreme
Court cases directly consider whether
state No-Aid provisions interfere with
religious freedom under the federal
Free Exercise Clause. The first, Locke
v. Davey, upheld a Washington state
decision to deny generally available
scholarship funding to those seeking
a degree in devotional theology. Interesting side note: Rehnquist wrote
the majority opinion—a case assiduously avoided by Kavanaugh in his
pro-Rehnquist remarks.
But Kavanaugh did highlight the
second case, Trinity Lutheran Church
v. Comer, a case decided this past
year, after Rehnquist had been dead
nearly twelve years. In that case, actions taken with respect to Missouri’s
No-Aid amendment were found to
violate the Free Exercise Clause of
the U.S. Constitution when a church’s

school playground was denied a state
grant for resurfacing that was available to school playgrounds without a
religious affiliation. Kavanaugh clearly
liked this result, even as he stayed
mum on Davey. Undoubtedly he will
be a vote for limiting No-Aid clauses,
perhaps to the point of their complete
impotence.
While our legal strategy may be to
reduce our presence in federal courts,
there are plenty of religious Right
groups looking to exploit the opportunity to get religion questions before
a friendly High Court. The Alliance
Defending Freedom (ADF) is a Christian legal army with a budget of $50
million and a self-claimed 3,200 allied
attorneys nationwide. In its brochure,
ADF calls these attorneys “high-caliber, accomplished Christian attorneys
who use their God-given legal skills
to protect the right of people to freely
and peacefully live out their faith.”
As a prerequisite to work at ADF
as a career, you have to agree that the
Bible is inerrant, homosexuality and
abortion are sins, and the sinful will
“suffer the punishment of Hell.”
ADF and similar groups will be
looking to expand religious privilege,
to let Christians use religious excuses
to get out of anti-discrimination laws
that require serving gay customers, or
escape rules that require respecting
women’s reproductive rights. They will
be looking to allow more encroachment of religion, prayer, and religious
displays and ceremonies into government and the public schools and
more tax money to be directed toward
religious organizations. They will likely
attempt to have the law explicitly prefer religion over nonreligion—leaving
atheists in the legal dust. And who
knows what will happen to evolution
education and the persistent effort by
fundamentalists to push creationism
into science classrooms?
We will be watching these efforts
to strategically enter amicus curiae
briefs at earlier points along their legal
route. Potential allies here are minority
religions that see their rights as at risk
if the majority’s religion is allowed
to overtake secular government. The
more we are able to partner with re-

ligious groups that see their interests
aligned with those of nonbelievers,
the better.
While things look bleak, we have to
remember that this is a long game, and
demographics are on our side. The
United States is secularizing. Young
adults are leaving organized religion at
a healthy pace with more than a third
saying they are part of the so-called
“Nones.” The number of self-declared
atheists and agnostics is now into the
double digits and growing. As more
nonbelievers become public with their
views, there will be more general acceptance as well as a stronger sense
of shared identity. Predictions that religion will win out over time because
the faithful out-procreate the rest of us
only stand up if you think children born
to religious households will stay religious themselves. And that’s not likely.
For now, though, we need to work
together to limit the damage of a Roberts court with Kavanaugh as the fifth
vote against church-state separation.
We can’t necessarily rely on the courts
alone. The Center for Inquiry (CFI) has
a lobbyist to activate secular voters
and citizen lobbyists. The organization’s branches and campus groups
are being briefed on the issues. There
is finally a Congressional Freethought
Caucus to represent our views. We are
working hard to organize and operationalize these pockets of influence.
We are using digital communications
to reach millions of people, and we
urge those who have been harboring
similar concerns about society’s direction to join us in this effort.
Americans hold deep regard for
the idea that religion and government
should occupy separate spheres. With
Kavanaugh on the High Court, this
core commitment will be tested. It will
fall to Americans themselves to save us
from a slide into theocracy-lite. Americans and CFI.
Robyn E. Blumner is the CEO of the Center for
Inquiry and the executive director of the Richard
Dawkins Foundation for Reason & Science. She
was a nationally syndicated columnist and editorial
writer for the Tampa Bay Times (formerly the St.
Petersburg Times) for sixteen years.
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KAVANAUGH AND THE COURT

NICK LITTLE

SPECIAL
OP-ED

Vale, Anthony
Kennedy

I

’ve been a practicing lawyer for thirteen years this summer, with three
years of law school before that. The
overwhelming majority of that practice
and study has been focused on the
federal court system, which means, in
the final analysis, the Supreme Court.
For those sixteen years, one person
more than any has dominated the
legal landscape—Justice Anthony
Kennedy. A common saying among
constitutional lawyers has been “It’s
Justice Kennedy’s world. We’re just
allowed to play in it.” But since he
announced his retirement from the
highest court on June 27, 2018, it’s no
longer his world.
So whose world is it now? What
games are going to be played? And
are we, as secularists and defenders
of humanist values, going to be left
standing on the sidelines?

inee that was the precursor of today’s
brutal battles over seats on the Court.
When Justice Lewis F. Powell Jr. retired in the summer of 1987, Reagan
first put forward Robert Bork, a conservative notorious for his vociferous
opposition to civil rights jurisprudence
and to legal abortion. After a bruising
hearing process, fought uncharacteristically in the public eye, the Senate
rejected Bork’s nomination by a vote
of 52 to 48. Reagan next turned to
Judge Douglas Ginsburg, seen as a
safe choice. Ginsburg, however, was
exposed as having used marijuana
both as a student and as an associate professor. He withdrew his name,
paving the way to the appointment of
Justice Kennedy.
Since Kennedy’s appointment, the
approval process has not returned to
its previous apolitical form. Each nominee (with the exception of Ruth Bader
Ginsburg, approved 96–3 in 1993),
has received significant numbers of
negative votes in the Senate, from
nine for Justices Souter and Breyer
to over thirty for Justices Sotomayor
and Kagan, with Justice Alito and
Justice Gorsuch receiving forty-two and
forty-five no votes respectively.
With the Court seen as balanced
on a knife’s edge between liberals and
conservatives, each appointment has
become a battleground. Progressives

Kennedy’s Appointment
In many ways, Kennedy’s appointment
to the bench was a throwback to a
different time in American politics; in
others it was part of the start of the
new era. He was appointed by President Ford to the U.S. Court of Appeals
for the Ninth Circuit on the advice
of then-Governor of California, Ronald Reagan. When President Reagan
nominated him for the Supreme Court,
Kennedy was approved by the Senate
in 1988 on a vote of 97–0, missing
only the votes of three Democrats who
were absent, either campaigning or ill.
But it was the way in which Kennedy came to be Reagan’s final nom10
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have realized that legalized abortion,
church-state separation, and minority
rights have been protected (if at all) by
the slimmest, 5–4 majority. Social conservatives have seen the same slender majority prolong abortion rights,
uphold the Affordable Care Act, and
advance the legal position of gays and
lesbians. Each nominee, then, is seen
as the potential savior of an entire philosophy. As the stakes have risen, so
has the vitriol.
Kennedy’s Legacy
‘The Swing Vote’
If one phrase has been most overused
in the analyses of Kennedy’s contribution to American jurisprudence it is this
one—that he was the Court’s “swing
vote.” And indeed, on many high
profile cases it did indeed seem as if
Justice Kennedy was the only member
of the bench who mattered. In recent
times, when the Center for Inquiry
(CFI) submitted amicus briefs to the
Supreme Court, we were confident
Justices Ginsburg, Breyer, Sotomayor,
and Kagan would rule with us. We
were equally if not more confident
that Justices Thomas, Scalia, Alito,
and Roberts would rule against us.
We did not waste any of our precious
9,000 words on seeking to shore up

the support of the former group or to
persuade the latter group of the error
of their ways. Instead, for my entire
career at CFI, we have targeted our
briefs specifically at Justice Kennedy.
It’s important to remember, though,
that while on these key issues—including LGBT rights, abortion, and
church-state separation—Justice Kennedy was often the swing vote, this
should not be used to paint him
either as a political centrist or as a
rudderless force, borne randomly by
currents. Justice Kennedy, appointed
by President Reagan, was a conservative throughout his legal career. He
regularly ruled in favor of corporate
interests. His position at the center of
the Court’s divide on some issues was
not a result of his alignment with the
middle ground of American politics
but instead an indicator of just how far
the Supreme Court has been shifted
politically since the days of the Warren
Court, which gave us the expansion
of civil rights and the protection of
criminal defendants. Democratic Presidents have replaced liberal lions on
the bench with mild-mannered apologetic centrists; Republican Presidents
have replaced center-right conservative justices with fire-breathing originalists. As a result, it was the Court
that skewed right, making Kennedy
the centrist vote, rather than Kennedy
skewing left.
Kennedy’s Tetralogy
Where I (and many others) will most
remember Justice Kennedy in his role
in the great sea change in American
jurisprudence of the past twenty or
so years is the advancement of LGBT
rights. It was Kennedy who wrote
the Supreme Court’s opinion in four
seminal cases that placed that issue
front and center in American politics
and law: Romer v. Evans, 517 U.S. 629
(1996); Lawrence v. Texas, 539 U.S.
558 (2003); U.S. v. Windsor, 570 U.S.
774 (2013); and Obergefell v. Hodges,
135 S. Ct. 3584 (2015).
Colorado had, in 1992, amended
its constitution to add a clause prohibiting anti-discrimination laws that protected based on sexual orientation.

In Romer, the Supreme Court ruled
by a vote of 6 to 3 that this violated
the federal constitution. Finding the
constitutional amendment so broad
that it could only be based on animus
toward homosexuals as a class, Kennedy wrote that it:
inflicts on [gays and lesbians] immediate, continuing, and real injuries that outrun and belie any legitimate justifications that may be
claimed for it. It is a status-based
enactment divorced from any factual context from which we could
discern a relationship to legitimate
state interests; it is a classification
of persons undertaken for its own
sake, something the Equal Protection Clause does not permit. (517
U.S. at 635)

Citing an earlier case, he noted that
“a bare … desire to harm a politically
unpopular group cannot constitute a
legitimate government interest” Id.
at 634.
In Lawrence, Kennedy led the Court
in a 6–3 decision striking a Texas law
that criminalized same-sex sexual relations. Despite a case less than twenty
years earlier, Bowers v. Hardwick, 478
U.S. 186 (1986), in which it was ruled
that states could criminalize such actions, the Court overturned that recent decision, and across the country
gays and lesbians could no longer be
imprisoned for physically expressing
their love. Kennedy based his opinion
on the constitution’s guarantee of due
process, which has been held to prevent the government impinging on citizens’ privacy. Citing Justice Stevens’s
dissent in the Bowers case, Kennedy
stated that “the fact that the governing majority in a State has traditionally
viewed a particular practice as immoral
is not a sufficient reason for upholding
a law prohibiting the practice” Lawrence, 539 U.S. at 577.
By the time the Supreme Court
came to decide U.S. v. Windsor, the
battleground had rapidly shifted from
a question of the criminality of homosexuality to one of whether the state
must allow and recognize same-sex
marriages. Congress, in the Defense
of Marriage Act signed by President
Clinton in 1996, had restricted the
federal benefits of marriage such as

exemption from inheritance tax to opposite-sex married couples only and
had granted states the right to refuse
to recognize same-sex marriages performed in states that permitted them.
Kennedy, in what was this time a 5–4
decision, struck the law as once again
violating the Due Process Clause, writing that “no legitimate purpose overcomes the purpose to disparage and
injure those who the State, by its marriage laws, sought to protect in personhood and dignity” 570 U.S. at 775.
The law violated the Fifth Amendment
because it sought “to displace this
protection and treat those persons as
living in marriages less respected than
others” Id.

“With the Court seen as
balanced on a knife’s
edge between liberals
and conservatives, each
appointment has become
a battleground.”
It was in Obergefell that the Supreme Court addressed the issue of
marriage head on. States across the
country had responded to state courts
in Hawaii and Massachusetts finding
a constitutional right to same-sex
marriage in those states by passing
constitutional amendments expressly
forbidding such unions. Justice Kennedy, writing the opinion in a 5–4
decision, ruled that bans on same-sex
marriage across the country were unconstitutional as violations of both due
process and equal protection. Writing
that “[t]he lifelong union of a man and
a woman always has promised nobility
and dignity to all persons, without regard to their stations in life,” 135 S. Ct.
at 2594, Kennedy found no grounds
to exclude homosexuals from such
protection and social status. Basing
his opinion on the liberty interest in
personal choices regarding marriage,
the fundamental importance of mar-
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riage to individuals, the protection
that marriage offers to families and
children, and the central nature of
marriage to society, Kennedy stressed
that the ability to marry a person of
one’s choice was a fundamental right
and that “fundamental rights may not
be submitted to a vote; they depend
on the outcomes of no elections” Id.
at 2606.
In four opinions scripted by the devout Catholic Kennedy, then, spread
over a mere nineteen years (the blink
of an eye in Supreme Court jurisprudence), America moved from a nation
where LGBT individuals could be expressly denied protection from discrimination under the law, and where
they could be imprisoned for physical
relations with one another, to a country
where they can marry in all fifty states,
accessing the same benefits as opposite-sex couples. The speed of this
shift in the law cannot be overstated.
And Justice Kennedy will always be
remembered as being central to it.
The Bad
But Kennedy’s contribution to the law,
even to the law regarding LGBT rights,
was far from universally positive. As
noted above, he was a pro-corporate
justice, often willing to place the rights
of artificially created entities above

12
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those of natural people. Even on the
issues closest to CFI’s core mission,
Kennedy was often to be found on the
wrong side.
In Burwell v. Hobby Lobby, 134
S. Ct. 2751 (2014), Kennedy joined
the majority opinion written by Justice Alito finding that corporations
could exercise religious freedom rights
under the Religious Freedom Restoration Act, even when that exercise

“Each nominee, then,
is seen as the potential
savior of an entire
philosophy.”
would impose a burden on a third
party, here the women employed by
the store who would be denied access
to zero–co-pay contraceptive care.
The alleged religious rights of the
corporation were seen as superior to
the legislatively guaranteed rights of
the women concerned. Later, in Trinity
Lutheran v. Comer, 137 S. Ct. 2012
(2017), Kennedy again stood in the
majority, protecting the interests of a
religious group against constitutional
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concerns. The church in this case had
applied for funding from a state program to resurface its children’s play
area. Missouri’s constitution prohibited
it from granting such funds to a religious group, but the Supreme Court
ruled that religious groups could not
be excluded from such programs despite the church’s refusal to state that
the play area would not be used for
religious purposes.
Finally, in one of the last cases
he was involved in deciding, Justice
Kennedy jeopardized his legacy as the
protector of LGBT rights by writing the
majority opinion in Masterpiece Cakeshop v. Colorado Civil Rights Commission, 136 S. Ct. 1719 (2018). In a case
focusing on the clash between individual rights and the rights of groups to
be protected from discrimination by
civil rights laws, Kennedy sided with
the individual baker. He ruled that
comments made by participants in the
case, including a commissioner stating
that “[f]reedom of religion … has been
used to justify all kinds of discrimination throughout history, whether it be
slavery, whether it be the holocaust … .
And to me it is one of the most despicable pieces of rhetoric … to use their
religion to hurt others,” Id. at 1729, indicated the commission had exhibited
bias against religion. Ignoring the his-

torical accuracy of this comment, Kennedy found it “inappropriate” and that
it “disparage[d the baker’s] religion” Id.
I therefore have no desire to provide a hagiography of Kennedy. While
his opinions did much for the rights of
America’s LGBT community, and his
ruling in Lee v. Weisman, 505 U.S. 577
(1982) used the Establishment Clause
broadly to protect students from compelled prayer, he has also ruled and
joined opinions that have protected
and advanced religious privilege at the
expense of atheists, minority groups,
and secular government as a whole.
Justice Kennedy is, without a doubt,
better for us than a replacement such
as Judge Brett Kavanaugh will be. But
with his decisions all over the map like
this, what can be seen as Kennedy’s
theoretical legacy?
How Does This Provide Us with a
Consistent Ideology?
If we were to look for one word to
link Kennedy’s rulings, from the ones
advancing LGBT rights to the school
prayer matter to supporting the owners of Hobby Lobby and the church
looking to resurface its playground,
it would be dignity. Kennedy has focused on the dignity of the individual
and the right to “fair treatment” by
the government; he has not made
it his concern that individuals treat
one another fairly. Where a person is
denied protection or compelled into
actions one sees as morally objectionable by the state because of his or her
sexual orientation or religion, Justice
Kennedy sees that person’s dignity as
being infringed upon.
Therefore, a state separating out
gays and lesbians as categorically unworthy of protection from discrimination (Romer), or the private sexual relationship between consenting adults
resulting in imprisonment (Lawrence),
or the federal government stating that
some marriages (those of same-sex
couples) would get fewer benefits than
others (Windsor), or the government
denying the societal status of “married” to same-sex couples and the
families they head (Obergefell) were
unconstitutional infringements on dig-

nity. So similarly was the compulsion of
atheists or minority religious students
to be exposed to religious prayers
at their graduation ceremony (Lee v.
Weisman) an attack on their dignity
by the power of the state. But in the
same way, the baker in Masterpiece
Cakeshop could not be compelled to
serve cakes to gay couples without
infringing on his personal dignity; nor
could the corporation in Hobby Lobby
be required to violate its religious

“In Kennedy’s legal
world, the court system
should only be used
when it is the government stripping an
individual of his
or her dignity.”
principles by providing insurance for
contraception. And the church in Trinity
Lutheran could not be excluded from
government funding programs without
sending a message that religious organizations were less worthy of government support.
In Kennedy’s jurisprudence, the
“dignity” of the gay couple refused
by the baker, or of the women denied
their right under the Affordable Care
Act to contraception without co-pay,
was not recognized. That was an affront to dignity caused not by the
government but by the action of a
third party. In Kennedy’s legal world,
the court system should only be used
when it is the government stripping an
individual of his or her dignity. When
it is the government merely enabling
private citizens or corporations to do
that to other citizens, the courts should
stand down.
Conclusion
So where have Kennedy’s decisions
left us? It appears unlikely to me,
given the public support for same-sex

marriage, that the rights granted to
the LGBT community can be rolled
back with a return to opposite-sex
marriage only or to the criminalization
of homosexuality. However, Kennedy’s
opinions have always left room for
interpretation. Because of his focus on
governmental assaults on dignity, future cases seem likely to grant exemptions based on religion to individuals
and corporations, allowing them to
refuse service to LGBT individuals and
couples. Even in his defense of the
Establishment Clause in Lee v. Weisman, Kennedy did not provide a fullthroated defense of the Lemon test,
instead inventing his own coercion
test—state involvement in religion is
prohibited if it coerces support for or
participation in religion. As Lemon is
rolled back, this weaker coercion test
can be applied to legitimize further
and further inroads of religious activity
into our schools and our public life.
But where Kennedy’s departure will
be felt first and hardest appears likely
to be Roe v. Wade. Though no personal supporter of abortion rights,
Justice Kennedy largely upheld the
precedent of Roe, the case that found
a privacy right to abortion early in
pregnancy. For my entire legal career,
the repeal of Roe, allowing states to
criminalize all abortions, has been the
Holy Grail for the religious Right’s legal
campaign. For that entire career, Justice Kennedy’s vote stood in their way.
I have no hope that Brett Kavanaugh,
if approved, will be as respectful of
both precedent and the fundamental
constitutional right of a woman to
choose an abortion.

Nick Little is vice president and general counsel of
the Center for Inquiry (CFI). After graduating from
Vanderbilt Law School, he joined the antitrust litigation practice of Howrey LLP in Washington
D.C., before moving to the nonprofit sector and
joining CFI. As general counsel, Little handles
CFI’s internal legal matters, as well as its litigation,
currently focusing on requiring states to permit
marriages to be solemnized by secular celebrants,
as well as a consumer protection action in D.C.
against the drug retailer CVS for its marketing of
homeopathic products.
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TOM FLYNN

SPECIAL
OP-ED

End of a
Golden Era

I

first discovered that church-state
jurisprudence existed—and that it
could enhance my life—at age seven.
On June 17, 1963, the U.S. Supreme
Court handed down its 8–1 verdict in
the combined cases Abington School
District v. Schempp and Murray v.
Curlett. Both concerned state-sponsored Bible reading in public schools;
the High Court thundered that this
practice violated separation of church
and state and must cease.1
I was then an enthusiastically conservative young Roman Catholic. Yet
I applauded the verdict, insofar as I
understood it. I belonged to a small
minority of Catholic students attending majority-Protestant public grade
schools (family lore is inconclusive as
to why I wasn’t enrolled in parochial
schools, as was expected of most
Catholic parents in those days). When
I entered the third grade that September, the verdict’s results satisfied my
expectations. The Bible reading that
formerly began each school day had
been purged. I approved because it
had always used the King James Version—you know, the Protestant Bible.
(In second grade I’d noticed that familiar passages were worded differently
from the way I’d heard them read
at Mass from Catholics’ Douay-Rheims Version.) As the holiday season
1. Abington v. Schempp was the more significant of the two cases, but most of the ink
went to Murray v. Curlett, whose brash plaintiff
Madalyn Murray (after 1965, Madalyn Murray
O’Hair) made the case her personal springboard to fame—or infamy—as “the most
hated woman in America” and launched the
organization American Atheists, which continues in hard-edged atheist activism today.
14
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loomed, I got a bonus; perhaps overcomplying with the high court, administrators struck religious carols from the
Christmas assembly. The year before,
I’d disliked being compelled to hear
“Away in a Manger” set to the melody
popular among Protestants, not that
favored by Catholics.2 (This was before
the Second Vatican Council; precocious, religiously conservative Catholic
children tended to notice such things,
and to worry that forced exposure to
tokens of Protestantism might endanger their souls.) (Yes, really.) (No wonder I became an atheist.)
My euphoria at learning that my
public grade school in Erie, Pennsylvania, quit striving to damn me to
hell vividly demonstrated what progressive church-state jurisprudence
could offer a member of a worldview

“I longed to see
religious symbols and
expression barred from
public spaces. Only
that, I thought, could
make them optimally
welcoming to citizens of
every shade of religious
opinion.”
minority, launching my enduring interest in church-state matters. As it happens, I had great timing: Abington v.
Schempp and Murray v. Curlett (along
with their immediate predecessor, the
1962 Engel v. Vitale, which forbade
2. When music anthologist James Ramsey
Murray first published the best-known melody
in 1887, he incorrectly attributed the anonymous composition to Martin Luther. For this
reason Catholics preferred an alternate setting, often called “Cradle Song,” composed
by the Irish-American musicologist William J.
Kirkpatrick. (Kirkpatrick became a Methodist,
an inconvenient fact Catholic champions of
his melody were willing to overlook to shun
one associated, if falsely, with the hated Luther.)
secularhumanism.org

public schools from composing an
official prayer and compelling its recitation) marked the beginning of a
“golden era” in church-state jurisprudence. For decades to come, the High
Court chipped away at Protestantism’s
entrenched preference in American
life. From these decisions emerged
new freedoms for those who believed
differently or (sometimes) not at all.
Like many in my generation, I grew
up hoping that America was bound
toward a bright secular future in which
religion would be treated as a purely
private affair. I longed to see religious
symbols and expression barred from
public spaces. Only that, I thought,
could make those spaces optimally
welcoming to citizens of every shade
of religious opinion. Only that would
prevent the Protestant majority from
oppressing me using the mechanisms
of the state.
However naïvely, those who shared
my view expected a naked public
square. And we expected the federal
judiciary to construct it for us.3
A continuing series of High Court
victories emboldened us secularists:
Epperson v. Arkansas (1968), Lemon
v. Kurtzman (1971), Edwards v. Aguillard (1987), Lee v. Weisman (1992),
and a trio of Ten Commandments
cases (2005). Of late, such victories
come less frequently. Instead a steady
drumbeat of verdicts has reinforced
the retrograde notion that “religious
freedom” is something conservative
Christians, not members of worldview
minorities, need more of from the
courts.
With Justice Anthony Kennedy’s
resignation—and his almost inevitable
replacement by a jurist far more conservative on church-state matters—I
think it’s fair to say that the golden
era of Supreme Court church-state
jurisprudence has ended. For decades
to come, secularists can expect that
when church-state cases reach America’s highest court the resulting ver3. I championed this agenda into the late
1990s. My cover-story manifesto in favor of
removing all religious symbols and expression
from public spaces (“The Case for Affirmative
Secularism,” FI Spring 1996) makes for occasionally embarrassing reading today.

dicts will turn back the clock, reversing
secularizing reforms we had grown to
depend on over the past half-century
and more.
In this new environment, secularists will need to seek positive change
in state and local courts, in the legislatures, and in the court of public
opinion.
Fortunately we have two advantages that mid-twentieth–century secularists did not: everyone knows there

are a lot of us, and unbelief is less
intensely stigmatized than before.
It’s often said that atheists, secular humanists, and secularists walk
the same path LGBTQ activists trod
decades before. The difference is we
can no longer look forward to High
Court rulings such as Lawrence v. Texas
(2003) or Obergefell v. Hodges (2015)
to cement our accomplishments. The
federal judiciary won’t be on our side,
from the district court level right to the

top, for a very long time.
We’re going to be on the losing
side of 6–3 Supreme Court decisions
for a long, long time.

Tom Flynn is editor of F ree I nquiry , executive
director of the Council for Secular Humanism,
editor The New Encyclopedia of Unbelief
(Prometheus Books, 2007), and author of the
novel Behold, He Said (Double Dragon, 2018).

LOOKING BACK

35 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
“To understand who we are as a nation, we need to go back to the time of the Revolution and the creation of the
United States as an independent political entity. No doubt many or most of the Founding Fathers were ‘Protestant,’
but many were also deists and freethinkers. Indeed, anti-clericalism was blowing strong in the colonies at that time;
and religious dissent was widespread. The philosophers of the Enlightenment had their impact. Thomas Paine, Ethan
Allen, Jefferson, Madison, Franklin and others were skeptical of religious bigotry and intolerance. It was in the period
of reason and revolution that the Constitution was framed and that the ideals of religious liberty first came to fruition,
and they have nourished us ever since.”
—Paul Kurtz, “Is America a Judeo-Christian Republic?” Free Inquiry, Volume 3, No. 3 (Summer 1983)
Editor’s Note: This editorial by Free Inquiry founder Paul Kurtz introduced a series of essays drawn from Free Inquiry’s first large public event,
a symposium titled “Religion in American Politics.” Distinguished speakers at that event whose remarks were published in FI’s Summer 1983
issue included Librarian of Congress Daniel J. Boorstin, whose essay was excerpted in this space last issue; Sen. Lowell P. Weicker (R-Conn.);
former North Carolina senator and Watergate figure Sam J. Ervin, Jr.; church-state attorney Leo Pfeffer; and historian Henry Steele Commager.

25 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
“... I have come to the conclusion that if it is good to thank God for the good things in life, it is only fair and fitting
that we blame Him for bad things. After all, God would likely be insulted if we were to lower our own standards of accountability just for His sake. I therefore propose a National Day of Blame (which could possibly held the day following
Thanksgiving).
“On this special day we could blame God for either causing or refusing to prevent natural catastrophes ... cancer
and various other debilitating diseases ... [and] for promoting sexism, patriarchy, slavery, parochialism, and genocide.”
—Norm R. Allen Jr., “A National Day of Blame,” Free Inquiry, Volume 13, No. 4 (Fall 1993)
Editor’s Note: Norm R. Allen Jr. was the founding executive director of African Americans for Humanism, now a project of the Center for Inquiry. This
idea has recurred in the freethought community; in 1925, the then-energetic American Association for the Advancement of Atheism (the “Four A’s”)
introduced Blamegiving Day to give a voice to “cropless farmers,” “jobless workers,” and other “victims of Divine Negligence.” Apparently the Four
A’s kept at it; a Blamegiving “service” was held in New York City on Thanksgiving Day in 1931, complete with a modified hymn set to the tune of
“Praise God from Whom All Blessings Flow.” Its lyrics would do Monty Python proud:
Blame God from whom all cyclones blow,
Blame him when rivers overflow,
Blame him who swirls down house and steeple,
Who sinks the ship and drowns the people.
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TOM FLYNN

EDITORIAL

The Signature of
Freedom

T

he cover article of Free Inquiry’s
previous issue (“By My Own
Hand: Suicide Can Be a Wise
and Gentle Choice,” by
Lowrey R. Brown) was expected to
generate more controversy than it did.
Consider the timing: Though the decision to publish Brown’s essay in the
August/September 2018 issue was
made months in advance, “By My Own
Hand” appeared mere weeks after
celebrities Kate Spade and Anthony
Bourdain committed suicide and after
the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) announced a 25 percent increase in the U.S. suicide rate
since 1999. The headline of a June 9
New York Times story on the CDC report declared suicide a “public health
crisis.”1

1. Benedict Carey, “Slowly, Confoundingly,

Nonetheless, response to Brown’s
essay was muted. (See one mildly critical Letter to the Editor in this issue.)
Perhaps Free Inquiry readers hold sufficiently sophisticated views on suicide
that Brown’s article did not occasion
controversy.
In the interest of sparking dialogue, here comes a more radical take
on suicide. Mine.

I

n 2016, almost 45,000 Americans
age ten and older killed themselves;
a record number. Suicide has become the nation’s tenth leading cause
of death. Still, is that a crisis? Is it
unrelievedly bad news? Or might the
rise in suicides signify in part that more
Americans are overcoming the repressive stigma that has cloaked suicide
so unfairly and for so long? Even in
the middle of his “crisis” story, Times
reporter Benedict Carey noted that
in the view of some experts, suicide
might be:
… simply becoming more acceptable. “It’s a hard idea to test, but
it’s possible that a cultural script
may be developing among some
segments of the population,” said
Julie Phillips, a sociologist at Rutgers.
Prohibitions are apparently
loosening in some quarters, she

Suicide Became a Public Health Crisis.” The
New York Times, June 9, 2018.

said. Particularly among younger
people, Dr. Phillips said, “We are
seeing somewhat more tolerant
attitudes toward suicide.”
In surveys, younger respondents are more likely than older
ones “to believe we have the right
to die under certain circumstances,
like incurable disease, bankruptcy,
or being tired of living,” she said.

The CDC report notes that “more
than half of people who died by suicide did not have a known diagnosed
mental health condition at the time
of death [emphasis in original].”2 If
you’re wedded to a dogma popular
among anti-suicide activists—namely,
that every (or almost every) suicide
results from mental illness—you might
seek to dismiss that statistic. That’s
what University of Pittsburgh psychiatry professor David Brent attempted in
a slightly earlier New York Times story,
telling Benedict Carey: “The reason
most suicide decedents don’t have
a known mental disorder is that they
were never diagnosed, not that they
didn’t have one.”3
If Dr. Brent provided evidence to
support his sweeping claim, journalist
Carey failed to report it.
2. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “Suicide Rates Rising across the U.S.”
Press release, June 7, 2018.
3. Benedict Carey, “Suicide Rate Climbed 25
Percent Even as Prevention Efforts Grew.” The
New York Times, June 8, 2018.

“Might the rise in suicides signify in part that
more Americans are
overcoming the repressive stigma that cloaked
suicide so unfairly?”
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There’s another way to interpret
this data. If more than half of people
who commit suicide had no psychiatric diagnosis—and even if we allow
that some fraction of the undiagnosed
were mentally ill—we’re still left with
many, many people whose choice of
suicide was presumably rational. Let’s
crunch the numbers. Take the 2016
figure of 45,000 suicides, assume that
45 percent of them had psychiatric
diagnoses, and then assume that another 25 percent (an arbitrary number)
were mentally ill but undiagnosed.
That leaves 30 percent—on these figures, 13,500 people—who likely made
rational choices to end their lives.

“Growing numbers may
be recognizing that their
lives are their own and
that to cut them short, if
they sincerely desire to
do so, is their right.”

That strikes me as the opposite of a
crisis. Growing numbers of Americans
may simply be recognizing that their
lives belong not to God, not to the
government, not even to their families,
but rather to themselves. Growing
numbers may be recognizing that their
lives are their own and that to cut them
short, if they sincerely desire to do so,
is their right.
In that light, what should we say
about the rise in suicides? Surely there
is tragedy for those whose fatal actions
did stem from mental illness. But for
those who die by their unclouded
choice, suicide may be best understood as an ultimate expression of
self-empowerment. When thoughtful,
rational people reject being locked
into existences they would rather
discard—whether by dead religious
concepts or morbid taboos—this is
18
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progress, even if at the same time it is
bittersweet.
So it’s fair to ask who or what deserves a share of credit for this development. No small part redounds to
… well, us. Infidels, freethinkers, atheists, and later secular humanists have
long espoused liberal views of suicide.
How long is “long”? In the eighteenth
century, David Hume (1711–1766) famously wrote, “Has not every one …
the free disposal of his own life? And
may he not lawfully employ that power
with which nature has endowed him?”
Nineteenth-century agnostic orator
Robert Green Ingersoll (1833–1900)
declared: “The old idea was that God
made us and placed us here for a
purpose and that it was our duty to
remain until he called us,” suggesting
perhaps too hopefully that “The world
is outgrowing this absurdity.” (That did
not happen in Ingersoll’s time; it may
be happening in ours.) Twentieth-century secular humanist and psychiatric
iconoclast Thomas Szasz (1920–2012)
asserted, “We have just as much right
and responsibility to regulate how we
die as we have to regulate how we
live,” adding that “dying voluntarily is
a choice intrinsic to human existence
[emphasis in original].”
Or consider the towering humanist
ethicist Joseph Fletcher (1905–1991),4
who proclaimed simply: “Suicide is the
signature of freedom.”5
Thousands of rank-and-file secular humanists and other freethinkers
likewise advocated for each person’s
freedom to live—or die—as he or she
wishes. In recent years some of that
activism has narrowed, focusing on the
mechanics of matters like implementing physician-assisted suicide laws
state by state. But there is a vibrant
4. Fletcher is unjustly neglected today, but he
founded situation ethics—a branch of ethics
with which the humanist movement became
famously connected. He later played a seminal role in imposing a humanist stamp on the
developing ethics of advanced life support,
particularly regarding the right of the seriously or terminally ill to refuse treatment. See
Richard Taylor, “Joseph Fletcher: The Father
of Biomedical Ethics,” FI, Spring 1984.
5. Joseph Fletcher, “In Defense of Suicide” (in
Albin Eser, ed., Suizid und Euthanasie [Stuttgart: Ferdinand Elke Verlag, 1976]).
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humanist tradition of opposing “life at
any cost” dogmas across the board,
whether in regard to abortion, euthanasia (as we once more frankly called
it), the ethics of aggressive medical
care for the seriously ill, and suicide.
Secular humanists and other freethinkers indeed deserve credit for what
seems to be a growing acceptance of
the right to commit suicide.6
That said, I must note that our
movement also has emphatic suicide
opponents. Among the better-known
is author Jennifer Michael Hecht,
whose earnest anti-suicide tome Stay
I critiqued at substantial length in a
2014 book review.7

N

othing I’ve written here is meant
to belie the fact that many suicides do result from mental illness. But “many” is not all. It isn’t even,
necessarily, most. Those who choose
rationally to end their lives should not
be subject to interdicts rooted in the
ideas that their lives belong to someone or something other than them6. It’s worth noting that in this essay I reject
one imposed language change for which the
suicide-prevention community has lobbied
intensely. Use of the phrase “committed suicide” is discouraged; “died by suicide” is
preferred. This is meant to reduce the presentation of suicide as a supposedly dastardly
act, depicting it instead as the fruit of a mental illness, of which the decedent is a victim.
That seems reasonable if one presumes that
everyone who commits suicide is mentally ill. I,
of course, contend that a great many suicides
are rational—indeed, that the suicides of sane,
rational persons can be viewed as triumphs
of personal agency. In such cases, the idea
that someone died by deliberate, clearly-chosen action is central: suicide doesn’t happen
to them, they choose it. Having made their
choice, they perform the act: “committing suicide” is precisely what they do. I see no shame
in portraying the act dynamically, and so I will
say—and write—that someone “committed
suicide” whenever I consider that description
apt.
7. Tom Flynn, “Less Secular Than It Seems”
(review of Jennifer Michael Hecht, Stay: A History of Suicide and the Philosophies against
It). Free Inquiry, April/May 2014. Most historical
quotations used in this article are drawn from
that review. I have elsewhere addressed the
issue of suicide’s licitness on several occasions.
See also my “The Final Freedom: Suicide and
the ‘New Prohibitionists,’” FI, Spring 2003;
and “If You Want Something Done Right … ,”
Secular Humanist Bulletin, Spring 1997.

selves. Nor should their freedom of
action be curtailed by mere assertions
that suicidal intent invariably reflects
madness. To limit the options of rational individuals as though they were
mentally ill, when they are not, is to traduce their freedoms.
Hecht disagrees, of course. In Stay,
she wrote: “it is an intellectual and
moral mistake to see the idea of suicide as an open choice that each of us
is free to make.” Above, we encountered David Brent’s unproven contention that every undiagnosed suicide is
better understood as not diagnosed
yet. Best-selling anti-suicide writer Kay
Redfield Jamison famously asserted
that the rate of mental illness among
suicides is 90 percent.8 Proof, however,
remains elusive.
Whether the percentage of successful suicides who are in full control
of their faculties is 10 percent (Jamison’s number) or greater than 50 per8. Kay Redfield Jamison, Night Falls Fast: Understanding Suicide. New York: Knopf, 1999.
Curious whether Jamison’s 90 percent figure
is data or dogma? Consider that a nineteenyear-old book is still considered an important
source for that statistic.

cent (the CDC’s number), we’re talking
about far too many Americans who
are reflexively disempowered—sometimes, physically restrained—for acting
on rational decisions to halt their flows
of experience.

“To limit the options of
rational individuals
as though they were
mentally ill, when they
are not, is to traduce
their freedoms.”

We need to recognize the mantra
“Everyone who attempts suicide is
mentally ill” for what it is: an empty
dogma and a slur. And, I would submit, we need to recognize that the
appropriate response to every suicidal
thought or action may not be prevention at all costs. Every suicide attempt

need not be frustrated by any means
available, up to and including physical
force.
Granted, determining whether any
particular suicide results from mental illness or rational choice can be
extremely difficult. That difficulty is
compounded when, say, one happens upon another’s suicide attempt in
progress. But when we recognize that
a goodly number of suicides do not
result from mental illness—that some
suicides, at least, and perhaps a plurality of them, reflect rational agency in
action—our view of suicide in toto will
acquire added nuance.
Joseph Fletcher was right. For
those of sound mind who choose that
course, suicide is the signature of freedom—which is to say that suicide is a
human right. That needs to be said
more often.

Tom Flynn is editor of Free Inquiry, executive director of
the Council for Secular Humanism, editor of The New
Encyclopedia of Unbelief (Prometheus Books, 2007),
and author of the novel Behold, He Said (Double Dragon,
2018).
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OPHELIA BENSON

the law for many years, until the 2008
crash yanked him downward, and I
doubt that his is the only Ponzi scheme
there has ever been. Eisen and Bookbinder acknowledge that the flood
can be held off but then say that at
some point—eventually—it no longer
can. But what if “at some point” and
“eventually” never arrive? That’s always going to be the case for some
people, the ones who don’t live long
enough to see it happen.

OP-ED

Justice Postponed

T

he day after Scott Pruitt resigned
as head of the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA), Norman Eisen and Noah Bookbinder, of
the watchdog organization Citizens
for Ethics and Responsibility in Washington, D.C., wrote an op-ed in The
New York Times on the ethical trainwreck of Pruitt’s tenure. They recalled
a long string of horrors, and then in a
plot twist at the end they glimpsed a
brighter tomorrow: “Mr. Pruitt’s case
demonstrates that in America, no one
is above the law and common decency. Even if it’s possible to hold off
the flood after the cracks in the dam
begin to appear, at some point the
dam eventually breaks.”
It’s a consoling, even a cheering,
thought—but is it true? Not that I
can see. A great many people are
above the law, and even more are
above common decency—think of the
crowds of people cheering every racist or sexist remark Trump makes at
his rallies. Bernie Madoff was above

“What if ‘at some point’
and ‘eventually’ never
arrive? That’s always
going to be the case
for some people, the
ones who don’t live long
enough to see it happen.”

It also seems all but certain that
there are plenty of people above the
law and common decency who are
getting away with it because they
haven’t been caught and never will
be. The ProPublica reporter Jesse
Eisinger wrote a book elegantly titled
The Chickenshit Club: Why the Justice
Department Fails to Prosecute Exec-

utives, which argues that prosecutors
no longer try hard enough to go after
the big fish because they want an unbroken record of wins. It would be nice
to think that at some point the dam
will eventually break, but that doesn’t
mean it’s generally true.
Of course Eisen and Bookbinder
are themselves working hard to make
the law catch up to the violations
of the Trump administration, so they
have more right than most of us to
make optimistic claims about the inevitability of success. They can be
read as expressing determination and
reminding us how strong the cases
are, rather than airing pious hopes. But
claims of that kind make me uneasy all
the same.
There’s a whole family of such
claims: “People are basically decent”;
“The truth will out”; “The American
people aren’t stupid ”; “The best remedy for bad speech is better speech.”
They’re generalized consolations, and
they have it in common that they
claim too much. If people are basically
decent, why has the list of genocides
grown so long? If the truth will out,
why is the air so thick with lies? If the
American people are universally not
stupid, how did Donald Trump get
elected? If better speech is the remedy for bad speech, when will that
start to become evident?
We cheer ourselves up when we
say things like that, and we have no
business cheering ourselves up. It’s like
rolling over and going back to sleep

“A great many people
are above the law, and
even more are above
common decency.”
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after the Titanic hits the iceberg. We
are in an emergency, and we need to
be alert a lot more than we need to
be perky.
The cheery false generalizations are
reminiscent of the way Broadway and
Hollywood created a sanitized version
even of the Nazi genocide. The Holocaust scholar Lawrence Langer wrote
in Admitting the Holocaust of the sentimentalization of Anne Frank:
The line that concludes her play,
floating over the audience like a
benediction assuring grace after
momentary gloom, is the least appropriate epitaph conceivable for
the millions of victims and thousands of survivors of Nazi genocide: “in spite of everything, I still
believe people are really good at
heart.”

It’s impossible to disagree with him.
There is no humans-flattering wisdom
to be harvested from Auschwitz and
Treblinka, and there’s no sentimental story to be told about how it all
worked out in the end.
Psychologists call this tendency to
try to make lemonade out of arsenic
the just-world hypothesis: the belief
that the world is fair, at least “ultimately,” even if not right this second.
We seem to be up to our chins in

sewage right now, yes, but everything
will be okay in the end. Ironically,
research shows that the just-world hypothesis makes people more callous
rather than more generous and compassionate. Our need to believe in
the underlying fairness of the cosmos
even in the face of horrors causes us to
believe that the victims of horrors did
something to deserve it.

“We have no business
cheering ourselves up.
It’s like rolling over and
going back to sleep
after the Titanic
hits the iceberg.”
I’d like to nominate a cousin to
the just-world hypothesis: the just-person hypothesis. The day after Trump
named Brett Kavanaugh as his nominee for Supreme Court justice to fill
Anthony Kennedy’s seat, the Washington Post published an article by a
woman whose daughter is a classmate
of Kavanaugh’s daughter at Blessed
Sacrament School, who wants us to

know what a good guy he is: “Much
has been written about Brett Kavanaugh as President Trump’s nominee for
the Supreme Court, but the discussion
has focused on his record as a federal
judge and in his legal career. I’d like to
talk about him as Coach K.”
Going by what she says, he is indeed a good guy, at least to people
who are like him—Catholic and prosperous enough to live in Washington,
D.C., and send their children to a
Catholic school—but the fact that he’s
a good guy really isn’t what we need
to know about him. His record as a
federal judge and in his legal career is
exactly what we need to know about
him, and the idea that his niceness to
people who know him is also relevant
is yet another cheerful consoling falsehood. It depends on the belief that
good people don’t do things that
harm others, and that belief is profoundly mistaken.
Ophelia Benson edits the Butterflies and Wheels
website. She was formerly associate editor of
Philosopher’s Magazine and has coauthored several books, including The Dictionary of Fashionable Nonsense (Souvenir Press, 2004), Why
Truth Matters (Contiuum Books, 2006), and Does
God Hate Women? (Bloomsbury Academic,
2009).

LETTERS
SARAH HAIDER Facebook vs. Freethought

CELEBRATING REASON AND HUMANITY

June/July 2018 Vol. 38 No.4

SUSAN JACOBY | SALLY ROESCH WAGNER | TOM FLYNN | PAUL FIDALGO
J/J 17
$5.95 CDN
$5.95U.S.
US/ $5.95 Can.
Introductory
Price $5.95

07

0

74470 74957

Russell Blackford | Shadia B. Drury
Ophelia Benson | Gregory S. Paul
Daniel C. Maguire | Robert M. Price

8

Published by the Center for Inquiry in association
with the Council for Secular Humanism

Giant Birds
Gregory S. Paul’s op-ed
“How Giant Birds Help Dis-

prove the Existence of a
Good God” (FI, June/July
2018) was a great counter
to would-be intellectual William Lane Craig’s comments
about predation in the wild.
However, I would add to Mr.
Paul’s arsenal.
Craig wrongly thinks
that predation is the only
way to keep populations in
check. However, overcrowding in rats where there is
an abundant food supply
(recall Craig’s caribous were
overgrazing) creates conditions of, inter alia, profuse

homosexuality (so much for
homosexuality not being
“natural”), cannibalism, infanticide, disease, increased
infant and maternal mortality, and lowered birth rates.1
It’s unclear how much of this
was going on with Craig’s
caribous, but he does admit
that at least some of them
were “diseased” and “dying
of starvation,” so perhaps
the introduction of wolves
merely served to make conditions more convenient for
humans and had nothing
to do with finding “eco-

logical balance” as Craig
maintains.
Overcrowding in cats
leads to deadly infighting
and rampant disease, while
overcrowding in baboons
has similar consequences
to the rats and cats. Overcrowding causes vervet
monkeys to avoid one another, which in turn lowers
birth rates and decreases
social activities such as sharing and hunting. At least
one study has shown that
(Continued on p. 64)
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RUSSELL
BLACKFORD

Chapter II of On Liberty is headed
“Of the Liberty of Thought and Discussion,” and it is noteworthy that
Mill uses this expression rather than
“freedom of speech” (or “the freedom
of speech,” as in the First Amendment
to the U.S. Constitution). Although he
offers a range of reasons we should
be at liberty to speak our minds and
he highlights the role of a free press
as a counter to tyrannical or corrupt
government, Mill’s point is not that
we should be able to say anything
whatsoever, however harmful it might
be to others. His emphasis is on something more specific: a human need
for the freedom to explore, consider,
and discuss topics of general interest,

OP-ED

John Stuart Mill
and the Language
of Freedom

E

very year or so, I re-read John
Stuart Mill’s great statement of
liberal principles and values, On
Liberty (first published in 1859). More
than any other, I suspect, this book
has shaped my own thinking about
politics, law, and society. Each time I
read it, I notice new twists and subtleties. It’s always worth returning to such
classic texts to examine their original
arguments: these often lose much of
their richness and persuasive power in
more modern summaries.
On Liberty provides a masterful
defense of individual freedom and, in
particular, a certain conception of free
speech. Mill does not defend a mere
freedom from government censorship
and control. He is equally, or perhaps
more, worried about informal social
constraints on our ability to think,
speak, and live as we please, subject
only to the implications of the harm
principle, which he borrowed from
Wilhelm von Humboldt. To simplify
drastically, this principle involves an
imperative not to inflict direct harm
on others.
As Mill acknowledges, governments possess great power. They can
imprison us, or worse, if we violate
their commands. But Mill also identifies what he calls “the tyranny of the
prevailing opinion and feeling,” the
intrusive and ubiquitous pressures to
conform that come from society at
large and particularly from the expectations of people with whom we
interact.
22

Free Inquiry October/November 2018

“Mill does not defend a
mere freedom from
government censorship
and control. He is equally,
or perhaps more, worried
about informal social
constraints.”
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including those relating to religion,
morality, politics, and science. For Mill,
then, liberty of thought and discussion
is all-important, and it is not just a
freedom from government censorship
but also from social punishments for
honest speech.
In other words, Mill defends free
inquiry, making clear that this includes
testing ideas by discussing and debating them with others. In that respect, he uses a variety of expressions
more or less synonymously. At different times he refers to “freedom of
opinion,” “liberty of thought,” and
“free discussion.” At one point, as an
alternative to “liberty of thought and
discussion,” he mentions “freedom of
opinion, and freedom of the expression of opinion.” With all its variations,
this language reflects Mill’s concern
that we be well-placed to think for
ourselves and to discuss our thoughts
with others without fear of sanctions.
More modern analyses of free
speech often seem to suggest paradoxes. If we are free to speak as we
please, does this mean we are free to
silence the speech of others by shouting them down or by using our words
to blackmail them into silence? Based
on Mill’s reasoning, however, there
need be no paradox. The purpose
of unfettered discussion is to subject
rival ideas to rational criticism and,
more generally, to explore what can
be said for and against them. It follows
that Mill would not support hecklers’
vetoes and other tactics that bypass
appeals to evidence and reason. The
veto of a heckling mob contributes
nothing to a social environment of
honest inquiry and debate.
Throughout On Liberty, Mill uses
more general language that refers
to independence of thought, speech,
and action. He calls for “different experiments of living” and ample scope
for people with “different varieties
of character.” He emphasizes “free
development of individuality,” recognition of “individual spontaneity,” and
the need to encourage “individuality
of desires and impulses.” He repeatedly affirms the values of individuality,
originality, and spontaneity; On Liberty
is thoroughly soaked in this vocabu-

SARAH HAIDER

lary. At one point, he uses a metaphor
of organic growth:
Human nature is not a machine
to be built after a model, and set
to do exactly the work prescribed
for it, but a tree, which requires
to grow and develop itself on all
sides, according to the tendency
of the inward forces which make it
a living thing.

This is the unmistakable voice of
Enlightenment liberalism: generous,
tolerant, broadminded, willing to let
others follow their desires. By contrast, the language of On Liberty is
conspicuously absent in the speech
and writing of many current thinkers
who regard themselves as, in some
sense, liberals.
All too often, the language of selfstyled liberals suggests an attitude of
censoriousness and an urge to punish
non-conformity. This is apparent in
the incessant use of words of complaint, such as problematic and inappropriate, to castigate the speech and
actions of others. These words sound
fussy and insipid, and they have no
clear cognitive content, yet they’ve
become effective instruments of social
vigilantism. Their popularity reveals a
contemporary pessimism about spontaneity, independent thinking, and
the exercise of individual choice, as if
these are all dangerous and must be
reined in.
To be fair, much contemporary
pessimism is understandable. It reacts
to twentieth-century horrors such as
the First World War trenches, the Nazi
Holocaust, and weapons of nuclear
destruction. It recognizes legacies of
discrimination and bigotry. For all
that, something important has been
lost since Mill wrote On Liberty. Without the language of freedom—and an
accompanying attitude of tolerance
and generosity—liberalism is deprived of what made it attractive in
the first place. It’s a frightened, damaged, petulant version of liberal
thought.

OP-ED

Burqa Bans
and Superficial
Integration

F

or those not used to seeing them,
a face veil can be frightening
to behold on a person. One is
tempted to gawk at women covered
from head to toe with their individuality stripped away. If they are wearing
a niqab, it is possible to glimpse a set
of eyes through a slit in the garment.
If they are wearing a burqa, even the
eyes are hidden under a mesh cloth.
Normal body movements appear
to become decidedly more challenging under the restrictive clothing. Eating, running, and playing sports are
awkwardly accomplished (when not
rendered impossible).
The physicality of the practice is
not its worst feature. The doctrine that

justifies and sanctifies the covering of
women is far more objectionable to
modern Western sensibilities. Islam
is a gendered religion, and the rights
and obligations of women compared
to those of men betray not just a separation but a distinct subordination.
The greater freedom granted to men
in the realm of outer expression is a
reflection of the broader freedoms
granted to them in the law.

“Practices such as wearing the face veil ... act as
visual representations of
a complete rejection of
Western secular values.”
In the secular West, equality between the sexes is a desired norm,
but the Muslim minorities of Europe
have not entirely followed the lead of
the native population. Practices such
as wearing the face veil (the burqa
and the niqab) act as visual representations of a complete rejection of
Western secular values.
Departing from cherished traditions of freedom of expression, the

Russell Blackford is a regular columnist for F ree
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number of European countries placing
restrictions on the practice is steadily
rising. France, the Netherlands, Belgium, Austria, and (as of this May)
Denmark have all introduced some
form of “burqa ban.” A litany of defenses of such measures are usually
offered—the foremost among them a
concern for “security.”

with the “current rough estimates in
other European countries.”
Face veiling, it appears, remains
highly uncommon even among Muslims. And yet, country after country is
passing laws banning the practice. But
if security, in the technical sense, is not
the prime driver of these laws, what is?

Security Theater

The past decade has been a bloody
one for Europeans, as everyday life is
punctuated by Islamic terror. Meanwhile, the general crime statistics—
both concerning violent crimes and
sexual assaults—bolster far-Right narratives that paint a besieged landscape swelling with foreign invaders.
Far-Right parties across Europe regularly reach levels of electoral success
once thought impossible. And while
Muslim migrants continue to arrive
seeking shelter in the West, Muslims who were born on European
soil remain less willing to integrate to
the native culture than was previously
hoped. Political leaders, meanwhile,
offer few practical solutions. However,
they know that the sense of security
is a valuable commodity. Frightened
citizens want to know their leaders are
protecting them and will punish those
who allow chaos to erupt.
This context helps explain the psychological drive for a symbolic victory,
an assertion that may revive a lost
sense of control. What better symbol
of “the threat” than the face veil?
As the most visible aspect of Muslim
practice, the hijab (and, especially, the
face veil) is uniquely tied to our mental image of Islam. In this sense, the
“burqa bans” are a potent message
to comfort a frightened population in
politically convenient wrapping.
If confronted with accusations of
bigotry against Muslims, politicians
can deny that the ban has to do with
Islam, instead diverting the conversation to “security” or women’s rights.
The voters can feel a satisfaction at the
restriction on a symbol of what they
fear (encroaching Islam), while the politicians can retain plausible deniability.
But while these “symbolic measures” may be politically useful, what
effect might they have on the ground?

The reasoning is simple: the inability to
properly identify those underneath the
veils can jeopardize public safety. Certainly, a face cover can make getting
away with a crime an easier task.
If a tactic truly is an asset for criminality, we would see its widespread
(or at the very least increasing) use.
Yet there is scant evidence to support crimes at all by those in a niqab
or burqa and no evidence of crime
sprees. As it turns out, the criminal
potential of the niqab has remained
just that. But in a reversal of the norm
in legislation, European politicians are
banning a practice well before a documented risk.

“There is scant evidence
to support crimes at all
by those in a niqab or
burqa.”

In any case, how many women
wear a face veil anyway? Although
there are some indications that veiling
in general has become more common
among European Muslims, it isn’t always easy to get a grasp on just how
many cover and to what extent.
One 2013 Danish study attempted
to estimate the number of niqabi
women in the country. The researchers
estimated the number to be around
150, corresponding to “0.1–0.2% of
Muslim women in Denmark,” tallying
24
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To investigate the possibilities, let’s
look into the motivations behind the
practice.
While the face veil itself is seen
even by Muslims as an extreme interpretation, the values that underlie
the practice are commonly accepted.
Morality and sexual purity are one and
the same in Islam—only in chastity and
modesty may female believers reach
the gates of heaven. Sexual mores of
the West, meanwhile, are deeply and
widely reviled throughout the Muslim
world.
Given the ideological roots that
underlie practices such as the face veil,
it is illogical to expect a shift in belief
by banning the practice. Behavior follows belief, and banning a practice
while leaving its roots untouched does
nothing but build frustration and resentment.
Worse, due to the bans, the garment may be elevated to something
more than simply religious piety—it
will become a symbol of political dissent. Even Muslim women who choose
not to wear a face veil will have reason
to view the garment in a sympathetic
light—as a symbol of state-sponsored
persecution. Meanwhile, the most vulnerable women, the ones who cover
due to coercion by family, are placed
in a worse predicament. Rather than
allow them to take off their veils, family members will forbid those women
from going out in public at all.
While banning the face veil may
not foster integration, it does achieve
some of its superficial markers. However, a false sense of security can be
worse than no sense at all. In this case,
the cultural and religious divides remain but are hidden from view where
they cannot be addressed.
To civil libertarians such as me, the
ban is an affront to freedom of conscience. If personal religious expression is dependent upon the mercy of
majority sensibilities, then the freedom
of religion is a freedom only in name.
Meanwhile, the real work of integration remains neglected. In the
past, some have viewed the process
of integrating immigrants as a passive
force, a kind of inevitability. Now, it
appears that the opposing view is

gaining popularity: an imperative to
force the adoption of local customs on
a minority that does not share majority
values. The former has proved to be a
naive dream, and the latter is destined
for a similar kind of failure.
Some Europeans are now asking
new arrivals to rapidly adopt a set of
values that even their own countrymen
initially rejected until they were persuaded into accepting them.
Europe did not spontaneously
evolve into its current state. The shift
in values was fought for by activists
and educators who faced tremendous

SHADIA B. DRURY

OP-ED

The
Christianization
of Liberalism

E

ver since the debate between
Patrick Devlin and John Stuart
Mill in the nineteenth century,
conservatives and liberals have been
arguing over the proper role of law in
society. Devlin thought that the function of law is to uphold the moral values of society. In contrast, Mill thought
that using the law to enforce the
values of society stifles the development of free individuality, which is the
engine of human progress. For Mill,
the only function of law is to prevent
harm to others. Individuals should
have freedom of thought, speech, and
conscience, so they may conduct their
private lives as they see fit, without interference from the state. This is not to
deny that there are private vices such
as drunkenness, adultery, and prostitution. However, the state has a right
to interfere only when these activities

pushback. But slowly, painfully, and
not always linearly, what we now understand to be “Western secular values” came to be adopted across the
continent.
This history should be sobering,
as it clarifies how wide a gap there is
between the norms held by Muslim
immigrants and those of their host
countries. It also provides room for
hope, a model of progress.
Meanwhile, the politicians and advocates for the veil should savor their
“symbolic victory” and superficial integration for now and hope that in the

real world their actions do no irreversible harm.

harm the interests of others—such as
drinking and driving or luring minors
into prostitution. Where consenting
adults are concerned, the state has no
business in the bedrooms of the nation. The debate between Devlin and
Mill is still at the heart of the culture
wars of our time—but something has
changed. Modern liberalism is mimicking—not only conservatism—but
also Christianity.
What sets Christianity apart from
Judaism and Islam is that it is not
satisfied with conformity of conduct
with God’s law. It insists that believers
conform to the law internally in their
hearts. When the Christians re-conquered Spain in 1492, Jews had to
convert to Christianity or leave the
Iberian Peninsula where they had lived
in peace for generations. Those who
did not wish to leave converted, but
the new Christians, or conversos, were
regarded with so much suspicion that
the Spanish Inquisition was established to determine if some of them
were Jewish at heart. Even though
they were baptized, went to Church,
took Holy Communion, and did all the
things good Christians are supposed
to do, they were accused of Judaizing,
or being secretly Jewish, and brought
before the Inquisition with tragic consequences.
When Pope Benedict XVI tried to
prohibit gays from entering the priesthood in 2005, he was not outlawing
homosexual acts, which are outlawed
along with all other sexual acts for a
celibate priesthood. His edict was in-

tended to prevent men with a homosexual “orientation” from entering the
priesthood. It was directed at the homosexual disposition or state of mind.
In contrast to Christianity, Judaism
and Islam are satisfied with external
conformity to the laws of God, and do
not pretend to judge the heart, since
only God can do so. Conservatism
is rooted in Judaism and Islam. Like
Jews and Muslims, conservatives, such
as Devlin, believe that the function of

Further Reading
Marhit Warburg, Birgitte Schepelern Johansen,
and Kate Østergaard. “Counting Niqabs and
Burqas in Denmark: Methodological Aspects
of Quantifying Rare and Elusive Religious
Sub-cultures.” Journal of Contemporary Religion, Vol. 28, no. 1 (2013).
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Ex-Muslims of North America.

“[Christianity] insists
that believers conform to
the law internally in
their hearts.”

law is to enforce external conformity
to the moral values of society—even
in the private realm. As a result, they
support laws against adultery, sodomy, homosexuality, and abortion.
These are notoriously difficult laws to
enforce, since the conduct in question
takes place in the private realm. Nevertheless, conservatives believe, like
Devlin, that keeping these laws on the
books will “drive them underground.”
In my view, this is not only an invitation to hypocrisy but also a boon to
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blackmailers and butchers (posing as
abortion providers).
So, it is not surprising that liberals
rejected the whole enterprise of using
law to enforce private morality. Thanks
to the historical triumph of liberalism
in the West, a profusion of victimless
crimes have been removed from the
law. Unhappily, American liberals are
not satisfied with their legal triumphs;
they long for communion with the
like-minded. For example, the Democratic Party wonders if it should admit
those who do not approve of abortion
and believe that it is morally wrong.
If it is to have any liberal credentials,
the Democratic Party should welcome
pro-life people—as long as they allow
others to live in accordance with their
conscience and do not insist on attaching legal sanctions to a private
matter.
Now that liberalism is the dominant creed, liberal society is no longer
willing to tolerate illiberal ideas or
sentiments. It apes Christianity by insisting that fellow citizens be liberal at
heart. American campuses used to be
bastions of liberal freedom. But now
they are overflowing with moral outrage. Students demand “safe zones”
where they will not encounter dissident opinions that will offend or
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scandalize them. They have replaced
the liberal conception of harm with a
conservative conception of harm as
an affront to their liberal sensibilities.
Meanwhile, social media is filled with
cries of “shame, shame, shame!” This
is the traditional means by which society has enforced conformity, not only
of conduct but also of ideas, feelings,
and attitudes.

“Liberal society is no
longer willing to tolerate
illiberal ideas or sentiments. [It insists] that
fellow citizens be liberal
at heart.”
Unhappily, modern liberalism favors the closed and clannish culture of
shame, which liberalism was intended
to transcend. In contrast, a genuinely
liberal disposition requires indifference
to the opinions of others; it demands
the courage of one’s convictions and
an unflappable disregard for social
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disapproval—not the yearning for social approbation. Henry David Thoreau
and Ralph Waldo Emerson represent
this liberal individualism. They aspired
to be true to themselves—to live by
their own lights and listen to their
conscience. So understood, liberalism
is not for sissies because it involves
standing one’s ground against the disapproval of society.
Ironically, the transgressive instincts
that have always been the bedrock of
liberalism are now rekindled on behalf
of the critics of the new liberalism. Instead of challenging received liberal
orthodoxy, instead of pointing out liberal hypocrisy, conservatism has become a garish display of boorishness.
Donald Trump represents the vehement explosion of this transgressiveness. In the face of this challenge, liberalism must resist the temptation to
be sanctimonious. Instead, it should
acknowledge the crudeness as its own
offspring—and deal with it appropriately by distinguishing between free
individuality on one hand and incivility
and public mischief on the other.
Shadia B. Drury is professor emerita at the
University of Regina in Canada. Her most recent
book is The Bleak Political Implications of
Socratic Religion (Palgrave Macmillan, 2017).

S. T. JOSHI

OP-ED

The Nastiness of
Conservatives

S

ome months ago, a conservative
firebrand named Kevin Williamson was chosen as a columnist
for the venerable magazine The Atlantic. The thinking, evidently, was
that the magazine’s generally liberal
readership might profit (it was never
clarified exactly how) by absorbing
a point of view remote from and
generally hostile to its customary presuppositions. But then it was learned
that Williamson had made the striking assertion that women who have
had abortions should be punished by
hanging. In the ensuing furor, The Atlantic summarily dismissed Williamson
before he had even written a single
column.
At this point the well-oiled rightwing resentment machine predictably went into high gear, screaming in tones of high dudgeon about
censorship and political correctness
run amok. These wingnuts conveniently ignored the plain facts that
(a) Williamson had abundant venues
for spewing his bile, notably in the
National Review and other organs
of conservative paranoia; and that
(b) as a private entity, The Atlantic
was under no obligation to provide
a forum to Williamson or anyone
else. Some conservatives attempted
to defend Williamson by saying that
his comment was merely a solitary
expression of intemperate bluster in
a blog post—but, awkwardly enough,
it was quickly revealed that he had
uttered numerous other comments of
an equally repulsive sort.
As we all ought to know by now,
such vile remarks seem to be part and

parcel of conservative rhetoric; the
idea that they are mere aberrations
is becoming increasingly untenable.
So we have to ask ourselves: Is there
something in the very nature of conservatism that inspires such crudity,
vulgarity, and viciousness?
Before I address that point, let’s
regale ourselves with some further
examples of right-wing scumbaggery.
It is difficult to know where to begin,
since our conservative friends have
provided us with such an embarrassment of riches. Bob Nonini, a Republican candidate for lieutenant governor
of Idaho (where else?), channeled
Williamson by opining that women
who have had abortions should indeed receive the death penalty. Later
he tried to walk back the statement,
but his mealy-mouthed amendment
didn’t quite seem to carry conviction.
Then there is the case of Dinesh
D’Souza, one of several Indian Americans who make me ashamed to be an
Indian American. This odoriferous fellow, recently pardoned by our “president,” is not content with being an apparent adulterer or campaign-finance
cheat; he seems to enjoy being—or
trying to be—a provocateur. The only
problem is that in so doing he repeatedly makes a blithering idiot of
himself. He has written unwittingly
self-parodic books defending Christianity and also accusing the “cultural
Left” for the 9/11 terrorist attacks.
More recently, he put his foot in his
mouth when, after the Florida legislature voted down an assault weapons
ban in the wake of the school shooting in Parkland, he tweeted, “Worst
news since their parents told them to
get summer jobs.”
It was to be expected that the
recent outrage over the Trump administration’s unmitigatedly cruel separation of the children of undocumented
immigrants from their parents has
sent the far (and not-so-far) Right
into a tizzy of self-justifying offensiveness. No one need be surprised that
the queen of right-wing slime, Ann
Coulter, deemed these children “child
actors”—a canard that is not even
original, for it transparently echoes
the equally false and contemptible

assertion of the conspiracy theorist
Alex Jones that the families of the
victims in the Sandy Hook shooting
were “crisis actors.” Then there was a
“Christian TV host,” Leigh Valentine,
who referred to the separated children as “unclean, murderers, treacherous, God-haters.” My, my! My query
is: How could this saintly woman possibly know that these hapless children
are such limbs of Satan?
At this point, any conservatives
reading this column will be shrieking,
“But you liberals are nasty too!” Are
we? I begin to wonder. There seems
to be some latent instinct of decency
that prevents the Left from having the
full courage of its nasty convictions.
In the midst of the family separation
furor, Peter Fonda made a tweet won-

“There seems to be some
latent instinct of decency
that prevents the Left
from having the full
courage of their nasty
convictions.”
dering how the Trumps would feel
if their son Barron were taken away
from them—and then immediately
apologized. I wish he hadn’t. Fonda’s
statement was nothing more than a
pungent variation on the time-worn
adage “Do unto others as you would
have them do unto you.”
And yes, Samantha Bee used the
c-word in regard to Ivanka Trump—
but she too promptly apologized. But
before right-wingers work themselves
up into a lather of self-righteous outrage by accusing the Left of hypocrisy,
let it be remembered that the odious
Ted Nugent—who has directed that
same c-word against Hillary Clinton,
to say nothing of countless other derelictions—remains a welcome guest
in the current White House!
But let us come back to the reasons why conservatives are so nasty.
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Yes, it has something to do with attempting to defend the indefensible,
as in the case of family separation or
unrestricted access to military-style
weapons; more relevantly, the Right
has faced so many defeats in the
culture wars in the past decades—
legalization of same-sex marriage,
continuing support for abortion, the
increasing belief that health care is a
right and not a privilege for the welloff—that its only reaction is a crazed

APPRECIATION: HARLAN ELLISON

‘I Was There ...’
Harlan Ellison Witnesses the
Birth of Scientology James Underdown

“The Right has faced so
many defeats in the culture wars ... that its only
reaction is a crazed and
hysterical lashing-out
against their perceived
opponents.”
Harlan Ellison, 1934–2018

and hysterical lashing-out against its
perceived opponents. Let me emphasize that this nastiness is not merely
the province of a few enraged talking
heads but of a broad cross-section of
the conservative rank-and-file, who
wallow masochistically in fantasies of
resentment and victimization. Well,
their moral viciousness is now coming back to bite them. They are, to
their surprise and indignation, being
drummed out of polite society, as
Trump-defender Alan Dershowitz is
finding to his dismay in the tony enclaves of Martha’s Vineyard.
But this social ostracism is only a
prelude to their legal and political annihilation—a day that will come sooner
than they think.

S. T. Joshi is the editor of Atheism: A Reader
(2000) and other works on atheism, agnosticism,
and freethought.
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In 2014, I had a long phone conversation with Harlan Ellison, during which
I took many notes. I had sent him a
letter asking if he’d appear in (or at
least consult on) a music video that
my band, The Heathens, was considering shooting. Craig Else and I had
written a song about L. Ron Hubbard
and thought it would be fun to have
Ellison be a part of it somehow.
Ellison was not interested in being
a part of the video, because he had
concerns for himself and his wife that
there might be retribution from the
Church of Scientology (CoS) and because he preferred to leave the criticisms of the church and its leadership
to others.
During the conversation, however,
he set the record straight about the
night he personally witnessed a seed
being planted that would eventually
grow into the CoS.
The year was 1953 or 1954, and
a not-yet-twenty-year-old Harlan Elli-
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“[Ellison] set the record
straight about the night
he personally witnessed
a seed being planted
that would eventually
grow into the [Church
of Scientology].”

son had come to New York city from
Ohio to meet author Algis Budrys and
other members of the Hydra Club, a
social organization of science-fiction
professionals and fans. The club had
gathered at the apartment of author
L. Jerome Stanton. There, Ellison
found himself in the company of
some of the elite science-fiction writers of the time—of all time, really.

Present were Budrys, Arthur C.
Clarke (visiting from England), Lester
del Rey, Fletcher Pratt, L. Sprague de
Camp, Isaac Asimov, and L. Ron Hubbard. Ellison described Hubbard as “a
liar from birth who never told the truth
about himself that was not bloviated,
exaggerated, over filigreed … .”

“Ellison ... seemed to hold
some professional
admiration for Hubbard,
despite his obvious disdain
for him as a person.”
It was surprising to me to hear that
Ellison also seemed to hold some professional admiration for Hubbard, despite his obvious disdain for him as a
person. He mentioned Hubbard’s ability to crank out prodigious amounts
of material—not all of which was hack
work. He called Hubbard’s books Final
Blackout and Slaves of Sleep “fucking
brilliant.” And he acknowledged Hubbard’s space adventure stories, written under the name René Lafayette,
some of which years later would be
incorporated into Scientology’s wild
backstory.
At some point that night, L. Ron
Hubbard—who was making considerably more than the penny-a-word
that most of the others were making—got up and said that he couldn’t
make a living getting paid these wages;
he couldn’t make ends meet. (Ellison
agreed that sci-fi writers were treated
poorly and saw unsavory publishers ripping off writers during his whole career.)
So then del Rey, a sci-fi author who
had been a child tent-revival minister
(and knew how religion could be used
to fleece people), said, “Ron, if you
want to get rich, what you gotta do is
start a religion.”
Ellison made it clear that other writers have told him about similar exchanges occurring at different times and
places involving people telling Hubbard
he ought to start a religion. This was the
time Ellison saw it firsthand.

Hubbard wrote—and made a lot
of money from—his book Dianetics
before creating Scientology. Some
have argued that Hubbard saw franchising Scientology as a better way
to control income and content than
writing a book that is released everywhere.
Nevertheless, Harlan Ellison had
to be one of the last living eyewitnesses to see that seed planted into

Harlan and Me
One cold spring day in 2005, I
was alone in the Robert Green
Ingersoll Birthplace Museum, setting up the exhibits for the museum’s twelfth anniversary season.
The fax machine (the museum’s
only phone) rang. Mind you, nobody calls me when I’m off in
the Finger Lakes region doing
museum setup unless it’s an office
emergency.
“This is Harlan Ellison,” the
caller said. And he was off.
I’d met Ellison at the Fourth
World Skeptics Conference in
Burbank, California, in 2002. He
gave a spellbinding talk looking
back at the 9/11 attacks, which
became one of Free Inquiry’s two
Fall 2002 cover stories. (Then-editor-in-chief Paul Kurtz paid Ellison
for the piece—the amount was
generous for us, chicken-feed for
Ellison—because he was famous
for crusading for writers to get
paid for their work.)
Which was why Ellison had
phoned me, there in the middle
of nowhere. We were planning
our second feature titled “Will
Secularism Survive?,” for which
we’d mailed invitations to every
prominent person we could think
of, asking for brief replies to that
question. (“Will Secularism Survive?” headlined our October/
November 2005 issue. Among
those who replied: Frederick
Crews, Johann Galtung, Mario

the mind of L. Ron Hubbard, prolific
creator of fiction.
I’ll miss his brutal frankness and indomitable spirit. (Ellison’s, I mean.)

James Underdown is the executive director of the
Center for Inquiry West in Los Angeles and founder
and chair of the Independent Investigations Group.

Tom Flynn
Bunge, Wendy Kaminer, Daniel
Pipes, Lionel Tiger, and Thomas
Szasz.)
Ellison had been invited too,
and he made it clear that he
would not be replying. Did he
ever.
His complaint? We were not
offering to pay for responses. In
his view, if Don (“Sea of Faith”)
Cupitt wanted to dash off a hundred or so words on future prospects for secularism, it was outrageous that we should ask him to
do it for free. “Academics may be
willing to write for nothing, but
real writers earn their living by
their words,” Ellison thundered.
“I’m one of them.”
There followed a twelve-anda-half minute tongue lashing. (Of
course I timed it.) Ellison probably thought he was turning me
to quivering jelly. Instead, I was
struggling not to sputter with
glee: I’m getting reamed by
Harlan Ellison. He’s done it to
Gene Roddenberry, he’s done it
to James Cameron, and now he’s
doing it to me!
Without warning, Ellison’s
“I have this mouth and I must
scream” episode reached its climax.
He got very quiet, drew a
breath, and asked in a matter-offact voice, “Was I civil?”
“Harlan,” I said after a long
moment. “You were you.”
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OPEN LETTER TO DR. SEAN CARROLL
Cosmologist and Professor of Physics—California Institute of Technology
[This letter was emailed on July 14. It is without answer as of July 25 when I had to submit this.
Of course, he may never have seen it. If so, maybe he will see it here.
In any case I hope you will make up your mind on this almighty issue.]
Dear Dr. Carroll:
Regarding Your Article “Free Will Is as Real as Baseball”
With thanks and respect for the wonderful work you are doing in educating the public about reality, I suggest
your stand on free will—valid as it may be as you define it—will do far more harm than any likely good. I
hope you will consider the following and perhaps find something you may not have considered.
From your article:
“The concept of baseball is emergent rather than fundamental, but it’s no less real for all of
that. Likewise for free will…
“…We can be perfectly orthodox materialists and yet believe in free will, if what we mean by
that is that there is a level of description that is useful in certain contexts and that includes “autonomous agents with free will” as crucial ingredients. That’s the “variety of free will worth
having,” as Daniel Dennett would put it.”
But we cannot be perfectly orthodox materialists and yet believe in free will, if what we mean is what libertarian free-willers mean, that people make choices free of all antecedents. This is what the overwhelming
majority of people are quite sure of.
The views which have concerned thinkers for centuries is not some version that Daniel Dennett would think
is worthwhile, but the libertarian version and Christian versions.
Nearly everyone believes in one or the other with huge assistance from the fact that we choose and then do
what we chose, everyday. For the Christians, belief in free will is mandatory doctrine.
The Christian version asserts that everyone (with certain exceptions) is not only free to choose, but in moral
matters seriously deliberated, one knows which course is right and has full ability to choose it. This false and
pernicious doctrine is an absolute necessity to have guilt, which is absolutely necessary in order to have the
need of Jesus and salvation.
The evil that flows from these beliefs is beyond estimation, though the fate of the Jews, branded falsely as
Christ-killers, is surely instructive. It yielded 2000 years of tragedy, prepared the ground for the Holocaust
and is still very active all over the world.
It is the very idea of deserved retributive punishment which legitimates the malignant hatred that poisons
our country today—women hating men; blacks hating whites and vice versa; everyone hating the politicians
and advocates of views to their distaste; and now, haters in entertainment and sports holding nothing back!
Is it not our certainty that those we most detest are some combination of selfish, depraved, immoral, racist,
elitist, chauvinistic, unprincipled and incorrigibly wicked? Even worse, they choose to be so when, if only
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they were not rotten they could and would do otherwise. This is surely the view which Christianity introduced, nourished and cultivated to justify hell for all those God damns in the final judgment.
What a paradox! The Prince of Peace, the very realization on earth of love, justice, mercy and forgiveness,
provides divine sanction for this malignancy. He legitimated hatred so sovereign that his wrath cannot be
slaked short of an eternity of continuous conscious suffering.
Surely the best chance we have to end this debilitating hatred is to line up with science, and kill
dead the false doctrine of libertarian free will. Nothing new in philosophy has a chance to do it,
but this is not at all the case with science.
Dr. Robert Sapolsky, with most of his fellow neuroscientists, is already convinced that the weight
of the evidence now on hand demands a verdict of determinism. But unlike in philosophy, he says
new developments in neuro-biology are proceeding at such a furious clip there is good reason to
think science will do much more soon.
We have good reason to think it will yet do to libertarian free will what it did for that other illusion, the flat earth.
If people truly understood that libertarian free will is false, it would force an honest and no doubt, agonizing
reassessment of our always-understanding regard for ourselves, our motives, intelligence, accomplishments,
and just overall goodness. Who would not benefit?
It would force us to give far more attention to finding ways to subject miscreants to experiences—education,
praise, admonishment, reproof, embarrassment, punishment, whatever seems most likely to work to cause
them to see the light (unfortunately, there is no way to know the right dose of experience).
But where is any such value in sight for an esoteric validation of some ”level” of description that is useful in
certain contexts and that includes “autonomous agents with free will” as crucial ingredients”, especially when
you are firm in the conviction that we and the world is matter, behaving in accord with natural laws?
It is not needed to assure we don’t lose incentives to do better. Exhortation, education, and hard work are
all experiences which cause change, often as desired. Nor do we need to worry about insufficient appreciation
of our self-worth; surely, our human nature assures that it will never die.
And we most certainly don’t need it to justify the need to hold people to account for their actions. Determinists as much as libertarians recognize the imperative need to do that. The only difference is in our attitude
toward the miscreant.
Is not the good flowing from a true understanding of the forces which makes us who we are the single
greatest chance we have within prospect to advance the cause of humanitarianism, toleration, truth, reason
and science?
Your powerful voice in full-throated support of strict determinism is needed, undiminished by a distracting
and highly qualified good word for any sort of compatibilism.
Sincerely,

Ad paid for by Fellow Feather. Your comments are welcome at fellowfeather@gmail.com
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The Humanist Case against Patriotism
David Mountain

A

mong the various accounts of the First World War
that appeared following the 1918 armistice, a little-known post-mortem by a Belgian lieutenant
carries a striking assertion. “I was always as disgusted by
the misuse of patriotism for the promotion of militarism
and imperialism as I was by the prostitution of religious
feeling to the purposes of worldly domination,” it begins.
“I was convinced that there should be the same difference
between patriotism and the State as there is—or ought to
be—between religion and the State.”
After four years of hellish war, the author’s hatred of
militaristic patriotism is easy enough to understand. For soldiers on both sides of the
conflict, the bombastic jingoism
of the recruitment drives
quickly soured amid
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the realities of trench warfare, to the point where many
soldiers “openly wished death on the fatherland,” as a panicked German communication reported in 1918. Rather,
what is so arresting—certainly, what made me stop and
think—is the plea that we regard patriotism as being as
dangerous to the functioning of state and the freedom of
its citizens as we do religion.
At first this suggestion might sound confused if not bizarre. An unpatriotic state? It is practically an oxymoron. In
2016, for instance, Zambian President Edgar Lungu insisted
that patriotism was “cardinal for the survival of our nation.”
The previous year, national pride was declared an “article
of faith” by India’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party. Russia’s
Tsar-President Vladimir Putin struck a similar tone when, in
2015, he decreed it the “sacred duty” of all Russians “to be
faithful to the great values of patriotism.” Even in countries
less prone to rhetorical histrionics than Russia, national
pride is so woven into the language and ceremony of the
state that it would seem impossible to separate them.

secularhumanism.org

Besides, it can be argued that patriotism and religion
represent completely different ideas: Patriotism, unlike religion, makes no claims to the supernatural and presents little threat to a scientific outlook on life. It has no established
codes of conduct and does not presume to tell us what we
should eat, when we should work, or how we should have
sex. And, in contrast to the criticisms deservedly heaped
upon religion, it is overwhelmingly seen as a positive force
in the world today.

United Kingdom, and those suspected of unpatriotic tendencies, like those who profess to worship no god, are
treated with distrust at best and violence at worst. Only last
year, students in India were pelted with stones by Hindu
nationalists for supporting so-called “anti-national” policies. The intolerant atmosphere is encouraged by various
patriotic denominations—you may know them as Republicans and Democrats, or Brexiters and Remainers—who
despise one another for their “false patriotism” with a vitriol
that would impress the more zealous adherents of many
religious sects.
And as for sacred paraphernalia, the state can compete
with the most baroquely ornamented faiths. Every country
has its collection of national hymns and sacred texts, rel-

A State Religion?
Nevertheless, it only takes a cursory glance to see that
there is something peculiarly religious about patriotism—if
not in its metaphysical claims, then in its moral and political
authority. Nearly five hundred years ago,
Machiavelli wrote that “there has never
been in any country an extraordinary legislator who has not invoked the deity, for
otherwise his laws would not have been
accepted.” The principle still holds true,
only today the deity is just as likely to be
“National pride is so woven into the language
the nation, with its pantheon of patriotic
saints and messiahs, as it is to be any
and ceremony of the state that it
divine being. As the political philosopher
would seem impossible to separate them.”
Herbert Croly commented in 1909, “the
faith of Americans in their own country
is religious, if not in its intensity, at any
rate in its almost absolute and universal
authority.” Consider how frequently patriotism is invoked ics, icons, incantations, symbols, and temples, all treated
to justify political decisions: Donald Trump cited it when with a devotional reverence. It is telling that the Qur’an
he pulled the United States out of the Paris Climate Agree- and the Stars and Stripes have both been encumbered
ment; Field Marshal Abdel el-Sisi used it to justify his 2013 with similar codes of respect: neither should be allowed to
military coup in Egypt; Mussolini appealed to a “boundless touch the ground, have anyone turn his or her back to it,
and mighty love for the fatherland” when he declared his or be placed lower than any other book or flag. Even the
intention of abolishing opposition parties in Italy. Every day Islamic belief that the Qur’an is the living word of a god is
furnishes new instances.
reflected in section 8j of the U.S. Federal Flag Code, the
Patriotism encourages a dangerous sense of superiority official government word on flag etiquette, which claims,
in its followers and demands a level of respect, loyalty, incredibly, that “the flag represents a living country and is
and deference toward the state that rivals similar efforts by itself considered a living thing.” I make these points not to
religion. After all, in The God Delusion Richard Dawkins ac- argue that patriotism should be considered a religion but
knowledges that only patriotism can inspire perilous moral to show that it poses some of the same threats to humanist
absolutism on a level with religion. As a result, there is a cer- ideals as does religion. Humanists have long focused their
tain missionary zeal among many patriots, who, not content efforts on combating belief in the supernatural and with
with their own personal pride in their country, insist that all good reason: superstition and faith continue to present
their compatriots be as devout as themselves. Poli- grave threats to peace, stability, and human happiness. Yet
ticians are subjected to meaningless tests of patriotism presents us with many of the same problems—
piety, whether it is wearing a flag la- something Thomas Paine made clear in his famous double
pel-pin in the United States proclamation: “my country is the world, and my religion is
or a Remembrance to do good.” Despite this, patriotism remains largely unpoppy in the touched by humanist criticism.
I am not suggesting that humanists change course but
rather that we broaden our horizons to recognize which
other institutions also threaten our hopes of a mature, rational, and peaceful world. At the
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make the rather obvious comment that, as Leo Tolstoy put
it, “if each people and each State considers itself the best
of peoples and States, they all dwell in a gross and harmful
delusion.” We could follow this with the equally obvious
point that all countries are far too big and diverse for any of
us to really know, let alone in the “intimate” sense typically
evoked by patriots. In the words of philosopher George
Kateb: “one’s country—any country—is best understood
as an abstraction, for it is a compound of a few actual and
many imaginary ingredients … constructed out of transmitted memories true and false; a history usually mostly falsely
sanitized or falsely heroized; a sense of kinship of a largely
invented purity; and social ties that are largely invisible
or impersonal.” The inconsistencies and contradictions
quickly pile up. Why do patriots assume they
can take pride in historic achievements with
which they had no involvement? Why do they
sneer at the patriotism of other countries yet
venerate that of their own? Why are ideas of
duty and sacrifice so noble in the hands of
“There is something peculiarly religious about
patriots but so dangerous among nationalists?
patriotism—if not in its metaphysical claims,
Then there is the ever-growing body of
then in its moral and political authority.”
scientific literature we could cite that suggests
that national pride is anything but a rational
belief. Psychologists have shown that human
beings have an innate tendency to prefer
Patriotism Is Irrational
whatever groups they may belong to and to denigrate
The motley arguments trotted out to justify national pride others. In one illuminating study, people simply needed to
may have plenty of passion and conviction, but all are be told that they belonged to group A and not group B to
united by a curious lack of rational thinking. We could start regard their own group as “better, friendlier, more compeby pointing to the remarkable coincidence whereby most tent and stronger than other groups,” even though they
people on Earth are convinced that the country in which had never even met any of their fellow group members.
they happen to have been born also happens to be one of Working in tandem with this predisposition is a strong urge
the greatest, if not the greatest, in the world. We could then to explain our emotional preferences in rational terms, no
top of this list, I would argue, is patriotism. Many humanist
convictions, such as the importance of individualism and
the need for intellectual freedom—not to mention a certain
pragmatic level-headedness—demand effective criticisms
of national pride no less than they do of any supernatural
belief.
The humanist case against patriotism falls under two
broad categories. The first is that national pride is an
irrational belief and that it therefore goes against the humanistic commitment to reason. The second, more urgent,
argument is that patriotism poses a real and serious threat
to the well-being of people across the globe, whether by
fueling divisions and hatreds or by smothering our right to
think and speak freely.
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matter how unsubstantiated or unconvincing our evidence. millions to recruitment drives—and dying in their millions as
Humanists are no doubt very familiar with the pseudo-logic they performed their patriotic duty to kill for their country.
of the religious apologist but are perhaps less aware of True, their enthusiasm quickly vanished in the trenches,
their national equivalents: France is great because it serves but by then the patriotic exhortations had done their job,
French food; England is praiseworthy because it speaks swelling the armies of Europe with new recruits. The First
English; and so on. These are genuine arguments I have World War was in no way unique in its patriotic appeals:
encountered, always made with the utmost sincerity.
every major conflict since at least the start of the nineThis desire to rationalize the irrational helps explain teenth century, from the Napoleonic Wars to the ongoing
the peculiarly redundant post hoc quality of the various Syrian civil war, has relied on stirring up national pride to
justifications of patriotism. Why, as a British citizen, should summon support for its endeavors. In any country, wartime
I be proud of democratic institutions in Britain but not in propaganda is flush with flags and national paeans; as the
Canada, New Zealand, or Sweden? If my love of British cul- philosopher John Somerville remarks, “the making of war
ture makes me a British patriot, then why does my love of is the supremely patriotic profession and institution.” This is
Spanish culture not make me a Spanish patriot? The truth is by no means saying that a world without patriotism would
that no defense of patriotism really gets to the heart of the be a world without war—religion’s hands are far too bloody
matter by providing an objective, rational explanation of why someone favors his or her country
over all others. Short of changing my nationality,
I can only ever be a British patriot. So why bother
trying to rationalize it?
The logical vacuum at the center of pa“Patriotism encourages a dangerous
triotism, and the intellectual stubbornness of
sense of superiority in its followers and
the many patriots who refuse to entertain any
demands a level of respect, loyalty,
rational inquiry into their views, should impress
no one, least of all a humanist. George Bernard
and deference toward the state that rivals
Shaw could not have been more accurate in his
similar efforts by religion.”
summation of national pride: “patriotism is, fundamentally, a conviction that a particular country
is the best in the world because you were born
for that—nor is it arguing that soldiers are only motivated
in it.”
by a love of their homelands. Nevertheless, it remains
The Dangers of National Pride
undeniable that patriotism is one of war’s greatest cheerAs with all irrational beliefs, patriotism does not always leaders, positively reveling in its endorsement and even the
respond well to rational inquiry. I can personally attest that celebration of wholescale slaughter. Why else are soldiers’
challenging someone’s patriotism is a sure-fire way to kill coffins draped in flags? Why else do so many national
any conversation. And that is getting off lightly: in Russia, monuments commemorate military endeavors rather than
journalists who have questioned their country’s state- scientific, artistic, or humanitarian ones? Why else is it that
enforced patriotism have suffered physical abuse, death over a third of the world’s 196 national anthems encourage
threats, and calls to leave the country. In one particularly us to die for our country?
Away from the frontline, another serious consequence
graphic incident in 2016, a journalist was pelted with excrement in retaliation for “pouring crap” on the Motherland of patriotism is a dumbing-down of domestic politics. The
in her reporting. Elsewhere, in countries such as Turkey, In- overwhelming popularity of patriotism has the effect of
donesia, and indeed the United States, slander and insults legitimizing appeals to national pride, no matter how irrational they may be. As a result, it tips the political arena in
against the country are imprisonable offenses.
This brings us to the dangers of patriotism—moral, intel- favor of demagogues—“those whose political views are the
lectual, and physical. Dismiss for a moment the highfalutin least sophisticated and most parochial,” as the philosopher
speeches extolling the virtues of national pride. Look past Simon Keller writes, “those whose views can most easily be
the monuments, the paintings, the poetry. Instead, adopt- squared with a familiar and attractive national myth.” We
ing the humanist’s moral consequentialism, ask this simple need only look around us to see this process in action. Take
your pick of any retrograde, destructive politician currently
question: What are the consequences of patriotism?
Our Belgian lieutenant was painfully aware of one: the stalking the planet—Narendra Modi, Rodrigo Duterte,
use of patriotism to support and endorse violence. As Eu- Donald Trump, Kim Jong Un, Vladimir Putin—and you can
rope sank into the First World War, its inhabitants greeted be sure that each makes regular appeals to patriotism to
the conflict with patriotic jubilation, responding in their justify his actions. Let us not forget that Trump proclaimed
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his own inauguration a “National Day of Patriotic Devotion”
or that Duterte has revived mandatory military training for
Filipino teenagers “to instill nationalism, patriotism and
discipline among the Filipino youth.”
In fact, patriotism shares with religion a disturbing obsession with children and their education; in many countries
children from a young age are indoctrinated into the worship of their country. Indeed, if my critical (blasphemous?)
treatment of patriotism here makes for uncomfortable reading, it is likely because most of us have had the principles of
national pride and respect drilled into us since childhood.
In Japan, for instance, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe has asked
that a “love of country” be one of the goals of state edu-

ality and encourages feelings of superiority and rivalry. It
suppresses reason under the weight of mindless mantras
and numbs the child’s innate curiosity with platitudes and
self-praise. Moreover, it is used by authoritarian regimes to
brainwash entire generations into an unquestioning allegiance toward the state, regardless of its moral and political
failings. For example, one study revealed that the longer a
Chinese individual stays in state education, the more likely
he or she is to support the government, despite the fact
that the same government has consistently denied its citizens some of the most basic human rights. We should be
even more concerned by measures such as patriotic education when we reflect on the inherent amorality
of patriotism. National pride is a sentiment, not
an ideology or philosophy; it is a feeling that
we prefer our country over all others and noth“Many patriots, not content with their own
ing more. It therefore has nothing to say on
personal pride in their country, insist that all
matters of morality. As the economist Thorstein
their compatriots be as devout as themselves.” Veblen highlighted, “there is, indeed, nothing
to hinder a bad citizen from being a good patriot; nor does it follow that a good citizen—in
cation, while in certain private schools children as young other respects—may not be a very indifferent patriot.”
as three are made to memorize and recite the Imperial
Despite its amorality, patriotism is frequently used as if it
Rescript, in which they are commanded to “offer yourselves constituted a moral argument in its own right; as the socialcourageously to the state.” In the United Kingdom, teachist Ernest Bax observed, “to be patriotic in whatever cause
ers have been threatened with being barred from the prois tantamount to being virtuous.” U.S. President George
fession if they “fail to protect British values in their schools.”
H. W. Bush gave a brazen demonstration of this in 1992,
And in the United States, where the Flag Code stipulates
that Old Glory “should be displayed during school days in when he pardoned or overturned the convictions of those
or near every schoolhouse,” a recently passed law requires involved in the Iran-Contra scandal. “The common denompublicly funded schools in Missouri to “recite the Pledge of inator of their motivations—whether their actions were right
Allegiance at least”—at least!—“once a day.” As with reli- or wrong,” he explained, “was patriotism.” Bush’s words
gious indoctrination, “patriotic education” is an affront to clearly imply that any act committed in the name of patriothe humanist ideals of intellectual freedom and tolerance. tism, moral or otherwise, is justifiable. It is a tenet shared by
It entrenches parochial loyalties and divisions of nation- politicians all over the world.
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Patriotism and Humanism Are Incompatible
There is a well-worn response to these criticisms that will be
useful to address here. This is the charge that the national
pride that I target does not represent “real” or “genuine”
patriotism, and that I have simply focused on unsavory
examples of chauvinistic or nationalistic behavior. Following from this, it could be argued that there exists a nobler,
morally engaged expression of national pride that is perfectly compatible with humanist aspirations. Indeed, could
patriotism not be a vehicle for furthering humanism? Given
that patriotism generally has nothing to say about the supernatural, the two might seem like eligible bedfellows. We
may be tempted to point to examples such as the Romanian demonstrations of early 2017 or the ongoing Zimbabwean protests where demands for greater democracy and
political freedoms have been framed in undeniably patriotic
terms. Can we not be patriots and humanists?
Before addressing these points, it is worth noting that a
humanist standing up for patriotism sounds eerily like a religious apologist. Cries of straw men and unfair criticism will be
very familiar to anyone accustomed to the unconvincing defenses of religion, and those who claim that patriotism is necessary for morality find themselves performing an uncanny
impersonation of C. S. Lewis. For the record, no correlation
has yet been uncovered between heightened crime, or any
other immoral behavior, and a lack of patriotism.
Nevertheless, patriotism’s apologists raise some serious
issues. Let us begin with the assertion regarding “genuine”
patriotism. A lot has been written over the past year about
the “fake patriotism” of the current White House. “Trump
has no idea what true patriotism looks like,” declares a
typical opinion piece. The desire of patriots to distance
themselves from such a man is more than understandable,
but there is simply no justification for defining patriotism on
moral grounds, given that—as we have already seen—the
word is a morally empty descriptor. Besides, the success
of people such as Trump rests partly on the fact that their
patriotic appeals resonate with millions of ordinary people,
whose patriotism we have no reason to dismiss as disingenuous.
The patriot camp fares no better in its hopes of an
entente cordiale between patriotism and humanism. Any
such aspiration is dashed by the group egoism at the heart
of national pride, whereby a patriot is able to value his or
her compatriots over other people for no reason other than
they happened to be born in a particular country—even
though, as we know, he or she will never know the vast
majority of those compatriots. I remember when, following
a Tunisian terrorist attack in 2015, U.K. Prime Minister David
Cameron warned that “the British public need to be prepared for the fact that many of those killed were British,” as
if those of five other nationalities who died were somehow
less deserving of our sympathy. This facet of patriotism
stands in direct contradiction to any hope of moral univer-

salism—the dream that all people could someday live on
the same moral plane—in its insistence that our compatriots are somehow more worthy than other human beings.
It is nothing less than a denial of the equal moral worth of
all people.
But what about those Romanian and Zimbabwean
protests? Or any other example of loyal dissent? I do not
deny that patriotism can be used as a vessel for morally
worthy actions. Yet the same could be said about religion.
Indeed, there is also a strong Christian character to the current Zimbabwean protests, but I doubt that would convert
many of us to Christianity. So why do we swallow the same
arguments when they are made for patriotism? The case for
democracy or a free press, or any other worthwhile cause,
can be made coherently and powerfully without recourse
to national egoism.
It is hardly as if national pride is a precondition of morality. The rare works of anti-patriotism scattered throughout
the history of freethinking are wonderful examples of a
deep concern for humanity that has nothing to do with a
love of country. In the words of one of those thinkers, the
writer John Godard: “the ideal which shall inspire men to
strive to make the world better must be of an infinitely
broader and nobler character than that of patriotism.”
Conclusion
The message of this essay is, I admit, stark. If I have made
the case convincingly, we are compelled, as humanists, to
reject patriotism for many of the same reasons we reject
religion. Both are irrational beliefs. Both strengthen the
murderous divisions that fracture the globe. Both are also
unnecessary: there is not a single function of patriotism
that cannot be performed equally well, if not better, by a
morality that does not give compatriots special treatment
but sees all people as equally worthy, regardless of their
nationality. It seems that forgotten Belgian lieutenant may
have been on to something when he advocated the separation of patriotism and state.
Accepting these facts about our own national pride is
hard enough. Challenging the same pride in others is perhaps an even more daunting prospect. People tend not to
react well when you question their most cherished beliefs—“to attack men in their tenderest point,” as the eighteenth-century essayist Johann Zimmerman described it in
his critique of national pride. For many of us, our patriotism
is part of our personal identity; it can be a painful process
to cast aside the flag we have been wrapped in since childhood. Nonetheless, if anyone has the courage, integrity,
and compassion to begin this process—to speak out
against dangerous and irrational beliefs, to challenge ageold authorities, to champion the cause of a united humanity
over parochialism—it will be a humanist.
David Mountain is a researcher and freelance journalist based in Edinburgh.
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The Age of Theism Is Over
James H. Dee

T

he subject of theism and its opposite, usually called
“atheism,” has heated up in the past few years,
thanks mostly to the New Atheists who have predictably inspired a counterwave of reassurances from the
pro-God camp that all is still well and that age-old beliefs
don’t have to be discarded just yet. The purpose of this
essay is to gather a range of material and arguments wider
than is usually found in the writings of New Atheists and
to extend their position by claiming that, as the title says,
theism should now be considered a failed understanding of
the universe. I will focus on five areas:
• Polytheism vs. monotheism;
• Problems of definition;
• Divine attributes;
• Arguments based on reality, specifically geocentricity
and anthropocentricity; and, last and most powerful of
all,
• Arguments based on morality.

duBois has a title that’s very appropriate in this context: A
Million and One Gods.
Obviously, an exact number isn’t attainable—but for
simplicity’s sake, let’s use that phrase a million and one
gods. Surprising numbers of people will say, with a perfectly straight face, that out of that million and one, there’s
only one that’s real—and it’s mine. In simple math, the odds
of that must be 1,000,001-to-1. Richard Dawkins likes to say
that the atheists and the monotheists are already in near-total agreement—after all, both sides reject the million, so
monotheists just need to get rid of one more, and we’ll be
in the same camp! And it should be noted that those who
insist on monotheism are not entitled to special treatment
just because they capitalize the generic word god; the idea
doesn’t become more logical or more credible by a spelling convention. Imagining a god named “God” is just a
desperate attempt to legitimize an unearned status.
2. Definitions

1. How Many Gods?
Here’s a question that no one can answer, unless there
really is an omniscient being: How many gods are there?
Or, more precisely, how many gods have there been in the
long history of our species, going back at least 200,000
years? Since we have no information about the religious
ideas of Homo sapiens until the advent of writing just
a few thousand years ago—and then only in a very few
places—we have no way of telling when and where humans
first began to imagine divine beings. Given our inevitable
ignorance about the remote past, it’s clear that the question cannot be answered—but if we could somehow get an
exact number, it would be huge. A popular misconception
in the West is that Hinduism alone has 330,000,000 gods;
Japanese Shinto is said to have eight million—and that’s
just two religions. In 1999, ancient historian Keith Hopkins
published A World Full of Gods—and he was thinking
only of the ancient Greco-Roman Mediterranean basin,
where, as his subtitle says, Christianity achieved a “strange
triumph” over the polytheisms of the Roman Empire. On
a larger scale, the World Christian Encyclopedia states
that there are some 10,000 distinct religions today. Most
of them are probably not monotheistic, and they would
all have different gods. A recent book by classicist Page
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What is a god (singular, lower-case g)? The Oxford English
Dictionary (OED) says, “a superhuman person regarded as
having power over nature and human fortunes.” That’s refreshingly brief—but now, instead of one word, we have the
separate words superhuman and person and the phrase superhuman-person. Turning one problem into three doesn’t
seem like a step in the right direction.
“Superhuman” of course must be above the ordinary
powers of our human species. In the classic 1970s movie
Sudden Impact, Clint Eastwood’s Dirty Harry more than
once uses the iconic line, “A man’s got to know his limitations.” We have plenty of comic-book and fantasy heroes
to show us what “superhuman” abilities would look like—
but we generally agree that no human actually has them.
There is of course a more grandiose claim often made
about divinities—that they’re not superhuman, they’re
supernatural, that is, outside of and not part of the natural
world. Theologians express this by saying that God is not
part of the space-time continuum (having created it from
outside). Of course, that makes one wonder where God is
if not in our universe—beyond the galaxies (having no contact with our world at all) or in other dimensions?
This “supernatural” claim comes with a very significant
problem. Most people would agree that things that are

“natural” can’t just jump out of that realm and become
“supernatural.” But no one seems to object when it’s asserted, without evidence, that something “supernatural”
can enter into our natural world, make things happen, not
lose its supernatural essence—and then slip back onto its
home turf with no difficulties. I could counter-assert that if
something is genuinely supernatural, then it can’t intrude
into the natural at all—it has to stay supernatural or lose
its superpowers. There’s something self-serving about defining the word supernatural to mean just what you want
it to mean.
The word person creates its own problems—the OED
definitions are too complicated to discuss here, except to
point out that normal use of the word almost always refers
to an individual human bound up in a specific physical
body. As long as you imagine divinities in anthropomorphic fashion, it’s easy to treat gods as “persons.” The
ancient Greeks had no problem depicting Zeus, Apollo, or
Athena in human shape, with all the relevant body-parts.
Even “theriomorphic” (animal-form) gods would probably qualify as “persons” as long as they have humanoid
minds. But it’s different when people talk about a god
being non-physical, immaterial, spiritual, or even “infinite,”
a being not imagined as having a human-like body. Some
theologians—for example, the conservative Protestant William Lane Craig—insist that such an abstract divinity is still
a “person,” with human-style thoughts, emotions, intentions—and even masculinity. So I suggest that the first step
in “cutting God down to size” is castration, replacing male
forms of reference with “the God-thing” (Greek neuter to
theion instead of grammatically masculine ho theos) and
the corresponding pronominal forms “it” and “its.” God’s
emotions are also a problem: Sheldon Gottlieb (“Why
Does God Have to Be Worshipped?,” FI, April/May 2017)
has analyzed God’s alleged need for worship as merely a
projection of human demands. He could have cited the
in-context-ironic line from Euripides’s Heracles (1345f.),
“For a god, if there is truly a god, is in need of nothing”

(ironic because Heracles himself was the product of Zeus’s
“need” for a woman) and the dripping sarcasm of Hume’s
remark that Christians attribute to God “one of the basest
of human passions, a restless appetite for applause.”
3. Attributes
Defining a “god” isn’t easy, and I haven’t even mentioned
the primary attributes of the monotheistic deity: omniscience, omnipotence, benevolence—each of which has
serious problems. I’ll spare you the elaborate arguments
posed by professional philosophers; there’s a concentrated
presentation in the late Michael Martin’s excellent book
Atheism: A Philosophical Justification. On pages 287–315,

“The first step in ‘cutting God down
to size’ is castration.”

the section titled “Divine Attributes and Incoherence”
shows that each of the traditional qualities of God contains
fatal self-contradictions and thus cannot be literally true.
First, omnipotence. There’s an old, slightly childishsounding but still non-trivial paradox: If God is omnipotent,
can he make a rock so big he can’t lift it? That resembles
another puzzle: If God is omnipotent, can he make a
square triangle or a triangular circle? The usual answer is
that if things are logically impossible or self-contradictory,
then even God can’t make them happen—which seems
to take a bite out of literal omni-potence. There has been
serious philosophical discussion about the rock, sum-
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marized in Martin’s book at page 302, where he remarks
that no coherent definition of omnipotence has been put
forward. To show how convoluted these arguments can
be, I quote from Martin the following attempt by Oxford
professor Richard Swinburne, one of the world’s foremost
theologians: “A person P [God] is omnipotent at time T if
and only if P is able to bring about the existence of any
logically contingent state of affairs X after T, the description
of the occurrence of which does not entail that P did not
bring it about at T.”
Several years ago, I quoted that sentence in an op-ed
submitted to the Austin, Texas, newspaper. An editor cut
it out, saying, “No one will understand it.” Which was precisely my point: that to survive critical examination, “divine
omnipotence” ends up sounding pretty mousy. Martin
goes on to prove that even that circumscribed phrasing
doesn’t succeed.
Second, claims of omniscience are just as problematic.
(Martin’s section on this topic is at pages 287–297.) He
notes that there are three basic types of knowledge that

forward a major challenge to the old ways of thought. Innovative experiments and plain introspection have combined
to produce an alternative view of free will, summarized in
Daniel Wegner’s book The Illusion of Conscious Will. Our
decisions simply appear in consciousness, and we have
no idea where they come from or how they’re made. In
fact, the work of Benjamin Libet, done decades ago and
repeatedly confirmed by others, shows that our supposedly
conscious decisions are actually made unconsciously a third
of a second before we become aware of making them. A
person, looking at the second hand on a clock, says the decision to press a button was made at time X, but the “action
potential” that moves the finger had already started from
the brain down the arm before time X. This of course has
disturbing implications for our criminal justice system and
for religious claims about sin and responsibility.
4. Reality

To base arguments on reality, we have to have common
ground on what reality is. We live in a
world that seems real enough—if you run
full speed into a brick wall, you’ll think it’s
pretty real. But our grasp of reality, which
is fairly sound within the limited range of
normal sensory perception, turns out to be
“Our decisions simply appear in consciousness,
amazingly inadequate when we dial down
to the ultramicroscopic or up to the cosand we have no idea where they come
mological. This is where reality comes into
from or how they’re made.”
conflict with two religious and mythological ideas that originated in the infancy of
the human intellect. Those ideas are geocentricity: the “natural” belief that Earth is
God might have: propositional knowledge, procedural flat and the center of everything; and anthropocentricity:
knowledge, and knowledge by acquaintance. Trouble the equally “natural” belief that humans are the “crown of
arises immediately, because procedural knowledge is creation,” the only form of life that really matters.
knowing how to do things in the natural world. If we conA few ancient Greek astronomers knew Earth is a
sider (and this is an example Martin actually uses) knowing sphere; one of them, Eratosthenes, calculated its circumferhow to exercise on parallel bars, there is an inescapable ence pretty accurately. Carl Sagan’s original 1980s Cosmos
contradiction between having that knowledge, which re- TV program has a segment showing how he did it. That
quires a physical body and all sorts of perception-based idea of course did not reach the vast majority of Eratostheneuromuscular skills, and being, as God is by definition, nes’s fellow citizens, much less the thousands of cultures
disembodied.
around the world. But the problem isn’t the falsehood of
There’s another problem that comes with the claim of flat-Earth thinking; it’s the larger assumption of geocentricomniscience, the ancient chestnut of divine foreknowledge ity, that Earth is the center of the observable cosmos and
vs. free will. Once again, Martin has a trenchant sub-chap- thus the only possible point of interest for any of those
ter on the topic (pages 297–302) arguing that if humans million and one gods. Earth used to be the anchor of “The
are to be free in a meaningful way, God cannot know what Great Chain of Being,” a vision of life that started from our
we will do in the future. If someone knows now what I will terrestrial realm and reached up to the stars and the god
be doing this time tomorrow, then I’m not free to do other- that supposedly lived just beyond them. Everything, it was
wise, even though I might wrongly think so. But then God argued, made sense when you looked at it that way.
cannot intervene responsibly in our affairs, because, if we
Less than five hundred years ago, Copernicus and Galiare to be free, he could not know the consequences of his leo disproved the centricity of Earth within the solar system,
acts. That too goes against most people’s instincts, since arousing intense hostility from the religious establishment.
they want both at once: to be free and responsible for what Over time, it became clear that the Sun isn’t the center
we do and to have God “know everything” in advance.
either, just one of 100 billion or so stars slowly revolving
The rapidly developing field of neuroscience has brought around the Milky Way Galaxy, about 30,000 light-years
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from its center. On November 6, 1923, Edwin Hubble wrote and Eve being the most familiar. I have an English dictio“VAR!” on a photographic plate, confirming the existence nary printed in 1797 with a chronology at the end; the first
of Cepheid variables in the Andromeda Nebula, thereby entry says, “4004 BC: The Creation of the World, and of
proving that the “little cloud” was a separate galaxy.
Adam and Eve,” using the famous calculation of Bishop
Since then, the number of galaxies has grown exponen- Ussher. Ironically, 1797 was the birth year of Charles Lyell,
tially; the New York Times (October 17, 2016) reported a whose geological research would completely overthrow
claim that some two trillion galaxies exist now or existed that myopic view. The current scientific understanding,
in the past. The formerly Earth-centered universe has an arrived at by numerous independent lines of evidence as
observable radius of 1021 miles and a (rapidly expanding) summarized by Brent Dalrymple, is that Earth is at least 4.4
cubic volume of 1063 cubic miles; in that context, the old billion years old, and that self-reproducing ultramicroscopic
question “Where is God?” seems nonsensical. The reflex- lifeforms first appeared at least 3.8 billion years ago.
ive response until the twentieth century, “God is everyThe reality of evolution attacks anthropocentricity by its
where,” would violate the medieval scholastic requirement emphasis on the unbroken continuity of life, unfolding genthat God must be simplex et unum, not made of parts but eration after generation with only minute changes. Instead
rather one thing. I propose a bumper-sticker line: “The of being vertical, from Earth below straight up to Heaven,
Universe Is Too Big for God.”
the Great Chain of Being is now laid out horizontally along
When theologians talk about the biblical god as the the timeline of history. The extremely fine gradations of that
creator of a two-trillion galaxy Universe (“God 2.0,” we
continuum make it impossible to say when the first “true”
might say), it’s just a desperate attempt to “keep up with
Homo sapiens appeared; rather than a grand entrance by
the Joneses.” And it doesn’t last long, because, after a
fiat, we came on the scene quietly and imperceptibly.
few brave words about a “cosmogonical”
deity they retreat, faster than proteins fold,
back to “God 1.0,” showing no interest in
what the deity might have been doing in
the 13.8-billion-year gap between The Beginning and the present, or how, if it exists
“outside the space-time continuum,” it was
“Because vagueness is inescapable, God cannot
able to find Here and Now. Instead, they go
make a binary division fair and just.”
on as if nothing had changed, promoting a
god that is embarrassingly provincial and,
to put it bluntly, shrink-wrapped around our
planet. Intruding this kind of fairy-tale entity
into a scientific account is like reading a sober history of
There is a consequence of this new vision that is posWorld War II and finding an episode featuring the heroic itively devastating for one central claim of Christianity,
exploits of Captain America.
namely that every human has a God-created soul that
Conversely, at the ultramicroscopic scale, there is a dif- might achieve a blissful eternity. The obvious question is:
ferent reality-based problem for God. Every kind of theism In the long run between us and Olduvai Gorge (where
presupposes divine agency—as the OED says, “power
3.2-million-year-old Lucy was found), who had the first soul
over nature and human fortunes.” But in the atomic and
whose parents didn’t? It should be intuitively obvious that
subatomic world, how does a being that is by definition
an all-or-nothing dividing line can’t be put anywhere on
nonmaterial make anything happen? Philosophers and
that continuum without being egregiously unfair to parties
theologians since Aristotle have discussed “causality”
on both sides. The parents can’t deserve to become dust
without having to explain how such purely intellectual nowhile the children go on forever. In 1996, Pope John Paul
tions match up with the modern understanding of physical
II gave a much publicized address to the Pontifical Acadeffects, which ultimately take place at the level of electron
shells. Since God is not “physical” in any normal way, di- emy of Sciences in which, on the one hand, he declared
vine intervention would require applying an infinitesimally that the evidence shows that evolution is “more than just
small force to gazillions of subatomic particles with abso- a hypothesis,” but on the other, he insisted that the arrival
lutely perfect picosecond simultaneity and without tearing of the human soul was an ontological change that could
the object apart. No wonder religionists prefer magical not be registered by the instruments of science. Calling it
causation. So there’s another bumper-sticker line, in para- ontological doesn’t escape the force of the question, bedoxical contrast to the previous one: “The Universe Has No cause, measurable or not, the quantum leap from no-soul
to full-soul had to occur at some very specific moment in
Room for God.”
Anthropocentricity raises similar problems. There’s a human history. (I explored this conundrum in more detail in
long-established belief in our absolute uniqueness and “The Silver Bullet Question That Kills the Immortal Soul,” FI
superiority over all other forms of life. Most cultural groups April/May 2004.) Attempts to justify that transition take us
have a creation-of-humans myth, the biblical story of Adam from science and history to my final topic.
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5. Morality
Most subsets of the “Abrahamic” religions claim that humans have souls and that every person will be subjected
to a binary division in the afterlife, either the indescribable
bliss of Heaven or the unimaginable agony of Hell, for the
rest of eternity. But that’s a serious moral problem, given
that humans surely constitute a fully populated spectrum
of beliefs, personal qualities, and morally significant acts.
In Judgment Day mythology, God assigns every individual
to one place or the other; it’s like saying that on the Final
Exam of Life, everyone scores either a 100 or a 0, with
nothing in between. Even if you think there is only one
criterion that matters—say, your acceptance of Jesus Christ
as your personal savior—there would still be fuzziness in the
degree of faith over time. Mother Teresa’s diaries show a
surprising degree of doubt in someone as publicly committed as she was. If you have two criteria, say, faith and works,
and allow scores between 0 and 100, the problem spirals
out of control—one person has a 73 on faith but only 35 on
works; another has just 44 on faith but 89 on works. Where
is the morally consistent boundary?
The philosophical problem of the dividing line on a
finely graded continuum goes back to the ancient world:
A contemporary of Aristotle named Eubulides created the
“Problem of the Heap” (called the Sorites Paradox because
sôros is Greek for “a heap”). If you have a pile of sand and
take away one grain, is it still a pile? If you keep going, when
does it stop being a pile? There’s no magic grain that, when
removed, converts pile into non-pile. This boundary line
problem is called “vagueness,” and it’s a very hot topic in
modern philosophy. The argument-form could have been
directed at Christian claims by any well-read Greek philosopher in the early centuries CE—and might even have
stopped them in their tracks. Instead, its first use in this
context, by Rutgers philosophy professor Theodore Sider
in an article appropriately titled “Hell and Vagueness,” had
to wait until the beginning of the twenty-first century. His
conclusion is engagingly simple: because vagueness is inescapable, God cannot make a binary division fair and just.
A standard theological response is to assert that God’s
decisions are necessarily fair because God is intrinsically
good; however, that leads to what may be the most difficult issue for the Abrahamic monotheisms, the “Problem of
Evil.” The early Christian writer Lactantius (On Anger 13.19)
cites Epicurus as asking (paraphrasing here), “If God is both
good and powerful, where does evil come from?” A few
years ago, two of the most eminent living philosophers,
Thomas Nagel at NYU and Galen Strawson, now at the University of Texas, exchanged views in the New York Review
of Books (December 6, 2012). Strawson wrote, “We can …
know with certainty that the Christian God does not exist as
standardly defined, a being who is omniscient, omnipotent,
and wholly benevolent. The proof lies in the world, which
is full of extraordinary suffering.” Nagel responded, “Galen
Strawson offers what I believe to be the most powerful argument against the existence of God, the argument from
evil. The theistic responses to that argument of which I am
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aware seem unpersuasive, and I find it hard to understand
how belief in an all-good and all-powerful deity can survive
in the face of it.”
Nonetheless, at about the same time, conservative
Protestant theologians David Baggett at Liberty University
and Jerry Walls, then a visiting scholar at Notre Dame,
attempted to establish God’s perfect goodness (and thus
evade his responsibility for the “Problem of Evil”). Their
book seeks to refute the Euthyphro Dilemma, posed in
Plato’s earliest dialogue (sections 10–11, paraphrasing drastically): “Is that-which-is-good whatever God says is it is, or
does God say it’s good because it is good?” If you choose
the first option, that good is whatever God says it is, then
God is not bound by conventional moral values and could
reverse them. Baggett and Walls’s example is torturing
babies for pleasure—if God said it was good, it would be.
The second option, that God merely endorses pre-existing
values, renders the divinity superfluous. After much question-begging discussion, they conclude that God literally
cannot issue commands that we humans would find “irremediably evil,” which seems like a potentially heretical
restriction on divine omnipotence. As of this writing, they
have not had a single review in a serious philosophy journal, which surely reflects the unpersuasive nature of their
presentation.
There have in fact been a few Christian and Muslim
theologians who did choose the first option, saying that,
given omnipotence and absolute free will (libera voluntas
in Church Latin), God must in fact be able to reverse moral
standards. In his notorious but little-read Regensburg Address, Pope Benedict spends several paragraphs discussing
that view, which he attributes to the Christian Duns Scotus
and the Muslim Ibn Hazm. The Pope of course rejects the
idea, but mentioning it at all acknowledges the power of
the argument. Going well beyond those heterodox theologians, I suggest applying a mischievous twist to the ancient
Anselmian Ontological Argument to show that God is the
source of evil. If God is “that being a greater than which
cannot be conceived” (quo maius cogitari non potest),
then, utilizing the fatal meaninglessness of “greater,” I say
a being that can be and do two things (good and evil)
is greater than a being capable of only one. God is thus
schizoid, a perfect Binity—50 percent good and 50 percent
evil—and life is like the Forrest Gump box of chocolates:
you never know what you’re going to get. That solves the
“Problem of Evil”—though it won’t please the theologians.
As bad as issues of reality are for the pro-theists, the issues of morality are far worse. Why? Psychological research
has shown that most people (and even some animals) have
an instinctive sense of right and wrong, which, if properly
focused on the Euthyphro Dilemma, might actually lead
them to the right answer. The primary obstacle is of course
lifetime exposure to the unchallenged claim that “God is
the ultimate moral authority.” Plato’s early dialogues show
how much difficulty Socrates had trying to get Athenians
to think coherently about abstract issues—he paid with his
life. Today’s secularists have the same problem: we ought

to avoid shrill antagonistic posturing and instead invite our
fellow citizens to sit quietly and ask themselves, “If God
reversed all moral polarities, would you still obey?”
Summation

er-story in the history of Time magazine (April 8, 1966): “Is
God Dead?” The answer is worse than they imagined: God
was never alive, because God never was.
Theism in all its myriad forms should now be regarded
as a failed enterprise, a childlike vision that refuses to give
up its fixation on geocentricity and anthropocentricity. Its
essential claims have no predictive power that would allow
proper scientific testing and no explanatory power, because believers are forced to engage in desperate after-

I don’t intend to address other traditional arguments for
God; instead, I invoke a far better authority, someone who
deserves consideration as an unsung hero of the secularist
movement: Sir Anthony Kenny. Raised a “cradle
Catholic,” he was ordained as a priest in Rome in
the early 1950s, writing a thesis on Aquinas. But
reading mid-century philosophers convinced him,
“The reality of evolution attacks
as he shows in The Five Ways and A Path from
Rome, that Aquinas’s arguments for God’s exisanthropocentricity by its emphasis on the
tence are inadequate. Kenny left the priesthood,
unbroken continuity of life.”
got married (which meant automatic excommunication), and then became one of Oxford’s most
prominent philosophers. He was elected President
of the British Academy and knighted by the Queen.
He has consistently maintained that agnosticism is the only
justified response to questions about God, but I say that if the-fact rationalizing of whatever has happened. I consomeone who knows the issues “from the inside” finds all clude with a line that may deserve to be more widely
pro-God arguments inadequate, then the weight of that known; it was originally printed at the end of a Letter to
negative judgment should be added to the anti-God side the Editor in the Austin American-Statesman on Decemof the scales. At the very least, it should be clear that the ber 28, 1996. A Google search (April 4, 2017) finds no
predecessors—and only one citation, in an Austin-based
burden of proof rests entirely on those who still claim that
blog by an ex-Mormon named David Kent; however, I
God notions have some credibility.
think it sums up the situation very effectively: “Theology
The better choice is not mere a-theism but anti-theism;
is the baby-talk of adults.”
considering the enormous harm that god-beliefs have
caused for thousands of years, we should feel ourselves
obligated to oppose, firmly and openly, ideas that have Further Reading
neither persuasive evidence nor plausible arguments. To
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Puzzlement Preferred: How to Use the Sweet Spot
of Fear to Escape Religious Thought
A. Jay Palmer

Puzzlement vs. Religion

T

here have been many excellent publications on the
continuing legacy of human conflict that religion
has brought to society. In his 2004 book The End of
Faith, Sam Harris takes his reader through a terrifying journey surveying the atrocities of continuing religious conflict.
At the end of the book he suggests in one simple sentence
how religious thought could be brought to an end in a single generation: “If parents and teachers would give honest
answers to the questions children ask.” I have remained
awestruck by the power of that simple, single sentence.
The immediate response of most religious people to
giving honest answers is to say that we already do that:
“We are being honest when we say that we believe or

“It is human nature to break the rules.
It is the source of our creativity.
It is how we progress.”

have faith that Jesus Christ is our savior, and so on.” This
is, of course, the worst kind of dishonesty that one can
give a child or anyone else when a question is asked for
which you simply don’t know the answer. It is an abuse
of trust. Children do fine with the “I don’t know” answer
provided they are in an environment of love and support.
It fires their natural curiosity and challenges them to learn
about their world. We can still tell stories to our children
to stimulate their imaginations and inspire them. There is
nothing wrong with that, as long as it is made clear to them
that the story is allegory and not a specific answer to their
questions. But it is how children and the rest of us respond
to puzzlement that I believe offers a way forward in bring44

Free Inquiry October/November 2018

secularhumanism.org

ing about Harris’s solution to ending the religious mindset.
Before going further, I need to state my very simple and
general definition of the religious mindset: allegiance to an
ideal without question. Thus, this definition includes nationalism, which is responsible for the remainder of major
human conflict not due directly to theistic religion.
On the other hand, idealization can be a valuable part
of our imaginations. What other institutionalized mindsets
are available that involve idealizations? It turns out there is
an important one that has arrived on the scene relatively
recently and is the exact antithesis to the religious mindset.
This mindset starts with an ideal, called a hypothesis, but
then questions it like crazy using independent investigation. The hypothesis is promoted to something called a
theory if it passes the questioning, but it is accepted only
provisionally until something better comes along. In its
relatively short time of existence, that described mindset
has left a legacy opposite to the awful legacy of religion
by improving the human condition with medicine and
technology and by promoting humility rather than dogma.
And as this occurs, ever more questions are generated by
the method. That mindset, of course, is called the scientific
method.
Unfortunately, for most of the world’s population, transitioning to the scientific-method mindset is not around
the corner. But we need to question our ideals if we are to
escape religion’s grip. Most of us do not have the institution of science at our disposal to accomplish that. Is there
a more personal way to accomplish the questioning? If that
were available, everyone could at least get a start on the
escape and possibly even trigger a social movement away
from dogmatic thinking.
Easier said than done. But let’s consider what it would
be like for deeply religious or nationalistic persons to temporarily drop their ideals. They would surely feel puzzled
and even fearful about what to do next. Most would immediately return to the comfort of their religion. Remaining in
the state of puzzlement is what we are after, but it requires
a discipline to return to it. If fear is not involved, returning
to puzzlement on a regular basis seems possible, even
likely, since puzzlement is a human pleasure. However, if
fear is involved, a more deliberate effort to return to the

exercise of dropping one’s ideals is needed. That effort trouble. Some personal venues that have worked best for
must be directed at locating oneself at what I term the me for releasing ideals by reaching for the sweet spot are
sweet spot of fear.
shared below. All of the experiences involve puzzlement.
The sweet spot of fear can be illustrated by imagining
the following exercise. Find a precipice—one without Hiking Puzzlement
guard-rails that is high enough to cause serious injury or I remember how beautiful the aspen grove was. I was hikdeath were you to fall off of it. Position yourself far enough ing on a trail through one of the many huge groves on the
back from it so that you don’t feel threatened by it. You western slope of the Rocky Mountains in Colorado. One of
are in the complacent zone regarding the fear of falling. the things that made the aspens so especially beautiful on
This zone is analogous to religious complacency. Now this day was their “quaking,” or shimmering in the bright
start moving slowly toward the precipice. Notice what hap- sunlight, caused by a light afternoon breeze. Then the
pens to your sphere of awareness. If you have started far breeze started to strengthen. Suddenly, I was immersed
enough back, your sphere of awareness will begin to en- in an amazing spectacle of falling golden aspen leaves
large as you become more attentive to anything that could in what was evidently the first strong wind of the fall seainterfere with your approach to the precipice (people, the son. Delighted, I stopped and watched the scene unfold
nature of the terrain, winds, and so on). Puzzlement about throughout as much of the grove as I could see.
what could happen next is occurring. Adaptation to your
After watching the lovely rain of aspen leaves for a few
changing situation is happening. Discoveries are being minutes, I decided to continue the return to my car. To my
made. Continue walking slowly toward the edge. At some astonishment, the trail had now completely disappeared
point your sphere of awareness will begin to shrink back under a sea of aspen leaves. A little stab of adrenalin
down again as you begin to focus on the edge itself. The followed as I suddenly realized that I was lost—a brief
sense of urgency and tight focus that occurs here is, of course, an important primal
response. You are in the danger zone of
the fear of falling. Not much puzzlement
or discovery happens here. The tight focus
is appropriate for protection from falling,
but the high computational complexity
“Face your mortality. Feel your existential aloneassociated with puzzlement and discovery
ness. Find your fear’s sweet spot in each case.”
is absent. Many religions attempt to place
you in this zone by imposing rigid doctrines. Now back up; see if you can again
find the spot where your sphere of awareness achieves its largest size, in front of the
complacent zone and in back of the tight-focus, danger encounter with the danger zone. However, I knew that I
could eventually find my way out of the aspen grove and
zone. This is the area I call the sweet spot of fear.
If one’s attempt to temporarily drop one’s religious back to my car, and the fear eventually transitioned to the
ideals happens to place one in fear’s sweet spot, then one sweet spot and, with it, puzzlement about how to find my
is likely to maintain oneself there, or at least repeat the ex- way out. As my confidence returned, an immense pleasure
ercise on a regular basis; it is a fun place to be. If one ends arrived with my realization that I now had an infinity of
up in the danger zone of their fear, then dropping fewer choices. While on the trail, I had only two choices: forward
or different ideals in the next attempt might work better. or back. No puzzlement. Now I could choose from any of
If one ends up in the complacent zone, perhaps one has the complete circle of directions, and I was puzzled as to
dropped too few religious ideals or didn’t manage to drop which one to take. It took about two hours, but I eventually
found my way out of the aspen grove. Those were two
them at all, even temporarily.
One of the things that makes religion such a powerful hours of an expanded sense of awareness, of discovery—
meme is its social structure. Unfortunately, the fear-con- mostly, discovery of the wrong way—but fulfilling discovfrontation procedure I have suggested for helping to end ery, nonetheless.
I now search out these “little lost” experiences in many
one’s religious thought is highly individualistic, since the
location of the sweet spot will vary enormously between different venues but with the common condition that they
individuals. However, that does not mean that sweet-spot involve many choices of direction. I believe that these
experiences cannot be shared. One can easily imagine types of experiences tap into an essential human ability:
an anti-religious movement based on sharing sweet-spot our ability to adapt to change. We do that better than
experiences. That will be essential if we are to successfully any species on the planet. In fact, there is even a proposal
that it was our ancestors’ adaptations to the ice ages that
compete with the powerful social structure of religion.
While I have never been religious, I certainly admit to expanded the human brain relative to that of the other
adhering to ideals all too often that generally get me into primates in our evolutionary history.
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This brings up an intriguing question. If that is how
we got our big brains—by adapting to change on a
physical-evolutionary time scale—can we employ that
same basic adaptation behavior on shorter time scales to
improve our intelligence? Obviously, we cannot evolve
the physical size of our braincase, but can we use the
evolutionary dynamics operating within our collective cultural brains to improve human cognitive abilities? There is
even a theory that our individual brains use evolutionary
dynamics to establish synaptic connections on somatic
timescales. If this is the case, can we improve our individual intelligence by simply finding opportunities to adapt
to change? Did I get smarter by getting lost in an aspen
grove?

with your environment emerges as you feel the motorcycle
extend you into your environment instead of shielding you
from it. The texture of the road surface, the temperature
and humidity changes that you pass through, the balance
of the banking turn, all are integrated into an exquisite
feeling of vitality if you remain within the sweet spot. You
are fully aware of the factors that could injure you—road
surface changes, weather, judgment errors, and especially
those fast-moving objects that outweigh you by three
thousand pounds that are passing you within just a few
feet with people at the wheel who are in the complacent
zone feeling protected rather than vulnerable.
The most effective defensive driving occurs with puzzlement in the sweet spot of the fear of being injured
while driving. One can certainly become complacent,
even on a motorcycle, and slip back into the
complacent zone or become too focused on a
particular source of threat and move out of the
sweet spot in the opposite direction. A common
way that the latter happens on a motorcycle is
for the driver to focus too close-in on the road.
“Obviously, we cannot evolve the
Everyone that has ridden a motorcycle has had
this happen, and it is a classic example of our
physical size of our braincase,
tendency to revert back to the focused mode of
but can we use the evolutionary dynamics
attention to a threat that is still with us from our
operating within our collective cultural brains ancestral response to fear. The speed of a motorcycle through a turn demands that the driver’s
to improve human cognitive abilities?”
attention be directed farther out than our innate,
focused response to the turn. In the less-focused
regime of the sweet spot, not only are you much
less likely to misjudge the turn, but you are also in a much
Driving Puzzlement
better position for enjoying the aesthetic pleasure of the
For those of us who drive, there are sweet-spot opportu- banking turn.
nities available to us literally at every turn. While it is not
But the greatest threat of injury to us as drivers, whether
a primal fear, the fear of being injured while driving is a they be of motorcycles or cars, comes from other vehicles.
valuable fear to work with if only because it is so readily In the sweet spot, we adopt a mindset of preventing the
available, and entering its sweet spot has such obvious accident rather than of protecting ourselves from the efrewards. It is also particularly illustrative of the benefit fects of the accident. We cannot enter the sweet spot of
that entering the sweet spot has to other people around any fear without feeling some degree of vulnerability. Who
you. Those who drive a motorcycle are usually already ac- would you rather have driving next to you: a driver who
quainted with the sweet spot of this fear. Those who talk feels protected or a driver who feels vulnerable?
on cell phones while driving a car are not, since they are
If you don’t intend to drive a motorcycle, there is a
stuck in the complacent zone. The trick to engaging this simple exercise that you can do to demonstrate to yourfear enough to find its sweet spot is to first feel vulnerable self some of the values of the prevention-vs.-protection
to the very real potential for injury that driving motor ve- mindset. Take off your shoes. If the terrain is not too hostile
hicles presents to us. The speeds at which motor vehicles to your feet but requires some caution, you will feel the
propel us were not part of our evolutionary history, so the benefits immediately. Our feet have an exquisite sensitivity
threat of injury that these speeds present to us remains an to touch, yet our shoes (like cars) usually wrap them in so
intellectual abstraction unless we can do something physi- much protection that we have become totally unaware of
cal to remind ourselves of our vulnerability.
this. With my shoes off, much more of my attention must
Riding a motorcycle certainly provides that physical now be given to the texture of the terrain. The texture
reminder of our vulnerability to injury. Many sensory inputs itself becomes a sensual enjoyment. I also begin to notice
are engaged, and the physical domain is large. As a result, colorful rocks and flowers that were unnoticed before. I
this fear’s sweet spot can be readily located. The rewards become involved with this element of my environment that
for being there are incredibly beneficial, and there is a I usually pass over without notice. I am making discoveries
large amount of sensual discovery and puzzlement about during the puzzlement about what to do next while I am
what happens next. A wonderful feeling of connection preventing foot injury.
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The above barefoot exercise has only light entertainment benefit to those around us, whereas the prevention-vs.-protection mindset has life-saving value to those
around us when we are driving.
Soaring Puzzlement
Motor-gliders are sailplanes with small motors that allow
us to launch without having to be towed into the sky by a
powered plane. I never thought that I could soar my motor-glider here in the marine air of the northwest, especially
on a solid overcast day. However, the convoluted shoreline
of the Olympic Peninsula generates interesting local convergence zones that I learned I could use if I accepted the
low cloud base of only two to four thousand feet.
On this day there was a gentle wind out of the southeast at Diamond Point, but I noticed on the web that it was
southwesterly at Port Angeles to the west. I headed west
in my motor-glider to see if I could find the convergence
zone. At Sequim Valley airport, the wind sock showed the
winds to be westerly, so I had already passed by it. I headed
back to Diamond Point looking for some signature of the
convergence zone. I headed toward some lowering of the
overcast layer at around 2,000 feet and shut the motor off
to explore the area but found nothing. Then I saw them—six
eagles, tumbling around one another near the cloud base.
Sure enough, when I joined them, I found the convergence
lift I had hoped for. As soon as I arrived, one of the eagles
dived down straight at me with talons out, turning at the last
moment when it could better judge my size.
I spent twenty minutes with the eagles watching their
exuberant behavior of tumbling around each other. It was
spring, so perhaps it was mating behavior. I noticed that
whenever I turned my attention to the variometer (an instrument that indicates whether the glider is in ascent or
descent), I would fall out of the subtle lift zone. However,
if I simply followed the eagles, I could sustain my altitude
in the lift—but only at about 1,800 feet above the ground.
I had some unease with this, because I had always used a
self-imposed rule to not have the engine off below 2,000
feet. I had established my rule based on the time it takes
to prepare the glider for engine start. Rigid adherence to
the rule kept me in a type of complacent zone while soaring my glider, but now I had entered a sort of sweet spot
since I was puzzled about whether to continue violating
the rule to enjoy the soaring.
We are taught many such rules in aviation. The rules are
usually taught as a type of ritual. “Adhere to them always
lest the earth come up and smite thee,” or something like
that. The irony is that adaptive behavior is also recognized
as needed in aviation. For example, we are told that one
of the worst things a pilot can do is focus on a single instrument or outside feature, especially in an emergency. As
noted above, ritualized behavior occurs in the complacent
zone of our fears while adaptive behavior and puzzlement
occurs in the sweet spot.
So now I was violating my rule for the first time and
entering the sweet spot. Suddenly, no eagles were visible.

Looking at the variometer, I realized that the lift had disappeared with them. I was at 1,500 feet. There followed
more puzzlement about what to do next. I prepared the
glider for engine start but was easily able to glide to Diamond Point’s airport with the engine off.
It is human nature to break the rules. It is the source
of our creativity. It is how we progress. The challenge is to
know which rules to break, when to break them, and by
how much. But we must continue to break them, even if
only by a tiny bit. Violating my rule to start the engine at
2,000 feet above ground allowed me to enjoy a wonderful
episode of soaring. I still use the same 2,000-foot rule. I
expect that I will break the rule again, accepting increased
risk for the increased benefit of puzzlement and discovery.
As with adventures in general, the benefit side of the
risk-benefit balance that we seek in recreational flying
often includes a powerful learning experience. When I find
myself overly focused on a particular ideal in life or in the
opposite lazy state of complacency, I reflect on a flying
experience—usually one in my motor glider—that reminds
me of the joy of puzzlement and discovery that I am missing when in those states.
Polar Bear Puzzlement
Our usual position at the top of the food chain has rendered one of our most basic primal fears, the fear of being
eaten, virtually obsolete. However, this fear is still with us,
and it is an awesome experience to contact it.
I had a fortunate opportunity to explore the fear-ofbeing-eaten sweet spot on a research project in the Arctic.
The project took place on the frozen Beaufort Sea two
hundred miles north of Prudhoe Bay, Alaska. The subject
of our research was Arctic leads: openings that occur sporadically in the ice through which large amounts of heat
and gasses are exchanged between the Arctic Ocean and
the atmosphere. On several occasions when I was there,
the helicopter pilots, while on patrol to look for new leads,
would report seeing polar bears in the vicinity of our ice
camp. Polar bears are the last remaining carnivore that still
regards an isolated human being as dinner rather than a
threat.
When the pilots would report seeing the bears, I
would walk slowly and deliberately away from camp until
my heart began to pound in my chest. That signaled my
intrusion into the danger zone. I did not want to be there.
Neither a flight nor a fight had much promise of success
with a polar bear. I would then move back toward camp
puzzling over the various escape routes were a polar bear
to charge me from behind one of the many pressure ridges
in the area. With the arrival of puzzlement, I was able to
locate the sweet spot quite easily. I remember every detail
of those portions of my walks, the color of the pressure
ridges, the sound of the ice under my feet, the awesome
beauty of the entire scene. My senses were wide open.
When the ice camp project leader found out about my
walks, I was not allowed to take them anymore without
carrying a gun. I took a few more walks with the gun, but I
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hardly remember them. The gun flattened the experience.
With the gun, I was unable to leave the complacent zone.
I felt no puzzlement and made no discoveries that I can
remember.
My access to the fear of being eaten was a rare and
extremely fortuitous experience. Because of the many
sensory channels that open up with this fear and because
the physical domain was so large, I was able to easily
find the sweet spot and enjoy the feeling of vitality that
is found there. I never saw a bear, but knowing they were
near provided me with rich feelings of puzzlement, vitality,
and discovery. All of this was available to me despite the
ultimate source of my fear remaining in my imagination.
Existential Puzzlement
My puzzlement over mortality feels quite different from
the puzzlement experiences described above. Without a
physical involvement to consume my senses, my enhanced
awareness invariably takes me to a profound inner experience. It is the human existential experience. I just cannot
get my mind around the concept of nothingness. Without
religious pronouncements to fill the void, I am left with
the ultimate of all puzzlements. The normal sequence of
discovery following puzzlement is absent, which makes
the puzzlement experience even more profound. I remain
absolutely awestruck by this one.

Conclusion
Find a precipice, get lost in the woods, venture into situations where you don’t have complete control. Feel your
vulnerability, and enjoy the feeling of vitality that defensive
driving brings. Drive a motorcycle. Learn to fly a small
plane. Face your mortality. Feel your existential aloneness.
Find your fear’s sweet spot in each case. Minimize the
time you spend on either side of the sweet spot. Feel the
puzzlement!
Parents and teachers need to train themselves to better
confront their fears and find puzzlement. Children need
not participate in the training programs. They move naturally into their sweet spots. They will propagate honesty
into the next generations provided that they are raised in
an environment of love and support, given some empathy
training, and provided that “parents and teachers give
honest answers to the questions they ask.”
Further Reading
Harris, Sam. The End of Faith. W. W. Norton & Co., 2004.
Boyer, Pascal. Religion Explained. Basic Books, 2001.
Calvin, William H. A Brain for all Seasons. University of Chicago Press, 2002.

A. Jay Palmer is a retired PhD physicist with about a dozen peer-reviewed publications in physics journals and a couple nontechnical publications in aviation magazines.

Discover a secular summer
adventure at Camp Quest!
Visit us online at campquest.org
to join, volunteer, and support our
growing network of camps for freethinkers!
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Marking International Blasphemy Rights Day

Escape to Exile
Ghluam Kabir

September 30 is International Blasphemy Rights Day, an observance founded by the Center for Inquiry (CFI). In this issue,
we spotlight one of the courageous writers imperiled for writing critically of religion who has received aid from CFI’s Secular Rescue program.
Ghluam Kabir (not his real name) was an admin for the Facebook page Pakistani Freethinkers. Legal persecution of
freethinkers and atheists active on social media rose sharply in Pakistan during 2017. Allegations of blasphemy led to
forced disappearances and arrests, and even a lynching: a university student who called himself “The Humanist” on Facebook was shot in the head and his body beaten by a mob of fellow students. Several of Kabir’s fellow Pakistani Freethinkers’ admins were arrested on charges of blasphemy.
Fearing for their lives, Kabir and his wife fled Pakistan. Since then, they have applied for refugee status under UNHCR,
the UN Refugee Agency. Unfortunately, the country they are now in is not a signatory to the UN Refugee Accords of 1951.
As a result, the Kabirs are forbidden to work, open bank accounts, or receive government assistance. Secular Rescue has
contributed significantly to defray the Kabirs’ living costs while they pursue the months-long asylum review process. —Eds.

M

y name is Ghluam Kabir (pen name). I come from
a Christian background; Pakistani Christians are a
very small minority that is persecuted in many ways.
I always had a skeptical mind. This was due to my mother;
she is a staunch Catholic who engages in theological debates with our pPotestant friends, which mostly involve
respect for Mother Mary and baptism, etc.
In my teens, I always looked for wisdom in the Bible,
and I also got involved in Protestant Catholic discussions in
my later years. I read the Bible carefully and critically trying
to prove that Catholicism was the right form of Christianity,
although this was always a kind of self-appeasement.
During my college days, I studied both Catholic and
Protestant points of view and reached a conclusion that
both were wrong in some ways but also right in others. It
was a time of hardship; my father was the only breadwinner
and I, being the eldest, worked after school. Life was truly
hard; I couldn’t pay enough attention to my studies. Pakistani Christians are poor; they’re given petty jobs as cleaners and sewage workers. My own family comes from an
extremely humble background, converted from probably
low caste Hindus when missionaries came to the subcontinent during British rule. Baptism records in the Catholic
parish of our hometown, Faisalabad, show that our family
most likely converted sometime in the late 1800s, but it
may have been before that.

In the early 2000s, Dr. Zakir Naik, an Indian Muslim
apologist, became very popular in Pakistan. His programs
were televised on cable TV, which was newly started in Pakistan. Naik was extremely critical of Christianity. Due to his
speeches, I tried to find answers for his questions and find
out mistakes and problems in the Islamic faith. This started
a process that later ignited a critical view of Christianity in
my mind.
I was enrolled in the master’s in geology program in
2006 at the University of Punjab. In my first semester, I
learned about the evidence and theories of formation of
the solar system. It is mentioned in the book of Genesis,
Chapter One, that the sun was created after the earth and
plants; this was a huge blow for my faith. I became an agnostic or nonbeliever for the first time in 2006, but it was a
temporary phase; I soon reverted to Christianity.
I completed my MSC in 2008 and shifted to Islamabad
as jobs in the oilfield were easier to acquire there, but I was
jobless for a while. I found a job in late 2008 and lost it in
the fall of 2009. At that time, I prayed and fasted and desperately wanted a job in my own field of geology. During
this phase, I started to think that Protestantism was the true
faith and I was being punished because I was reluctant to
accept it. I got baptized in the near freezing water of Rawal
Dam in Islamabad on December 13, 2009. I caught a severe cold and was in bed for many days.
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At this point, I thought that God was not showing me
the way; everything I was doing out of the purity of my
heart, I was being punished for. In the midst of emotions
and confusion, I decided that I would read the Bible and
Christianity in a critical light. The most disturbing thing for
me was slavery, which was present throughout the Bible
in different forms, and the Bible never truly condemned
slavery.

time, I felt a hunger to explore, to read, and to learn about
the mysteries of the cosmos. Reading had become a prayer
for me. I was searching for books in bookshops, and there
was always a book next to my pillow. I read Carl Sagan,
Richard Dawkins, and Bertrand Russell. Cosmology and
evolution had become my key interests. Everything was
making sense, but I was also becoming aware of my own
ignorance; it was a self-realization. It pained me that human
beings are just specks of dust on the face of the cosmos.
Confronting Nonbelief
We are here, but we will vanish like the gusts of wind; we
Over the course of the next few days, I became a nonbe- are here but we will not be here after a short time. I realized
liever in Christianity. The day I realized that Jesus was a every life was important; even animals deserve respect. The
normal human being and God didn’t exist was the saddest right to live is what should be granted to every living being.
day of my life; I thought life was meaningless. Even end- Consciousness is a gift; its value is beyond comprehension.
ing my life felt like a suitable thing to do. I thought every So all humans have the right to live their lives to the fullest;
emotion—love, truth, and justice—was meaningless; the they must be free to choose who they love and how they
sadness was overwhelming. I thought life was useless and live. Unjust social and religious confines have made human
meaningless. Loss of faith drove me into despair; I was beings into slaves; much of the pain that humanity feels
depressed and stressed. Being raised in a religious setting, can be attributed to these. The grandeur of the cosmos
God was the strongest pillar in my hard life. I had been made me realize the value of life, and then I came to the
through many thicks and thins of my life believing that my realization that life is worth living. Faith in humanity and life
friend in the sky was looking out for me. I had always found is too important.
For the next three years, I felt extremely
alone. I never discussed my atheism with my
friends, though my family was aware of my
disbelief to some extent. I would never discuss
my views on religion with any Muslims because
they are very rigidly religious. I would discuss
“Atheists do not expose their real names and
problems in Christianity from time to time with
my friends.
identities and instead use pen names and

aliases for their Facebook and Twitter profiles.”

solace in prayer. I liked to talk to Jesus, but now Jesus was
absent. God was dead. I was alone, and hope was nowhere
to be found. I had lost my most trusted companion. It was
difficult. At times, I felt I was unable to breathe; I literally
wept in my bed at night. It was a time of mourning. It felt
as if I were mourning my own death, but I was mourning the
death of someone who never existed. Sometimes I thought
of praying, but I knew it was useless self-talk. I became confined to my room for many days. I didn’t bathe and couldn’t
eat; the sorrow was overwhelming. I was heartbroken like
never before.
The building of my being was burnt to ash, but eventually I was at peace. I was able to reflect upon the happenings of my life in a new light. I became confident. I started
to trust myself; I started to believe in hard work. I realized
rationalism was important; I tried to think about logic and
science behind simple things. I was looking at myself in a
new way. I was trying to realize the depth and gravity of my
feelings and emotions. I was rationally thinking about my
insecurities, my weaknesses and strengths, my failures and
successes. All of a sudden everything was clear; it was like
a shroud had been removed from my thoughts. For the first
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Pakistan: No Country for Unbelievers

Being a nonbeliever is not an easy thing in Pakistan, as religion is a person’s identity. Blasphemy
laws make freedom of expression impossible
for freethinkers and atheists. Atheists and freethinkers from
Pakistan cannot even disclose their disbelief to friends and
family, often choosing social media to express themselves
using aliases and pen names. These people also meet
secretly at houses and hotels and stay in touch with each
other using social media and by phone. Over the years a
small public but silent community has emerged; many in
this community have become close friends. Many have
fallen in love, gotten married, and are raising their children
as nonbelievers, but publicly they are known as non-practicing Muslims. Freethinkers and atheists have faced many
problems in Pakistan. These people whom I call my people
have been extremely vibrant on social media: condemning
violations of human rights, raising voices for secularism,
supporting women’s and minority rights, and bringing to
light all kinds of problems that exist in Pakistan.
In 2013, I came across the Facebook group Pakistani
Freethinkers, which was run by Ghulam Rasool, Ayaz Nizami, and Haji Mast Ali. Through this group, I got involved
with the social media freethinker movement, eventually
becoming an admin. I also maintain a WordPress blog and
my page  شورس ےئاونNawa-e-Sarosh on Facebook. Time and

again, the Pakistani Freethinkers Facebook page has been thing: institutions have devolved, democracy is a scam, a
blocked from access from inside Pakistan. Because of this dictatorship has prevailed in the past even now behind the
we created a new group each time; we have lost six groups scenes, the military is running state affairs, and democratic
so far. Pakistani Freethinkers has been active on Face- governments are mere puppets only having a fraction of
book since 2013. It is an atheist Facebook group, run by the power that they are supposed to have. Religious exprominent atheist bloggers and writers from Pakistan. The tremism is on the rise; matters of blasphemy and declaring
group uses Urdu as the primary language and is followed infidel are more important than building dams and canals.
by liberal, secular, religious, and atheist Pakistanis. In 2017, Matters of hijab are more important than infant and mother
Pakistani authorities started a crackdown against Pakistani mortality. Buying arms is more important than building
Freethinkers and our admins were arrested. I would have schools, colleges, universities, and hospitals. Population
been arrested if I had stayed in Pakistan, so I fled Pakistan control policy has failed thanks to religious indoctrination,
and am living a life in exile at the moment, which is hard, which teaches using contraceptives is a sin. Pakistan is
but I am surviving to shine again. I hope my friends get out failing as a state, but few realize that religion is a huge contributing factor in this failure. It might already be too late,
of jail; they are on trial for blasphemy.
Pakistani Freethinkers has played a vital role for secu- but hope is still there that the effects can be reversed. First
larism in Pakistan. When I started with this group in 2014, Pakistanis have to realize where the fault lies.
there were very few voices on social media trying
to spread the secular message, but after five
years there are thousands of people who can
be heard. For the first time, it is being accepted
that atheists and nonbelievers exist in Pakistan.
Rightist news channel anchors, such as Orya Maqbool Jan and Aamir Liaquat, have done many
programs discussing the problem of atheism in
“Pakistan was formed in the name of Islam,
Pakistan.
but the experiment has failed.”
Pakistan is a nation divided by many social
barriers. In such a segregated society, social
media has become a breath of fresh air. Atheists
do not expose their real names and identities
and instead use pen names and aliases for their
Facebook and Twitter profiles. They regularly ask difficult In Exile
questions for which the religious have no answers, forcing
them to think and question what they believe in. I know We had heard horrible stories about living in exile. But
many people who at first were involved in debate with nothing is more important than saving one’s life; we felt
us—they were believers—but over time this debate made we had no option but to flee Pakistan. Only now have we
them question what they believed and now they are non- realized that those stories were just a tip of the iceberg.
believers. Today they are asking the same questions; they Living alone without any social, emotional, or financial help
are trying to bring people to the light, and they are bringing isn’t easy; complications pile up quickly when all these ispeople out of religious hatred and irrationalism.
sues multiply each other. My family and I were emotionally
Our movement is very young; we have decades of shattered, financially broken, and were literally on the edge
work to do. We need to inspire enough people to start a of starvation. Then due to all these pressures, and to havmainstream movement for rationalism and freethought in ing so little social support – no friends or family around in
Pakistan. Pakistan’s gravest problems are related to reli- this totally strange world – my wife fell ill. It was almost the
gious thought; a theocratic Pakistani state is at the helm of last nail in our financial coffin. That is when Secular Rescue
most of the problems that we are facing. Religious confines came, literally, to our rescue.
I got in touch with Secular Rescue via the Center for
have obstructed the foresight. These confines are acting
as chains for freedom of speech. They have made people Inquiry (CFI). The program provided us financial support
into zombies that want to blow themselves up and won’t when we needed the most.
Now we are waiting for our Asylum hearing, which seems
hesitate to kill anyone who differs from their religious point
of view. Pakistani minorities are persecuted in the name to be taking an eternity. While we wait, I have no words to
of religion and accused of blasphemy. Indoctrination is thank CFI and Secular Rescue. Without their support, it
extreme; even schools, colleges, and universities are pro- wouldn’t have been able to continue my mission of promotducing religious hardliners rather than rational thinkers. ing secularism and Rationalism. I offer my thanks to everyone
Sectarianism has reached a lethal level; even different sects who has played a part in it. Anyone who can afford to and
cares for humanity should donate to CFI and Secular Rescue.
of Islam consider one another infidel and heretic.
Pakistan was formed in the name of Islam, but the I sincerely and truly hope that one day I shall be able to do
experiment has failed. The Islamic state is failing in every- the same to help those who need it the most.
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DOERR’S WAY

Our Public Schools Are under Attack

W

hile nine out of ten K–12
students attend our public
schools, too few Americans
know a lot about those schools. And
too few grasp the seriousness of clericalists’ and privatizers’ growing attacks on them. Much of this reflects
the poor job that media, print and
broadcast, have done in reporting
on school matters (aside from headline-grabbing school shootings). Most
of the rest reflects the Right’s unending
propaganda campaigns against public schools and for privatization. Let’s
shed some light on the situation.
Public education in America is really a big deal. More than 50,000,000
of our kids attend public schools. The
whole enterprise costs state, local, and
national taxpayers more than $500 billion per year. Over 90 percent of the
funding comes from state and local
taxes; less than 10 percent comes
from the federal government for special programs. Public schools employ
more than three million teachers, plus
administrators, secretaries, counselors,
librarians, nurses, food handlers, janitors, crossing guards, security guards,
and drivers of all those big yellow
school buses that transport about half
of the kids.
The term “government schools” is
tossed around by those attacking public education to obscure the fact that
our public education enterprise actually comprises over 13,500 local school
districts, nearly all of them responsible
to school boards elected by local voters and parents. But it seems that our
schools are far too often just taken for
granted—like fire departments, high52
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ways, Social Security, and Medicare.
Voter turnout for school board elections tends to be low.
It is beyond dispute that our public schools are underfunded. And it’s
getting worse: Over the past decade,
thirty-five states have cut per-student
spending by an average of 7 percent.
The worst state is Arizona, where there
will be a referendum on the state’s
damaging school voucher plan in November. Teachers are paid only about

“Many parents think
well of the public
school with which they
are most familiar but
fall for the endless propaganda dished out for
decades by public education’s opponents.”

60 percent of what is earned by comparably educated professionals, and
many of them burn out after a few
years in overcrowded classrooms.
Further, the average teacher spends
nearly $500 per year out of her or his
own pocket to procure school supplies and sometimes even clothing
items for students. The overwhelming
majority of public school teachers are
professionally trained and certified, far
more than teachers in the private and
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charter schools. About half of public
school students qualify for free or reduced-price lunches. (The percentage
of American students living below the
poverty line exceeds that of any country in western Europe.)
For forty years or so, reputable
opinion polls have shown that about 70
percent of parents give an A or B grade
to the local public school attended
by their oldest child. Yet only about
25 percent give an A or B to public
schools nationally. This would seem to
suggest that many parents think well of
the public school with which they are
most familiar but fall for the endless
propaganda dished out for decades by
public education’s opponents with regard to public schools nationally. These
opponents, in turn, are of two varieties:
• Those who for fifty years or more
have pushed schemes to divert
public funds to special-interest
private schools—the vast majority
of them run by religious organizations—through voucher or taxcredit plans; and
• Those who since the early 1990s have
pushed for presumably non-religious charter schools.
Educators Chris and Sarah Lubienski’s 2014 book The Public School
Advantage: Why Public Schools Outperform Private Schools (University of
Chicago Press) makes that point quite
well. As for charters, a Stanford University study has shown that nearly 40
percent of them are worse than public
schools, while fewer than 20 percent
are any better—and that is mainly be-

cause of their various forms of selectivity. In addition, a great number of
charter schools are for-profit outfits of
dubious value, and many are “online”
schools of even less value.
Serious educators know what needs
to be done. We need more adequate
and more equitably distributed funding
for public schools. We need smaller
classes, wraparound social and medical
services, and an end to the diversion
of public funds to private and charter
schools, which means that voters have
to get off their duffs and give priority to
public education.
What about keeping well informed
on education issues? Fortunately that
is easy and also free. Google Diane
Ravitch’s Blog and sign up. Ravitch,
one of the country’s leading educators,
sends out half a dozen or more messages daily on her blog covering just
about every aspect of education news
and controversies, plus other relevant
issues. There is no better or more comprehensive source of education news.
Also check out the daily blogs of the
Ohio Coalition for Equity & Adequacy
of School Funding and the Texas Freedom Network.
And this brings us to:

What is needed is for Americans to
stiffen their spines and heed and apply
the wisdom of:
• Roger Williams, Baptist minister and
mid-seventeenth century pioneer of
church-state separation: “That cannot be a true religion which needs
carnal weapons to uphold it. No
man shall be required to worship or
maintain a worship against his will.”
• Benjamin Franklin: “When a religion
is good, I conceive it will support itself; and when it does not support
itself, and God does not take care
to support it so that its adherents
are obliged to call for help of the

“As for charters, a
Stanford University
study has shown that
nearly 40 percent of
them are worse than
public schools, while
fewer than 20 percent
are any better.”

Susan Jacoby Thumps Trump
“The White House Is Tearing Down
the Wall Between Church and State”
is the title of the eloquent July 5 New
York Times op-ed by writer and Center
for Inquiry honorary board member
Susan Jacoby. She makes it very clear
that from Trump on down, this whole
administration and its toadies in Congress are committed to destroying
the constitutional wall of separation
between church and state that our
country pioneered to protect everyone’s religious liberty. Trump and his
minions want to pack the Supreme
Court with guys such as Rehnquist,
Scalia, and Thomas who will support
their horrifying agenda of wrecking
public education, undermining judicial
precedents, curtailing women’s rights
of conscience on reproductive-health
issues, and molding our society to
reflect the ultraconservative pseudo-Christian ideologies of Jerry Falwell and his ideological progeny.

government, ‘tis a sign, I apprehend, of its being a bad one.”
• James Madison’s magnificent 1785
Memorial and Remonstrance
Against Religious Assessments,
which led to passage of Jefferson’s
1786 section of the Virginia constitution that reads: “No man shall be
compelled to frequent or support
any religious worship, place, or ministry whatsoever.”
• Madison’s “Advice to My Country,”
historian Adrienne Koch’s summary
of Madison’s thought in her 1966
book.
• Thomas Jefferson’s 1802 superb letter to the Danbury Baptists: “I contemplate with sovereign reverence
that act of the whole American people which declared that their legislature should ‘make no law respecting
an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.’

Thus building a wall of separation
between church and state.”
• The U.S. Supreme Court in Reynolds v. U.S. (1879) on Jefferson’s
1802 letter: “Coming as it does
from an acknowledged leader of
the advocates of the measure, it
may be accepted almost as an authoritative declaration of the scope
and effect of the amendment thus
secured.”
• The U.S. Supreme Court in Everson v. Board of Education (1947):
“The First Amendment has erected
a wall between church and state.
That wall must be kept high and impregnable. We could not approve
the slightest breech.” (See also the
Court’s rulings in McCollum [1948],
Engel [1962], Lemon [1971], and
other rulings through the end of the
twentieth century.)
• The millions of voters from Massachusetts to California and from Florida to Alaska, between 1966 and
2014, who defeated all efforts to divert public funds to private schools
by (on average) 2 to 1.
• Varying majorities of Americans who
for years have opposed the voiding
of Roe v. Wade. Relevant also is the
2-to-1 win for abortion rights by
voters in predominantly Catholic
Ireland on May 25.
Trump, Pence, and DeVos are all
products of private schools and do not
hide their disdain for public education.
They have all made it clear that they
despise the very notion of church-state
separation and do not understand
what religious liberty is all about. They,
and the party they lead around by the
nose, wear their Taliban-like misogyny
proudly on their sleeves and yearn to
force it on all Americans. They do not
represent the majority of Americans
but will get away with their pernicious
plans if the rest of us do not stand up to
them at the polls—and in every other
forum.
Edd Doerr is a senior editor of F ree I nquiry . He
headed Americans for Religious Liberty for thirty-six
years and is a past president of the American
Humanist Association.
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CUNO’S CORNER

Persecution Envy

Steve Cuno

T

here are places where belief in
the wrong or in no deity is a
capital offense, a fact that makes
decent people recoil in horror and,
when they can, take action.*
But in places like the United States
of America, where killing someone for
not accepting the right religion remains
illegal,** it would seem that some Christians recoil not in horror but in envy. To
understand their plight, consider the
following biblical passage from Timothy 3:12 (NIV): “Everyone who wants to
live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be
persecuted.”
If persecution attests to a godly life,
you don’t have to be a genius to figure
out that no persecution attests to a notgodly life. Sure, you can try to live a
godly life anyway, but without an overt
barometer like persecution, there’s little
point. You are condemned to hide the
light of your godly life under the overt
bushel-basket of your humility.
Let’s pause here to dispel a common myth. People in other religions
are not, repeat, not persecuted. Persecution is the exclusive domain of
those who are on the right path, and
you are not on the right path unless
you believe in the right Jesus. With reference to non-Christians and people
who claim to be Christian but believe
in the wrong Jesus, the correct term
for religion-related suffering is not
persecution but just deserts.
On an encouraging note, if you believe in the right Jesus but are unlucky
enough to live where persecution is il*. The Center for Inquiry’s Secular Rescue Program helps religious dissidents find safe haven,
literally saving lives. For information on how
you can help, log on to https://secure.centerforinquiry.org/secular-rescue or email Matt
Cravatta at mcravatta@centerforinquiry.org.
**. Give it time. As of this writing, Trump is not
yet halfway through his term.
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legal, you are a de facto persecution
victim—because your government is
actively depriving you of your godly
life bona fides. Granted, being beaten
or murdered might go further toward
alleviating your persecution envy, but I
have to tell you, beatings and murder
aren’t all they’re cracked up to be. Both
can involve pain, and murder recovery
times can be long.
The wise fanatic seeks the joy of
persecution while avoiding its inconveniences. It’s not as difficult as it sounds.
We are, after all, talking about people
skilled in apologetics. Anyone who can
rationalize the wrong side of Occam’s
razor is not to be daunted by so trifling
an oxymoron as “trouble-free persecution.” In this, persecution-bent Christians do not disappoint. Their behavior
is a study in the manufacture of safe
persecution.
A key development was the redefining of persecution to mean (1) angry
retorts from people your preaching
annoys and (2) interference with your
meanness to People Who Are Different (PWAD). The redefinition would
have been harder to pull off were not
the horrors of real persecution largely
confined to parts of the world populated by People Who Don’t Matter All
That Much (PWDMATM). But largely
confined the horrors are, leaving many
Americans out of touch with what real
persecution looks like. This allows for
whipping out the p-word at the most
benign retort or wimpiest defense of a
PWAD. (Not to worry if you have trouble keeping PWADs and PWDMATMs
straight. They’re pretty much interchangeable.)
The redefinition has placed persecution status within easy reach for all.
With just a few tries, even the novice
can master the art of retort-inducing
annoyance. A popular approach is to
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tell people they must accept the right
Jesus or burn in hell. This can be done
in a sweet voice, so as to claim having
been polite, or in a screaming voice,
so as to claim having been filled with
the Spirit. The more ardent Christian
increases the annoyance quotient by
threatening children with hell, preferably in front of their parents. More reticent Christians get the job done with
a simple “Praise Jesus” appended to
every phrase.
Interference with meanness to
PWADs is equally attainable. Do not
mistake the mean in meanness to
PWADs to mean mean as in mean.
“Meanness to PWADs” is shorthand for
“delivering the wicked the above-referenced just deserts in hopes they’ll
mend their ungodly ways.” It is, as
such, the ultimate kindness. Popular
methods include taking a stand against
the evils of women’s health, refusing
to serve gay people, making PWADs
unwelcome in the neighborhood, and
never, ever letting trans people pee or
poop. Sooner or later, persecution is
sure to arise in the form of someone
saying, “Hey, knock it off” or, better
yet, attempting to hinder you through
legislation.
So here’s a message of hope for
anyone suffering from persecution
envy: Chin up. Even in countries with
onerous anti-persecution laws, intolerance of your intolerance will more than
attest to your godly life. You have
earned your persecution. Wear it on
your sleeve with pride.

Steve Cuno is the as-told-to author of Joanne
Hanks’s memoir, It’s Not About the Sex My Ass:
Confessions of an Ex-Mormon Ex-Polygamist
Ex-Wife. A recovering marketing writer, Cuno
lives and writes in Utah. Why they let him stay is
beyond him.

GREAT MINDS

Humanism’s Future Circumstances:
The Godless Galaxyscapes of Iain M. Banks
Dale DeBakcsy

“S

o, what does a purely humanist civilization look like?
What do people do and
need, when it is taken as given that life
is material and beyond it lies nothing?”
For decades, the best we could do
in answering this question as to the
lived-in feel of a prospective humanist
society was to point toward Star Trek
and say, “That.” There, in Roddenberry’s foundational vision, were many of
our core principles set loose among
the stars. Racial and gender equality.
Galactic-scale curiosity fulfilled by scientifically literate explorer-heroes. The
balance of rigorous logic with Yankee
cunning. As against the popular image
of atheists as cold, depressed, angry
loners, here was, for everyone to see, a
group of secular friends and comrades
living life with a capital “L,” laughing
and struggling and thereby showing
just what humans might be when allowed their full humanity at last.
Well, nearly full. Though Star Trek
brought a vision of a future secular
society into our living rooms, it never
quite rose to the complete truth of just
what we would get up to, as a species,
when fully unencumbered by religion,
xenophobia, sexism, homophobia, and
mortality. For that, for a human galaxy
that felt like a full realization of all we
could and might do, we had to wait
until 1987 and a writer named Iain M.
Banks (1954–2013).
In the pages of his Culture novels,
readers found a post-scarcity civilization that delighted in the fluid heave
and tumble of atheistic egalitarianism.
The Culture is a vast collection of galac-

tic civilizations of almost unspeakable
power and prestige whose citizens
possess unbounded leisure to become
whatever they desire. They change
genders, alter their biology to be able
to “gland” a whole fleet of perception-altering drugs, and play fast and
loose with death itself.

“What remains is the
grand question of how
to occupy yourself when
there is nothing to do
but whatever you want.”
Sex, drugs, music, body modification, machine sentience, and raucous
skepticism—these are the things that
free Banksian humans choose as their
playground when freed at last from
want and the mutual hatred engen-

dered by politics and religion. With
limitless energy and the resources of a
galaxy rich in hydrogen and rock, the
fundamental oppressions and power
structures demanded by scarcity fall
away. What remains is the grand question of how to occupy yourself when
there is nothing to do but whatever
you want.
In imagining the large-scale answers
to these questions, Banks gave us as
humanists a series of profound personal challenges. In the Culture novels, humans build intelligences called
“Minds” that pilot city-sized ships here
and there across the galaxy, nudging
developing civilizations toward a theoretically kinder, gentler path. For those
in the Culture bored with centuries of
artistico-sexual self-development, serving on one of the great Mind ships,
infiltrating barbarous civilizations, and
finding ways of defanging their reigning cruelty, serves as a source of potential fulfillment.
Or should. Where Banks particularly
shone was in picking at the ambiguities of the individual’s role in society.
His writing was a challenge to the traditional space opera, in which a manly
man of a hero changes the course of
galactic civilization through grit, leadership, and stiff-upper-lip fair play. By
contrast, what came to be known as
the New Space Opera developed by
Banks and his writing circle featured
a scale so massive that even the most
dynamic of individuals rarely knew the
whole truth of what they were called
upon to do, and even more rarely does
anything they do make any tremen-
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dous difference. People are sent hither
and thither by the Minds for unclear
purposes and find almost unilaterally
at the end of the day that, for all their
suffering and all their struggle, what
they accomplished was a small slice of
a triviality in a larger confusion tending
toward an ultimate galactic shrug.
People in the Culture novels are sent
on impossible missions against long
odds. They find success at last, only to
be told at the end of the day, “Good
work—none of that turned out to matter,
but thanks all the same.” With his profound gift for anti-climax, Banks showed
us the humanist conundrum on its most
operatic level: we must confront the fact
that what we do does not, ultimately,
cosmically, matter, and find a way to
live nonetheless. Banks mercilessly portrays the full scale of our not-mattering
but shows that our humor, our perverse
sense of fun and irony, and our interest in
our own oddities and foibles counterbalance that meaninglessness and provide
all we need to go on, as people and as
a culture.
His great illustration of this comes
with the notion of Subliming, an idea
that has been magnificently misunderstood since its 2000 debut. Some
galactic civilizations, once they become too advanced to find interest in
existence, opt to Sublime, to leave the
physical world behind and enter some
largely unknown realm of pure energy.
It’s simply What Is Done if you’re a
civilization that has managed to truly
master its destiny. But the Culture refuses to Sublime. It wants to remain
in the messy world of physical being,
to experience the hurt and the boredom and frustration, to try and fail in
a series of futile endeavors, not because it fears the beyond but because
it so obstinately loves the tension of
even the dullest existence, the hum of
change that is only possible in a place
of sprawling imperfections.
We go on, biting our thumb at
oblivion and Heaven both, saved by
a gift for flippancy that can take root
equally in moments of tedium and
awe. Even the Minds, gifted with the
ability to simulate and statistically analyze civilizational conflict on a galactic
scale, sound more like a Golden Girls
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snark-fest than a Vulcan debate forum
when they speak with each other. They
fancifully name themselves things such
as What Are the Civilian Applications?,
Beats Working, and I Thought He Was
with You, fascinated with the glistening
mundanity of human expression. They
have the power to upset the political
balance of solar systems but have the
curiosity of children and the biting
humor of drag queens.
They, and the humans they send
about, try to make a better galaxy, like
a snippier and more powerful United
Nations. They do not always succeed,
and in their failure Banks detailed the
complexity of advanced cultures that
take upon themselves the shepherding of their less developed cousins. He
pondered whether, once one group
works out a more rational, kinder system of government, they then have the
right to pull other civilizations into their
wake. When they discover the vacuity
of religious belief, can they force the
eyes of others open to the dangerous
oversimplifications of their beliefs?
Must they?
Banks’s answers are rarely simple.
Sometimes the Culture actively interferes with planets grown too barbarous,
and at other times they seem to shrug
and move on, just as humans do, inconsistent in applying their best principles
even when they are sure what those
principles are. The lesson is that lessons are deceptive, and that systems of
morality that don’t account for special
circumstances will crush more lives on
principle than well-meaning ambiguity
will ruin through inconsistency. It is a
partial answer, an unsatisfying one for
those dealing in Alwayses and Nevers,
but it rings with the messiness of truth—
unsatisfying, never the same twice, and
gorgeously impossible to form a system
or a set of principles around.
Banks was an atheist of the most
thorough-going sort. He once said:
Each of us is just a solitary smart
ape on a piffling little planet in
an ungraspable big universe, and
the sheer bleeding obviousness
of there being no supreme deity
could itself be a huge cosmic joke
on the part of a particularly annoying and mischievous god.

It would have been easy to make
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books where religion was lampooned
with the broadest satirical strokes, and
yet that was rarely what Banks did. Instead, he considered the multiple cold
tendrils of want and despair that reach
into a human mind to make religious
belief not only possible but desirable.
He lamented the cruelty that such
minds are capable of but was sensitive
to the difficulty in removing those tendrils without killing the patient. Different novels show the Culture Minds approaching that difficulty from different
angles, with results that are ambiguous,
tragic, necessary—human.
Iain M. Banks died of cancer of the
gallbladder in 2013 after completing
his last novel, The Quarry. It features
the line, “I will not be disappointed to
leave all you bastards behind.” Perhaps
true for the character; I doubt it was
true of Banks. Yes, modern humans
were a source of constant disappointment and irritation—“stupid and aggressive,” genetically xenophobic, and
casually cruel but also cantankerous
and sly, with just enough regard for
kindness to put one foot in front of the
other and drag ourselves to a better
future full of rampant sex changes and
dudes with fifty-three penises and permeated by a civilizational imperative to
live both humanely and humanly thanks
to a galaxy too unfathomably vast to
allow selfishness and its close cousin
tribal prejudice the last word in our
destiny.
FURTHER READING: Consider Phlebas
(1987) was the first of the Culture books
published, though not the first written and
definitely not the best of the series. Player
of Games (1988) is probably the most accessible and Use of Weapons (1990) the most
structurally complex, but my two favorites are
probably Inversions (1998), which presents
the Culture from the point of view of a planet
being covertly nudged onward by it, and
The Hydrogen Sonata (2012), which ponders
humanity amid meaninglessness with humor,
resignation, and deep understanding.

Dale DeBakcsy is the author of The Cartoon
History of Humanism, Volume One (The Humanist
Press, 2016). He is a frequent contributor to FI’s
Great Minds column and also writes the weekly
Women in Science series at WomenYouShould
Know.net.

GREAT MINDS EXCERPT

Excerpt from “Piece,” in State of the Art

I

t was ... 1975, I think; have to check
my diaries to be sure. I’d finished at
Uni that spring and gone off hitchhiking through Europe over the summer.
Paris, Bergen, Berlin, Venice, Rabat
and Madrid defined the limits of the
whirlwind tour. Three months later I
was on my way home, and after staying with Aunt Jess in Crawley, I’d used
the last of my money to buy a bus
ticket from London to Glasgow (hitching out of London was notoriously
awful). Night bus, and it took ages,
staying off the motorways would you
believe. This was in the days before
videos and minibars and hostesses
and even toilets on buses. The old
coach groaned and whined through
the rain-smeared darkness, stopping
at breeze block and Formica transport
cafes; cold islands of fluorescence in
the night.
Especially then, buses were for the
not so well off. I was the scruffy hitcher
with long hair and jeans. I was sitting
beside an old guy wearing shiny trousers and a worn tweed jacket; thin
limbs and thick glasses. In front of us,
an old lady reading People’s Friend;
behind, two lads with yesterday’s Sun.
The usual girning* baby and harassed
young mother, somewhere at the back.
I watched the sodium lights drift by in
droplet lines of orange, and alternated
sitting upright in the cramped seat,
and sliding down into it, aching knees
* Girning is an English colloquial term for making exaggerated faces.

against the back of the seat in front.
And, for the first couple of hours or
so, I was reading some SF novel (wish I
could remember the name, but can’t).
Later I tried sleeping. It wasn’t easy;
you swung fretfully in and out, never

fully awake or completely asleep, always conscious of the growling gear
changes and the creaky ache in folded
knees. Then the old guy started talking
to me.
I’m one of these anti-social types—
well, as you know—who doesn’t like
to acknowledge the presence of other

Iain M. Banks

people when I’m travelling; plus I was
quite shy back then (believe it or not),
and I really didn’t want to talk to some
old geezer I imagined I had nothing in
common with. But he started the conversation and I couldn’t be rude and
just cut it off. If I remember right, he
pointed at the SF book, wedged between my leg and the arm rest.
“You believe in all that stuff then,
do you?” Scottish accent, not strong,
maybe Borders or Edinburgh.
I sighed. Here we go, I thought.
“Sorry? How do you mean?”
“UFOs and all that.”
“Well, no.” I riffled the pages of the
paperback, as though looking for clues.
“I just like science fiction. Not much of
it’s about UFOs; this isn’t. I probably
wouldn’t read one about UFOs.”
“Oh.” He looked at the book (I was
getting embarrassed by its gaudy, irrelevant cover, and put it away). “Are you
a student?”
“Yes. Well, no; I was. I graduated.”
“Ah. Science, was it, you were
doing?”
“English.”
“Oh. But you like science?”
I’m sure that’s the way he put it. I
jotted a lot of this down next day, and
wrote a poem about it—“Jack”—a
couple of months later, and I’m sure if
I had my notes with me they’d confirm
that was how he put it: “You like science?”
So we got on to what he’d always
wanted to talk about.
He—yes, his name was Jack—
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couldn’t understand how people
thought they could tell something was
so many million years old. How could
anyone tell what came when and
where? He couldn’t understand; he was
a Christian and the Bible seemed much
more sensible.
Ever felt your heart sink? We’d been
on the road two hours, we were barely
past Northampton, and I was stuck—
probably for the whole of the rest of
the journey, judging from the guy’s
accent—beside some ancient geek
who thought the universe was created
about tea-time in 4004 BC. Holy shit.
Being young and stupid, I didn’t
actually try to explain (I watched “Horizon”; I got New Scientist, sometimes).
Let the poem take up the story
(from memory, so make allowances):
And Christ, dear reader, what could
I do?
Oh, I made the lame, half-hearted
try;
I told him all was linked, that those
same laws
Of physics, chemistry, and math that
let him sit here,
In this bus, with the engine, on that
road,
Dictated through the ages what was
so.
Carbon 14 I mentioned, its slow and
sure decay,
Even magnetic alignments, frozen in
the rocks
By the heat of ancient fires;
The associated fossils, floating continents,
Erosion, continuity and change ...
But from the first tired syllable, in
fact before,
I knew it was pointless.
And somewhere back
Of all that well-informed-layman
stuff,
Something a little more like the real
me listened,
And looked at the old man’s glasses.
—They were old, with thick frames,
dark brown.
The glass too was thick, and thick
with dust.
Dandruff, dead scales of old flesh,
hairs
Cemented there by grease and stale
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sweat,
Obscured the views the scratches
didn’t.
And even if the prescription wasn’t
years ago exceeded
By his dying sight,
The grime; that personal, impersonal dust,
Sapped the bulky lenses of their use
And, removed, inspected,
How could those rheumy eyes unaided see
This aggravation of their disability?
(This was when I was into using rhyme
only very sparingly, like any other poetic effect.) There was more, rather labouring the point about “views” and
cloudy thinking and so on, but passing
swiftly on, we come to:
He took in nothing.
My throat got sore.
The Borders came, and soon he left,
met by his sister
In some dismal little rain-soaked
town.
OK? So Cut To:
Last week. Me with the hard core of
the Creative Writing Group on an Intercity 125, heading for London for a
reading at the ICA (Kathy Acker, Martin Millar, etc). I was sitting across from
Mo—the good-looking Indian guy with
the tash; very bright; chose us instead
of Oxbridge, God knows why—and I
tipped my microbottle of Grouse into
the plastic glass and took out the book
I was going to start reading, and Mo
... just tensed. I’m not too hot on body
language; I miss a lot, I know (you
see—I do listen to what you say), but
it was like Mo suddenly became an ice
statue, and these waves of cold antagonism started flowing across the table
at me. The others noticed too, and
went quiet.
So I’d taken The Satanic Verses by
Salman Rushdie out of the old daypack, hadn’t I? And Mo’s sitting there
like he expects the book to bubble and
squirm and burst into flames right there
in my hands.
Now, I don’t know how much you’ve
heard about the kerfuffle surrounding
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this book—it hasn’t exactly been front
page news, and with any luck it won’t
be—but since it was published quite a
few Muslims have been demanding it
be banned, withdrawn or whatever because it contains—so they say—some
sort of semi-blasphemous material in it
relating to the Koran. I’d talked about
this general area of authorial freedom
and religious censorship with a couple of classes, but still hadn’t read the
novel, and it just hadn’t occurred to me
somebody like Mo—who hadn’t been
in either of those classes—might be on
the side of the bad guys.
“Mo; is there a problem?”
“That is not a good book, Mr.
Munro,” he said, looking at it, not me.
“It is evil; blasphemous.” (Embarrassed
silence from the others.)
“Look, Mo, I’ll put the book away
if it offends you,” I told him (doing just
that). “But I think we have to talk about
this. All right; I haven’t read the book
myself yet, but I was talking to Doctor
Metcalf the other day, and he said he
had, and the passages some people
found objectionable were ... a couple
of pages at most, and he couldn’t see
what the fuss was about. I mean, this is
a novel, Mo. It isn’t a ... religious tract;
it means to be fiction.”
“That isn’t the point, Mr. Munro,”
Mo said. He was looking at my little red
rucksack as though there was a nuclear
bomb inside it. “Rushdie has insulted
all Muslims. He has spat in the face of
every one of us. It’s as if he has called
all our mothers whores.”
“Mo,” I said, and couldn’t help grinning as I put the rucksack down on the
floor, “it’s only a story.”
“The form is not important. It is a
work in which Allah is insulted,” Mo
said. “You can’t understand, Mr. Munro.
There is nothing you hold that sacred.”
“Oh no? How about freedom of
speech?”
“But when the National Front
wanted to use the Students’ Union, you
were with us on the demonstration,
weren’t you? What about their freedom
of speech?”
“They want to take it away from
everybody else; come on, Mo. You’re
not denying them freedom of speech,
you’re protecting the freedoms of the

people they’d persecute if they were
allowed any power.”
“But in the short term you are denying them the right to state their views in
public, are you not?”
“The way you’d deny somebody
the freedom to put a gun to another
person’s head and pull the trigger,
yes.”
“So, clearly your belief in freedom
generally can override any particular
freedom; these freedoms are not absolute. Nothing is sacred to you, Mr.
Munro. You base your beliefs on the
products of human thought, so it could
hardly be otherwise. You might believe
in certain things, but you do not have
faith. That comes with submission to
the force of divine revelation.”
“So because I don’t have what I
think of as superstitions, because I

believe we just happen to exist, and
believe in ... science, evolution, whatever; I’m not as ... worthy as somebody
who has faith in an ancient book and a
cruel, desert God? I’m sorry, Mo, but
for me, Christ and Muhammed were
both just men; charismatic, gifted in
various ways, but still just mortal human
beings, and the scholars and monks
and disciples and historians who wrote
about them or recorded their thoughts
and their lives were inspired all right,
but not by God; by something from
inside them, something every writer
has ... in fact something every human
has, Mo; definitions. Faith is belief without proof. I can’t accept that. Now, it
doesn’t bother me that you can, so why
does it bother you so much that I think
the way I do, or Salman Rushdie thinks
the way he does?”

“Clearly your soul is your own concern, Mr. Munro. Rushdie’s is his. To
think blasphemous thoughts in public
is deliberately to assault those who do
believe. It is to rape our souls.”
Can you believe this? The guy’s
heading for a First; his father’s an astro-physicist, for Christ’s sake. Mo’s
probably going to be a lecturer himself (he already puts “clearly” at the
start of his sentences; good grief, he’s
halfway there!). It’s very nearly 1989
but it’s midnight in the dark ages just
the thickness of a book away, the
thickness of a skull away; just the turn
of a page away.

This Piece originally appeared in The
Observer magazine on August 13,
1989.
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A Refreshing Take on Dealing with Cancer

T

his book is a gem.
Lisa Bonchek Adams was an
atheist, a realist, and a talented
writer and poet. Before her recent
death from breast cancer, she shared
her experience and her insights with
the world in the form of blogs and
poems. Her family compiled her writings and published this delightful, sad,
inspiring book. For me, the best part
is her advice about how not to talk to
people with cancer.
Bonchek Adams was well served
by her doctors. After a double mastectomy and chemotherapy, she passed
the five-year survival mark but never
considered herself “cured.” She knew
her type of cancer could recur after
seven, twelve, or even fifteen years.
And it did. It was widely metastatic,
with no chance of cure. She was
treated with a succession of palliative
chemotherapies, some of them experimental. Her oncologists involved her
in treatment decisions, trying to find
the sweet spot where there was therapeutic efficacy with manageable side
effects. With their help, she lived longer and had a better quality of life than
she would have had otherwise. She
had nothing but praise for her doctors,
their professionalism, their compassion, and their unwavering support.
When a chemotherapy “failed,”
she realized that doesn’t mean it didn’t
work. It may have done what it was
supposed to do: reduce the number
of cancer cells and slow progression

60

Free Inquiry October/November 2018

Harriet Hall

Persevere: A Life with Cancer, by Lisa Bonchek Adams (The
Bonchek Family Foundation, 2017, ISBN 978-0999162903)
320 pp. Softcover, $19.95.

“Bonchek Adams was well
served by her doctors.”
of the disease for a matter of weeks or
months. It worked, just not for as long
as she would have liked.
She believed honesty is always the
best policy. Don’t try to hide a cancer
diagnosis from children; tell them the
truth in an age-appropriate way that
they can understand. Let their teachers and coaches know what is going
on at home.
What Not to Say
People say a lot of stupid things to
patients with cancer. They don’t really
know what to say, and they mean well,
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but that’s not enough.
Don’t say it’s possible to think your
way out of cancer. It isn’t. Bonchek
Adams rejected the idea that attitude
matters, because it implies that if you
relapse or die, it is your fault.
Don’t give unwanted advice.
Listening does not entail giving advice.
Advice can miss the mark and leave
the person feeling further misunderstood. It’s a good idea to clarify, “Do
you want me to just listen, or do you
want my advice?”
Don’t tell me about people you
know who survived/didn’t survive or
who had bad or good experiences
with chemotherapy; that doesn’t mean
I will or won’t. Each case is different.
Don’t make promises you can’t
keep. No, everything is not going to
be okay.
Don’t say, “Everything happens for
a reason” or “God doesn’t give you
more than you can handle.” I don’t
believe that, and it only makes me feel

you don’t understand what I’m going
through.
Don’t say “I’m praying for you” or
“I’m hoping for a miracle.” To atheists,
that just means you are out of touch
with reality.
Don’t say cancer is a gift. It’s an
unfortunate twist of fate, and you try to
make the best of it. If something good
comes out of your struggle, cancer
doesn’t deserve the credit.
Don’t recommend alternative cancer cures. Don’t say there must be
something out there that will cure the
cancer. That’s a wish, not a reality; and
the people who say that just want to
reassure themselves that bad things
won’t happen to them. The oncologists have up-to-date scientific knowledge; if there were any evidence that
alternative treatments such as coffee
enemas, herbs, or diet could cure cancer, they would know and use them.
Grasping at straws only leads to false
hope and disappointment. Bonchek
Adams said, “I do not appeal to the
universe to change what is … I turn
to research. I turn to science. I turn
to determination and hope which are
the last things I can cling to, fingertip
by fingertip, like the cat on that iconic
poster that says ’Hang on, baby.’”
Beware spin and hype. It made
her angry when people in breast cancer care talked about how “close”
we are to personalized, individualized treatments and even to cures.
Progress is being made, but we are
not “close” by any means. Cancer is
complicated, and the interactions are
complex. There are more than thirty
subtypes of breast cancer, and even
those subtypes don’t always respond
alike to treatments.
In advanced cancer, things will not
get better; the patient will never return
to “normal.” Don’t suggest otherwise.
Be careful about compliments.
Saying “you look well” may be interpreted as denying that you have a
terminal illness.
What You Can Do
Instead of “How are you?” ask if this
has been a good or bad day or week
for them.
Instead of “Let me know if there’s

anything I can do for you,” make a
specific offer to pick up things for
them at the store when you are running errands, take the patient’s children for a play date, or offer to do
something on the patient’s to-do list.
Handwritten notes and saying “My
thoughts are with you” are always
appreciated.

“Don’t say it’s possible
to think your way out of
cancer. It isn’t.”
Being supportive does not necessarily mean keeping the patient’s
spirits up; maybe what she needs is
support for how she is feeling.
Say you are sorry this is happening.
Say, “I care about you and will be here
for you.”
Other Thoughts
“I don’t believe there is a god listening, and I don’t believe cancer gives a
damn about it all.”
The phrase “It’s not curable but it’s
treatable” is important to teach and
use.

“If a person wants to
talk about death, don’t
change the subject.”
Rather than “cured” or “cancer-free,” it’s more accurate to say
NED (no evidence of disease).
Having a plan is empowering.
Small steps and everyday tasks can
give a sense of control. I load the dishwasher because I can. I will savor the
things I can do today.
Bad news is easier to deal with than
uncertainty. Hope for the best; prepare
for the worst.
“I wish I had been more accepting
of help in the early days.”
We don’t like to talk about death.

People don’t know what to say when
someone has died. But “people will
never be upset if you remember and
talk about the person they loved; it
means their legacy lives on. Everyone
wants to be remembered. You honor
this desire when you talk about a
deceased person.”
If a person wants to talk about
death, don’t change the subject.
“Make the most of this day.
Whatever that means to you, whatever
you can do, no matter how small it
seems.” Mundane things can be sweet
when viewed in a different light.
Part of one of her poems:
Some things just are.
Some things just happen, even
when you do all you can.
I have accepted this jagged truth
all along.
But I think some people never do.

Palliative care teams can be very
helpful; don’t wait too long to accept
their help.
Conclusion: Words of Wisdom
Her final advice for everyone was,
“Go out and find beauty in something
small today: a leaf, the sky, a hug, a
kind word or deed. Go do it. For me.
Because you can.”
Lisa Bonchek Adams has given us
a great example of a rational, secular
approach to dealing with cancer. She
confronted reality unflinchingly and
found practical ways to cope. She
had no need for superstitions, myths,
or imaginary friends. Reality can be
harsh, but it has the advantage of
being real. Avoiding it is likely to result
in more suffering in the end.
There is much wisdom in these
pages. I wish everyone who has cancer
and everyone who knows someone
with cancer could read it.

Harriet Hall, MD, also known as the “SkepDoc,” is a
retired Air Force family physician and flight surgeon
who writes about pseudoscientific and so-called
alternative medicine. She is a contributing editor and
columnist to the Skeptical Inquirer.
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Sci-Fi? Not Exactly. Delightful? Yes

T

ime Is Irreverent is not really a
science-fiction novel. It’s a novel
that takes familiar science-fiction
tropes and bangs them together like
that mechanical monkey in Close Encounters of the Third Kind. From the
clatter somehow emerges a delightful
romp that scores solid satirical points
about religion, human nature, sex, the
Trump administration, and a great deal
more. Along the way, it also manages
to yield up one of the most harrowing
global-warming apocalypses I’ve yet
encountered—even in science-fiction
titles that take themselves far more
seriously than this one does.
Author Marty Essen might be called
a mildly successful travel writer—he’s
produced two adventure-travelogues
with an eco-activist bent (maybe that’s
why his global-warming apocalypse
rings so true), one of which gave
him quite a second career on the

“The jokes stream at the
reader like water from
a fire hose too closely
watched.”

college-lecture circuit. It is thus of
course a coincidence that the novel’s
protagonist, Marty Mann (get it?), is “a
mildly successful travel writer.” Hey, it
says so right on the book’s back cover.
As the story begins, Marty has just
been abducted by aliens. Said aliens
streaked to Earth because a dumb-asa-bag-of-hammers U.S. president has
started firing off nuclear weapons; the
aliens propose to save humanity by
using their mastery of time travel to
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send one lucky human back to change
history. The stakes are high. Should
history be changed successfully, the
Inquisition, the global slave trade,
global warming, and the United States
itself will vanish as though they’d never
been—because they won’t have. On
the other hand, humanity won’t be
erased in the global nuclear cataclysm
that looms not far along the current
timeline. Everything’s a trade-off.
By the way, the particular piece of
history that needs changing to, um,
make Earth great again happened in
Galilee in 31 CE.
Like its title, the book is irreverent.
Screamingly so. The jokes stream at
the reader like water from a fire hose
too closely watched. The biting social
commentary hurtles likewise. One of
the reasons I say Time Is Irreverent
uses science-fiction tropes instead
of being a genuine science-fiction
novel is that events are sometimes too
pat. Of course the alien visitors have
unpronounceable names, and they’re
amenable to Marty giving them new
ones drawn from the Baby Boomer
rock-star pantheon. Of course the
aliens are sexually compatible with
humans, and Essen wastes as few
pages as possible before so demonstrating. Of course the first woman

secularhumanism.org

Marty meets when he’s accidentally
shuttled to the year 2056, at which
time America is dying, is impossibly
beautiful, sexually repressed by a fundamentalist society, and ... wait for it
… lesbian. (Essen has wicked fun at
the expense of the science-fiction cliché of boy and girl on the run fleeing
from unspeakable horrors and falling
in love.)
And of course Jesus Christ gets a
cameo. To be honest, I’m kind of surprised Essen didn’t work in Stan Lee.
Serious literature it’s not, but Time
Is Irreverent sends up faith and fundamentalism in refreshingly novel ways,
offers some solid expressions of
humanist ideals, and spins a rattling
good yarn whose delights are in no
way diminished by the novel’s flaws.
How could it be otherwise, when
author Essen stands metaphorically
beside us wink-wink-nudge-nudging
us as each bit of plot cheating tumbles
by? Highly recommended, if you like
this sort of thing.

Tom Flynn is editor of F ree I nquiry . His own exercise
in literarily dubious irreligious science-fiction satire,
his third novel titled Behold, He Said, will be published in November by Double Dragon Press.

The Sociology of Irreligion Grows Up

I

n November 2014, Pitzer College,
home of prominent secularism researcher Phil Zuckerman, hosted the
third international conference of the
Nonreligion and Secularity Research
Network (NSRN). Fifty-five scholars
from nine countries attended.
Researcher Frank L. Pasquale
gave the then-fledgling NSRN its first
writeup in Free Inquiry in the February/
March 2012 issue (“The Social Science
of Secularity”). This was the first of several issues whose cover features would
document the burgeoning phenomenon of the objective study of religious
unbelief by social scientists.
This redoubtable if relatively compact volume, an anthology of papers
presented at the 2014 conference,
manifests how rapidly the social science of unbelief has grown up. Even
if it is now a few years out of date,
Organized Secularism in the United
States accessibly illustrates the range
of lenses through which social scientists are at long last studying … you
know, us.
Several of the authors will be
familiar to FI readers. Coeditor Ryan
Cragun has contributed to no fewer
than four cover features on the social
science of unbelief. Barry Kosmin, who
provides the book’s final essay, has
contributed to three FI cover features
and authored several op-eds. In addition, he is a member of the Center for
Inquiry’s board of directors. John R.
Shook is a former FI associate editor.
And coeditor Christel Manning has
been an FI contributor. There are also
numerous contributors of whom few
FI readers will have heard. The social
science of unbelief is maturing, and
one of the strongest signs of that is
that the field has an impressively deep
“bench.”
By coincidence, this academic field
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Organized Secularism in the United States: New Directions in
Research, edited by Ryan T. Cragun, Christel Manning, and Lori
L. Fazzino (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2017, ISBN 978-3-11-0457421) 321 pp., Hardcover, $114.99.

came of age at about the same time
that American unbelief entered a dramatic growth spurt. The phenomenon known as the “growth of the
Nones” erupted in the 1990s; by the
mid-2000s the so-called New Atheist
bestsellers burst onto the scene. So
rapidly has the movement grown
that in one paper, Joseph Langston,
Joseph Hammer, Ryan Cragun, and
Mary Ellen Sikes feel compelled to
remind us: “It is worth bearing in
mind that the nonbeliever movement
did, in fact, exist prior to the year
2000.” (The freethought historian in
me cringes to read a passage like that,
but the movement today is home to
a great many fractious activists who
know nothing of its history prior to The
End of Faith and The God Delusion,
published in 2004 and 2006, respectively.) These relative newcomers differ
from the secular humanists, atheists,
and freethinkers of the twentieth century in significant ways. They tend to
approach the classic divide between
religious and secular humanism differently, giving rise to what James Croft,
Greg Epstein, Jennifer Kalmanson,
and I dubbed “congregational
humanism” (see the cover feature
“Religious Humanism: Dead, Alive, or
Bifurcating?” FI, October/November
2013). The Sunday Assembly phenom-

enon receives substantial attention in
this volume. Significant numbers of
the new unbelievers did not grow
up in a demanding religious tradition
and had no personal experience of
self-emancipation from a childhood
faith, something the vast majority of
their elders in the movement had

“The social science of
unbelief is maturing,
and one of the strongest
signs of that is that the
field has an impressively
deep ‘bench.’”

in common. Perhaps most important,
while millions of newcomers entered
the ranks of the nonreligious over the
past two decades, only a tiny fraction
of them engaged with one or more
of the existing national organizations
(the Council for Secular Humanism,
American Atheists, the American
Humanist Association, the Freedom
From Religion Foundation, and so on).
Clearly the movement as old-timers
have known it is not delivering what
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“Clearly the movement as
old-timers have known
it is not delivering what
most … newcomers are
looking for.”
most of these newcomers are looking
for. Or perhaps they are not looking for
the benefits that come from alignment

LETTERS

with a lifestance-centered movement
at all. (It’s particularly intriguing—or
disturbing, depending on one’s point
of view—that younger unbelievers
seem to attach so little importance
to the separation of church and state.
Yet that is what much research has
revealed.)
For movement leaders and for anyone concerned about how what is
known about unbelief has come to be
known, Organized Secularism in the
United States makes indispensable
reading. It’s not clear why De Gruyter,
a German academic publisher, came

* I thought you’d never ask. It’s https://www.
degruyter.com/viewbooktoc/product/466728.

continued from p. 21

Density and Social Pathology,” Scientific American
2006 (2) (February 1962),
pp. 139–146, 148; and references cited.
2. John F. Eisenberg,
“Mammalian Social Organization and the Case of
Alouatta,” in Michael H.
Robinson and Lionel Tiger,
editors, Man and Beast
Revisited (Washington:
Smithsonian Institution
Pres, 1991), p. 135.

Jon Guy

Newcastle, Wyoming

tired of hearing of this massive
evangelical voting bloc to which
all politicians must kowtow. Apparently, the “Nones” are more
numerous!
Finally, will somebody please
tell the president about the
“Nones”? Does anyone believe
that he is a devout Christian? Or religious at all? If he had known of the
rise of the “Nones,” he might well
have courted their votes instead.
The truly baffling question is: How
could my alma mater, the University
of Pennsylvania—one of the world’s
greatest, most liberal universities—
have produced a Donald Trump?

Tony Pasquerello
Mansfield, Ohio

Secular Surge
Re: “Secular Surge,” by James A.
Haught, FI, June/July 2018. Reading Haught’s Free Inquiry pieces is
always such a reassuring pleasure;
the ultimate in candy for the choir.
For those of us in smaller-town
America, it is gratifying to learn
that somewhere, the sun is shining
bright, the band is playing, and secular hearts are light. If only Haught,
himself a newspaper editor, could
guarantee that news of the secular surge—if it’s not fake news—is
getting to all newspapers and that
most are publishing it.
Tell the politicians, too! We’re
64

to release this volume (though it dovetails nicely with that house’s series,
“Religion and Its Others: Studies in
Religion, Nonreligion, and Secularity”),
but the result is a curious pricing policy. In hardcover the title is off-puttingly expensive. There’s no paperback. But economy-minded readers
can download individual-chapter PDFs
free of charge from the publisher’s
website. As the saying goes, this is not
a promotional offer.*

Holocene Epoch
Re: “The God of the Holocene
Epoch is Dead,” by Daniel C. Maguire, FI, June/July 2018. The God of
the Holocene ... Something should
be added. I very much liked—I was
going to write enjoyed, because it
was so well written, but that seems
inappropriate—the article by Daniel
C. Maguire. I must add something
crucial: the threat of nuclear war.
I am a member of Physicians for
Social Responsibility, and I would
urge readers to visit our website:
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www.preventnuclearwar.org.
Climate change is terrible,
but we have to do something also
about an equally terrible threat. By
the way, non-physicians are encouraged to join PSR.
I forgot to mention that climate change will do a lot of things
that will enhance the possibility of
nuclear war: less food production,
migration of people, fighting over
water and food.

Carl Saviano, MD

Northampton, MA

Ranking the Presidents
Re: “Separation of Church and
State: Ranking the Presidents,”
by Bill Lehto, FI, June/July 2018.
Thank you for your informative and
thought-provoking magazine.
I was somewhat surprised to
see that President Jimmy Carter
made neither list as he has been
very open about his personal faith
and his activity in his Baptist church.
One of the historical distinctions
of Baptists has been a statement
about the separation of church and
state in their statement of foundational doctrines, and this is something that would have guided him
in his political career. I would be interested to know on what side you

might have placed him.

Sam Berg, DMin, RMFT

Regina, Saskatoon, Canada
Bill Lehto’s response:
Carter is an interesting case. He
proclaimed himself a born-again
Christian in the 1976 presidential
primary and was certainly one of
the most religious U.S. presidents.
During his presidency, there were
no policy changes directly affecting
the separation of church and state
one way or the other, but some of
his conversations following his presidency give us some insight on his
views.
In a 2004 conversation published in Baptist Today, Carter proclaimed, “I believe in the separation of church and state. I think the
Southern Baptist Convention leaders have gotten deeply immersed in
politics as partners with the Republican Party. And even if they were
partners with the Democratic Party,
I’d still object to it.”
And in a 2012 interview with
Christianity Today International,
Carter said:
I’ve always been fully committed to separation of
church and state. I didn’t
permit worship services in
the White House as had
been done earlier. ... At
the same time, there’s no

way I could ever separate
my Christian belief from
my obligations as a naval
officer, as a governor or
as President, or from my
work now. I can’t say my
commitments as President
were free of my beliefs.
… My commitment to
peace was an aspect of my
Christian faith. Also, basic
human rights are obviously
compatible with the teachings of Jesus Christ.
So as with George W. Bush,
Carter sees his religious beliefs as
interwoven in his value system. But
unlike George W. Bush, he didn’t
make his religious views a centerpiece of his decision making and
was careful not to allow his religious
beliefs to directly affect policy creation. I think if my list had included
all of the U.S. presidents, Carter
would have been somewhere on
the side of advocates for the separation of church and state.

Infinity
In “Infinity: Just One Damn Thing
after Another” (FI, June/July 2018),
Kenneth Nahigan unnecessarily
complicates the concept. He brings
in a version of Zeno’s Paradox, that
an arrow goes halfway to its target
an infinite number of times, so can
never reach its target. Zeno was a
philosopher, not a mathematician,
living in an era before the concept
of a limit (the basis of calculus) was
discovered independently by Newton and Leibniz. They showed that
infinite sums can converge to a
limit. In Zeno’s case, we can begin
with one half, then add half of
that (one fourth) and keep adding
halves. This infinite series has the
limit 1, which is the Zeno target.
Philosophers and theologians
have misused the concept of infinity, meaninglessly claiming that
an infinite god with infinite power
has lived an infinite amount of time.
Infinity is a useful construct created
by humans and need not exist in
reality. Infinity, like gods, is not sensible (known through the senses).
Mathematically there are many
types of infinities, just as people
believe in many gods. My mathe-

matics students have sometimes
falsely treated infinity as if it actually
existed as a real number, and such
misuse often got them into trouble.
And so it is with many god believers
who treat a deity as a real person.
Regardless of current disputes
about infinity, I’m happy that we
can freely discuss our views without
meeting the same fate as Giordano
Bruno in 1600. He taught that the
universe was infinite with an infinite
number of worlds like ours. It was
considered heretical for finite man
to discover the nature of the infinite,
which was so clearly allied with the
nature of God. Bruno was burned at
the stake, one of the last victims of
the Inquisition.

Herb Silverman

Charleston South, Carolina
It is true that some mathematicians,
before an understanding of infinite
series was developed during the
eighteenth century, disdained such
thoughts. It is also true that no one
will ever fully compute pi, and it is
true that Zeno presented several
“paradoxes,” one of which Kenneth
Nahigan relates in his essay. But
the concept of infinite limits is the
basis of both differential and integral calculus! In particular, the arrow
“paradox” of Zeno, stating that an
arrow in flight must first travel half
the total distance, then half of the
remaining, half the remaining, and
on and on translates into the series
for the total distance to be covered
as: distance = 1/2 + 1/4 + 1/8 +
1/16 + ... , the three dots indicating an infinite continuation of the
sequence. However the limit of this
series = 1, i.e., the total distance! If
the time to travel 1/2 was, say, four
seconds, the series for the time
would be written as time = 4 + 2 +
1 + 1/2 + 1/4 + … seconds; limit
(time) = 8 seconds. Surprise, surprise!!! Just what one would expect!
That is, the use of infinite sequences
produces the same result as objective reality would predict.
Such mathematics, begun
by Newton and Leibnitz, axiomatized by Cauchy, further put on
firm ground by Weierstrass, is an
understanding not realized in Zeno’s time. In fact, it is noted that
Archimedes (approximately 250

BCE) almost invented calculus, but,
knowing that he did not understand
infinite calculations, used the more
ancient method of exhaustion,
which was sort of an infinite process
that produced approximate results.
Archimedes finished the calculation
by using indirect reasoning, twice,
to show that what we would call
today “the limit” was in fact correct.
One final example: of
course, 1/3 = 0.333333 . . , again
continuing infinitely. The decimal
representation could be written
as: .3 + .03 + .003 + ... , and if one
didn’t know what fraction it was,
using the methods of an infinite
limit one could determine that
this infinite series totaled to—you
guessed it—1/3.
There are still many unanswered questions regarding infinite
sets. However to deny our ability to
deal with infinity, to be an infinity
denier, is irrational. But, did you
know that there are an infinite number of rational numbers, but there
are more irrational numbers?

Ken McCaffrey

Brattleboro, Vermont
Kenneth Nahigan’s article on infinity discusses Zeno’s arrow paradox. This paradox is that in order
to reach the target an arrow must
first reach the half way point to the
target, but in order to reach the
halfway point to the target, it must
reach half the half way point and so
forth. Zeno argued that since there
are an infinite number of terms to
be summed, the arrow can never
reach the target.
In his article, Nahigan argues
that only quantum physics can rescue us from this dilemma, but as I’m
sure he knows, there is a much more
straight forward answer that was
proposed before quantum physics
was thought of and which works just
fine in a continuous, non-quantized
universe. It is based on the surprising fact that it is possible for a series
with an infinite number of terms to
sum to a finite result.
Without looking at the math,
the idea is that as the distances in
the series get shorter, half + quarter + eighth and so forth, the time
needed to traverse each of those
distances also gets shorter. The

sum of that infinite series of times
is finite, and not surprisingly it
turns out that this sum is the time
the arrow takes in the real world to
reach its target.

Mike Bridges
via email

Kenneth Nahigan’s response:
What a delight to read this array
of intelligent rejoinders to what
I thought of as a “cotton candy”
piece! Herb Silverman, Ken McCaffrey, and Mike Bridges are all
correct that the sum of the series
of distances, as represented by the
arrow’s half-point passages, is perfectly finite. Zeno may or may not
have realized this—hard to say what
that old stoic of Elea was thinking.
(Of course Zeno used the example
of Achilles chasing after a tortoise,
but it amounts to pretty much the
same thing.)
The point was not that the sum
is infinite, but that the series contains an infinite number of terms.
Each term represents an actual
event in objective time and space.
So by the time the arrow hits the
target, a literal infinity of events
occur!
You can resolve this in two
ways: 1. Admit a real infinity; or 2.
Deny the perfect continuity of time
and space. I was nudging toward
the second resolution, but the first
is good; take your pick.

By My Own Hand
Re: “By My Own Hand: Suicide
Can Be a Wise and Gentle
Choice,” Lowrey R. Brown, FI,
August/September 2018. I was
disappointed with the argument for death with dignity presented by Lowrey R. Brown In
the August/September issue.
When she quoted the opening lines of the Declaration of
Independence, I hoped for a minute that she would address the
argument advanced by Supreme
Count Justice Neil Gorsuch that
the Declaration forbids suicide,
because it posits that life is
inalienable. The wording, “that all
men ... are endowed by their cre-
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ator with inalienable rights, and that
among these are life ...” is easily compatible with the Catholic dogma that
your life is a gift from God, and a gift
cannot be refused. But Lowrey missed
the opportunity to dispute that.
A truly secular argument would be
that men (and women) were created by
evolution, and that men (and more recently women) in modern democratic
societies have endowed themselves with
rights that limit the power of the state
over them. Our right to life remains insecure, however, as long as judicial killing
(aka the death penalty) is still inflicted by
the state, despite the Catholic Church’s
objection. Executions are the main evidence that our lives still belong to the
state. As Max Weber wrote, the state has
a monopoly on legitimate violence. And
it defends that monopoly by insisting
that it has the duty to kill anyone who
assists in the killing of another, even with
the most loving motives.
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Ted Richer
1.
who read
…

the greatest devotion
…

greater than learning
…

consists in accepting the world
…

exactly as it happens to be
2.
who said
…

the greatest devotion
…

greater than learning
…

Homer Edward Price

consists in accepting the world

Sylva, North Carolina

…

exactly as it happens to be

August/September Errata
In our August/September issue, two errors were made with the final printing.
In the Table of Contents, it was noted that a book under review, An Atheist
Stranger in a Strange Religious Land: Selected Writings from the Bible Belt, was “edited by Jon O’Brien” when in fact it was written by Herb Silverman. It was correctly
indicated in the full review on page 61.
The conclusion of Valerie Tarico’s article “Why So Much of the Bible Is Poorly
Written” was inadvertently left out on page 27. The final sentence should read, “So,
they keep it all, in the process binding themselves and our society to the worldview
and very human imperfections of our Iron Age ancestors.”
Our apologies to both authors.

3.
who read it
…
to us
…
who said it
…
to us
Ted Richer is literary editor of Free Inquiry.
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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

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

We want to protect and enhance Earth, to preserve

developing our creative talents to their fullest.

that we are capable of as human beings.

*by Paul Kurtz
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