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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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lasphemy is the act of profaning the sacred. It is a crime as
ancient as civilization itself. The
gods apparently have always
needed the protection of law to remain
free from offense. I guess that makes
them the beneficiaries of the first “safe
spaces.”
These days, the Center for Inquiry
(CFI) fights blasphemy laws primarily
at the United Nations Human Rights
Council, where we speak out against
their use to persecute nonbelievers
around the world. But the history of
blasphemy laws and prosecutions
under them is a long and ugly story—a sordid tale from which Western
democracies have not been immune.
The first freethinker to be prosecuted was probably Anaxagoras, Athens’s first resident philosopher. He had
an interest in scientific inquiry and a
willingness to spout theories about
how the gods were mythical creations.
This was not well received and led to
his consignment in a dungeon around
450 BCE for impiety. Athens might
have been known for its revolutionary
freedom to challenge ideas and debate the proper role of government,
but that tolerance did not extend to
questioning the gods.
Today, about a quarter of the world’s
countries, including some Western democracies, have anti-blasphemy laws
or policies, according to the Pew Research Center.1 Just last year Canada
1. http://www.pewresearch.org/facttank
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finally excised the crime of blasphemy
from its law books, as did Ireland
through popular referendum.
In the United States, despite our
constitutional guarantees of freedom
of speech and religion and the separation of government and religion, some
states, including Massachusetts and
Michigan, still retain laws against blasphemy on the books. They lie fallow,
hopefully never to rise again, but the
last time a person was prosecuted for
blasphemy was in 1971, a time likely
within living memory of most people
reading this.
That prosecution was provoked by
Jesus in a shop window.
Two shopkeepers in Pittsburgh put
up a Jesus Christ “wanted” poster
in their windows. The poster showed
Jesus as a hippie with long hair. It said
“Wanted for sedition, criminal anarchy,
vagrancy and conspiracy to overthrow
the established government. Dresses
poorly; said to be a carpenter by trade;
ill-nourished; associates with common
working people, unemployed, and
bums. Alien; said to be a Jew.”
When the American Civil Liberties
Union sought to defend the shopkeepers by challenging the constitutionality
of the 1794 blasphemy statute under
which they had been charged, the
prosecutor asked that the charges be
dropped.
The prosecutor had every reason
to worry whether the statute would
survive the legal challenge. While the
U.S. Supreme Court never actually
ruled on a case involving blasphemy, it
had unanimously rejected the idea that
the government could ban “sacrilege”
in a case from 1952 involving a mildly
risqué foreign film.
The Italian movie, The Miracle, portrayed the story of a young slow-witted
peasant girl who thinks the stranger
who seduced her is Saint Joseph. She
is then ostracized by society due to her
out-of-wedlock pregnancy.
New York State’s film censorship
board responded to an outcry by Catholic officials by finding the movie “sacrilegious” and revoking the license of
the film’s distributor, Joseph Burstyn,
/2016/07/29/which-countries-still-outlawapostasy-and-blasphemy/

to exhibit it further. Burstyn fought
back in court, resulting in the U.S. Supreme Court case Burstyn v. Wilson.
It established far-reaching precedent
that seemed to foreclose the possibility that anything insulting to religious
sensibilities could be banned.
Justice Tom Clark, writing for a
unanimous court, said the state “has
no legitimate interest in protecting
any or all religions from views which
are distasteful to them.”
This mid-twentieth–century ruling
was among a handful of cases that
gave some relief from the unrelenting,
censorious scourge of Comstockery
that had up until that time dominated
the legal landscape.
“Comstockery” comes from the
name of the tireless, puritanical, crusading censor Anthony Comstock,
who spent from 1873 to 1915 as
Secretary of the New York Society for
the Suppression of Vice. Comstock
helped get a set of vague immorality laws passed at the federal and
state levels that then allowed him to
work relentlessly to rid the country
of anything offensive—which meant
anything that offended Christian piety.
People went to prison for years, suffered hard labor, and lost their livelihoods because this moralist sought
to purify the country in line with his
suffocating brand of Christianity. He
was a self-proclaimed “weeder in the
garden of the Lord.”
Comstock’s target was not just pornography, though he confiscated tons
of that (much of it incredibly benign by
today’s standards). He also went after
fine art and any depiction of sexual organs or reproduction, even in medical
books—undoubtedly setting back the
advance of medicine. He prosecuted
distributors of birth control information including, notoriously, Margaret
Sanger’s husband, William Sanger. He
targeted her husband after Margaret
had fled the country to escape arrest.
Comstock also went after freethinkers: people who were calling
religion and its rules for private behavior into question. He thought freethinkers, who often held the view that
women should be free to control their
sexual reproduction in bold defiance
of church doctrine, equally immoral

as those producing smut. Freethinkers were prosecuted under obscenity
law, but the crime was essentially that
of impinging on Comstock’s religious
sensibilities. And at that time, the
crime of obscenity subsumed blasphemy within its ambit.
In 1878, Comstock famously targeted freethinker and publisher D. M.
Bennett for prosecution for sending
Cupid’s Yokes through the mail. That
booklet, authored by Ezra Heywood,
was a polemic promoting sexual relations outside of marriage. Heywood
argued that society and women especially would be better off if they didn’t
have to choose between an imprisoning institution (marriage) and celibacy.
It was not in the least obscene except
for its unconventional ideas. Yet selling it earned Bennett thirteen months
of hard labor.

“Today, about a quarter
of the world’s countries
have anti-blasphemy
laws or policies.”
The repressions of Comstock’s tyrannical reign are given a full treatment in Amy Werbel’s excellent book
Lust on Trial: Censorship and the Rise
of American Obscenity in the Age of
Anthony Comstock. Werbel is an associate professor of the history of art
at the Fashion Institute of Technology
in New York.
But what she says about the rising
opposition to Comstock has relevance
for today. Werbel credits him with
provoking a sophisticated and organized backlash consisting of leaders in
media, the arts, law, and science. Because Comstock so overreached, he
gave rise to the Free Speech League
and the National Civil Liberties Bureau, the precursor organizations to
the American Civil Liberties Union. A
highly professional First Amendment
defense bar emerged to represent
defendants charged under the Comstock Laws. And freethinkers such as
Robert Green Ingersoll played a key
role.
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Comstock’s zeal planted the seeds
for his campaign’s undoing. Eventually, haltingly, the legal edifice he had
built was torn down by courts substituting a much more robust freedom
of expression. Today, blasphemy is
no longer a prosecutable offense in
America, and even obscenity is rarely
prosecuted. (Now that everyone carries a porn shop in his or her phone,
what can be said to violate contemporary community standards?)
This long-view perspective might
help those of us in the modern free-

“During the tough days
ahead … religious
dogma will again
become a legal
touchstone for repression of nonbelievers.”
thought community during the tough
days ahead. They will be akin to Comstockian days, since religious dogma
will again become a legal touchstone
for repression of nonbelievers. We
know the U.S. Supreme Court will
soon serve up new, serious retrenchments in church-state separation, and
it will likely give Christians exemptions
from laws that the rest of us must follow. But that overreach will inspire a
resistance. And who knows, it may finally shake the complacency from
America’s expanding secular masses
and get more casual nonbelievers to
join groups such as CFI. If so, that
would be the only silver lining in an
otherwise bleak road ahead.

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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TOM FLYNN

OP-ED

Good News
Misunderstood

A

mong its many frustrating attributes, the year-end holiday
season is a graveyard for news
stories. Want to make sure no one
pays attention? Release your story
in late December. That seems to be
what happened, if perhaps inadvertently, to this December 20 item by
veteran New York Times journalist
Sabrina Tavernise: “Growth Rate in
Population Is at Lowest Since 1937.”1
That’s news worth hailing from the
housetops. Since I tend to have more
free time than others during the “helladay” season I don’t celebrate, let
me fill you in (however belatedly) on
what you might have missed:
The population of the United
States grew at its slowest pace
in more than eight decades, the
Census Bureau said Wednesday
[December 19]. … Not since 1937,
when the country was in the grip
of the Great Depression and birthrates were down substantially, has
it grown so slowly, with just a 0.62
percent gain between July 2017
and July 2018. With Americans
getting older, fewer babies are
being born and more people are
dying, demographers said.

Kenneth Johnson, a University of
New Hampshire demographer, told
Tavernise that “The drop is simply
stunning. ... Just 10 years ago, the
surplus of births over deaths was 44
percent higher.” In no fewer than
nine U.S. states, population actually
declined over the past decade.
This is cause to celebrate—at
least, it is if it augurs a move toward
1. Sabrina Tavernise. “Growth Rate in Population Is at Lowest Since 1937.” The New
York Times (December 20, 2018).

secularhumanism.org

a real and continuing decline in the
U.S. population. If that statement
surprises you, let’s review why I cheer
for the prospect of fewer Americans.
It’s well-known (if in some quarters unfashionable to discuss) that
the world is desperately overpopulated. Experts have been sounding
this alarm since shortly after World
War II. Their (admittedly imprecise)
consensus suggests that for longterm sustainability, human polities
should aim for a European-style standard of living (that is, a per capita
carbon footprint roughly half the size
of the average American’s). Yet if
every human alive today achieved
the living standard typical in France,
we’d need 2.5 Earths to sustain them
all.2 In 1994, a study group led by
Population Bomb authors (and Free
Inquiry contributors) Anne and Paul
Ehrlich determined that a European
standard of living could be extended
to at most only about two billion people for our planet to support human
civilization indefinitely.3
Two billion is an estimate of optimum population.4 It is not to be confused with carrying capacity, a measure of the largest number of humans
the planet can support on a near-term
basis. (Estimates of carrying capacity
vary widely depending on the methodology used. Some suggest that
populations considerably larger than
today’s are supportable in the short
term; others do not.) Since optimum
population is consistent with human
thriving over generations, I submit
that it’s the figure toward which we
should aim.
2. Global Footprint Network determination,
summarized by Bent Flyvbjerg (Oxford University) in Daniel Kolitz, “What's the Ideal
Number of Humans on Earth?” Gizmodo.
com, December 25, 2017. Available online
at https://gizmodo.com/whats-the-idealnumber-of-humans-on-earth-1821527028.
3. Gretchen C. Daily, Anne H. Ehrlich, and
Paul R. Ehrlich. “Optimum Human Population Size.” Population and Environment:
A Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies (July
1994). See also Anne H. Ehrlich and Paul R.
Ehrlich. “Is the Population Bomb Finally Exploding?” Free Inquiry (April/May 2009).
4. Lindsey Grant. “Optimum Population.”
Free Inquiry (August/September 2004).

The U.S. Census estimates world
population at 7,543,000,000 and
counting (upward, always upward).
That’s almost four times the number the planet can sustain long term.
Clearly, if we want humanity to continue at a reasonable level of comfort,
we will need to reduce human numbers to between a third and a quarter
of their current levels.
Let that sink in.
The challenge, of course, is to
achieve so drastic a reduction in our
numbers humanely. (If we do nothing, circumstance will likely reduce our
numbers for us in horrific ways—think
Mad Max but with less motor fuel.) I
like to imagine that we have a century
in which to shrink our population this
far. Then again, it’s possible that we
had a century back in the 1950s, when
specialists first started talking about
overpopulation—in which case only a
few decades may remain to us in which
to act. (Or we might already be too far
down the wrong road. The thing is, no
one knows for certain.) What’s undeniable is that human civilization is now in
a condition of “overshoot” that cannot
be sustained.5
5. For the genesis of this term, see William R.
Catton, Jr. Overshoot: The Ecological Basis of
Revolutionary Change. Foreword by Stewart

“All right,” you might be thinking. “Even if that’s true of the world
as a whole, it cannot be that the
United States is desperately overpopulated. Not America! Sure, Los Angeles traffic is atrocious, but fly across
the continent and you’ll see limitless
vistas where no one lives!” That’s a
naive view. Yes, America retains wideopen spaces, but most that are left
suffer from forbidding terrain, poor
soil, or inadequate water. Insolently
we’ve raised mammoth cities such as
Phoenix and Las Vegas in places with
incontestably inadequate water—and
turned semi-arid plains into breadbaskets through short-sighted irrigation
that’s quickly depleting midcontinent
aquifers. Clearly there are already too
many Americans, many of us living
in ways little more sustainable than
the endangered residents of poorer
countries.
Still we haven’t confronted the key
reason American overpopulation matters so much: per capita, Americans
consume, dispose, and emit more
than anyone else on Earth. The United
States has the world’s largest per capita carbon footprint among countries,
by one measure 16.14 metric tons of
Udall. Illini Books, 1980.

CO2 annually. Canada’s and Australia’s CO2 footprints are similar, though
smaller; western European countries’
emissions run about a half to a third
of the U.S. per capita figure. China,
in absolute terms the world’s leading
polluter, has a per capita footprint of
just 7.54 metric tons because its population is so large.6,7
6. https://www.indexmundi.com/facts/indicators/EN.ATM.CO2E.PC. Data from Carbon
Dioxide Information Analysis Center, Environmental Sciences Division, Oak Ridge National
Laboratory, Tennessee, United States.
7. Several Arab countries have far higher per
capita CO2 discharges—Qatar has the world’s
highest—but these levels are anomalous, reflecting the impact of oil and gas production
and refining spread over relatively modest
populations rather than personal consumption.

“A European standard of
living could be extended
to at most only about
two billion people for our
planet to support human
civilization indefinitely.”

secularhumanism.org April/May 2019

Free Inquiry

7

In sum, though U.S. overpopulation may be modest by global standards, it poses an outsized threat to
the human future.
Dare we hope, then, that the number of Americans is on the cusp of
real decline—even if not yet to the
degree required to stave off ecological
collapse? Here U.S. journalists tend to
grow skittish. Sure enough, Tavernise
gives a grim nod toward “diminished
vibrancy and strains on social services”
in areas where populations are already
declining. She sketches a near-nightmarish picture of northern Maine,
which “suffers from acute shortages of
police officers, firefighters, town man-

“If we want humanity to
continue at a reasonable
level of comfort, we will
need to reduce human
numbers to between a
third and a quarter of
their current levels.
Let that sink in.”

agers, school superintendents and
teachers”—even snowplow operators.
This red flag always gets raised
when the prospect of reducing human
numbers comes up. Given current
knowledge, our polities work best with
steady annual growth of at least a
percent or two. Anything less spells
trouble: if retirees outnumber the employed, who will pay to care for them
all, much less keep the rest of society
humming along?
This objection is genuine but secondary. If we’re serious about dealing
with the population crisis, we must see
it not as a bar to action but rather as
an obstacle to overcome. With global
population at three to four times the
optimum, we simply can’t go forward
with “steady annual growth of at least
a percent or two.” We need to bring
our numbers down.
We face the necessary prospect of
several consecutive generations over
whose course each successive cohort
will be significantly smaller than the
one it supplants.8 That poses redoubtable economic challenges, to be sure.
8. See Tom Flynn. “Too Many People.” Free
Inquiry (August/September 2004); “Overpopulation, Immigration, and the Human Future.”
Free Inquiry (June/July 2015).

Today there seem to be few ideas how
a deliberately shrinking society might
function. But unless we want to surrender to apocalypse, our economists,
technologists, and politicians will need
to find new ways to make a contracting society manageable, because we
simply don’t have an option about the
need for rapid reduction.
By the way, have you ever noticed that media discussions of climate
change and greenhouse-gas buildup
hardly ever mention the role of sheer
human numbers? It should be obvious—but instead, it seems taboo—to
note that even with static per capita
emissions, a smaller human population
would lead to proportional reductions
in carbon footprint.9 Conversely, ongoing population growth negates this
benefit. A 2008 study noted that “in
recent years, increases in U.S. CO2
emissions have been driven entirely
by population increases as per capita
emissions have stabilized.”10
9. Though see Robert J. Walker. “Four Out
of Five Scientists Agree: Population Matters.”
Free Inquiry (June/July 2015).
10. Steven A. Camarota and Leon Kolankiewicz. “Immigration to the United States and
World-Wide Greenhouse Gas Emissions.”
Center for Immigration Studies (August 12,
2008).

“We face the necessary
prospect of several
consecutive generations
over whose course
each successive cohort
will be significantly
smaller than the
one it supplants.”
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O

kay, so much for the easy part.
I will now court controversy.
Tavernise’s story perhaps underplays her story’s most explosive
statistic: If current trends continue, she
writes, “immigrants will soon be more
important to population gains than
the so-called natural increase … the
number of births minus the number
of deaths.” To put that another way,
we are very near the point where, if
not for immigration, the decline in
American fertility would already have
precipitated an actual population decrease—you know, that thing we desperately need. It stands to reason that
if we’re serious about reducing the
U.S. population, reducing or curtailing
immigration may be an important tool.
This conclusion stands without regard
to the skin color, ethnicity, religion, or
any other personal characteristics of
would-be immigrants.
Only one variable truly matters—
the lower the per capita CO2 emissions
are in one’s country of origin, the worse
it is for the planet when one becomes
an American. (In Honduras, to choose
an extreme example, per capita emissions are one-sixteenth what they are
in the United States. Since many countries of origin have somewhat higher
emissions, average immigrants to the
United States produce four times more
CO2 than they did in their country of
origin. That works out to just 18 percent less per capita than the average
native-born American.11)
Immigration’s an uncomfortable
topic for many secular humanists, as
it is for progressives and even political
centrists12 because of its association
with the political Right, to say nothing of President Trump’s cruel and
ham-fisted approach to the southern
border. Activists on the left and center
used to be much more comfortable
with population advocacy; as late as
1994, Sierra Club Books published
How Many Americans? Population,
11. Ibid.
12. A notable exception is Philp Cafaro, How
Many Is Too Many? The Progressive Argument
for Reducing Immigration to the United States
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015).
I favorably reviewed this book in Free Inquiry
(June/July 2015).

Immigration and the Environment, a
clear-eyed survey by forthright population activists Leon F. Bouvier and Lindsey Grant. Well into the early 2000s,
the Sierra Club advocated population
reduction to curb human impact on
the environment. In 2004, the outspoken humanist Richard D. Lamm—population activist, thirty-eighth governor
of Colorado (1975–1987), and the
American Humanist Association’s 1993
Humanist of the Year—led a slate of Sierra Club board candidates who urged
the Club to promote immigration
curbs to combat population growth.
(The slate included Cornell Univer-

“Clearly there are
already too many
Americans, many of us
living in ways little more
sustainable than the
endangered residents of
poorer countries.”
sity entomologist David Pimentel, who
with his wife, Marcia, has written on
population issues in Free Inquiry.13)
That bitterly fought election ended in
defeat for Lamm and fellow reformers.
Only later did they learn that the outcome had been, essentially, bought
and paid for: derivatives mogul David
Gelbaum had made a secret donation
of $100 million, the largest gift in the
Club’s history to that time, conditional
on the Club never again advocating
immigration reduction.14 That’s how
13. See David Pimentel and Marcia Pimentel. “The Real Perils of Human Population
Growth.” Free Inquiry (April/May 2009).
14. Joe Guzzardi.“The Sierra Club and the
$100 Million Donation That Changed It Forever.” Noozhawk.com (February 17, 2012).
Available online at https://www.noozhawk.
com/article/021712_joe_guzzardi_sierra_club.
See also Alan Kuper. “From Sentience to Silence.” Free Inquiry (August/September 2009).
For background on the 2004 Sierra Club
board election, see Felicity Barringer. “Bitter

much one wealthy influencer dreaded
even the perception that the Sierra
Club opposed immigration, however
germane that might have been to
the organization’s mission of protecting the environment. From then until
now, the Sierra Club has been almost
entirely silent on population issues,
to (I think) the great detriment of its
effectiveness.

I

suggest it’s time for secular humanists and others concerned with humanity’s long-term welfare to reopen
the discussion on immigration reduction—not out of racism or xenophobia, which we deplore, but out of the
simple recognition that immigration
from whatever source counteracts a
desirable reduction in U.S. population
that might otherwise already be underway.15 We should stress that while
migrating to America is one of the
most personally beneficial steps persons living outside the United States
may consider, it is also one of the most
destructive courses they can pursue
from the viewpoint of ecological stability and long-term human welfare.
The world needs there to be
fewer people who consume and emit
like contemporary Americans. We
shouldn’t let well-meant but irrelevant
concerns—not even our revulsion at
the bigotry motivating some other
calls to limit immigration—keep us
from doing what’s right.
Not only what’s right. In the long
term, it may be humankind’s best
hope.

Division for Sierra Club on Immigration.” New
York Times (March 16, 2004).
15. See David Simcox and Tracy Canada. “Toward Negative Population Growth: Cutting
Legal Immigration by Four-Fifths.” Free Inquiry
(June/July 2015).

Tom Flynn is the editor of F ree I nquiry and author
of the novels Messiah Games; Nothing Sacred;
and Behold, He Said. He opted never to have
children, considered the most effective way of
reducing one’s lifetime carbon footprint.
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OPHELIA BENSON

OP-ED

The Cult of
Authenticity

T

he literary critic Lionel Trilling
wrote in Sincerity and Authenticity: “The concerted effort of a
culture or of a segment of a culture to
achieve authenticity generates its own
conventions, its generalities, its commonplaces, its maxims, what Sartre,
taking the word from Heidegger, calls
the ‘gabble.’”
Trilling said that in 1970, but it
hasn’t become less true in the half
century since. If you Google “authentic self,” you get 360 million results,
though most of them are pop psychology and self-help rather than literary
criticism.
The idea of an “authentic self” has,
oddly, become a theme of political
discourse as well as Oprah-style uplift.
We’re being told that people have a

right to live as their authentic selves,
which often means as opposed to their
outward appearance, that mere physical dross. It’s a weirdly religious idea,
reminiscent of the contemptus mundi
of medieval monks, but it’s presented
as political rather than religious. What I
keep wondering is how it’s possible to
make a sane politics out of the denial
of material reality.
The irony is that what is meant by
the authentic self in the current dialect
is not a self that comports with the
actual facts—with the biography, the
history, the Curriculum Vitae, the parentage, the body—but a self that contradicts such dull literal realities, as if
some absent-minded official had simply made a mistake in the paperwork.
The authenticity in question is not the
kind we mean when we talk of an authentic Vermeer or Patek Philippe; it’s
a distinction between the social self
and the private one, between the self
that others perceive and the one that
we alone know from the inside.
This idea of course rests on the
assumption that self-knowledge is reliable, truthful, and immune to dispute by others. Sadly, for people who
cherish their “authentic” counterfactual selves, self-knowledge is none of
those things, as philosophers and psychologists have been explaining to us
for years. (See, for instance, Mistakes

“The idea of an ‘authentic self’
has, oddly, become a theme
of political discourse as well
as Oprah-style uplift.”
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Were Made [but Not by Me] by Carol
Tavris and Elliot Aronson for some of
the many ways we deceive ourselves
about our own motivations.) Memory is incomplete and can be flat-out
wrong, and there are all sorts of biases
and distortions built into our thinking,
such that in reality we don’t necessarily understand ourselves better than
outside observers. We can perceive
things they can’t, but then they can
see things we can’t, too, and it’s not
always clear that we know better. We
are motivated to draw a flattering picture in a way that they are not, just for
a start. That’s why there’s a thing called
the fundamental attribution error: the
tendency we all have to overemphasize personal characteristics and ignore situational factors in evaluating
what other people do, while reversing
the terms when we think about our
own behavior. That jerk bumped into
me because he’s a jerk, but I bumped
into this other person because I’m in a
hurry for very good reasons. It’s like the
“irregular verbs” that were a running
joke in the British comedy series Yes,
Minister: “I’m independent-minded,
you’re eccentric, she’s crazy.”
It’s obvious once it’s explained,
isn’t it? I know my good intentions
but not yours and hers and theirs, and
you know yours but not all those others—we all get it wrong in the same
way. We are all a black box to each
other and even to ourselves, and it’s
not necessarily true that our own inner
knowledge of our authentic selves is
more veridical than what other people
can detect from the outside. It feels as
if it is, but feelings can be illusory.
This is why one of the major justifications for claims of an authentic self
that contradicts the facts, “lived experience,” is such a weak reed. Sure,
it’s possible to have years of “lived
experience” thinking of yourself as
something you’re not—an elf, a visitor
from another galaxy, a tiger, a reincarnation of Cleopatra—but that lived
experience isn’t enough to change the
local, prosaic facts.
In any case, who is to say the self
we know from the inside is more authentic than the one everyone else
perceives? It might be if we all occu-

pied our own little universes, with no
contact with other humans, but since we
don’t … how do we know that our interactions with the world and the people in
it are not in fact part of our “self,” even
the authentic one? The reality surely
is that selves—characters, personalities,
autobiographies—are built up from their
experiences, including relations with
other selves. We help to create each
other, and that doesn’t make us less
than “authentic.”
Keats wrote of a much more generous idea of the self in a letter from
October 1818:
As to the poetical Character itself
(I mean that sort, of which, if I am
anything, I am a member; that sort
distinguished from the Wordsworthian, or egotistical Sublime; which
is a thing per se, and stands alone,)
it is not itself—it has no self—It is
everything and nothing—It has no
character—it enjoys light and shade;
it lives in gusto, be it foul or fair, high
or low, rich or poor, mean or elevated
… A poet is the most unpoetical of
anything in existence, because he
has no Identity—he is continually in
for and filling some other body … It
is a wretched thing to confess; but it
is a very fact, that not one word I ever
utter can be taken for granted as an
opinion growing out of my identical
Nature—how can it, when I have
no Nature? When I am in a room
with people, if I ever am free from
speculating on creations of my own
brain, then, not myself goes home to
myself, but the identity of every one
in the room begins to press upon me,
so that I am in a very little time annihilated—not only among men; it would
be the same in a nursery of Children.

It’s a famous passage for good reason: it expresses an admirable approach
to life and to other people and a fine
alternative to obsession with one’s own
precious Authentic Self.

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 (Continuum Books, 2006),
and Does God Hate Women? (Bloomsbury
Academic, 2009).

RUSSELL BLACKFORD

OP-ED

Dehumanizing
Propaganda
and Freedom of
Speech—a New
Case in Canada

A

recent Canadian case, The
Queen v. Sears and St. Germaine, involved the now-familiar issues of free speech, dehumanizing propaganda, and public
expression of hatred. Decided in
late January 2019, the case ended
with convictions for James Sears and
LeRoy St. Germaine, the editor and
publisher, respectively, of Your Ward
News (YWN), a loathsome “community newspaper” with perhaps as
many as a million readers. Sears and
St. Germaine were on trial for the
crime of “wilful promotion of hatred
against an identifiable group” (in this
case, Jews and women).
Twenty-two issues of YWN were
published from 2015 to 2018. Much
of its content was anti-Marxist and
focused on attacking left-wing politicians. However, as detailed in the
court’s judgment, there was also a
relentless stream of pro-Nazi, anti-Semitic, anti-feminist, and savagely
misogynist propaganda. Much of
this involved dehumanizing representations of Jews and women, and
it seems that much of it could reasonably be interpreted as inciting
violence. At the same time, some
of YWN’s content appears to have
been no more (or less) than advocacy of extreme and unpopular
ideas. These ranged from Holocaust
denialism and adulation of Adolf Hitler to toxic opinions about feminism
and gender roles.

Previous Canadian cases had
found the relevant provision of the
Criminal Code to be constitutional,
but this required construing the
code’s bland words in a narrow way.
In 1990, the Supreme Court of Canada held that hatred is an extreme
and intense emotion associated with
vilification and detestation and that
it implies that the hated individuals
should “be despised, scorned, denied respect, and made subject to
ill-treatment” based on their membership in the hated group.
All this reflects a distinctively
Canadian approach to laws that
encroach on freedom of speech.
The Canadian Charter of Rights
and Freedoms includes “freedom
of thought, belief, opinion and expression” (among many other freedoms), but it contains a proviso that
all its constitutional protections are
“subject only to such reasonable

“If there’s a problem with
Canada’s approach, it is
not that dehumanizing
propaganda deserves
protection because it
is helpful to public
discussion of ideas.”

limits prescribed by law as can be
demonstrably justified in a free and
democratic society.” This allows the
government to defend a law that
would otherwise be unconstitutional
by demonstrating that it is needed
“in a free and democratic society” to
safeguard a vital social interest.
In practice, the Canadian courts
rescue some laws from unconstitutionality by reading them as if
they are directed at only the most
extreme kinds of speech that might
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fall within their wording. In this case,
Sears and St. Germaine could not
have been found guilty of “wilful
promotion of hatred” unless the material they’d produced incited hatred—as narrowly defined by the Supreme Court—with everything that
this implies in terms of inciting some
kind of ill-treatment.
If there’s a problem with Canada’s
approach, it is not that dehumanizing propaganda deserves protection
because it is helpful to public discussion of ideas. YWN could have
argued for unpopular, or even outrageous, ideas if it had avoided dehumanization and anything that looked
like advocacy of ill-treatment—up to
and including acts of violence—of
Jews and women. The reasonable
concern, rather, is that this is territory
where the slopes are slippery.
Although we should be wary
of slippery-slope arguments, they
are not always fallacious. Logically
sound arguments based on slippery-slope reasoning make true
(or acceptably plausible) empirical
claims about pressures that tend to
force us down a slope toward an
unwanted outcome.
Slippery-slope reasoning is especially persuasive when it is employed to defend strict protection
of free speech. In the absence of a
near-absolute rule against government censorship, it is difficult to draft
legislation that distinguishes clearly
between speech that is and is not
insulated from the censor. Moreover,
centuries of human experience show
how tempting it is to enforce a conformity of opinion, whether through
official censorship or via informal
means such as shaming and ostracism. When it comes to enforcing
social orthodoxies—and hence suppressing heresies—we really are on a
slippery slope.
Thus, Jerry Coyne (writing on his
popular Why Evolution Is True website) expressed reasonable concerns
about the Sears and St. Germaine
case shortly after it was decided. As
he pointed out, there can be a fine
line between demonizing a hated
group and, for example, criticizing
12
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Judaism or floating an unpopular
proposal to lower the age of consent.
This is an important point. At the
same time, all jurisdictions impose
some limits on what can be said.
Even U.S. constitutional law does
not protect all speech whatsoever.
For example, it is possible to sue
for defamation in the United States
(although it might be difficult to
win if you are a public official or
even a “public figure”). There are
numerous other exceptions in U.S.
law to total freedom to say anything.
Most of these exist for good reasons
and have respectable historical pedigrees, but we should not assume
that U.S. law draws all the lines in
exactly the right places. Conversely,
the Supreme Court of Canada at
least seems principled and serious
about allowing only narrow exceptions to the freedoms specified in
the Canadian Charter.
I doubt that there is a single
“right” approach to these line-drawing issues. At any rate, it’s good to
remember that pressures to conform
in thought and its expression do not
come only from the formal law but
also from numerous social pressures.
This is the tyranny of prevailing opinion famously identified by John Stuart Mill in On Liberty. Hence, even
while recognizing some kinds of
speech, such as dehumanizing propaganda, as genuinely dangerous,
we must apply pressures of our own
to ensure the widest possible scope
for public discussion of ideas. This
means protecting the breadth of
public discussion not only from government censorship but also from
informal methods of suppression
that can be more constricting in
practice.

Russell Blackford is a conjoint senior lecturer in
philosophy at the University of Newcastle
(Australia) and a regular columnist for F ree
I nquiry . His new book, The Tyranny of Opinion:
Conformity and the Future of Liberalism
(2019), is published by Bloomsbury Academic.
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SHADIA B. DRURY

OP-ED

Romanticizing
Democracy

T

he American Founders did not
romanticize democracy. They were
liberal democrats, which means
they were liberals first and democrats
second. They thought that liberal principles such as the rights to life and liberty
and the freedom of thought and speech
were more fundamental than democratic
principles such as elections and majority
rule. In our time, the specter of Donald
Trump—a demagogue mesmerizing the
mob with lies, stoking its resentment,
and inciting violence—should lead us to
admire the Founders for trying to avoid
autocracy on one hand and mob rule on
the other.

“The Founders were
suspicious that democracy
could lead to the tyranny
of the majority.”

This is a balancing act, because democracy is necessary to prevent autocratic rulers from taking away the rights
and liberties of the people. Nevertheless, the Founders were suspicious that
democracy could lead to the tyranny
of the majority, which robs eccentric
individuals and minorities of their rights.
Their solution was to create a demo-

cratic polity in which the power of the
majority is constrained. For example,
the Bill of Rights set limits on the legislative branch; the Electoral College
prevented the presidency from being
a popularity contest; Senators were
not directly elected by the people
until 1914; and all judges were appointed—and at the federal level and
the Supreme Court, they still are.
Nevertheless, in the history of the
United States, democracy has not always been regarded with suspicion.
Another tradition was brewing. While
the liberal democratic tradition is
rooted in John Locke and John Stuart Mill, the republican democratic
tradition has its foundations in JeanJacques Rousseau’s Social Contract
and Machiavelli’s Discourses. In that
tradition, democracy requires the active participation of individuals in making laws and shaping their society. The
republican tradition defines liberty as
the submission to laws that one has
created in partnership with others. Republican government is government
of the people and by the people.
This public engagement accounts for
republican freedom. The republican
tradition makes political engagement
constitutive of liberty—not simply a
means to that end. So, it is no wonder
that in his Gettysburg Address, Lincoln
associated government of the people
and by the people with liberty.
No one has expressed the romance of this democratic republicanism more eloquently than the iconic
American philosopher John Dewey.
He did not deny that the nuts and
bolts of democracy were universal
suffrage, elections, and responsible
government. But for him, these are
just the means to a deeper, more important end, which is the cultivation
of the democratic personality. In his
view, democracy is essential for the
moral and intellectual development
of citizens who can transcend naked
self-interest in favor of a shared conception of the common good. For
Dewey, democratic participation
cultivates citizens who are tolerant,
unassuming, anti-autocratic, and capable of consensus and compromise.
Even if we agree with Dewey that

participation in democratic politics allows us to set aside private interest,
there is no reason to believe that
democratic participation leads to the
capacity for compromise and consensus. Even citizens of good will are
bound to have disagreements about
the common good. And when folks
stand on principle, they tend to be
self-righteous, intransigent, and averse
to compromise.

“The republican
tradition defines liberty
as the submission to
laws that one has
created in partnership
with others.”

This democratic idealism has been
intensified by Hannah Arendt, a German Jewish émigré who has a cult
following in the United States. Arendt thought that participation in the
“public realm” was critical to being
fully human. In her Origins of Totalitarianism, she suggests that the Jews of
Europe were easily exterminated because they lived primarily private lives,
and as a result had no reality, because
the latter is socially and politically constituted. She insists that privacy has
its roots in privation; therefore, living
a private life was not fully human.
These were outrageous claims that
amounted to blaming the victims for
the Nazi Holocaust.
Jewish intellectuals naturally objected, but her republican admirers in
the United States loved the idea that
engagement in the public realm was
simply a matter of life and death! They
rightly understood her to be denigrating the liberal view of government
as providing the conditions in which
citizens could pursue their private happiness. Arendt’s American followers

agreed that the American Revolution
was fought in the name of happiness
that can only be found in the public
realm. In my view, this makes politics
akin to a love affair—it shapes and
completes you in ways that you cannot
anticipate before the fact.
What led Arendt to this democratic
romanticism? No doubt it had something to do with the inter-subjectivism
of Martin Heidegger, who regarded
truth as a social construction. It also
had something to do with her admiration for Aristotle’s view of human
beings as political animals who love
dialogue and debate as integral to
self-actualization. But her most important inspiration was the Holocaust. She
was struck by the heroic rescue of the
Danish Jews, who were smuggled out
of the country when the Nazis invaded
Denmark. This was made possible by
the collaboration of a vast network
of citizens acting together in concert,
hiding the Jews and leading them to
safety in unoccupied Sweden—not
unlike the escape of black Americans
from slavery via the Underground Railroad. In both cases, the operation required personal risk, trust, and collaboration. For Arendt, acting together in
concert became her definition of political power or people power, which she
distinguished from the state’s monopoly over force. Her idea evolved into
the centrality of “trust” as a measure
of political health or “social capital,”
which has become a staple of American social science.
I worry that all this enthusiasm for
the public realm conceals a subtle repudiation of liberal individualism. It
behooves us to keep in mind that
criminal gangs and terrorists also act
together in concert. The key is acting
nobly, which is a function of a trustworthiness rooted in the character of individuals—something that has been lost
in the clamor over identity.

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).
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S. T. JOSHI

OP-ED

The Demise of the
White Inferiorists

P

ity the poor white nationalist!
He (and it is almost always a
he) is not faring well these days.
You think otherwise? Au contraire, mes
amis! Take no notice of the fact that incidents of abuse and violence against
persons of color committed by white
racists are, in numerical terms, on
the rise—whether it be the persistent
tendency of a small number of white
women to call the police on blacks,
Hispanics, or Asians going about their
daily lives or the actual killings by the
Dylann Roofs of the world. Many put
the blame on the pasty-faced white
guy currently occupying the Oval Office, but, offensive as he is, he was only
drawing upon a well of support that
was there long before him.
Can we be frank? The racists have
always been among us. I don’t know
why many of us believed that the elec-
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tion of a mixed-race president in 2008
would suddenly purge this country of
its centuries-long heritage of cruelty
and prejudice against non-whites, but
that conviction was staggeringly naive.
So in a sense it is salutary that these
racists now expose themselves—for
what they are exposing, even in cases
where they literally weaponize their
prejudice, are their fears, anxieties,
and insecurities.
We customarily designate the most
extreme of these unsavory folk as
white supremacists, but it should by
now be obvious that “white inferiorists” is a far more accurate moniker.
What we have learned in the past
half-century or so, when racial (and
sexual) barriers have to some extent
been broken down, is that these poor
white losers (in every sense of the

“Poor white losers (in
every sense of the term)
only managed to maintain their faux supremacy
by establishing legal and
social obstacles to protect their privileges.”
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term) only managed to maintain their
faux supremacy by establishing legal
and social obstacles to protect their
privileges; the moment they have to
start competing with persons of color
on an even approximately equal basis,
they invariably reveal their inferiority—
and whine about it.
Don’t be fooled: the tide has definitely turned against these worthies.
Whenever they try to stage rallies to
bring out their purported masses of silent supporters, they are overwhelmed
many times over by their opponents.
Not long ago, Richard Spencer, one
of the darlings among the white inferiorists, began a much-ballyhooed
campaign across college campuses to
promote his cause, but had to give up
… because of lack of interest. Stephen
K. Bannon, Mr. Trump’s former Svengali, after trying to foment some kind
of uprising among Europeans, is now
engaged in the task of overthrowing
the Communist party in China—to
which I can only say, “Good luck with
that, Stevie boy!”
It is not merely that the white inferiorists are dwarfed in pure numbers by
those (white and otherwise) who do
not exhibit the slightest concern over
which races are superior or inferior
(assuming, for the sake of argument,
that the very notion of “race” is even
a coherent or scientifically plausible
conception); it is that the entire culture has turned against them. Have
you ever noticed how TV shows and,
especially, TV commercials have become relentlessly multicultural? Don’t
get me wrong; I think it’s fabulous. But
what particularly tickles me is contemplating the impotent rage of our white
inferiorists as they witness these cheerful (and, more to the point, prosperous) people of all races enjoying each
other’s company as they buy that new
Lexus or chow down on that pizza.
The most chilling scenario for our
pitiable white inferiorists is what, since
at least the days of Teddy Roosevelt,
has been called “race suicide.” For
you see, whites are not reproducing
as prolifically as persons of color, so
the writing on the wall is becoming increasingly apparent. This is why some
inferiorists are actually seeking to enlist

white women in their cause. For if these
women “betray” their race—either by
not popping enough babies out of their
bodies or (worse) actually engaging in the
horrible act of “miscegenation” with men
of color—well, the white race would be
doomed, wouldn’t it? The only problem
is that these inferiorists are so inflamed
with obvious misogyny that not a great
many white women want to join forces
with them.
And if you think things are bad now
for the inferiorists, it’s soon about to get
much worse. By about 2040, whites in this
country will officially attain minority status.
I myself will officially be an old coot by
then, but I intend to let out some raucous
cackles from my La-Z-Boy recliner.
So what is the poor inferiorist to do, especially regarding entertainment options?
You really can’t watch regular TV anymore.
Maybe there needs to be a cable channel
just for these gentry, showing endless reruns of Leave It to Beaver and other safe
programs. Or they can (assuming they can
read) enjoy the novels of Jane Austen. (I
am not joking: Austen’s books, and the
films based upon them, are in fact popular
with white inferiorists precisely because
there is not a person of color to be found
anywhere among them.) The problem is
that even those shows that seem unthreatening turn out to be quite otherwise. Remember that hilarious episode of The Dick
Van Dyke Show where Rob Petrie, fearing
that he had received the wrong baby from
the hospital, demands to see the baby he
thinks is his—which turns out to be the
offspring of a very black Greg Morris and
his equally sable wife? I still remember my
mild surprise at seeing Morris playing a
smart black man on the old Mission: Impossible TV show.
But the inferiorists should not worry too
much about the lowly status to which they
will be consigned. We persons of color will
be magnanimous in our victory; we have
no wish to seek revenge for the millennia
of ill-treatment our ancestors endured. I
will fully support affirmative action for
white people. After all, they need all the
help they can get.

S. T. Joshi is the editor of Atheism: A Reader (2000)
and other works on atheism, agnosticism, and freethought.

Bridging the Chasm?

“H

umanism’s Chasm” (February/March 2019), my editorial
speculating that generational factors may explain why
membership in national humanist and freethought organizations has remained relatively static while the number of young
Americans not identifying with traditional religion has skyrocketed,
elicited thoughtful and articulate responses. Here are two, drawn
from each side of the generational divide. One essay was contributed by Fred Whitehead, a longtime freethought historian and
activist. Among many other things, he was our most knowledgeable
guide when CFI’s Martina Fern and I toured sites for a possible
Freethought Trail in Missouri and Kansas in October 2017 (see my
“A Trail for the Heartland,” April/May 2018). The other essay was
contributed by Sarah Myers, a twenty-five-year-old woman who
generally avoids print magazines and saw my editorial only because
her father, a Free Inquiry subscriber, urged her to read it. I invite you,
too, to respond.
—Tom Flynn

SARAH MYERS

GUEST OP-ED

I

am a twenty-five-year-old female,
half-white, half-Vietnamese, and
a self-identified skeptic and atheist. I worked and volunteered for a
Midwestern skeptics conference,
Gateway to Reason, as its marketing director in 2017, but since
2015 I have involved myself with
the skeptics community, meeting
many of the leaders of the movement, some of whom have columns in your own publication. My
observations have led me to agree
with Tom Flynn’s perspective that
the demographic of self-identified
Nones is meeting a standstill in
growth namely due to lack of content that is appealing and interesting to people in gender, culture,
and generation.
The way in which I express my
skepticism is different than that
of the Baby Boomer generation.
In fact, I only came across Flynn’s
article because my Baby Boomer
father subscribes to Free Inquiry;
he frequently is the one telling
me to read the articles, some of
which I do and some of which I do
not. I feel that the topics of these

types of magazines are ineffective
with my generation because religious oppression is largely not a
pressing problem that Millennials
face today in Western society. It
is true that “religion is nowhere
near as weighty a concern for
most younger unbelievers as it
was for their elders,” because our
problems are different. We face
problems mostly in materialism,
mental health, and political crises
that the freethinking movement
could address but for some reason
chooses not to.
Materialistic concerns are pressing for this century and generation
due to the increase in time spent
on social media rife with brands
and commercialism, where advertisements prey on the very demographics that the freethinking
community has trouble reaching.
These ads attract young women
so well, far from the reach that a
freethinking magazine would be
able to at this point, that the
clothing and make-up industries
profit on this demographic in the
literal millions of dollars! Clothing,
make-up, and materialistic items
are screaming at us with every
newsfeed, storefront, and digital
magazine that steps into our field
of vision. There is no force that
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encourages women to be skeptical of
these markets.
I started a blog and website devoted to skeptically inquiring into
these manipulative consumer forces
by promoting values opposed to the
materialistic, superficial, and frivolous
values that fast-fashion and make-up
companies transmit through excess
and waste. The anti-values I came
up with actually were rooted in my
skeptical upbringing. They were environmentally and sustainably oriented
and required that I become educated
in the science of household goods:
clothing, food, and shelter. Women
and minorities of this generation do
not have the interest in spending time
contemplating whether or not there
is a god when our concerns are much

“I only came across
Flynn’s article because
my Baby Boomer
father subscribes to
Free Inquiry.”

more materialistic and practical to everyday living. Women do much of the
shopping for the family structure. In
fact, Harvard Business Review says
that women make more than half of
the decisions for household goods,
furnishings, vacations, and other materialistic concerns. I found that was
true when I went on my own endeavor
to inject critical thinking into my own
materialistic daily living. I suspect it
is not that women do not care about
upholding high freethinking or critical
rigor in their lives; it is just that that
critical rigor is not applied to topics (or
things) that matter to them. There are
already communities on the internet,
such as on Instagram, that cater to
shoppers committed to sustainable
principles (hashtags include #ecoconscious and #ecofashion). Sustainability
16
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and global warming have largely been
concerns of the freethinking community because of the science rooted in
the cause. Perhaps if we can include
more ways in which women can participate, we may then take an interest
to the broad field of what skepticism
and freethinking have to offer beyond
what seem (to many in my generation)
the frivolous activities of armchair philosophy.
Millennials, as you mention, have
been given ample freedom to live
in whatever spirituality they choose.
The problem of social isolation is very
large for my generation, including its
effects such as depression and anxiety. If you look at one of the most effective social outreach structures (the
churches), they extend their interests
more broadly than the questions of
God and scripture. They do community service overseas on mission
trips. They hold charity events. They
have auctions and parties. But most
importantly, they do all of this so that
they get young people involved from
their earliest ages. Why is it a mystery
that churches get more young people
involved when it is social support that
curbs depression and it is on social
media that stereotypically many of
our atheist and freethinking leaders
spend most of their time outreaching to their audience? Check out
how the world knows us with this list
of “10 Times Atheists Online Were
More Annoying Than Your Religious
Aunt” (http://www.collegehumor.
com/post/7039423/10-brave-atheistwarriors-who-100-confirm-there-is-nogod). I, for one, would be so relieved
if there were more organized and fun
events that included music, culture,
and themes that appeal to my demographic. Personally, I think I am not
the only one starving for like-minded
friendship. It is why the skeptic conferences I go to are so beneficial to
me … those conferences are where
I have made a large number of my
friends today. If there were more regular events like that locally (outside of
the university) for youth and young
professionals who enjoy discussing
big ideas and politics—with music and
drinks—it would create a reputation

secularhumanism.org

and fill a need that my generation
lacks.
So, the fact that the rising of the
Nones does not correlate with a rise
in membership in freethinking organizations or subscriptions to freethinking publications is no surprise to me.
There are no real-world, hospitable,
open, and friendly community organizations that are devoted to social welfare—free from the debating, yelling,
side-taking arguments that atheists are
so notoriously known for.

“The politics of secularism needs to go beyond
separation of church
and state.”
Lastly and briefly, the political state
of this generation is obviously in a
crisis. Extremism is rampant in the far
Left and the far Right, and there are
minimal opportunities to unite the
sides together that appeal to a critical, freethinking consumer of politics.
The politics of secularism needs to go
beyond separation of church and state
… it needs to go deeper and promote
the essential values of what brought us
together in the first place, which is critical thinking, science, and humanism.
I think if the freethinking community could address these issues, then at
least there would be a starting point to
getting more women, minorities, and
young people involved.

Sarah Myers is a writer, activist, and aspiring neuroscientist. She has written for various publications, including Huffington Post, Eclectica
Magazine, Psych ’n Sex, and more for her science communication, human rights journalism,
and creative nonfiction. She is an advocate for
mental health, eco-fashion, and the interdisciplinary nature of the humanities and sciences. She
was raised a skeptic, atheist, and academically
oriented and applies her skepticism to overlooked
industries of thought.

FRED WHITEHEAD

GUEST OP-ED

T

om Flynn’s column “Humanism’s
Chasm” addresses some issues
that have perplexed and intrigued me for some decades. Hence
a few observations and reflections.
First, on the issue of why the organized humanist movement remains
small in formal membership even while
many polls and surveys indicate the
numbers of those who share many of
its ideas and principles has risen: I recall Jefferson’s expectation that Unitarianism would one day become prevalent in the United States (!). Needless
to say, that hasn’t exactly happened,
yet in one sense it has, through the
steady expansion of humanist and
secularist culture in this country.
Over the years, I’ve given talks on
freethought to various small Unitarian
groups and have noted that often
their core is New England Yankees
stranded in places such as Fayetteville,
Arkansas. In a way they are Brahmins
in exile, valiantly upholding progressive ideas in areas remote from their
Boston and New York homelands. I
appreciated and respected them, yet I
wondered, as they did, why their numbers remained so small.
Those visits occurred in the 1990s,
when I was traveling through the
American South on the trail of freethought’s history in the region. Various
forms of Christian evangelicalism and
fundamentalism attracted far more
people and, indeed, dominated the
area then as they do now. To some
extent the social base of such religious
expressions was in the trailer courts,
the isolated farms and mountains—
that is, among the wretched of the
Earth. The people there, always “on
the margin” of existence, sinned, cried
out to be saved, and were saved, only
to fall from grace right back into the
arms of Satan. Consider the fiction, for
example, of Flannery O’Connor, the
audiences of the television preachers
black and white, and so on.
The Unitarians, however, never having known sin, were among the Elect,
far distant from the cyclical sin, wicked-

ness, and salvation of their neighbors.
Without being exactly snotty about it
(though sometimes they were), they
just did not share that psychological
pattern of behavior and being.
Thus it is, as Flynn observes, that
many Boomer humanists remain obsessed with chronicles of how they
escaped from religious fanaticism,
guilt-tripping, and the rest of it. It
continues to be a major personal preoccupation.
I am convinced that until the humanist movement somehow engages
with the emotional and economic turmoil of the poorer part of our population, we will not grow. With the
resurgence of various forms of socialist
thought and politics (as with the notably dramatic Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez), humanism needs to develop an
organic relationship with these new
and mostly young people who are rejecting the neo-liberal consensus and
its counterpart, right-wing religious
fanaticism. We need not only to ask
the right questions but to join with
many others not just like ourselves to
find the answers.
I myself don’t have those answers,
though I do have some suggestions.
Solutions will emerge from social engagement and struggle.
A couple other observations: In
recent decades I have spent some
time in Europe, mainly in France and
Britain. In both countries, I note that

there is a much broader and deeper
sense of humanist politics and culture,
especially in their historic achievements. In France, for example, the
National Federation of Free Thought
not only has a monthly journal, La Raison, which gives significant space to
historical articles and information, but
it has its own research institute, which
sponsors events and an important series of publications.
Back in the 1990s, I attended a
summer gathering at the now sadly
defunct annual meeting of the Alabama Freethought Association, in
the country outside Talladega. A
French family also came from Atlanta,
to which they had recently moved.
The young mother of this family was
clearly somewhat traumatized by the

“Humanism needs
to develop an organic
relationship with these
new and mostly young
people who are rejecting
the neo-liberal consensus
and its counterpart,
right-wing religious
fanaticism.”
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fanatical right-wing Christianity of
Georgia—and by how different it was
from the modern secularist France
she had known. She was particularly
worried about how this would affect
her children. I asked her, not being
clear about this myself, if high school
students in France studied philosophy—Voltaire, Rousseau, and the like.
Almost indignant, she replied: “Of
course they do!” Can we claim that
American high school students ever
read Thomas Paine, or even Jefferson,
let alone Pragmatism?
If we are serious about renewing,
reviving, and renovating American society, we will have to see to it that
the great heritage of humanism and
freethought is taught universally in
our schools. Similarly, we will have to
develop new media, including new
feature and documentary films for
public television, much of which has
been taken over by pitch-men and
-women for various self-help nostrums
and panaceas.
As it is, even if much of American
culture is slowly being “secularized”
and is moving away from religion,

what has replaced it is a mean and sordid consumerism, fascination with and
promotion of vapid celebrities and sex
scandals, corruption, and decadence.
A final observation: Flynn notes
how young people now have a really
different culture from their Boomer
grandparents. They exist in cyberspace, which at the same time that it
offers all the resources of the world
(Google searches, Wikipedia, and the
like) it also offers the Weapons of Mass
Distraction (gaming, social media, and
so on). Thus, secularization has become broad but shallow. Furthermore,
the young have no (or at best, little) interest in print, whether books or magazines. And they point-blank refuse
to pay money to buy or subscribe to
print. (I’ve also found that they will not
buy original art, preferring to simply
download images from the internet for
free.) In an odd way, they are becoming communists without knowing it (!).
Old-line elite magazines such as The
New Yorker attempt to be “hip” and
run articles on young “woke” people,
artists, rap musicians, and so on—but
I doubt if they are really reaching any-

one by doing so. Any more, The New
Yorker does manage to publish a “high
culture” article in most issues, but it
seems more and more marginalized.
Thus, I suppose the main challenge
is: Can we build a bridge from the humanist culture we have inherited—all
that great literature, philosophy, music,
and art—to the new culture? One way
forward I can see is to foster and give
due credit to the universalist multi-cultural world that is emerging. We don’t
have to forget or ignore the Old,
Dead, White Males, but we must recognize that we are truly moving into a
World Culture—yes, in literature, philosophy, music, and art—and that is
the path to survival.

Fred Whitehead is a native of Kansas, coeditor of
an anthology, Freethought on the American
Frontier (Prometheus Books 1992), and for several years published a newsletter, Freethought
History. He also directs John Brown Press, which
issued an anthology titled The Poetry of
Resistance.

Earn your master’s degree in Science and the Public
through the University at Buffalo!
Explore the methods and outlook of science as they intersect with public culture and public policy.
This degree is ideal for enhancing careers in science education, public policy, and science journalism—and
prepares you for positions that involve communicating about science.
This unique two-year graduate degree program is entirely online. Take courses from wherever you are in the world
at your own pace! Courses include: Science, Technology, and Human Values; Research Ethics; Critical Thinking;
Scientific Writing; Informal Science Education; Science Curricula; and History and Philosophy of Science.

Science and the Public
Co-Developed by UB Graduate School of Education and the Center for Inquiry

For details visit: https://ed.buffalo.edu/teaching/academics/masters/science-public.html

18

Free Inquiry April/May 2019

secularhumanism.org
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LOOKING BACK

35 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
“The dangers to children associated with faith-healing sects are enormous. They are cared
for by people with no medical knowledge, people who are trained to deny disease and its
symptoms as illusions, people who demand more faith as the disease gets worse. They have
no standard for judging when to give up on their religion or culture and go to a doctor. Furthermore, the state has no reliable way of discovering their sick children. ...
“We as a society can establish in law that parents have a duty to provide medical care for
children without exceptions for religious belief and that something that calls itself a health care
system has duties to both the state and its patients.”
—Rita Swan, “Christian Science, Faith Healing, and the Law,”
Free Inquiry, Volume 4, No. 2 (Spring 1984)
Editor’s Note: In 1977, Rita Swan’s fifteen-month-old son developed successive fevers and
other severe symptoms. Cared for by Christian Science practitioners until his last week of life,
his meningitis was detected too late for effective treatment; baby Matthew Swan died. Subsequently, Rita Swan left the Christian Science church and founded Children’s Healthcare Is a
Legal Duty (CHILD), Inc., to campaign for stronger legislation protecting the children of members of faith-healing religions. Swan remains the group’s leader, and it has enjoyed success in
persuading various states to tighten their policies regarding parents who withhold medical care
from their children on religious grounds.

25 Years Ago in Free Inquiry
“We regret [then-U.S. President Bill] Clinton’s repeated statements that ‘freedom of religion
doesn’t mean freedom from religion,’ which seem to defend the propriety of treating the
non-religious as second-class citizens. We question his stated preference for spiritual leap-taking in place of ‘some purely rational solution to a problem.’ On the contrary, we submit that if
America discards rationality we are rudderless, helpless against sectarian strife when differing
groups may seek to impose their peculiar spiritual visions on American life.
“We lament what amounts to intellectual abdication by many leading opinion makers on
America’s center and left.”
—Paul Kurtz, James “The Amazing” Randi, Martin Gardner, E. O. Wilson, and twenty others, “A Statement: In Defense of Secularism,”
Free Inquiry, Volume 14, No. 2 (Spring 1994)
Editor’s Note: Responding to one of President Clinton’s famous episodes of “triangulation”—
this one involving a flurry of accommodationist statements designed to curry favor with religious conservatives—a hastily assembled panel of humanist academics and activists cosigned
a brief proclamation in dissent.
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Matilda Joslyn Gage
I am a faithful reader (and subscriber) to Free Inquiry and
was delighted to see Robyn
Blumner’s article about Matilda
Gage (“Resurrecting Matilda
Joslyn Gage,” FI, December
2018/January 2019). I, too, had
never heard of Ms. Gage even
after reading lots about woman’s suffrage over the years. My
question is not about the article
but about the photo that accompanied the article (bottom of
page 6). The description is that
it was taken at the opening of
the National Woman Suffrage
Association Convention in 1876.
That could not possibly be correct as women would not be
dressed as these women are
dressed until well after 1900.
Women were still restrained by
tight corsets and never showed
ankles in public among other
obvious differences. Note the
woman who is sixth from the left:
that is a definite twentieth century
outfit! While it is likely to be from
a Woman Suffrage Convention, it
could not be 1876. Photos are an
extremely valuable window into
the past. They should be correctly
identified.

Paula L. Prince, PhD
Assistant Professor, Jefferson
College of Health Sciences
Roanoke, Virginia

Tom Flynn replies:
We obtained the photo from
https://www.accessible-archives.
com/2014/03/matilda-joslyn-gage-at-nwsa-convention-1876/. The item was posted
by blog contributor J. D. Thomas.
Under the circumstances, it is
possible that the photo was misattributed by Thomas or by
some source on which Thomas
relied. It is also possible that the
sixth woman from the left was
wearing a Bloomer costume;
she does appear to be wearing
Turkish-style pantaloons beneath
a skirt, the classic Bloomer style
(though you are correct to note
that the skirt seems unusually
short for the 1870s). The original
Bloomer phenomenon had run
its course by about 1860 (see
https://freethought-trail.org/
causes/cause:dress-reform/). Still,
the National Woman Suffrage
Association (NWSA) attracted
the most radical elements in
what was then a divided suffrage
movement; if one were to find a
woman dressing in tribute to an
almost twenty-year-old trend in
radical reform dress—or even a
variant on it racy by the standard
of the times—it would be unremarkable to find that woman at
an NWSA convention. It might be
easier to date the photo conclusively if we could read the entire
sign adorning the curved wall
behind the banners. It might be a
slogan or the name of some suffrage organization with its office
in that building; in either case, it
might narrow down the date of
this photograph.

Truth Seeker
My thanks to Tom Flynn for introducing me to the world’s oldest freethought publication, The
Truth Seeker (“Truth, Once Again
Well-Sought,” FI, December
2018/January 2019). The latest
edition includes a facsimile of the

issue dated January 1874, which
features a list of nine “Demands
of Liberalism” made by Francis
E. Abbot. His first proposition is
“We demand that churches and
other ecclesiastical property shall
no longer be exempt from taxation.” Fast forward to Free Inquiry
in 2012 when sociologist Ryan T.
Cragun estimated that Americans
subsidize religion “to the tune of
about $71 billion every year.”
Today the Church of England has
assets of more than £22 billion,
and its income is larger than the
turnover of McDonald’s in Britain.
Globally, the Catholic Church is
probably the world’s largest nongovernmental landowner and
continues to benefit from preferential tax treatment. In 1874,
Abbot’s demand was endorsed
“most cordially” by The Truth
Seeker. Unfortunately, cordiality
doesn’t seem to have gotten us
very far in the intervening 145
years.

Martin Stubbs

London, United Kingdom
Tom Flynn replies:
Indeed. See my editorial “How
Small Our Wants” (FI, February/
March 2014) for a brief history of
the Nine Demands—and a melancholy rundown of how few of
them have been satisfied.

Law of Oligarchy
Issue after issue, I read Shadia
Drury’s op-ed contributions, and I
am left wondering the same thing
almost every time: She seems to
be against most everything, but
what is she for? What is her vision
of the way things should be? I still
have no idea after years of reading her op-eds.
In the December 2018/
January 2019 issue (“The Iron

Law of Oligarchy?”) she writes,
referencing Schumpeter, “… democracy needs to be redefined
as the rule of elites competing
for power.” Redefining something does not make it so, unless
words have no meaning. But then
again, Drury has suggested that
the media and I suppose the rest
of us should “affirm the posttruth world as an antidote to the
childishness of … feel-good propaganda …” (Drury, FI, April/May
2017). Is this suggesting that we
should embrace words having no
real meaning and/or definitions
changing reality/concepts? I think
so, maybe. Democracy is not the
rule of the majority after all, or
something like that. I am not sure.
Although it is true to at least
some extent that “the majority
can be hoodwinked by the propaganda of demagogues …,”
this is not exactly what has happened in the U.S. elections, which
is the motivation, most likely, for
her writing this column. A majority did not vote for the winner,
and many and probably most of
Trump’s votes were not the result
of voters being “hoodwinked.”
Many of his supporters were attracted to him precisely for his
racist, bigoted, and misogynistic
tendencies. Others overlooked
these traits because they hoped
to receive a tax cut. That many
claimed to support Trump because of what he would do to
help workers probably led to
Drury being “hoodwinked,” if not
having the facts straight actually
matters in this post-truth world
we are supposed to be embracing; they actually supported him
because they knew exactly who
he really was.
Another head-scratcher in
this op-ed is this oft-told lie:
“The differences between them
(Republicans and Democrats) are
minute.” Just a few paragraphs
later she says Trump’s talent lies

(Continued on p. 64)
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Behind the Walls of St. John’s
Arlene Krieger

Hundreds of victims suffered abuse at St. John’s School for the Deaf, a Catholic institution in St. Francis, Wisconsin, outside Milwaukee. In 1974, a priest
was accused of having molested as many as 200 deaf boys at the school since
1950. The scandal proved hugely embarrassing and costly for the Milwaukee
Archdiocese; the school was closed in 1983. Subsequent investigation by,
among others, crusading attorney Jeff Anderson revealed that the lone priest
had not been the only abuser active at St. John’s.
One of the additional victims was Carolyn, who had become deaf in childhood and placed in St. John’s School. Author Arlene Krieger interviewed
Carolyn extensively using sign language and through email. This excerpt
describes how Carolyn’s story began. —Eds.

A

loud cry from the nursery startled Margaret out
of deep sleep. It was Carolyn, and it was a cry
more intense than she had ever heard. Touching
the baby’s soft face, it was damp and her forehead was
burning with a fever. Bundling the baby into a blanket
she woke Tony, ordering him to watch the other two children as she fled to the hospital. The on-call staff did what
they could to save the infant’s life but after several days
the meningitis had left its mark—Carolyn became deaf.
A pall hung over the home, drastically changing the
rhythm of the household. Their once docile sweet child,
stricken with meningitis, became an unending source of
tireless work, frustration and profound sadness. Communication ceased and the only sounds Margaret heard were
the guaranteed whimpering and grunts of a sick and unhappy child.
Tony coped with the news the only way he knew how.
Alcohol eased his heartache. He loved his youngest daughter but the lines of communication had closed and he
was unable to find another pathway. Arguments were
constantly simmering between Tony and Margaret. Tony
would find any excuse to blow up, ranting over insignificant situations. Neither parent could find a way to cope
so they took out their pain and frustrations by yelling
and screaming at each other. Carolyn was oblivious to
the fighting and tension. When she was in her mother’s
arms she sensed she was loved and for a toddler that
was enough.
Margaret was the last to join the family. Although
Margaret never lost sight of her Catholic principles, she
rebelled against the church’s stand on contraception and
began practicing a rudimentary form of birth control.
Margaret learned to say “no” to sex when she was ovu-
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lating, and for her it worked. She never became pregnant
for the duration of their marriage.
The children grew tall, dropping one toy and grabbing another, replacing tricycles with bicycles, simple cloth
books for hard covers, and babblings for real conversation.
That is, all but Carolyn. Unable to hear, her ability to speak
waned and further affected her ability to communicate with
the ones she loved. “I could see their mouths move but I
didn’t know what they were saying. I didn’t know what they
wanted and I didn’t know how to respond.”
Tony had had enough. It pained him to see Margaret’s
weariness. They had no way to learn sign language nor
an inclination to do so. No one they knew had experience
with this problem. There were no local community resources to assist them and if there were, the cost of the
services would have been prohibitive.
He sat on the backyard stoop with a beer and pondered his life, his marriage and his children. Graduating
high school by the skin of his teeth, he was cognizant that
his relationship with Carolyn would never develop unless
he put her education in the hands of professionals, those
trained in teaching the deaf. All the prayers in the world
would never restore his daughter’s hearing. After three
years of prayer and anticipation, Tony finally came to the
realization that his daughter would never hear again. He
wanted Carolyn to flourish like her siblings. That would
never happen in their household. Where would he turn
for answers? The only place he knew, the only place
where he felt safe, secure, and loved. He turned to the
Catholic Church.
Margaret’s sister Tina walked into the noisy living room,
shaking her head in amusement at the four children racing
around the living room. Kissing Margaret’s forehead, Tina

held Margaret tightly. “I promise you this will all work out. It was a panacea, a haven to the children who were deaf
You have faith in God and in Jesus and they will pave and hearing impaired. It was not only the priest’s answer,
the way and shed light. Listen to your priest; he will give for that answer was wrapped around the Catholic Church,
you the spiritual advice you are seeking. The Catholic that answer included God, Jesus and all the saints that
Church has guided your life and it will continue doing so. decorated the cathedral. The priest’s decision was not one
Just follow the path your priest advises.” Margaret loved that he had made lightly on his own. Quite the contrary; it
and trusted Tina, and followed her advice as they grabbed was backed by the sound spiritual expertise of the Trinity.
their overcoats and trudged to the car for a meeting with
Thanking the priest, the young couple walked to the
the priest.
car and sat staring into the blackened sky. Tony had a clear
The room behind the pews was so dark that Tony definition of how to handle the situation but Margaret was
knocked on the door to make sure the priest was inside. torn. She began imagining what life would be without
The lights flashed on, the door opened and the couple her beautiful child around the home. As a mother, she
walked inside. They had never entered the private room wanted what was best for her child, and she knew she
and were fearful to speak—they didn’t want to offend was ill-prepared to teach Carolyn the necessities to forge
the priest, or God, or Jesus or any of the saints molded through life; yet to give her daughter what she needed
into the ceiling walls. A conversation of this magnitude would mean removing her from the love of the household
began with a few deep breaths. Tony had been rehears- into a school that would provide her educational needs.
ing this conversation for months.
Tonight was his chance to say his
piece and embrace whatever command the priest would offer for their
deaf daughter.
“It’s hard, not only for myself,
“Tony ... loved his youngest daughter but the
but my wife and our kids. No
lines of communication had closed and he
matter how hard we try, none of us
was unable to find another pathway.”
can reach our daughter. I believe
the time has come to give her a
chance to flourish. I believe, that
is, Margaret and I, are holding
Carolyn back. Our deaf child needs proper schooling The bond of love, ever so strong, was stretched so thin
and an education that reflects her inability to hear. We Margaret could hardly breathe.
In the end Tony won, and they decided to place Carocan’t give that to her. We have come here to ask you to
lyn
at St. John’s School for the Deaf.
point the way, we have lost direction, we don’t know …”
before Tony could press forward with another word, he lost
iling the children into the back seat o f the family
control and cried.
station wagon, they drove to St. Francis, Wisconsin,
Margaret had never witnessed Tony cry, either tears
the home of St. John’s School for the Deaf. Although
of joy or tears of sadness. The priest, all too familiar with
tragedy, gently handed Tony a box of tissues, stood up, Carolyn could not hear her parents speak, she sensed
walked around the desk and patted his arm. “With Je- something was awry. Her siblings acted a bit odd, fidgetsus’s help, we are going to make sure your little one ing in the car seat and opening their mouths wide; clearly,
finds just the right place.” He returned to his executive they were upset about something. After a long drive,
blood-red leather chair and pulled a pamphlet out of his Tony eased the car into a gravel parking lot. Carolyn
desk drawer. Handing it to the parents, he focused on their looked out the window. The large stately brick structures
facial expressions. The priest was an expert in body lan- loomed up to the heavens when viewed through the eyes
guage, well before the term became a popular phrase of a small child.
There were several buildings on the sprawling comin psychological terminology. There was a crinkling of the
forehead, an arch in the eyebrows, a shifting of the feet pound, all with designated functions, but it was the
and when the last page was turned, a smile. They were church that caught Carolyn’s eye. It was so big, so old. It
convinced. What a deaf child meant to the church was looked just like the church they attended each Sunday
another decade or so of tuition, money flowing into the morning. Perhaps they were all going to a new church,
coffers of the Catholic Church. In a subtle yet authori- she thought, but then her parents took Carolyn’s hand
tative manner, the priest led a convincing discussion that and walked her over to a spate of nuns. Everyone was
would persuade the parents that he had found the solu- smiling and appeared welcoming. One of the nuns took
tion to Carolyn’s problem: St. John’s School for the Deaf. Carolyn’s hand and twisted her around so she didn’t have
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led into the red brick building and told to lie down on
their respective cots. The lights were turned off and the
nuns retired to other quarters on the compound. Carolyn
was too frightened to sleep but the rest of her classmates
had fallen into a relaxed slumber. She couldn’t hear the
door open, but she felt a slight breeze as the wisps of the
nun’s habit passed the front of her cot—it was Sister Henriella. Carolyn knew she should follow suit and at least
pretend to be sleeping, but curiosity got the better of
her inquisitive mind and she squinted just enough to see
why the nun had arrived. Several cots over, the nun walked
to one of the sleeping young boys, pulled down his pants
and began kissing and licking his penis. Startled, Carolyn’s eyes opened wide. She was too young and too
shocked to camouflage her feelings. What she observed
was so bizarre, she had no idea what was happening.
She was unable to judge the incident as right or wrong,
good or bad. It was simply a foreign act. When the nun
was finished, she looked up and caught Carolyn’s eyes
glaring in her direction. Instantaneously, Carolyn snapped
her eyes shut, pretending to be
sleeping. Although she could never
erase the image, she was quite sure
the nun was convinced that Carolyn
was sleeping just like the rest of her
classmates. “I didn’t know what to
“One of the nuns took Carolyn’s hand and twisted
think. I didn’t know if this was bad
her around so she didn’t have to witness her parents
and if the boy was being punished.
But I will never forget the look in
racing back to the car and speeding away.”
his eyes. He stared blankly up at
the ceiling and when the nun was
done, she pulled up his pants and
tions were expelled.
he rolled over on his cot and fell back to sleep. A couple
The following morning, she joined other children on the of days later another boy and I were yanked from the
playground and quickly realized they too were unable to playground and taken to the bathroom attached to the
hear. At least there was one thing they had in common. With sleeping quarters. There were four nuns standing around
that knowledge, she had an inkling that she wasn’t quite as looking at us. We were stripped from the waist down
alone as she had initially felt. Observing the children sign to and given cold water enemas. I screamed and screamed
each other, she quickly learned a simplified version of com- and cried. I didn’t know what they were doing. I was
municating and began interacting with some of her class- scared to death. When they were finished with me, they
mates. Although she was miserably lonely, for the first time in did the same for the boy. If he screamed, I couldn’t hear
her life she felt as if she fit in with other kids, that her inability him. I was too terrified to move. When the punishment
to hear was no longer a factor. For the first time, she was was over, we were returned to our cots. It was nap time.”
just like everyone else on the playground. But this realization
never softened the memory of her parents abandoning her
t seemed an eternity before Carolyn could feel the
and she continued to sulk.
warmth of her parents’ arms. A full month had passed
The nuns, her teachers, had no patience for Carobefore the family finally arrived early on a cool Sunlyn’s behavior and began punishing her by swatting at her day afternoon. When she spotted her parents, she fled
hands and mouthing the words, “No.” She couldn’t hear towards the car and Tony picked her up and held her
or comprehend and continued crying. This behavior was tightly and then transferred her into Margaret’s waiting
answered with stronger slaps, which turned into harsh arms. There were kisses and tears of joy spilt from their
spankings. Of course, the more the nuns spanked and young daughter’s eyes. A nun walked over, shook Margapunished her, the more she cried.
ret’s hand and began discussing Carolyn’s progress. None
When nap time arrived, the youngest children were of this was understandable to Carolyn, she did not want
to witness her parents racing back to the car and speeding away. The serenity of the moment was quickly shattered when the newest pupil let go of the nun’s hand and
raced back towards the parking lot. The car, her parents
and her siblings were gone. Hysterical, Carolyn let loose
her first round of tears.
At four years old, she had no coping mechanisms in place
to understand or accept the disappearance of her family. All
she had ever experienced was the love, warmth, and security
of her parents and siblings, and in an instant it had vanished.
The nun quickly retrieved the runaway, sharply grabbed
her arm and marched her into the building that housed the
youngest children. The spartan sleeping quarters were dark
and there were two rows of cots lined up against the north
and south walls. The nun set Carolyn’s bag onto the cot
nearest the bathroom and gestured; this was to be her bed
and this was to be her home. Throwing a tantrum, Carolyn’s
recollection consisted of a constant flow of tears. She had no
other way of expressing her feelings. Unable to hear, unable
to speak, unable to communicate with the world, her frustra-
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her parents sharing a moment of their time with anyone where a broken finger meant a trip to the doctor’s office
else. Tugging on her mother’s arm Carolyn mouthed the and a stop for ice cream to soothe the pain. It was a kiss
word “penis,” but Margaret ignored her child and focused and a deep hug that made the pain in the finger go away.
on what the nun was saying. Margaret was dubious that That response was all Carolyn knew. But on the playher daughter was trying to say the word “penis.” Where ground, when her finger was hurt, she was the recipient
would she learn such a term? That word was never uttered of abuse and disdain. Other than a patch-up from the
at home. Frustrated, Carolyn began to cry and refused to hospital, there was no care. How can such a young child
give until finally Margaret picked her up and placed her cope with such drastic changes in behavior over the
in the arms of her father. “I remember watching my mother same incident? How was she supposed to reconcile this
talk to the nun. It had to be about me but I didn’t know in her young inexperienced mind? The most probable
what they were saying. Mom must have been shocked answer was that she couldn’t, and she would become
at the word I used but I learned it from my classmates. very confused.
Letters home were routinely written by the nuns to
The visit ended and like the last time, two nuns took my
hand and distracted me while my parents left
the school.”
“The next day, I was taken to a room. It was
completely dark, windowless and empty. The
“The last thought on anyone’s mind was that
nun slammed the door and made me stay
these devout members of the church would
there all alone. I remember crying until the
door finally opened and they set me free. It
harm and destroy their young charges.”
was like a prison, and it was terrifying. I didn’t
know what I had done to deserve such a bad
punishment. I was too young to understand any of this.” let the parents know how happy and well the children
The children at the school varied in their amount of were. Each letter began with a crayon note from Carolyn,
hearing loss and in the amount of income. Those who were which was obviously copied from the blackboard. “Dear
wealthier were treated far better than the poor children. Daddy and Mommy, I am fine. We had fun, Love CaroNone of the wealthy children were subjected to corporal lyn.” Then followed a serious note from a teacher. Sister
punishment or sexual abuse; it was the poor kids who Mary Bertrand wrote, “Just to reassure you again, please
received the wrath from the nuns and it was the poor kids do not worry about Carolyn, if she is sick or something, we
who stayed the weekends who received the worst wrath will be sure to let you know.”
The nun’s full-length habits held their sexual secrets and
of all; sexual advances beyond anything Carolyn’s mind
escapades. Back in the fifties, no one questioned the
could ever imagine.
clergy, especially the nuns who had taken vows of chastity.
“My cot was next to the bathroom and every SaturThe last thought on anyone’s mind was that these devout
day evening the nuns would enter the bathroom and take
members of the church would harm and destroy their
baths. There was a tiny crack in the door and I remember
young charges. Margaret and Anthony, as had all the
watching two nuns kiss each other on the lips, and naked,
other 300 sets of parents, put their faith in the church
watch them kiss each other’s [genitals]. What I saw I didn’t
and its clergy. It was all they had to cling onto. Carolyn
understand but intuitively I understood it to be wrong, simhad salvaged several of their letters. Although the paper
ply because I had never witnessed such sights in my home.
has worn thin and yellowed, the writing can still be disI didn’t know if they saw me watching them, but I was
cerned. The letters told the nun’s version without an inpunished again and again. One of the nuns would pick
kling as to the truth of what was going on behind the
me up, throw me across her lap and paddle my bottom. walls. No mention was made of sexual abuse, the punishPerhaps it was a blessing in disguise that I was unable to ments, the lack of caring and compassion, or the inferior
hear my own tortured screams.”
education.
“I felt so alone, especially on the weekends when
most of the kids went home to be with their families. Excerpted from Behind the Walls of St. John’s: A Story of CathThere were a few classmates left behind like me, but I olic Abuse (2017) by Arlene Krieger. Reprinted with permission
didn’t dare share the secret of what I saw in the bathroom. of Freethought House Press.
I didn’t understand it so how could I explain it? I couldn’t.”

O

ne cannot crawl inside the mind of a young child,
let alone a young child who is deaf, but one can
envision the terror and helplessness she must have
been feeling. She had grown up in a house filled with love,

Arlene Krieger is a former teacher and the author of several books, including Little
Anthony, A Las Vegas Affair, and A Family of Friends. Born in Salem, Oregon, she
now resides in Las Vegas.
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Evolution of an Atheist
T. J. Gordon

I

began questioning orthodox Christian beliefs quite early.
My mother and I lived with my father’s parents during his
World War II military service, and I spent many subsequent summers with them. I have a clear memory of asking
my paternal grandmother, when I was about seven, how
there could be any people if Adam and Eve were the first
people and they only had boys. At this remove, I don’t recall her answer; I know that Grandpa—a highland-born Scot
and a vigorously devout Presbyterian—got into the mix,
and I was left with the clear understanding that there was
a class of things that were true and about which questions
were not to be asked. I can’t say that bothered me particularly at the time. Anything beyond my small, quite complete world of house and yard and grandparents was too
remote to engage my interest for long. Grandma insisted I
say prayers, so I did—words I’d memorized but into whose
meaning I had neither insight nor curiosity. Had anybody
asked me if I believed in God, I would not have understood
the question. God was part of my seven-year-old universe
like Grandpa’s brother George, whom I saw only on his rare
visits from Sacramento.

“Occasionally I got a splinter in me, and
that’s what God was like, I was better
off with him out!”
But though I couldn’t articulate them, little things occasionally troubled me. God, Grandma told me, lived in
Heaven. Unlike Uncle George, however, he never came
to visit, because he was “all around,” watching everything
I did. I found that unsettling. How could he be both in
Heaven and around the house, too? And if he could watch
me, why couldn’t I watch him? God, I concluded, must be
very different from Uncle George. Sometimes Grandma
told me God was, impossibly, in me, too—in my soul,
whatever that was. As far as I could tell there was nothing in
me but me. Occasionally I got a splinter in me, and if that’s
what God was like, I was better off with him out!
God, Grandma would say to me, tells me right from
wrong. But to me, it wasn’t God telling me anything at
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all: it was Grandma, Grandpa, my parents, or teachers, or
sometimes my friends. Even if nobody was around, my experience told me: that “still, small voice” Grandma talked
about was her voice, my mom’s, or my aunt Jean’s … a
tumult of all of them distilled into my own voice.
Grandma’s other aphorism, “God (or Jesus) loves you,”
seemed absurd to me, though I didn’t have the words to
express that. Grandma loved me; she made tarts for me
when she made pies. Grandpa loved me; he took me on
veterinary calls when he went. They gave me things. They
hugged me and kissed me and soothed me when I got
hurt and gently corrected me when I went astray. They
were there; they touched me. How could a … a something
… that never touched me, never gave me anything, never
made me laugh, a something I could neither hear nor see
nor feel … how could such a something do anything? How
could it love me? How could it possibly love at all?
But all these niggling thoughts were just that: niggles.
They were not important to me; they were “grown-up
things” to which I paid little attention. I did and said the
things Grandma told me I should do and say and gave
little thought to her metaphysics, except
for times when I sat on the cool grass beneath the walnut tree, angry and tearful,
because no matter how hard, how earnestly
if
I had prayed—eyes tightly closed and fists
clenched—my arrow still missed the haybale
target Grandpa had set up for me.
At my parents’ home there was less religiosity, though very probably no less religion.
I don’t recall my father ever doing or saying
anything churchy, though now I find that surprising. I know
that he was a devout believer—devout enough to accept
the Bible as truthful, if not indeed “Truth.” Like Grandma,
my mother insisted I “say my prayers.” On Sundays she usually went to the Presbyterian church. I don’t remember Dad
ever going, but my parents insisted I go to Sunday school.
My recollections of what must have been four or five years
of weekly immersion in Bible stories consist primarily of
teachers’ displeasure when I failed to color inside the lines
of Bible cartoons or looked around when I was supposed to
be bowing my head (anyway, if the teacher could see that I
wasn’t bowing my head, she obviously wasn’t bowing hers,
either). I remember giggling with my friend Doug about
the “holly bibble,” until we were admonished that we were

being sacrilegious, which was somehow bad though I didn’t questions of the Sunday-school teachers.
know what the word meant. I remember my glee at being
It wasn’t until “Pop,” my mother’s father, was killed in
chosen to be a shepherd in the Christmas playlet, with lines a hit-and-run accident that I had my first “face-to-face”
and a costume Mom made from dishtowels … and my encounter with religion. My reaction to his sudden death
angry, tearful disillusionment when, at the last minute and was to spend the better part of a day in the sitting room of
for reasons I was never told, some other kid took my place my paternal grandparents’ house, lying on the couch that
on stage and, wearing my costume, repeated the lines the Grandma called the davenport, and bawling. Pop was …
teacher had to whisper to him—lines that I had spent hours dead. No more jokes about reading the “newspepper” and
memorizing, complete with awed expressions and hand please pass the “peeper” and it was time for a “cigareet.”
gestures.
No more exciting box of dusty, half-forgotten toys hauled
“Read your Bible,” we were admonished, over and over up out of the scary basement. What Grandma Katie had
again—and so I did. In about the fourth or fifth grade, I cried in the crush of people gathered after the accident
started at the beginning and immediately stumbled into was true: “Oh, Tommy,” she had wailed. “Our Grandpa is
the thicket of contradictions Genesis contains. Did God gone!”
make the world in seven days or only one? Did he make
My father’s mother, the most loving and sympathetic of
Adam and Eve at the same time or first Adam and then people, understood what I felt and strove mightily to conEve? Did he make them before he made animals or after? sole me. Pop, she told me gently, was now with God and
And Noah—did he take two of every kind of animal or Jesus in Heaven and was looking down on me, wanting me
seven pairs of “clean” and one of “unclean” animals? What not to feel sad. Her compassionate assurances fell ineffecwas the difference? Anyway, why did God make animals tively on my unreceptive ears. If Pop was in Heaven and he
that weren’t clean?
did want me to feel different … why didn’t he tell me so
At one point when I was around ten,
I asked a Sunday-school teacher a question along these lines. It was an honest
question; I was genuinely confused. The
“If the teacher could see that I wasn’t bowing my
Bible was supposed to be “the Word of
God,” but which word was the right
head, she obviously wasn’t bowing hers, either.”
one? They could not all be right, so why
was there a wrong one, if God was …
well, God? Perhaps she tried to answer,
but, in the end, she sent me “upstairs,”
for I recall the preacher, Rev. George, admonishing me to himself? Why did he tell Grandma to tell me? If she could
“have faith” and the answers “will be shown” to me. It was hear him, why couldn’t I? No, he was gone, and having him
hugely frustrating for me. How could I be expected to have snatched away so suddenly and unjustly because “God
“faith” in a book that was so conspicuously muddled about works in mysterious ways” did little to assuage either the
what was real? Or in a god whose word the book was but agony of my loss or my growing doubts about religion. I
who so clearly couldn’t remember what he’d done? At best should accept God’s will because he loved me? Loved me!?
such a god was very confused himself—and at worst he was Pop loved me; he showed that every time I saw him! Only
flat-out lying.
a hateful, intrinsically evil god could direct, or even merely
Somehow word reached my parents—I probably carried allow, the sudden, shattering death of someone I loved and
a note home myself, not being overly bright—and I got into who so demonstrably did love me.
trouble. My folks continued to send me to Sunday school
As time passed and the pain of his death receded, it
… and my attitude about it continued to sour. However, the seemed to me that the “mysterious ways” in which God
only overt act of rebellion I undertook was not dropping my worked were vastly more wicked than mysterious. To trust
nickel in the dish when it came around. I felt very self-righ- in “God’s will” and “God’s mercy” seemed to me the adteous about it, to the point of proudly lying about having vice of fools, and those who accepted that advice were
forgotten my nickel or having lost it. They had been lying bigger fools yet. It was Pop’s death that tipped me from an
to me, after all, so it was only fair!
occasional struggle to accept a senselessly capricious god
In the end, my early exposure to religion was far more to quietly beginning to question if such a god existed, or
boring than traumatic—it was all just too tiny a part of my even could exist, in a world that otherwise made a great
life. But though it seemed transcendentally irrelevant to deal of sense. It was my first personal encounter with the
me, I had still imbibed enough religion to feel apprehen- conundrum of the existence of evil in a universe supposedly
sive about questioning it, as if I feared somehow being ruled by a good and merciful god.
punished by a god I didn’t completely believe existed. The
Now, with the thimbleful of wisdom I’ve managed to
dichotomy distressed me, but it was too big for my tiny scrape together over the sixty-odd years since that sad ocbrain, and so when my thoughts turned in that direction, currence, I realize that while the spur to intellectual curiosity
I quickly turned them elsewhere and eventually learned was a good outcome of a tragic event, it was balanced by a
to just sit quietly, try to color inside the lines, and not ask bad one: anger. For a while I was fiercely angry with the god
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that meant. From that discussion and others that followed, I
learned that there were also “Methodists” and “Lutherans”
and “Seventh-day Adventists” and many others. I learned
that Methodists and Lutherans and Adventists were all
“Protestants,” which somehow made them different from
“Catholics,” but in ways that Mom couldn’t make clear
to my confused and frequently inattentive brain. Anyway,
all those people were “Christians,” but then there were
“Jews” who were not Christians because they didn’t believe in Jesus … or at least didn’t believe he was the “Savior.” All those folks—Presbyterians, Methodists, Catholics,
Jews—believed in a god whose name was God, but some
people, innocently called Mohammedans, believed in a
god named Allah. But Allah was, most mysteriously, God
as well. And/or vice versa.
I found it thoroughly befuddling. All these different
groups of people believed different things, had different
holy books, followed different heroes, and rejected most or
all the beliefs that were not their own. From those occasionally lengthy discussions with my mother, two
things became clear to me: first and most
obviously, they could not all be right, because they were so deeply opposed to one
another in so very many ways; and second,
“If Pop was in Heaven and he did want me to
there was no rational way to choose befeel different … why didn’t he tell me so
tween them: no signposts, no neon lights,
no way to tell which one was the right one—
himself? Why did he tell Grandma to tell me?
not even Presbyterianism.
If she could hear him, why couldn’t I?”
Perhaps, Mom suggested, there was a
common thread of truth that ran through all
of them; perhaps that was what one should
seek, and in that seeking, one might find
God. And so I tried. I read a bit more of
spite and then with the dismissive conviction that praying the Bible. I borrowed an English-language Torah from Joel,
was as useful as flapping my arms and hoping to fly. It was who was learning to read it in Hebrew, and found it to be
for me, suddenly, a busy time—family disintegration that as confusing as the Bible, which it greatly resembled. I read
led to new homes in new states, new schools, new fears, a little about Islam in the encyclopedia but never got hold
new adventures—and I spent precious little time worrying of a Qur’an. All the reading only increased my impatient
about metaphysics. But the seeds had been planted, and confusion. Was God infinitely loving and forgiving? Or was
when once again I had occasion to consider such things, he inveterately petty and vindictive? Should one dash out
any faith that people had tried to ram into me when I was and slay the unbeliever? Or should one hate the sin but
a young child was nearly gone, leaving behind only a slight love the sinner? Did one get into Heaven by doing good
things? Or did one get there just by believing in Jesus?
apprehension about not having it.
The more I read, the more I realized that religion, far from
orn and raised in California, I found New York dra- being a moral or philosophical monolith, was fragmented
matically eye-opening. Over a reasonably short time, and contradictory and divisive and logically circular, and
I learned things about religion I’d had no concept of. in practice apparently it was more interested in attacking
I had been raised “Presbyterian,” whatever that meant, those who were “wrong” than in trying to actually explain
and just assumed that everybody was because that’s what why they were themselves “right.” But if one of them—any
there was. It was like being raised human. As a young child, one of them—were right, how in the face of so much striI had learned that there were “Catholics,” but I had no dent, clanging contradiction could I know? How could they
idea what that meant except that it had something to do know?
with fish and Italy and that they went to a different church
I read other books as well, some at my mother’s suggesbecause (I thought) ours was too full. That “Presbyterian” tion and others that I found in the school library. Mom introand “Catholic” were different metaphysical worldviews duced me to C. S. Lewis, and I read The Screwtape Letters
was never explained to me, and I certainly was neither old and Mere Christianity. I also read J. B. Phillips’s Your God
enough nor bright enough to figure it out. But in New York Is Too Small and others I don’t remember now. Some were
there were lots of “Catholics,” and I had to ask Mom what interesting, some boring, some silly, but though the word
who’d acted in such a heinous fashion, but very soon my
anger transferred to those who had assured me that God
was real; who had encouraged me to accept, even insisted
that I accept, the premise that God was wise, merciful,
and all-knowing. They had led me to profound and painful
disillusionment, and for a while I was unremittingly angry
with them. And finally, because I was forced by my own
experience to accept the fact that the people surrounding
and influencing me were not evil but good, not hateful but
loving, my anger found a target in the concept and institution of religion itself—a concept and an institution that had
led those good people to be the deceived and deceiving
instruments of my disillusionment.
I talk of this as if it were a neat and orderly progression,
discussing it as if it were a constant preoccupation. It was
neither. After the trauma of Grandpa’s death subsided,
religion again receded to the tiny compartment of my very
full life that it had occupied previously; its only real effect
on me was that I abandoned saying nightly prayers, first in
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epistemology hadn’t entered my vocabulary, one question New York. Among the books Mom had given me was Edgar
occurred over and over to me as I read these tendentious Cayce Speaks, about the purported psychic and remote
works: Who told you? How do you know?
healer Edgar Cayce, written by some of his disciples (Cayce
My increasing agnosticism came at the price of increas- had died in 1945). I found the book fascinating: here was
ing confusion. I had been raised with the Golden Rule and somebody with a mysterious “connection” to other people,
other moral precepts about lying, killing, stealing, hitting a connection that somehow transcended space, time, and
my sister, taking bites out of more than one cookie at a physicality. I acquired and read more of his (and similar)
time, and so on, all of which had been ultimately justified books, and these books posited—or allowed me to posit—
by their promulgation from the Bible. But if the god of an inexplicable, immaterial link between some people, perthe Bible was real, his own book showed him to be as ca- haps between all people: some way that lives were shared
pricious about morality as he was confused about history. and, for a very few fortunates such as Cayce, thoughts and
Things bad in one place were good in another. “Thou shalt feelings as well. Cayce’s abilities demonstrated that such an
not kill,” Exodus commands … no doubt to the giggling immaterial link existed, unlike the arm-waving assurances
amusement of the Hittites, Amorites, and Canaanites. No, trotted out by religious apologists—assurances with no
the morality of the Bible was whimsical, whereas the voice more substance behind them than had forgotten dreams.
in my head was absolute and unwavering: lying was wrong;
The insight fermented quietly in my immature brain,
end of story. And that voice came not
from the god of the Bible but from myself,
distilled from the voices of all those who
had instructed me. But … how did they
know? Who had told them? Who had
“As time passed ... it seemed to me that the
told their parents, and their parents, and
‘mysterious ways’ in which God worked were
theirs? If not the Bible’s god, who? How
vastly more wicked than mysterious.”
did they know?
None of this occupied much of my
time; I was too busy chasing Chickie or
ogling Priscilla (whom I never worked up
the courage to talk to) or trying to spend my lunch money almost entirely overshadowed by the conflicts and triumphs
on lunch before some punk knocked me over and stole it of returning to southern California and living for a while
for cigarettes. At home I had new and unwelcome “man of with my father and moving repeatedly until finally settling
the house” duties and homework and occasional neighbor- in a town north of Los Angeles. It remained submerged
hood babysitting. I had very little truly free time, and most throughout my sophomore year in high school, lost in a
of what little I had I used up playing baseball. (Echoing my welter of classes and social self-calibration and football
misguided Narrow experiences in California, I know that games and erotic bus rides and shining shoes for two bits
on two separate occasions, prayer—very earnest prayer a pair. But in my junior year, I took two classes that gave
indeed—had no effect whatsoever on the trajectory of a my ruminations new life—and me, for a while, absolute
well-hit baseball with respect to a third-story apartment conviction.
window.) But the confusion churned quietly in my mental
The first was an English class that I had chosen at
background, and by the time I left New York three years random from a small list of electives available for my fall
later I was a reasonably confirmed agnostic, no longer im- semester. The teacher was a tall, gentle man with unmersed in religion but bearing, here and there, a residuum kempt red hair and a faraway gaze. It dealt with—and the
of its moisture.
teacher’s love was—Romantic and Transcendental Poetry.
I had none of these thoughts at age twelve, of course; The poets we covered were those one would expect: a
it’s entirely my adult attempt to understand and explain little Blake, Wordsworth and Coleridge, Byron and Shelley,
why I (very briefly) felt confused on the rare occasion that a bit of Keats, and the early American transcendentalI actually considered a moral choice (should I turn in to ists—Emerson, Thoreau, and a touch of Whitman. At this
the office the five-dollar bill I found on the ground or stuff distance I recall little of the poetry. But in the philosophy
it into my pocket?). I was ever the pragmatist; my moral embraced by these writers (as interpreted, at least, by the
anguish was typically so brief as to be unnoticeable. It was teacher and understood by me), I found something with
easy to instantly imagine how each of the paths before me which I resonated: the “pool of spirit” concept underlying
would make me feel once I’d trodden it and to select my Madame Blavatsky’s Theosophy. Here, I thought, reflected
path based upon that anticipated feeling. The process was through the Romantic poets and made more explicit by the
almost entirely subconscious—but when it very infrequently transcendentalists, was the answer I’d been seeking: the
emerged from those dark depths, it bubbled up as a sur- union of Man, Nature, and Wisdom, which union itself conprised “Why?” Why do I know that one path is right and the stituted The Divine. Through that union, we humans were
other wrong? And why is one right and one wrong?
part of and participants in a greater universe, connected to
Part of a potential solution to my epistemological co- the Nature around us, partaking of Nature’s wisdom when
nundrum had in fact begun forming shortly before I left we remain quiet enough to hear it. Here, suddenly, was a
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theory and framework for Edgar Cayce’s remarkable abilities—a natural channel, though its nature was mysterious
and inexplicable, to which he was exquisitely attuned. And
all humans shared in that union, even if most were far less
aware of it than Cayce. That union of all humans with all of
Nature was The Divine—not a childish, whimsical, egoistical
god pretending omnipotence.
The revelation struck me like a bolt of lightning. Anticipating Robert Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land by
two years or more, it seemed to me that ultimate Truth was
“Thou Art God.” I knew—again in Heinlein’s terminology,
because none is better—that the unconscious knowledge
of right and wrong is grokking “Thou Art God”; that moral
knowledge is not individual but universal and interpersonal;
that what is “good” is so because it is universally good;
“evil” is so because we (as people, Humanity, Nature, Wisdom, or God) universally abhor it.
It had been Plato, and it would be Heinlein, but in that
fall of 1958 it was me—a beautiful, comforting, exciting,
inspiring discovery whose only defect (which of course I
overlooked at the time) was its utter lack of objective proof,
aside from Edgar Cayce’s extraordinary abilities. It was no

a being living on the surface of the world could neither
perceive, imagine, nor understand a dimension through
which the Earth’s surface curved. Then, with a piece of
yellow chalk, he drew a triangle on the globe: a line from
the north pole through the central Pacific along the 180°
meridian to the equator, west along the equator through
90 degrees of longitude to the sea south of Guatemala,
and then back north through Yucatán, Illinois, and Hudson’s
Bay to the north pole. One triangle. Three 90° angles. 270°.
I was flabbergasted … and very excited. And, he pointed
out, there was more: if one were to drill through the globe
from one corner of the triangle to another, one could connect those corners in a way that to a Flatlander living in the
two-dimensional universe of the globe’s surface would be
both utterly undetectable and thoroughly impossible. Here
was a firm, demonstrable geometric concept that dovetailed beautifully with my impossibly simplified concepts of
theosophy and transcendentalism, as well as something I’d
learned about from reading science fiction (and from what
I thought that some people thought that Einstein himself
had talked about): the fourth dimension!
If a third dimension enabled mysterious, inexplicable connections between beings in a
two-dimensional universe—a connection those beings could “feel” but never
demonstrate—surely a “higher” fourth
dimension would do the same for we
“I was fiercely angry with the god who’d acted
poor humans restricted to a universe of
only three demonstrable dimensions!
in such a heinous fashion, but very soon my
The existence of a fourth dimension
anger transferred to those who had assured
would thus provide the medium for the
me that God was real.”
subliminal or supraliminal connection
we three-dimensional humans had with
Nature—a connection invisible to us but
more demonstrable than the god in which Grandma be- indirectly revealed through the Wisdom that touched each
lieved and to which she prayed so fervently.
of us as the moral imperative giving us the knowledge of
The second class was plane geometry, taught by a tall, right and wrong, of good and evil. Through and including
acerbic, dark-haired German gentleman who seemed con- that universal but physically indemonstrable connection, we
stantly on the verge of a supercilious snicker. Though I had partook of and became The Divine.
struggled heroically with algebra in the first semester of my
Thanks, therefore, to romantic and transcendental poetry
junior year, I did very well in plane geometry in the second: and non-Euclidean geometry (seasoned by an astonishingly
its visual nature and Euclidean certainty appealed to me. deep misunderstanding of Jung’s “collective unconscious”
But it was a conversation I had with the teacher after class and never actually having read either Einstein or Flatlandone day that provided my epiphany. In a class discussion of ers), I had my answer: there were no gods, there was only
the challenges of solid geometry, he had briefly mentioned Nature; there were no rules, there was only Wisdom; there
Edwin Abbott’s nineteenth-century novel Flatland. I didn’t were no divinities, there was only The Divine. And unlike
understand the concept and stayed to talk about it. He Grandma’s god, the extra-dimensional construct through
explained to me that in Flatland, for instance, the angles of which we participated in and became The Divine was dea triangle don’t necessarily add up to 180°. I thought first monstrable. By analogy, to be sure, but in my exuberant
that he was joking or betraying the mathematical precision and explosive conversion to Platonism-cum-Blavatskianhe had so assiduously been teaching us.
ism-cum-Heinleinism and the knowledge that Einstein had
He looked at me from beneath an amused, raised eye- said something about the fourth dimension (hadn’t he?),
brow and reached for the globe with which every classroom analogy was all the demonstration I needed.
was equipped. To a Flatlander, he explained, the surface
The astute reader will note at this point that my epiphof the world was … flat. A Flatlander’s only directions were any was unsullied by any bothersome epistemological
right, left, forward, and backward—“up” and “down” distractions. But there was one. I remember regaling Mom
were inconceivable to a two-dimensional being, and such with my enlightenment sometime late in my junior year,
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pulling out all the stops to share my insight as fully and rapturously as possible. When my spring finally ran down, she
fixed me with her trademark wry grin and raised eyebrow,
throwing back at me the question I’d asked so many times.
“How,” she asked quietly, “do you know?”
Mom’s injection of a bit of skepticism into my complacent certainty was not my only philosophical disharmony.
Not much later I came across an Edgar Cayce book I’d not
known before: What I Believe. I read it—eagerly at first,
then with increasing distaste. It recounted Cayce’s “trip”
to “Heaven” and described scenes that could have been
lifted from stories I had heard in Sunday school: winged
angels, golden streets, harps. A great deal of metaphysics
certainly, but all childishly similar to traditional Christian/
biblical mythology. I found myself questioning whether or
not Cayce (and perhaps others of his ilk) might be less—
perhaps considerably less—than trustworthy. Later, of
course, I learned that he was a complete and accomplished
humbug, dealing in cold reading, vague generalities, and
cherry-picking “evidence”—but during that spring of my
junior year, my certainty suffered only its first soft whisper
of skepticism.
School was out in June, and my day-to-day tasks
switched to summer mode—summer job, occasional jaunts
to the beach, whenever I could a day or two in the hills
north of Los Angeles. Having imbibed deeply of the Romantic poets and their love of Nature, I sought Wisdom
deep in the aromatic manzanita of the San Gabriel Mountains, finding peace and balance and serenity in the silence
and hard, uncompromising, and reassuring honesty of the
high desert of Apple Valley. Cayce’s possible untrustworthiness notwithstanding, I reveled in that mysterious, other-dimensional link through which I felt so deeply connected
with and part of all that surrounded me. It felt good. I was
quite satisfied with myself, euphoric even.
While it lasted.
It lasted until the whirlwind of my senior year, beginning
in September. That year gave me new intellectual tools
and insights that led me to question my certainty about
the universe and my place in it. Classes in physics and
physiology sharpened my sense of the nature and limits
of knowledge, providing the metric of evidence by which
to judge a phenomenon’s existence; two history classes
illustrated the folly of clinging to “truth” as a constant; a
televised class on chemistry from the University of Southern California taught me the experimental determination
of electrons’ energy states and the demonstrable certainty
of chemistry’s physics. Even as Bohr’s tidy model of the
atom morphed into Schrödinger’s fuzzy one and the certain
world of classical physics became, under closer scrutiny, the
probabilistic world of quantum mechanics, the metric of
evidence remained unchanged. And gradually, inoculated
by the fermenting presence of what I was learning that year,
my previous year’s certitude began bubbling and frothing
with doubt.
Semester merged into semester, January became June,
and I graduated. In the fall I would head off to college,

entering an entirely new phase of my life. I spent most of
my time that summer working; my part-time job during
my senior year again became nearly full time, until I left
home in the fall. But I did have days off, and I spent every
possible minute up in the San Gabriels, most of them alone
by choice, far from the clang and clamor of other people,
lying at night in my sleeping bag surrounded by yucca and
greasewood, the slender, aromatic smoke column from my
tiny fire rising into the starry darkness. And before that summer passed, the euphoric certainty I had felt the summer
before had been replaced by a new twist on the question
I had flung at those who had tried to inculcate me with
their religion. It was not “how do you know,” but “how do
I know? Where is my evidence?”
I knew that force was the product of mass times acceleration, because the relationship had been demonstrated
by the evidence of innumerable experiments. I knew that
chemical reactions proceeded in the direction of increasing
entropy, because experimental evidence left no doubt. But
where was the evidence for the universal integration with
which I’d been so satisfied the prior summer? Feelings were
only feelings; analogy was well and good, but how could
I be so confident in the existence of a mysterious fourth
dimension through which all was connected when that
dimension was (and in my careful construction, had to be)
undetectable? How could I demonstrate that Man partook
of the Divine through the Wisdom of Nature? It all seemed
somehow quite silly, lofty poetry and non-Euclidian geometry notwithstanding.
I reacted to that evolution in my thinking mostly by
ignoring it, not even realizing I was being skeptical about
myself and what I believed. But the musings of that summer
gradually turned me in a direction from which I’ve since
not strayed. Over the next few years, I came to realize that
my epiphany about Man, Wisdom, and The Divine was no
more substantial than smoke from my campfire or from a
priest’s censer. Profound as my feelings were, as clear and
logical as the explanation seemed at the time, I gradually
came to see that those beliefs were in their nature no different whatsoever from the beliefs held by the devoutly
religious. Very intense and deeply personal, they were in
both cases without existential basis. No experiment could
be designed to demonstrate either the believer’s soulful
connection to a deity or my “fourth dimension” connection
to the universe. And so … how did I know?
Of course, I didn’t. And I don’t. I have long since arrived
at a place whose human geography would horrify my transcendentalist English teacher, were he still alive: I have become—and had become, within half a dozen years of first
reading Wordsworth—a thorough-going materialist. I seek
relaxation in the desert; I seek quiet and time to think and
time to not think; I seek the deep, purely physical pleasures
of wind and weather and sand and the sound of a raven
and the sweet-acrid aroma of sun-hot sage. But I no longer seek insight into The Divine through gaining Wisdom
(though occasional flashes of dubious insight are always
welcome—and surprising). I revel in the desert’s sensuous
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pleasures, and I stare into its night sky in unspeakable awe
of its physical splendor. I leave immaterial ruminations to
those who believe in the immaterial, for I no longer do.
But though a materialist, I am also an agnostic in its narrow
definition: a-gnostic. Not-knowing. I don’t know. I cannot
insist there is no immaterial realm; there may be … but I
see no evidence for it in any existential sense. Therefore, I
simply do not know.
“I don’t know” has obvious limitations as a creed upon
which to base one’s daily life. Epistemological nuances
aside, one must have—in quite practical terms—an informed ethic by which to conduct one’s life. Thus, one’s
choice becomes what to accept as practical knowledge
to inform that ethic and what to reject—and, I think more
importantly, on what basis one makes that choice. And for
me, the basis is evidence. I accept as “real” in a practical
sense those things that have behind them the weight of
evidence (anvils, zebras). I reject as “unreal” in the same
sense those things for which efforts to acquire existential
evidence have consistently and universally failed (ESP, psychokinesis) or which are contrary to or necessarily denied

bas-relief. It exists in a thoroughly physical sense. But one
cannot weigh beauty or drop truth and break it or measure
the breadth or temperature or viscosity of an idea. Their
undeniable “existence” seems an entirely non-physical
phenomenon.
“Aha,” exults the dualist. “There is reality beyond or
above or other than the physical!”
But there is not. Beauty, truth, and “all ye need to know,”
do exist materially—not as objects such as the vase but as
fleeting biochemical events occurring in brains and informing senses existing in those same brains. They are as real,
and real in the same physical way, as anvils and zebras—
arising from ion flow across permeable cell membranes and
sugar metabolism and the intricate ballet of enzymes and
hormones coursing through brains. We understand as yet
very little about the interactions of that biochemistry with
what we “know,” but we understand enough to know that
ideas and thoughts and dreams are not divinely inspired
bits of immaterial magic: they are the perceived end-products of molecular biological processes—processes that are
themselves more and more seen to reflect the underlying
quantum nature of the universe we
live in.
I do not understand the quantum universe, but I understand this:
while there is no shortage of great
“The more I read, the more I realized that religion,
counterintuitiveness about how
the quantum universe works, there
far from being a moral or philosophical monolith,
is no magic. In the probabilistic
was fragmented and contradictory and divisive
quantum universe, physical effects
and logically circular.”
arise only from physical causes. Everything we perceive, everything
we can perceive is real—because
by evidence-based knowledge (perpetual motion, astrol- we can perceive nothing else. There is no way in which the
ogy). Without getting into a tedious discussion of what immaterial, were it to exist, can interact with the material.
constitutes “evidence,” I’ll say only two things: first, that There are no “particles” of immateriality that can somehow
evidence must be empirical, demonstrable at will, and es- leak into the universe and nudge real particles.
sentially experimental rather than anecdotal; and, second,
Yes, there are “virtual” particles, appearing to pop into
that conclusions based on such evidence are valid only if and out of existence in the quantum field, but they are just
predictive. So in practical terms I “know” that anvils are that: virtual. They are not particles at all, but transient quanheavy and zebras are striped and all sorts of things in be- tum field disturbances caused by the interaction between
tween—things that can be proved or disproved experimen- real particles, and they affect only the particles that create
tally (such as weighing some anvils) or that are susceptible them. They are not measurable directly, but their effects
to experimental proof or disproof (such as traveling to a are observable, measurable, and—within the bounds of the
zoo to examine some zebras). So as much as I might feel it, uncertainty principle that both permits and requires their
I cannot know that I have an extra-dimensional connection existence—predictable. They do not constitute a “magic”
to the universe as a whole, because there is no conceivable way for an immaterial world to affect the material universe
way, no possible experiment, to provide evidence for or in which we live. Even more mysterious phenomena, such
against the proposition. In that sense, I am a three-dimen- as wave-particle superposition and quantum entanglesional “flatlander.”
ment—a phenomenon even Einstein reputedly refused to
“Real” can prove a tricky concept. Immaterial beauty accept as real—fit within an expanding body of probabilisand intangible truth are as real in human experience as the tic physics, and all are the results of material characteristics
quite solid urn that inspired Keats to tell us about them, and of the universe.
yet neither is “real” in the sense of being experimentally
In all of human history, the immaterial explanations that
demonstrable. The urn can be measured, described, and originated as ideas in human brains stimulated by observagreed upon by independent observers: it’s blue, about ing external phenomena have turned out to be wrong.
fourteen inches high, and covered with naked Greeks in Neither Apollo nor Ra guides the sun through the heavens;
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lightning is not Thor’s spear; Mt. St. Helens’s eruption did
not give voice to the wrath of Vulcan or Pele. Neither earthquakes nor one person’s fortune and another’s misfortune
result from the whimsy of a capricious god named God.
As mankind’s evidence-based knowledge grows, so does
his understanding of the universe. Mysteries have material
solutions; those solutions broaden our understanding of
the material interactions from which they arose and, most
excitingly, present us with new mysteries. Why, for instance,
do galaxy clusters behave in ways that we cannot explain
with traditional models of gravity, thus requiring hypothesized “dark matter” to increase their mass? And why is the
universe apparently expanding at an accelerating rate when
gravity “should be” slowing it down? What is the “dark
energy” driving that expansion? Whatever the drivers of
those observed phenomena turn out to be—whatever dark
matter and dark energy “really” are—the ultimate explanations will be material ones. Galaxy clusters do not coalesce
because a god is squeezing them; the universe’s expansion
is not accelerating because a god is stretching it like taffy.
The discussion can, of course, be continued ad infinitum
and be even more boring than it already has been, but I’ll
stop and get (finally!) to the point: me. I define myself as
an agnostic in admitting that I do not know about a supernatural realm, simply because by definition such a realm is
immaterial, and I can’t know about an immaterial realm. It
may well exist, but in the material quantum universe where
I make my home, there is no way for me to interact with
it or it with me. All the mental, emotional, and “spiritual”
experiences I have—from (now and then) cogent thoughts
to flights of fancy to feeling at home and psychically expanded in the desert to gagging at the aroma of cooking
Brussels sprouts to feeling an indefinable, empathetic
connection with Dave Brubeck to the “still, small voice”
that keeps me from throwing bricks at the irritating dogs
next door—all those experiences are material effects of the
molecular dance going on in my brain.
There are theories—many of them—postulating dimensions other than the three of which we’re aware, extra-dimensional parallel universes and things even stranger, but
they are no more valid in, or applicable to, my day-to-day
life than is Baum’s Theory of Oz. If there is an immaterial
universe somehow intersecting with the material one in
which I live, it is by its nature and the nature of my universe
fundamentally imperceptible—and therefore fundamentally irrelevant to me. I do not deny the possibility of its
existence. But if it exists, being both imperceptible and
irrelevant, it cannot be the locus of any god or gods that
can in any way affect me.
I am therefore, as well as being an agnostic, an atheist: I
believe there are no immaterial beings, no gods, no beings,
no spaces, no forces that can possibly have any effect on
me or on any part of the material universe in which I reside.
I believe I live in a material universe that is entirely knowable and which does not need an infusion of the supernatural or immaterial to make complete, comprehensive, and
all-inclusive sense in space and time. This is far from saying

that human beings are capable of fully understanding the
universe: our brains evolved to deal with a very much tinier,
more immediate, and more desperate environment. It is,
however, to posit and believe in a physical universe that is
complete in itself and intrinsically understandable to an intelligence sufficiently mature to comprehend it. A universe,
in other words, that is entirely material. There is no magic.
But so saying leaves unanswered some of the important questions I asked as a youth: If there is no god (for
instance), why do we all seem to know good from bad?
And why is there bad, anyway? “Evolution, Baby!” (which
will make sense only if you’ve seen the movie Paul). Our
pre-human ancestors evolved as social species because
society offered selective advantages over non-social living
to a slow, naked ape with no claws and tiny teeth. In the
course of that evolution, those pre-human ancestors very
likely evolved a tendency to respond to stress in ways that
supported society and to avoid responses that were anti-social. Today’s H. sapiens is a branch of an evolutionary
tree whose roots extend many millions of years into the
past; we are impelled by instincts that evolved long, long
before our primate ancestors had language to describe
them. But we do have language, and have come to label
those instincts that generally foster social harmony and
the behaviors they inform as “good” and those that do
the contrary as “bad” and to apply similar labels to similar
categories of random environmental events. It is certainly
much more complicated than that and necessarily largely
speculative, but to the extent that our physical characteristics are the outcome of millennia of evolutionary adaptation, so are our behavioral characteristics. Evolution, of
course, is not perfect: it’s left H. sapiens with an appendix
and wisdom teeth and a bad back … and has similarly left
us with some anti-social tendencies such as quick tempers,
irrational discrimination, the reflexive insanity of the mob,
and an occasional distressingly irrepressible urge to fart in
church. Perhaps, as we’ve learned about dentistry, surgery,
back braces, and antacids, we’ll someday learn to deal effectively with those dark urges that lead not to cohesion but
fragmentation. Perhaps.
One final note before I end on this. My belief in the
uniqueness and sufficiency of the material universe implies
nothing about the great majority of people who believe
otherwise: that an immaterial universe is immanent and
operative in this material one. I am first and foremost agnostic. I do not know. I can accept being wrong. But I do
insist on evidence as I have defined it that demonstrates the
errors in my reasoning or conclusions (for “evidence” on
any other terms is no evidence at all) … and given that evidence, I could do nothing but accept that I’ve made a
mistake.

T. J. Gordon is a recovering technical writer with over twenty years’ experience writing for a university-based space engineering laboratory. His twelve-step recovery
program includes returning to his academic roots in the humanities, retiring to southern Utah, and writing for his own pleasure.
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Humanism Needs an Upgrade: Is Sentientism the
Philosophy That Could Save the World?
Jamie Woodhouse

T

here is a little-known philosophy, well-founded in
reality, that provides a sound basis for compassionate
ethics and will eventually become our predominant
way of thinking. That’s partly because adopting this philosophy will give us the best chance of addressing the world’s
problems, from the climate change crisis to the impact of
artificial general intelligence. The philosophy is sentientism.
Like humanism, it commits to using evidence and reason
and grants moral consideration to all humans. Sentientism
then goes further. It grants degrees of moral consideration
to all sentient beings—anything that can experience suffering or flourishing.
Let’s Take a Philosophical Journey
We should start by using evidence and reason as the basis
of our beliefs, because reality is all there is. Fictional stories
are real things too—as patterns of brain activity, states
within computers, or as ink on a page—but the things those
stories are about do not exist.
The use of evidence and reason goes beyond the scientific method as narrowly defined, but scientific thinking is at
its core. The naturalist worldview rejects belief in the supernatural and mystical because there is no good evidence for
their existence. If evidence of these types of phenomena
were discovered, they would no longer be supernatural,
and we could build factual knowledge about them.
The naturalist worldview includes atheism, which is
simply a lack of belief in a god or gods, because there
is no good evidence for their existence. Atheism implies
little about ethics—except to stipulate that ethical thinking
shouldn’t be driven by a belief in deities or religions.
In this worldview, we must construct our own ethics: first,
by granting moral consideration for all humans. We do so
because we know directly, from our own experience, that
we can both suffer and flourish—that is, that we can experience both qualitatively bad and good things. Science and
our own experience show us that other humans experience
suffering and flourishing largely as we do. We care about
the experiences of other humans because of our evolved
tendencies to cooperate and feel compassion, because of
enlightened self-interest, and perhaps because we strive
to take an impartial standpoint not bound to our own perspective. While many aspire to feel equal compassion for
all humans, most of us prioritize some over others—but we
grant at least some meaningful moral consideration to all.
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That leads us to humanism—a commitment to evidence,
reason, and compassion for all humans..
Sentientism Goes Further
Sentientism is an ethical philosophy that, like humanism,
rejects the supernatural and applies evidence and reason.
However, it grants moral consideration to all sentient beings, not just humans. Sentience is the capacity to experience suffering and flourishing. Things that can’t experience
might be important in other ways, but they don’t warrant
our moral consideration. A mountain or a river is important
only because of the effect it has on the experiences of sentient beings like us.
Sentientism goes further than humanism because humans aren’t the only sentient beings. Other sentient
beings deserve our moral consideration too, the most
obvious being non-human animals. While scientific debate
continues as to where to draw the boundaries between
sentient and non-sentient beings (do sea sponges experience anything?), it’s clear that the vast majority of animals,
particularly those we farm in their billions, are sentient. It’s
sentience, not a somewhat arbitrary species boundary, that
matters.
Eventually, we may also create or come across new
types of sentient beings: general artificial intelligences or
even alien species. Surely our ethics should help us think
about how we should treat them and how they should treat
each other, even as we also worry about how they will treat
us.
The diversity of sentient beings is already breath-taking,
and science indicates that degrees of sentience vary substantially between species. The sentientist position allows
us to grant different degrees of moral consideration, depending on where on the sentience spectrum something
lies. This contrasts with extreme forms of anti-speciesism,
which sometimes imply that all animal species deserve
equal moral consideration. Sentientism also avoids anthropomorphizing animals. They are likely to experience
differently from humans—but their ability to experience still
warrants at least a base level of moral consideration.
If you’re a humanist atheist and a morally motivated
vegan or vegetarian, you’re likely to be a sentientist. Although you may be unfamiliar with the term, the ethics will
probably fit. However, the vast majority of people around
the world disagree with sentientism in action, if not in be-

lief. Many, while using evidence and reason daily, still grant
the validity of supernatural or revealed knowledge. Others
don’t grant moral consideration to animals and use products that require their suffering and death. Still others don’t
grant proper moral consideration to sub-groups of humans,
based on gender, sex, skin color, race, sexual orientation,
disability, nation, tribe, or some other classification or
boundary.

D. Ryder and Peter Singer in the 1970s. Since then, we
have seen important yet separate developments in veganism, vegetarianism, and animal rights on the one hand and
in the rise of atheism and humanism on the other. These
movements now have a plethora of local and international
organizations that build communities, drive activism, and
conduct lobbying—but there is little that brings the two
threads together or underpins them.
There is already an untapped synergy between these
movements. In a recent show-of-hands poll of an audience
of around a thousand U.K. humanists, approximately 40
percent said they were vegan or vegetarian—a rate much
higher than that of the general population. It also appears,
again anecdotally, that moral vegans and vegetarians are
more likely to be atheists or humanists than the general
population. To me, that’s because evidence and reason
underlie both viewpoints.

How Can Sentientism Help?
Sentientism has much in common with humanism. Like humanism, it is pro-human rights and focused on our common
global humanity. It is anti-sexist, anti-racist, anti-ageist, anti-ableist, anti-nationalistic, and anti-LGBTQ+phobic. Both
humanism and sentientism help us focus on what we have
in common—our humanity and our sentience. Identity politics can help identify problems and provide mutual support
within groups. Humanism and sentientism can help us develop solutions
that we can all identify with and work
on together—given our shared reality
and reasoning.
Like humanism, sentientism is pro-sci“The sentientist position allows us to grant different
ence, reason, and evidence and therefore
degrees of moral consideration.”
against fabrication, fake news, unsubstantiated conspiracy theories, cultural
relativism, and religious and supernatural
thinking. All the problems and opportunities we face—from
A range of other developments and movements also
the existential threats of climate change, nuclear war, and hint at a latent sentientist philosophy. Environmental and
biological or technological development (including AI) to ethical concerns are driving more people to think about the
the immediate challenges of global poverty, conflict pre- animal suffering we cause and the damage to the planet
vention, development, and health—are better addressed occasioned by animal farming. The development of artifiwith facts and critical thinking rather than dogma.
cial intelligence is stimulating new fields of thought about
There are two areas in which sentientism goes further robot rights. People are starting to recognize the limitations
than humanism. For many, animal welfare is a critical issue of identity politics in improving social cohesion and comin its own right, given the more than 100 billion animals we munity building. The effective altruism movement is using
kill each year for food, drink, and other animal products. evidence and reason to find out how we can do the most
Transitioning away from animal farming is also an important good for all sentient life.
step toward reducing our negative impact on the environMaybe it’s time for us to upgrade humanism to sentiment in terms of land, water, and energy use; emissions; entism as an inclusive, well-grounded movement for adand pollution. While many humanists already grant moral dressing the world’s problems. People are already coming
consideration to non-human animals (for example, the together online to talk it through.
national organization Humanists UK includes this in its defiHuman culture has enormous inertia, and our traditional
nition of humanism), sentientism makes that explicit, as it in/out group and religious memes run deep. However, our
views causing the suffering and death of sentient animals ways of thinking are, fortunately, continuously and relentas ethically wrong.
lessly shaped by reality. The influence of reality has already
Sentientism also helps us think through and prepare for helped us progress rapidly over the centuries. Evidence
the implications of general artificial intelligence (GAI). We and reason-based thinking proves its worth every day—
need to crystallize and evolve our own ethics to help us there is no viable alternative to slowly, skeptically becoming
align the ethics of GAIs safely; the concepts of sentience, less wrong by observing reality and testing our thinking
evidence, and reason help us do that. We also need to against it.
think carefully about the rights and moral considerations we
Reason and facts are also helping us to build a stronger
might need to grant to AIs themselves as and when they foundation for our ethics. We are coming to understand
develop and increase their sentience.
more about sentient minds, what our experiences have in
common with others, and how we can reduce suffering and
Sentientism as a Movement?
flourish. While in/out group thinking can seem to work for
Sentientism has remained a fairly niche term since it was the in-group in the short term, we’re all learning, somedeveloped as a concept by philosophers such as Richard times painfully, that we do better as our circles of concern
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times painfully, that we do better as our circles of concern
expand and as we cooperate ever more widely—ultimately,
with all sentient beings.
Further Discussion—All Welcome
To date, there’s little mention of sentientism outside of
philosophical circles. Given its importance, I feel that’s odd.
If you’re interested in talking about the topic or finding out
more, search for the fora below online:
Facebook: Search for the sentientism community group.
Twitter: Follow @sentientism.
Reddit: Search for the sentientism sub-reddit.
Instagram: Search for @sentientism.
Further Reading
Wikipedia articles: Sentientism, Sentience, Humanism,
Atheism, Veganism, Effective altruism, Peter Singer,
Richard D. Ryder.

Humanists UK, “About Humanism”: https://humanism.org.
uk/humanism/
Peter Singer. The Expanding Circle. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981.
Sam Harris. The Moral Landscape. Free Press. 2010.
A version of this article was published in Areo magazine in
October 2018. Adapted by permission.
Thank you to Amy Le Grys for her review and suggested
enhancements to this article. All errors remain my own
responsibility.

After a quarter-century in the corporate world, Jamie Woodhouse now focuses on
building a global community of sentientists and those interested in sentientism. He
also writes, coaches, advises, invests, donates, campaigns, and volunteers. He lives
with his family in the United Kingdom. Find Jamie on Twitter @jamiewoodhouse.
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DOERR’S WAY

Connecting the Dots

T

sunamis of information and misinformation inundate us every
day through print, broadcast,
and social media, more than anyone
can possibly wade through. Dealing
with any of it intelligently requires a
lot of connecting of dots, with not
enough help from the media. Let’s
look at a few examples.
On January 18, the annual “March
for Life” in Washington, D.C., hit the
news with a somewhat garbled story
about an incident involving a Native American demonstrator and some
kids from Covington Catholic High
School in Kentucky, many of whom
were wearing red Trump MAGA caps.
For days, the media flooded the country with mixed messages about what
actually happened. But if we connect
the dots, the picture emerges of a private sectarian high school letting kids
forego classes for a day and transporting them to Washington to participate
in a demonstration against women’s
rights of conscience and religious liberty regarding abortion. There were no
reports on how many other Catholic
high schools sent kids to Washington,
though the practice seems to be extensive and years old.
Now to connect more dots. The
sending of the kids to Washington
was sanctioned by the Catholic bishops, the same guys who in the larger
scheme of things tolerated and covered up many years of clergy sexual
abuse of untold thousands of minors,

Edd Doerr

the same hierarchs who for decades
have been pushing for government,
national and state, to compel all taxpayers to support their (and other religions’) special-interest private schools
through vouchers and tax credits.
But let’s be careful not to overgeneralize or connect dots incorrectly. The
overwhelming majority of Catholics
in the developed world have long
simply ignored their church’s official
ban on contraception, and about twothirds of Catholics have no problem
with legal abortion. Last May’s referendum in predominantly Catholic Ireland
showed that two-thirds of the voters
were pro-choice. Note that the church
controls 95 percent of primary schools
in Ireland. Further, only about 15 percent of Catholic families in the United
States send their kids to church-run
K–12 Catholic schools. Since the early
1960s, when the Supreme Court did
away with the last remaining vestiges
of Protestantism in public schools—
details would require another whole
column—Catholic school enrollment
has declined from 5.5 million to less
than two million today. Two Catholic universities found that the decline
is due to “changing parental preferences.”
Moving on, we note that the clergy
sexual abuse and coverup problem in
this country grabbed headlines through
much of 2018 when Pennsylvania’s attorney general released a grand jury
report on the matter in several dio-

ceses. This was followed by the start
of similar investigations in other states.
Again, the extensive media coverage
failed to link the church hierarchy activity to its drives to undermine women’s
rights regarding abortion and to get
taxpayer funding for its private schools.
(I recently reread the book Methods of

“The picture emerges
of a private sectarian
high school letting kids
forego classes for a day
and transporting them
to Washington to
participate in a
demonstration against
women’s rights.”

Teaching in the Catholic School, published by the National Catholic Educational Association, which clearly spoke
of “permeating” the curriculum with
church teaching; in 1993 and 2000,
Humanist Press published my book
Catholic Schools: The Facts, covering
much of the same ground.)
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Now we come to the greatest
controversy of all: the global climate-change challenge. In 2018, the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change reported that we have maybe
fifteen years to get serious about
dealing with this threat to our whole
planet. The media have reported on
many of the various components and
concomitants of climate change, but
they rarely connect the dots. Among
the components: polar ice melt; rising
sea levels; ocean warming and acidifi-

“Religious leaders have
more influence on
pliable politicians than
does the worldwide
science community.”

cation; coral reef bleaching; declining
fish stocks; shrinking aquifers and fresh
water shortages (China and India have
36 percent of world population but
only 11 percent of the world’s fresh
water); deforestation; desertification;
soil erosion and nutrient loss (half of all
agricultural land is used for cattle and
cattle feeding); toxic waste accumulation; rapid loss of animal and plant
species; and on and on. These components and concomitants are reported
on piecemeal, but there is rarely any
mention of what is fueling climate
change—overpopulation—and who is
responsible for international inaction
on overpopulation: the Catholic hierarchy and other assorted conservative
religious leaders who care little for
women’s rights and who oppose universal access to contraception and
legal abortion. These steps were recommended by scientists for decades
and by the (GOP) Ford administration’s
1975 NSSM 200 report recommend38
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ing the same. Sadly, tragically, these
religious leaders have more influence
on pliable politicians than does the
worldwide science community.

IN APPRECIATION

Apes and Us: More Dots
“Humans Evolved to Be Peaceful. Why
Are We Still So Violent?” is the title of
the Washington Post’s fascinating review by anthropologist Rachel Newcomb of Richard Wrangham’s new
book, The Goodness Paradox: The
Strange Relationship between Virtue
and Violence in Human Evolution.
Among other observations, Newcomb
compares our two closest relatives in
the animal kingdom, the rather peaceful bonobos and the rather violent
chimpanzees. (Note that bonobos
were not even regarded as anything
other than “pygmy” chimps until
about 1930.) Her review surmises that
chimps are more violent than bonobos
because they must compete with gorillas for food. But having read rather a
great deal on the matter, I have a different position. Bonobos live south of
the Congo River, while chimps live
north of it. The vegetation in bonobo
territory lends itself to a vegetarian
diet more than does the area inhabited by chimps. Bonobos are vegetarian and chimps eat meat. Bonobos are
really into sexual activity, far more than
chimps. Bonobos are rather peaceful;
chimps tend to be rather violent. Also,
I doubt that chimps and gorillas seriously compete for food; gorillas are
both vegetarian and less violent than
chimps, though bigger and more
scary-looking. The relationship between meat-eating and violence needs
a lot more study. But with the climate-change crisis in mind, our moving away from eating meat, especially
beef, and toward vegetarianism would
seem to be a smart move for more
than just health reasons.

Adolf Grünbaum,
1923–2018

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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A

dolf Grünbaum was born in
Germany in 1923 and immigrated
to the United States with his parents in 1938. From a young age, he had
philosophical questions that led to theistic research and the declaration of his
atheism just before his bar mitzvah. After
learning English in the United States, he
earned his undergraduate degree from
Wesleyan University in 1943, spent two
years in the U.S. Army as a Ritchie Boy (a
bilingual intelligence analyst), and earned
his master’s degree in physics and PhD in
philosophy from Yale University in 1948
and 1951, respectively. Grünbaum started
his teaching career at Lehigh University,
drawing top names in philosophy to the
Pittsburgh area, which only grew with the
creation of the Center for Philosophy of
Science in 1960. He was a faculty member
at the University of Pittsburgh for nearly
sixty years and helped make its philosophy
department number one in the country.
Grünbaum authored twelve books and
nearly four hundred articles, mainly dealing with the philosophy of physics, the
theory of scientific rationality, the philosophy of psychiatry, and the critique of
theism. He was a contributing editor of
Free Inquiry.
Grünbaum died November 15, 2018,
at the age of ninety-five.
The Center for Inquiry and Free Inquiry
appreciate his extensive work in philosophy and extend our condolences to his
family.

Nicole Scott is managing editor of Free Inquiry.
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CUNO’S CORNER

The Lazy God’s Guide to Miracles

T

oday’s gods are lazy. And it’s our
fault.
Back in the day, gods established their bona fides by staging
spectacular miracles. Lotuses sprouted
from the baby Buddha’s footsteps. Zeus
hurled thunderbolts, reversed Earth’s
rotation, and turned infants into adults.
The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob
parted the Red Sea, split the moon,
and, millennia before the United States
Congress made it commonplace, gave
speech to an ass.
Thrilling audiences with large-scale
miracles was a matter of routine. Entertainment value aside, the show of
power helped keep the faithful faithful.
Wise gods understood that with too
much time between miracles, followers
might go “a-whoring after other gods,”
as Yahweh, who liked sexual metaphors,
was fond of putting it.
Yet recent years have seen a dearth
of big-production miracles. By “recent
years,” I mean roughly two millennia.
Horn players hardly ever demolish cities anymore, and I cannot recall the last
time I saw a messiah pull his tax liability
out of a fish. Fortunately, faith does not
wane, due to the scientifically proven
fact that for every absent miracle there
are several hundred apologists with as
many explanations. Some apologists
say grandiose miracles served their purpose and are no longer needful. Others
say miracles are ongoing but do not
garner the kind of mass media attention they did thousands of years ago.
And, for those who take their religion
with a side of shame, there’s always the
reminder that seeking signs makes you
wicked and adulterous.
Loath as I am to contradict people who are experts at bending Occam’s razor, I think the apologists have
it wrong. Large-scale miracles have
ceased because we no longer demand

40
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Steve Cuno

enough of our gods. We are too willing
to call any convenient happenstance a
miracle. When a tornado that happens
not to destroy a believer’s home draws
no fewer hallelujahs than lightning sent
down to consume a water-soaked sacrificial bull, you can hardly blame a god
for dispensing with the bull. As long as
no one troubles to study tornados or
statistics, why not sit back, crack open a
beer, and accept the praise?
One thing about tornadoes: at least
they have pizzazz. Some gods have no
more self-respect than to capitalize on
the utterly banal. Take, for instance, the
I Prayed and Found My Glasses Miracle, the Someone Called When I Felt
Lonesome Miracle, the My Car Collision Broke Only My Arm and Not My
Neck Miracle, and the My Toast Looks
Like Mary Miracle. (Note to gods: As
of this writing, the My Toast Looks Like
Muhammad but No One Has Beheaded
Me—Yet—Miracle is still available.)
Granted, it isn’t for me to say what
is and isn’t a real miracle. For all I know,
all the above qualify. Miracles by lesser-known deities may qualify, too. A
celebrated one involved a Woody Allen
poster that survived a fire in Venice’s Teatro La Fenice. Since we’re talking Italy,
it would be natural to assume that none
other than the Roman Catholic god
had stepped in. Not so. Scholars credit
the miracle to Cinemaes, god of movies and a known Allen fan. Well, most
scholars. Some attribute the miracle to
Tabloidysses, god of gossip, thanks to
whom people still obsess over Allen’s
marriage to Soon-Yi.
A pilot once told me he’d spotted
from the air a solitary pipe reaching
several stories up from the rubble of
a recently demolished high-rise. Atop
the pipe was an intact commode. Here
I suspect the work of Defecles, god of
potty humor, so named because Uranus
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was taken, who surely made certain that
some unfortunate was putting the commode to good use at the moment the
wrecking ball struck.
I myself was once on the receiving
end of a lesser-known deity’s miracle. At
the midway in Circus Circus Las Vegas,
my kids talked me into purchasing five
tries at tossing a ring onto an upright
Coke bottle. The fifth toss landed true,
winning us a teddy bear about twice the
size of a self-defrosting refrigerator with
side-by-side doors and automatic water
and ice dispenser. I deem the event a
miracle for two reasons. One, the bottle
seemed an order of magnitude larger
than the rings. Two, I had carelessly
tossed the winning ring over my shoulder. Which god had intervened became
clear when I paid the exorbitant cost of
shipping the bear home. It was the work
of Browneus, god of UPS Stores, most
likely assisted by Bottomlineas, god of
corporate revenue.
I daresay most people have had encounters with Profanites, god of swearing. The most active and consistently
successful of the off-brand gods, she
often teams up with Ouchies, god of
stubbing your toe; Stainux, god of spilling red wine on new carpet; and Golfus,
god of shanks.
So, good news if you’re considering
a career as a god. Thanks to human gullibility and to ignorance of the laws of
probability and chance, you need do
nothing at all to add miracles to your
resume. It’s so effortless, I bet you could
do it even if you didn’t exist.
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.

GOD ON TRIAL

Of Hellfire and Empathy

A

dult Bible Studies is published
quarterly. It is identified on
its inside cover as “An official resource for the United Methodist Church approved by the General
Board of Discipleship and Published
by Cokesbury, The United Methodist
Publishing House.” Its reading for Easter 2018—which fell on April 1, appropriately enough—was titled “He Has
Risen” and opened with the account
of Jesus’s resurrection as recorded in
the gospel of Luke. So far, pretty much
what one would expect. But some
assertions in the text that followed
the scriptural quotations raised my
eyebrows.
The unnamed United Methodist
minister who wrote the essay began
one paragraph by proclaiming, “Death
is a powerful enemy of humanity.” No
argument from me on that point. I regard death as an adversary that I intend
to battle until there’s no more fight left
in me. In the next paragraph, however,
the author wrote, “There is a reason
that most pastors prefer doing funerals over weddings.” And that reason?
“Funerals first give us an opportunity
(usually) to celebrate a life well lived
and then to affirm our collective faith in
the resurrection.” He or she concluded
the paragraph by noting that “Nothing is more profound and powerful
than gathering together and affirming
that death is not the end and that our
God has not only been through death
but has come out on the other side the
victor.”
I understand the reasoning here.
All but the most liberal Christians believe in the physical resurrection of
Jesus Christ. Their crucified god rose
from the dead on Easter, thereby conquering death not only for himself but

John J. Dunphy

for his followers as well. “O death,
where is thy sting? O grave, where is
thy victory?” as Paul put it in I Corinthians 15:55. I have my doubts about
personal immortality, despite the assurances offered by scripture and clergy.
These words, spoken at a child’s burial
by Robert Ingersoll, hold a special
place in my heart: “We do not know
whether the grave is the end of this
life or the door to another, or whether
the night here is not somewhere else a
dawn … . The poor barbarian weeping
above his dead can answer the question as intelligently and satisfactorily as
the robed priest of the most authentic
creed.” (See my essay “Offering What
Solace We Can” in the Fall 2011 Secular Humanist Bulletin.)
A later paragraph in this minister’s
essay seriously troubled me. Again
noting that most pastors prefer doing
funerals over weddings, the author
stated, “the exception may be when
we do funerals for people who are
unbelievers.” Such a funeral service
“takes on a far darker tone. No, it is not
because I think I need to condemn the

person to hell for not believing; that
is God’s job, not mine.” I managed a
sardonic smile upon reading that last
sentence. Few persons would willingly
enter seminaries if a minister’s job description included the task of publicly
consigning deceased members of their

“What could be more
cruel than allowing the
deceased’s family and
friends to believe that
their loved one has gone
to hell?”
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congregation to hell.
That same paragraph claimed that
the funeral of an unbeliever is an unpleasant experience because “the people who loved that person are wrecked.
They do not have the confidence that
death is not the final word. They experience profound and immeasurable
loss and might best be described as
hopeless.” What could be more cruel
than allowing the deceased’s family
and friends to believe that their loved
one has gone to hell? The poor corpse
is beyond suffering, of course, but
those who cared about him or her will
indeed experience the metaphorical
suffering of the damned if they believe

“The author is
asserting that adherence to a religion—in
this case, Christianity—
is necessary to ensure
moral behavior.”

their loved one is roasting in hell.
Frankly, I was surprised to read a
defense of the grim reality of hell in a
United Methodist publication in this
day and age. Most mainstream denominations now play down the notion of
a literal hell. Universalism—the belief
that everyone is ultimately saved—has
a long presence in the United States.
The Universalist Church was the nation’s sixth-largest denomination in
1900. It merged with the American
Unitarian Association in 1961 to form
the Unitarian Universalist Association.
The author of “He Has Risen” would
do well to read a 2015 sermon by the
Rev. J. Mark Worth of the Harvard Unitarian Universalist Church. Titled “Why
I’m a Universalist,” Worth described his
42
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theological journey:
Eventually I asked myself, what kind
of God would send good people
to hell just because they had the
wrong opinions? And what kind
of God would send bad people to
heaven, just because they had the
correct opinions? I decided that
a just, loving, and forgiving God
wouldn’t create a hell to torture
people in!

Worth’s compassionate perspective
represents a big improvement over
a theology that leaves the family and
friends of a deceased person feeling
“wrecked” and “hopeless.”
The conclusion of “He Has Risen”
contained an assertion that I’ve often
read and heard. However, it still never
fails to offend me. The author facetiously mocks the Christian faith by
asking, “Who in their right mind would
worship a man who was put to death in
such a humiliating way, and then who
would insist that such a man was later
brought back to life? On its surface,
this faith makes no sense!” I agree! But
then he or she wrote:
But on the other hand, who could
believe otherwise? Living a life without God or with some new-age,
distant, removed philosophy that
neither challenges nor comforts is
far crazier. Life simply cannot be
some hollow, temporary existence.
Without God and a commitment to
faith, life has no true purpose other
than achieving temporary pleasure.
If we all operated from such drives,
the world would all end in death,
as there would be no greater
drive than personal pleasure and
self-preservation, which necessarily
infringes on the lives of others.

The author is asserting that adherence to a religion—in this case, Christianity—is necessary to ensure moral
behavior. I know many Christians and
members of other faiths who lead exemplary lives. I also know any number
of people unaffiliated with any religion
who consistently maintain high ethical
standards. On the other hand, I know
many—actually, too many—people
who fanatically proclaim their religious
faith to anyone who will listen but
whose hearts remain untouched by the
suffering of their fellow humans.
There’s clearly another factor in-
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volved. That factor is empathy. It’s a
quality that is shared by those who believe in treating others with kindness
and respect. Empathy isn’t exclusively
confined to any particular denomination or religion. It works in the lives of
members of any faith—and of no particular faith. It allows us to place ourselves in the shoes of other people and
ask, “How would I like being treated as
they’re being treated?”
People who possess empathy
have taken to heart the words of John
Donne, who wrote: “No man is an
island, entire of itself; every man is a
piece of the continent … any man’s
death diminishes me, because I am
involved in Mankind; And therefore
never send to know for whom the bell
tolls; It tolls for thee.” The very idea
of participating in the oppression and
exploitation of others is abhorrent to
those with empathy. Jesus in Matthew
7:12 and Luke 6:31 endorsed empathy when he urged his followers to do
unto others as you would have them
do unto you.
People with empathy needn’t be
terrorized into toeing the line by the
threat of burning in hell or coming
back as a Lyme-disease-bearing tick in
their next life. They treat other people,
animals, and this planet with kindness
and respect because it’s the right thing
to do. People with empathy behave in
a moral manner without expectation of
reward or fear of punishment, either in
this world or the next. Their behavior is
consistent, whether unobserved or in
the presence of a crowd. They do good
for the sake of doing good.
The clergyperson’s assertion that
“Life simply cannot be some hollow,
temporary existence” also raised my
eyebrows. But I’ll address that matter in
another essay.

Since bursting on the scene in 1983 with the
publication of his essay “A Religion for a New
Age,” John J. Dunphy has been the target of both
bouquets and brickbats. He owns a book store in
Alton, Illinois.

THE FAITH I LEFT BEHIND

I Rejected God Because God ‘Rejected’ Me

M

y involvement with religion
began and ended at a very
young age. I am seventy years
old now, and while my memory is hazy
on some of the details, the essence
and psychological impact of my early
religious experience is still vividly with
me. It took me many years, however,
to come to a deeper understanding of
what had happened.
My father was a career U.S. Air
Force sergeant, so we never lived in
one place for very long, and I grew up
never having long-term friends or classmates. He retired from the Air Force in
1962, and we settled in a city in Iowa. I
was fourteen.
We soon started attending a Presbyterian church, though I can’t remember any role Christianity ever played in
my family other than on-and-off-again
church attendance, more off than on. I
responded with enthusiasm, however,
because it afforded me an escape from
the dysfunction of my family and the
emotional abuse my alcoholic father
constantly inflicted on my two sisters
and me, and on my mother, who responded by ceasing to be a meaningful presence in the family.
I remember the minister of the
church, Pastor John, as a wonderful
man—handsome and physically imposing but gentle, caring, and humorous. All of us in the youth fellowship
programs adored him. We didn’t see
much of him, however, as we rarely attended sermons; instead we went to
Bible-study classes in the basement of
the church. Beyond Pastor John, the
wonderful thing about the church was
the active youth fellowship. I finally had
the opportunity to make friends who

might stay in my life for a long time.
My youth group engaged in many activities that we loved, such as weekend
camping trips and week-long canoe
trips down the Minnesota River. I don’t
recall the religious activities and indoctrinations as ever being heavy-handed,
coercive, or threatening. There was no
talk of damnation or Hell, only of being
“saved.”
At the urging of the counselors, I
took it upon myself to read the Bible.
They provided little or no guidance,
however, on how a fourteen-year-old
should go about such a daunting task.
But I started reading, Genesis at first,
then randomly opening the Bible hoping God would guide my hand. For a
year or more I earnestly attempted to
understand what I was reading, but the
result was confusion, frustration, and a
steadily growing feeling that something must be wrong with me. Most of
my fellow youth-group members were
also reading the Bible; many talked
about how it was getting them closer
to God. I started to feel left out of the
“closer to God” club.
Eventually, difficulties started to
manifest themselves in the Sunday
Bible-study classes. I was attentive in
class and eager to learn, partly because
of my failure in reading the Bible. When
I was confused, I asked questions. This
was fine until the steady accumulation
of biblical and theological inconsistencies and contradictions that I noticed
reached a critical mass and I began to
ask questions specifically about them.
While I don’t recall most of these questions, I remember when I first asked
one that brought a problematic response—the classic where did Cain’s

Cy Jones

wife come from? The response was an
evasion of the question that also conveyed a touch of annoyance that the
question had been asked.
The more advanced the Bible-study
lessons became, the more difficult
it was for the teachers to answer my
questions. (I by no means am suggesting I was a brilliant student probing
weaknesses in Christian theology; I

“Then the full implication hit me: God was
refusing me, apparently
having decided long ago
that I would be excluded
from His grace. ... I
never had a chance!”

was just a confused kid asking obvious
questions and seeking clear explanations.) Eventually, the teachers started
showing irritation, if not hostility, toward my questioning. By the end, I
had begun to feel that the church itself
disapproved of me.
The youth group activities, on the
other hand, were fun and rewarding.
The retreats always concluded with
a “Come to Jesus” moment. These
were highly emotional gatherings with
prayer, encouragement to accept Jesus
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as savior, and testimonials by counselors and teens about how wonderful
the acceptance experience had been
and how it had changed their lives.
Occasionally a teen would announce
with rapturous joy that Jesus had just
entered his or her life. I participated eagerly in these gatherings and yearned
to feel Jesus’s presence. But it never
happened.
I became so eager to embrace
Jesus that I began to pray every
night. I prayed to God and to Jesus,
expressing my desire—my desperate
need—to be admitted into their grace.
Months passed, and I prayed with increasing intensity and growing fear for
my salvation.
The final crises came in Bible study
when the topic of predestination was
introduced. According to predestination, God had long ago decided
everything that would ever happen in
the universe. It took me a long time to
even begin to comprehend the concept, much less grasp its implications.
I know I was shocked that day in class
and the following ones and repeatedly
came back in my mind to the question
“Why?”
Then the full implication hit me:
God was refusing me, apparently having decided long ago that I would
be excluded from His grace and condemned to damnation (and torture!)
for all eternity. I never had a chance! I
decided to bring this up in Bible study
without revealing that I was still among
the unsaved. I asked if someone accepts Jesus as their savior and invites
Him into his or her life, but He never
comes, does predestination mean God
had previously decided this would happen?
The answer was yes. I responded by
expressing disapproval: So God condemns people to Hell, never even giving them a chance to avoid it? How can
God be so unfair? I am still shocked,
fifty-five years later, that the teacher’s
response was the verbal equivalent of a
shrug of the shoulders. Here my memory fails me; I cannot pull forth the full
depth of despair I know I felt after that.
Soon after, I lay in my bed one night
praying, overcome with fear and dread.
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I prayed desperately for my salvation
“Please God … please God … .” I
don’t remember my actual words, or
how long I prayed, but then I stopped.
I laid quietly for a while. Then, suddenly, unexpectedly, rebellion roared
out with an angry explosive force from
somewhere deep within me: “THIS IS
BULLSHIT! ... FUCK THIS! FUCK THIS!”
I was shocked; I had never even remotely harbored such thoughts.
In the following days and weeks my
anguish disappeared, as did any interest in religion. My anger faded away,
and a calmness, a sense of peace,
came over me. I had, in an instant, rejected religion with absolute finality. I
can’t explain why my rejection was so
sudden, explosive, and absolute or
how as an emotionally insecure fifteenyear-old in the throes of an existential
panic I could have rescued myself in
this manner.
In retrospect, I think my disastrous
experience would not have happened
if it were not for two serious shortcomings in the church’s approach to the
youth fellowships. The first was leaving
the teaching of the Bible and Presbyterian theology to lay volunteer members
of the church whose understanding of
Presbyterian theology and scripture
was shallow and who were ill-equipped
to handle overly inquisitive students. I
doubt the teacher who taught us about
predestination had any idea that it was
controversial and problematic within
Presbyterianism almost from its origin
in Calvinism. Many Presbyterian members, elders, and theologians for centuries have expressed the same objection
I tried to express—that God wouldn’t
do such a cruel and unfair thing.
The second problem was that the
conversion experience was mishandled
by the counselors. They led impressionable young teenagers to believe
it would be visceral, real, and unmistakable. My spiritual despair stemmed
from not experiencing this. I doubt
there is only one specific conversion
experience that “saved” Christians
claim to experience—the one I was
led to expect. I suspect the experience
varies widely and, in many cases, does
not involve visceral “realness,” intense
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emotion, or the absence of doubt. If
my counselors had not taken the approach to conversion that they did, and
if my Bible-study teachers had possessed the wisdom to seek help from
Pastor John, my early Christian experience might have been very different.
But they didn’t; as a result, I suffered
what can only be described as intellectual, spiritual, and emotional abuse at
the hands of my church.
It was years before I again gave any
thought to religion. After a stint in the
U.S. Navy, I went to college where I discovered an inclination toward the sciences. I earned a BS in biology and an
MS in environmental engineering, then
began a long and satisfying career as
an environmental engineer.
Sometime in my mid-thirties, I
started studying Christianity again out
of intellectual curiosity. I confess that
my real aim was to debunk Christianity and religion in general, perhaps to
provide a rational and objective basis
for my earlier emotional rejection. My
main interests were to develop a better understanding of the irrationality,
absurdity, and anti-humanistic nature
of Christianity and the fundamental
falseness of its historical, scriptural, and
theological claims. This turned into a
lifelong avocation, though I long ago
satisfied myself as to the true nature of
Christianity. The more I studied Christianity and religion in general, the more
I became convinced that it is harmful
and threatening to human society in
many ways. Along the way I embraced
secular humanism and joined organizations that actively seek to counter the
threat of religion.
Even if I had “found Jesus” as a
teenager, I still would have arrived at
the same beliefs I hold now, due to the
unsustainable nature of religious claims
and to my own rational nature, which
must have been lurking somewhere
within me at age fifteen.

Cy Jones is a retired environmental engineer living in Silver Spring, Maryland, and a member of
the Freedom From Religion Foundation.

THE HUMANIST SOAPBOX

People Are Apes! And That’s Very Bad for Creator Belief
Gregory S. Paul

T

he recent dispute in Free Inquiry
over whether or not humans are
apes1 spotlights a very important
controversy that keeps popping up in
the secular and skeptical communities.
As is usual, the dispute was between
non-biologists. In the biological community, there is no disagreement on
the matter.
As an active paleozoologist who
publishes in the technical literature on
phylogenetics and taxonomy—I am especially pleased to have renamed my
favorite dinosaur—I can state without
the slightest scientific ambiguity that
we humans most certainly are apes.
Repeat: we are apes, specifically great
apes. People are animals, mammals,
primates, and apes. It is not just nonscientists who say so. In Vertebrae Paleontology (2005), prominent paleoscientist Michael Benton explains that
“The apes, Hominoidea, today include
the gibbons and orangutan … the gorilla and chimpanzee … and humans.”
As for the great apes, the Hominidae,
Wikipedia correctly states that the
group’s members include “four genera;
Pongo [oranugutans] … Gorilla … Pan
[chimps and bonobos] … and Homo.”
Here’s how it works. In the fossil
record, apes (the Hominoidea) used
to be a very large group of eastern
hemisphere primates, but most of the
subgroups, or clades, of apes have

gone extinct. Great apes, the Hominidae, appear in the fossil record over
a dozen million years ago. As they
evolved, the great apes have spun off
a number of branches, among them
the clade Ponginae that now includes

“People are
animals, mammals,
primates, and apes.”

orangutans, then the clade Gorillini,
and most recently the Hominina that
we humans belong to, plus the Panina
of which chimps and bonobos are the
living representatives.
Please note that the long-standing
hypothesis—that a few million years
ago, a common ape ancestor was the
source of a simple split in which one
clade led to protohumans and humans
and another to the great apes from
orangutans to chimps, with the latter
being placeable in a distinct family,
Pongidae, and the human relations

1. Letters by Ernest Field and Douglas Aja
(FI, Letters, December 2018/January 2019),
responding to Ronald A. Lindsay’s article “Respect Freedom of Conscience: Teach Science,
Not Metaphysics” (FI, August/September
2018).
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in Hominidae—is obsolete (although
even that arrangement had humans
as apes within the Hominodea). That
scheme was always provisional, because the fossil record of great apes
outside of the human clade is sparse.
DNA evidence instead indicates the
following evolutionary nesting pattern:
hominoids are all apes; hominids are
all the great apes; hominines are goril-

“Jane Goodall is no
more distant evolution-wise from the gorillas Dian Fossey studied
than are the chimps
Jane studied!”
las, chimps, protopeople, and people;
hominins are the people and chimp
clade; homininans are your protohumans and genus Homo. (Perchance
you think all these slight variations on
the homin tag are confusing? You’ve
got a very good point.) But wait, there’s
yet more to ape genetics. While the
common ancestor of Pan and Homo
looked and acted more like the former
than the latter, chimps and humans are

equally genetically distinct from gorillas. So Jane Goodall is no more distant
evolution-wise from the gorillas Dian
Fossey studied than are the chimps
Jane studied!
Ergo, to say that humans are not
literally apes makes no more phylogenetic-taxonomic sense than stating
that our closest relations—chimps and
bonobos—are not apes. It makes no
more sense than denying that birds
are flying dinosaurs like bats are flying
mammals (unless one is among the few
researchers who thinks birds are not
the descendants of dinosaurs). Or that
whales are not artiodactyl ungulates related to antelope, giraffes, deer, pigs,
and especially hippos as the fossils
and genetics show they are. Tagging
humans as being apes is no different
than calling bats mammals. One can
say that humans are not descended
from modern apes, but not that we are
not descended from apes.
No one who works in the bio- and
paleo-sciences involving primate-human evolution disagrees with humans
being outright apes. Who are the
homininan great apes that do go to
such vehement lengths to deny that
people are apes? Why, many of them
are creationists who reject that God’s
precious soul-possessing humans
could ever have descended from mere
animals, of course.
The debate in FI over calling peo-

Hylobatidae

Gibbons
Orangutans

Ponginae
Hominoidea (Apes)

Hominidea (Great Apes)
Gorillini
Homininae
Hominini

Gorillas
Hominina

Humans

Panina Chimpanzees
This advanced phylogenetic chart of ape evolution based primarily on genetics includes the living
examples of each clade at the right. Note that with the great ape family Hominidae paralleled by
the lesser ape family Hylobatidae, the subfamily Homininae paralleled by the orangutan subfamily
Ponginae and Gorillini paralleled by Hominini—which includes both humans living and extinct and
our close chimp relations—Homo has no special phylogenetic or taxonomic status among or outside
apes.
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ple apes stemmed in part from the tendency of creationists to contend—correctly—that humans did not descend
from living apes. Many who agree
with the divine creation mythos then
simplistically go on to conclude that
because we are obviously not the descendants of gorillas or chimpanzees,
then all that Darwinian drivel is patent
nonsense that sends souls to Hell while
wrecking societies. Creationists often
score crude propaganda points with
the godly by haughtily denying that
we elegantly crafted, erect-postured,
hyper-intelligent, free-will–enjoying
beings can in any way be the relations
of those clumsily formed, stoopedover, knuckle-walking, big-snouted,
sloped-foreheaded, dull-witted simians. This has contributed to an ironic
outcome: some who agree with evolutionary science decide it is best to also
deny that people are apes to minimize
the effectiveness of creationist disinformation!
Of course we homininan apes who
are scientifically savvy cannot do that,
because it in effect allows the creationists to control our thinking and presentation. And they have done so, to the
point that some non-creationists now
deny that humans are apes in parallel with the creationist line—when, as
Darwin pointed out, we are apes. That
just hands antiscience advocates a victory in their effort to disassociate humans from animal apes and portray us
instead as ever-so-special beings who
do not truly die.
The way to deal with the creationist
rejection of the human as ape is not to
concur but to present and explain the
evidence that we are apes.
Take the silly creationist tripe about
humans not being apes because we did
not descend from orangutans, gorillas,
or chimps. Point out that the latter fact
no more refutes people being animals
than does a given human living at the
same time as his or her parents and
siblings proves that he or she did not
have parents and siblings. That much
as a person has parents who do not
necessarily die when their child is born,
humans and chimps share a common
parent species and belong to sister
groups that have continued to evolve

numerous new species over the some
half dozen million years since the split
between homininans and paninans.
The above argument is a defensive
effort to explain why we humans are
apes. It is often a good idea to go on
the offensive, in this case by taking advantage of the scientific fact that those
reading this are apes to technically undermine the supernatural creation story.
It’s flipping the ape tag to the benefit
of the rationalist argument. Ask a creationist the following: If, as the Bible
explains, our world was formed for the
specific purpose of providing a proving ground for the suitability of human
souls for Heaven or Hell, then why did
the creator also place apes that are so
anatomically and especially genetically
similar to ourselves upon the stage on
which this godly test is playing out?
After all, apes are of no particular practical utility to humanity, unlike many
creatures that are far better-suited for
fulfilling human needs and desires in
terms of food, other body parts, transportation, companionship, visual and
auditory beauty, and the like. Instead
of helping the supposed grand project

of the creator to save souls by facilitating belief in the existence of said deity,
nonhuman apes are of scientific utility;
they do more than any other organism
to provide a potent reason for people
to conclude, reasonably and logically,
that humans are their close primate
relatives. Of course, this constitutes a
serious challenge to the special, divine
status of people. After all, if apes never
existed, then there would not be so
clear a connection between humanity
and the rest of nature, supporting the
hypothesis that humans are the special
creation of a god that endowed them
with immortal souls. As a result, there
would be no atheists to read Free Inquiry. As it is, our planet of the apes
provides hard evidence that we apes
are but one species among the millions
of other organisms that have evolved
on an entirely natural globe. If there
is a creator with a special plan for us,
then it did on its own cause a lot of
damage by plopping simians into the
biosphere. Silly deity.
Will the above arguments convince
any given ardent Abrahamist to give up
on the Adam and Eve legend and ac-

cept humans as primates that evolved
from earlier apes? Hardly likely. But you
never can tell, and the demographic
reality is that, as I detailed in a January/
February 2019 Skeptical Inquirer article
(“The Sputtering Enginge of Creator
Belief”), Gallup, Harris, and Pew are
measuring strong increases in Americans who agree with the science that
humans are a species of ape, while
those who think not are in decline—in
parallel with the slide in biblical literalism. I and other researchers are showing that is largely due to the grand psycho-sociological demographic forces
that are boosting atheism here and
abroad. But as I like to say in technical
terms, that we are great apes ain’t
doing the rise of proevolution opinion
serious harm, and it is doing it a lot of
good. We atheistic and secular apes
are winning that aspect of the theological-cultural war.

Gregory S. Paul is an independent researcher, analyst, and author. His latest book is The Princeton
Field Guide to Dinosaurs (Princeton University
Press, 2010).
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HUMANISM AT LARGE

In re: Job v. God

Burt Siemens

D

ateline: Baghdad
Archaeologists have uncovered an ancient scroll purporting to be a legal brief drafted on behalf of the biblical
Job. The discovery has created a stir in biblical and legal circles.
Scholars surmise Job feared his cursing God would serve to make Satan’s case in the wager over Job’s faithfulness. So
instead he sued God.
The scroll was uncovered during the excavation of an undisclosed site somewhere in Mesopotamia. Apparently, it was
prepared in connection with Job’s suit for breach of covenant in the Court of Justice and Mercy in the jurisdiction of Ubiquity.
It is published in translation here for the first time.
From the state of the pleadings it appears that Job had filed a Complaint against Yahweh asking for damages and
injunctive relief. Apparently, Yahweh had filed in response a Motion to Dismiss for lack of legal standing and, perhaps, for
failure to state a case. The newly discovered scroll is Job’s Brief in response to that motion.
THE COURT OF
JUSTICE AND MERCY
Plaintiff:
JOB, a Hebrew male,
residing in Uz, in the land
of Edom
Action: Response to
Motion to Dismiss and
Amended Complaint
Defendant:
YAHWEH, aka, I AM THAT I AM,
and/or GOD
residing in state of Ubiquity in the
realm of Transcendence

JURISDICTION
Plaintiff (hereinafter, Job) submits that
this Court has jurisdiction in the matter inasmuch as the Defendant (hereFree Inquiry April/May 2019

II
FACTS

I

48

inafter, Yahweh or sometimes God) is
a Cosmological Being; and inasmuch
as the Complaint as amended herein
sounds in both Law and Equity.
Yahweh contends a contingent
being may not question the actions of
a divine being notwithstanding such
actions damaged the physical, mental, and spiritual well-being of said
contingent being. This contention is
without merit and is not grounded in
sound legal or moral principle. Further, Yahweh’s alleged restoration of
goods to Job does not render the
Complaint moot.

The relevant facts have been set forth
in detail and with great authority in
the Seventeenth Book of the Hebrew
Bible and are well known and widely
commented on. Job asks the Court
to waive tiresome, repetitive, and la-
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borious recital herein and incorporate
by reference the aforesaid Book as its
Findings of Fact.
III
ISSUE
Does a contingent being have standing in this Court to seek damages in
Law and/or an injunction in Equity
against a divine being, i.e., God?
It is the contention of Job that he
does have such standing and is entitled to damages for the excessive
pain, suffering, and mental distress
caused by Yahweh’s gratuitous assault
on Job’s body, mind, and well-being;
said transgression being perpetrated
so Yahweh may prove the point of
a frivolous and unseemly barroom
wager made by Him with Satan, a
known vagrant who goes to and fro
on the earth and walks up and down
upon it; furthermore, he is widely
known to be a seducer of women

and who moreover is a rascal, rogue,
scoundrel, and scamp.
IV
ARGUMENT IN SUPPORT
OF LEGAL REMEDY
A. Covenant
Job asks the Court to take Judicial
Notice that Yahweh has entered into
a Covenant with the Hebrew people,
said Covenant being sealed with the
genital blood of male infants and ratified by a rainbow, and which Covenant in substance provides that in return for their worship of Him as their
exclusive god (in other words, they
will have no other gods before Him),
and for their obeying His laws and
commandments to the least jot and
tittle, He will smite the enemies of the
Hebrew people and sustain and protect their well-being, each and every
one; further, He will consider them His
Chosen People for such time as any
breach of said Covenant may be actionable by either Party.
It is the Complainant’s contention that Yahweh, by entering into
said Covenant and making promises
therein enforceable at law, has thereby
agreed to put Himself on an equal juridical footing with Job; he therefore
contends that God as an equal party
to the Covenant is forever estopped
from making any declaration to the
contrary and cannot now be heard to
assert His ontological supremacy with
regard to the Covenant’s terms or its
execution.
It is Job’s further contention that he
has in good faith performed the terms
of the Covenant to the least jot and
tittle, a fact that Yahweh must concede
inasmuch as it forms the premise of
His wager with Satan as set out in the
aforementioned Seventeenth Book of
the Hebrew Bible, including in particular his subsequent declaration that
the wager was won; further, such concession constitutes an admission of all
facts recited in this brief not previously
incorporated by reference.

B. Damages
It is Job’s further contention that Yahweh, by confiscating and/or destroying all of Job’s worldly goods, and by
giving Satan sanction to inflict upon
Job loathsome boils and scabs that he
abjectly scraped with potsherds while
sitting alone and forlorn on a heap of
ashes, and by making him repulsive to
his wife and thereby denying to him
the pleasures of the marital bed, that
by so doing all of the aforesaid He
has failed to sustain and protect him
as promised and therefore is in breach
of the letter as well as the spirit of His
Covenant with the Hebrew tribe; he
is, ipso facto, also in breach with Job
as a member of the class of people
composing that tribe.
Yahweh has alleged, without proof,
that He, prior to this action, restored
to Job by a two-fold measure the
economic, social, and marital status
he enjoyed before any alleged transgression and by such restoration has
discharged whatever legal obligations He may have owed to Job notwithstanding His denial of any liability
whatsoever.
In rejoinder, Job contends that
Yahweh’s act of restoration, accepted
as fact by stipulation, is merely further
admission of liability and a confession
to the total and reckless disregard of
the human suffering Yahweh knew,
and wantonly willed, would ensue,
which willful negligence justifies an
award of punitive damages to Job in
excess of the value of all actual damages suffered and in such an amount
as the discretion of the Court may so
determine.
Accordingly, Job has suffered such
injury at the hands of God that mere
compensation in the form of restoration of aforesaid worldly goods, including favorable social standing and
welcoming marital bed, falls woefully
short of making Job whole for his pain
and suffering and mental distress at
the hand of Yahweh.
Nevertheless, and notwithstanding the evident justice of Job’s case,
he is prepared to waive any and all
such remedies and, in the interests of
spiritual transparency, take his satisfac-

tion solely by the remedy as set forth
in Section V following of this Brief;
namely and to wit: direct, frank, and
relevant answers to the questions reasonably posed by Job to God.
Furthermore, Job, having received
and been satisfied with said answers,
stands ready, willing, and able to execute any and all legal waivers and
agreements as would hold God, His
heirs, and assigns harmless from any
liability for derogation of right or
rights that may now or in the future
arise or come to light from the incidents herein complained of from the
time of the execution of such remedy
to the end of the world.
V
EQUITABLE RELIEF
Job further declares that notwithstanding any waivers, the legal remedy averred in the preceding section
of this brief is inadequate. Accordingly,
he is entitled to equitable relief in the
form of an Injunction issued from this
Court prohibiting God’s further intercourse with the Devil that may foreseeably result in injury to human beings and the further remedy as set out
immediately below.
Furthermore, Job prays this Court
to direct Defendant to provide frank
and relevant answers to The Fundamental Question, namely and to wit:
Why does God allow bad things to
happen to good people? The memory
of man goeth not to the time when
this question did not plague the spiritual security and mental tranquility of
all people of inquiring mind and deep
conscience.
Job has respectfully posed the
aforesaid question directly to God,
but He in answer has proven Himself
to be totally unresponsive and overbearing, appearing as He does out of
a whirlwind and giving His answers in
the form of rhetorical questions that
foreclose any reasonable discussion.
Having exhausted all available
remedies, Job stands now before this
Court to ask for the relief herein requested.
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VI

POEM

PRAYER
Job asks only that he be given his day
in court so he may be heard, and that
God be made to answer absent all the
trappings of a whirlwind in a public
forum so all may hear.
VII

Adam Blowers

CONCLUSION

I gave my guitar away—

Anytime God of his own free will and
volition, and in full knowledge and
awareness of the possible disruptive
consequences thereof, descends into
the Realm of Contingency and thus
interposes himself in the affairs of humans like a bull in a china shop, any
injury caused by such interposition renders God amenable to the Jurisdiction
of this Court and subjects Him to any
and all remedies deemed appropriate
by it, including but not limited to those
measured by the standards of ordinary
human justice and decency.
This Court is the only forum open
to Job wherein he may assert his Godgiven right to justice, fair play, and redress. To deny standing to Job under
the circumstances of this case would
not only be inequitable but also unconscionable. Furthermore, it would mark
with severe blemish the good name
and reputation of this august Court.
For the reasons hereinbefore set
forth in this Brief, Job respectfully requests this Court quash the Defendant’s Motion to Dismiss and grant
the relief as originally set forth in the
Complaint and as supplemented by
Section IV of this Brief and any other
the Court in its wisdom deems fair and
appropriate.
Respectfully submitted,
Job
(by his Counsel)

Burt Siemens is a retired lawyer and a scholar
without portfolio or credential.
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I Gave My
Guitar Away
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the one I used to strum
in our living room,
the one which you had once swung
swiftly over my head.
I gave it away.
But the chords are still ringing,
plucked gently in my head,
the song stays the same.
I bought a new one, and though
I sleep in a new bed,
the chords still ring out.
Off-beat percussions hitting
the body and the odd
dents in the headstock,
all the high frequency screams
for silence, with the sharp
scratches down my neck.
I gave away my guitar
but its melody still
echoes.

Adam Blowers is an undergraduate and English
major at Bridgewater State University. His writing
appears in Issue #7 of So It Goes - The Journal of
the Kurt Vonnegut Memorial Library, as well as The
Comment (The Official Student Newspaper of
Bridgewater State University), with a poem soon to
be presented at the 2019 Greater Boston
Intercollegiate Undergraduate Poetry Festival.
Unfortunately, his name does not rhyme with flowers.

HUMANISM AND POLITICS

The Social Consequences of Economic Inequality

I

n my opinion, economic inequality is the second greatest danger
that Americans will face in the near
future. The first is climate warming.
And, like climate warming, the consequences of economic inequality creep
up on us slowly, until it is too late to
change. The danger is the fact that
great wealth translates into the power
to corrupt democracy.
Most Americans are living on illusions based upon the history of America in the 1950s. Most Americans vastly
underestimate the amount of economic inequality in our country. We
Americans mistakenly believe that the
United States has a greater percentage of people who experience upward
economic mobility in their lifetime than
any other country, according to Nobel
Prize–winning economist Joseph Stiglitz.
The following are some of the sad
realities.
First. The economic distance between the middle class and the rich in
our country is now greater than in any
other industrial country. The United
States now has the highest level of economic inequality of all similar industrial
countries, as reported in a 2007 United
Nations study of developed countries.
Second. The same United Nations
study reported that the United States
now has the lowest level of upward
economic mobility of any similar industrial country; this is contrary to what
most Americans believe.
Third. Money translates into political power, and now our democracy is
at risk of manipulation by the superrich.
Income inequality began to accelerate during the 1970s, and the gap

between the middle class and the rich
has continually widened, as the rich
received an ever larger share of the
nation’s wealth, according to a 2011
report from the Congressional Budget
Office. The deepest causes of economic inequality in the United States
are a regressive tax system that aids the
rich, plus very low spending on social
assistance programs. The tax system
just aggravates fallout from technological and social changes since the 1970s,
such as automation, the growth of information technology, economic globalization, and the need for increasing
levels of education to get a decent job.
However, enough has been written
about the causes of increasing economic inequality. I want to focus my
analysis on the social consequences
of this inequality. Briefly, these conse-

Jeffrey S. Victor

quences include increasing political
polarization and paralysis of government decision-making; declining opportunities for advancement, especially
through education; the decreased influence of labor unions; and decreasing
life satisfaction.
Political Polarization
Rising economic inequality is correlated with increasing political polarization, according to several recent
social science studies published by
Princeton University and elsewhere. It
is no surprise that these studies found
that to get elected, many representatives become increasingly dependent
upon the wealthy and become less
responsive to the needs of people
with low income. Conservative representatives in particular become less
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concerned about spending tax money
on things that don’t help the rich,
such as health care, public education,
daycare, job retraining, and infrastructure upkeep. What the rich and large
corporations want from politicians are
lower taxes for them, elimination of financial and environmental regulations
of their businesses, and increased military spending to protect their overseas properties and markets. A 2011
Gallup poll found that only 21 percent
of Republicans believes that the reduction of income inequality is very
important compared with 72 percent
of Democrats. Political polarization has
become even worse since that poll.
Aggravating the situation is the delusion that American society offers more
opportunities than any other country
in the world.
The politics of trying to change the
system results in paralysis. The superrich worry that the increasing inequality will cause poor people to become
rebellious and criminal. So the liberal
elite, which supports the Democratic
Party, tries to ameliorate the conditions of poverty with minimal social
assistance programs. The conservative
elite, which supports the Republican
Party, rejects paying very high taxes
to support social assistance programs
from which they get no benefit. The
conservative elite finds political ways
to shift the tax burden of social programs down to the middle and working classes. The rich are able “to buy”
sympathetic representatives and hire
the best lawyers and accountants to
manipulate the system. Middle class
people eventually become angry about
being over-taxed to give their money
to help the supposedly “lazy” poor.
Instead, conservatives believe that the
way to deal with rebelliousness and
criminality is repression by the police
and punishments for laziness. In the
end, there is little change. Every social
assistance program designed to make
life a bit better for low- and middle-income families meets furious attack.
Declining Opportunities for Advancement
Several correlational studies, known as
the Great Gatsby curve, have found
that the greater the income inequality
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in a country, the fewer opportunities
for upward economic mobility. Why?
What is the underlying cause? Economist Paul Krugman suggests that it is
because the gaps between different
skill and income levels widen across
the society as a whole in all kinds
of jobs. Every level from the superrich to people in poverty becomes
more rigid, with fewer and fewer people able to move up. The underlying
cause is that the advantages and disadvantages of parents are passed on
to their children. Opportunities and
disadvantages are even different in
different neighborhoods in cities, as
widely reported in the 2018 research
study “The Opportunity Atlas.” The
problem is not only an economic issue.
The problem is due to differences in
family income, of course, but also “cultural capital.” Cultural capital refers
to all a person’s learned habits and
knowledge that enables him or her to
take advantage of opportunities for
socio-economic advancement, such as
language ability, ways of speaking,
work habits, and social skills.
Education is no longer a predictable
path for moving up. Educational advantages follow from parental income,
“connections,” and cultural capital.
The rich attend elite private schools
that are feeders into expensive elite
universities, such as Harvard, Yale, and
Princeton. Upper-middle class children attend expensive, tax-paid public
schools in wealthy suburbs, and a few
also get into elite universities. They
commonly go on to get professional
degrees from graduate schools. And
poor children, who live in poor rural
areas and city neighborhoods, attend
poorly paid public schools. College
education in the United States has
become increasingly expensive, even
at state colleges, thereby limiting opportunities for economic advancement
based upon a middle-class family income. Even worse, adults who have
only a high school education, or less,
are in a desperate situation. Industrial
manual labor jobs for them are disappearing. They are the Americans left
behind by the socio-economic changes
since the 1970s. Neither Republicans nor Democrats are paying them
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enough attention, and their frustration
is festering.
Declining Labor Unions
Labor unions are crucial in bringing
about greater economic equality in
many ways. Unions create collective
political awareness among people in
the union by educating them in political issues. Unions fight the economic
power of the rich by supporting political candidates who want greater
equality. Unions support democratic
representation by supporting representatives who favor social assistance
programs.
There is reliable evidence that countries with strong unions have less economic inequality, as reported in 2018
by economists at Princeton University.
Labor union membership in the United
States declined from about 34 percent
of workers in 1973 to about 8 percent
in 2007 according to research published in a 2011 article in the American
Sociological Review. The decline has
resulted in greater economic inequality and less democratic representation.
How? Labor unions have an economic
effect beyond their own membership.
Union members earn up to 20 percent
more than non-union workers in similar
jobs. However, unions have the indirect
effect of raising incomes of all workers in the areas where they are organized—by encouraging employers to
offer comparable salaries. In addition,
union contracts promote job security—
and not only for their own members.
This is the reason employers in the rural
South and Midwest fight against union
organizing.
Labor unions used to counterbalance the political power of big corporations but can no longer do so. The
United States now has a national government of the rich, by the rich, and for
the rich. (Among our representatives in
Congress, more than 50 percent are
millionaires, according to a current
study by Roll Call.) Unions help to turn
out the vote of working class people
and organized white-collar workers.
Members of labor unions usually vote
progressive. Unorganized workers
often vote conservative, if they vote at
all. Depending on the ideas to which

they are most exposed, working-class
people vote either right or left. Labor
unions expose workers to progressive
ideas. Fox News and right-wing talk
shows expose people to conservative
ideas, such as opposition to national
health insurance.
It is not true, as many liberals believe, that most urban working class
people support Trump. The strongest
support for Trump’s nationalist and economically reactionary policies comes
from unorganized working class rural
and small-town people, who have only
a high school education or less. These
rural people are the “left behind”
Americans, whose lives have been
disrupted by the social changes of the
past several decades, as reported in
a 2018 Pew Research Center study of
rural residents, as well as national studies of medical problems in rural areas.
Declining Life Satisfaction
Blocked opportunities have caused
increasing stress and frustration, especially among people with inadequate
education, who live in large pockets
of poverty, particularly in rural and
small-town areas, the same people
left behind by recent social changes.
They suffer from what sociologists call
“cultural anxiety,” feeling as if they
are now living in a foreign country.
In their experience, graduating from
high school is no longer an occasion
for a big celebration. Manual labor
jobs for them are disappearing. Black
and brown people seem to get all
the attention and advantages. Women
seem to constantly complain about
the imaginary advantages of men.
Homosexuals no longer appear to feel
shame for their behavior. The world
has turned upside down.
Their stress has increasingly led the
left behind people to seek relief in the
use of opioid drugs and alcohol. Many
epidemiological studies show that
rural people, in particular, suffer from
increasing health problems, family
breakdown and divorce, social isolation and loneliness, and the increasing
suicide of middle-aged men. These are
worrisome symptoms of a way-of-life in
decay.
These people’s frustration eas-

ily leads to anger, expressed like the
Tea Party insurgents. They direct their
anger toward more prosperous people,
particularly toward college-educated
professionals, who they resent as being
“snobs.” Therein lies their distrust of
professional and technical experts
in government and their support for
Trump’s amateurism and vulgarity. The
reason that they don’t direct their anger
at the superrich is because they don’t
encounter them in their lives. They see
them only as superstars. Many of them
vote against their own interests and for
charismatic celebrities, such as Trump,
who speak their language and promise
them a better life next year. Their politics of resentment is not a form of socalled populism but a kind of neo-fascism.
Relative Deprivation
The key to understanding the left behind Americans is relative deprivation
of past advantages, not only current
economic deprivation. An economic
system can have full employment,
while large numbers of people can
be left behind when employed at
lower pay and status than they had
in a previous job they lost when their
company moved to Mexico or China.
Imagine what happens psychologically
to a well-paid worker who loses his or
her job at a General Motors factory
when it closes and eventually finds a
job at less than half the salary at WalMart. His or her feelings are humiliation and resentment.
People left behind and the politics
of resentment is not only an American
problem. Many of the kinds of people
who support Trump have the same social backgrounds as the British people
who support Brexit against their governing British elite, the French people
who rioted to overthrow their governing elite, and the Germans who are
turning to right-wing extremism again.
They are mainly people from rural areas
and small towns who fear foreign immigrants and feel a resurgent nationalism.
Even though the British, French, and
German social systems offer extensive
economic assistance, it is not enough
to satisfy their resentment. The international comparison is a clue that solu-

tions to preserve democracy must deal
with the insecurities of the left behind
people in addition to offering material
assistance. National health care and
job retraining programs are necessary
but will not be enough.
Trump has given resentful left behind people the psychological satisfaction of redirecting their anger against
scapegoats, such as illegal immigrants
who supposedly are taking away their
jobs and snobbish liberals who are taxing them to support lazy welfare freeloaders. If liberals want to attract the
votes of left behind people, they will
have to deal with their cultural anxiety and their insecurities about social
change.
Rural Western New York State
I have lived in a small city in rural Western New York state for fifty-three years.
The vast surrounding rural area was
conservative Republican and is now
Trump territory. I taught mostly
first-generation college students in a
community college dedicated to providing them with a path to upward
economic mobility. Factories are closing. Stores are closing. Single-parent
families are proliferating. There was a
meth lab in an old house down the
street from our home, in a supposedly
nice neighborhood. When Hillary Clinton, our former Senator, came to our
town, she met with wealthy possible
contributors of the Chamber of Commerce. She did not visit with any union
leaders or shake hands with union
members. She was and is regarded as
a self-seeking “snob.” Hillary Clinton
lost the majority of votes in our normally Democratic voting small city.
That should be a lesson for liberal
politicians. They will need to pay more
attention to the people who will never
be wealthy donors.

Jeffrey S. Victor is a professor of sociology
retired from SUNY, Jamestown Community
College. He is the author of two books, including
Satanic Panic: The Creation of a Contemporary
Legend; eleven chapters of books; and thirty-one
articles in popular and scholarly journals.
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How Not to Be Extreme

E

xtremism is part of the MIT Press
Essential Knowledge series, consisting of short expert overviews
of subjects of current interest. The
accusation of extremism appears often
and, like terrorism, is too often one of
those very elastic words that means little aside from an expression of disapproval. Berger attempts to rescue the
label and turn it into a reasonably precise term. He succeeds, although the
book should have been even shorter
than the pocket-sized two hundred
pages at which it stands.
For Berger, extremism starts with a
hard distinction between an ingroup
and an outgroup, with further refinements such as perceptions about who
might be eligible to join the ingroup.
But going much further than the common human tendency to form tribes,
“extremism refers to the belief that an
in-group’s success or survival can never
be separated from the need for hostile action against an out-group” (44).
Extremism, therefore, if not always
explicitly violent, appears perpetually poised on the verge of violence
against an outgroup identified as a
threat. Furthermore, the enemy status
of the outgroup has to be conceived
of as unconditional and non-negotiable. Much of human violence, even
when perpetrated in the name of
tightly-knit identity groups, is not associated with extremism.
Berger’s examples of extremists make his definition clearer; they
include people such as white nationalists, Christians who have demonized
and persecuted heretics, anti-Semites,
jihadists, and some European nationalists caught up in anti-Muslim hysteria. Of particular interest to secular
humanists is how Berger describes
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“For Berger,
extremism starts with
a hard distinction
between an ingroup
and an outgroup.”
extremists as being prone to cognitive
errors such as conspiracy theorizing
when constructing their identities and
how religion is so often central to
extremist groups. Indeed, the examples of extremism Berger highlights
are invariably linked to strong religious
or ethnic attachments.
Since Extremism is concerned only
with providing an expert definition and
clarification, it restricts itself to offering
generalities and broadly addressing
some cases such as jihadists when
making recommendations. Readers
will naturally be left with many questions involving extremism, and therefore the book initiates a discussion
rather than attempts to provide all the
answers. It may be interesting to raise
some of the questions that may occur
to secular humanists.
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We may start by asking how opposition to religion can take on extremist
forms. If some Christians can become
obsessed with heresy-hunting and
some Muslims can be tempted to jihad,
then surely some dissenters from religion can also adopt an extremist style.
Some nonbelievers may define their
identities in opposition to a religiosity that they imagine to be irredeemably corrupt and dangerous. There
are, after all, some historical examples,
even though Berger has understandably omitted them from such a short
book. Critics of atheists and humanists
often bring up French revolutionary
anti-clerical violence and some of the
Soviet attempts to crush religion as an
enemy of the working class. A conviction that all religion is socially harmful
can, perhaps, take on extremist forms.
Demonizing the religious to the extent
of taking them as enemies to be eradicated is possible, even for those of us
who think that supernatural gods and
demons are fictions.
But then, we humanists are also
well-practiced in deflecting such criticism. This is humanism, dammit—we
do our best to be boringly liberal and
harmless. We work hard to reassure
our religious neighbors that we can
be as trustworthy and conventionally

moral as them, maybe even more so.
One can even question why secular
humanism matters if all we aspire to is
middle-class respectability and an overall moral stance that hardly differs from
the more liberal religious denominations. And if we protest a bit too much
when trying to disassociate ourselves
from extremist episodes in the history
of dissent from religion, that effort itself
does not inspire confidence. After all,
merely insisting that we have nothing
to do with extremists is no substitute for
accepting occasional bouts of extremism as part of our history and reflecting
on our mistakes.
Still, even if we were to be more
reflective about how we construct our
humanist ingroups and how we relate
to religious outgroups, the questions
would not end. It probably is true
that secular humanists are unlikely to
become extremists, but that is mainly
because our social bonds are notoriously weak. Even if we were to turn
into caricatures of secularists who think
that religion is demonic, it is hard to
imagine us getting organized enough
to do any real damage. The more
telling criticism of secular humanism is
our deficiency in sustaining community.
Our politics tends to gravitate toward
the sort of complacent liberalism that
focuses on laws and institutions—less
kindly, bureaucracy—that accepts massive inequalities while promoting suspicion of all human solidarity, whether
religious, ethnic, or rooted in social
class. Alternatively, we may go for a
right-wing libertarianism that is mercifully insane enough to be self-limiting
or chase after some variety of socialist
dream whose main historical accomplishment so far has been to be repeatedly crushed by the powerful.
Even Berger’s book fits comfortably
into an outlook of complacent liberalism. Concern about extremism can
too easily translate into suspicion of
any radical criticism of the status quo.
A definition of extremism that focuses
on how ingroups can exclude and
even demonize outgroups does not
challenge us much; it can sit happily
alongside our technocratic tendencies
and desires to maintain Enlightenment
myths of progress.

In a time when the United States is
showing signs of social secularization
while much of the technologically less
advanced world is convulsed with religious revival, the sensible definition
and exploration of extremism that
Berger presents is valuable. But at the
same time, we secular humanists
should also be aware of how the secular liberal politics of the past few
decades have lost credibility around

the globe—for good reason. We can
worry about extremism, but we should
also wonder why the secular ideals we
rarely question can inspire contempt
as often as positive reactions.

Taner Edis’s most recent book is Islam Evolving:
Radicalism, Reformation, and the Uneasy
Relationship with the Secular West.

ADVERTISEMENT
AMERICA’S SUICIDE, Second Edition
by Michael H. Davison
Major themes expanded in this book:
• The human race cannot survive without moral principles.
• The religious foundation of morals in the United States
has crumbled. In consequence our nation flounders in a
great moral crisis.
• Crumbled especially but not only by science, the religious foundation of moral
principles cannot survive the advance of thought.
• Into the no man’s land vacated by the retreat of traditional religion has rushed
a secular religion masquerading as liberal, progressive, compassionate and
just.

• This allegedly new but in reality ancient doctrine has all the characteristics of

the theistic religions it strives to displace: the same intolerant dogmatism, the
same adherence to undemonstrable principles, the same persecution of
doubters and infidels, the same proselytizing of the true faith, the same
presumption of moral superiority and righteousness. Earlier faiths rested their
claims to power on beliefs in God or gods, the current ones on socialist
pretentiousness. Either ideology can only extend our term of ignorance and
lethal conflict and the beliefs trump truth.

• Our political problems are not at root political and cannot be resolved by

politicians or political and social theorists no matter how well intentioned.
They are psychological, rooted in the human condition and poor self
awareness, and addressable only by difficult, painful and abhorrent individual
self examination.

• We desperately need a rational secular foundation for morality and that,

tragically, we do not have. I propose that we initially set our moral principles
on the premise of not trying to defeat evolution as we are now doing. As we
gain more knowledge of ourselves and genetic engineering, we should very
gradually over many generations improve the human species toward ever
greater intelligence, self awareness and longer, healthier, happier and more
fulfilling lives. For the first time in history we would free ourselves from
pretentious, arbitrary and oppressive religious and political authority, the
eternal curse hanging over individuals who yearn to be free.

• One chapter focuses on President Trump, how the media treat him, and the
2018 mid term elections.

• The last chapter opens a window to a view of what a rational and minimally
contentious nation would look like.

Dapa Publishing, LLC ISBN 978-0-9792437-3-8
Available on Amazon and bookstores early in 2019.
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Is the Idea behind Minds Make Societies
Greater Than the Sum of Its Parts? Justin Lane

M

inds Make Societies by Pascal
Boyer is a fresh new perspective on approaching our social
world. Boyer has a reputation as one of
the most forward-thinking scientists on
topics of society and culture today. His
hallmark is the use of evolutionary psychology to understand the complexities of human sociality, and for those
familiar with his work, Minds Makes
Societies does not disappoint.
Beyond being accessible and generally well written, the book stands
out because it presents readers with a
scientific framework for understanding
society. Today, when political debates
appear ever more ideologically rooted,
having a scientific foundation upon
which to analyze critical aspects of
our society is enormously important.
Society faces myriad problems, yet few
reasonable answers seem available. In
part, we face a lack of answers because
we have failed to ask the relevant question. Rather than getting tied up into
the minutiae of political ideologies—or
bogged down in the infinite anecdotes that plague political discourse
today—Boyer consistently returns to
a foundation of evolutionary psychology to pose critical questions about
contemporary society. He supplements
this with cogent explanations of why we
do what we do because of how we, as
humans, evolved.
Two examples that Boyer discusses
that are worth unpacking are 1) group
conflict and cooperation; and 2) social
and economic “justice.”
Boyer’s opening chapter is titled
“What Is the Root of Group Conflict:
Why Tribalism Is Not an Urge but a
Computation.” The title provides an
example of the way Boyer turns traditional thinking on its head throughout
the book. Rather than assuming that
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“Boyer consistently
returns to a foundation
of evolutionary
psychology to pose
critical questions about
contemporary society.”
tribalistic thinking is simply a social
trait of some groups, Boyer analyzes
humans’ tribalistic tendencies as the
result of evolved psychological tendencies and thought patterns. He notes
that our tendency to view humans as
members of social groups has positive and negative aspects. For example, assuming some individuals to be
part of your ingroup can encourage
cooperation. However, as Boyer notes
extensively, the same cognitive mechanisms that appear to underlie cooperation also provide the foundation for
xenophobia. He goes to great lengths
to outline how our evolved psychology has come to support outgroup
stereotypes and the assumption that
members of other groups are “all the
same,” as if they are part of a unique
species all their own. Boyer continues
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this reframing of social traits as the
result of human computation (that is,
psychology) throughout the book.
One of the most impressive—and
I daresay needed—chapters (chapter
5) addresses the question of whether
societies can be just. Boyer discusses
the “free-rider detection system,”
that component of human psychology
that detects and motivates punitive
behavior against those we believe
to be cheaters. He notes that individuals have a “very specific set of
intuitive inference systems to deal
with exchange” (197) and suggests
that these systems are the basis for
our understanding of social “justice.”
Boyer notes that individuals can detect
injustices easily when they are between
two people. However, when we zoom
out to look at entire economic markets
encompassing billions of transactions
among entire populations, our intuitive system focuses on the outcomes
of the transactions, not the justice of
individual transactions themselves. One
aspect of our free-rider detection system that can falsely flag cheaters is the
fact that:
... humans do not generally believe
that any individual’s contribution
could possibly be hundreds or thousands of times greater than anyone

else’s. It seems difficult to believe,
for instance, that famous and highly
paid actors really contribute to society something that is thousands
of times more valuable than their
poorly paid competitors.

Boyer suggests that the perception
of inequality as the result of injustice
possibly results from the way our sense
of egalitarianist sharing evolved in the
context of small groups, where it would
be useful to share with those individuals who were not successful in hunting
(for example). As such, when we look
at groups of people (such as families
and tribes but also markets) we would
expect them to be better off when
they are more equal. The extent to
which extreme inequality triggers our
free-rider detection system is a fascinating question. Boyer notes that this
is one way to understand how evolved
psychology supports entrenched intuitions about income inequality, but
he does not explain how we correct
inequalities—or indeed if inequalities
themselves need to be corrected if all
members of a society have their basic
needs met. Nevertheless, Boyer offers
a fascinating explanation for why ideas
such as progressive taxation, income
limits, or central economic planning
appear intuitively just, even if there is
evidence to the contrary.
These examples demonstrate how
Boyer’s approach throughout this book
can help us better understand social
issues. Some might find it objectionable that Boyer does not offer clear
policy prescriptions for the social issues
that he discusses. I disagree. In today’s
lightning-fast social debates, we have
no shortage of “answers.” Again, what
we lack to make our discussions more
effective is the right questions. Framing
social issues as the result of our evolved
psychology places our debates about
them on a foundation that can support
actual scientific answers. The strength
of this evolutionary approach lies in
how elegantly it illustrates how we can
frame some of society’s most pressing questions in such a way that we
can utilize scientific studies to provide
an answer. In an age where political
debates are driven by ideology, this
could revolutionize our approach to
complex subjects, shifting our debate

to one driven by data and rationality.
The value of Boyer’s contribution is
clearest when considered as an alternative to ideological or pseudoscientific
approaches. Ideological approaches
often appear to start with the solution
to a problem, then ask questions that
seem to support that conclusion. When
this occurs, it can seem that one has all
the right answers when in fact (yes,
once again) all the relevant questions
haven’t been asked. A progressive scientific approach cannot rely on this
intellectual sleight-of-hand. Boyer
demonstrates that we can take a scientific approach to social problems that is
theoretically valid, useful, and understandable. He also provides an alterna-

“Social Darwinism
remains prevalent ...
even as its adherents
impressively answer only
the questions that they
themselves present while
shunning those put forward by others.”
tive to the re-adoption of social
Darwinism, which has found renewed
interest by some in academia seeking
to influence public policy.1 Neo-social
Darwinists stand in opposition to
Boyer’s approach in many ways. For
example, they tend to treat human
behaviors as “traits” that result from
learning from others, propose that we
can treat different social groups as
“species,” and claim that cultural differences are biological differences. This
approach is very well-funded and
enjoys the support of research centers
at major state universities, despite its
1. David Sloan Wilson and John M. Gowdy.
"Evolution as a General Theoretical Framework for Economics and Public Policy." Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization 90
(2013): S3–10. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.
jebo.2012.12.008.

embrace of long-dead behaviorist
approaches to psychology, its adherence to an approach that essentializes
“traits” defining social groups,2 and
recent efforts to distance the term
social Darwinism from its association
with eugenics and the atrocities of
World War II. Papers with titles such as
“A Good Social Darwinism”3 and “Truth
and
Reconciliation
for
Social
Darwinism”4 harken back to the
post-apartheid commission in South
Africa. Nevertheless, social Darwinism
remains prevalent and well cited in
some disciplines, even as its adherents
impressively answer only the questions
that they themselves present while
shunning those put forward by others.
If, in the end, Boyer’s work in Minds
Make Societies can popularize evolutionary psychology in the same way
that cultural evolutionists have popularized variants of social Darwinism in
recent years, then a byproduct of its
success is that Boyer and this book
may have an even greater impact than
originally intended.
2. David Sloan Wilson. "Welcoming Behaviorism Back into Evolutionary Psychology." This
View of Life. (April 1, 2015): 1–15. https://evolution-institute.org/blog/welcoming-behaviorism-back-into-evolutionary-psychology/.
3. David Sloan Wilson. "A Good Social Darwinism." Aeon Magazine (July 4, 2013): 1–5.
https://aeon.co/essays/social-darwinism-isback-but-this-time-it-s-a-good-thing.
4. David Sloan Wilson. "Truth and Reconciliation for Social Darwinism." This View of Life
(July 5, 2015). https://evolution-institute.org/
wp-content/uploads/2016/11/2Social-Darwinism_Publication.pdf.

Justin Lane is a cognitive scientist who has worked
as a researcher at institutions such as the University
of Oxford, Boston University, and the Center for
Mind and Culture. He is currently a research fellow
at the Center for Modeling Social Systems and CTO
of Prospetus Research AS. His research has focused
on pioneering the use of multi-agent artificial intelligence (AI) to study the information flow and stability
of large scale human social groups. As a consultant,
he has worked for organizations interested in applying multi-agent AI to a range of areas, including
equity valuation, social stability, religious extremism,
and policy analysis in the domains of education and
economics.
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Harbingers of the Apocalypse

T

he Four Horsemen is a transcript
of a 2007 conversation between
four prominent public intellectuals, each the author of a bestselling book challenging the intellectual
and moral credentials of religion. Its
participants were the celebrated evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins
(The God Delusion), the grandfatherly
philosopher Daniel Dennett (Breaking
the Spell), the brash neuroscientist
Sam Harris (The End of Faith and
Letter to a Christian Nation), and
the crusading journalist Christopher
Hitchens (God Is Not Great). Their
conversation was an invigorating example of what happens when astute,
inquisitive minds engage together on
deep questions.
We’re fortunate that the exchange
was captured on film, and the video
has since been viewed millions of times
online. Why, then, do we also need the
book? I find that the print volume adds
something new to the public record:
not only do the surviving members
of the foursome—Dawkins, Dennett,
and Harris—each weigh in with fresh
thoughts on the subjects they discussed, the text affords a different,
more reflective way of processing the
truly vital exchange of ideas. This slim
volume at only 130 pages is chock full
of observations that secular readers
will find thrilling and believers will
find challenging. Those concerned to
understand religion as a natural phenomenon will derive special benefit
from ruminating over its pages.
As you might expect, the four agree
on many things: that religious dogmatism hinders the growth of humanity;
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“Their conversation was
an invigorating example
of what happens when
astute, inquisitive minds
engage together on deep
questions.”

that believers wield a double standard
to make honest criticism of religion
seem out of bounds; that the religious
need to hold their own religions to the
same intellectual standards they apply
to other religions; that it isn’t fair game
to employ argumentative tactics that
can be used to rationalize anything.
Dennett, for example, points out that
you can “play the faith card” to excuse
things that are “manifestly fraudulent.”
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(To buttress a belief in the Earth’s
flatness, for example.) If there is a
principled way to distinguish between
permissible and impermissible articles
of faith, why haven’t any of the world’s
religions provided it? If there isn’t, why
don’t we wise up and treat “It’s an article of faith for me” as what it truly is:
a defiant and disqualifying breach of
rationality norms?
The four deliberate at length on the
feedback they get for criticizing religion in such a forthright manner. Are
they insensitive to people’s need for
comforting beliefs? Perhaps. Are their
convictions just as dogmatic as those
they criticize? No, there’s a difference
between having an evidence-based
conviction and rationalizing a cherished belief. Is a scientist’s reliance on
evidence and argument tantamount to
a believer’s reliance on faith? Doesn’t
the former, like the latter, involve
trusting something? You can certainly
point to similarities, but there are also
differences: evidence helps scientists
converge on reliable truths, while faith

tends to generate divergent and
mutually irreconcilable worldviews.
The horsemen’s rebuttals are by turns
flippant and trenchant, but time and
again they seek to learn from their
critics. For example, they often credit
their detractors with being motivated
by understandable concerns and do
what they can to bring the valid considerations to light. The conversation
ends up being a kind of master class
in how to conduct an honest, searching, growth-oriented conversation.
The four don’t just dwell on
points of agreement. Two participants—Dennett and Harris—are particularly eager to explore differences.
Is all religion toxic, or only some?
Mightn’t some need the community
and solace that religion affords? Is
there a place in our lives for the
sacred? What do people mean when

they describe themselves as spiritual or say that they’ve experienced
self-transcendence? Should secular
thinkers seek to provide alternatives
to religious ways of talking about profound experiences? Isn’t it important
that we valorize (some) such experiences? Yes, the anti-intellectual tenor
of our times seems to be driven by
irrational fears, but is it possible that
the quest for knowledge has gone
too far? Aren’t we better off not
knowing certain things? Could the
sciences give us more understanding
than is good for us?
This bracing exchange of ideas
crackles with energy. It’s fascinating to
watch four first-class minds explore a
rugged intellectual terrain, calling
attention to remarkable features of
the landscape. The textual transcript
affords a different experience, one

that, for me at least, is even more
rewarding. I recommend the book to
those seeking an honest reckoning
with their religion—and those curious
about how the world looks from a
rigorously naturalistic and atheistic
point of view.
This review originally appeared in the
Pittsburgh Post-Gazette.

Andy Norman directs the Humanism Initiative at
Carnegie Mellon University. He likes to think and
write about the philosophical foundations of humanism. He is writing a book about cognitive immune
disorders—partial and total breakdowns of the systems that protect minds from bad ideas. Learn more
at andynorman.org.

POEM

Another 100 Words
Gail Moran Slater

Under the white coverlet now as then,
the sweeping tide of sheets,
the same cool turning, I dive,
I tumble toward dreams. Memories run wild.
Night must have released all its prisoners.
My ghosts are younger now. Imagine that.
I am older than my ghosts though the darlings
retain a certain authority.

I love this time of night.
My senses gleam like candles.
My bed makes me alert to everything,
to the hours, the planes in flight,
the faucet drip.
Sleep with me, Life. There is no break,
no estrangement. Forget night terrors.
Remember the dreams instead.

Gail Moran Slater is a teacher of English as Second Language. She also writes poetry, memoir, and fiction and has published in Turk’s Head Review, Poetry Porch,
and Northeast Journal among others. In 2015, she won a bursary to attend the John Hewitt Summer School in Armagh, Northern Ireland, where she took a Master
Class in poetry writing. She lives south of Boston in Hingham, MA.
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Women Are No Longer Born Criminal
Sue Boland

S

exual assault, misogyny, racism, isolationism, homophobia,
human rights violations, and the
Christian Right’s use of the Bible to
justify all of the above—the news
stories of the past few years in the
United States would not surprise nineteenth-century radical suffragists, the
women who started the fight for the
vote. While the most famous suffragist,
Susan B. Anthony, was focused solely
on voting rights for women, other suffrage leaders such as Elizabeth Cady
Stanton and Matilda Joslyn Gage
understood that respect for women
as citizens was dependent upon respect for all people and their natural
rights. As a woman, Gage believed
she was “born criminal,” because the
exercise of her rights was against the
law. In particular, Gage connected the
oppression of women and girls with
the oppression of indigenous and enslaved people by a patriarchal system,
a combination of religion and government that satisfies its lust for power
by waging war, stealing the results of
labor, abusing those who are vulnerable, and suppressing science.
If you’ve heard of Anthony and
Stanton but not Gage, you’re not
alone. Written out of history for being
the most radical and outspoken of the
three, Gage is gradually reclaiming
her place as an important leader in
the first phase of the woman’s suffrage
and women’s rights movements. Her
comeback started in 1973, when historian Sally Roesch Wagner took on the
job of researching and writing about
Gage and creating a foundation to buy
her 1854 home in Fayetteville, New
York, turning it into a museum dedicated to social justice. Wagner told
Gloria Steinem about Gage, who calls
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Born Criminal: Matilda Joslyn Gage, Radical Suffragist, by
Angelica Shirley Carpenter (South Dakota Historical Society
Press, 2018, ISBN 978-1941813188). 272 pp. Hardcover,
$16.95.

her “the woman ahead of the women
who were ahead of their time.” A new
biography of Gage by Angelica Shirley
Carpenter, Born Criminal: Matilda
Joslyn Gage, Radical Suffragist, will
further increase the number of people
who know about Gage and her many
contributions to the causes of equality
and freedom.
Carpenter’s biography is a straightforward, chronological account of
Gage’s work and family life in central
New York state, a hotbed of reform
activity in the mid-1800s and center of the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois)
Confederacy. Gage would later write
about native people’s respect for
women and the gender equality in traditional culture; in white society, a married woman had few rights to property
and no rights to her body or children.
Gage’s father, Hezekiah Joslyn, was
active in the abolitionist movement
to end slavery; likewise, Matilda and
her husband, Henry Gage, opened
their home to people escaping slavery
along the Underground Railroad.
Gage spent most of her life working to guarantee voting rights for
women, trading the top offices of the
National Woman Suffrage Association
(NWSA) with Stanton and Anthony,
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as well as organizing and running
the New York State Woman Suffrage
Association. She was most often the
Chair of the Executive Committee,
a behind-the-scenes position that
set the strategy for the NWSA and
planned their biannual conventions.
Gage was also a prolific writer, penning articles for Anthony and Stanton’s
newspaper, The Revolution; sending
NWSA materials to newspapers and
magazines across the country; and
editing and publishing the NWSA’s
newspaper, The National Citizen and
Ballot Box. By detailing this work with
the lives of Gage’s husband and children, as well as in-laws and grandchildren, Carpenter shows the interplay of
work and home life that characterizes
Gage’s entire career.
Matilda Joslyn Gage also researched
history, tracing the source of women’s
oppression to the emergence of the
Christian church. She put her conclusions into her one full-length book,
Woman, Church and State. Gage
and Stanton became harsh critics of
Christianity and worked together on
The Woman’s Bible. During the last
twenty-two years of her life, Gage was
a freethinker, dedicated to separation
of church and state, and investigated
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theosophy, a search for truth in ancient
religions. She passed her ideas on to
her son-in-law L. Frank Baum, author
of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, arguably the most beloved story and characters of the twentieth century. They
often lived in the same home, and
when she heard him telling stories to
the children, Gage repeatedly told
Baum to “write those stories down.”
This biography is classified as
“Young Adult,” but don’t let that turn
you off. Books for teens can be a great
way to learn about a subject quickly.
It’s not easy to tell the story of a complicated woman from a vastly different
time who was one of our first femi-

nist theorists, but Carpenter makes
Gage easy to understand. It is to
Carpenter’s credit that she undertook
the reading of all of the family letters
that survive, given their quantity and
Gage’s horrible handwriting; however,
for nonfamily information, she relies
mostly on secondary sources, especially Wagner’s work. But Carpenter
is not pretending to be an academic
historian; her goal is readability, and in
that she succeeds.
Born Criminal: Matilda Joslyn
Gage, Radical Suffragist is a muchneeded book. As we look to the centennial of women getting the vote in
2020, our nation needs to know about

An Example for Us All
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Sue Boland is the local historian for the Matilda
Joslyn Gage Center for Social Justice Dialogue
(matildajoslyngage.org) in Fayetteville, NY, having
studied Gage for twenty years with Dr. Sally Roesch
Wagner. She has a master’s degree in public history
from the University at Albany (SUNY).

Edd Doerr

M

arie Alena Castle, for decades
a tough-as-nails activist in Minnesota for abortion rights and
church-state separation, died on May
25, 2018—the very same day, coincidentally, that voters in Ireland approved an abortion-rights referendum
by two to one. Castle was ninety-one
and had recently completed writing
this book.
Castle covers a wide range of
church-state issues: abortion rights,
overpopulation, sectarian influence
on hospitals and health insurance,
“faith healing” threats to children, the
campaigns to divert public funds to
church-run private schools, the controversies over creationism versus evolution and sexuality education in our
public schools, sectarian influence in
public schools, and such issues as tax
benefits for religious and other organizations (secular organizations such as
Planned Parenthood, the Red Cross,
etc.). The last item is so extremely
complicated and settled (sort of) by
the Supreme Court’s 1970 Walz v. Tax
Commission ruling that it must wait for
another time.

all of the suffrage leaders who worked
for universal voting rights for all citizens. In particular, feminists need to
know about Gage, who dared to challenge church, state, society, and her
own friends. Heroines from history
teach us how to fight, give us hope,
and inspire us to be better people. We
need that now more than ever.

Divided We Fall: The Secular vs. the Sacred, by Marie Alena
Castle (Bloomington: Archway Publishing, 2018, ISBN 978-14808-6132-9). 244 pp. Softcover, $17.99.

The takeaway from this book is
that every citizen is obligated to put
in as much time, effort, and money
as possible on the issues that affect
everything important in life. And of
course each citizen must prioritize.
The hottest issues—for Castle, me,
and most humanists—would be protecting our environment, defending
abortion rights, combatting efforts to
wreck and privatize our public schools,
strengthening the constitutional wall
of separation between church and
state, and opposing the authoritarian
and clericalist forces now riding high
in this and other countries. This means
voting, getting as active in politics as

secularhumanism.org

possible, donating time and effort,
writing letters to editors, working the
internet, and cooperating with people
across the religious spectrum. The
recent conservative movement’s takeover of the Supreme Court and its
unfair advantages due to gerrymandering and voter suppression make
every possible effort necessary.
If a nonagenarian such as Castle
can do it, we all can.

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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LETTERS Continued from p. 21

“in destruction of what the poor
need most—health care, social
security, environmental regulations, and the bargaining power
of unions.” Is it me, or do I recall
Democrats to be uniformly in
favor of all these things Trump, as
Drury claims, is trying to destroy?
I suggest that we can ask any of
the 25,000,000 persons who finally gained access to health care
under Obama if “the differences
are minute.”
Finally, she is critiquing democracy as a concept using the
United States as an example
when our actual federal-level voting system is extremely flawed,
and is now being gamed and
exploited. We do not have a majority vote (using the feel-good
propaganda definition for democracy) for the presidency or
Congress. The Electoral College
is an incomprehensible method
of choosing a president, and the
Senate has almost no relationship
to majority rule. Even the House
of Representatives, with its gerrymandering and voter suppression, is not reflecting majority
rule. I will now accomplish in the
next sentence what Drury has not
accomplished in years of writing
for FI—I will tell you what I am
for and how it should be in my
opinion: There should be a direct
popular vote for the presidency,
a parliamentary style election for
Senate seats, and an algorithmic
system of drawing up House districts so that they are not gerrymandered, term limits of eight
years for the executive branch,
twelve years for the legislative
branch, twenty years for the judiciary, along with public campaign
financing for all elections, and an
outlawing of all political donations above $100, which henceforth will be viewed as “bribes.”
This is my one-sentence explanation of what I am for in reforming
our democratic system of choosing our leaders.
What is Ms. Drury proposing?
I cannot give a guess.

Gerry Dantone
Founder of Long Island Secular
Humanists, cofounder of
CFI Long Island and former
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Long Island, New York
Thomas Paine would certainly
disagree with Shadia Drury’s
view that “there is no such thing
as ‘will of the people,’” and that
because citizens have conflicting
wills, “the people cannot rule.”
As Paine pointed out in Common
Sense, while most large societies need representatives to
make laws, a democracy merely
requires representatives to vote
“as if the people were present.”
Yes, people in any Congressional
district will have differing views,
but as long as a member of
Congress accurately votes in
strict accordance with the majority opinion of people in his district
(as measured, say, by an accurate
poll), laws will be made democratically. To ensure that members of Congress maintained
their fidelity to the people’s will,
Paine recommended short terms
of office and frequent elections.
A Congressman who (in Paine’s
words) “makes a rod for himself”
will quickly be voted out of office.
In 1787, the Founding Fathers
did not agree with Paine and
wrote a Constitution that created
a republic, not a democracy. In
Federalist X, James Madison
clearly stated that representatives
would not be obligated to vote
as the people wanted but could
“enlarge and refine” the public’s
views. Madison was not concerned that (in Drury’s words) “the
majority can by hoodwinked”;
rather, he worried that the (poor)
majority might elect representatives who suppress rights of the
(rich) minority, by proposing land
redistribution, relief of war time
debts, or other legislation that
hurt their class interests.
As Michael Parenti demonstrated in Democracy for the Few,
the U.S. Constitution is not democratic. Most of its provisions—sixyear Senate terms, an Electoral
College, letting states determine
voting requirements, the difficulty of enacting amendments,
to name just a few—all reflect
the “republican” form of governsecularhumanism.org

ment envisioned by the nation’s
anti-democratic Founders. Yes,
amendments have expanded
the people’s voting rights. But (in
Drury’s words) “the United States
is not a democracy” not merely
because “the competition between elites … is a façade” and
oligarchs now run the country.
Rather, it is undemocratic because, from the very birth of the
nation, our Constitution was constructed to stifle the will of the
people.

Mark Kolsen

Chicago, Illinois
Shadia B. Drury displays a distressing misunderstanding of
American politics when she parrots the tired cliché that “The
competition between elites—
Republican and Democratic—is a
façade. The differences between
them are minute. Both parties
serve the interests of their wealthy
donors … .”
Even granting that she is
Canadian and her column was
written before the recent midterm election, when an unprecedented number of women,
minorities, native Americans,
and Muslims were elected to
Congress as Democrats, she had
to be aware that Democrats advocate expanding health care,
revamping our immigration laws,
and revising the tax cut for the
rich—issues that proved decisive
in their victory. The predominantly
white, male Republican candidates opposed these democratizing measures. Indeed, Democrats
feared that if Congress hadn’t
flipped, American democracy
would have been endangered
by Trump’s authoritarianism. And,
regarding the existential issue of
our time, climate change, the parties couldn’t be farther apart, with
many Republicans even denying
it is occurring.
She also asserts that Trump’s
supporters harbor a resentment
against elites that, after Trump,
will lead them next to a “champion … daring enough to sweep
away laws that serve the interests
of the plutocracy along with any

other restraints on the will of the
majority.”
To the contrary. The resentment harbored by Trump’s white,
racist, middle-class supporters is
not against the elites above them
but against the rising minorities
and immigrants below them.
Republicans are desperate to
avoid succumbing to the will of
the majority, which is why they
labor mightily to suppress minority voting and to gerrymander
Congressional districts to their
own unrepresentative advantage. They don’t like to remember that Trump lost the popular
vote and gained the presidency
via the non-majoritarian Electoral
College.

Lawrence I. Bonchek, MD,
FACS, FACC
Lancaster, Pennsylvania

True believers on the left or right
of the American political spectrum have no qualms about painting their opponents as threats to
democracy and human rights.
Shadia B. Drury is no exception.
Oddly, Drury derives notions
from a far-left perspective that
disqualify the United States from
the community of democratic
nations: “Even by this minimal
[good leadership] understanding, the United States is not a
democracy.” The worthy concern
that wealthy corporate interests
sometimes control representatives, both Republicans and
Democrats—“not the people
who elected them”—calls for a
vigilant electorate, not a fantasy
of radical social transformation
conjuring a utopian “majority”
into power.
In the age of Trump aggravated by discontents over growing income inequality, Drury’s
dialectical prophecy of a happy
ending for all ignores the volatile
social, economic, and political
forces that intersect the domestic
and global events of unpredictable times.
Fortunately, the evolution of
American democracy, anchored
in our constitution amended
twenty-seven times over 230

years, has reached a progressive
stage of maturity, fortified with
prescriptions for broad civil and
human rights, the guarantee of
regular elections by universal suffrage, the rule of law, and a welfare state distributing an array of
entitlements and human services.
Electing controversial leaders or
catering to moneyed interests
in Congress stokes perennial
conflicts to be mediated at the
ballot box. Such contingencies
neither institute oligarchy nor nullify our underlying constitutional
democracy.

Jim Valentine

Woodland Hills, California
Shadia B. Drury responds:
I am sympathetic to those who
find my political position mystifying. My political philosophy does
not fit neatly into a definable category such as liberal democracy.
I am a political pessimist who
believes that political order is a
fragile affair and living in a peaceful and relatively free society is a
great stroke of luck. “What is she
for?” Gerry Dantone asked in
frustration. The best answer I can
give is that I am a liberal without
necessarily being a democrat.
I have written a great deal in
the pages of Free Inquiry about
the disjunction between the liberal and democratic traditions.
This disjunction is the reason I
have opposed the American military efforts to democratize the
Middle East. These efforts have
been a tragic failure for both the
United States and the countries
invaded; it is possible to make
these countries democratic by
imposing free elections, but it
is not possible to turn them into
liberal democracies. The latter
requires a populace that is overwhelmingly liberal-minded—
believing that freedom is the
supreme political asset, understanding that the salvation of the
soul is not the business of government, recognizing the sanctity
of the private domain, acknowledging that freedom goes hand
in hand with self-restraint, etc.
In the absence of these lib-

eral attitudes, democracy may
well be the worst form of government. Think of the tragic results of the Arab Spring, where
idealistic young people thought
that democratic elections would
bring them liberty. In Egypt, it
brought the Muslim Brotherhood
and an Islamic constitution. This
was so oppressive that the same
young people who fought for democracy begged for a return to
a secular dictatorship. Where the
overwhelming majority favors the
execution of apostates, the stoning of adulterers and homosexuals, and the genital mutilation of
girls, representatives who share
these values are bound to be
elected, which is the death knell
of liberty.
There is less liberty in Iraq
under the democratic government installed by the United
States than there was under the
dictatorship of Saddam Hussein.
As long as you did not get involved in politics or threaten the
dictator, you could have a good
life. If you were a Sunni, you were
free to marry a Shiite and vice
versa; you were free to live in any
neighborhood of your choice.
There were video stores and discos, and if you were a woman,
you could walk down the street
with your head uncovered without fear of being assaulted.
The alliance of liberalism
and democracy is a function of
the unique history of the West.
It is not rooted in logical synergy, so it cannot be taken for
granted. The evangelicals are
a threat to American liberty.
Thankfully, they are not yet a
majority. Nevertheless, they
have managed to elect a president willing to do their bidding
and a vice president in their own
image. They have stacked the
federal courts and the Supreme
Court with judges who share their
values.
Even though I am suspicious
of democracy, I believe that it is
a useful tool to check the rise of
tyrants. But it is a tool that comes
with its own inherent dangers—
as the American Founders recognized. This is why they tried to

create a system of government
where democracy was used to
prevent tyranny without threatening liberty—which is not an
easy task. In the age of Donald
Trump, Americans have become
more critical of the anti-democratic sentiments of the Founders
than ever before. They blame the
Electoral College for the election
of Donald Trump. They also find
the Senate extremely undemocratic because all the states are
given equal representation, despite great disparities in population—disparities that were not
anticipated by the Founders and
should be remedied.
I suspect that the unbridled
enthusiasm for democracy on the
side of the Democrats is fueled
by the fact that the “blue states”
are more populated and more
liberal-minded. But if the evangelical population explodes and
the tables are turned, then the
idea of representing the sentiments of the majority may not be
as appealing to these Democrats.
As to concrete reforms, removing the influence of money in
politics is necessary if the United
States is to be a democracy and
not a plutocracy. However, I am
opposed to the direct election of
a president by majority rule. The
Electoral College is a sham—not
because it is anti-democratic,
but because it does not work
as it was intended. The popular
election of an individual with so
much power is even more dangerous today than the Founders
imagined, because our world
is replete with technologies of
intellectual control and manipulation that did not exist in the
eighteenth century.
I believe that the popular
assumption that a world of truth
and freedom has been superseded by a “post-truth” world
of lies and illusions is naive. Any
pretense of media impartiality
was destroyed when Ronald
Reagan abolished the “Fairness
Doctrine” that governed the
Federal
Communications
Commission (FCC), which made
the rise of Fox News possible.
The idea that a free media rooted

in truth has been replaced by a
world of deception rooted in
fiction ignores the groupthink of
the corporate media—just recall
the unison with which the radio,
TV, and print media cheered the
invasion of Iraq.
I am not suggesting that the
two political parties are equal.
The Republicans are definitely
more corrupt, which is to say
that they are more beholden to
the moneyed classes and to the
religious Right. However, both
parties are equally responsible
for the state of the nation that led
to the election of Donald Trump.
After all, it was Bill Clinton who
continued the Republican dismantling of the social safety net;
it was Bill Clinton who further
undermined the FCC, which led
to corporate monopolies in radio
and television; it was Bill Clinton
who destroyed the firewall between commercial and investment banking; it was Bill Clinton
who expanded the prison system
with its institutionalized racism.
And it was Barack Obama who
bailed out the banks but did little
for the working people devastated by the recession of 2008.
Finally, the divide in the nation cannot be bridged if we
assume that most of those who
voted for Trump were bigots,
racists, and misogynists. I may be
wrong about why people voted
for him, but I am just imagining
why I would have voted for him—
in the absence of Bernie Sanders.
What a sucker I am!

No Answer to
Intercessory Prayer
Yesterday I received the latest
issue of Free Inquiry, and at first I
was dismayed to think that more
testing of prayer had occurred
but was relieved when I saw the
“RIP” and that the issue had been
settled in 2006 as I remembered
it (“Have Christians Accepted the
Scientific Conclusion that God
Does Not Answer Intercessory
Prayer?,” Brian Bolton, FI,
December 2018/January 2019).
Today, whenever a disaster or
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mass murder occurs, all we hear is
“thoughts and prayers” as a solution. Most Christians have never
read the Bible, or they would
know that praying didn’t work for
Jesus so why would it work for
them?
In Matthew 26, Jesus is so distraught and sad that he prays and
begs to be saved from his fate
but is crucified anyway. Again,
in Mark 14, Jesus is sad and distraught, praying and begging to
be saved. In Luke 22, Jesus is in
such agony that angels have to
comfort him and his sweat falls
like great drops of blood, but he
is still crucified.

Why does anyone waste time
conducting studies to determine
whether prayer works? Anyone
who has taught college chemistry
knows it doesn’t. Thousands and
thousands of college freshmen
prove that even the most ardent
prayers fail at final examination
time every fall.

Thomas L. Isenhour
Professor Emeritus
Suffolk, Virginia

Riddle of the Sphinx
There are too many fundamental historical errors in
Adrian Ashwah’s column in the
December 2018/January 2019
issue of Free Inquiry (“The Riddle
of the Sphinx”) to be worth

Jim Osborne
Jacksonville, Florida

POEM

Curved Women
Troy
In shape,
Back and breast
From ear to ear
In thought and manner
We push,
Men pull —
A spine, divinely curved,
Too straight
& We break at the nerve.

counting. To begin with, religion
has always been a social institution, whether within the family,
within the community, within a
larger political unit, or in the context of a cult or sect within that
larger unit. The basic Darwinian
function of religion is to unify
the individual members of such
a group around common beliefs and common rituals, so that
they will cooperate, care for each
other, and be loyal to the group.
Religion thereby promotes the
group’s fitness to survive and
multiply in competition with other
groups. Needless to say, this unity
within the group is also functional
for the fitness of the individual,
who could not survive alone in
the world, much less reproduce.
The only way that large numbers
of people within a society can be
weaned away from the supernatural religions of their groups is to
provide them with an alternative
secular religion that, in Ashwah’s
words, offers “hope to the hopeless, help to the helpless, and
alms to the needy. But above all,
[that secular religion] must offer a
cohesive meaning to life and turn
[its] back on pure materialism.”
The major secular religion that
offers these things in the modern
world is socialism, which is based
on the religious ideal of everyone
working willingly for the common
good and supporting each other
instead of aiming at individual
material advancement. Socialism
can take almost as many forms as
religion, from extreme versions
such as communism, which has
proven totally unworkable, to
more moderate versions such
as social democracy. The flaw in
the socialist ideal is its failure to
recognize the Janus-faced character of human nature. Human
individuals evolved to be both
group-ish, helping their group
to survive, and individualistic,
striving to enhance their own fitness within the group. It seems
to me that social democracy best
accommodates both aspects of
human nature.

Homer Edward Price
Sylva, North Carolina

Tom Malthus, King
Hubbert, and Me
Troy is a writer and actress from Carol City, Florida. She currently lives in Boston,
pursing a degree at Emerson College, and runs the blog One Writing Heifer.
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Thanks to Free inquiry for publishing Ron Gibson’s “Tom Malthus,
King Hubbert, and Me” in your

December 2018/January 2019
issue. Such bracing, welcome
truth is hard to find these days,
and to learn that M. “King”
Hubbert was telling folks more
than fifty years ago of the brutal
reality of our on-rushing ecological calamity makes the deafening
silence all around us even more
eerie.
Martin White
Salem, New York

Tim Tebow
I enjoyed Craig Foster’s dry
humor in his article, “Is God
No Longer Willing to Give Tim
Tebow a Hand?” (FI, December
2018/January 2019).
It reminded me of a joke
about a priest and a rabbi who
were boxing aficionados. Before
the bell rang at a boxing event
they attended, one of the adversaries knelt and crossed himself.
The rabbi then turned to the
priest and asked him what that
was supposed to do.
“It doesn’t do a damn thing,”
the priest replied, “if you don’t
know how to box.”
David Quintero
Monrovia, California
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We are committed to the application of reason and science

We believe in the cultivation of moral excellence.

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

We respect the right to privacy. Mature adults should be

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

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

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

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

We cultivate the arts of negotiation and compromise

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

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

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

as a means of resolving differences and achieving mutual
understanding.

We are citizens of the universe and are excited by

We are concerned with securing justice and fairness

We are skeptical of untested claims to knowledge,

in society and with eliminating discrimination
and intolerance.

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

We believe in supporting the disadvantaged and the

We affirm humanism as a realistic alternative to

disabled so that they will be able to help themselves.

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

discoveries still to be made in the cosmos.

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

We believe in optimism rather than pessimism, hope rather

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

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

We believe in enjoying life here and now and in

We believe in the fullest realization of the best and noblest

developing our creative talents to their fullest.

that we are capable of as human beings.

*by Paul Kurtz
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