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From
the

Editors
Exhausted but conjoined - basking in the after-party of
the 2010 Global Atheist Convention.
Tom Melchiorre - Secular Nation and
Lee Holmes - THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST
Photo: David Nicholls

I

s there something about magazine editors that make
them click immediately? Is it the common bond of rush,
rush, rush — relief — then nothing, nothing, nothing, then
rush, rush, rush all over again? Is it the early morning
hours all editors find that they get their best ideas and as in
most instances, complete the final touch-ups? Is it the
single-minded devotion yet open-minded vision we have?
Is it that we have to be a little crazy (or more) to do this?
Or was it simply the unique situation we found ourselves
in? Probably all of the above and more.

Anyway we decided to become what we affectionately
refer to ourselves as ‘conjoined editors’ for the 2010
Global Atheist Convention issue of our respective
magazines, Secular Nation and THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST.

Photo: Rukhshana Hossain

Has it made the preparation of our magazines easier? No way! Neither of us thinks the other can spell correctly for
starters. And due to the hemispheric and over fourteen hour time differences, this limited us to an optimal two hour
window of mutually and somewhat wide-awake online collaboration time, during which we usually traded jokes and
cultural barbs, with a few oddly interjected and out-of-place ingenious ideas tossed in. (However, see first paragraph,
sentences two and three.) Then, of course, there was the constant need to define in subsequent emails the slang we each
naturally use, most of which is unique to the other’s country and some of which has entirely different and interesting
meanings in the other’s version of English. In fact we suspect because of our conjoinedness (that is neither Australian or
American English) our magazines have taken twice as long to prepare!
Despite these and other amusing tidbits, we have worked together — each enjoying the other’s online company and
online sharing of Earl Grey tea, not to mention the occasional phone call — since returning to our home states in
Australia and the USA to bring our members a glimpse of the 2010 Global Atheist Convention - The Rise of Atheism in
words and pictures.
We hope you all enjoy this issue, whether it be reminiscing or, for those who were unable to attend, an inkling of what
this extraordinary event was like.

Lee Holmes and Tom Melchiorre.
PS: The Australian Concise Oxford Dictionary is in the post Tom!
PPS: Thank you, Lee, and the American Webster Dictionary will cross paths on its way to you!
THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST

2

MAY - JUNE 2010

In this Issue…
From the Editors

2

How This Historic Monumental Earth-Shaking Gathering of Atheists Evolved Lee Holmes

4 - 7

At Home Halfway Around the World Tom Melchiorre

8 - 9

A Yankee In The Commonwealth’s Court Stuart Bechman

10 - 12

Aftermath David Nicholls

13

Statistics

13

Freethought University Alliance Jason Ball

14

Lanyards ho! A Volunteer’s Journey Leigh Raymond

15

Presenter Perspectives

22 - 30

Readings Best Selling 10 Books at the 2010 Global Atheist Convention

31 - 34

2010 GLOBAL ATHEIST CONVENTION COMMITTEE

David Nicholls | Stuart Bechman | Jason Ball | Grant Ettrick | Dave Fregon | John Ganas | Mark Gilroy |
Lee Holmes | Joel Kilgour | John Perkins | Mike Rotkowitz | Tanya Smith |
2010 GLOBAL ATHEIST CONVENTION VOLUNTEERS

Elliot Birch | Rod Bower | James Cooper | Miriam Crellin | Shane Dalzell | Richard Hughes | Ted Janet |
David Jiménez | Elaine McLean | Tanushree Parial | Marta Pearce | Leigh Raymond | Jack Scanlan | Alistair Tait |
Jessica Tate | Melysha Turnbull | Anna Yeung

PRESIDENT

David Nicholls | VICE PRESIDENT Lyn Longo | HON. SECRETARY Karen Joyce | TREASURER Lee Holmes

COMMITTEE OF MANAGEMENT
John Amadio | Michael Boyd | Charles Cornwall | Bob Creek | Jac Dittmar | Dean Dowling | Donna Ettrick |
Grant Ettrick | Dave Fregon | Janine Gébert | Mark Gilroy | Joel Kilgour | Don Longo | Dennis Southam
PUBLIC RELATIONS TEAM

Charles Cornwall | Jac Dittmar | Mike Downes | Harry Edwards | Lee Holmes | Michael McGrath | David Nicholls |
Voula Papas | John L Perkins | Nigel Sinnott | Tanya Smith | Dennis Southam | Peter Taylor
EDITORS

THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST - Lee Holmes Guest Editor Tom Melchiorre | Website - Grant Ettrick | Dave Fregon |
Lee Holmes
PROOF READER

Nigel Sinnott

THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST

3

MAY - JUNE 2010

How This Historic Monumental Earth-Shaking
Gathering of Atheists Evolved
By Lee Holmes
have returned from Mass at the Noodly Church by
then!) It was also Mother’s Day which usually
keeps people off their computers.

In the beginning

I

t seemed such an innocuous email at the time…

By 10:00 am Monday morning, we’d had about 120
yes replies. Comments like “I’ll be there with bells
on,” “I can send the money now,” and “I can help”
have been typical of the responses.

Lee,
I think it is time to begin expanding AAI’s
conventions to other continents. If we are truly to be
international, we need to be exercising an
international presence. I have been preparing a
budget line for non-US conventions in the 2010
AAI budget, which starts in May 2009.

And from that time on our lives have never been the same!

Evolution of the GAC
Next was finding people to speak. We left that to Stuart as
he has contacts from previous conventions in the USA.
We did have suggestions though! Dare we even hope for
Richard Dawkins? What a draw card he would be. The
“gods” were with us because Stuart came back to say that
Richard Dawkins would be at our convention. Suffice it to
say once we made that public our Inbox had a near
nervous breakdown.

Would the Atheist Foundation be interested in
co-hosting an AAI convention Down Under? I am
thinking late 2009 or early 2010, coinciding with
your summer period, but am open to whenever you
think would work best.
Let me know AFA’s interest and ability in this
possibility.

Organising the convention was in full swing, speakers
were invited and accepting, even uninvited people offered
to speak. It appeared to all on the Committee that we were
possibly looking at 2,000 or more attendees, which meant
we needed a big place to hold everyone. The MCEC
(Melbourne Convention and Exhibition Centre) was our
best option.

Thanks,
Stuart.
Having never been involved with a Convention but
realising it would be a hell of a lot of work, David
(President of AFA) and I looked at each other and said
“No way!” (We are life partners as well as AFA partners.)
Fortunately for AAI and AFA, rationality won out over
our selfishness and the wheels were set in motion.

Through a mix up with Richard’s extensive tour of
Australia, we found he had been double-booked by the
2010 Global Atheist Convention and Random House in
New Zealand for Saturday 13 March.

The call went out to members asking for assistance,
especially from those who had experience in organising
conventions, fund raising or cake stalls.

A flurry of phone calls and emails to Random House
Australia and New Zealand over two days eventually had
the GAC alter our plans and Richard was moved to speak
on Sunday 14 March. Ticketing had to be altered with
those having purchased a Saturday Pass being transferred
to a Sunday Pass. It was an intense few days with little
sleep because of communicating with three times zones.

None of the newly-formed committee could guess at how
many people might attend: 40, 100, 500. Dare we even
hope for 1,000? We then sent emails to our members
seeking expressions of interest in attending a Convention.
It was a non-committal question but we had to try to get an
idea so we could then look into where we would hold the
event.

On 12 October, less than a month after going on sale, the
Gold Passes had sold out.

Our inbox went into overload mode. I wrote to Stuart with
an update:

On 20 October, the GAC and AFA websites sustained a
major DDoS attack (Distributed Denial of Service), which

Yesterday (Sunday 10 May) we emailed members
notifying them of our plans. The email went out at
about midday (we made sure most people would
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from the Melbourne City Council and a general assistance
from the Federal Government.

(Continued from page 4)

caused not only a major headache but no Internet Service
Provider in Australia was willing to host us. Our technical
team worked day and night to find a new host and have the
sites up and running again within two days.

On 27 November, after months of phone calls, paperwork
and unreturned calls, we were rejected. In fact the
Melbourne City Council has said they couldn’t find our
application when asked by a journalist. We had been led to
believe we fitted the criteria for funding, but wouldn’t you
know the rules changed when the government had to make
a decision. To date, we have not received an adequate
explanation as to why we were rejected. The official line
is that we had “secured” the event before we applied for
funding. The reality was that we had to make a decision to
secure the MCEC otherwise our tentative booking would
expire. The Victorian Government knew this but still
delayed their decision.

As David Nicholls mentioned in a Media Release:
“…the publicity generated spread news of the 2010
Global Atheist Convention broadly. “Thanks to the
AFA technical team, we were able to get our
Convention website up quickly to take advantage of the
huge wave of interest generated by the news reports.”
Ironically, while the attack was almost certainly aimed
at silencing the Atheist Foundation’s call for a more
secular Australia, the resulting publicity has only
highlighted the importance of freedom of speech and
rational debate.

As an interesting aside, in December 2009 the Parliament
of the World’s Religions held a convention in the MCEC
attracting around 5,000 people. They received $4.5 million
AUD from the three tiers of government.

“We don’t know who launched the attack on our
websites — and they certainly succeeded in taking us
out of action temporarily — but ultimately, the result
has been positive. There’s been overwhelming support
for the Foundation and the Convention on Internet
forums, and we’ve had a sharp spike in ticket sales.”

News of the funding rejection assisted tremendously in our
sales. The committee had been discussing advertising
arrangements but decided December and January were not
appropriate with Christmyth and school holidays. Once
again the reporting in the media was the only advertising
necessary.

In the meantime we had applied to three tiers of
government for funding. Being a not-for-profit organisation,
we were not in a position to make huge gambles that
might send us and AAI bankrupt. If we could secure some
funding we need not rely on ticket sales alone to fund the
whole Convention. We asked for a mere $100,000 AUD
from the Victorian State Government and $20,000 AUD

On 30 January 2010, six weeks ahead of schedule, the
2010 Global Atheist Convention was sold out. Again our
Inbox went into meltdown. Many people had left it too
(Continued on page 6)

Special Needs
An interesting part about being on the
Committee were the challenges we
faced, many at the last minute.
One of our guests was visually
impaired and wanted to know if the
MCEC had a Braille Trail. They do!
He also needed a Program in large
print.
As he had asked about Braille I
decided to contact Vision Australia to Usher being dog-sat by
John Ganas while
find out if they could make a Braille
Lyn
Allison speaks at
Program. They could and they did
the Convention
and it was delivered in just over a
week from the first phone call. From a non-Braille reader
perspective I have to say it looked fantastic.
Guest Speaker Lyn Allison bought along Usher the in-training
Seeing Eye Dog. An excellent way to accustom him to crowds.
⊳ Front Cover of the 2010 Global Atheist Convention Program
Design by Amy Geddes
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(Continued from page 5)

late to make their bookings, thinking they had plenty of
time. Others demanded (mostly pleasantly) that we move
to a bigger venue! There was also the odd complaint of
not finding out about the Convention and why hadn’t we
made it more obvious. (A personal letter to every Australian
perhaps?)
The most amusing emails came from the creationist
people. They had decided a debate with Dawkins and
other scientists and philosophers was essential for
“balance.” The AFA declined on behalf of our speakers.
The creationists’ official web page stated “You may well
wonder why some of the world’s leading atheists would
reject an opportunity to demolish in public the arguments
put up by scientists from one of the world’s leading
creation groups.” You have to give them credit for
persistence and downright effrontery. A seminar with the
world’s leading creationists was arranged for Sunday 14
March titled “Countering the Rise of Atheism — The
evidence for Creation.” From all the evidence we have, the
seminar didn’t evolve into much.

PZ Myers looking bemused at an Australian creationist
Photo: Andrew Skegg

The registration on our Friday night opening was near
perfect and we did manage to have everyone seated on
time. Our main problem was people transferring their
tickets to someone else or forgetting to bring the email
with the order number. Saturday and Sunday went even
smoother, although there were still minor glitches. Many
attendees bought along the example email ticket, which
displayed an order number, convinced we had upgraded
them to a Gold Pass. As with all events there is a fine line
between too much information and not enough.
Friday night was for me the highlight of the Convention
and not only because it was the most I saw of the
weekend. It was electric. The opening video was thrilling
and then David Nicholls walked onto the stage. When he
introduced himself the place erupted. It was a moving
recognition of how far atheism in Australia had come and
David just happened to be the receiver of the collective
thanks. The rest of the night we were treated to comedy
from Catherine Deveny, Melbourne writer and newish
atheist, and comedian Sue-Ann Post, ex-Mormon lesbian.
We all laughed until our sides ached.
Saturday was a more serious day with speakers discussing
secularism, Islam, women’s rights, school chaplains and
the like. Being one of the Committee members had me
running around doing all sorts of jobs, so I missed most of
the speakers. However, I made certain to be seated when
Taslima Nasrin was speaking. Her presentation was
without equal. Taslima received a poignant standing
ovation. I can’t be certain but I’m sure ninety percent of
the audience were in tears. I was sitting next to Kylie
Sturgess, co-MC of the Convention. We turned to each
other, both of us with tears streaming down our cheeks,
and just hugged. Even as I write this I can feel the emotion
welling up inside. I think the moment was more intense
because when Taslima walked onto the stage two security
guys moved to the front. In India the week before the
GAC, two people had been killed after rioting because of
an article in an Indian newspaper about Taslima.

Creationists protest outside the GAC
Photo: Andrew Skegg

Personal perspective
And so it came to pass that the Convention was upon us.
The volunteers were armed with envelopes full of tickets
and lanyards. They previously had a fun-filled day of
envelope stuffing, speaker gift wine wrapping, ticket
sorting and finally a well-deserved meal of beer and pizza.
It was a huge task and legend has it that a “We Hate
Lanyards” song hit the charts.
THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST
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opportunity to meet with some of the most wonderful
volunteers any organisation could wish for. The majority
were young women and men from the University of
Melbourne. I can’t explain adequately how absolutely
incredible they all were. It was “hell” at the tables at times
but the crowd was great and the volunteers were helpful
beyond our wildest dreams.

(Continued from page 6)

The committee had arranged for personal security for
Taslima each day, but by Sunday she felt comfortable
enough to discard them.
The Saturday night reservation-only dinner and
entertainment was sensational. The food was world class
and Dan Barker from the Freedom From Religion
Foundation was a great dinner MC. The entertainers were
an eclectic bunch ranging from illusionist Simon Taylor
with his “entertainment for the mind, about the
mind” (how did he do that?) to YouTube atheist cartoonist
NonStampCollector, and finally Julian Morrow and Craig
Reucassel, two members of The Chaser, a satirical
comedy group who are both loved and loathed. It’s
generally the politicians and media who tend toward the
loathing.

It was only after lunch that I knew I would be able to see
the rest of the Sunday afternoon’s speakers, being that our
table sales job was done. I was exhausted but hyped. As I
sat in the comfy chair and stretched my legs I realised I
would have to make every effort to stay awake. Dan
Barker was so interesting that I didn’t have time to shut
my eyes. Finally, Richard Dawkins, the person so many
people had wanted to see, walked on stage. Australian
atheists had been fortunate enough to have one of the great
minds of the 21st Century speak at their convention. It was
a great ending.

The evening created an excellent chance to mingle and
meet people we’d “known” for years but had never
physically met. Alas, it was impossible to meet all 700.

The after-GAC-life
Wouldn’t you know it…there isn’t one! I’m not sure
whether we were busier before the Convention or after.
The media coverage (mostly negative) has us run off our feet.

The final day arrived. It probably wasn’t the most sensible
decision to go out to an after dinner party knowing I had to
be at the Convention at 7 a.m., especially considering I
was once again on ticket enquiries. One thousand people
had purchased the Sunday-Only ticket and our ever
reliable volunteers were ready and waiting. We expected
an onslaught but it was only really busy for half an hour.
The rest came in dribs and drabs. In fact, many people
were still arriving after 9 a.m. We thought it odd that after
spending over $150 AUD for a Sunday ticket that anyone
would want to miss part of the show.

We have emails from attendees thanking us for staging
such an awesome event, new memberships to process,
surveys to evaluate — the list is endless.
Would I do it again? Yes, and with this Convention under
our belt, differently in some ways. This has taken an
extraordinary effort, disrupting our life in ways I had
never envisaged. Live. Learn. Progress.

Many were delayed because the City of Melbourne had a
Kidz Fun Run and had blocked some of the streets. Most
late comers were annoyed at themselves for not
remembering but there were the odd few who blamed the
GAC committee for not informing them. We smiled
politely as they walked into the theatre.

This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and a privilege
to be part of a history-making event. I’ve met hundreds of
previously unknown atheists from around the globe,
putting faces to names and being a part of an experience
that said “class” in every respect. And if I had to
summarise the March 2010 Global Atheist Convention:
The Rise of Atheism in one word, it would definitely be “wow!”

Despite some of the ticket glitches, 99.9 percent of the
people were incredibly understanding and patient. It is still
an awful feeling when you glimpse to the left or right and
notice a person you told half an hour previously to “just
wait there, I’ll be with you in a second” but have
completely forgotten to attend to them, yet they are still
smiling. They were the people who really made my day.

“Wow!”
“WOW!”

Lee Holmes is the editor of THE AUSTRALIAN
ATHEIST. She has been a member of the Atheist
Foundation of Australia for 26 years and is also the
Treasurer.

The major downside of being on the committee is missing
all the events we had worked so tirelessly to bring to
everyone. I was so looking forward to hearing Peter Singer
on Sunday morning. I was even assigned to be his cue
person to send him on stage. But in the hectic scheme of
convention goings-on I had to relinquish my role and
continue on with ticket dramas. I was also in charge of the
money tray, which meant having to walk a marathon each
time to collect and deliver it to the volunteers. I ended up
assisting with selling stuff and that gave me an
THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST

Lee was on the Committee of the 2010 Global Atheist
Convention.
This article first appeared in the April-June 2010 issue
of Secular Nation, the magazine of Atheist Alliance
International. (www.AtheistAlliance.org)
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At Home Halfway Around the World
By Tom Melchiorre - Guest Editor

F

up-to-the-minute and real-time happenings on Twitter to
let the world know We are here.

light time from Philadelphia
International Airport to Melbourne
International Airport, to attend the 2010
Global Atheist Convention: 21 hours.

I should start from the start. Checking in at Philadelphia
International right in front of me was world heavyweight
boxing champion Joe Frazier, now in a wheel chair, on the
same airline, if not flight. Everyone was shaking his hand,
but the man looked weary so I stood back. Eight hours
later, landing and taxiing to our gate at Los Angeles
International Airport, I see a Virgin Australia jet going the
other direction and taxiing for take-off and thinking, “I
just missed my connection.” But I didn’t. Working my
way to the V Australia counter, who do I see checking in
right in front of me? Joe Frazier, and again everyone is
shaking his hand, regardless of the weary look on his face.
So, did Joe Frazier attend the 2010 Global Atheist
Convention? Anybody see him?

Actual travel time from my house in the
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania suburbs to
my hotel room in Melbourne, Australia
to attend the 2010 Global Atheist
Convention: 32 hours.
Total expenditure, including food, airfare, hotel, gifts, side
trips and whatnot, as part of the 2010 Global Atheist
Convention (in USD): Mucho dinero.
Attending the 2010 Global Atheist Convention: The Rise
of Atheism — the largest gathering of atheists in the world:
Priceless!

The 2010 Global Atheist Convention actually started
Friday afternoon with a pre-convention gathering of
Australian university students from all over the country.
Over 100 students representing 20 university student
atheist groups were there to officially codify the
Constitution and Bylaws of the new Freethought
University Alliance. But first they listened to PZ Myers,
“the token geezer” in the group. PZ told the future of
atheism to be bold, rude, and get out there.

That’s it, folks. That sums it all right up. No need to say
anymore. But I will, because this was — excuse my choice
of words — a hell of a great convention.
If you thought the AAI Burbank convention in 2009 was a
hit, then the 2,500+ people who came to the 2010 Global
Atheist Convention, The Rise of Atheism in Australia this
March made you apoplectic with atheism enthusiasm.

That night was the real opening. As 1,500 atheists
gathered at the base of the escalator, waiting for the
6:00p.m. registration opening, it was the largest, kindest,
nicest, most pleasant mob of damn (damned?) atheists I
ever saw. People were milling about, talking, enjoying
each other’s company, and revelling in our sheer numbers.
And when the registration did open, there was no mad
rush, no stampede, no trampling to get to the front of the
line. It was an orderly progression the likes of which I’ve
never seen in any type of non-atheist crowd. I wasn’t sure
whether to be proud of us, or concerned for all those other
crowds.

This was the largest gathering of nonbelievers — along
with a few believers — to gather at one time in the world,
and possibly the universe said Atheist Foundation of
Australia President David Nicholls. Now, whether it was
in the universe, we atheists can’t say for sure, but,
ironically, by religious definition and default it just had to
be.
From the moment Atheist Alliance International President
Stuart Bechman and I arrived in Australia, the buzz was
more than apparent that the convention had taken center
stage in the Australian media. With AAI and AFA
cosponsoring this grand event, the world press was just as
much in the mix covering the gathering of all these
atheists. Would they run rampant in the streets (we
walked, thank you very much), would they have sex in the
open (if we did we didn’t get caught), would they take
over the world (well, we’ll leave that one open for now).
We were covered by all the Australian press — some
better than others, some more impartial, as reporters are
supposed to be, than others — and the international press,
on national and international news programs and talk
shows, and talk radio had a field day. The Internet was
alive with daily postings and blogs, updates and videos,
and attendees tweeted throughout the presentations for
THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST

And it was truly a diverse atheist crowd. Young, old,
adult, kids, teens, university students, military, hippie,
goth, punk, tattooed, suits, jeans, dresses, slacks, long-hair
guys, short-hair women, pink hair, blue hair, no hair,
dreadlocks, crutches, canes, wheelchairs, strollers (the
youngest attendee was 11-month-old Bluebell — named
after the flower — from Sydney). The gender split was
almost 50/50. In less than 90 minutes, all 1,500 — plus
media — were processed and entered the opening night
festivities.
When David Nicholls, President of the Atheist Foundation
(Continued on page 9)
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days and toured around Victoria, meeting more people,
seeing more of the country, and enjoying all and
everything.

(Continued from page 8)

of Australia, came on the stage and said those first few
sentences with “Atheist Foundation of Australia,” the
crowd erupted into loud and sustained applause. This was
a crowd that had waited a long time for an atheist event of
this stature, and they were showing it with glee.

Will I return to Australia? As the “great” American former
politician and “pundit” Sarah Palin says, “You betcha.’’
And as I leave my new-found Australian friends, in the
words of that great Australian philosopher and icon
Crocodile Dundee, I can only say, “G’day, mates.”

While Nicholls’ speech was short, it was a glorious start to
a weekend of Atheism. Simple as that. Next up was Stuart
Bechman, President of Atheist Alliance International,
which co-sponsored the convention, and Kylie Sturgess,
podcast host and writer extraordinaire, who served as MCs
throughout the weekend and started with a comedy routine
that left them laughing and clapping for more. And more
there was that night, with “six feet tall, ex-Mormon,
lesbian” Sue-Ann Post entertaining us in a style all her
own, to author Mark Tier’s words you’ll never hear in
church or Sunday school, to Catherine Deveny’s split
personality act that had them rolling in the aisles. And
when a cell phone went off, interrupting her show, she
quickly retorted “If that’s Tony Abbott, tell him I’ll call
him back” to uproarious laughter
from the audience.

Tom Melchiorre is Editor-in-Chief of Secular Nation
magazine, a publication of Atheist Alliance
International, and has been an atheist since he can
remember (at age 2 he stomped on a Bible during
Easter). Currently residing in suburbia Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, USA, Tom is a general and technical
freelance writer, journalist, and editor with several
books in the works and an eye for adventure.
This article first appeared in the April - June 2010
issue of Secular Nation, the magazine of Atheist
Alliance International (www.AtheistAlliance.org)

The rest of the weekend was just as
fantastic. From the speakers, to the
parties, to the outside-theconve nt i on gat her i n gs , t he
restaurants, the conversations, the
friendliness and friendships, I truly
felt at home halfway around the
world.
I can truthfully say this was the
greatest show on earth, to use a
well-known phrase in atheism these
days. The line-up was stellar, a
world-showing of international
atheist talent and speakers, and all
giving us what we came for:
Camaraderie, Unity, Enthusiasm,
Rationality, Vision, Hope For Our
Future, Atheism. And something
more. We laughed at and with the
w o r d s f r o m S u e -A n n a n d
Catherine, and from Dan Barker,
Julian Morrow, Craig Reucassel
and PZ Myers; we cried with
Taslima Nasrin. And we pondered
their words through the laughter
and tears, even as we pondered the
more serious-oriented presentations
by Taslima, A.C. Grayling, Tamas
Pataki, Phillip Adams, John
Perkins, Max Wallace and Richard
Dawkins.
I didn’t want it to end. And, in fact,
it didn’t for me. I stayed a few more
THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST
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A Yankee In The Commonwealth’s Court
By Stuart Bechman

T

What can I say about the presenters? As a whole, they
were funny, witty, incisive, biting, gut-wrenching, and a
proud representation of the rationalist community in every
way. Starting with Friday evening’s opening ceremony,
each day — each hour — seemed to just build on the last,
until the triumphant Richard Dawkins graced the stage at
Sunday’s close to put a perfect cap on the entire weekend.
Kylie and I had a great time going over each day’s
schedule and scripting our comments while drooling over
getting to share the stage with all of these amazing
speakers.

he March 2010 Global
Atheist Convention in
Melbourne was a watershed
event that lived up to its
theme, The Rise of Atheism,
in so many ways.

The first accomplishment, of course, was holding an
Atheist Alliance International convention outside the
western hemisphere for the first time — and for only the
second outside the United States — in our 18-year history.
The fact that the 2010 convention was also more than
three times larger than the largest US-based AAI
convention — and I believe the largest freethought event
anywhere to date — only added to the luster of that
accomplishment.

The comedy of Sue-Ann Post and Catherine Deveny on
Friday night really set a high tone for the rest of the
weekend. After David, Kylie and I made our own
introductions to the crowd, Sue-Ann chortled about her
Mormon upbringing as a maturing lesbian while Catherine
riffed off of her journey from Catholicism to atheism,
keeping the audience entranced. After the Friday event,
many of us staying on site retired to the hotel bar where
we got to chat, buy each other beers, and meet people
from all over the world who descended into Melbourne
this weekend for this event. It was a lively evening and
was over far too soon, whetting our appetites for the rest
of the weekend.

The GAC committee that came together after AAI and
AFA agreed to move ahead with the event was a dream
team that we never anticipated. They brought a wide
variety of exceptional skills and experience that were put
to the test almost immediately upon their recruitment, and
survived the test with aplomb. Their most impressive skill
was in repeatedly turning lemons (and there were so many
of those) into the most delicious lemonade of the GAC.

I had the luxury on Saturday of not MCing until the
afternoon session, so I was able to linger in the auditorium
walkways to listen to the morning’s speakers and hang out
in the lobby at our vendor table during the breaks. When I
arrived at the convention centre at 7 a.m., the lobby was
already filled with hundreds of attendees waiting in line to
pick up their registration packet for the 8:30 a.m. program
start. We had quite the variety of exhibitors and vendors:
AFA and AAI, of course had our tables; but we had other
freethought groups, booksellers, even the Sex (political)
Party was present and promoting. The air was electric, and
the tables remained busy and engaged with convention
participants throughout the weekend. People were just
gushing with the excitement of being there in the hall and
the chance to see presenters in person that they had only
heard or read about before this weekend.

All of those efforts were overseen by the most capable
leadership team of David Nicholls and Lee Holmes, who
survived what turned out to be a grueling year of planning,
promotion and crises to bring this baby to its splendid full
term.
Having never been to Australia before, I was quite
impressed with not only the order and architecture of the
city, but also the cooperation of the weather. The sunny
25ºC climate over our weekend offered quite a challenge
to the weighty thoughts being expressed inside the
convention center. Even more ironic was learning that,
only the weekend before, Melbourne had had some very
severe autumn weather, with rain, hail, and the entire
(some said) Sodom and Gomorrah treatment. I couldn’t
help but comment on that irony in my welcoming
comments on Friday night.

The size of the space was surreal and made me feel like
Alice in Wonderland. I thought that the Friday night
space, set up for 1,500 people, was frighteningly huge. On
Saturday the 1,500 seats were in an amphitheatre
configuration, making the space and crowds look even
bigger than Friday. And then on Sunday, in anticipation of
our final speakers, Kylie and I walked into a cavern that
held almost twice as many again as Saturday, some 2,500
people! It felt like we were shrinking in size every day as

The event itself was world-class. Renowned speakers from
four continents converged on the Melbourne Convention
and Exhibition Centre — itself a gleaming, beautiful
brand-new facility, open only six months — for the
three-day weekend to inform and entertain the crowds.
Sharing the role of MC with Australian skeptic blogger
Kylie Sturgess, I felt like the warm-up act to the greatest
rock concert I could imagine.
THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST
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program: The morning started off with Peter Singer, Ian
Robinson, Kylie Sturgess (as a presenter in her own right)
and Robyn Williams; then I turned over my MC reins back
to Kylie for the afternoon and was off the hook to fully
bask in the closing presentations of Dan Barker and
Richard Dawkins and reflect on what an incredible
forty-eight hours it had been.

(Continued from page 10)

we were expected to fill and guide an ever-growing wall
of endless human beings through our program. I have
never felt so small and insignificant, especially on Sunday,
when I had to open the day’s program: there I was all by
myself on the stage that everyone was looking at, and it
was up to me to get the show revved up and on its way for
the final day of our event. The addition of a body-building
event being held right next door in the convention center
with übermen and überwomen wandering around only
added to the surrealism of feeling like we were living out
some post-religious Nietzschean utopia in the center of
Melbourne that day.

Beyond the impressive success of the event itself, I was
even more impressed with the indirect effects that the
convention had. From the start, the Australian media took
an intense, if jaded, interest in the event; and in so doing,
they contributed to religious communities reacting and
protesting. And the louder and angrier they got the more
attention the convention attracted and the higher the
registration numbers climbed. A Distributed Denial of
Service attack in September 09 which shut the AFA’s
server down for several days, offered only a temporary
setback before a new wave of news articles and
convention registrants. For several months, AFA endured
repeated taunts and insults from Christian anti-evolution
groups demanding that a “debate” be staged between our
convention speakers and their claimed experts. When
those efforts were ultimately spurned, the groups decided
to put on their own counter-convention on the same
weekend to compete with the GAC. Even the city, state
and national governments lobbed their own insults at the
GAC by passing off and burying AFA’s request for event
funding for four months before finally rejecting it — and
doing so in the looming shadow of $4.5 million of such
funding provided for a “Parliament of the World’s
Religions” in the exact same center held just three months
earlier. All of this continued to keep the media engaged,
providing unprecedented and priceless national coverage.
In the week leading up and during the convention, the
national media ran a series of coverage articles from
pundits and religious leaders, even “outing” three
Australian atheist MPs on the closing day of our event. A
negative indicator of the impact of the event has been the
number of prominent religious celebrities bemoaning the
“moral corruption” of the rising secularism in Australia
and pointing to the GAC as a leading symptom if not its
actual cause.

Kylie Sturgess and Stuart Bechman
The Saturday morning program began strong with Phillip
Adams and continued to build with Russell Blackford,
Max Wallace and John Perkins each speaking on their
respective topics, leading to a crescendo of the incredible
presentation of Taslima Nasrin before the lunch break.
When I took the stage to do my job after lunch, the
immensity of the event began to seriously sink in. And I
had to introduce not one, but five speakers on a women’s
panel that had been afforded far too little time to give it
justice. For what little the panel of Meredith Doig, Lyn
Allison, Leslie Cannold, Jane Caro and Tanya Levin were
able to say in their restricted time, I truly wished that we
could have (should have?) given them the rest of the
afternoon to speak. But the schedule was unforgiving, and
we soldiered on through the afternoon. The presentations
of A. C. Grayling and PZ Myers were thrilling and fired
up the audience all over again before breaking for the day
and enjoying the festivities of our second evening.

But it wasn’t just the media. At the revelation of the
spurning of the government funding request, a generous
benefactor donated several thousand dollars to the project
to bring university youth to the convention. That led to the
establishment of the Freethought University Alliance
(http://ausfreethought.org) on the Friday before the
convention, with no less than twenty campus freethought
groups as founding members. Throughout the convention,
other freethought groups and individuals made time to
connect and plan, and my sense is that much more
cooperation and collaboration of Australian freethought
groups was most likely to come out with at least a couple
of new joint projects expected to be launched over the next
twelve months.

The Saturday dinner brought 700 of our guests together to
enjoy the entertainment of Dan Barker, the illusions of
Simon
Taylor,
the
hilarious
animations
of
NonStampCollector, and the lacerating, witty repartee of
The Chaser’s Julian Morrow and Craig Reucassel. It was
non-stop conversation among our table, undoubtedly
assisted by the free flow of wine and beer. The crowd
didn’t clear the building until well after midnight.

(Continued on page 12)
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Stuart Bechman is completing his first year as
president of the board of Atheist Alliance International,
and the first AAI conference under his direction.

Another matter of concern was the personal tribulations of
one of our headline speakers, Taslima Nasrin. She had to
travel to India to renew her visa before arriving in
Melbourne, and her presence prompted a local newspaper
to reprint, without permission, an article about Taslima
from several years earlier. The reprint caused local
Muslim groups to riot violently in the streets, leading to
two deaths and forcing her to go under house arrest. We
were concerned whether that violence was likely to carry
to Melbourne and beefed up our security force in
anticipation, but were happy to have her appearance
conclude without a hitch.

In 2007, Stuart was elected vice-president of AAI,
serving for a year before being elected president.
Stuart has served on the board of Atheists United of
Los Angeles, the largest community freethought
organization in southern California, since 1998; and
served as its president for six years, from 2002 to
2008. He also serves as a board member of the
Secular Coalition for America.
Stuart has a background in business systems analysis,
having worked as a management consultant for over 20
years. In addition, he holds Master’s degrees in
Management Information Systems and Accounting as
well as an MA in Sociology with an emphasis on
Religion and Large Organizations.

Any regrets? Only that it was all over much too soon, and
I spent far too little face time with the band of GACers
while I was there.
Atheism is indeed on the rise in Australia, and I am
exceptionally proud to have had some (very) small part in
that expression this past March. I very much look forward
to the next projects that AAI and AFA can tackle in
Australia. And I salute and applaud the Aussies, planners
and attendees alike, who came together to have made this
the most singular and memorable freethought event I have
ever experienced.

Stuart has also served on the local boards of
Americans United for the Separation of Church &
State and the American Civil Liberties Union. He ran
for Congress for the 24th district of California in
2004. He lives in the Los Angeles area.

Let’s do it again, the sooner the better.

Stuart Bechman
President, Atheist Alliance International
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Aftermath
By David Nicholls

F

or the organisers, the lead up to the 2010 Global Atheist
Convention was a time of high drama as each day
problem-solving became more intense with unknowns popping
out of the woodwork at regular intervals. Each potential upset
needed immediate and intelligent appraisal to affect a solution.
The Convention Committee overcame every obstacle and always
just in time.
The success of The Rise of Atheism convention depended
heavily on decisions, some made in haste, as there was no other
choice, by the Committee. A genuine statement is that they
orchestrated a symphony of ideas into a reality enjoyed by all.
A sea of smiling faces, people experiencing a common relief at
knowing they were no longer alone in their Atheism. Speakers,
performers and the audience recognised the significance of this
world changing event. All present felt that Atheism had indeed
come of age and that we were a presence in society no longer
willing to sit quietly by and let religion run our lives.
So powerful was this amazing event that reverberations were
apparent in the media for many weeks after. Easter was a good
example. Frightened by the overt display of Atheism, bishops
and priests lashed out at Atheism as the root of all evil. So
intense was the attack it attracted news outlets to contact the
AFA in droves for comment. In less than a week, the AFA had
given 17 interviews about the ferocity of religious resistance to
the 2010 Global Atheist Convention.

David Nicholls
President, Atheist Foundation of Australia
Photo: Geoff Cowan

There are many lessons to be learned from this magnificent gathering of like-minds. First and foremost is that we have
religion on the back-foot and we must keep them there. It is very apparent that Atheists must react publicly to the
infliction of non-empirically evidenced faith-driven ideals onto the wider community.
The 2010 Global Atheist Convention has empowered freethinkers, possibly worldwide, to take a stronger role in
decisions by governments that affect all citizens. Letters to editors, blogs and secular web sites are reflecting the view
that Atheism has indeed come of age. Now is the time to re-evaluate voting habits of old. If you want a safer planet, a
more egalitarian society, now is the time to put other matters aside and vote out of office any politician aspiring to
religious ideals over those of a secular nature. Now is the time to utilise fully the impetus supplied by The Rise of
Atheism convention.

2010 Global Atheist Convention attendee breakdown
Northern Territory - 8
Tasmania - 57
Australian Capital Territory - 80
Western Australia - 88
South Australia - 121
Queensland - 200
New South Wales - 463
Victoria - 1373
Overseas - 56
Unknown - 54
THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST
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Freethought University Alliance
By Jason Ball

H

ours before the 2010 Global Atheist
Convention had even begun, atheist
student leaders from across Australia
gathered together for the launch of a new
organisation: the Freethought University
Alliance — a coalition of Atheist, Humanist, Sceptic, and
Secular University campus groups.

L-R: Reidar Lystad, Jason Ball, Dan Barker, Alex
Holmes, PZ Myers, Emily Vicendese, Alastair Tait,
Scott Sharrad, Brett Edman

One hundred students, representing 20 different Universities
from around Australia, enjoyed a free lunch at the
Melbourne Exhibition and Convention Centre as part of
the launch, generously sponsored by the 2010 Global
Atheist Convention.

The Freethought University Alliance will help facilitate an
impact on political and social change that many young
atheists previously haven’t had the ability to do.

Special guest speaker PZ Myers (a favourite amongst the
University crowd) gave a rousing talk about how exciting
it is to see young people organising in Australia for the
cause of science and reason. He encouraged us to
celebrate the diversity and disagreement amongst atheists
rather than be discouraged by it. “Our version of paradise
is sort of a secular Valhalla, slinging our rhetorical axes
and having a grand time wrestling with our ideas, our
virtues, our values,” he said. “There is no dogma for
atheists. So what that means is that every single one of you
here is an individual, with different views about politics,
social interaction, sex, anything you can think of.”

The creation of this new Australia-wide alliance for such
atheist and secular University groups will provide key
networking opportunities between student leaders for the
first time. This will be both at state level, through sharing
guest speakers and holding joint events, and also on a
national level, by conversing with strategies to attract
members and having a positive influence for science and
reason on the cultural and intellectual communities on
their campuses. The use of social networking sites such as
Facebook and Twitter will enable the Alliance groups to
work together at the state and national levels to push for
action and reform, arrange for petitions and letter-writing
campaigns, organise protests and alerts, text message
immediate and actionable needs, just to name a few, and
gather strategic information to further our efforts.

A number of student leaders had the opportunity of
speaking to the group, to share their personal stories of
why they felt the desire to start an atheist or skeptic club
on their campus. These students included Alex Holmes,
founder and President of Australian National University’s
brilliantly named “League of Extraordinary Atheists”;
Emily Vicendese from the La Trobe University Secular
Society; Reidar Lystad, President of the Atheist Society at
Macquarie University; and Scott Sharrod from “Godless”
at Adelaide University.

We begin with 20 University groups. As our message
continues to reach more students and more Universities,
our numbers will increase, our efforts and goals will
continue to succeed, and our presence will be felt even
more. The Freethought University Alliance is more than a
collection of groups. We are more than a movement. We
are the future of Australia and we will be heard.

While each story was different, the core reasons were
much the same. There was a need to provide
representation of non-religious students on campus, as
currently each campus had an abundance of religious
clubs, with some Universities having up to thirteen. There
was a desire to provide a social setting for atheists and
sceptics to meet, enjoy one another’s company and form a
community of like-minded and rational thinkers. There
was an urge for political action and mobilisation on a
number of issues, from secular education and separation of
church and state to issues where atheists can show
solidarity to other groups, such as the fight for tolerance of
homosexuality, women’s contraceptive rights and
euthanasia law reform, all of which are being squashed
currently by the religious lobbies in Australia.

THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST

L-R: Luke Weston, Belinda Nicholson,
Richard Hughes, PZ Myers, Jason Ball, Sofia Shang
Jason Ball is undertaking a Bachelor of Arts at the
University of Melbourne, majoring in Political Science.
Jason
was
elected
President
of the
Freethought University Alliance. He served on the 2010
Global Atheist Convention Committee.
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Lanyards ho! A volunteer’s journey.
By Leigh Raymond

B

atheists talk about?” religious types were asking at the
time. Ha! We ripped through a concatenation of
conversation topics with the shared delight of like-minded
individuals. Admittedly after about seven hours there was
a lull in which we were reduced to saying “lanyard”
occasionally, and snorting in hysterical laughter. By the
way, did anyone encounter a dollar coin randomly
included in their envelope? That was a brilliant idea
concocted at about the 7 hour 12 minute mark.

risbane, August 2009. Having just returned from two
years of travel I was house-sitting for a friend in
Indooroopilly. Broke, bored, spinning on her office chair
and idly wondering if her cat really had gone missing this
time, I decided to check Pharyngula, (the science blog of
PZ Myers) and discovered some exciting news: Atheist
Convention; March; in Melbourne, which was exactly
where I was planning to be at that time. With feverish
speed I pointlessly checked my bank balance, and
slumped. $8.53. No, wait: negative $8.53. I sighed, then
brightened, undeterred. I would volunteer. I contacted the
AFA immediately and was rewarded with a delightful
conversation as to the relative merits of being called Lee
or Leigh, along with the assurance that I was now
officially on the list of volunteers.

On the Friday of the convention I was enjoying a cuppa
with my little brother (who had flown in from Auckland to
attend) on Southbank and who should walk past but PZ
Myers himself.
“Oh, hi PeeZee: see you at the Convention!” I exclaimed,
startling several seagulls.

“Yess!” I said, punching the air with both fists
and scaring the cat, who had returned bristling
with leafy debris. I herded her into the kitchen by
way of practice. Life was good.

“Uh, yes — you will,” he replied, blinking in the
Melbourne morning glare.
“That’s PZ Myers!” I hissed unnecessarily to my brother,
who was covering his face in embarrassment. (Later in the
Convention I got to be the 2,843rd person to ask poor
Professor Myers when his book was coming out.)

Fast forward to the first volunteer meeting in January; I
traipsed around the convention centre trying to look casual
as I pushed futilely at locked doors. It was with relief that
I spotted a fresh-faced but nervous-looking group,
a few of whom were clearly sporting the big red
A on their shirts. I went forward and found out
some of their names, which I promptly forgot.
Briefed by the relentlessly charming Jason Ball,
we wandered off in our different directions with plans to
meet a month later.

Should I ever choose to attempt to do something with
efficiency, I will model that efficiency on what I saw
achieved by a mere handful of organisers at that
Convention. You may have seen them in their black shirts
walking the walk (swiftly on their way to sort out some
newly arisen dilemma) and talking the talk (to the voices
in their heads courtesy of their indispensable earpieces).
They worked hard. I have to admit that, for me, the three
days passed in a wondrous blur. I experienced moments of
genuine trepidation seeing the huge crowds line up,
squintingly searching for the relevant numbers on their
print-outs. Then it was all numbers and numbers and
questions and numbers and more numbers. (For those who
felt like a bit of a dork for printing out the example page
instead of your own confirmation number, you were by no
means alone.) In between ducking into the hall to join the
rapt audience in their appreciation of the words of all those
fine minds, we were distributing tickets, working the
merchandise table, policing microphones and moving
boxes around.

Sometimes it’s good to look at things and wonder where
they came from, and how it came to pass that they are in
your possession. Those all-important lanyards that served
as tickets during the Convention, for example. When the
volunteers gathered some weeks later for a Saturday
afternoon of “envelope-stuffing”, we were in no way
prepared for the highly technical process that was to
follow. Boxes and boxes and boxes of tiny cards, plastic
sleeves, colour-coded neck clips, envelopes and stickers
awaited us, already immaculately ordered and numbered
thanks to the ceaseless single-handed efforts of the
formidable Tanya Smith. (Greater love hath no atheist
than this, that she designeth a ticketing system in her
Christmas break.) These had to be painstakingly counted
and prepared and clipped together and sealed in envelopes
and re-counted with trepidation lest some tiny mistake
render the whole process a failure, necessitating a
complete re-do.

Watching TED [www.ted.com] talks online doesn’t really
prepare you for how different an experience it is to
actually attend a massive event such as the 2010 Global
Atheist Convention. Every single person involved would
have been affected in a different way, and would have

By the end of a marathon session that lasted in excess of
eight hours I think we had all bonded. “What on earth will

THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST

(Continued on page 20)

15

MAY - JUNE 2010

The Presenters


Max Wallace
⊳ PZ Myers
Dan Barker 
⊳ Taslima Nasrin
Phillip Adams 


Meredith Doig, Lyn Allison, Leslie
Cannold, Tanya Levin, Jane Caro
⊳ Richard Dawkins
Kylie Sturgess 
Russell Blackford
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2010 Global Atheist Convention
Merchandise
Purchase an array of items displaying The Rise of Atheism logo.
T-shirts, Windcheaters, Bags, Cups, Mugs, Pillow, Magnets, Stickers, Track Suits, Caps, Buttons.
Visit our online shop at
Café Press

http://www.cafepress.com.au/aussieatheists
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Friday Night
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Saturday Night
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group of newfound friends, disparate of background but
united by a shared love of free thought. Watch as they
raise their glasses: “to the facts!”

(Continued from page 15)

their own opinion as to the highlights of the weekend. For
a few volunteers, these highlights include shenanigans
involving rolling chairs, physics students, and acres of
smooth convention centre floor in a momentarily empty
foyer. For another, the chance to help out a fellow Spanish
speaker with their registration. For still others, an opportunity
to work with such an enthusiastic and committed group to
bring atheism into the public eye. Although I suspect that
more than one of the volunteers was disappointed that they
didn’t get to pick Richard Dawkins up from the airport, we
were unanimous in our agreement that we would volunteer
again, as one put it, “in a heartbeat”.

To the facts.
Leigh Raymond grew up on a farm in regional
Queensland without even realising that she was an
atheist. Her travels around Australia and the world
include such adventures as playing with orchestras as
a classical violinist, teaching English, helping to
restore a 12th-century farmhouse in France, working
in a deli, teaching hundreds of small children to play
“Twinkle Twinkle Little Star”, and trying (and failing)
to join a circus. With the reluctant goal of one day
having a “real” job, she is studying psychology as a
mature-age student. She drinks a lot of tea, and exists
in a nearly constant state of horror and joy at just how
much there is to read in the world.

So to those who would describe secular society as a
fast-track to loneliness (for example, Archbishop Peter
Jensen), I offer a vision of thirty vibrant, intelligent
people crammed into the corner of a restaurant for a
post-convention volunteer reunion dinner ─ a laughing

2010 Global Atheist Convention Volunteers
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The Presenters



Tamas Pataki
Robyn Williams 
⊳ Ian Robinson
⊳

A.C. Grayling
John Perkins 
Taslima Nasrin John Perkins
Kylie Sturgess


⊳

Jamie Kilstein
Peter Singer 

PZ Myers

Stuart Bechman
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Presenter Perspectives
Lyn Allison
The speakers were excellent, content diverse and often challenging. I sensed a common purpose in
not wanting belief in a god to dictate to non-believers what is right or wrong and the real attempt
to understand the phenomenon of faith and why people are caught up in it. Dawkins’ hypotheses
that there may originally have been an evolutionary advantage to be had were as good an
explanation as any! The fact that the convention attracted so much criticism shows how unused religious organisations
are to being challenged. The substance went largely unreported in the media whilst cheap shots and throw away lines
made headlines.

Dan Barker
My first visit to “down under” and I start at the top! That is the largest group of atheists I have
ever spoken to. To borrow a word, it was “inspiring” to meet so many great people. And indeed,
as I mentioned in my talk, atheism is not really a movement because in order to have a movement
you need followers. No one at that convention was a follower! I was impressed with the
camaraderie, good will, generosity and intelligence of everyone. Not to mention humor. (And after a day or two, I got
used to the Aussie sense of fun. That happened about the same time my dizziness went away, from spinning the wrong
way on the planet.)
I don’t know if much was said formally about this, but I think the most lasting legacy of The Rise of Atheism convention
will be the national student organization that was formed on Friday: the Freethought University Alliance. Atheism
definitely has a future! The students I met — some of whom helped arrange the rest of my tour (8 events in 7 days!) —
are smart, organized, motivated, and truly compassionate. They know what us old-timers have always been saying, that
atheism is not just a bunch of people sitting around saying “There is no God. There is no God.” Atheism and freethought
— which includes agnostics and other nonbelievers — is positive. It is about promoting reason, science, equality,
fairness, human values.
Thank you so much for letting me be a part of your celebration!

Russell Blackford
The theme of the March 2010 Global Atheist Convention, held in the spectacular Melbourne
Convention and Exhibition Centre, was The Rise of Atheism. That was appropriate for the largest
gathering of its kind in Australia, or probably the world, with 2500 people descending on the city
from all directions to hear high-profile critics of religion and religiosity. But someone — I’m not
sure which speaker was the first — introduced the idea of reducing religion’s footprint in politics and society, and that
became the true theme as the convention played out over three days of Melbourne’s extended summer. Speech after
speech, conversation after conversation, introduced the idea that thoughtful nonbelievers have had enough: enough of
their own cultural and political marginalisation; enough of the privilege and deference accorded to religious leaders and
organisations; enough of religion’s unwarranted influence on law and public policy.
Make no mistake, this was a joyous, good-humoured gathering, with more than its share of camaraderie, new
friendships, and laughter, but it had a hard edge to it. A sharp, steely political edge.
During the 1960s and 1970s, the most egregious aspects of Christian cultural dominance were swept away in Western
countries. I mean the prudish, finger-pointing sexual morality, demanding celibacy of teenagers and unmarried people in
general, condemning childbirth outside of marriage, pressuring young mothers to give up their babies for adoption,
judging gay men and lesbians as sinful or sick. But the victory over religious moralism was never completed, and it was
soon accompanied by a taboo on direct criticism of religion (one of the many unfortunate excesses of 1980s political
correctness). What’s more, organised religion has regrouped over the past thirty years, winning back cultural and
political influence. Across the Pacific, in the United States, we see an ongoing culture war as social progress encounters
one of that country’s periodic religious “awakenings”, the latter backed by vast financial resources.
While the very worst of pre-60s sexual morality has not returned, religion still clamours, often successfully, to shape
(Continued on page 23)
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policy on a raft of issues from euthanasia, to education, to medical research, to freedom of speech. In most of these
areas, the views of religious organisations are illiberal, irrational, and even cruel. If we still thought, a couple of decades
ago, that religion’s influence was going away, that we were now engaged in easy mopping-up operations, we had
another think coming.
We’ve realised this, and the 2010 Global Atheist Convention was part of our response. It was a giant step forward in
Australia, and a precedent for other parts of the world. Our task now is to consolidate the cultural and political gains that
were made in the second half of the 20th century and to push back against resurgent, hydra-headed theoconservatism. In
the current climate, “atheism” provides a banner under which we can gather, though strictly speaking it is secularism
that’s required. No matter, let’s not get too anxious about words; besides, secularism needs the support of strong, direct
criticism of religious dogma. As we go forward, we can work out the details of how we brand ourselves, what
organisations we need, how the labour is divided, and (alas, yes) where the money will come from.
Right now, it’s enough that we’re underway. We’ve realised the problem, spoken up about it, and started gathering in
large numbers. The enormous success of the 2010 Global Atheist Convention, which could probably have sold twice as
many tickets, offers just a taste of what we can do. Now to get on with the job of organising, fostering talent, and taking
concerted action to reduce religion’s footprint.

Jane Caro
As soon as I arrived at the Convention, I sensed a feeling like a cork coming out of a bottle, an
atmosphere of liberation and release, followed by a heady sense of freedom to say, at last, exactly
what you were thinking. There was a lack of humbug and pretence that is, unfortunately, very
rare. People dared to be themselves and to state their case bluntly and without excuses. The sense
of camaraderie that prevailed between sessions and at various events like the dinner and the cocktail party was quite
unusual amongst such a large group of strangers. There seemed to be an expectation that everyone there was interesting,
smart and well worth striking up a conversation with. I thought there might be a few loonies in the crowd, but I never
came across one, not one. Maybe that is the thing about people who value reason; they tend to be fairly reasonable. And
I have never laughed so often, so long or so hard in my life.
There was also a sense of excitement about being part of a movement whose time has come, and, for many, delight that
so many others shared their view of the world. And I had a fantastic personal moment when I realised, as I shared a
raucous drink (or 3) in the Hilton bar at 1 a.m. with Craig Reucassel, Julian Morrow, Catherine Deveny and Leslie
Cannold, that — at least at that moment — I was definitely the coolest 52 year old, North Shore mother of two on the
planet.

Richard Dawkins
Unfortunately I double-booked myself and so arrived in Melbourne only just before my own talk,
on the last day. But even though I experienced only the very end of the convention, and cannot
comment on any of the talks, there was no mistaking the buzz, the atmosphere, the enthusiasm, the
sense that we are a large group of people, many of them young, on the move at last. The sheer size
of the convention was heart-warming, and so was the reception that my own talk received. I got exactly the same
impression on my tour of Australia and New Zealand, doing broadcasts, newspaper interviews and lectures to huge
audiences. The faith-heads are losing their stranglehold on society, and it has thrown them into a panic. I think we shall
look back on the 2010 Global Atheist Convention as a watershed event, not just in Australia but throughout the educated
world.

Catherine Deveny
WHAT were we going to talk about all weekend? Nothing? Could we scientifically prove the
existence of Richard Dawkins? What does an atheist scream during sex? “Truth, evidence
and reason?” We’d heard them all.
We atheists were in heaven at 2010 Global Atheist Convention held in March. More than
2500 people, who for many years had felt like the only atheist in the village, were suddenly
luxuriating in a free-thinking soup. There were enough people who looked like Trekkies and scoutmasters for The
(Continued on page 24)
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Chaser boys to say, “Welcome to the 2010 Global Atheist Convention, or Revenge Of The Nerds 4,’’ and for all of us to
laugh.
There were loads of great lines. I loved Sue-Ann Post’s take about religion being like going without the lobster in favour
of the invisible dessert; A.C. Grayling’s “Religion and science have a common ancestor — ignorance”; Dan Barker,
ex-minister, now atheist, who spoke about his debate with Cardinal George Pell. “The debate topic was ‘Without God
we are Nothing.’ Maybe without God he is nothing.”
Funniest line of the weekend? “Here’s a two-word argument against religion: Senator Fielding,” from ABC’s science
guy and confessed ‘congregational hedonist’ Robyn Williams. He was referencing Fielding’s appearance with Dawkins
on Q and A last week. Watching Fielding, a creationist, speak, Dawkins looked as if he was witnessing a talking cat.
And no, we didn’t all agree on everything. But we were all open to rational debate.
When any topic is off limits for rational thought and critical analysis, it infects the way we think about everything.
Becoming an atheist, I’ve become fascinated by religion. When I was a believer I was very uncomfortable discussing or
reading about religion because so much of what I read conflicted with my fundamental beliefs.
When you no longer believe, it’s fascinating to look under the bonnet and see how it all works.
There weren’t enough women in the line-up. But the percentage and the gravitas of tasks given to them was far greater
than usual.
Sure, there was a ‘’women’s panel’’. But Sue-Ann Post was the opening act, and I was the closing act on the opening
night. And Taslima Nasrin, who now lives in exile due to religious persecution, was a highlight.
Educator and sceptic Kylie Sturgess introduced Dawkins to the stage. I wondered how many times he’d been introduced
by a woman.
Leslie Cannold and Jane Caro and I have decided to address the common refrain of ‘We couldn’t find any women to
speak’ by setting up a website called No Chicks No Excuse, with a list of women speakers on diverse topics.
Here are some questions atheists are frequently asked:
What do you actually believe in? Truth.
Isn’t atheism just another religion? No. A religion believes in supernatural power. Sure, Dawkins is super and natural —
but he’s not supernatural.
When I asked what the difference was between a religion and a cult, someone replied “a good accountant’’.
The ‘atheism is a religion’ question is best answered by the NonStampCollector, a YouTube animator who says: “Saying
atheism is a religion is like saying not collecting stamps is a hobby, off is a TV channel or bald is a hair colour”.
Why are you atheists so angry? If beauty is in the eye of the beholder then anger is in the sphincter of those people
whose beliefs are being confronted. No one who agrees with Dawkins has ever called him strident.
The word ‘militant’ has become synonymous with atheist. Militant is simply a word used to describe someone showing
opposition in a way the people being opposed don’t like.
And yes, atheists have killed, tortured, lied and stolen — never in the name of atheism, but because they’re bad.
Jews, Muslims, Christians and atheists are generally moral people. But that’s not because they’re Jews, Muslims,
Christians or atheist. It’s because they’re people.
I do hate. I hate religion taking credit for most people’s innate goodness.
(Continued on page 25)
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A.C. Grayling
I had a great time, was really impressed by the 2010 Global Atheist Convention in Melbourne —
by all sorts of things: the quality of the contributions and questions, the good humour, the
intelligence, the sense of something significant happening, like a tectonic shift, with lots of
positive consequences promised.
It was a real pleasure to be there and to meet so many like-minded people.

Jamie Kilstein
My experience at the 2010 Global Atheist Convention was eye opening. I was always skeptical of
large groups of Atheists. The first time I met an Atheist group was in Sydney. They all had their
capital A shirts and big smiles, and smiles can only mean one thing...cult. But after getting to
know them I realized they these were great kids. We talked about religion, but not just that. We
discussed movies, music, animal rights, politics and more. These were smart people who in a religious world found
others who didn’t call them crazy.
The convention was that and more. What surprised me the most were the amount of young people. It’s easy for Atheists
to be apathetic. Atheism is a non belief. It’s easy for us to get lazy because, well, we’re right. Why should we have to
leave the house? Those other people are crazy and we have facts on our side. But what the religious lack in compassion
and knowledge they make up for in pamphlet making. Those nutbags are organized and I think my generation has
realized that we can’t just fight oppression on twitter. That if we want to fight fairy tales that try to take rights away from
our gay brothers and sisters, from women, from the school systems we need to get together, we need to learn as much as
possible and we need to fight back.
I saw this convention as just that. Comedians, activists, professors and scientists all giving there own take on what we
need to do next. We weren’t for everybody, but I am still getting some of the nicest, funniest, fan mail I have ever
received and can truly pin point that convention as the moment I embraced the community and will start doing
everything I can to help further it down the road.

PZ Myers
The 2010 Global Atheist Convention was a wonderful event — it brought together so many
people in one place to express their appreciation of reality. The most reassuring part for me was
the diversity in the audience, with growing numbers of young people and women participating,
which is one of the best signs that we’re on the advancing edge of history.
Another aspect of the meeting that gave me hope was the humor: people didn’t take themselves quite as seriously as the
dour pro-religion commentators always claim, and the mood was one of celebration leavened with comedy and laughter.
This was not one of those very serious, stuffy meetings — these were people finding joy in a thoughtful, secular way of life.
I look forward to more conventions like this one to come.

NonStampCollector
The 2010 Global Atheist Convention took shape for me in the lobby of the Hilton on the
Friday afternoon, where I found myself in a lift with Professor Grayling and a couple of
friendly hotel guests who asked us what the convention was about. Bemused: “Atheism?
There’s a convention about atheism?”
Thankfully, I had an Oxford philosophy professor handy to give intelligent answers to their questions, but it did bring to
light the stark fact that as active atheists, we really are still being called upon to justify our desire to speak out, gather
and organise against religion. Being a writer, allowing myself the safe luxury of time to gather, write down, polish,
review, revise and rehearse my utterances before anyone ever hears them, giving a good off-the-cuff sound-byte
(Continued on page 26)

THE AUSTRALIAN ATHEIST

25

MAY - JUNE 2010

(Continued from page 25)

response to even a friendly face who genuinely can’t understand why we’d be motivated to gather to discuss a common
lack of belief is not something I’ve had to do all that much. Especially given that I’m tucked away in western Japan —
one of the most atheistic countries on the planet.
So for me, that trip in the elevator was the beginning of a weekend of being re-acquainted with the factors that motivate
us all to feel compelled to act and speak out against religion and not, as so many seem to think is far more polite and
appropriate, to simply keep our mouths shut on matters of religion.
And with the line-up of speakers we were treated to, I was not only re-acquainted with the things that had turned me on
to the current The Rise of Atheism a few years ago, but was introduced to even more reasons to actively oppose religion,
and to hope for, and try to contribute to, the diminishment of its status in society. How eye-opening (if depressing) to be
given an insight into the costs that religion imposes on our world across fields as diverse as economics, ethics, politics,
biology, education, women’s rights and human rights. How uplifting to have such confirmation that opposing religion is
indeed worthwhile and honourable, in that doing so does contribute to the betterment of the world.
And what does speaking out against religion really mean? It starts with simply defying the unwarranted shelter from
criticism that religion has been granted for all these centuries, and instead subjecting its claims to the sort of scrutiny that
every idea from every other field of discourse must survive in order to be taken seriously.
The weekend gave me hope, too. Is “faith” the wrong word to use? I don’t know — but I was filled with “confidence” in
the wonderful people who are spear-heading our cause. I don’t think I’ve ever been at such a gathering of intellectual
giants as that weekend, and to see on their faces the concern and compassion that motivates their efforts.
If religion keeps doing what it does, and we keep speaking the truth, calling it out, and keep appealing to others to pull
the wool from their eyes (and to keep it out of the eyes of their children), atheism will be on the rise for many, many
years to come. Let’s work towards bringing about a world in which such a convention is, indeed, truly unnecessary.

Tamas Pataki
The really pleasing thing for me was the impressive variety of people who attended, many of
whom were young and clearly intelligent and enthusiastic. It is interesting and encouraging that
so many different people from varied backgrounds can be united in atheism — though, of course,
that means rather different things to different people. Naturally, many people attended to be with
the like-minded, to participate in the aura of some of our famous thinkers, and to relieve their sense of oppression, in
some cases perhaps a sense of persecution.
I thought that the quality of the presentations that I listened to, at the 2010 Global Atheist Convention and after, was
very high, albeit of course at much the same wavelength. Being in the business, I have heard or read most of the material
before, but I got the impression that the audience lapped it up and was truly stimulated by it.
The organisation and generous catering were superb — indeed given the size of the operation, amazing. The organisers
deserve every commendation.
It seems to me that organised atheism has a very important part to play in our polity. But that role is not (principally) to
demolish religion, convert its members or augment the numbers of atheists; though these can be welcome side-effects.
Its principal role (it seems to me) is to defend the secular state by weakening religion’s grip on education, public
morality, its covert influence in politics and so forth; to ensure that it does not usurp the things that belong to Caesar.

John Perkins
A common reaction to the 2010 Global Atheist Convention was that it was a great event, but not
just because of the great speakers, the great venue, and the great organisation that went into it. It
was great because it was just great to be there, in the company of so many like minded atheists.
As atheists, we are used to being in a minority, but here we were, all together, in record numbers, at a historic event. For
(Continued on page 27)
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many, there was a sense of pride and achievement in just being part of it.
Indeed, this kind of emotional reaction to the event was, for all who experienced it, a magnificent feeling, but also for
many, a disconcerting one. Are atheists supposed to feel the emotion of communal events? Is that not what the religious
do? If we give too much adulation to our leading speakers and commentators, are we not falling into the same trap?
I think it is true, there may be some similarities in the effects of group psychology, but there is nothing to worry about.
After all, atheists are human too. We can all experience emotion at sporting events, musical concert and the like. It is
natural and it is good. There is no danger that group psychology will suddenly cause atheists to lose their healthy
scepticism and get carried away on some bandwagon. Atheism is on the rise. We must use it wisely but there is no
reason that we cannot enjoy it at the same time.
Roll on the next convention.

Sue-Ann Post
First up, let me say what an honour and a pleasure it was to perform at the 2010 Global Atheist
Convention. Apart from the one lonely heckler (why is there always one idiot in any given
crowd?), it was a dream audience to perform to. All the naughty, anti-religious material that
usually makes an audience a wee bit uncomfortable was instead celebrated. Wish I could have
that audience on hand every time I perform. I confess I didn’t hang around for the whole weekend (I am a
semi-practising recluse after all) but just knowing that there were so many like-minded people gathered in the one place
gave me a steady warm glow the whole weekend. I would also like to permanently record my belief that that weekend
saw the first ever Atheist Miracle. I’m convinced that if the previous weekend’s Storm of the Century had occurred
during the convention, the fundie Christians and the media would never have let us forget it. The next city to host such a
convention would have received dire warnings about Atheist Conventions drawing down the wrath of God. We really
did dodge a bullet.
My only regret is that in the selection, editing and rewriting of my notes for the performance, I somehow dropped my
favourite ever piece of graffiti. It does involve a very rude word, but I figure atheists can handle the strong stuff. In the
mid-nineties, at the Prince Patrick hotel in Collingwood (my favourite comedy venue of the time), some abysmally
foolish Christian wrote on the toilet door, ‘You should love the Lord thy God with all your heart!’ to which someone
responded underneath, ‘Yeah! And hate the devil cause he’s a right cunt.’ It still makes me laugh. I think it’s the
Aussiest bit of graffiti ever — crude but insightful. And if you guys ever get around to doing another convention, please
put me down as an automatic ‘Yes’ to performing again.

Craig Reucassel
I really enjoyed getting up at 9 a.m. on Sunday morning and hearing a wonderful lecture while
surrounded by like minded people. It reminded me of something, but I can’t quite put my finger
on it. Maybe some bread and wine next time.

Ian Robinson
For me the real stars of the 2010 Global Atheist Convention were not its star-studded line-up but
the participants themselves who had come from all over Australia and even the far side of the
earth to participate.
The surprising thing about them was their heterogeneity. They ranged from teenagers to university students to
thirty-somethings to middle-aged married couples to retirees to old men and women barely able to walk, with no one
group predominating. Stereotyping was impossible. They were united only in their love of reason and logic and in their
rejection of superstition.
They had come, no doubt, to hear Richard Dawkins et al, but they had also come to be with like-minded people for a
(Continued on page 28)
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weekend. The whole three days were a celebration of free-thought and secularism, and the people luxuriated in the
sense of being among fellow travellers, perhaps for the first time in their lives.
They had come out in force and they mingled and luxuriated in their escalating legitimacy in the community and talked
and shared their stories and generally felt good about being atheists together.
It was a joyous occasion.

Peter Singer
Seeing so many enthusiastic people at an Atheist Convention was exciting. All kinds of people came
— young and old, stylishly dressed and not caring at all about how they looked, some with higher
degrees and some with not much education, from the big cities, and from the country. Many of them
seemed to be on a real high, just to have the chance to meet with so many others who did not believe in
the existence of a god.
And did they ever buy books! It took me 45 minutes to sign my way through the queue of people buying books, and
other authors had similar experiences. The line for Richard Dawkins, I was told, took two hours. Maybe there’s a new
psychological thesis waiting to be written, on why atheists are keener on intellectual stimulation than religious
believers?

Kylie Sturgess
At the 2010 Global Atheist Convention, I considered myself incredibly fortunate to share a stage
as co-MC with Stuart Bechman, let alone have the chance to present on data funded by the
Australian Skeptics, researched by Dr Martin Bridgstock and myself. The crew and organisers
went above and beyond in making this an unmissable, first-rate event.
Overall, I would say that despite the limited understanding that much of the mainstream media had of the convention,
this was a unique moment in the history of rationalism. The extent of discourse, from on the stage and even in the
foyers of the Melbourne Convention and Exhibition Centre, ranged from intellectual analysis to wry and vibrant
comedy. I also felt that there was a distinct sense of empathy for everyone who sought to understand why a god — any
god — could be seen as necessary for any society.
I could only remember one other time that I ever felt this at home with so many complete strangers, and it was at a
much smaller skeptic gathering in Las Vegas, called the Amazing Meeting Three in 2005. However, in comparison, I
would say that this has now set a standard for skeptical groups to aspire to — certainly in terms of professionalism,
courtesy to those of faith-based groups and resilience in the face of criticism and outright efforts to sabotage the event.
Since I know that there were a significant number of skeptics in the audience who enjoyed the gathering, I hope that the
overwhelming success of the weekend will better inform future events with a distinctly skeptically-minded bent.

Simon Taylor
When I was fourteen I decided I didn’t believe in god. With that rejection of faith came a kind
of philosophical liberty. From then on my mind developed in illumination, free to question and
critically grapple with even the most taboo of topics. Thus when I discovered the entertainment
art of illusion at twenty, my long growing analytical tendencies perpetuated my newly
discovered love for magic.
So as I stepped into the Melbourne Exhibition and Convention Centre on Saturday night, I welled up with the satisfying
sensation that I had come to an arch in my life. Atheism, in a way, had brought me to magic; now, being a magician has
brought me back to acknowledging and representing my atheism.
This highlights how a community of people can facilitate personal milestones for individuals such as myself. As
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rational as I strive to be, I (as we all do) operate within a subjective embodiment. Being embodied means that where we
find ourselves and what we do modulates how we perceive the world. The convention therefore was a powerful force in
my life that allowed for an interaction between my personal views and a network of ideas around me. To my delight, a
few weeks later I discovered that I wasn’t the only one who shared this experience. I received the most beautiful letter
from someone who expressed how valuable my performance was for them. It was this letter that made me acknowledge
that the process of gathering, talking, listening and just having the sense of belonging is precisely what helps shape our
understanding of not just the world, but ourselves. I thank the 2010 Global Atheist Convention for doing this not only
for me, but so many others.

Mark Tier
The funny thing is, thinking back (not that it’s that long ago!) my main memory is of how much
fun it was to be there. It was great meeting so many like-minded people — and it was even fun
arguing with the Creationist who’d stationed himself outside on Sunday afternoon (had to
admire his guts — though there was nothing much else admirable about him).
For me, the highlight of the weekend was Taslima’s speech, which was just so incredibly moving and inspirational. And
sad, too, considering the life she has to lead for her rebellion against her upbringing.
Basically, I had a weekend-long ball! And as I mentioned before, I was enormously impressed by the smooth
organisation of the whole event. Nothing went wrong — at least from the audience perspective. An incredible
achievement for a gathering of that size.
Congratulations to everyone behind the scenes.

Max Wallace
The 2010 Global Atheist Convention was living proof that Australians are fed up with the obsequious
attitude of our federal and state governments towards religion. It was a first step on what will be a long
road towards republican constitutional separation of church and state. The secular fightback for state
neutrality in matters of personal conviction has started.
The organisers deserve much respect for what they achieved. Let’s do it again in the future when we are ready to
evaluate what progress we have made.

Robyn Williams
The 2010 Global Atheist Convention was highly unconventional. It promised to be small,
solemn, and accusatory but turned out to be huge, friendly and often, hilarious. I especially liked
the erudite pontifications of The Chaser boys and the blasphemous wit of Catherine (The
Divine) Deveny.
Phillip Adams led the collegial spirit, warning us about being too zealous, and I followed that line myself, explaining to
the thousands of delegates that our Science Unit’s best buddies at the ABC include most of the Religious Department!
For proof of this you can watch the re-enactment of The Trial Of Galileo on ABC1 on 9 May in which Geraldine
Doogue hosts proceedings and I condemn Galileo as guilty...
The numbers at the 2010 Global Atheist Convention were beyond belief. Such was the crush that we had to move to the
auditorium next door as soon as it was vacated by hundreds of body builders. For once it was easy, at a glance, to tell
one group from the other.
But the real value of this succession of first rate addresses was intellectual. A.C. Grayling, PZ Myers and Peter Singer,
among others, gave superb, convincing analyses showing that ethical systems and altruism preceded formal religion and
are likely to be natural constituents of the human state. Such was the brilliance of these talks that they were transmitted
in many programs on ABC: Radio National All In The Mind, Encounter and Late Night Live among others.
For me the best line came from A.C. Grayling, the British philosopher who said that “both religion and science have a
common ancestor: Ignorance!” Some of that was dispelled in Melbourne in March.
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Bestselling books from the 2010 Global Atheist Convention
The Rise of Atheism — the 2010 Global Atheist Convention in Melbourne — took place at the Melbourne Convention
and Exhibition Centre over the weekend 12 – 14 March. The event was an extraordinary success, one of the busiest
events that Readings has ever been an official bookseller for.
Thousands attended and lined up after each session to meet and talk to authors including A.C. Grayling and Richard
Dawkins — who sat for more than two hours signing copies of his books — The Greatest Show on Earth and the 2006
bestseller The God Delusion.
Here are the top ten bestselling books as sold by Readings at the convention over the weekend.

The Greatest Show On Earth: The Evidence For Evolution
Richard Dawkins
$35.00 – Trade paperback / Bantam Press
The fiery science/religion debate continues as Dawkins takes on the Creationists. 150 years ago
the momentous findings in Charles Darwin’s controversial masterpiece, On the Origin of
Species, shook the scientific and religious world to its core. Perhaps more astonishing, the
creation-evolution debate sparked by his seminal work of 1859 continues unabated in the 21st
century. Now, Richard Dawkins, world renowned evolutionary biologist and famous atheist,
takes on the Creationists with a brilliant and uncompromising look at the incontrovertible
evidence for Darwin’s theory of evolution. The panoply of data that proves the theory is vast,
with scientific fingerprints massively numerous and varied. The logic Dawkins employs to
explain it is the same throughout the book: the evidence that we see is exactly what we should
expect to see if evolution had happened. He examines the facts from the point of view of
domestication, from cabbages to Great Danes. Anatomy yields a raft of clues whether from the common mouse or fish,
and molecules underscore the message even more convincingly. With answers to a miscellany of common questions,
and detailed descriptions of what our ancestors would have looked like at various landmark dates, Dawkins leaves us
with no room for doubt. The Greatest Show on Earth comes at a critical time; systematic opposition to the truth of
evolution is now flourishing as never before in America, while in Britain, pockets of intelligent design are entering our
schooling system at an alarming pace. Following the storm upon publication of The God Delusion, Dawkins continues
the heated debate about science and religion whilst furthering the public education that he feels passionately is his
responsibility. His new book is a thrilling tribute to science, the wonders of nature and his ultimate hero, Charles
Darwin.

50 Voices of Disbelief: Why We Are Atheists
Russell Blackford and Udo Schuklenk
$39.95 – Paperback book / Wiley Blackwell
50 Voices of Disbelief: Why We Are Atheists presents a collection of original essays drawn from
an international group of prominent voices in the fields of academia, science, literature, media
and politics who offer carefully considered statements of why they are atheists. Features a truly
international cast of contributors, ranging from public intellectuals such as Peter Singer, Susan
Blackmore, and A.C. Grayling, novelists, such as Joe Haldeman, and heavyweight philosophers
of religion, including Graham Oppy and Michael Tooley. Contributions range from rigorous
philosophical arguments to highly personal, even whimsical, accounts of how each of these
notable thinkers have come to reject religion in their lives. Likely to have broad appeal given the
current public fascination with religious issues and the reception of such books as The God
Delusion and The End of Faith.
(Continued on page 32)
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When God Speaks For Himself
Mark Tier
$29.99 – Paperback book /
Have you read the Bible? From cover to cover? From Genesis to Revelation? It would seem that
few of us have. Not even devout Christians, or those you’d think would be required to read the
whole Bible — like a nun who, when browsing through a copy of When God Speaks for
Himself burst out, horrified: “That’s not true! Those verses aren’t in the Bible!” To prove it, she
opened the Bible — only to discover that she was wrong. How can this be? It turns out that what
most people “know” about God, Jesus and what the Bible says is the abridged, saccharine
version of the “Word of God.” No wonder, then, that most Christians are astonished to learn
that, when “God speaks for himself,” he uses words you’ll never hear in church or Sunday
School: Gruesome, bloodthirsty massacres ordered by God — Bible passages that will make
your stomach churn; Bible passages that say the exact opposite of another Bible passage, sometimes in two consecutive
verses! Bible passages that contradict what you “know”: Jesus was born in Bethlehem — wasn’t he? (Page 35). And he
gave his Sermon on the Mount on the mount, right? (Page 13). And of course David killed Goliath with a slingshot
(didn’t he? — see page 40); Obvious inconsistencies about the Virgin Birth, Original Sin, and other central tenets of
Christianity — to which the churches’ only possible answer is: “have faith”; Simple questions about such Bible
favourites as the Creation, the Flood and Noah’s Ark that make Cinderella and The Three Little Pigs seem far more
realistic; Plus: extracts from official church documents, some kept hidden for centuries, including the actual words of the
Inquisition’s reasoning and verdict on Galileo; a collection of pointed and often hilarious quotes and comments from
skeptics and believers from all over the world...and much more. In sum, in When God Speaks for Himself you’ll find the
answers to dozens of questions you simply would not have been allowed to ask in church or Sunday School.

Thinking Of Answers
A.C. Grayling
$35.00 – Hardcover book / Bloomsbury
Thought-provoking short essays that show us how to discover our own answers to life’s
challenges. A.C. Grayling is a thinker who believes that philosophy is a natural part of everyday
life. Here, in his most stimulating and enjoyable collection of essays to date, he tackles many of
the most fundamental problems facing anyone who wishes to lead a considered life. In fact,
these essays have arisen mainly in response to questions posed by readers and editors of a
number of publications in which his most recent pieces have appeared: The Times, Prospect;
New Scientist; New Statesman and the Guardian. Does being happy make us good? And does
being good make us happy? Can ethics be derived from evolution by natural selection? If both
sides in a conflict can passionately believe that theirs is the just cause, does this mean that the
idea of justice is empty? If beauty existed only in the eye of the beholder, would that make it an
unimportant quality? Are human beings especially prone to self deception? What is the meaning of life? As in his
previous books of popular philosophy, rather than presenting a set of categorical answers Grayling offers, instead,
suggestions for how to think about every aspect of a question and then arrive at one’s own conclusions. As a result
Thinking of Answers is both an enjoyable and inspirational collection.

The God Delusion
Richard Dawkins
$27.95 – Paperback book / Black Swan
The God Delusion caused a sensation when it was published in 2006. Within weeks it became
the most hotly debated topic, with Dawkins himself branded as either saint or sinner for
presenting his hard-hitting, impassioned rebuttal of religion of all types. His argument could
hardly be more topical. While Europe is becoming increasingly secularized, the rise of religious
fundamentalism, whether in the Middle East or Middle America, is dramatically and
dangerously dividing opinion around the world. In America, and elsewhere, a vigorous dispute
between ‘intelligent design’ and Darwinism is seriously undermining and restricting the teaching
of science. In many countries religious dogma from medieval times still serves to abuse basic
human rights such as women’s and gay rights. And all from a belief in a God whose existence
(Continued on page 33)
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lacks evidence of any kind. Dawkins attacks God in all his forms. He eviscerates the major arguments for religion and
demonstrates the supreme improbability of a supreme being. He shows how religion fuels war, foments bigotry and
abuses children. The God Delusion is a brilliantly argued, fascinating polemic that will be required reading for anyone
interested in this most emotional and important subject.

The Life You Can Save: Acting Now To End World Poverty
Peter Singer
$26.95 – Paperback book / Text Publishing
Most of us are absolutely certain that we wouldn’t hesitate to save a drowning child, and that we
would do it at considerable cost to ourselves. Yet while thousands of children die each day, we spend
money on things we take for granted, and would hardly miss if they were not there. Is that wrong? If
so, how far does our obligation to the poor go? According to the World Bank 1.4 billion people live
on less than US$1.25 per day. This entails a vast amount of suffering and avoidable loss of life. The
Life You Can Save offers a solution to world poverty. With his trademark clarity, logic and intellectual
flair Peter Singer shows us not only that this solution is possible, but also that we have a moral
obligation to be part of it. All author royalties from the sale of this book will be donated to Oxfam. Five per cent of Text
Publishing’s revenue from this book will be donated to Hamlin Fistula Relief & Aid Fund.

God is NOT Great: How Religion Poisons Everything
Christopher Hitchens
$26.95 – Paperback book / Allen & Unwin / ISBN: 9781741755725
This is easily the most impressive of the present crop of atheistic and anti-theistic books: clever,
broad, witty and brilliantly argued.’ Sydney Morning Herald. Christopher Hitchens has been
hailed as ‘one of the most brilliant journalists of our time’ (UK Observer). Here he makes the
ultimate case against organised religion. In God is Not Great, Hitchens tweezes through the
major religious texts with forensic shrewdness. With chapters entitled Religion Kills’, and Is
Religion Child Abuse?’, he fearlessly argues for a secular life based on science and reason,
tarring religion as man-made “wish-thinking”. He documents the ways in which religion is a
cause of dangerous sexual repression and a distortion of our origins in the cosmos; in Hitchens vision, hell is replaced by
the Hubble telescope’s view of the universe, and Moses and the burning bush give way to the double helix. Principally,
Hitchens argues that the concept of an omniscient God has profoundly damaged humanity, and proposes that the world
might be a great deal better off without ‘Him’.
‘If you are a religious apologist invited to debate with Christopher Hitchens, decline. – Richard Dawkins.

Ideas That Matter: Key Concepts For The 21st Century
A.C. Grayling
$55.00 – Hardcover book / Hachette
Ideas are the cogs that drive history, and understanding them is half way to being aboard that
powerful juggernaut rather than under its wheels.’ This is a book that celebrates the power of
ideas: thought can and does, change the world. And, in turn, ideas evolve. Fundamentalism,
environmentalism and bioethics are defining our future just as Marxism, feminism or
existentialism have influenced our present. So what do we need to know as we move into the
21st century? More than a simple reference work, this is A.C. Grayling’s personal and heartfelt
guide to the ideas, past and present, that shape our world. Covering religion, philosophy,
scientific theory and political movements, each alphabetically ordered entry illuminates,
elucidates and provokes.

(Continued on page 34)
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The Book Of Atheist Spirituality
Andre Comte-Sponville
$24.95 – Paperback book / Bantam Press
Can we do without religion? Can we have ethics without God? Is there such a thing as ‘atheist
spirituality’? In this powerful book, the internationally bestselling author Andre ComteSponville answers questions like these through a philosophical exploration of atheism — and he
comes to some startling conclusions. According to Comte-Sponville, we have allowed the
concept of spirituality to become intertwined with religion and thus have lost touch with the
nature of a true spiritual existence. In order to change this, however, we need not reject the
ancient traditions and values that are part of our heritage; rather, we must rethink our
relationship to these values and ask ourselves whether their significance comes from the
existence of a higher power or simply from the human need to connect to one another and the
universe. Comte-Sponville offers rigorous, reasoned arguments that take both the Eastern and
Western philosophical traditions into account. Through his clear, concise, and often humorous prose, he offers a
convincing treatise on a new form of spiritual life.

Free To A Good Home
Catherine Deveny
$24.95 – Paperback book / Black Inc
Despite all the big talk and fancy press releases, let’s face it, Swine Flu, you’re more Babe than
razorback. Twenty dead? Come on! More die choking on ham sandwiches every week. Sure, I
won’t be pashing any pigs for a while, but here’s a tip from an old media hack: under-promise
and over-deliver.’ Swine Flu. Financial meltdown. It’s been a bad year for pigs and pigs in suits.
The cure? A good stiff dose of Catherine Deveny, who each week in the Age puts everything in
perspective with outrageous wit and disarming honesty. Free to a Good Home includes her
thoughts on gifted children and breakfast television, sexy billboards and the bill of rights. She
reflects on her youngest child’s first day at school, and on how to be happy in hard times.
Fearlessly funny and always provocative, Deveny is the perfect antidote to the modern world’s
ills.

Best Seller Number 11 would surely have gone to Dan Barker’s Godless: How An Evangelical Preacher Became One Of
America’s Leading Atheists but it was not available for Readings to sell at the Convention. If you would like to purchase
a copy, contact Readings and they will order it in.

Godless: How An Evangelical Preacher Became One Of America’s
Leading Atheists
Dan Barker
$23.95 – Paperback book / Ulysses / ISBN:9781569756775
Conversions on the road to Damascus are for those who hear voices and fall prey to delusions
and who would be better off seeking professional help. Much more valuable in the human story
are the reflections of intelligent and ethical people who listen to the voice of reason and who
allow it to vanquish bigotry and superstition.
This book is a classic example of the latter. – Christopher Hitchens, author of God Is Not Great:
How Religion Poisons Everything.
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 Left to Right — [Back] Mike Rotkowitz, Jason Ball, Dave Fregon [hidden], Steve Paton
[Middle] David Nicholls, Stuart Bechman, Mark Gilroy, Joel Kilgour, Tanya Smith, Lee Holmes, Grant Ettrick
[Front] PZ Myers, Taslima Nasrin, Richard Dawkins, Russell Blackford, Kylie Sturgess
 Left to Right — Tanya Smith, David Nicholls, Lee Holmes, Dave Fregon, Joel Kilgour, Jason Ball,
John Ganas, Mike Rotkowitz [Front] John Perkins
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2010 Global Atheist Convention DVD Set
The Rise of Atheism, 2010 Global Atheist Convention DVD Set: Held in Melbourne 12 - 14 March 2010,
over 2,500 people attended the largest gathering of freethinkers in Australia’s history to hear from more than 25 of
the world’s most prominent atheists, philosophers, scientists, commentators and comedians. This two-disk DVD Set
includes the presentations by Richard Dawkins, A.C. Grayling, Peter Singer, Taslima Nasrin, PZ Myers and
highlights from the many other world-class speakers at this landmark event for rational thought.
Available through the Atheist Foundation of Australia, Siren Visual and selected retail outlets in July 2010.
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