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I t is indeed refreshing to see the number of journalists writing against the influence of religion in Australia’s          
political system.  In blogs and online opinion pieces, the discussions are passionate and lively, and at times rather 
heated. The majority of writers, be they atheist or theist, are growing tired of clerics, imams and other faith leaders 
implying that a person can only be ethical if they are religious. It really is despairing to realise that many people in 
our community cannot grasp that it would not have been possible for the human race to continue to exist if we were 
not innately ethical beings. Societies not engaging in a cooperative system fail to survive. 
 

Cooperation was clearly on display during the January Queensland flood disaster. The AFA Forum was keeping    
everyone connected with updates by the minute about our members’ situation.  It was very intense. 
 

One Forum member, Donovan, was watching the water rise in his house. Some quick phone calls between those 
close by had a team rounded up in no time heading to his house to help clear out furniture, photos, toys and     
whatever they could. Their efforts were truly magnificent. Those of us back in the land of the no flood were feeling 
rather frustrated at not being able to help. It became apparent that the situation for Donovan was dire and someone 
suggested a fund to help him and others. In the meantime another Forum member, Mr Black, was desperately trying 
to salvage his possessions as the flood waters descended on his home. 
 

Within a few days Forum members had donated a significant amount of money. The bulk of the donations went to 
Donovan and Mr Black but there was a small amount left over which was divvied up between a few of the helpers. It 
certainly put the lie to rest that atheists have no ethics. The fund was nothing to do with the AFA per se; it was purely 
individuals from the AFA Forum. 
 

Having said that, although we are not a philanthropic organisation there have been times when the Atheist         
Foundation has made donations to disaster appeals, and we did so to the Premier's Flood Relief Appeal. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The Census “Mark No Religion” campaign is making waves on the Internet, print media, radio and on TV. David, our 
President, has done numerous interviews on radio. Listen to 2SER’s Razors Edge interview here.   
http://2ser.podomatic.com/entry/index/2011-02-11T21_20_21-08_00 
 

Jason Ball, AFA and 2010 GAC Committee Member was interviewed on Melbourne radio. He will be appearing on 
behalf of the AFA on the 7PM Project (Channel 10) on 7 March as well as on ABC Radio National’s Goodlife.  
http://www.abc.net.au/sundaynights/features_good_life.htm 
 

Our media coverage didn’t end there – Vice President Michael Boyd appeared on ABC1’s Midday Report, which 
can be viewed on our YouTube Channel. 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BXn-BBqgGm4 
 

Finally, thank you to all who have sent in donations to help pay for the billboards. Your generosity is sincerely        
appreciated. 
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 Fun with photos 
 

In some editions of Saturday’s (6/2/11) Sydney Morning Herald a picture of Malcolm Williams, director of     

Outreach Media was incorrectly identified as that of David Nicholls, president of the Atheist Foundation of Australia. 
 

This mistake  takes on extra significance when you know that Outreach Media “exists to promote the Christian 
Gospel through various media channels and to assist churches and Christian groups to raise the profile of the 
Christian message.“  
                                                                                                                         From Regret the Error (www.regrettheerror.com) 
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A fter reading the letters about the debate “Should God Have a Place in the 21st          
Century“, organised by Western Sydney Muslim Students Association, I was visited by 
a great sense of déjà vu. Why? 
 
First we need to look at what religion is. We know it is not about rational thought, but 
it is about emotion. 
 
Religions are designed to appeal to people’s emotional sense, not their common sense. 
 
It is no coincidence that religions have ceremonies for the emotional times of life such as births, deaths, marriages, 
coming-of-age initiations, and the winter solstice when, thank the gods, the sun begins returning. 
 
Religious dogma is peppered with emotive words such as love, forgiveness, sinners, chosen race, humble, salvation, 
etc. A sense of belonging is the stock-in-trade for many religions, especially cults with a do-as-you’re-told-or-you’re-
out-and-alone philosophy or churches with a “let’s come together in prayer and music“. 
 
Religions also provide a sense of identity, e.g. I’m a Muslim/Jew/Buddhist; once a Catholic always a Catholic, etc. For 
some people their religion is who they are. It also indoctrinates with a sense of superiority as people can look down 
on sinners and infidels. 
 
Sinners are very important for religious people who want to stand on the moral high ground and look down on   
others. Sinners can also be created to serve church dogma. Homosexuals, unmarried mothers and people who have 
pre-marital sex are sinners only in the eye of the beholder. Vilifying homosexuals is a favourite pastime of                
holier-than-thou preachers. 
 
Why the feeling of déjà vu? 
 
First, I was reminded of times during the rise of the Women’s Movement in the 1970s when the equal opportunities 
legislation came into force. Many an MCP (male chauvinist pig) was heard to emphatically utter “I’m never working 
for a bloody woman boss“. Women seeking jobs in traditional men’s workplaces were intimidated, harassed and 
threatened. 
 
This was the same aggressive behaviour attributed to the Muslim men in your article and probably for similar        
reasons. Their sense of self and their perceived superior position in society was under threat. After all, if your superior 
position has been ordained by your god, what happens if your belief in God’s existence is challenged and thus your 
ego threatened? 
 
On the bright side, it may have taken four decades but there is now a female Prime Minister, several female           
governors and state premiers and a lot of men working for women bosses. 
 
The second example of déjà vu came when I thought of the behaviour of white supremacists during the American 
Black freedom marches of the 1960s. Black people and their white supporters were wrongly arrested, assaulted and 
murdered by people whose belief in their own superiority was being challenged by others who simply wanted equal 
rights. 
 
The supremacists’ behaviour was more extreme than that experienced at the debate but the principal is the same. 
Bully people who challenge your superiority over them. 
 
On the bright side here, it has taken five decades, but Americans now have a black president. 
 
Here’s hoping the aggressive Muslim men at the debate will stop taking things at face value and search for the basis 
of their beliefs and attitude. Maybe when they can’t find anything to substantiate their position they will realise that, 
despite what they have been lead to believe, they are not God’s gift. 
 

Only people who cannot use words of logic and reason use fists to defend their point of view. 
 

Eve Jones 

LLetters to the etters to the EEditorditor  
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T o whom it may concern, 
  
I won’t call myself an atheist, but am probably slowly 
moving that way. I grew up in a fairly religious 
(Protestant) but open house. 
  
I have some concern with my changing attitude to the 
world. 
  
I find it increasingly difficult to convince myself that 
there is a god. I see myself as a logical person that    
questions everything and disregards things that don’t 
make sense. Which is what I found almost all                  
pro-religious arguments to be. However I have some 
concerns with this view of the world. If one is to only use 
reason, logical and empirical evidence to reach           
conclusions on important questions, it ends up a pretty 
uninteresting, sad world we live in. The sad part of this is 
not so much to do with the question of a deity, but 
rather to do with love we have for other people. For   
example, with a purely empirical view of the world, the 
love I have for my wife and two daughters is nothing 
more than chemicals in my brain. Hence there is        
nothing unique or special about what I share with my 
wife and daughters. There are other sad aspects to an 
empirical and logical world view, but to me this is the 
most important one. Thus I find myself a bit like the kid 
who’s discovered there is no Santa Claus. I don’t really 
like what I see, but I can’t do anything about it. What are 
your thoughts on this? 
  
Further to this, would it not be better to refrain from  
advocating atheism to the world, especially to those  
religious people who live good lives, with respect for the 
fellow human beings? Showing and convincing these 
people that there is no god is like broadcasting on      
children’s TV that your mum and dad are lying about the Easter 
bunny, tooth fairy and Santa Claus all in one go. 
  
Regards, 
Chris 
 

H ello Chris, 
 
My name is Jac. I’m a member of the AFA Public           
Relations Team and I will respond to your letter.  
 
I won’t call myself an atheist, but am probably slowly    
moving that way. I grew up in a fairly religious (Protestant), 
but open house. 
 
Well, that’s fine Chris. Take your time, but try not to be a 
fence sitter (agnostic) because that’s an even more     
discomforting position than feeling your way to        

atheism. It is not unusual for people to take a long time 
to realise that religious beliefs are held primarily as a  
result of childhood and cultural indoctrination, not, as 
they might think, because ’God’ exists. Beliefs in gods 
can be deeply ingrained and not easily overcome. Other 
factors may reinforce religious beliefs. For instance, a 
personal crisis of some sort, coercion by a partner or  
respect or fear of family members, feelings of guilt, and 
so on. On top of that, religions are culturally and socially 
’normalised’ so that to entertain a contrary view can  
produce fear of becoming an ’outsider’, shunned by 
friends and loved ones. Being a free and liberal thinker is 
not easy for one whose life has been moulded by       
doctrine and tradition.   
   
I find it increasingly difficult to convince myself that there is 
a god. I see myself as a logical person that questions         
everything and disregards things that don’t make sense. Which  
is what I  found almost all pro-religious arguments to be. 
 
Having to ’convince’ yourself is a clue to your inclination 
towards atheism. A  belief in a god is something that one 
needs to be convinced of. The convincing starts in early 
childhood and this is often cemented into adulthood 
through words, actions, and phrases by loving and caring 
parents. In church, there are reinforcing ceremonial     
procedures: the singing of simple tunes (hymns), the 
murmured recitation of prayers, the repetitive appeals to 
a loving god or the parables of ’gentle Jesus,’ and so on, 
all mildly hypnotic, if not soporific. Then there is the 
mystery of the priest as a trusted ’father’ figure; he      
appeals as a wise and knowledgeable ’go-between’,    
imparting fragments of a greater mystery to the            
bewildered child (or adult, for that matter). There’s    
comfort in repetition and routines, Chris. Shamans and 
priests have known about that for eons and have        
exploited it for all it’s worth. 
 
But atheists don’t need convincing. They don’t need 
mantras, prayers, far-fetched stories, improbable         
personalities, and promises of salvation or threats of 
damnation. They arrive at their understanding of the 
world through their own mental processes as self        
determined, logical and freethinking individuals. 
 
However I have some concerns with this view of the 
world.  If one is to only use reason, logical and empirical 
evidence to reach conclusions on important questions, 
it ends up a pretty uninteresting, sad world we live in. 
 
I can appreciate that you might feel this way, but to be 
blunt, you’re dead wrong. Surely if they’re important, 
Chris, shouldn’t they be concluded on the bases of      
reason, logic, and empirical evidence – not simply on 
superstition, tradition or whim? A ’belief’ in something 
doesn’t make it true. ’Faith’ is not the same as          

FFrom the rom the IInbox nbox   
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knowledge. And very, very much the contrary of what you 
now fear, understanding the world as it really is makes it 
by far more interesting and beautiful. As for the idea of a 
’sad world’, Chris, the world is as it is. It’s neither sad nor 
glad; it’s neither good nor bad, only distorted               
perceptions that can cast a shadow over it.   
 
For example, with a purely empirical view of the world, the 
love I have for my wife and two daughters is nothing more 
than chemicals in my brain. Hence, there is nothing unique 
or special about what I share with my wife and daughters. There 
are other sad aspects to an empirical and logical world 
view, but to me this is the most important one. 
 
Yes, you’re right, Chris, everything you think and do is 
undoubtedly reducible to chemicals in the brain, and 
chemical reactions are no doubt reducible to inexplicable 
physical phenomena and so on. But why should that  
reduce the value of anything? Why even dwell on this, 
(unless you have an academic interest in biochemistry or 
physics)? I can assure you that even physicists and      
biochemists fall in love, have daughters, and enjoy all 
the good things (and detest the bad things) in life – 
without thinking about chemicals! Your love for your 
wife and daughters will prevail. They are not, nor ever 
were, conditional on a religious belief or disbelief, or on 
your understanding or innocence of scientific facts.    
 
I have pretty well been an atheist from early childhood (I 
was a Sunday school drop-out at the age of about four 
or five), so I can’t claim to have seen the world through 
the tarnished lenses of religion. But every atheist I know 
who came to atheism from a religious background tells 
me that the joy and meaningfulness of life has been   
enhanced, not diminished, in the process of shedding 
the depressing and self deprecating baggage of religion.    
 
Thus, I find myself a bit like the kid who’s discovered there is 
no Santa Claus. I don’t really like what I see, but I can’t do 
anything about it. 
 
Well, sorry Chris, there ain’t no Santa Claus, but were you 
really disappointed when you found out? Even if you 

were, I’m sure you’ve pulled through! So it will be with a 
religious faith or the belief in an invisible sky-person. 
 
Further to this, would it not be better to refrain from         
advocating atheism to the world, especially to those        
religious people who live good lives, with respect for the 
fellow human beings? Showing and convincing these    
people that there is no god is like broadcasting on             
children’s TV that your mum and dad are lying about 
the Easter bunny, tooth fairy and Santa Claus all in one go. 
 
I don’t really know that too many atheists advocate 
atheism to the world as such. Perhaps some atheists 
form quasi-political groups and make their voices heard 
when issues of public interest beckon to be  addressed. But 
the vast majority of atheists are not interested or         
motivated by their atheism. They just go quietly about 
their lives, scoff at the absurdity of religion on the odd 
occasion, and enjoy a laugh or two at religious ’nutters’ 
when their actions literally demand it. 
 
But yes, some atheists do rise up in protest when they 
see religion pervading and influencing what ought 
properly to be secular affairs. Some atheists will speak 
out when religious institutions are handed (at taxpayers 
expense) vast sums of money, enjoy tax-free privileges, 
and are not accountable for their actions. Many atheists 
care for the truth and don’t like it when children are   
being lied to or denied access to scientific facts. Many 
atheists will protest when religious institutions are 
’permitted’ to discriminate against women or people of 
non-heterosexual persuasion. Many atheists oppose the 
Church’s interference – on the grounds of ancient and 
misguided beliefs – to purely humanistic and individualistic 
values such as voluntary euthanasia, birth control,      
stem-cell research and a host of other civil and civilising ideals. 
 
Best wishes and I trust I’ve been of some help. Please 
feel free to write again.   
 
Jac.   
Public Relations Team 
Atheist Foundation of Australia Inc 

T here are some people who live in a dream world, and there are some who face reality; and then there are 
those who turn one into the other.  – Douglas H. Everett, physical chemist. 

 

R eality is determined not by what scientists or anyone else says or believes but by what the evidence reveals 
to us. – Alan Hale, co-discoverer of Hale-Bopp Comet. 

 
 

R eality isn’t the way you wish things to be, nor the way they appear to be, but the way they actually are.             
– Robert J. Ringer, American entrepreneur. 

 

L ife is not a problem to be solved, but a reality to be experienced. – Soren Kierkegaard,  philosopher. 
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“Religion Deserves a Role in Australian Politics“ 
Debate 

Troy Geri vs Matt McArthur 

Brewery Lecture Theatre, Ballarat, Victoria  

29 January 2011 

 

T he piss and vinegar with which 
Troy Geri, former Family First Party 
candidate for the New South Wales 
Federal seat of Macquarie, arrived on 
the AFA forum was not apparent in 
his body language when he arrived 
at the Brewery Lecture Theatre, in 
Ballarat, for our debate. Online, his 
introductory remarks were combative, 
asking that the forum nominate its 
“Atheist Champion“ and calling for 
the forum members to “bring it on.“ 
 

There was much piss taking by many 
forum members at this fine display of 
confident posturing. Others questioned 
the merit of debates of this nature, 
pointing out that such tussles can only 
decide who is a good debater. Troy’s 
statements suggested that, had he 
won a seat in the 2004 election, his 
faith would have played a large role 
in his decision-making on the behalf 
of the nation. I decided to take up his 
offer and publicly challenge this 
would-be politician’s thinking on 
why such faith-based meddling in 
our governance should be allowed. 
 

I contacted Troy privately and, while 
not ticketing myself as a champion, 
offered to head to Ballarat in late  
October to debate the proposition 
“Religion deserves a role in Australian 
politics“. This didn’t suit Troy’s schedule 
and in the meantime an online       
debate had been arranged between 
Troy and forum regular, Loki. The 
online debate was declared forfeit 
when moderators identified large 
swathes of Troy’s text as copied from 
Christian apologetics websites and 
pasted into his posts without citation. 

 

Figuring that cutting and pasting 
were impossible in front of a live  
audience, I decided to go ahead and 
was surprised that Troy was still 
keen, considering the ignominious 
end his efforts met when an AFA   
forum member “brought it on“. Late 
January was set as a suitable time to 
aim for. I began reading widely and 
making notes. In early January, a firm 
date was made and we began to  
discuss the nuts and bolts – venue, 
debate structure, adjudication. In 
mid-January, Troy announced that 
he couldn’t source a venue and 
asked me to have a go. I made some 
calls to potential venues, but it was 
the help of a member of Ballarat 
Atheists that got us sorted on that 
front. Troy then requested that the 
debate be delayed until Easter, as no 
adjudicator or MC had been secured. 
With a child due in mid-February, I 
was keen to push on, figuring that a 
less than professionally run debate 
was better than risking the whole 
thing falling by the wayside. Troy 
secured Neil Sinclair, a member of 
Toastmasters and a veteran debater, 
as adjudicator. I secured Michelle      
Newton-Green, also a Toastmasters 
trained debater, as MC. 
 

In the final days leading up to the 
event Troy asked that the proposition 
be changed from religion deserving 
a role, to Christianity deserving a role 
in Australian politics. When asked 
why, he replied that he was concerned 
the broader subject would allow the 
debate to be too readily sidetracked. 
Having spent my evenings over two 
months writing and re-writing my 
presentations on the topic agreed to  

 
in October, annoyed that the request 
came so late, and concerned that the 
debate might be side-tracked down 
Troy’s preferred rabbit holes if I 
agreed, I refused to accept the      
proposed change. 
 

I was enthusiastic about the event 
from the word go but as it               
approached I got very nervous. Every 
other daunting thing I have done 
held scope to gradually build up the 
necessary skills or offered opportunities 
to bail out gracefully. My year and a 
half of experience arguing with    
theists online reassured me that I 
could counter most unsubstantiated 
claims they tended to make, but   
doing so on  paper is different to  
doing so in person, and doing so 
within a debate structure was        
entirely new to me. I was guessing 
that if I dropped the ball, either by 
pulling the pin on the event or falling 
on my face on the night, Troy would 
trumpet a victory, justifying (in his 
mind) his ambitions to inflict his   
values on our society and cementing 
his standing among his congregation. 
The claim that I have never been so 
nervous about anything before is 
backed by the evidence that I couldn’t 
eat more than a few mouthfuls of the 
delicious pizzas my Ballarat helper 
provided during the pre-debate   
get-together. My credentials as a 
trencherman are recognised on six 
continents and appetite failure is 
unheard of. A dozen or so Ballarat 
Atheists, three AFA forum regulars 
from Melbourne and another from 
Wollongong gathered at a pub to 
enjoy a meal and revived, in           
microcosm, the social atmosphere I 
experienced at the Global Atheist 
Convention. As I found back in 
March, being able to speak to people 
without having to second guess their 
reactions to even tangential            

We are the Champions 
 

By Matt McArthur 
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references to the supernatural is 
akin to the sudden cessation of white 
noise you previously hadn’t recognised. 
 

Michelle made a great MC, bringing 
the debate to order, providing          
introductions, outlining the structure 
and setting out some house rules.  
 

Troy made his opening presentation 
and I made furious notes, appending 
to my existing material and starting 
fresh pages. The false dichotomies, 
the straw men, the circular logic:  
logical fallacies came too fast for me 
to catch them all. 
 

I had prepared for my three            
ten-minute presentations with three 
general themes. In the first, I tried to   
outline how the freedom and         
enfranchisement we enjoy today were 
caused by or created reductions in 
religious power. I also attempted to 
show why it is imperative that we 
codify and reinforce that distance if 
we wish to will our freedoms to our 
descendents. In my second presentation   
I examined ethical models available to 
secular and religious governments and 
illustrated why the secular ones are 
a more reliable source of morals. In 
my third I outlined the advantages 
secular governance holds for the  
religious. I attempted (and apparently 
failed) to make the point that a       
religion relying on its popularity to 
justify its meddling in the affairs of 
others runs the risk not only of losing 
that influence, but also of being    
discriminated against in turn if     
another religion becomes the most 
popular. This pitfall was recognised 
and insured against by the founding  
fathers of the USA, but the idea didn’t 
seem to get any  traction with Troy. 
 

I could have trebled the length of 
my presentations and not run out of  
material. Paring down my notes to a 
manageable size was a big task in 
the final weeks before the debate 
and even then I had to discard     
several pages of material on the 
night in order to address a tiny    
fraction of the logical fallacies Troy 
introduced in his own presentations. 
In contrast, Troy’s arguments became 
repetitive. There was little evidence 
of source material beyond the Bible 
and William Lane Craig’s brand of 

apologetics being referenced. I don’t 
know how he came to think that we 
would each have only two ten     
minute slots, as all our correspondence 
mentions three, but he had to make 
up his third on the night and,        
despite using his full time allotment, 
he couldn’t get out of the footprints 
of the previous two presentations. 
 

Question time was the most           
interesting part of the night for me, 
as I got to see Troy’s ideas put on the 
spot. When forced to extemporise, 
his arguments seemed even weaker. 
The questions I was asked were  
similar to those I have been asked 
ever since I declared my atheism to 
friends and family, so I think I       
handled them well. Some of them 
offered me opportunities to use   
arguments and examples I’d had to 
drop from my presentations due to 
time constraints. I was offered a free 
feed if I would spend the evening 
getting to know some Christians, 
perhaps exorcising some of the    
anger I feel toward them. I  declined. 
Besides wanting to get home to my 
pregnant wife, I already know and 
like lots of Christians, having once 
counted myself among them. I am 
sick of the anger ploy the religious 
use to try to turn attention away 
from their own need to provide   
justification for a position. It makes 
me angry. 
 

Michelle brought question time to a 
close. Neil Sinclair gave a very        
polished account of his impressions 
of our material and debating styles. He 
echoed several audience members’ 
sentiments that the debate had        
focused on Christianity. I knew Troy 
would do that, and I had used      
several Christian examples to make 
my points when preparing my notes, 
but I was too close to the material 
and will have to look at the video 
footage before I know how much I 
allowed Troy to lead me off topic. 
Neil finished up by awarding the 
debate to the negative. 
 

The make up of the audience was 
also interesting. The out-of-town 
atheists were almost on par with the        
Christians, who were considerably 
outnumbered by the Ballarat Atheists.  
 

Our event only filled the venue to a 
third of its capacity. Perhaps Troy’s 
church is small, perhaps it’s chock 
full of apathy. Perhaps its members 
were advised against attending for 
fear of exposure to heresy. Whatever 
the reason for the low turnout, I was  
concerned that gold coin donations 
weren’t going to cut it in paying for 
the room. My Ballarat helper reassured 
me that a member or members of  
Ballarat Atheists had agreed to make 
up any shortfall. “Atheists are really 
nice people“ is an easily falsified  
generalisation, but “some really nice 
people are atheists“ is demonstrably 
true and I give thanks to this generous 
person or people. 
 

At times I felt sorry for Troy. He 
looked incredibly uncomfortable and 
his arguments were weak. Watching 
him squirm through the questions 
made me feel as though, in taking 
on the debate, I’d kicked a puppy. 
When, in trying to answer a question 
from Rationalist Society of Australia’s 
Meredith Doig regarding women’s 
standing in Christianity, he came out 
with a pile of patronising nonsense, I 
remembered that this was a very  
ignorant and  arrogant puppy who 
threw his hat into the political ring 
and I didn’t feel bad anymore. 
 

Many people have asked me if I 
would take on other debates and I 
am unsure. I wouldn’t bother with 
“Does God exist?“ or “Is evolutionary 
theory incorrect?“ I don’t think matters 
of the real world can be settled only 
by examining empirical evidence. 
The topic I proposed deals with    
concepts for which argument can 
provide a yes or no answer and this 
carries implications for all society. I 
would not go looking for a debate 
just for the sake of it. As I stated    
several times during the debate, I 
don’t care what other people believe, I 
just want them to keep it offa my lawn. 
 

When I first encountered him, Troy did 
the online equivalent of swaggering 
into my favourite pub and turning 
his glass upside down on the bar. On 
its own, this pissed me off, but      
probably wouldn’t have been enough 
to get more than an online response 
from me. It was his ambition to use a 
position of political power to push a 
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religious agenda that really galled 
me and spurred me to deal with 
Troy face to face. 
 

I don’t think any minds were radically 
changed on the night. The video  
footage, which I had hoped would 
form a comprehensive document of 
the event, is incomplete due to     
technical difficulties. The YouTube  
legacy of this debate might not add 
up to as much as I had hoped, but I 
am glad I took up Troy’s invitation 
regardless. 
 

I am grateful to everyone who      

contributed to running the event: 
Neil Sinclair, Michelle Newton-Green, 
my Ballarat helper and the Ballarat 
Atheists member who helped pay  
for the venue. A friend of mine came 
up from Geelong to provide video     
coverage and I would have been 
grateful for his grinning face in the 
audience alone, so his camera work 
was all gravy. I am also grateful to  
the AFA forum members for their        
support. Several of them travelled 
long distances to ensure I had some 
friendly faces in the audience and 
many more offered good will for     

the endeavour online. Thanks also   
to the members of Ballarat Atheists 
and other sceptical and rational             
organisations for taking an interest. 
Thanks to the Christians in the        
audience for keeping things civil.  
Finally, thanks to Troy for writing 
“Kick me“ on his trousers seat and 
bending over so provocatively while 
I was wearing the steel-capped 
boots of reason. 
 

Matt McArthur is a member of the 
AFA and a regular contributor to 
the AFA Forum.  

T he Troy Geri experience is an interesting one to try and 
quantify. Up front it’s pretty straightforward: Troy arrived 
on the AFA Forum, declared you’re wrong, I’m right, and 
offered debate. I had said something silly trying to get him 
to think about what he was posting and pretty much had 
to follow up by accepting his offer. The topic originally   
suggested by Troy was extremely broad and without any 
meaningful substance. After a bit of tooing and froing, he 
narrowed the topic slightly and refined his definition of 
“god“ – from my point of view – from absolutely ridiculous 
to merely totally implausible or logical, and I agreed to  
proceed. 
 

The online debate itself didn’t really get off the ground as it 
was fairly obvious from his first post that the content of 
Troy’s argument was almost entirely cut and paste from 
various well-known apologist sites. Apart from being  
someone else’s work, it was self contradictory and followed 
no logical progression or obvious plan. It was a Gish        
Gallop* from the start and I am sure would have continued 
in the same vein. At this point, the site administrator pulled 
the debate for plagiarism, Troy immediately apologised, 
and later went on to debate Matt McArthur. 
 

I was a bit peeved at Troy’s plagiarist actions, as the online 
debate was cancelled, and I had put quite some effort into 
my preparation and had my content for the entire online 
debate largely written (though it gave me the opportunity 
to put some of my thoughts into a hopefully logical          
narrative and was a useful exercise as such). I was also   
annoyed as several forum posters, from Ballarat in            
particular, had expressed interest and were following 
along online, and I felt they were rather let down by Troy’s           
apparent inability to treat the event seriously. 
 

After our debacle, Troy offered to start again but I wasn’t 
interested. I’d spent some time developing an argument 
and had posted it on site, and I wasn’t interested in           

rehashing the same topic when my argument was          
common knowledge and I wasn’t interested in addressing 
a new topic. Others were welcome to take up his online 
offer but none thought it worthwhile. I don’t blame them. 
 
The story is the one I can’t quite work out though. Troy 
rolled up with rather a superior attitude (not unusual in our 
AFA Forum) and seemed to think a debate was a foregone 
conclusion. Was his use of reconstituted pap deliberate  
plagiarism from someone who should know better or 
something else? Was it a massive underestimate of atheists 
in general and an inability to consider that atheists do 
have some idea of what they are talking about and have 
often thought quite deeply about the issue? Was there   
perhaps an element of simply accepting the common     
arguments presented by theists as read and not making 
the effort to think about and rationalise them personally? 
An inability to present arguments in your own words      
suggests this to me, in other words I would not be surprised 
if Troy was not deliberately plagiarising but was simply 
presenting the arguments as he knew them, as read but 
not internalised. Considering the topic to be outside the 
normal mores of communication suggests to me the         
arbitrary dismissal of alternate thought and to be trivialising      
the thoughts, rigour, integrity and ideas of those with 
whom you disagree. This is nothing new for atheists, we 
tend to see it a lot, and perhaps Troy is a good example of 
the type. 
 
* The Gish Gallop is an informal name for a rhetorical 
technique in debates that involves drowning the         
opponent in half-truths, lies, strawmen, and bullshit to 
such a degree that the opponent cannot possibly        
answer every falsehood that has been raised, usually 
resulting in many involuntary twitches in frustration as 
the opponent struggles to decide where to start. It is 
named after creationism activist and professional      
debater Duane Gish. 
 
Source:  
http://rationalwiki.org/wiki/Gish_Gallop 

 

Loki is a member of the AFA and a regular  
contributor to the AFA Forum. 

You’re Wrong – I’m Right  
 

By Loki 
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I  was among a number of AFA members who made the 
trip to the Ballarat School of Mines on Saturday 29    
January 2011, to see a debate between Matt McArthur 
(AFA member) and Troy Geri, a local Ballarat religious 
identity and former Family First candidate. The topic was 
to be “Religion deserves a place in Australian politics“, 
with Matt taking the opposing view. 
 
The debate had been arranged with the excellent        
assistance of Ballarat Atheists. Several of us met at a 
nearby pub with Ballarat Atheists members before the 
debate (scheduled for 7:30 pm). It was a most enjoyable 
dinner, with great company. 
 
Even as an audience member I was a little nervous. How 
many would attend? How many of those would be from 
Troy’s church, or otherwise supporting him? Would the 
atheist contingent be badly outnumbered? 
 
To my surprise, the atheist portion of the audience     
significantly exceeded the religious numbers. This was 
surprising, in view of the theoretical support that Troy 
should have been able to call on from his religious    
community, as the debate venue was in his home town. 
In my opinion, it was also a testament to the strength of 
conviction felt by the atheist community on this topic. 
 
While there may be no causal connection, I suspect that 
this contributed to a general air of civility (in contrast to 
the recent “Sydney debate“), which was largely         
maintained throughout the evening despite strong 
views on both sides. 
 
The debate format was three alternating presentations 
limited to ten minutes duration, with a five minute    
summing-up each. The final session was an audience 
question and answer. 
 
The role of MC was filled by Michelle Newton-Green, also 
an AFA member. She displayed great humour, an        
impeccable sense of timing and excellent management 
of all aspects of the debate. 
 
As the MC was explaining the format before the debate 
started, Troy queried whether there were meant to be 
three 10-minute presentations, and not two, as he 
seemed to think. This seemed to set the tone for the  
debate to come. 
 
As might be expected, both debaters were pretty     
nervous to start with, although I thought that Matt           
relaxed more, and more quickly, than Troy did. This was 
most evident in the Q & A session: Matt stood up to     
acknowledge and answer every question, and properly 

engaged each questioner when doing so; Troy remained 
seated during his answers, tending to address the       
audience at large rather than directly acknowledging 
the person asking the question. 
 
As speaker for the affirmative case, Troy started           
proceedings off. First he attempted to unilaterally 
amend the debate topic, as he wanted to limit his       
argument to “Judaeo-Christian“ religions only. The 
breathtaking audacity of this was exacerbated by the 
fact that even before the debate started, Matt had      
already refused a similar attempt to change the topic. 
The adjudicator emphasised this in his summing-up, also 
mentioning that Matt didn’t do enough to bring the 
topic back to what was originally agreed to. 
 
Troy concentrated on many “traditional“ arguments, for 
example: 

• Australia “is a Christian country“, with a         
majority identifying as Christians in the last       
Census; 

• Like anyone else in a democracy, religious    
people have the right to seek to influence politics 
and public policy, based on their religious           
perspectives; 

• Religious perspectives are necessary for claims 
of absolute moral truth, which are needed in      
politics and public policy. In conjunction with this, 
Troy made the bare (and incorrect) assertion that 
“there are no secular morals and ethics“; 

• While claiming a “majority view“, he also 
claimed that religious views were being              
discriminated against. For example, abortion laws 
requiring a Christian anti-abortion doctor to refer 
any patient seeking an abortion to another doctor 
who would be willing to perform one; 

• Interestingly, Troy spoke at great length about 
the role of William Wilberforce and his Christianity 
in opposing slavery, while conveniently ignoring 
Old Testament views on slavery. When he finally 
dealt with this point, he advocated the view that 
“slavery“ in the Bible was more akin to 
“indentured service“ ;  

• Troy continually returned to themes of the   
sexual laxity of modern secular society, which only 
religious perspectives could stand against. This 
gave rise to comments such as “porn [Internet] 
sites are more prolific than McDonald’s“, and his 
repetition of terms like “rampant sexuality“ which 
only religion could combat. 

 
Matt argued his opposing case extremely well. Some of 
his points included: 

Troy Geri Fails the Logic Test 
 

By Logic Please 



• Advocacy of what I would describe as a 
“classical secular“ view — by stressing that he did 
not want to take away the rights of religious    
people to privately believe what they wanted, but 
he stood against them imposing those beliefs on 
others in the community, including people he 
cared for; 

• The tone of his presentations was set early by 
his characterisation of religious beliefs as 
“unfalsifiable“ and “unverifiable“, thus having no 
place in politics or public policy; 

• Matt answered “evil atheist regimes“ canards 
raised by Troy with a rebuttal focussing on 

Franco’s Spain; 

• He also pointed out how slavery is actually 
dealt with in the Bible in addressing Troy’s          
assertions in this area. 

• Matt discussed the deriving of secular morals 
and ethics from first principles, thus counteracting 
Troy’s claims of deriving absolute moral truth from 
religion. 

 
The question and answer session was one of the       
highlights of the debate. Audience members had been 
considering both sides and now wanted their say. Again, 
the MC did a great job to effectively manage what could 
have easily become a difficult situation. 
 
A majority of the questions were directed at Troy, and 
covered issues like religious attitudes to abortion, his 
claim that there were no secular ethics (and by             
extension, whether atheists were, therefore, immoral by 
default), and his views on the role of women in the 
clergy. His answers to these were largely based on       
traditional religious views and were notable for their 

length, circularity and taking licence with the original 
question. 
 
An extremely emotional moment came when someone 
with experience of the Pinochet regime in Chile asked 
Troy if he understood what allowing religion into politics 
could lead to. His answer did not really address this 
question, unfortunately. 
 
Matt was also called upon to deal with questions. One 
speculated whether bad experiences with religion had 
led him to his views, and suggested that “you should 
also have Christian friends, so I invite you to come to 

dinner with us after the debate“. Matt excused himself 
from dinner, and explained that he already had Christian 
friends, reiterating his central points about why religion 
should have no place in politics. 
 
Following on from the earlier question about Pinochet’s 
Chile, another questioner directed a comment to Matt 
that “no true Christian“ would act in that way. Matt then 
rhetorically asked how many “Christians“ would be thus 
excised from Christianity, before none were left. 
 
The adjudicator was then called upon to sum up. He 
went through the debate highlights for each case,       
noting in particular the attempted change of topic by 
Troy, and Matt’s inaction on this point. However, his final 
comment was, “For the facts and arguments presented, I 
award the debate to the negative“. Matt had won!     
Congratulations, Matt, an excellent effort, and a great 
end to the night. 
 

Logic Please is a member of the AFA and a regular     
contributor to the AFA Forum. 
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L ate last year, during a lively interaction on the 
AFA Forum, a Family First representative, Pastor 
Troy Geri, challenged the AFA’s own Matt           
MacArthur to a debate on ’Does Religion Have a 
Role in Australian politics?’ Matt accepted and 
with the kind help of the Ballarat Atheists a       
debate was held at the Brewery Lecture Theatre, 
University of Ballarat on a cool Saturday night, 29 
January. 
 
Troy stood for Family First in Macquarie during 
the 2004 Federal Election and has since moved to    
Ballarat where, the rumour mill has it, he hopes to 
continue his political ambitions. Matt is a             
Melbourne-based atheist who bravely took on 
the challenge of a live debate on foreign territory. 
 
The debate attracted more than 40 people and, 
somewhat surprisingly, more atheists than the 
Good Lord could supply Christians. The debate 
was split into three 10-minute talks by each     
candidate, followed by a 5-minute summing up. 
Neil Sinclair, an independent toastmaster was 
present to judge the debate and, as it turned out, 
a rather lively question and answer session       
followed the debate. 
 
First to the podium was Troy. Straight away he 
tried to  narrow the argument from all religions to 
just Christians. He proved to be quite a cool      
customer and made some interesting points. His 
main  thesis was along the lines of: 64 percent of 
the population identified themselves as           
Christians at the last Census and in a democracy 
the ideas of the majority should prevail. Matt   
argued that we should not be reliant on an        
ancient book of dubious origins in order to       
dictate policy in the 21st century.  
 
I gave the first round to Troy. The advantage of a 
political background came to the fore in            
debating, hard as a nervous Matt tried. 
 
The second round became more interesting. Troy 
deviated somewhat from his notes and Pastor 
Geri came to the fore. It was suggested               
afterwards that Troy was playing to his audience 
at this point and it certainly came out as a much 
more fundamentalist approach. The usual topics 
of abortion, with particular emphasis on recent 
Victorian legislation, gay marriage and the          
inerrancy of the Bible all got an airing. Matt, on 
much firmer ground, responded to this with some 
excellent rebuttals and came out the winner. 1 - 1 
and the tension mounted (or it could have been 
the seats weren’t that comfortable). 

Troy couldn’t get off his pedestal in the third round 
and basically reiterated much of his rhetoric from 
his previous discourse. The most interesting part 
came when he made the following point. (Now I 
am paraphrasing here and comments should 
please go to the editor and not me.) In response to 
Matt’s, and I am sure many others’, references to 
the violence of the Old Testament, Troy implied 
that the older book was just a guide to the Second 
Coming and that once Jesus arrived he wrote the 
new book and the old one could be discarded, so 
ignore all the nasty bits; we all love each other 
now. He also countered Matt’s claims about which 
Christian group should we believe, as there are so 
many of them, with the claim that although there 
are many Christian beliefs they all rely on the same 
dogma (the New Testament). I know – more holes 
than a smelly cheese. Matt was again on the attack 
and made the excellent point that it is in Christians’  
interest to keep religion out of politics because 
what would happen if Muslims gained the majority 
in Australia: would Christians happily convert to 
Sharia law? 
 
The summing up from both sides was as expected 
and, in this correspondent’s humble opinion, Troy 
couldn’t get back enough points to overcome 
Matt’s lead. This opinion was upheld when the  
independent scorer gave it to Matt by a narrow 
margin. Matt, and  sanity  triumphed. 
 
Overall, the debate got well off topic, not just by 
narrowing it to Christians but also by both sides 
introducing a lot of British and American politics 
into the debate as well. However, that did not     
detract from a quite enjoyable night out. The     
debate itself was held in a very cordial atmosphere. 
I did note that whereas the atheists amongst the 
audience dutifully applauded Troy on and off 
stage, the same generosity of spirit was not shown 
by the disciples of Love with regard to Matt. The 
question and answer session heated things up a 
little with one atheist finally, after many attempts, 
getting Troy to admit that he would deny a woman 
the right to an abortion even if she conceived 
through the act of rape. 
 
So congratulations to Matt for a fine effort, and for 
coming up from Melbourne for the event. Also, 
thanks to all the other atheists who attended from 
far and wide. All in all I don’t think anyone’s      
opinions were changed during the evening.     
However, a part deep down in me hopes that some 
of the Christians present, especially the younger 
ones, may have had ever so slight a piece of doubt 
raised in their subconscious which one day might 
develop into enlightenment. 
 
Mark Gilroy is an AFA Committee Member. 
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O nce again, I have proven my 
ability to drive people into a frothing 
rage against me. Only this time it 
isn’t a mob of religious fanatics and 
anti-choicers who have called me 
pond scum who will go to hell, an 
insect-souled vile man, a black-souled 
amoral monster, pure evil, morally 
depraved, with a depraved mind, 
descend[ing] down the various 
stages into madness, and so forth…
but I have this time managed to   
antagonise a bunch of atheists. Feel 
my pain. 
 

All right, to be honest, it really     
doesn’t sting that much. 
 

The godless raged at me on          
YouTube and Twitter, thanks to the     
recent broadcast of my talk in     
Montreal. I have a tangent in that  
talk where I deplore Dictionary Atheists, 
going so far as to say I hate those 
guys, because they’re so superficial. 
Apparently some people identify with 
shallow atheism, because they took 
it personally and got rather upset. 
 

I had to think about this. Should I 
back down and apologise, and 
maybe revise my opinion of this   
subset of the atheist community? 
Have I gone too far? 
 

Nah. Obviously what this calls for is 
an escalation. I think I need to     
summarise all the things about   
atheism that bug me, and that I wish 
people would stop doing. There  

simply aren’t enough atheists angry 
at me now. So let’s get to it and piss 
everyone off! It’ll be fun! Here’s a 
list. 
 

Dictionary Atheists.  
Boy, I really do hate these guys. 
You’ve got a discussion going,     
talking about why you’re an atheist, 
or what atheism should mean to the 
community, or some such topic that 
is dealing with our ideas and society, 
and some smug wanker comes 
along and announces that “Atheism 
means you lack a belief in gods. 
Nothing more. Quit trying to add 
meaning to the term.“ As if atheism 
can only be some platonic ideal 
floating in virtual space with no   
connections to anything else; as if 
atheists are people who have        
attained a zen-like ideal, their minds 
a void, containing nothing but    
atheism, which itself is nothing. 
Dumbasses. 
 
If I ask you to explain to me why you 
are an atheist, reciting the dictionary 
at me, you are saying nothing: asking 
why you are a person who does not 
believe in god is not answered when 
you reply, “Because I am a person 
who does not believe in god.“ And if 
you protest when I say that there is 
more to the practice of atheism than 
that, insisting that there isn’t just 
makes you dogmatic and blind. 
 
In that Montreal talk, I explained that 
there is more to my atheism than 
simple denial of one claim; it’s        
actually based on a scientific          
attitude that values evidence and 
reason, that rejects claims resting 
solely on authority, and that encourages 
deeper exploration of the world. My 
atheism is not solely a negative 
claim about gods, but is based on a 
whole set of positive values that I will 
emphasize when talking about   
atheism. That denial of god thing? 
It’s a consequence, not a cause. 
 
Now I don’t claim that my values are 
part of the definition of atheism – I 
just told you I hate those dictionary 
quoters – nor do I consider them 
universal to atheism. I’ve met plenty 
of atheists who are in our camp over 
issues of social justice – they see 

god-belief as a source of social evils, 
and that’s why they reject it. That is 
valid and reasonable. There are    
atheists who consider human      
well-being as the metric to use, and 
we call them humanists; no        
problem. There are also atheists who 
are joining the game because their 
cool friends (or Daniel Radcliff) are     
atheists; that’s a stupid reason, but 
they are atheists. 
 
My point is that nobody becomes an 
atheist because of an absence of  
values, and no one becomes an 
atheist because the dictionary tells 
them they are. I think we also do a 
disservice to the movement when 
we pretend it’s solely a mob of       
individuals who lack a belief, rather 
than an organization with positive 
goals and values. 
 
Oh, on a related note, I also get a lot 
of comments that atheism is a       
privative attribute which strictly 
speaking, lacks any specific positive 
qualities. This is true of the             
dictionary definition. It is not true of 
atheism in its actual usage: it carries 
a lot of accreted baggage, as the   
little cartoon illustrates. (see page 14.) 
 
Babies are all atheists or I’m an 
atheist by default, because I was 
raised without religion.  
Nope. Uh-uh. Same problem as the          
Dictionary Atheist – it implies atheism is 
simply an intellectual vacuum. Babies 
aren’t Christians or Muslims or     
Hindus, and they aren’t atheists,  
either, because we expect at least a 
token amount of thought is given to 
the subject. If babies are atheists, 
then so are trees and rocks – which 
is true by the dictionary definition, 
but also illustrates how ridiculously 
useless that definition is. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Continued on page 23) 

Why are You 
an Atheist?                         

By PZ Myers  
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� CONFESSION       � 
A guy goes into the confessional box after years being away from the Church.  

 

He pulls aside the curtain, enters and sits himself down. 
 

There’s a fully equipped bar with crystal glasses, the best vestry wine, Guinness on tap, cigars and liqueur chocolates 
nearby, and on the wall a fine photographic display of buxom ladies who appear to have mislaid  their garments. 

 

He hears a priest come in:  
“Father, forgive me for it’s been a very long time since I’ve been to confession and I must admit  

that the confessional box is much more inviting than it used to be.“ 
 

The priest replies,  
“Get out, you idiot. You’re on my side.“ 
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Gods don’t Gods don’t Gods don’t Gods don’t     
kill people;kill people;kill people;kill people;    

People with gods People with gods People with gods People with gods     
kill people.kill people.kill people.kill people.    

EvolutionistsEvolutionistsEvolutionistsEvolutionists    
do it with do it with do it with do it with     
increasing increasing increasing increasing     
complexity.complexity.complexity.complexity.    
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L et’s begin with a     
puzzle – a purpose in 
mind that I’ll explain 
later. The goal of the 
puzzle is to link all nine 
dots (below) using four 
straight, connected lines 
that pass through each 
of the dots without  lifting 
your pencil. Try solving 
it, but if you don’t          
succeed check out the 
solution at the end of the 
article before proceeding 
to read any further. 

 
If you didn’t solve the puzzle it is     
because you assumed the lines could 
only be drawn within the square (or 
box) containing the dots. But no such 
condition was laid down in the puzzle 
directions. To solve the problem you 
had to think outside the box. Thinking 
outside the box is another name for 
lateral thinking while an appropriate 
term for thinking that remains within 
the box would be blinkered thinking. 
Here’s a  couple of examples of lateral 
thinking.  
 

The famous founder of the Ford       
Motor Company, Henry Ford, was   
dissatisfied with the time it took to 
produce each Model T car. The 
method used was to assemble one car 
at a time from all the component parts 
before proceeding with the next one. 
Possibly, by tinkering at the edges of 
this conventional approach, he could 
have improved things a bit. But Henry 
was smart; he thought outside the 
box of conventional wisdom and    
invented the production line system 
which has revolutionised  industry to 
this very day. 

 

When I was a lad I was often sent to 
do the shopping. The local grocery 
store had a long counter with four or 
five assistants serving customers. 
When it was your turn to be served 
one assistant would attend to you 
by  fetching from the shelves behind 
the counter the required items, one 
at a time. The item often had to be 
weighed and wrapped before the 
assistant fetched your next item – 
and so on until you had made your 
total purchase. This was obviously 
very time consuming and often 
meant a long wait for customers. 
Some tinkering at the edges of the 
conventional way of doing things 
did produce some slight improvements 
(e.g. some early pre-packaging). 
However a huge improvement came 
about when American entrepreneur 
Clarence Saunders thought outside 
the box and came up with a               
revolutionary idea. Why not have all 
items on the shelves and let customers 
go behind the counter and choose for 
themselves and pay on the way out? 
And so the Supermarket was born.  
 

What’s all this got to do with       
atheism and religion? Just this: 
many people are trapped within the 
box of their own particular religion. 
Every Christian has doubts. What do 
they do? They either have the    
courage to step outside the box and 
seek an answer (for example, read 
The God Delusion by Dawkins or 
communicate with the Atheist  
Foundation of  Australia) or they will 
rationalise. This, in its turn, could 
range from inventing a “solution“ 
such as Intelligent Design to the  
ultimate cop-out “God moves in a 
mysterious way his wonders to perform.“ 
 

The fact is, if you begin with the   
assumption that the Bible is the   
inspired word of God then, like it or 
not, you are faced with some         
indissoluble problems. The only way 
to “solve“ these problems is by     
resorting to improbable rationalisations. 
Let me illustrate: 
 

Jesus was hungry (Mark 11:12-14, 
20-21) so he looked for some figs on 
a fig tree. There were none (he 
should have known this “for it was 
not the season for figs“ v13) so he 
cursed the tree and it withered and 
died. (Why didn’t he use his divine 
power to make the tree suddenly 
produce figs instead of killing it?)  To 
me this is just a crazy story of     
someone acting in a fit of pique – 
like Basil Fawlty thrashing and    
cursing his car when it wouldn’t go. 
As I see it, both Jesus and Basil were 
acting in an extremely petulant 
manner because they didn’t get 
their own way. If you believe Jesus is 
the Son of God and the Bible is 
God’s inspired word, how else could 
you explain Jesus’ action? I’ve racked 
my brains but I can’t invent a single 
rationalisation to reconcile this story 
with the type of Jesus Christians 
would have us believe in. 
 

Forty years ago I was introduced to a 
wonderful book called Straight and 
Crooked Thinking by Robert 
Thouless. (I’ve borrowed the book’s 
name for the title of this article.) I 
thoroughly recommend this         
wonderful book to everyone,        
particularly religious propagandists 
and politicians. Appropriate to the 
subject matter of this article, 
Thouless has this to say: 
 

We all of us tend to judge problems 
from one particular standpoint – 
the one determined by our own 
condition of life. We are                 
inhabitants of our own particular 
country, with a particular religious 
and moral tradition, and we are 
inclined to forget how many of our 
judgments are simply relative to 
this  single standpoint and are not  
absolute. 
 

It is only when we begin to study 
comparative religions and         
comparative codes of morals that 
we begin to see to what extent our 
own opinions about right and 
wrong and about other matters are 
not scientific truths (for these are 
true for all persons under all        
conditions), but are judgments 
whose truth is relative to the       
particular point of view from which 
they were made.  
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In other words, our initial beliefs are 
found within the “box“ created by 
our upbringing and environment. 
This doesn’t make them correct. To 
discover the truth we must have the 
courage to venture outside the box 
and honestly explore other points of 
view. We need to remove the     
blinkers from the eyes of our mind 
and, to mix metaphors, think laterally. 
 

There have been people of great 
courage who have done just this. 
Galileo, by his painstaking              
astronomical observations, went against 
the conventional teaching of the 
church when he concluded that the 
sun did not revolve around the 
Earth. For his pains he was placed 
under house arrest for the rest of his 
life. Likewise, Charles Darwin went 
outside the box of church dogma 
when, after meticulous observations 
made during his five year voyage on 
the HMS Beagle, combined with lateral 
thinking, he developed the theory of 
evolution by natural selection. This 
theory has since been confirmed by 
mountains of scientific evidence.  
 

While many people over the centuries 
have had the courage to step laterally 
outside the box of conventional 
thinking and in doing so have 
brought great benefits to humanity, 
there is a much darker side to the 
coin. The other side is that many  
advances in science and attempts to 
alleviate the numerous problems that 
beset our world have been devastatingly 
hindered by people in positions of 
power, both religious and political, 
who have not been prepared to  
venture outside the box of their   
preconceived ideas. Their eyes are 
blinkered to anything that does not 
originate from inside the confined 
space of their particular box of beliefs. 
 

What is it that deters people from 
venturing outside the box? There 
are many reasons and it is evident 
that it is not a matter of lack of      
intelligence, for there are numerous 
intelligent and well-educated people 
who, in the normal course of events, 
do engage in lateral thinking. It is a 
mind-boggling paradox, however, 
that so many of these same people 
get stuck inside the box when it 

comes to just one subject – the    
religion of their birth (hence highly 
educated, highly intelligent         
Christians, Muslims, Hindus, etc., etc.). 
 

 The reason for this paradox may be 
as simple as an emotional attachment. 
People find great comfort and solace 
from their religion even though it is 
illusory. And they simply don’t want 
to step outside their comfort-zone 
box. Then again, with some people, 
it is a case of plain pig-headed     
stubbornness and an arrogance that 
will not countenance the possibility 
that they just might be wrong. 
Whatever the reason, these people 
perforce resort to the tactic of       
inventing rationalisations to 
“explain“ the impossibilities of their 
religious beliefs – as Thouless says: 
 

When our desires lead us to accept 
a belief, our minds construct an 
apparently rational set of reasons 
for supposing that belief to be true. 
The belief does not, however,      
follow from the reasons; the        
reasons follow from the belief. They 
are mere ’rationalisations’ of a   
belief really held on irrational 
grounds . . . The capacity for many 
people to deceive themselves by 
rationalisations is a formidable 
barrier to straight thinking. 

 

Today the future of the human race 
is being jeopardised by intolerant 
and angry people who simply refuse 
to admit that anything outside the 
box of their religious teaching could 
conceivably be true. Some of these     
people are prepared to kill all the 
infidels who think inside a different 
box from theirs. Muslim terrorists     
immediately come to mind – the 
suicide bombers, the 11 September 
2001 fanatics and the Islamic leaders 
who incite violent jihad against the 
West.  
 

But let us not be smugly complacent. 
As unpalatable as it may be to the 
majority of Christians, Christendom 
is playing its part in the imminent 
threat that faces our world. I refer, in 
this instance, to the extreme right 
(Christian fundamentalists) in the 
U.S.A. who wield significant influence 
on American foreign policy. On the 
premise that God supposedly gave 

the land of Israel to his chosen     
people, the Jews, they conclude, 
ipso facto, that to fight on the side of 
Israel is to fight on the side of God.  
 

A hugely influential figure of the 
Christian right, former Baptist      
televangelist Jerry Falwell, said 
shortly before his death in 2007, “To 
stand against Israel is to stand 
against God. We believe that history 
and scripture prove that God deals 
with nations in relation to how they 
deal with Israel.“ In other words, we 
must support the fight against     
Israel’s enemies. “You’ve got to kill 
the terrorists before the killing stops. 
And I’m for the President to chase 
them all over the world. If it takes 10 
years, blow them all away in the 
name of the Lord.“ Regrettably, most 
Australians are oblivious to the   
danger posed by the hawkish       
foreign policies of the rapidly    
growing, enormously influential, 
Christian fundamentalists and their 
political allies in the U.S.A.  
 

Thouless wrote his book in 1930 but 
its message remains as relevant   
today as it did eighty years ago. 
Even before the Second World War, 
atomic bombs, Islamic terrorists, 
Christian fundamentalist fanatics 
and global warming, he had the 
foresight to see the perils of           
inflexibility of mind (i.e. thinking 
only within the box of one’s                   
preconceived beliefs). I close with a 
final quote from Thouless:  
 

It is only by unceasing flexibility     
of mind that we can continue         
to adapt ourselves to our              
ever-changing environment.      
Inflexibility of mind would lead to 
the extermination of the human 
race. 
 

THE SOLUTION 

 
 

Charles Cornwall is on the AFA 
Committee and is a member of 
the Public Relations Team. 
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F or many years now science has been chipping away 
at the pillars that hold up religion. 
 
Only religion can explain earthquakes, volcanic          
eruptions and lightning – these are created by God as 
punishment for the sins of man. Oops! Science has the 
natural explanation for all these things. One major pillar 
gone. Only religion can explain the existence of            
intelligent life, that being its creation by God. Oops!    
Science has the explanation for this as well, through  
evolution by Darwinian natural selection, supported by 
an overwhelming body of evidence. Another major pillar 
gone. Only religion can explain why the earth is the   
centre of the universe, since the earth was created by 
God for man to hold dominion over it. Oops! From      
science we know that not only is the earth not at the 
centre of the universe, it is an insignificant planet in a 
typical solar system of an unremarkable galaxy, one of 
countless billions in the universe. There goes another 
big one. 
 
And now we may be on the verge of seeing the last    
major pillar destroyed. One of the strongest arguments 
for the religious view has always been that only religion 
can deal with the issue of morality – that religion        
provides the basis of human values and morals, and that 
a universal framework of moral truth can only come 
from it. The idea that religion and science are separate 
entities, as encapsulated in Stephen Jay Gould’s phrase 
“non-overlapping magisteria“, and in particular that    
science can have nothing to say about moral issues, is 
about to be turned on it’s head, and in the process we 
will see the last claim to legitimacy of religion fall. It has 
been long accepted by almost everyone, including     
scientists and atheists, that moral issues are outside the 
realm of science. That is all about to change. 
 
Philosopher Sam Harris, author of The End of Faith and 
Letter to a Christian Nation, has been researching the 
idea that science can indeed answer questions about 
moral issues. He puts forward his hypothesis in his latest 
book The Moral Landscape: How Science Can Determine 
Human Values. It is not as well known, but apart from his 
qualification as a philosopher Sam Harris also has a PhD 
in neuroscience, and he has put these combined skills to 
work on this issue. 
 
There are two keys steps in being able to take moral   
issues under the wing of science. The first seems so   
painfully obvious once you think about it, yet, quite   
remarkably, Harris has encountered some substantial 
opposition to it. This first key step is simply the             
understanding that morality is concerned with the    

well-being of sentient beings. Let me repeat that. When 
considering an issue of morality, all that has to be      
considered is the affect on the well-being of sentient 
beings. Once that concept is accepted, everything falls 
into place. The second key step is that the well-being of 
human and non-human animals can be tied to facts, and 
facts are amenable to scientific enquiry. These two steps 
break the long-held claim that there can be no             
relationship between values and facts. Well-being takes 
many forms of course, from physical to mental, but     
ultimately this comes down to an issue at the level of the 
brain, which is where the training of Sam Harris in      
neuroscience comes into play. Hence, ultimately, moral 
issues can be studied at the level of the brain. Harris 
gives an example of neurological testing showing that 
the response of the brain to right and wrong questions 
on moral issues (such as “is it right to be kind to           
children?“) is exactly the same as the response of the 
brain to right and wrong mathematical questions. 
 
Harris explains the moral landscape in these terms. The 
valleys are the lowest depths of misery, and the peaks 
are the heights of well-being. Every move to improve 
the well-being of sentient beings now represents a 
movement up the landscape towards the peaks. Since 
there are many starting points in the valleys there may 
well be many peaks, which is to say there may be many 
alternative ways to maximize the well-being of           
communities. But in all cases there are right and wrong 
answers to questions that affect movement on the moral 
landscape. There are facts that can be known, and facts 
fall well and truly into the purview of science. 
 
As Harris points out, this is not to say that all moral issues 
are now going to be any easier to solve. In any scientific 
discipline there are both difficult and simple problems, 
and even some that often seem to have no answer, but 
that does not negate the science. There will always be 
very difficult moral issues, but by defining morality only 
in terms of human suffering (or the suffering of any     
sentient being) the way to move towards solving such 
issues is clear. 
 
Consider the issue of the burqa as an example. Many 
people have defended the wearing of the burqa on the 
grounds of cultural issues, or religious issues. What right 
do people from a western culture have to say that it is 
not appropriate for the women of some other culture to 
wear the burqa, if it is based on tradition or religious  
belief? But when you consider the morality of this in 
terms of human well-being, the answer becomes         
obvious. Could anyone deny that the well-being of a 
very large number of people would be improved if half 
the population of Afghanistan were not forced to wear a 
black canvas bag weighing about seven kilograms? 
 
Or consider the issue of condoms. The Vatican believes 
that the use of condoms is immoral. But would the     
well-being of people be improved if the Vatican lifted its 
ban on condoms for its adherents? When you consider 

The Last Pillar 

By Dennis Southam 



that this ban has already resulted in the suffering and 
death from AIDS of hundreds of thousands in Africa 
alone, there is no room for argument.  
 
I mentioned that Sam Harris has encountered substantial 
opposition to the seemingly obvious premise that       
morality is tied only to the well-being of sentient beings. 
In his book he provides an example, and it is so startling 
that it is worth recounting it briefly here. Following a talk 
that Harris had given on the above ideas he was          
approached by a fellow speaker with a question. She 
wanted to know how Harris could possibly say that    
compulsory wearing of the burqa was wrong. In order to 
make the point more forceful and obvious, since she had 
apparently not got it already, Harris proposed a scenario 
where a particular culture removes the eyes from every 
third child and asked if this would be immoral. The 
woman’s answer was that it would depend on why it 
was being done. In response to Harris’s reply “Let’s     
suppose it was for religious reasons“, she replied “In that 
case it was not possible to say that it was wrong“!  
 
It has always been glaringly obvious, at least to those 
who do not subscribe to any supernatural view of the 

world, that the religious moral stance on many issues is 
in fact totally immoral based on our own intuitive        
understanding. Religious “morality“ is too often, if not 
always, tied to dogma rather than human suffering. 
That’s why “right to lifers“ value the rights of a blastocyst 
above the rights of the woman carrying it, and why the 
Vatican protects paedophile priests instead of              
protecting children. Maybe some cracks will soon be   
appearing in that last pillar. 
 

Dennis Southam is on the AFA Committee and is a 
member of the Public Relations Team. 
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M orality is our biological diversity. Traits that we view as moral are deeply embedded in 
the human psyche. Honesty, fidelity, trustworthiness, kindness to others, and reciprocity are 
primeval characteristics that helped our ancestors survive. Good behaviour strengthened 
the tribal bonds that were essential to survival. What we now call morality is really a suite of 
behaviours favoured by natural selection in an animal weak alone but strong in numbers. 
  
Our inherent good, however, has been corrupted by the false morality of religion that has         
manipulated us with divine carrots and sticks. If we misbehave, we are threatened with the 
hot flames of hell. If we please God, we are promised the comforting embrace of eternal 
bliss. Under the burden of religion, morality has become nothing but a response to bribery 
and fear, and a cynical tool of manipulation for ministers and gurus. We have forsaken our 
biological heritage in exchange for a ticket to heaven. 
   
By shedding the burden of a wrathful God, we reveal the power to create our own meaning, 
our own sense of purpose, our own destiny. By rejecting the false premises of religion we 
are free to move beyond the random hand we are dealt at birth to pave our own road to a 
better life. Neither birth nor God defines our fate. Imagine for a moment this world in which 
no invisible man hangs in the sky using magical powers in “mysterious ways“ to control our 
life. Imagine that we can toss away the crutch of false hope and bad myth to walk              
unhindered down the path of personal responsibility. 
 
From the book: 
 

           Beyond Cosmic Dice - Moral Life in a Random World 
            Authors: Jeff Schweitzer and Giuseppe Notarbartalo-di-Sciara 
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FLORIS VAN DEN BERG: How would you label yourself? 
 

STEPHEN LAW: I am a liberal, an atheist, a secularist, and a           
humanist, but I am not sure I am a naturalist. According to        
humanist philosopher and Center for Inquiry founder Paul Kurtz, 
secular humanism entails (scientific) naturalism. In his booklet 
What Is Secular Humanism?, Kurtz includes a naturalistic cosmic 
outlook as an essential part of the lifestance of secular humanism: 
“Naturalists maintain that the universe is intelligible to human 
reason and  explainable by reference to natural causes . . . [Secular 
humanism] looks to the sciences in order to understand nature.“ 
However, according to a Philpapers poll, only about 15 percent of 
professional philosophers and philosophy graduate students are 
theists. But only 50 percent of the nontheists subscribe to      
naturalism. So, when naturalism is made an essential part of the 
package of secular humanism, the group of adherents declines 
significantly. 
 

One can reject gods without signing up for naturalism. For       
example, many mathematicians are Platonists who believe true 
mathematical  propositions correctly describe how things stand 
in a nonnatural numerical realm. They reject naturalism, but I 
don’t see why they can’t still be atheists or humanists. 
 

VAN DEN BERG: Can humanism include the belief in God? 
 

LAW: I characterise humanism as involving atheism or                 
agnosticism. The term humanism has historically been used in a 
variety of ways, but for some time now, it has primarily meant the 
kind of god-free worldview advocated by “humanist“                  
organisations such as the British Humanist Association. 
 

VAN DEN BERG: Why are you interested in philosophy? 
 

LAW: I was always most interested in philosophical questions, 
such as “Why is there something rather than nothing?“ “Is time 
travel possible?“ “Could a machine think?“ and so on. I just didn’t 
realise that there was a proper subject that addressed them. 
 

I was largely uninspired by the stuff I was taught at school, and I 
was kicked out at seventeen. I then worked as a postman for four 
years. I went through a New Age period, reading a lot of esoteric 
books, and I became interested in thinking properly and            
rigorously. Via Robert Pirsig’s Zen and the Art of Motorcycle      
Maintenance, I discovered Plato and Western philosophy. Antony 
Flew’s Introduction to Western Philosophy put me further along on 
the philosophy track, and I ended up applying to read the subject 
at University. By some miracle, I talked my way into the City     
University in London, despite not having the usual school exam 
record. 
 

VAN DEN BERG: What is philosophy? 
 

LAW: Philosophy is about applying our powers of reason so far as 
we are able to certain big questions, the answers to which at least 
appear to lie beyond the reach of science. For example: the   
metaphysical question “Why is there anything at all?“; the ethical 
question “What is right or wrong?“; the epistemological question 
“How do I know that other people have minds?“; or another         
metaphysical question, “Does time travel even make sense?“ The 

P hilosopher Stephen Law teaches at Heythrop 
College, University of London, and edits the    
philosophical journal  Think, which is published 
by the Royal Institute of Philosophy and is aimed 
at the general public. He is a fellow of The Royal  
Society of Arts and Commerce, and in 2008        
became the provost of the Centre for Inquiry in 
London. 
 

After Law was asked to leave Long Road Sixth 
Form College, in Cambridge, England, he went 
to work as a postman. His upbringing was not 
religious; in his early twenties, he went through 
an experimental and mystical period, which 
brought him to philosophy. At twenty-four, he 
persuaded City University in London to accept 
him to study for a bachelor of science degree in 
philosophy, despite his lacking top grades. There 
he achieved first-class honours, allowing him to 
move on to Trinity College, Oxford, to read for a 
bachelor’s degree in philosophy. He received a 
doctorate in philosophy from The Queen’s       
College, Oxford. 
 

Law’s books include two introductory texts – The 
Great Philosophers: The Lives and Ideas of  
History’s Greatest Thinkers and The Philosophy 
Gym. The latter consists of twenty-five                    
philosophical  questions, chosen for their relevance 
to today’s society. The German edition of the 
book won the first Mindelheim Philosophy Prize. 
 

Law also published a children’s version of this 
book, The Philosophy Files. His book The War 
For Children’s Minds discusses the various 
newly emergent forces – including popular 
right-wing tabloids, as well as George W. Bush 
and Tony Blair – that attack enlightenment 
thinking and call for a return to authoritarianism 
and religious tradition  as opposed to leftism 
and liberal  parenting. 
 

Law aims to re-evaluate the liberal approach to 
morality, and he attacks authoritarian rhetoric 
head-on, calling for children to be educated in 
ethics grounded in philosophy and the values of 
the Enlightenment. 
 

He has just completed a book on humanism for 
the Oxford University Press series A Very Short 
Introduction (to be published in February 2011) 
as well as another book with the no-nonsense 
title Believing Bullshit.  
 

This interview was conducted by Floris van den 
Berg, who teaches philosophy at Utrecht                
University, the Netherlands. He is executive director 
of Center  for Inquiry in the Low Countries. – EDS. 

 Spotting Bullshit      A conversation with Stephen Law 
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I characterise humanism as involving atheism or                 

free worldview advocated by “humanist“                  

territory overlaps with religion, but 
religion can (though it need not) 
downplay the role of reason,          
especially the importance of getting 
individuals to apply their own powers 
of reasoning. True, reason may not 
ultimately be able to answer such 
big questions, though I believe it can 
pretty conclusively answer some and 
can at least rule out certain answers 
to others. I value the kind of philosophy 
that is clear, precise, and succinct. 
 

VAN DEN BERG: What is the use of 
philosophy? 
 

LAW:  Does it matter whether or not 
it is useful? I am interested in truth 
for its own sake, and when it comes 
to many big questions, a philosophical 
approach is our best bet so far for 
finding out what’s true (though     
obviously science has a role, too). 
However, I think philosophy is      
useful, as a matter of fact. Philosophy 
involves acquiring skills of thinking – 
being able to think clearly and      
rigorously, putting a point succinctly, 
spotting bullshit, and so on. These 
skills are “transferable“: they are useful 
in many walks of life, and they never 
go out of date. Philosophy is really 
more an ability than a body of 
knowledge (though of course you 
need some background knowledge 
of the history of philosophy if you are 
not to repeat the mistakes of the past). 
 

Here’s another use of philosophy –   
a healthy society requires that       
citizens ask the big questions. It    
requires that citizens not just accept 
whatever they are told and do as 
they are ordered. A society of moral 
sheep is a dangerous thing. Getting 
people to think philosophically can 
help immunize them against the wiles 
of moral and intellectual snake-oil 
salesmen who might otherwise lead 
them astray. In fact, as the Oliners 
point out in their book The Altruistic 
Personality, what distinguished those 
who saved Jews from those who did 
not during the Holocaust was that 
the former had been raised to think 
and question and sympathise with 
others rather than just passively   
accept what they were told. If we 
want to avoid similar moral catastrophes, 
those are the kinds of citizens we 
should be raising. 

VAN DEN BERG: What about Germany? 
It has a long and profound tradition 
of philosophy, but Germany also 
dominated the twentieth century 
with two World Wars. 
 

LAW: The Nazi Adolf Eichmann, who 
orchestrated the deportation of the 
Jews to concentration camps, knew 
about Enlightenment thinkers such 
as Kant. Kant is chief among those 
who emphasized the importance of 
individuals applying their own powers 
of reason and being brave enough 
to make their own judgments – such 
individuals are “enlightened,“ according 
to Kant. But Eichmann entirely      
misunderstood Kant. As Hannah Arendt 
points out, when asked, Eichmann 
said Kant’s ethics is about “doing 
your duty.“ He thought the right 
thing to do is to unquestioningly 
follow orders! Of course, this is a 
complete misinterpretation of Kant. 
Germans such as Eichmann were 
clearly not enlightened, despite the 
role of many enlightened thinkers in 
their cultural tradition. It is a poisonous 
myth, put out by postmoderns and   
religious conservatives alike, that 
Kantian enlightenment was           
responsible for the Holocaust. In fact, 
raising citizens who are enlightened 
in Kant’s sense is probably our best  
defence against such catastrophes. 
VAN DEN BERG: What is the biggest 
problem in philosophy? 
 
LAW: I’m not sure. Maybe the mind/ 
body problem, or the question “Why 
is there anything at all?“ 
 

VAN DEN BERG:  Who are your           
favourite philosophers? 
 

LAW: Ludwig Wittgenstein, Saul Kripke, 
and Peter Singer. They are all interesting. 
They have intriguing ideas, even if I 
don’t necessarily agree with them. 
 

VAN DEN BERG: And your most       
disliked philosophers? 
 

LAW: All the postmodern French 
“philosophers“ as exposed in the 
book Intellectual Impostures by Alan 
Sokal and Jean Bricmont: Deleuze, 
Derrida, Lyotard, Baudrillard, Kristeva, 
and all the others. They  deserve to be 
laughed at. They give philosophy a 
bad name. 

 

VAN DEN BERG: Who would you add 
to the humanist canon? 
 

LAW: Peter Singer. He is one of the 
most significant moral thinkers of 
the past one hundred years. Perhaps 
the most significant. 
 
VAN DEN BERG: Do you do academic 
philosophy? 
 

LAW: Yes, I regularly publish papers on 
the field of the philosophy of   religion, 
for example on the problem of evil. 
 

VAN DEN BERG: You are involved in 
education; you teach philosophy at a 
university, you popularise philosophy, 
you write philosophy books for     
children, and you write about the 
philosophy of education in The War 
for Children’s Minds. What’s the aim 
of education? 
 

LAW: Education has many aims. No 
doubt a good education should help 
pupils get a grip of their own culture 
and become reasonably scientifically 
and culturally literate (and thus 
should know at least the main Bible 
stories). My interest in education was 
provoked by reading conservative 
religious writers such as Melanie 
Philips and John Sachs, who both 
blame enlightenment (in Kant’s 
sense) values for much of what is 
wrong with contemporary society. 
Their proposed cure is increasing 
reliance on traditional-style religious 
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education. I think children should be 
educated about religion, but they 
should not be encouraged to passively 
accept a religion (or, indeed, atheism). 
They should be encouraged to think 
and question and make up their own 
minds. 
 

VAN DEN BERG: Why are you not       
protesting against religious schools 
and pleading for a ban on them? 
 

LAW: If you oppose faith-based 
schools entirely, you will make more 
enemies than friends. You won’t      
succeed. But if you say things like “All 
schools should meet basic minimal 
standards,“ you will find that most 
people agree. It’s a strategic approach. 
 

In truth, I am not sure religious 
schools are at all acceptable. But 
they are not going to go away, so 
let’s make sure they meet certain 
basic standards, such as encouraging 
children to think and question and 
giving them awareness of a range of 
views, including atheism and         
humanism (preferably explained by 
those who hold such views). A recent 
poll of young British Muslims        
suggested that about a third think 
that any Muslim who leaves the faith 
deserves death. Clearly, their schools 
were not successful in encouraging 
the idea that individuals should be 
free to make their own decisions 
about what to believe. 
 

VAN DEN BERG: Are you a New Atheist? 
 

LAW: I am an outspoken atheist. I     
believe atheism is true, and I am not 
shy about saying so for fear of            
offending people. I am more              
interested in the truth of religious 
claims than I am in the question of 
whether religion is a force for good 
or evil in the world (which is more of 
a concern for some New Atheists). 
There are lots of good religious    
people, but obviously religion can 
be dangerous. I think of it as being a 
bit like nuclear power. Religion does 
have benefits, and most of the time 
it ticks away in the background     
doing little harm. But when things 
go wrong – kaboom! Or it can slowly 
but fatally poison us. 
 

Because religion has the potential to 

do so much damage, it needs to be 
closely monitored. In particular, 
what goes on in religious schools 
needs to be closely monitored. 
Imagine that political schools started 
opening – a communist school in 
one town, a neocon school in        
another, and so on. Suppose these 
schools start each day with the         
collective singing of political anthems. 
Suppose portraits of political leaders 
beam down from classroom walls. 
Suppose pupils are selected on the 
basis of parents’ political beliefs. 
Suppose they expect children to  
uncritically accept the political     
tenets of their ideological leaders – 
Marx, Irving Kristol, et cetera. What 
would be the public’s reaction? In 
the U.K., there would be outrage. It 
would be understood that such 
schools were a threat to democracy 
and a healthy society. In fact, they are 
just the kind of schools you find in 
totalitarian regimes. Yet cross out 
political and write religious, and you 
will discover that countless such 
schools exist in the U.K. and the United 
States. I cannot see why such religious 
schools are any more acceptable. 
 

VAN DEN BERG: You plead for            
philosophy to be included in the 
school curriculum. Personally, even 
though I teach philosophy myself, I 
am skeptical about philosophy in 
schools because of the risk that what 
is taught will be postmodern nonsense. 
Ninety percent of philosophy is   
complete nonsense. What is the use of  
making students acquainted with that? 
 

LAW: I mean good philosophy, not 
bogus. So, no postmodern crap. 
 

VAN DEN BERG: To debate or not to 
debate? Should we debate believers 
or not? 
 

LAW: We should encourage debates, 
with the possible exception of 
Young Earth creationists. There are 
good reasons for not giving them a 
platform (I have changed my mind 
about this recently). 
 

VAN DEN BERG: Have you ever         
succeeded in getting believers to 
rethink their belief? If not, what is 
the use of debating believers as you 
do regularly? 

LAW: It has happened that a believer 
came up to me after a talk and said: 
“I am having second thoughts.“ 
However, when it comes to rapid 
conversions, more people go the 
other way. Becoming a true believer 
typically happens very quickly.      
Becoming an atheist is usually a 
fairly slow process. There’s rarely a 
road-to-Damascus-type moment. 
 

VAN DEN BERG: You are provost of 
Centre for Inquiry in London. What is 
it and to what do you aspire? 
 

LAW:  CFI in London is an educational 
platform organising debates and 
events on religion, the supernatural, 
and ethical issues. We use the       
humanist edifice Conway Hall in 
downtown London, and we           
participate in the Oxford Literary 
Festival. We are associated with the 
British Humanist Association, but we 
don’t duplicate their activities. We 
are complementary to the other   
humanist and atheist organisations. 
 

VAN DEN BERG: Can you be a scientist 
and believe in God, crop circles,    
homeopathy, et cetera? 
 

LAW: I am often struck by how       
otherwise intelligent people believe 
weird things  –  even the scientifically 
trained (though they are less prone, 
in fact). People, more generally, have 
an astonishing ability to accept the 
ridiculous. We should be cultivating 
an alertness for bullshit – a red light 
should come on when there’s      
bullshit around. My forthcoming 
Prometheus book. Believing Bullshit 
exposes some of the main ways in 
which bullshit belief systems are 
able to suck people in. Sadly, even 
the otherwise scientifically literate 
can end up trapped inside such    
intellectual black holes. My guess is 
that it is bullshit that will ultimately 
bring about the end of civilisation. 
 
© 2011 by the  Council for Secular 
Humanism (CSH). This article   
originally appeared in Free Inquiry 
magazine, volume 31, number 2 
(February/March 2011). 
 
Reprinted with Permission. 
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Babies might also have an in-built 
predisposition to accept the           
existence of caring intelligences 
greater than themselves, so they 
might all lean towards generic theism, 
anyway. Mummy is God, after all. 
 
There are a fair number of adults 
who ought to know better who    
insist on the dictionary definition, 
too. They’ve been brought up    
without god-belief, and some of 
them may not have even considered 
religion much at all. Unless they are 
real lightweights, genuine feathers 
adrift in the wind, they also carry a 
set of values that incline them      
toward godlessness … otherwise you’d 
expect them to fall on their knees 
and turn Christian the instant they 
first hear about Jesus. They don’t, 
and why? Probably because they 
learned some critical thinking skills 
from their parents. They carry positive 
values that make them resistant to the 
cheap promises of faith. 
 
The “I believe in no gods/I lack   
belief in gods“ debate.  
I have heard this so often, the        
hair-splitting grammatical distinctions 
some atheists think so seriously    
important in defining themselves.   
All you’re doing is defining           
yourselves as anal retentive freaks, 
people! Get over it. Either way,  
you’re an atheist – and that goes for 
the over-philosophised fussbudgets 
who insist that they’re agnostics, not  
atheists, because they aren’t 100% 
positive there aren’t any gods, only 
99 44/100ths positive. Atheism is 
such a general club, and it’s so easy 
to fall into the definition, that it’s 
silly to sit around arguing about how 
close to the fence you’re sitting. 
 
I don’t care. Tell me what virtues you 
bring, what experiences brought 
you here, why your values matter to    
society. The fine-grained shuffling 
about to define yourself so precisely 
is simply narcissistic masturbation. 
 
Science flies you to the moon.    
Religion flies you into buildings. 
The second sentence is false.          
Religion does not turn you into a 

terrorist. The overwhelming majority 
of religious people have similar    
values to yours; my church-going 
grandmother would have been just 
as horrified at people using their 
faith to justify murdering people as 
the most hardened atheist, and 
there have been atheist individuals 
who also think they are justified in 
killing people for the cause. So stop 
saying this! 
 
I would say, though, that religion 
does make one more susceptible to 
bad ideas. After all, if you’ve spent 
your whole life learning to dampen 
your critical faculties and avoid  
questioning the Holy Trinity and the 
Magic Mother of God, it’s not so 
hard to accept that the people in the 
IRS building are plotting to put a      
mind-control chip in your head. I  
oppose religion because we can see 
its effects on even otherwise brilliant 
people: it short-circuits skepticism 
and leaves them open to dangerous 
and erroneous ideas. It’s just that 
usually we can trust in the cooperative 
social nature of human beings, and 
the kind of dangerous idea usually 
plopped into their brains is that it is 
good to bring sugar cookies made 
with a pound of pure butter to the 
church social. 
 
“I just believe in one less god than 
you do“.  
OK, I don’t hate this one. There is  
actually a germ of a valid point in 
there: disbelief in itself is good and 
normal social practice, and even    
the most zealous theist actively            
disbelieves in many things. That’s a 
good point to make in a world 
where people cite blind faith as a 
virtue. 
 
But that’s the only point that can be 
made from it, and it has its own    
perils. It implies many things that are 
not true. The theist you’re arguing 
with did not go through a process 
where he analysed his beliefs        
logically, and excluded 99% of all 
gods by reason and their lack of    
evidence; in fact, he probably never 
in his life seriously considered any of 
those other faiths (he is 99%             
Dictionary Atheist, in other words). 
He came to his personal faith by way 

of a series of personal, positive (to 
him!) predispositions, not by          
progressive exclusion of other ideas, 
and he’s simply not going to see the        
relevance of your argument. Would 
you be swayed if someone pointed 
out that you disbelieve astrology,       
homeopathy, tarot, witchcraft, and 
palmistry, and he has simply gone 
one step further than you, and also           
disbelieves in evolution? 
 
Similarly, you did not go through a 
list of religions, analysing each one, 
and ticking them off as unbelievable.  
I certainly didn’t. Instead, you come 
to the table with an implicit set of 
criteria, like evidence and plausibility 
and experimental support, and also 
a mistrust of unfounded authority or 
claims that are too good to be true, 
and they incline you to accept          
naturalism, for instance, as a better 
explanation of the world. Turning it 
into a quantitative debate about 
how many gods we accept, instead 
of a substantial debate about the 
actual philosophical underpinnings 
of our ideas, is kind of lame, I think. 
 
I could probably come up with a few 
more peeves – I am genuinely a 
world-class expert in finding fault – 
but let’s stop there. My main point is 
that one general flaw in many      
atheists is a lack of appreciation for 
why they find themselves comfortable 
with that label, and it always lies in a 
set of sometimes unexamined    
working metrics for how the world 
works. You are an atheist – take 
pride in what you do believe, not 
what you deny. And also learn to  
appreciate that the opposition     
hasn’t arrived at their conclusions in 
a vacuum. There are actually deeper 
reasons that they so fervently endorse 
supernatural authorities, and they 
aren’t always accounted for by  stupidity. 
 

PZ Myers is a biologist and             
a s s o c i a t e  p r o f e s s o r  at the 
University of Minnesota, Morris, USA. 

 

This article is from Pharyngula 
www.scienceblogs.com/pharyngula 
and is reprinted with permission.  
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I n Australia during the past ten years, Christians have been praying for rain, especially those in Queensland and 
other states where there has been a drought for all that time. Many lives were ruined and huge numbers of stock 
were slaughtered because of the drought. Tragically many farmers who were facing bankruptcy and complete ruin 
took their own lives. Still the Christians prayed, after all they believe the Bible and the many promises which tell 
them that God protects and nurtures believers. 
 

Year after year they prayed to their loving heavenly father but still there was no rain until just a few weeks ago when 
apparently God decided he had heard enough prayers – obviously he had been storing up the rain which he had 
withheld during those years of drought and finally decided to pour out his abundance to cover the lands and fill the 
rivers in just a few days! Hallelujah – Praise be to God – the prayers were finally answered! 
 

It is time, surely, for Christians to admit that prayer does NOT work! The reason is that the existence of God is          
seriously in question. The tragedy which has unfolded during the past decade and which has ended in a catastrophic 
event should be sufficient to convince us that there is no God. As terrible as this prayer failure has been it is            
miniscule by comparison with the failure of the prayers of God’s “Chosen People“ – the Jews – when they cried out 
unto the Lord to save millions of them from extermination by the Nazis during World War II. 
 

I realise that many Christians will continue with their faith as they sincerely believe that the Bible and all contained 
therein is absolute truth. Sadly, the evidence is contrary to that belief which if believers would dare to investigate 
they would discover that the Bible is NOT an accurate or historically or scientifically supported document.               
Unfortunately most Christians do not have the courage to take the time or are willing to believe anything other than 
the written, so-called, “Word of God“. 
 

I was a “born again“ Christian fundamentalist for some 20 years and for 10 of those I was the founding Pastor of a 
church in Perth, Western Australia, which became the largest single congregation in the city (1979 -1989). Therefore, 
I include myself as a former Christian who was completely immersed in the Bible and its teachings, both during Bible 
College and from International teachers. I read and studied the Bible and accepted it almost without question. 
 

Following my resignation from the ministry I spent several years still as a Christian, but with the time and motivation 
to thoroughly examine my beliefs. I am convinced that when anyone is inside “the Christian bubble of faith“ it is   
almost impossible for them to see outside that bubble. 
 

During those few years I gradually released myself from that influence and began to realise with some reluctance 
that I had been following a “dream“ or as Richard Dawkins would say an “illusion“. I finally had to admit that while I 
had been 100 per cent committed and sincere, I had been sincerely wrong! 
 

It was at that point that I began to work on writing a book. I wrote and rewrote, off and on, during the following 
years until finally I self-published my work titled From Faith to Reason. It is my hope that my book will assist others 
who have some doubts about faith to open their minds to access information from sources other than the Bible. I 
wish that books such as those published during the past few years by Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, Christopher 
Hitchens and others were available back in 1972 when at a vulnerable time in my life I made an emotional rather 
than rational decision to be “born again“ and to put my trust in God and the Bible. 
 

Fortunately help for the hundreds of families which have suffered loss of their homes and those who have lost loved 
ones do not depend on prayer and waiting for a response from God. It is a natural human reaction for almost          
everyone to do everything possible to assist those unfortunate victims of this catastrophe. Thankfully, humane   
practical assistance, care and financial help is in operation from individuals and from the government, whereas God 
“our helper“ is nowhere to be found. 

The power, or not, of prayer 
 

By Brian Baker 

Brian Baker is a member of the AFA.  
 
The article first appeared in Online Opinion 
(http://www.onlineopinion.com.au/view.asp?article=11510) 
and is reprinted with permission. 
 
 

From Faith to Reason is available from Vivid 
Publishing, Fremantle, Western Australia.  
For supplies of this book and enquiries: 
Personal Peace Publications 
P.O. Box 320 Cannington WA 6987 
personalpeacepublications@bigpond.com 

The Australian Atheist                          24                                                                       MARCH - APRIL 2011 



The Australian Atheist                          25                                                                       MARCH - APRIL 2011 

ISBN: 9781741759624  
Publisher: Allen & Unwin 
RRP:  $35.00 
 
 

Review  
By Ben Akerley 

       

D ubbed the finest writer in English and most          
formidable debater of our time, Christopher Hitchens        
self-identifies today as a convinced atheist whose roots 
of iconoclastic rejection of all religious belief dates back 
to his early public (“private“ in American English) school 
days. Chapel attendance was rigidly required, but his 
overseers were impotent to enforce active participation 
in these devotional exercises and one of the other       
students duly impressed him by sitting there unbowed 
like all the others who dutifully bent forward at the call 
to prayer so the two of them became fast friends. Since 
Hitchens already viewed the state-mandated Anglican 
Church (Church of England) as a national absurdity, he 
began to emulate his newfound mate by also declining 
to engage in the event. This defiant act of total disdain 
for the humiliation of supplicating to an unseen and 
non-existent deity presaged a much later appearance in 
court on a charge of “inciting to riot“ when he           
steadfastly refused to swear on the Bible as he took his 
oath. When asked by the magistrate to explain his       
action, he responded: “I am an atheist and a                
Marxist.“ But linking his blatant unbelief with the world’s 
foremost purveyor of religion as the opiate of the 
masses was just too irritating and politically  incorrect for 
the judge who imposed a disproportionately hefty fine 
on the impecunious student defendant. 
 
From the get-go, this scribe’s political activism has      
always kept pace with his flourishing journalistic          
endeavours and prolific literary output from his very first 
gig on the staff of the British social journal “The New 
Statesman“ to be followed by the U.S. bicoastal zines 
“Mother Jones“ and “The Nation“ and capped in 1992 
with his appointment to prestigious “Vanity Fair.“ His 
peripatetic assignments have taken him to such remote 
and extremely dangerous venues as Afghanistan, North 
Korea, Iraq, Lebanon and many others. And accustomed 

as the writer is to living on the edge, it was no big deal 
for him to invite his close friend, the highly controversial 
and fatwah-condemned writer Salman Rushdie, to be his 
house guest with all the attendant security nightmares 
involved. 
            
His intrepid in-your-face style stood out in boldest relief 
when he voluntarily submitted himself not once but 
twice to the experience of waterboarding and under    
the ignominy of insisting that the professional                     
waterboarders treat him like any other prisoner, his    
second try did outlast the first by a few seconds.  
            
In one of the most touching passages in the book, he 
attempts to reconcile his feelings of grief with the reality 
of an American soldier who died in Iraq having been 
greatly influenced to join the military in the misbegotten 
war and inspired by the reporter’s writing from the front 
lines of the conflict. 
            
Although he was already 24 years old at the time, the 
trauma of his beloved mum Yvonne’s death has haunted 
him throughout his life because it occurred as part of a 
suicide-murder pact with her illicit lover and left behind 
the shameful and scandalous dual legacy of her      
choosing to have an adulterous affair and to end her 
own life. 
             
He has always deplored the nickname Chris which he 
considers an unjust circumcised shortening of his given 
name. However, since his naval officer father (referred to 
as the Commander) was always known as Hitch, that 
same moniker has caught on with him as well. 
             
He concludes by stating that defence of science and   
reason becomes the greatest imperative of our time and 
whereas unbelievers must have unalterable convictions 
and even be willing to fight for them, they must            
simultaneously keep an open mind with continuous 
doubt and self-criticism. This dilemma, this conundrum, 
this catch-22 our peerless pundit cleverly parodies as   
his own Hitch-22, hence the title chosen for his                  
magnum opus.      
 
Lamentably, at age 61, Hitchens has been diagnosed 
with oesophageal cancer and cruel fate has allowed 
lighting to strike twice in the same family since his       
father, the Commander, suffered from the same            
affliction.  Consequently, these wonderful reminiscences 
have transmogrified into an especially poignant,         
extended, extensive, self-composed epitaph. 

 
Ben Akerley is a retired teacher and a professional 
musician. He is the author of The X-Rated Bible: An           
Irreverent Survey of Sex in the Scriptures. 
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HITCH-22 
A MEMOIR 
 

by Christopher 
Hitchens   

they would discover that the Bible is NOT an accurate or historically or scientifically supported document.               
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W ith the onset of Twitter, Facebook, blogs and forums, the Internet is 
providing the modern atheist with a plethora of useful video clips. 
 
We want to share with you the best of the bunch, and hope to get you 
laughing and thinking critically or at least chuckling into your pint.  Well, 
perhaps not laughing critically, but you know what we mean! 
 
So, come and enjoy some snippets of anti-theist hilarity, discover a new 
logical fallacy, watch Christopher Hitchens pound apologists into the dust, 
take a position on dualism and be astonished to watch Stephen Fry        
actually get angry! 
 

This is a FREE event put on by Adelaide Atheists to promote critical       
thinking as a rational alternative to illiterate Bronze-Age goatherders’               
schizophrenic superstitions! 
 

When:   3rd Wednesday of every second month. 
Time:     7:00 pm 
Where:  Wheatsheaf Hotel 
                 39 George Street 
                 Thebarton, South Australia. 
 

If you would like to hold a YouTube in the Pub, a ready made collection of videos is available here.   
www.youtube.com/user/ohthatPetria 

YouTube in the Pub 
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Philosophy 
 

The Atheist Foundation of Australia recognises scientific method as the only rational means toward understanding reality.  
To question and critically examine all ideas, testing them in the light of experiment, leads to the discovery of  facts. 
 

As there is no scientific evidence for supernatural phenomena, atheists reject belief in ’God’, gods and other supernatural 
beings. The universe, the world in which we live, and the evolution of life, are entirely natural occurrences. 
 
No personality or mind can exist without the process of living matter to sustain it. We have only one life – here and now. 
All that remains after a person dies is the memory of their life and deeds in the minds of those who live. 
 
Atheists reject superstition and prejudice along with the irrational fears they cause. We recognise the complexity and   
interdependence of life on this planet. As rational and ethical beings we accept the challenge of making a creative and     
responsible contribution to life. 
 

Aims 
 

To encourage and to provide a means of expression for informed free-thought on philosophical and social issues. 
To safeguard the rights of all non-religious people. 
To serve as a focal point for the fellowship of non-religious people. 
To offer reliable information in place of superstition and to offer the methodology of reason in place of faith so as to      
enable people to take responsibility for the fullest development of their potential as human beings. 
To promote atheism. 

The Australian Atheist                          27                                                                       MARCH - APRIL 2011 

 
Signature…………………………………….. 



We welcome original articles, book     
reviews,  letters to the editor, quotes 
and snippets for possible inclusion  in 

The Australian Atheist.             
All contributions are subject to         

Editorial  approval. 

Printed by Copy King The subject matter herein need 
not be taken as the official view 

of the    
ATHEIST FOUNDATION  

 OF  
 AUSTRALIA INC 

 http://twitter.com/atheistaus 

Merchandise 
Visit our online shop at 

 

Cafe Press 
http://www.cafepress.com.au/aussieatheists 

 

 

 

 

 

 

. 

www.cafepress.com.au/aussieatheists/ 

Forum http://atheistfoundation.org.au/forums/ http://facebook.com/atheistfoundation 


