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From the Editor
I’ve decided not to write an Editorial this issue. Instead I offer you a glimpse into the mind of a young atheist. Enjoy.
Lee

Introducing . . .

Some would say that it really is not that big a deal, that
realising that an imaginary friend probably does not exist
could not possibly affect your life in any substantive
manner. Perhaps this is right for some; all they need and
want to do is acknowledge this basic fact and get on
with their lives like before. However, as is the case with
everything in life, it is what you make of it yourself.
Some look at life as pointless and a waste of time, albeit
this is probably only a minority, whilst others have an
overt infectious zeal that can render some of the
aforementioned people ill. The reality, though, is that
most people are stuck into that large grey lump in
between these two extremes – not nihilistic and not
ecstatic, just “normal”. Personally, I could not resist. I had
finally found something that I could truly advocate,
speak up, debate and discuss for with all my ability.
There are those who wonder why some of us are so
“outspoken” and why we have to brazenly parade about
“saying what we think”. Well, for me at least, I am so
passionate about what I think that I just want to
communicate it whenever I can. By no means do I go
around door knocking homes, not at all, nor do I stand
on the street with a copy of The God Delusion asking
those passing by whether they “have heard the good
news of Dawkins”. Yet, when the opportunity arises and
the conditions are right, there is no holding me back.

Matthew Minas

H

ello everyone, just a young, curious and fresh
seventeen-year-old atheist here and loving this community.
Raised a Catholic and a member of the variable private
school system, I feel like all my life I have had the blinkers
thrust over my eyes, compelled to be one of those horses
with those silly plastic things attached to their heads.
The thing is, though, you just do not know what it is like
to not wear the blinkers, or that you are wearing the
blinkers at all. Even if you do realise that you are wearing
them, you are unaware that you can, or of how to, take
them off. You accept your view of life as standard and
then go about the daily grind. I often dismissed those
who had a view that opposed my own; I scoffed at the
people whose ideas I perceived as too ridiculous. It was
my upbringing suddenly having to be on the defensive,
warding off attacks that threatened to change my
cosseted perspective and way of life. Then again, this is
something we always do. We always utterly disregard
eccentric people, anyone who is ostensibly vastly
different from us, as crazy. Undoubtedly this tendency
still exists in society – my blank slate of a mind, my
tabula rasa, now sees it all the time and I remember.

Perhaps you are thinking: “So what? Join the club. You
are not the first, and you will not be the last.” This is true.
I am not special because I have discovered this simple
truth. Any reasonable and capable person can begin the
straightforward process of questioning their beliefs,
listen to the plethora of people out there, read the array
of books and then come to the same conclusion. Maybe
it is also true that I am just a hopelessly optimistic or
enthusiastic youth, who will soon be just as cynical as
everyone else, paralysed by the feeling that the world is
too vast and too complicated, controlled by too many
bastards with too much money and propped up by too
many people with not enough. I guess it is a very strong
possibility that maybe one day when I am much older,
seasoned and weathered, this bland pragmatism will
finally take over as it almost always does – perhaps it is
inevitable. However, my youth is the prime of my
optimism and also my innocence. I constantly revel in
this ecstatic enthusiasm and it is exhilarating and
invigorating when it really gets going. If I can hold this
moment, this fleeting instant in time, for as long as I am

Yet, thankfully, I persisted. The little niggling voice inside
grew so annoying that I could not dismiss it or ignore it
any longer. So I thought “in for a penny, in for a pound”,
and I went all out to discover every single nook and
cranny, every little bit of information that I could find to
suffice this deep, yearning hunger. Like a starving man
from the desert, my quest for the food and water of
knowledge has been feverish, ravenous and relentless –
it still continues today, and I know that it will never stop.
Perhaps this is the greatest passion of all: an insatiable
zest for discovering new things and learning about
something intriguing. Whether it be discovering a
passion for art, particularly Impressionism, and all things
philosophical, building upon an already avid drive to
read, unleashing a desire to write or a myriad of other
interests that would take me too long to detail. Atheism
has given me a firm grounded base. It is a steadfast
humility that constantly reminds me of how little I know,
so continually adds coal to the fire to keep the passions
going endlessly and effortlessly.
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able to, if I can preserve this fervent energy, keep this
flame alight and suck out all the juices until I am a
withered old prune, then it will be all worth it.

it will be a steady cathartic process. And so my original
introductory post on the AFA forum website has
developed into a thorough attempt to describe what
actually goes on in that mysterious, confusing and
murky place that is my mind. Writing has been the one
thing that has allowed me to truly convey my innermost
ideas and divulge what makes me the person I am. It is
as if the blank piece of paper is the finest psychiatrist,
shrink or best friend that you could have; it knows you
better than anyone else, even though it is just an
inanimate bit of tree remnant. I guess this is the case
because the paper is really just you yourself. I hope that
whoever reads this manages to find some kind of
meaning and even draw an iota of the pleasure I
received in writing this rambling, stream of consciousness
from a young foolish seventeen-year-old atheist.

Maybe it is a delusion; a false, illusory dream that I have
conjured up for myself. However, as is always the case, I
only need to look around me and observe nature to
realise that this is not the case. There is no written law of
the universe that says I have to do something, be
something or act in a particular way. There are so many
people living and doing what they enjoy the most until
the very day they die, not allowing others and society to
tell them “now you can grow up” for one second. I know
a sculptor still creating art well into her nineties, and a
nonagenarian who still practises medicine. One of my
most admired figures and a person who constantly
inspires me, George Carlin, was performing his
ludicrously funny and unashamedly true acts right into
his old age. Cynicism and the curbing of your passions
are definitely parts of life, but, like those countless
people scrambling to conceal the signs of aging, I wish
to prevent it from overcoming me for as long as possible
but hopefully with more success.

So what has this whole process actually done for me?
Well, innumerable things that I do not think I even
realise at the moment, yet will come to understand as I
grow older. But for now, I think I can detail a few things.
I have finally begun to realise what it is like to be alive
and a freethinker; to truly appreciate the colour of a
water lily; the smell of spring; the elegance of evolution;
the sacrifice of supernovae (forget Jesus); the awesomeness of
the Large Hadron Collider; the genius of relativity; the
spookiness of quantum mechanics; and the beauty of
the universe – without the overhanging, insipid dulling
down of it by religion. By far I do not know everything, in
fact, I know nothing and that is what inspires me. I look
forward to looking under the rocks to find the answers,
to being surprised and being proved wrong. I look forward
to the future with unrelenting eagerness and I am so glad
that I was brave enough to take those first steps at a
time that seems so long ago now, and just begin to live.

This letter, article, piece or introduction is an example of
this very alacrity of spirit in full force. I was delighted to
have been given the opportunity to have my introduction
published; it was something I wrote in the spur of the
moment, and so I decided to go all out, add more and
really get my thoughts onto the paper. One of my
greatest tendencies is that I always write more than the
usual amount; I always have a great desire to detail
every minute idea that comes to mind so that what I
hand up is really a part of who I am. Thus I could easily
have written page upon page outlining all my inner
thoughts. However, I know that I cannot do this and that

Letters to the Editor
C

its conception in a Catholic womb.

atholic Health Care – now there’s an oxymoron for you.
I heard on the news today that the Catholic Church has at
last apologised for the abduction of about one hundred
and fifty thousand babies born to mainly very young and
unwed women in the 1950s, 1960s and early 1970s.

The whole literate world now knows about the Church
policy that was de rigueur regarding any allegations of
sexual misconduct by its priests, i.e., either to do
nothing, or worse, to move the perpetrator to another
diocese far enough away that rumours of earlier unholy
behaviour could not alert – and therefore forewarn –
new candidates for sexual abuse.

The stated motive was that since the natural mothers
were unfit to be mothers, their babies were better off
with any other mother deemed to be better suited to
that role. Of course, these unnatural mothers had to be
Catholics who would ensure that their new charges
would be subjected to all the risible and malignant
hocus-pocus that good Catholic children have to
forbear; and if this forbearance entailed unwanted
sexual connection with a priestly paedophile, well, that
was just more bad luck for a child cursed from the day of
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Perhaps a Catholic reading this might answer a question
that I have been asking for forty-five years: Why have
three of the most evil men in history, Hitler, Himmler
and Goebbels, all Roman Catholics, not yet been
excommunicated by your awful church?
Gus Burston
4

SEPTEMBER – OCTOBER 2011

Student Questionnaire
Answered by Jac Dittmar Public Relations Team member
But its biological origins can still be
observed in children who are yet too
young to have developed any capacity
The morals and values that are really for ethical thinking or analysis. When
important to me are generally the left to themselves, they show a
same as they are for most people – remarkable and sophisticated capacity
irrespective of their cultural or religious for sharing, sympathy, co-operation,
background: honesty, fairness, charity, and humour. All children, particularly
compassion, courage, and tolerance. adolescents, will of course from time
They include of course a desire not to time push the boundaries, but
to cause harm, injury, or death to happily, for the vast majority, this is
another person. In short, my moral part of a learning process, one that for
outlook is based on the innate most people continues throughout life.
recognition that I am my neighbour’s
neighbour. I suspect most people would I suspect you are probably thinking
be similarly disposed – give or take. The that moral behaviour can only be
intensities of these values may vary derived from biblical and Christian
from person to person, from culture teachings: if you believe that, you would
to culture, and even over time or be dead wrong. Even a superficial
under different circumstances.
examination of anthropology, biology,
comparative religions, ancient history,
To the above list, I would further add philosophy and so on, will demonstrate
my strong feelings of empathy with that moral behaviour and ethical
other sentient beings – a value not thinking is as old as the hills and
shared by all that many people it what’s more, that Christianity by no
seems. Most people in fact, particularly means provides the most glowing
those with a religious background, example of ethical behaviour; never
seem to regard non-humans (animals) has and doesn’t to this day.
to be creatures to be exploited,
abused, denied equal consideration 4. Have you heard of any ethical
and eaten – even where this is not theories before? If so, where from and
what ones?
critical to their (the people’s) survival.
1. What things, values, and morals
are really important to you?

2. Why are these important to you?
These values are important to me
because they can’t help but not be!
3. How do you think these morals
and values developed? Reasons.
Most sentient beings, not just
humans, have evolved biologically to
be dependent one upon another for
survival. Co-operation in gathering
and sharing food, reproductive
opportunities, defence against predators,
imparting knowledge, finding shelter,
safety in numbers, and so on, are all
survival techniques that require some
or all of the above values to be
operational. Homo sapiens have
developed a capacity to intellectualise
these survival techniques and have
subsequently been able to structure
highly complex societies.
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Yes, I have. I have in recent times
taken an interest in matters of a
philosophical nature and have begun
reading Nietzsche, Singer, Camus, &
Plato, amongst snippets of other
thinkers and writers. I have in times
past read Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, Kafka
and Bertrand Russell and numerous
others that touch on ethics/morality
in their thinking and writing. I have
recently explored existentialism. I
frequently trawl through the
Christian Bible and the Qur’an, if for
no other reason than to gauge just
how seriously deficient both are in
their ethical and moral discourse.
5. Have you been placed in a position
to make a decision that went against
your ethical framework? What was
this position and how did you control
the situation?

5

Possibly the only time I go against my
ethical values is in relation to other
(non-human) living beings. From time to
time, occasions arise when despite
all efforts to avoid it, I need, for my
own health, comfort and/or safety,
to kill some insects, small rodents
and very occasionally (non endemic)
birds. It’s always an action of last
resort, but nonetheless it gives me
considerable discomfort and cause
for remorse. But apart from those
occasions, spiders, insects, possums,
birds, reptiles (yes, even snakes), are
welcome in my garden and even in my
house. Those that cannot be welcomed in
the home are relocated to the
outside world, but never killed. I am
always happy to let living things be,
and to allow them to go about their
lives undisturbed.
6. Has there been a situation where
there was or still is another person
with conflicting values or confronting
beliefs that may make you start
questioning your own values?
There are many people around me
whose values conflict with my own,
and this can occasionally produce
some interesting and sometimes,
intense discussion. Nevertheless, I have
rarely if ever, needed to question my
own values. There’s a good reason
for this. Apart from the innately held
values described in point 1 above,
other values have been added to my
“kitbag of ethics” through the process
of thinking, evaluating, reading, and
a desire to increase my understanding
of complex human interactions and
relationships. I, as well as I am able,
endeavour to expand my capacity
for tolerance, sympathy, empathy,
and charity. The people with whom I
come into conflict (on moral issues)
are generally always those whose
morality is dogmatic, unthoughtful,
intolerant, and uncharitable. These
are usually (but not exclusively)
people who take their moral clues
from religious texts: texts derived
from the beliefs of ignorant (by
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modern standards) desert dwellers.
Texts that have been written,
rehashed,
misinterpreted
and
deliberately fashioned to provide a
framework for theocratic control
over the then (even more) ignorant
masses; texts that continue to give
momentum socio/political directions
that are discriminatory, unreasoned
and unreasonable, unethical and in
its extremities, perilous to harmonious
and peaceful coexistence of humanity.
7. Was there a particular person who
has influenced your ethical decisions?
No. Not any one particular person,
but undoubtedly many – in small
degrees and at various times. Even
those, to whose opinions I am
antagonistic, have helped me to
define my ethical position. A
refinement (if that’s what it is) of
ethics is, I think, driven internally and
guided externally.
8. Have you ever let a person in your
life impact on your morals or values
negatively?
No. My morals and values are
resolute and cannot be negatively
impacted. I will shape them and
modify them of my own volition. I do
so when I’m exposed to better ideas
or when I stumble intuitively on a
better or more reasonable standpoint.
My core values remain unaffected.
9. How do you approach a group
situation when the others involved
have different morals and values?
I take the opportunity, if it presents
itself, to express my view. Whilst I can
never be absolutely certain, I think I
have at times swayed the odd
dogmatist towards my way of thinking.
By way of example, when people in
my workplace first learnt of my being
an ethically based vegetarian/vegan,
it met with some curiosity, mostly
covert ridicule and from some
quarters, thinly disguised hostility.
Today, some years later, although
there is still a tendency to “poke fun”
at my dietary choices, many of my
co-workers now openly express concern
for animal welfare and animal ethic
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issues, people who formerly would
not have found elbow room between
sport, motor cars, sport and politics.
(Did I mention sport?)

12. Do you think your religion or if you
don't believe in a religion (atheist) has
shaped the way you would make a
moral or ethical decision?

10. Do you ever criticise another
person's morals or values? Why is that?

Yes, religion has shaped the way I
make moral and ethical decisions,
but not perhaps in the way that you
might think. The longer I live, the
more I learn about religion, the more
I discover just how toxic its doctrines
really are.

Yes, whenever it is opportune and
appropriate. Why? Civilisation cannot
attain higher standards of ethical
behaviour if beliefs and dogmas
remain unchallenged. If philosophers
and ethicists, and thinkers in general 13. Are there any Bible passages that
kept their mouths shut, we would help influence your ethical decisions?
still be burning women at the stake
Yes. Many. Too many to list. All I can
for being “witches”
say is, read your Bible from
Example:
beginning to end – not just the
René Descartes was, around the
favoured passages. Read carefully
eighteenth century, a modern
and stop to think about what is
thinker and philosopher, as well
stated, and often ask the question:
as the “father” of analytic geometry.
“is this just”? You’ll learn more about
He was also a Christian, and in
immorality and unethical behaviour
accordance with Christian doctrine,
than you ever thought possible.
he argued that as animals did not
possess immortal souls, they would
14. Do you put yourself first when
not have consciousness either. He
making decisions?
regarded them as mere automata.
If a decision is a matter that applies
Although they may have screamed
to me personally, and has no
when cut with a knife, or writhed
relevance to another party, yes of
to escape contact with a hot iron,
course, I put myself first and last. On
this, Descartes thought, was not
the other hand, if a decision has an
because they felt pain – it was
impact on others, then that decision
purely a physiological reflex. He
will be considered or modified
reasoned that animals were
accordingly. Sometimes decisions
governed by the same principles
are made that bring no personal
as a clock, unaware and insensate
benefit, but are made because they
– only more intricate, because
give a benefit to others. I’m happy
God had made them.
to do so if the occasion demands it.
Do I criticise? You bet.
11. After making an ethical decision
based on your morals and values have
you ever felt bad/wrong afterwards?
No. No regrets ever. Developing an
understanding of what it is to be a good
person takes time and the path is
invariably complex, crooked, and potholed. Apart from any didactic spin-off,
there’s no point dwelling on wrong
turns and stumbles. One simply presses
on and does one’s best to be as kind and
considerate a person as can be, to exert
whatever influence one can for the
greater good of humanity and indeed,
all living entities.

6

16. Have you heard of the ethics of
egoism before? Look out for number
one as there is no number two?
No, I’ve not heard of it. It sounds like
an oxymoron. I think as a serious
ethical theory I would probably
disregard it.
17. How do you feel about the quote
"Acting selfishly creates a better
world"?
I’m not aware of the source of that
quote, but like point 16 above, I
don’t think it belongs in any serious
ethical discourse.
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Global
Atheist
Convention
launches
Student Grant Initiative

T

he Atheist Foundation of Australia is proud to be partnering with the Freethought University Alliance to offer a total
of 20 free 3-day passes to students for next year's Global Atheist Convention.
The initiative will be split up by contributing 10 free tickets to interstate Freethought University groups, and 10 free
tickets to secondary school students.
Since the Inaugural General Meeting of the Freethought University Alliance (held on the eve of the 2010 Global Atheist
Convention), the organisation has helped grow and unite a student community dedicated to promoting science, reason
and secular values on Australian campuses.
The 10 free tickets to interstate groups will help guarantee that a wide cross-section of University student leaders benefit
from the convention. The allocation of tickets will be made at the discretion of each individual student committee.
The remaining 10 free tickets will be available for any secondary school student. Applications will be judged on the basis
of a 500 word (or less) account of why they wish to attend next year's Convention.
With this and other initiatives, the Atheist Foundation of Australia continues its dedication to engaging and enlightening
future generations of Australians.
The organisers of the Global Atheist Convention plan to announce a furthering of the initiative over the coming months. It
would be greatly expanded through offers of sponsorship or monetary donations from individuals or organisations.
Expressions of interest in this area can be sent to info@atheistfoundation.org.au
Secondary school students can apply for this initiative via StudentGrants@atheistfoundation.org.au
The Freethought University Alliance can be found via http://freethoughtalliance.org.au
Media Contacts:
David Nicholls
President
Atheist Foundation of Australia

Jason Ball
President
Freethought University Alliance

Email: info@atheistfoundation.org.au
Phone: (08) 8835 2269

Email: info@freethoughtalliance.org.au
Phone: 0407 781 406

N

ever doubt that a small group of thoughtful citizens can change the world.
Indeed it is the only thing that ever has.
Margaret Mead - cultural anthropologist
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Freethought University Alliance at the
2012 Global Atheist Convention

W

e’re excited to share with you that the Atheist Foundation of Australia has launched a student grant initiative
that will offer an initial 10 free tickets to the 2012 Global Atheist Convention to the Freethought University Alliance.
The Global Atheist Convention, to be held in Melbourne in April 2012, boasts an impressive line-up of world
renowned speakers including Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens, Sam Harris, Daniel Dennett, Ayaan Hirsi Ali and
many, many more.
The Freethought University Alliance will be allocating the free tickets to the 10 most active affiliated groups located
outside of Victoria.
This list includes the following groups:
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦
♦

Australian National University League of Extraordinary Atheists
University of Newcastle Atheist Society
Macquarie University Atheists League
University of Wollongong Secular Freethinkers
University of Sydney Atheist Society
James Cook University Society of Atheist Philosophy
University of Tasmania Atheists
Bond University Rationalists, Skeptics and Thinkers
Adelaide University Godless Society
University of Western Australia Atheist and Skeptic Society

Allocation of the tickets will be at the discretion of the group, and decided upon by their own student committee.
This could include competitions, fundraisers or splitting the costs of one ticket between a group of students to offer
each student a small discount.
It is possible that a second round of grants may be announced at a later date, and it is our hope that we will be able
to offer a free pass to every affiliated group with the Freethought University Alliance who are located outside of Victoria.
Travel and Accommodation Grants
Additionally, thanks to generous donations from organisations and individuals, the Freethought University Alliance
will be offering a limited number of travel and accommodation grants for additional assistance to any student
traveling from interstate. The allocation of such grants will be subject to availability and expressions of interest can
be sent to scottsharrad@freethoughtalliance.org.au.
Student Leaders Conference
Finally, we would like to announce that the Freethought University Alliance has commenced planning for a “student
leaders’ conference” to be held as part of a fringe event to the Global Atheist Convention. This will include lunch,
workshops, student panels and guest speakers and take place on Friday 13th April 2012. We encourage students
traveling from interstate to consider planning their itinerary to arrive on Friday morning or Thursday evening if they
wish to take part in this event.
We will endeavour to keep registration for this event at a low cost to ensure it is accessible to all students attending
the Global Atheist Convention.
For further details contact
Jason Ball
jasonball@freethoughtalliance.org.au
0407 781 406

The Australian Atheist
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Introducing the

2012 Global Atheist Convention
MC’s
Kylie Sturgess
and
Lawrence Leung

K

L

ylie Sturgess is an award-winning educator,
writer and researcher, specialising in the study of
paranormal beliefs. She is the founder of Token
Skeptic, the first solo-female skeptical podcast,
which is dedicated to promoting critical thinking
and science communication.

awrence Leung is a writer and multi awardwinning stand up comedian. He is also the creator
of the sceptically-enhanced comedy documentary
series Lawrence Leung’s Unbelievable (ABC1) and the
AFI-nominated comedy TV series Choose Your Own
Adventure.

Kylie was a Master of Ceremonies for the Global
Atheist Convention in 2010 and writes the Curiouser
and Curiouser column for the Committee for
Skeptical Inquiry website. She has contributed to a
number of publications, including The Guardian,
The UK Skeptic, Skeptical Inquirer, and features in the
Australian Book of Atheism. In addition, she is a
member of the James Randi Educational Foundation
Education Advisory Panel, and writes about
superstitions on her site PodBlack Cat.

His live shows are based on his nerdy obsessions
ranging from con artists, skepticism, jetpacks and
Rubik’s Cubes.
He has toured solo shows nationally and abroad
including at London’s Soho Theatre, the Assembly
Rooms (Edinburgh) and twice at the Sydney Opera
House.
He studied psychology at Melbourne University
and is fascinated by deception, self-delusions and
why people believe strange things. He has
designed magic illusions for theatre shows and
once solved a Rubik’s Cube in 49 seconds while
skydiving.

In 2011 Kylie was presented with the Secular Student
Alliance Best Individual Activist Award for her
activism independent of a university student group.
Kylie travels world-wide delivering entertaining
presentations on education, feminism, atheism and
science.
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2012 Global Atheist Convention
SPEAKERS
Jason Ball

A

s one of the leading young voices for atheism in Australia, Jason Ball completed
his Bachelor of Arts at the University of Melbourne in 2010, majoring in Political
Science. He served as President of the University of Melbourne Secular Society from
2008 - 2010, and is President and co-founder of the Freethought University Alliance, a
coalition of atheist, sceptic, secular, humanist and rationalist campus groups in
Australia. He also currently serves on the board of the Rationalist Society of Australia.
In 2009 Jason spoke on a student panel at the Centre For Inquiry’s World Congress on
“Science, Public Policy and the Planetary Community” in Washington DC. In 2010 he
presented at TAM Australia in Sydney as part of a workshop on skeptical activism.
Jason is a contributor to the Young Australian Skeptics
blog and produced the first season of their official
podcast, The Pseudo Scientists. http://www.youngausskeptics.com/category/podcast/feed/
Jason’s interest in science and secularism was spurred by his 2005 student exchange trip
to the USA where he was situated in the state of Kansas, attending evangelical youth
groups and church twice a week.
In an interview with Michael Lallo in The Age in April 2009, he says,
It was the buckle of the Bible belt, I was the only kid in my class who did not believe the earth was formed 6000
years ago. That same year, intelligent design was introduced to the curriculum and they voted overwhelmingly
to ban civil rights for gay people. I'd never seen such prejudice.
On why the podcast is unlikely to be picked up by mainstream broadcasters he explains,
Criticising religion is still considered a really bad thing to do, he says. There is this idea that it should be immune
from criticism because we have to respect people's beliefs. But we come from the viewpoint that all areas of life
deserve open and rational enquiry.
But is he just being a spoilsport? What's so bad about a belief in astrology or the afterlife?, asks Lallo.
A lot of people equate scepticism with cynicism, he says. We get a lot of people saying “You guys just come along
and debunk everything and wreck the party.” But we're not out to spoil people's fun. We just want to promote an
appreciation of science and the importance of facts and evidence in all areas of life.
As Media Spokesperson for the Atheist Foundation of Australia, Jason has made numerous appearances on both
radio and television, including The 7PM Project, A Current Affair, ABC News as well as triple j’s Hack, Sunday Night
Safran, and Breakfast with Red Symons on ABC Radio Melbourne.
Jason served on the committee of the 2010 Global Atheist Convention, and is currently part of the committee for the
2012 Global Atheist Convention.

I

t is not hardness of heart or evil passions that drive certain individuals to atheism, but rather a
scrupulous intellectual honesty.
Steve Allen - 2000 Years of Disbelief
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2012 Global Atheist Convention
SPEAKERS
Ayaan Hirsi Ali

A

yaan Hirsi Ali was born in Mogadishu, Somalia in 1969. The daughter of a political
opponent of the Somali dictatorship, Ayaan Hirsi Ali grew up in exile, moving from
Saudi Arabia to Ethiopia then Kenya.
As a young child, she was subjected to female genital mutilation. As she grew up, she
embraced Islam and strove to live as a devout Muslim. But she began to question
aspects of her faith. One day, while listening to a sermon on the many ways women
should be obedient to their husbands, she couldn’t resist asking, “Must our husbands
obey us too?”
In 1992, Ayaan was married off by her father to a distant cousin who lived in Canada. In order to escape this
marriage, she fled to the Netherlands where she was given asylum, and in time citizenship. In her early years in
Holland she worked in factories and as a maid. She quickly learned Dutch, however, and was able to study at the
University of Leiden. Working as a translator for Somali immigrants, she saw at first hand the inconsistencies
between liberal, Western society and tribal, Muslim cultures.
After earning her M.A. in political science, Ayaan worked as a researcher for the Wiardi Beckman Foundation in
Amsterdam. She then served as an elected member of the Dutch parliament from 2003 to 2006. While in parliament,
she focused on furthering the integration of non-Western immigrants into Dutch society, and on defending the
rights of Muslim women. She campaigned to raise awareness of violence against women, including honour killings
and female genital mutilation, practices that had followed the immigrants into Holland. In her three years in
government, she found her voice as an advocate for an “enlightened Islam”.
In 2004, Ayaan gained international attention following the murder of Theo van Gogh. Van Gogh had directed her
short film Submission, a film about the oppression of women under Islam. The assassin, a radical Muslim, left a death
threat for her pinned to Van Gogh’s chest.
In 2006, Ayaan had to resign from parliament when the then Dutch minister for Immigration decided to revoke
Ayaan’s Dutch citizenship, arguing that Ayaan had misled the authorities at the time of her asylum application.
However, the Dutch courts confirmed that Ayaan was indeed a legitimate Dutch citizen, leading to the fall of the
government. Disillusioned with the Netherlands, she subsequently moved to the United States.
A resident scholar at the American Enterprise Institute in Washington DC, Ayaan is currently researching the
relationship between the West and Islam. She has to live with round-the-clock security. Her willingness to speak out
and her abandonment of the Muslim faith have made her a target for violence by Islamic extremists.
Ayaan Hirsi Ali was named one of TIME Magazine’s “100 Most Influential People” of 2005, one of the Glamour Heroes
of 2005 and Reader’s Digest’s European of the Year for 2005.
In response to ongoing abuses of women’s
rights in the name of fundamentalist Islam, she
established the AHA Foundation in 2007 to help
protect and defend the rights of women in the
West against militant Islam.
Ayaan has published a collection of essays, The
Caged Virgin (2006); a memoir, Infidel (2007); the second volume in her Infidel autobiography, Nomad (2010); and has
written and delivered many speeches and articles. She is now working on Short-cut to Enlightenment, a fascinating
dialogue between Mohammed, the founder of Islam, and three of her favourite 20th-century Western thinkers: John
Stewart Mill, Karl Popper and Friedrich von Hayek.
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Ask Dr Krauss
By Anna Yeung

L

awrence
Krauss,
renowned
theoretical physicist and cosmologist,
was recently in Australia, on the
prestigious Miegunyah fellowship at
the University of Melbourne. He
gave a public lecture on Richard
Feynman, based on his recent book
Quantum Man. After the lecture, I
literally blocked the man’s path to
re-introduce myself, as I had met
him on his previous visit during
National Science Week in 2009. He
was gracious
enough to
pretend to
remember me,
and was willing to
talk to anyone who
came up to him.

to seduce the crowd. (So he did give
the nerds some advice.) If that
doesn’t work, turn the question into
something you want to answer. He
also mentioned that you need to be
able to give a good sound-bite, since
the people you are trying to combat
are quite efficient at doing that. He
compared it to the Intelligent Design
crowd, who have a marketing strategy
that is far more
organised and effective
than the truth.

Globally there are some big problems
that require big solutions, and science
can
only succeed without
interference from religion.
This means a
commitment
from government to
the research needed
to answer these problems,
and not rely on industry.

He agreed to
an open
discussion with
the University of
Melbourne Secular
Society; everyone was
able to ask questions
on whatever topic
they wanted.

One thing that
jumped out at
me was when
he said “Science
does not function
when people are dishonest”.

During my
introduction, I joked that
he probably wouldn’t be able
to help the nerds that
populate the Secular Society
with their love lives. He interjected
and said that he probably could.
As moderator, I got to ask the first
few questions (which led to a scolding
from Dr Krauss to let the others have
a turn).
My initial questions were about being
an effective scientific communicator.
He explained that there are a few
qualities involved. You want to
communicate, but you have to
understand your audience; you have
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and its intrusive but effective force
in politics. Religious organisations
have a natural advantage in that
they have access to people, and
often
receive
benefits
from
government and the public such as
tax exemptions. As in the U.S., where
Dr Krauss normally resides, religious
voters tend to be one-issue voters,
easily swaying to whichever politician
panders. It is his hope that with
better science education, people will
become less religious.

It is one of the few fields where
we can actually measure progress.
It requires an open forum to discuss
the merits and shortcomings of an idea.
If
you have enough money,
you
can get people to believe in
anything.
Interest in science has not decreased
but it is not promoted very well. It is
not helped by scientifically illiterate
media, evident in the pages of
respectable newspapers that bury
articles about the cosmos in the
technology section.

However, in his opinion, formal
debates are not very good at
disseminating information but they
can motivate people to go out and
learn more on their own.
People need to be confronted with
their own misconceptions, and those
with a big enough soapbox might
have some effect.

Another popular topic was religion
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Dinner with Dr Krauss
By Mark Gilroy

A

s one of the keynote speakers at next year’s Global
Atheist Convention, Lawrence Krauss may not be as
well-known as some of the other great names appearing
on the program. However, it is fair to say this will not be
the case by the time the convention is over. Lawrence
was recently in Melbourne and members of the
Convention committee took the opportunity to have a
chat with him over dinner one evening, and find out
some of his views on life, the universe and everything.
First some background on Lawrence. He is an American
theoretical physicist and Foundation Professor of the
School of Earth and Space Exploration at Arizona State
University. He has written many best-selling books and
authored or co-authored over 300 scientific studies and
review articles. Trekkies may know him for his two books
on The Physics of Star Trek. His next book (to be
published in January 2012), A Universe from Nothing: Why
There Is Something Rather Than Nothing, is based on his
lecture of the same name which has had almost a million
hits on YouTube. His opposition to Intelligent Design
gained him national prominence in America when he
appeared in front of the State School board in Ohio. He
has also served on Barack Obama’s 2008 Presidential
campaign science policy committee.
Finally, Lawrence is one of the few living physicists that
Scientific America has referred to as a “public intellectual”,
and is the only physicist ever to have been awarded the
highest awards of all three major U.S. physics societies
(American Physical Society, American Association of
Physics Teachers and the American Institute of Physics).
So it was with some awe that the convention team sat
down with the guy, personally recommended by Richard
Dawkins, to discuss his views on a number of issues and
to prepare him on what to expect at next year’s
convention.
On his friends
Just before coming to Australia he spent a weekend with
Christopher Hitchens and found him to be in good
health, considering his overall condition. This was
tempered somewhat by recent news of Hitchens
contracting pneumonia. However, as Hitchens has
promised Lawrence a foreword to his new book, and
Dawkins is supplying the afterword, he is very keen on
him continuing his recovery. He is very close to Richard
Dawkins and will be catching up with him and A. C.
Grayling soon after leaving Australia. He is certainly
looking forward to having so many acquaintances at

The Australian Atheist

next year’s event.
On A. C. Grayling’s University
He is proud to be a part of A. C. Grayling’s controversial
new University in the U.K. He understands why there has
been some criticism of the concept but points out that
the whole enterprise only covers a few hundred
graduates so is a very small piece of the pie. He
defended the rights of people like Dawkins and Grayling
making a profit from the University as they support a lot
of causes for free. As beneficiaries of such generosity at
the 2010 GAC it was hard to argue against this.
On America
Lawrence was certainly a little worried about the current
crop of Republican nominees for the next President. He
fancied Rick Perry to get the Republican nomination and
wouldn’t be surprised if he beats Obama in 2012 due to
the state of the economy. He was concerned that a lack
of funding was hurting state schools, especially in poorer
states or districts and this was affecting America’s future
ability to produce innovation. His own Arizona State
University has had significant cuts in funding. The Ivy
League Universities still do very well but the rest are
struggling somewhat.
On next year’s GAC
Lawrence was looking forward to it immensely. He was
amazed at how we had put together such a great list of
speakers especially as we were just a bunch of
volunteers. He was looking forward to hanging around
with his friends. When told about the gala dinner (and
how many people we were expecting) he said the last
time he had had that amount of diners was at the Nobel
Prize celebration. We did point out that the GAC dinner
would be much more prestigious!
On his books
He is really looking forward to the publication of his new
book next year. All the indications are that it will be
huge. He gets slightly frustrated that the publishers over
here have never pushed his books in the past. We did
warn him about the queues at book signings last year, so
he will be making sure the publishers have a good
supply of his books available.
Everyone had a lovely evening and Lawrence seemed a
really nice guy. We are convinced he will make a great
speaker at next year’s event and that many more people
in Australia will be aware of the name Lawrence Krauss
by the time it’s completed.
13
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Victorian members of the GAC Committee dine with
Lawrence Krauss

Clockwise from front - Jason Ball, John Ganas, Lawrence Krauss, Anna Yeung,
Joel Kilgour, Mark Gilroy, Mary Gilroy, Leigh Raymond.
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Leo Igwe on Witch Hunts,
Injustice and Superstition
in Africa
By Leigh Raymond

I

magine you are old.

Imagine you are old and afraid of dying.
Imagine that in your final years it’s not the horror of a natural death you fear, but the terror of being exiled or killed.
Your hair is grey, your eyes rheumy. Simply because you have survived to an advanced age, you have been
accused of witchcraft. Your fellow villagers have decided that you would already be dead were you not
transforming into an animal at night and stealing the souls of children to sustain your existence.
A grim picture; what year do you think it is? 1692 or thereabouts?
It’s Nigeria in 2011, where witch hunts are a form of
traditional religious expression. Just as the aged are
vulnerable, so are innocent children, who are equally in
danger of being abandoned, tortured or killed should
hostile neighbours decide to blame them for an
untimely death in the community.
These are some of the sobering truths told by Leo Igwe –
skeptic, humanist, and tireless campaigner for human
rights in Nigeria and beyond. This is a man whose
unflinching dedication to breaking the spell in Nigeria
has made him a target of repeated brutality at the hands
of the authorities. He spoke of this with such matter-offactness that it took a photograph of his elderly father
after a violent beating that cost him one of his eyes to
graphically illustrate the work of the very individuals we
would expect to turn to for protection. What warrants
incarceration in Nigeria appears to have little to do with
crime, just as release has little to do with innocence –
those who can afford to bribe the police are freed, those
who cannot remain. The rich are invulnerable, the poor
defenceless, and all of this in a climate of toxic
superstition best illustrated by the fact that rational
explanations for uncanny events are dismissed with the
damning statement “You are thinking like a white
person.”
As if one dangerous set of superstitious misconceptions
was not enough, convincing the African people that
there are no witches is not the only challenge. The
recent attack on a UN complex in Abuja reflects an
equally dangerous influence in the form of radical
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Islamic group Boko Haram (which translates roughly as
“Western or non-Islamic education is forbidden.”), a
militant group dedicated to implementing Sharia law in
the northern states of Nigeria. As Igwe writes; “Nigerian
authorities lack the political and judicial will to combat
Islamic fanaticism in Northern Nigeria. The security
agencies lack the intelligence to address the problem.”
Individuals and institutions brave enough to speak out
against the group are the target of violent reprisals.
The situation is unarguably bleak, and yet Igwe’s
presentation was full of humour, warmth, and life. As he
spoke, he used words like justice and compassion in
such a way that they ceased to be dusty catch-cries and
took on a vividly optimistic reality.
“What can we do?” someone finally asked, and although
it wasn’t the first question posed by the audience it was
definitely the best. Igwe’s passionate response was that
ultimately, change had to come from within Africa, not
from outside. “Africa must sit up!” he stressed. It is a
phrase that bears repetition. Superstition breeds
violence against children, corruption in authority figures,
and silences the voice of critical thinking. Rationality is
not an abstract concept unique to the Western world.
When Africa accepts reason, and rejects superstition,
their lives will be of their own free will.
In seeking a solution, we naturally turn to public
education, which has been a long-standing priority of
the aid supplied to Africa. Unfortunately, many look at
schooling solely as a means of finding a job. While
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completion of school in Nigeria might earn you a
certificate, it does not entail developing the skills
needed to distinguish reality from mythology. Igwe
summarised the problem with characteristic clarity:
“Education does not mean enlightenment”. While some
schools in Africa do not have books or desks, physical
resources alone will not inspire students to question the
world around them. Influential adults express
contradictory thoughts and see no need to reconcile the
illogic contained in religious texts and magic myths. This
is what needs to change.
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Igwe went on to say that we need to know about
religious superstition, to talk about it, to express our
intolerance of ignorance, and build awareness. This
article is intended to shake the complacent shoulders of
those who might think that in the early twenty-first
century, superstition has been reduced to harmless and
irritating nonsense. The precious value of critical
thinking is evident, especially when it is in such short
supply, and lives are at stake.
Thank-you Leo Igwe.

T

he AFA Census “Mark No Religion”
campaign was a huge success. From
billboards, the AFA Forums, Facebook, radio
and television interviews and articles about it
– and with significant mention in many of the
major and minor newspapers – we could not
have hoped for a better result.
It was people who were responsible for its
success and as much as I would like to name
those who went out of their way considerably
in helping with the campaign, I figure it
wouldn’t be fair as I might just miss someone.

participated in this venture.
Maybe, “brilliantly done” but even that is nowhere near a
good enough turn of phrase.
We have set the wheels in motion where there will be
changes to how in the future the question on religion
will be asked. This may take a concerted effort by secular
groups working in unison. We have possibly altered the
“No religion” demographic to a greater degree than
would have been if we had remained silent. We have
taken advantage of the limited power of the individual
afforded us in a democracy and used it wisely, effectively
and honestly.

The huge and small efforts all helped in
getting the word out there and it certainly Great job everyone, now let us move on and prepare to
demonstrated that “cats” can do their own make the 2012 Global Atheist Convention so
humungous, noticeable and enjoyable that it will shake
herding when recognising a need.
once again, but to a greater extent than the 2010
The big lesson is that social media is a rising experience, the halls of power in the churches and in the
force in society with the second lesson being parliaments of Australia. We will join together en masse
that the ignorance and plain stupidity which in Melbourne in April next year and demand social
that attracts, can be rendered impotent by the justice, equality and fairness for all and we will take no less.
calm sanity displayed by the thinking mind.
On behalf of the AFA Committee of Management, I thank
“Well done everyone” doesn’t seem to be you all.
enough of an expression to cover the
commitment showed by so many who actively David
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Students Encouraged to Mark “No Religion”
By Jason Ball

T

he Freethought University Alliance will be working together with the
Atheist Foundation of Australia and the Rationalist Society of Australia to
encourage University students to mark “No Religion” on the 2011 Census
if they are not religious.
For many young people, the next Census will be their first, and thus it is
crucial to provide useful information as to how to correctly complete the
census, and also inform about how the data is used, particularly the
optional question on religion.
The Freethought University Alliance will be coordinating efforts across its
23 affiliated campus groups, providing literature, posters and stickers to
be dispensed during mid-year orientation carnivals and festivals over the
next few weeks.
The campaign’s focus will include:
♦ that joke answers such as Jedi or Pastafarian are counted as “no
response”, and do not count towards “no religion”.
♦ that marking the religion of your parents or that of the school you attended when you are not actually religious
can lead to inflated figures for religion.
♦ that conservative religious lobby groups use census data to hold an uneven influence over political parties, and
have contributed to the lack of progress on some social issues including gay marriage, euthanasia and abortion,
as well as the funding of education.

Footnote
The Freethought University Alliance posted Census Campaign packs to 7 campuses around Australia. The feedback
we had from student leaders was great – their members were interested to learn about the campaign and
enthusiastic about helping spread the word. The packs were delivered just in time for mid-year orientation expos,
which gave clubs a great chance to share information about the Census Campaign to new members signing up as
well as saturate the campus with stickers and posters.
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security away from media attention and social criticism.
But he didn’t. For this he has been nominated for the
Prix Courage, a prestigious Swiss award for “individuals
with courage, fighting fearlessly and with passion for an
idea – in favour of an open, supportive and equitable
Switzerland”.

You Have to “Like”
Lots of Things
to Fight Against
One Big “Dislike”
By Tanya Smith
“Religion provides support and comfort to people.”
You’ve heard this one before. It’s a common refrain
when the damage and suffering caused by religion is
highlighted. It’s a common refrain even from people
who aren’t particularly religious, which is a tribute to the
effectiveness of religious marketing.
Atheism doesn’t offer a similar emotional support
network. Accepting that the universe is uninterested in
your well-being is not necessarily a source of comfort
when things go wrong. While there are many (and,
happily, a growing number of) atheist/freethought/
humanist/rationalist/skeptic/etc. groups around the
world, they are unlikely to have the infrastructure and
funding of religious groups any time soon. The
amorphous mass of individuals that is sometimes
referred to as the “atheist (etc.) community” can be hard
to rally for a specific issue.

Advances towards secularism are incremental. If we
want to encourage people like Valentin to stand up and
fight on these issues we must support them. Sometimes
it’s tiresome to continue to “like” Facebook pages,
respond to online polls, sign petitions, and write emails
to legislators. We wonder if it really matters whether or
not we put our name to one more issue. But we all need
to keep in mind that behind each of those pages, polls,
petitions, and issues are people who are making
personal sacrifices so that the world may be a more
rational place. They deserve our support, not least
because providing that support makes it that bit easier
for the next person to take a stand.
So vote for Valentin Abgottspon to win the Prix Courage
(details below). Vote for him because he deserves it,
because it’s one small thing you can do to strengthen
the global atheist community and because – as he says
on his website – “it would really annoy the shit out of
the Christian conservative politicians” if he wins.
To vote for Valentin Abgottspon in the Prix Courage:
Follow this link:
http://www.beobachter.ch/?id=727

When an atheist takes a stand on a religious/secular
issue they often do so not knowing what the personal
consequences will be or what, if any, support they will
receive. They just know that the opposition will have a
lot of support.

Underneath the photos where it says “Ich will an der
Verlosung teilnehmen” – select “Nein”. This will stop you
having to give your name, address, phone number etc.

Valentin Abgottspon was a public school teacher in
Valais/Wallis, Switzerland. He was fired in August 2010
for refusing to display a crucifix in his classroom, despite
a Federal Court decision in 1990 that such a display
violates the legal requirement of religious neutrality. A
lawsuit related to his dismissal is ongoing.

To donate to Valentin’s lawsuit:
http://www.frei-denken.ch/de/2011/06/
prozessunterstutzung-fur-valentin-abgottspon/
(in German).

While opponents will portray him as anti-Christian,
Valentin didn’t seek to replace a pro-Christian symbol
(the crucifix) with an anti-Christian one (e.g., a sign
stating “There is no God”). He sought religious neutrality
in a public classroom. This is the essence of secularism –
no favour or disadvantage for any group or person
because of religious belief or the lack of it.

Tanya Smith is President of Atheist Alliance International.

If Valentin had not taken a stand I doubt I would ever
have heard of him. He could have chosen to silently
fume at the imposition of one specific religion in his
classroom; he could have maintained his financial
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Finally, click on “Senden” to submit your vote.

This article was published on richarddawkins.net

AAI's Vision:
a secular world where public policy,
scientific inquiry and education are
not influenced by religious beliefs,
but based upon sound reasoning,
rationality and evidence.
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Book Review
Divinity of Doubt

The God Question

By Vincent Bugliosi
ISBN: 9781593156299
Format: Hardcover
Vanguard Press
Published: 12th April 2011

Reviewed by Ben Akerley

I

n the history of American courtroom dramas, few
names stand out more prominently than that of Vincent
Bugliosi who captivated the nation's imagination with
his relentless prosecution of the Charles Manson clan
and subsequent graphic and gripping retelling of the
horrific bloodbath in his best-seller Helter Skelter. In a
later volume Outrage about O.J. Simpson, he questioned
how a just God could allow Nicole Simpson and Ronald
Goldman to die and yet permit their murderer to go
free. The reaction he received to that statement from
hundreds of readers prompted him to explore in depth
the age-old conundrum: "If there is a God, why does He
allow evil?" and he even addresses the futility of prayer
with this bold statement: "For the life of me, I still don't
understand why humans pray."
His latest work stands apart from the recent spate of
anti-God polemics because it represents the perspective
of an agnostic. However, the author's shaky and
untenable premise declares that atheists proclaim with
as much certainty that God doesn't exist as theists
confidently acknowledge the reality of his
existence. One wonders just how he arrived at that
unwarranted conclusion, especially since he chooses to
buttress his rash position by quoting Richard Dawkins,
the world's foremost atheist, who in his book "The God
Delusion" cautiously and scrupulously entitles one of his
chapters: "Why there almost certainly is no God." Is Mr
Bugliosi's grasp of English grammar so deficient that he
fails to recognise that the adverbial qualifier "almost"
effectively demolishes his own argument that Dawkins,
as the leading spokesperson for almost all atheists, is
typically expressing 100 percent certainty of his
wholesale rejection of a supernatural deity? And if he
had bothered to consult the writings of America's
leading atheist, Madalyn Murray O'Hair, he would have
learned that she repeatedly reiterated that although she
could not prove that God didn't exist, she insisted on
living her life as if he didn't.
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Far too much of this tome covers overly-familiar terrain
and offers a mere rehash of topics treated better and
more thoroughly by other writers: Biblical anomalies, a
comparative survey of the world's leading religions, the
main differences between Protestant and Catholic
Christianity and the abysmal failings of the Catholic
church (the Inquisition, the sale of indulgences, the war
on science, corrupt and immoral popes, complicity in the
Holocaust, the cover-up of its world-wide sex abuse
scandal and its intractable stand on condom use even in
AIDS-ravaged Africa).
In one of the most informative chapters of the treatise,
he examines the controversy of morality without religion
which to many minds constitutes an oxymoron. He
argues quite persuasively that although religion needs
morality, morality does not need religion and the
evidence he submits boggles the mind.
He cites a recent study published in the online journal
"Evolutionary Psychology" in July, 2009, entitled: "The
Chronic Dependence of Popular Religiosity upon
Dysfunctional Psychosociological Conditions" in which
155 unimpeachable sources were used regarding 17
first-world nations all rated on their degree of
dysfunction based on homicides, incarcerations,
suicides, abortions, infant mortality, life expectancy,
marriage duration, divorce, alcohol consumption,
corruption, income disparity, poverty and income
levels. The findings: The US, ranked as the number one
most religious nation, also ranked number one as the
most dysfunctional of all. The least dysfunctional was
Norway (seventh in a list of the least religious) followed
by Denmark (third in a list of the least religious) and
Sweden as number three (number one as the least
religious of all). These indisputable statistics reveal a
clear correlation between religiosity and dysfunction
and offer peer-reviewed proof to counter the tired and
tiresome but still-prevailing fallacy that people
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cannot conceivably
underpinnings.

be

moral

without

religious

The polemicist summarizes his world view by saying:
"When I hear theists and atheists pontificating on how
they know God does or does not exist, I can only smile at
the irrationality and, yes, vanity of the notion." So for
him, agnosticism remains the only sensible and
intelligent middle path. Yet, paradoxically and

schizophrenically, he only harbours some doubt about a
generic supreme being that might have been involved
in a First Cause at the same time that he categorically
expresses no reservations whatever that the Christian
God cannot logically exist because of the conflicting and
contradictory images of him in the Old versus the New
Testament. The former prosecutor self-identifies as an
agnostic. Madalyn Murray O'Hair would call him a
fence-sitter.

Media Release
Monsignor Cappo and Mental Health

T

he Atheist Foundation of Australia applauds the long overdue government reform initiatives for Mental Health in
Australia. Some reservations must be expressed, however, in relation to the appointment of Monsignor Cappo to
oversee these reforms.
Monsignor Cappo is a representative of the Catholic Church, a church that still condones a belief in demonic
possession of individuals and the practice of exorcism reminiscent of medieval times. This is hardly congruent with
the ideological and dogma free approach required to address mental health issues today across all segments of a
multi-faith and no-faith society.
We would like Monsignor Cappo to articulate his beliefs in relation to his Church's long held, and in some areas
continuing beliefs, that mental illness relates to the divine and the demonic. Current Vatican Policy claims exorcists
regularly consult with psychologists and psychiatrists to differentiate legitimate mental disorders from bona fide
demonic possession. This does not inspire confidence.
As he is representing all sectors and not just the members of his faith in his new role as chairman of the National
Mental Health Commission, we feel all Australians are entitled to hear Monsignor Cappo's public views on these
matters, and whether he is capable of separating church and state in his understandings, interpretations and advice
relating to mental health treatment and prevention for all Australians.

In the News
Keeping Quiet Allows Intolerance to Thrive
By Elizabeth Farrelly

I

was shocked to attend my first bar
mitzvah in Sydney's eastern suburbs
and find the room formally segregated
by gender, with potted monstera
thicket between. Many of the Jewish
women around me were also surprised
but, finding the service mainly in
Hebrew and directed male-wards,
settled down with a collective shrug
to chatter through till food time.
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Trivial, perhaps. But what if we were
black and white instead of male and
female? Then we'd protest, right?
We'd stand and shout apartheid,
yelling that segregation was not just
illegal but wrong. For segregation is
never just separation. It's always
about power. Yet somehow when it's
gender not colour, and there are
religious and cultural differences, we
look politely away.
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This is what the London anti-sharia
campaigner
Maryam
Namazie,
speaking in Sydney last week, calls
gender apartheid. She also calls it
cultural relativism; one standard for
us, another for them. I'd call it moral
relativism, but call it what you will, it
is profoundly dangerous to a free
and fair society.
As a character in Lloyd Newson's Can
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We Talk about This?, at the Opera
House last weekend, notes: "the
trouble with us in the west is that . . .
we succumb to a pious paralysis
where we can't even say that we're
superior to the Taliban".
Namazie says it's worse than mere
cowardice. The thinking classes'
timid silence on Islamism cedes the
critical ground to the far right,
allowing Islamists to cry Islamophobia
and render themselves immune.

Luther's doctrine of the two
kingdoms, distinguishing the earthly
rule of law from the heavenly rule of
grace, began the end of the
inquisition. Thank God for it.

the Arbitration Act and deal with
"domestic" issues – marriage, divorce,
custody, domestic violence, rape,
adultery, veiling – they're seen as
trivial, no real threat to law.

Namazie's point is that Islam is still in
its inquisition phase; namely,
Islamism, the domineering, worldconquering version of the religion.
Namazie, an atheist ex-Muslim,
argues forcefully that moderate
Islam as a religion is acceptable but
that it must, for all our sakes, be
reined in, as Christianity was, to
prevent Islamism conquering all.
Religion may be allowed into our
lives, but not our laws.

And because Muslims are seen as a
''them'', the sharia lobbyists can
co-opt rights language to insist that
''we'' respect ''their'' cultural values –
such as the right to veil women. For
some, the right to honour killings,
gay hangings, rape within marriage.

I'd forgotten the bar mitzvah incident
until hearing a similar tale about
UWS Islamic Awareness Week last
year. Atheist Foundation members,
invited to debate the existence of
God with the Muslim Students But, Namazie notes, the Christian
Association, found the room Reformation was propelled by
segregated, men left, women right.
relentless critique from Europe's
intellectuals. On Islam, by contrast,
Ian Bryce, from the Secular Party of the intellectual communities in both
Australia, recalls also a ''couples'' the post-modern west and the
space in the centre, and jests that a pre-modern east, hold back.
gay couple from their number
should have sat there. It would have We, here, do not see Islamism as a
been a brave move. An ex-Muslim, genuine threat – the numbers are
Hossain Salahuddin, remembers the small and our constitution, such as it
audience as "very hostile . . . pretty is, forbids the Commonwealth
any
religion or
nasty". A heckler shouting, "Islam will "establishing
conquer the world", was cheered imposing any religious observance".
and a couple of the looser canons Also, we don't talk about it. We
were ejected. The atheists were later self-censor.
escorted by security not just from
the room but also from the campus. But there are calls for sharia in
Australia, and stridently unself-censoring
This is Australia; an Australian they are, too. Ibrahim Siddiq-Conlon,
university, for godsake, where Bryce – a UTS-trained architect, born Shannon
famous for his 2008 fake popemobile Conlon, a fundamentalist Christian in
– once taught aerospace engineering. Adelaide, formed Sharia4Australia last
Yet we say nothing. Our desperation year. "I hate democracy with a pure
to avoid intolerance allows intolerance hate . . ." he says. "One day Australia
to thrive. Our determination not to will be ruled by sharia, no doubt."
offend means we tolerate the
In particular, the push is for sharia
thoroughly offensive.
courts, which will establish – as they
Of course it was silly to debate God. have in Britain – sharia pockets within
Faith and reason are oil and water; society. They're not voluntary
immiscible, if not incompatible. But pockets, especially not for women.
God per se – Allah or Yahweh or Jesus As Namazie says, "the first victims of
– is not the problem. The problem Islamism are Muslims" – often those
arises when God becomes law.
fleeing here to escape sharia.

Islamic jurisprudence traditionally
treats women's testimony as half a
man's because "a woman may forget
or get confused". It regards rape
within marriage as impossible,
because "sex is part of marriage",
Sheikh Maulana Abu Sayeed, the
president of Britain's Islamic Sharia
Council, says. It regards gender
segregation as standard. And it
regards mild criticism as an offence.
A month ago, yellow street signs
appeared across the London
boroughs of Waltham Forest, Tower
Hamlets and Newham declaring
each a "Sharia controlled zone:
Islamic rules enforced; no music or
concerts, no alcohol, etc." The
preacher Abu Izzadeen – formerly
Trevor Brooks, electrician – said:
"Women should have to cover up . . .
thieves should have their hands cut
off." As to stoning adulterers, he added:
"One day we hope it will happen."
A British scientist and imam, Usama
Hasan, interviewed for Newson's
play, received death threats for
suggesting that evolution might be
compatible with the Koran.

This stuff is not tolerable. To tolerate
it is not pluralism but hypocrisy.
Silence does not asphyxiate it, but
lets it grow unchecked. Rape does not
become consensual, adultery does not
become a crime because the woman
is Muslim. If the west means anything,
it means universal rights. Anything
less is a betrayal of the millions
The west's separation of Church and More than 85 sharia courts operate whom the Christian inquisition
state is something to cherish. in Britain. Because they come under tortured and burned. Our martyrs.
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Excerpt from

Quantum Man Richard Feynman’s Life in Science
By Lawrence M. Krauss

R

ichard Feynman was offered a scholarship to
Harvard for graduate school without even applying
because he had won the William Lowell Putnam
Mathematical Competition in 1939. This is the most
prestigious and demanding national mathematics
contest open to undergraduates, and was then in its
second year. I remember when I was an undergraduate
the very best mathematics students would join their
university’s team and solve practice problems for months
ahead of the examination. No one
solves all the problems on the exam,
and in many years a significant fraction
of the entrants fail to solve a single
problem. The mathematics department
at MIT had asked Feynman to join
MIT’s team for the competition in his
senior year, and the gap between
Feynman’s score and the scores for
all of the other entrants from across
the country apparently astounded
those grading the exam, so he was
offered the Harvard prize scholarship.
Feynman would later sometimes feign
ignorance of formal mathematics
when speaking about physics, but his
Putnam score demonstrated that as a
mathematician, he could compete
with the very best in the world.
But Feynman turned down Harvard.
He had decided he wanted to go to Princeton, I expect
for the same reason why so many young physicists
wanted to go there: that was where Einstein was!
Princeton had accepted him and offered him a job as
future Nobel laureate Eugene Wigner’s research assistant.
Fortunately for Feynman, he was assigned instead to a
young assistant professor, John Archibald Wheeler, a
man whose imagination matched Feynman’s
mathematical virtuosity.
In a remembrance of Feynman after his death, Wheeler
recalled a discussion among the graduate admissions
committee in the spring of 1939, during which one person
raved about the fact that no one else applying to the
university had math and physics aptitude scores anywhere
near as high as Feynman’s (he scored 100 percent in
physics), while another member of the committee
complained at the same time that they had never let
anyone in with scores so low in history and English.
Happily for the future of science, physics and math prevailed.
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Interestingly, Wheeler did not describe another key
issue, of which he may not have been aware: the
so-called Jewish question. The head of the physics
department at Princeton had written to Philip Morse
about Feynman, asking about his religious affiliation,
adding, “We have no definite rule against Jews but have
to keep their proportion in our department reasonably
small because of the difficulty of placing them.”
Ultimately it was decided that Feynman was not
sufficiently Jewish “in manner” to get
in the way. The fact that Feynman,
like many scientists, was essentially
uninterested in religion never arose as
part of the discussion.
More important than all of these
external developments, however, was
the fact that Feynman had now
proceeded to the stage in his
education where he could begin to
think about the really exciting stuff –
namely, the physics that didn’t make
sense. Science at the forefront is always
on the verge of paradox and
inconsistency, and like a bloodhound,
great physicists focus precisely on
these elements because that is where
the quarry lies.

“Such a charismatic figure deserves a charismatic,
knowledgeable, and literate physicist as his
warts-and-all biographer. Lawrence Krauss fits the
bill admirably and rises to the challenge with style,
panache, and deep understanding.”
Richard Dawkins, author of The God Delusion and
The Greatest Show on Earth.
“A lively and engrossing biography of a lively and
engrossing man. Krauss recounts the life and ideas
of one of the century’s greatest scientist with a
deep understanding of both the physics and the
man, presented with great lucidity and charm.”
Steven Pinker, Harvard College Professor of
Psychology, Harvard University, and author of
How the Mind Works.
This article first appeared in American Atheist
magazine 2nd Quarter - 2011 and is reprinted with
permission of the author.
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For the Record
By Bob Irwin

W

ho would Jesus be if he was born in, say, the late 1970s?

As a late Gen X or early Gen Y Jesus would have a respectful but sceptical attitude to authority and he’d be
technologically savvy. He would have recorded his census details online and marked the category of “no religion”.
Jesus would probably have back-packed overseas in his early twenties, put a deposit on a home unit and started
paying into a superannuation fund. He would have high vocational expectations, while also looking for a healthy
work-life balance. He could have a partner: let’s call her Mary. Mary and Jesus may or may not be formally married
and could even have a child. Jesus would be adept at doing a snag or chop on the barbie, and just imagine if today
he could turn water into wine, or even beer, he really would
be popular with his mates!
If Jesus had lived and died in today’s society and his birth
and death records were handled in the way they were by
Jesus’ parents* and followers, and then by Christian religious
authorities, these people would be in serious trouble with
the Registrar of Births, Deaths and Marriages. They would be
charged with intentionally providing false or misleading
information about the location of his birth place, claiming
Bethlehem instead of Nazareth, and altering his birth date
from late March or early April in the year 5 BC to 25
December 1 BC to match the occasion of a long-standing
pagan festival. A hefty penalty might be imposed, or at least
a severe warning. Immigration authorities would also want
to get involved because of the incorrect personal details in
Jesus’ passport which could lead to legal action, and while
Jesus might not go to jail he might receive a suspended
sentence and criminal record.
If Jesus had any aspirations as a young sportsperson and
wanted to play in an under-age football, basketball or cricket team or compete in junior athletics, swimming or
tennis, he would have a false date on his birth certificate: Jesus being close to four years and eight months older
than his recorded age. If he had participated and had been found out his team would be disqualified. And as for
wanting a birthday party on Christmas day, his friends would be with their families, at church or away on holidays.
The cause of Jesus’ death, if the biblical record is correct, was execution by crucifixion. His death certificate would
show him to be the best part of five years younger than his true age and produce complications for the Registrar
and snags over any funeral fund payments and death insurance. The overall place of death seems clear: Jesus died in
Jerusalem, so no problems there for the Registrar. However, the precise location of his burial is not so apparent. In all
likelihood Jesus’ deceased body was placed in a common grave, given the nature of his sentence. The biblical tomb
with a large stone entrance and the appearance and disappearance of angels would defy the logic of the Registrar
who would want to question those who developed this unlikely story.
The description of Jesus’ supposed “appearance” in Galilee after his death would lead to additional administrative
difficulties for the Registrar’s record keepers. There would be no data category for resurrection (not to mention
ascension) so they would have two options, both of which would break with contemporary record-keeping
protocols by introducing a new classification. First, include resurrection into their record profiles as a one-off, or
second to simply document the event as a mature aged birth. Or would it be a rebirth? And would it be for spiritual
or physical resurrection or both? There seems to be no end to the problems of registering Jesus’ birth (or births) and
death, let alone recording that he was still alive in some form or another after his death. As well, the Registrar, and
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the police too, would want to investigate why Jesus’s body was subjected to unauthorised exhumation and
movement from its burial site in Jerusalem to Galilee for one of the claimed post-death sightings. This would be
quite an undertaking for the record keepers and the police – and the body-snatching grave robbers before them.
While it can never be verified one way or the other, but, if it were true, then Jesus’ parents* or Jesus himself would
be under scrutiny for not reporting Jesus’ marriage to or de facto relationship with Mary Magdalene to the Registrar.
It appears that Ms Magdalene was someone the early Christian Church sought to erase from the evolving Christian
narrative despite her close involvement with Jesus before and around the time of his death. It was recorded that she
was one of those present at his execution and she wiped Jesus’ feet with her hair: something only a wife might do in
those times.
Did the original Church try to wipe any record of Mary Magdalene’s relationship with Jesus to suit its claim that
every pope had a spiritual line back to Simon (Peter) as the Vicar of Christ? The Vatican hierarchy could not have
made that claim so steadfastly amidst rumours of Jesus and Mary being parents with offspring that had left a
blood-line. The Church might have found it too difficult to compete using their own internally invented and artificial
papal link back to their St Peter. Or maybe the Church simply wanted one Mary – Jesus’ mother and the wife of
Joseph, and the recipient of God’s seed – their own self-appointed virgin to occupy any Christian female limelight. A
second Mary may have been too confusing or diluting of the biblical record the early religious bosses needed to
present. And certainly too confusing for the Registrar!
* Conditions apply.
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Médecins Sans Frontières,
Charity of Choice
for the
2012 Global Atheist Convention

T

he Atheist Foundation of Australia is proud to announce that part of the proceeds from the Global Atheist
Convention's Saturday Night Gala Charity Dinner will be donated to the Nobel Peace Prize-winning
organisation Médecins Sans Frontières (Doctors Without Borders).
Over the last forty years, MSF has provided invaluable medical assistance to more than eighty countries around the
globe. As a secular, non-governmental organisation existing almost entirely on donor support, MSF has repeatedly
demonstrated its deep commitment to assisting populations in distress, survivors of environmental disasters and
victims of armed conflict. Additionally, MSF provides health care support such as mass vaccination programs and
training of local medical staff to help build up existing infrastructure. As stated in their charter, MSF observes
neutrality and impartiality in the name of universal medical ethics and the right to humanitarian assistance,
providing support without discrimination and irrespective of race, religion, creed or political affiliation.

Ines Hake examines a malnourished child while his mother looks on in
the Médecins Sans Frontières hospital in Agok in Abyei Special Area, Sudan.

Photo © Kate Geraghty

The President of MSF Australia Dr Nicholas Coatsworth, a Respiratory Physician and an Advanced Trainee in
Infectious Diseases, will speak at the Gala Charity Dinner and accept in person the proceeds raised on behalf of the
charity. Dr Coatsworth holds a Master’s degree in International Public Health from the University of Sydney and is
Conjoint Lecturer in Population Health at the University of Western Sydney where he teaches undergraduate
medical students. He has written widely for online and print media and is regularly interviewed about humanitarian
issues in Australia.
Tickets for the Global Atheist Convention's Saturday Night Gala Charity Dinner include an elegant all inclusive three
course meal, an evening of entertainment and the chance to socialise with fellow attendees and featured speakers.
Due to an unprecedented volume of ticket sales, the Atheist Foundation of Australia has recently upgraded the size
of the Gala venue to maximum capacity to accommodate high demand. It is expected that the event will sell out
and attendees are encouraged to purchase their tickets as soon as possible to avoid disappointment.
In combining the Gala Charity Dinner donation with the generosity of attendees, the Atheist Foundation of Australia
envisions providing valuable support for the outstanding contribution that MSF makes to human health and
well-being in resource-poor regions around the world. Opportunities will be made throughout the Global Atheist
Convention for individual delegates to make personal donations to MSF if they are unable to attend the dinner.
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ATHEIST FOUNDATION OF AUSTRALIA INC
MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION
I/We agree with the Aims and Philosophy of the Atheist Foundation of Australia Inc and hereby apply for Membership
Full Name

Forum Name

Address
Suburb/
Town

State

Email

Phone

PC

Annual Subscriptions
Single (Inc. GST)

$25.00

Double/Couple/Partner (Inc. GST)

$30.00

Pensioner/Student/Unwaged (Inc. GST)

$15.00

5 Year Subscriptions
Single (Inc. GST)

$105.00

Double/Couple/Partner (Inc. GST)

$135.00

Laminated Membership Certificate (Inc. GST)

$5.00

Sticker – ATHEISM Celebrate Reason (Inc. GST)

$5.00

Donation
Total
Would you prefer your magazine sent by email?

Yes

No

Signature……………………………………..
Cheques/Money Order to – Atheist Foundation Of Australia Inc | Private Mail Bag 6 | Maitland SA 5573
Direct Deposit – Commonwealth Bank | Atheist Foundation Of Australia | BSB: 065503 | Acc No. 10120389
PLEASE enter your NAME into the reference section.

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.
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. . . and more!
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.
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