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From the Editor
T

exas, 7-9 October 2011 was the place to be if you
were an atheist. Except of course if you were Tim
Minchin about to do a concert tour in Dallas. The
company who was renting him a piano looked him up
on YouTube and decided they weren't going to do
business with an atheist. Norbert and Paula (the piano
renters) sent Tim an email saying they would not be
renting to him. Here is part of his twitter feed.

to children like you to me. For the rest of my life I will
remember and cherish our meeting and will try to
continue to ask questions.
Sincerely,
Mason
P.S. I would like to start with “The Myths” by Robert Graves.

Found a piano 4 Dallas. Then got email saying they
YouTubed me & wouldn't rent to me, "not for $1m". "Find
a better comedian (not a demon)".

W

e now go from reality to the ridiculous. And who
better than George Pell to spout the ridiculous. George
gave a speech to the Global Warming Policy Forum in
London and said, “My appeal is to reason and evidence,
and in my view the evidence is insufficient to achieve
practical certainty on many of these scientific issues”.

Also said I'm insane & a god-hater. Which is ridiculous. I
don't hate God. I hate people who won't hire me pianos.
"Please cancel the Entire Event in Dallas. Go back to
Australia. We do not appreciate Tim Minchin in TX.
Love in Christ, Norbert & Paula"

And further down “… Some of those campaigning to
save the planet are not merely zealous but zealots. To
the religionless and spiritually rootless, mythology —
whether comforting or discomforting — can be
magnetically, even pathologically, attractive”.

I got a lovely Steinway B in the end!
Y'know, if I owned a piano & found out a hirer was, say,
racist or homophobic, I might retract hire. I admire
Norbert's ethical stand.
Tim Minchin had a bit of a hard time but it wasn’t so for
those who attended the Atheist Alliance of America/
Texas Freethought Convention. They had a wow of a
time and were privileged to be in the audience when
Richard Dawkins presented Christopher Hitchens with
the Richard Dawkins Award for Freethinker of the Year.
From all reports it was a ‘you had to be there’ moment.
See the speech on page 12.

I

n issue No. 24 of TAA, an
article appeared about The
Potential Wedding Album.
Since then a few things
have happened. Below is a
report from Tanya Smith, creator of TPWA.
In June 2011 the upstream server of the website host
was hacked (an incident unrelated to TPWA, which
affected thousands of websites) and unfortunately the
entire site (including backups) was lost.

Hitch, although none too well, gave a talk, then
answered questions for about 45 minutes. An 8-year-old
girl, Mason Crumpacker, wanted to know what books
she should read. He asked her to see him after his talk.
This he did, and spent nearly 15 minutes with her and
her mother writing down a list of books. There are some
lovely photos at this website.
http://www.brettbuchanan.com/2011/10/hitchens/

Australian Marriage Equality is now hosting The Potential
Wedding Album to ensure this valuable collection of
photos and messages is retained and continues to
contribute to the fight for marriage equality in Australia.
There are wonderful photos and messages on the site, as
well as letters of support from noted Australians
including The Hon. Michael Kirby; Bill Hayden, former
Governor-General of Australia; Professor Peter Singer,
philosopher and bio-ethicist; politicians Sarah HansonYoung, Simon Birmingham and Andrew Leigh and
entertainers Tim Minchin, Wil Anderson and Adam Elliot.

Mason Crumpacker, has since written a thank-you note to
Christopher:
Dear Mr. Hitchens,
Thank you for your kindness to me and all of the
wonderful books you recommended to help me think
for myself. Thank you also for taking my question very
seriously. When I was talking to you I felt important
because you treated me like a grown up. I feel very
fortunate to have met you. I think more children should
read books. I also think that all adults should be honest
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You can view the new website and submit your photo or
supporter message at:
http://www.australianmarriageequality.com/
thepotentialweddingalbum/
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Ethics Day Talk
By Leigh Raymond

I

t was completely fascinating, from the very first
conversation I had with the teacher who helped me find
the venue.
“And you are . . . the Islamic representative?” she asked,
despite the fact that my appearance rendered that fairly
unlikely.

“and Sharia Law, what is Sharia Law? Sharia Law just
means that whatever country you are in you follow the
rules of that country — that is Sharia Law.” Seated in
front of two hundred keen-eyed students I struggled to
maintain a calm and equanimous expression, hopefully
with reasonable success.

“Nope!” I said brightly. “I’m an atheist. I am the
‘non-religious perspective.”
She sort of flinched, but then smiled, and we enjoyed a
pleasant chat about how studying ethics completely
does your head in.

For my part, I think I accepted the gig before fully
recognising the challenges of presenting a unified
overview of some kind of “atheist ethics”. Luckily, the
opportunity to talk on this subject coincided with my
current obsession with the origins of human moral
instincts, and I was able to present much of the same
information about the evolutionary origins of moral
behaviour that I used in the “Good without God” debate
at Flinders University earlier in the year.

There are those who unthinkingly question the point of
participating in interfaith events, but I leapt at the
chance to attend Ethics Day at a school intriguingly
described as “a multicultural Catholic Systemic girls’
school” in the initial e-mail. The core ethical teachings of
a variety of religions were to be presented, and in a rare
and welcome gesture of even-handedness, the school
had sought an atheist perspective.

What follows is an excerpt from the speech I delivered.
The theme throughout was the importance of
continually asking “why” questions, and interrogating
the assumptions we make about our own behaviour.

I warmed to the students immediately. They just looked
so alert and open and interested. Although it may have
been the prospect of a day off school that brightened
their fresh young faces, I felt a jolt of affection and
warmth for them, all perfectly turned out in their blazers
and ties; hair up, socks up and on their best behaviour.

What's going on up there in your brain-box when you
say “that is just wrong”? It's not a new question, but over
the course of human history we've made some
incredible developments in our awareness of the
complex nature of ethical decision-making.

They looked like they'd had breakfast. That's always a
good sign in an early morning audience.
Watching the presentations of the other speakers was
incredibly interesting. Many of them put forward some
version or another of the “Golden Rule”, which nicely
tied in with my claim that such reciprocity is an evolved
characteristic present in all cultures. I was seated next to
the Hindu representative — a self-deprecating and
soft-spoken Indian gentleman. We had a little
conversation about Peter Singer when he said that he
was promoting having at least one “meat-free day” each
week. By far the most challenging part of the day was
controlling my eyebrows while watching the two young
lads representing Islam. One of them sang a verse from
the Koran, reading it from his iPhone. Very modern. The
second representative offered a slightly bewildering
rebuttal of some of the misconceptions about Islam
(with little reference to ethics), including the statement
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I'd like to share with you one of my favourite thought
experiments, first devised by the wonderful philosopher
Phillipa Foot. It's pretty popular, so you may have heard
of it before: it's called the trolley problem.
You are innocently standing by some train tracks,
minding your own business, and you notice a runaway
trolley car careening down the track. You realise that
there are five workers on the track up ahead, and they
are unaware of the danger. It is clear that the trolley is
going to hit them, and that they will be killed. You
observe near you a lever, which will divert the trolley
onto another track. On that track, there is one worker. If
you pull the lever, the five on one track will be saved, but
one will perish.
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Hands up: who pulls the lever?

blood to regions that are strongly related to our
emotions and empathetic reactions to different
situations. Makes sense, right? Pulling the lever is
somehow impersonal and sufficiently removed from us
that we are more likely to see it as the best thing to do.
On the other hand, we have a strong intuitive negative
reaction to the idea of directly causing an innocent
stranger harm.

Roughly 90 percent of people say that the right thing to
do is to pull the lever, reasoning that their action is
justified in preventing the deaths of five people. Here's
the next part of the thought experiment.
The same scenario is taking place, but this time you are
on a bridge above the action, looking down at the
tracks. You see the trolley rattling along, and think, “If
only there was a heavy weight I could throw down onto
the tracks, I could save those five people.” Just as you are
thinking this, you look to your left and see a very, very
large stranger leaning precariously out over the edge of
the bridge.

Interestingly, people who have damage to the parts of
the brain which regulate emotional responses to things
are more likely to make the consistent decision
to sacrifice one person to save the five. Sure: pull the
lever, flip the fat man. What's the difference? Additionally,
people who have this kind of damage to their brain are
quite likely to be psychopaths. We need both strong
emotional instincts and the faculty of reason to make the
best ethical decisions.

Do you push the fat man over the edge?
Most people will say no, even if they had previously
agreed that pulling the lever was the right action.

So while we're asking “why” questions, you might be
asking yourselves why I am banging on about evolution
and brain scanners and moral toolboxes.

Both of these scenarios have the same
fundamental result: one person dies, five are
saved; and yet we feel strongly that there is a
right and a wrong thing to do in each case.
In official studies, these thought experiments
have now been presented to more than
200,000 individuals from over 100 different
countries, and their responses are pretty
much the same regardless of gender, age,
education level and cultural or religious
background. This supports the idea of an
unconscious “moral grammar” that we have
evolved as human beings.

It is because the question “where do we get our ethics?”
is a really, really good one that has challenged the best
minds in history. For an atheist, answering this question
with “I get my ethics from this particular religious
tradition” leaves a whole bunch of “why” questions
unanswered. It's important to acknowledge that there is
one thing that all of us here today share with every
single human being who has ever lived on the planet,
regardless of their cultural background or religious
inclination. We are all operating with the same kind of
mental machinery — our highly-evolved but frequently
fallible brains.

Now is the perfect point to ask ourselves — why?
One of the greatest innovations available today is
functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI). Essentially,
you pop someone in a massive electro-magnetic coil, fire
it up, and take beautiful pictures of which bits of their
brain “light up” as blood rushes to the particular areas
that are in use. Some interesting results have come out
of studying people's reactions to these thought
experiments while they are in the scanner.
It seems that the basis of our ethical decision making is
the result of two different processes, which can operate
alone, or together, or even in opposition to each other.
Pulling the lever to save five people activates a region
that is associated with reason and problem solving,
much the same bit that you would use to calculate
whether it would be better to get a tram or ride your
bike to the movies. The thought of actually pushing
someone off a bridge, however, involves a completely
different part of the brain. This time, you see a rush of
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So in ethics, as in many other fields, a good place to start
is to look for real answers about our fundamental nature
as human beings. Just what we are working with here?
Clearly we have moral instincts, and strong ones. But
how reliable are those instincts? When should we trust
them, and when should we ignore them? A growing
awareness of the evolutionary and biological factors that
govern our moral instincts as human beings enables us
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to more fully comprehend why we react so strongly
when faced with certain situations, and if necessary to
question the assumptions that we make about the
rightness of a given action. This knowledge is an
important advantage that we have over previous
generations. With the enormous information resources
we have in 2011, we can answer more “why” questions
than ever before, and even more importantly, we can
use our incredible powers of critical thinking to keep
thinking up new ones.

and inclinations, without tolerating actions that are
harmful to others.
No matter how much we might want things to be simply
right or wrong, what seems like ethical common sense is
not necessarily fixed, but instead is a reflection of the
cultural status quo. In the past, slavery and the
subordination of women and people of other cultures
was completely okay, but thankfully in a lot of the
developed world you'd have a hard time finding
someone who'd openly support those attitudes now.

So if I were to be asked “what are atheist ethics, and
where do you get your morals if not from religion or
religious values?”, I would say that there aren't really any
“atheist ethics” just — ethics, and I get my morals from
the same place that everyone else gets theirs! It's a
combination of the brain we've evolved, the influence of
culture and society, and the particular situation we're
talking about. We have unavoidable instincts, and we
have reason and rationality, and any system of ethics is
likely to be the result of the interaction between them.

The dramatically named Universal Declaration of Human
Rights has only been around for about sixty years, but
it's the product of our evolved empathy for fellow
human beings and the reasoned assumption that we all
want to live in a world where we and those we love are
safe, and where each individual has the opportunity to
flourish and achieve all he or she are capable of.
This is the first article of the Declaration of Human Rights,
and I think it is a good summary of what I'd like to say:

Throughout the history of humanity, our circle of
influence and responsibility has widened exponentially.
Where once early humans existed in groups of 150
members, our sense of community and responsibility
has gradually grown to include larger and larger
civilisations, until we have found ourselves in the
unprecedented position of having global responsibilities
to almost seven billion members of the entire human
race. That is not an easy position to be in! In formulating
an ethical framework that will guide our interactions
with so many disparate cultures, we need to be able to
celebrate the tremendous variety of human interests

All human beings are born free and equal in
dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason
and conscience and should act towards one
another in a spirit of brotherhood.
So regardless of differences in our backgrounds and
beliefs, we have the ability, the opportunity, and the
responsibility to examine our most deeply-held beliefs,
in order to ensure that our actions are the best possible
response to a rapidly changing world. In other words: in
ethics as in all things, we should never stop asking
“why”.

A few weeks after the talk the AFA received a letter from the school teacher who had organised the event.

Dear David,
I just wanted to take this opportunity to say thank you so much for
recommending Leigh Raymond to speak at our recent Ethics Day.
The girls loved her presentation which was so interesting and
informative.
Please accept this small token of appreciation to the Foundation. I
will have no hesitation contacting Leigh to speak next year (and also
to my HSC students).
Francine Van Der Meer
Catherine McAuley School
Westmead

The Australian Atheist
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Science is
the Only
Game in
Town By Marius Benson

6 October 2011

Australian science is taking a bow this week with ANU astrophysicist
Brian Schmidt becoming just the 12th Australian scientist to win a Nobel Prize.

T

he win and the acclaim that comes with it stand in contrast to the battering science has been taking from some
quarters recently.
Galileo, if he were to return to Earth, nearly half a millennium after he helped demote the planet from its status as
the centre of the universe, would be filled with surprise and curiosity.
But in one area he might find himself at home. That's in the current debate on science itself.
The climate change debate has dragged the world of science and its white-coated inhabitants out of the lab and
into the klieg light of political debate. Suddenly that quiet hum of investigation and assessment has been replaced
by the roar of approval on one side and abuse and accusations of fraud on the other. Science has always been a bit
worldly, not entirely an ivory laboratory, but this is something new.
Suddenly scientific evaluation is just opinion, the scientific method just one way of understanding the physical
world.
Well that is not right. There is plenty of room for debate on the issue of climate change. The course of action that
should be taken on the basis of science involves real doubts and ambiguities.
What you can say about science and climate change is what is often said. There is an overwhelming consensus
among scientists working in the field of climate that the planet is warming and that the human-generated increase
in concentration of C02 and other greenhouse gases in the atmosphere is contributing to that warming. There is no
major national scientific body which dissents from that view. All major scientific bodies — the CSIRO here, Britain's
Royal Society, the AAAS in the United States and others — share the view.

Dissent comes from a small minority of scientists working on climate and a larger number who have no
qualifications or publications in that field.
But the white heat of the climate change debate has brought not just climate scientists, but science itself in for
public questioning.
So it is worth restating a simple and unambiguous fact. There is one and only one way to understand the physical
universe, that is through science, by applying the scientific method.
You cannot understand the world or the rest of physical reality by conducting a focus group, by lining up the
numbers in a political party, by opinion polls, by prayer, by invocation, by assertion, by rhetoric. Above all you
cannot establish the nature of physical reality by relying on that sometime friend, common sense.
What evidence, shared by our common senses, shows us that the world is round? What common sense insight
would allow us to know we are revolving around the sun and not the sun around us? Certainly what are now
self-evident truths eluded human society through millennia of flawed observation.

The Australian Atheist
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Science, to repeat, is the only tool for understanding the physical universe.
Not everyone shares that view. The historian Geoffrey Blainey writing in the Australian Literary Review insert in The
Australian stated: "Global warming is seen by most people as a technical topic on which scientists must have the
final say. But it is wider than science. It is a topic for economists because they are summoned to guess the likely cost
of acting or not acting ... It is a topic for historians because global warming has happened before, there is a long
history of global warmings. The present tendency is for scientists to imply that history is irrelevant."
This is muddled thinking. Certainly go to economists, but not to understand global warming. You go to them to
determine the most cost-effective ways to counter it.
Likewise historians are not experts on climate or climate change. The expertise on the planets physical history lies
with paeleoclimatologists, not historians. The historians may have anecdotal accounts of the “Little Ice Age” or the
“Medieval Warm Period” but they don't have the level of information needed to chart climate change. They are
working in a different discipline, studying documents and sifting records, not examining ice cores and other sources
needed to track climate.
The informed, scientific view is that climate change now is not the recurrence of something from the past.
Equating the climate change of the past half century with accounts of colder and warmer times in past centuries is a
mistake that results from applying the wrong discipline, history, to the task.

“Science …

is the only tool

for understanding the physical universe.
universe.”
Critics sometimes warn against putting "faith" in science. That again is muddled thinking. You don't have faith in
science, you just check.
In 1964 the American physicist Richard Feynman described the scientific process well: "In general we look for a new
law by the following process. First we guess it. Then we compute the consequences of the guess to see what would
be implied if this law that we guessed is right. Then we compare the result of the computation to nature, with
experiment or experience, compare it directly with observation, to see if it works. If it disagrees with experiment it is
wrong ... That's all there is to it."
Not much room for "faith" there. In fact science is always on the side of the question rather than any adherence to
existing answers. There is no happier moment for a scientist than when a theory is demolished. The recent reports
that the particle accelerator in Europe had detected some particles, neutrinos, moving faster than the speed of light
did not prompt a questioning of the scientific "faith" because Einstein's theory of relativity was in doubt. It saw
scientists celebrating the prospect of a new breakthrough in understanding — and asking for more tests, more
evidence.
Science does not produce guidelines for behaviour, that's morality. It reveals the laws of nature that determine our
physical reality. The laws of physics are not set out with an appeal to the faithful to try to abide by them, to keep the
faith. The laws of physics do not require that you treat them with piety. You don't have to respect the law of gravity,
just obey it.
Science is a weak, guttering flame that we hold out to the universe as we try to understand it. But it is the only tool
we have to determine the truths of the physical world.
Marius Benson has been a journalist since the dismissal days of the Whitlam government in1975,
and has interviewed every Australian prime minister from John Gorton to Kevin Rudd.

The Australian Atheist
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Snippets from the

Atheist Alliance
of

America
and

Texas
Freethought
Convention

Tom at the keyboard
Photo by Rich Honess

By Tom Melchiorre
Editor-in-Chief Secular World

Synopsis: PZ Myers and Mutants!
Spider-man, Blondes, Creationists, Oh My!
7 October 2011

F

irst presenter of Friday was PZ Myers, who needs no introduction. But MC of the convention Brother Richard, also
known as Richard Haynes of Atheist Nexus, pointed out that if PZ was being introduced in the deep South he'd be
introduced as (said in a deep Southern accent) Paul Zachary.
PZ Myers’ presentation was on Mutants! and in his usual unusual style (or is it his unusual usual) had the packed
crowd amused, disgusted, forewarned of blonde porn, and something about barnacles (you really have to buy the
DVD of the convention). This was a new presentation by PZ, featuring mutations and evolution and how they work
together to produce species that adapt to their environments, which tracks to his previous presentations but
bringing in the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, Darwin's finches, Spider-man, radiation-infused blood transfusions,
genetics, chromosomes, Neanderthals, 78, spider strength, sperm, egg, defects, Mormons, creationists, the future,
the past, populations around the world, French fries, and the answer to the ultimate question (with all due respect
to Douglas Adams). As anyone who has seen PZ speak before, PZ's alphabet doesn't go from A to Z when he makes a
point, but he always makes the connections and ends in science winning and the crowd applauding.
Honestly, PZ's ease of jumping from popular culture to scientific explanations and tying it all together in a stunning,
amusing, enlightening presentation never ceases to amaze me. The professor from the University of Minnesota at
Morris is perfect in his setting, whether it be instructing future scientists or entertaining atheists at conventions or
talking at the bar. The man engages everyone with ease, informs with passion, and kills with knowledge. Let no
creationist stand before him and survive.
On mutation: "Comic books are
wrong. The creationists are
wronger." As always, PZ's words of
wisdom include making fun of
creationists, including giving atheists
permission to kick them in the
balls. "OK, don't do that, but make
fun of them.”

PZ Myers enthrals the audience
Photo by Tom Melchiorre
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Richard Dawkins, speaking on his new book,
“The Magic of Reality”
9 October 2011

D

awkins started off with a quick observation that he's lost count of the times how many states he's travelled to in
the US that "claim they are the buckle of the Bible belt, which leads me to believe that we're winning in the Bible
belt. Except in Michigan, where the hotel manager where I was to stay was watching Bill O'Reilly, who was
interviewing me, and he immediately cancelled our booking. He threw us out."
Dawkins is on a book tour, and had 40 copies for the convention, which sold out in minutes on the first day, so, he
mused, to the audience's no matter what he said to propagandise more sales after his presentation, well, it wouldn't
matter, but the book is available online.
The12-chapter book is highly illustrated in a colourful format combining the styles of Grimm's Fairy Tales, Victorian
art, photos, a little bit of Sendak and just a touch of Seuss. Each chapter reflects a subject Dawkins tackles by
detailing various associated myths and then providing the reality of the situation, in a child's explanation but not
talking down to them, a combination that is difficult to achieve even by the best children's book writers. It truly is an
inspirational book that was carefully and expertly, and lovingly, written and illustrated.

Richard Dawkins with some of the children from Camp Quest Texas
Photo by Tom Melchiorre

Sitting at the front of the packed, standing-room only venue were the kids from Camp Quest Texas, which was
running at the same time as the convention for children of attendees. The kids had all read the book. Now, if you've
ever seen Dawkins give a presentation to adults, he's very personable and at times very academic, often humourous
but always serious in promoting science and evolution and debunking religious ignorance. But put him in front of a
bunch of kids, and man who takes down religious demigods around the world melts like butter in the Texas sun.
Dawkins asked for two volunteers from the kids to demonstrate one of Isaac Newton's theories on an iPad interactive
version of the book and all of them wanted to help, all of which was shown on two large screens so the audience
could follow. Eventually he invited all of them up. But his interaction with the kids, asking them questions, and
praising them for their efforts was so easy and flowing, it was unexpected for me. The man is a natural with kids. It's a
side few see, and the near-thousand in attendance are lucky to have been present.
Dawkins is a natural story teller, and his eloquence as a speaker for his adult presentations truly pales in comparison
to how he is able to speak to children. With his latest book, The Magic of Reality for kids small and tall, his stature as a
speaker of truth has risen even higher.

The Australian Atheist
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Sex and Secularism
8 October 2011

D

arryl Ray was up before lunch, perhaps more than anyone realised,
as he talked about his Sex and Religion survey of over 14,500
participants with 10,000 completing it (available online, and also
featured in the September 2011 issue of Playboy magazine — "The first
time I bought the magazine for the articles," Ray said). The sixty-nine
questions — "That was accidental" — also brought in over 4,000 pages
of comments. Seventy percent of the respondents were men, 30
percent women. Church attendance is just the opposite percentage.

In the survey, 65 percent were raised religious, but Ray was surprised
that 25 percent were raised secular. "We now have information on
who's leaving various religions."
The main function of the survey was to test the guilt cycle — a pattern
taught by religions where the only place you can get rid of your guilt/
sins is to go back to the place where you learned the guilt. How does
the guilt cycle work is part of the survey. How guilty does your religion
make you feel about having sex. Top four religions are Mormons,
Jehovah's Witnesses, Pentecostals, and Seventh Day Adventists.
Bottom, or least guilty: Unitarians, lower than atheists, agnostics, and
Jews. (One of the comments: "I never had an orgasm until I left my
Mormon boyfriend.")
When asked if people felt guilty about having sex when they were religious, including masturbation, 80 percent of
the religious said yes, just the opposite for the nonreligious. Ray notes that while religions say masturbation and sex
outside marriage is a no-no, and they say not to do it, they in fact want you to do it so you feel guilty and then have
to go back to their religion, their church, to plead the sins as part of the guilt cycle. (Note: Utah has the highest rate
of porn viewing, with Mississippi not far behind, no pun intended.)
In the teenage years, there's no statistical difference in the percentage having oral sex, heavy petting, and
masturbation; intercourse is more in the nonreligious computer but with greater use of condoms, but by the time
the religious reach 21 they've caught up with the fun.
38 percent of nontheistic teens got their sex information from their parents, whereas 13.5 percent of religious
parents provide that. This shows, Ray says, that religious parents are following the guilt cycle way into adulthood.
Now that you are nonreligious, how has your sex life changed? 54.6 percent rated it an 8, 9, or 10 (greatly improved)
now that they were atheists. Oddly, 2 percent said it got worse! Further study revealed that it was due to access to
people who, now that they were known as atheists, people didn't want to have sex with them.
What is normal among us secularists? Where do women get their sexual entertainment? Nearly 50 percent said
romance novels (hey, no surprise there). Next was 43 percent from videos with plot, 40 percent from photos.
Men: 71 percent from short videos, 69 percent photos, 61 percent videos with plot.
Ray discussed a lot of interesting statistics as part of his presentation. Now, stats can get boring, but sex stats never.
The crowd roared with laughter often, shouted comments (appropriate ones, mostly) and the whole presentation
was fun-filled. Perhaps too fun-filled. With Ray saying masturbation so often, I noticed a steady line of attendees
(mostly men) leaving anxiously and then coming back in just a few minutes, with a relaxed smile on their faces.
Perhaps too relaxed . . . (wink wink)
Read the survey, (buy it or download free at ipcpress.com), buy the AAA DVD. Enjoy. Just have a box of tissues
nearby.
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Honouring Christopher Hitchens
Richard Dawkins Award
Text of speech presenting the Richard Dawkins Award on behalf of
Atheist Alliance of America, Houston, Texas.

T

oday I am called upon to honour a man whose name
will be joined, in the history of our movement, with
those of Bertrand Russell, Robert Ingersoll, Thomas
Paine, David Hume.
He is a writer and an orator with a matchless style,
commanding a vocabulary and a range of literary and
historical allusion far wider than anybody I know. And I
live in Oxford, his alma mater and mine.
He is a reader, whose breadth of reading is simultaneously
so deep and comprehensive as to deserve the slightly
stuffy word “learned” — except that Christopher is the
least stuffy learned person you will ever meet.
He is a debater, who will kick the stuffing out of a
hapless victim, yet he does it with a grace that disarms
his opponent while simultaneously eviscerating him. He
is emphatically not of the (all too common) school that
thinks the winner of a debate is he who shouts loudest.
His opponents may shout and shriek. Indeed they do.
But Hitch doesn’t need to shout. His words, his
polymathic store of facts and allusions, his commanding
generalship of the field of discourse, the fork lightning of
his wit . . . I tried to sum it up in my review of God Is Not
Great in the Times of London:
There is much fluttering in the dovecots of the deluded,
and Christopher Hitchens is one of those responsible.
Another is the philosopher A. C. Grayling. I recently
shared a platform with both. We were to debate against
a trio of, as it turned out, rather half-hearted religious
apologists ("Of course I don't believe in a God with a
long white beard, but . . ."). I hadn't met Hitchens before,
but I got an idea of what to expect when Grayling
emailed me to discuss tactics. After proposing a couple
of lines for himself and me, he concluded, ". . . and Hitch
will spray AK47 ammo at the enemy in characteristic
style".
Grayling's engaging caricature misses Hitchens's ability
to temper his pugnacity with old-fashioned courtesy.
And “spray” suggests a scattershot fusillade, which
underestimates the deadly accuracy of his marksmanship.
If you are a religious apologist invited to debate with
Christopher Hitchens, decline. His witty repartee, his
ready-access store of historical quotations, his bookish
eloquence, his effortless flow of well-formed and
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beautifully spoken words, would threaten your arguments
even if you had good ones to deploy. A string of reverends
and “theologians” ruefully discovered this during
Hitchens's barnstorming book tour around the United
States.
With characteristic effrontery, he took his tour through
the Bible Belt states — the reptilian brain of southern
and middle America, rather than the easier pickings of
the country's cerebral cortex to the north and down the
coasts. The plaudits he received were all the more
gratifying. Something is stirring in that great country.
Christopher Hitchens is known as a man of the left.
Except that he is too complex a thinker to be placed on a
single left-right dimension. Parenthetically, I have long
been surprised that the very idea of a single left-right
political spectrum works at all. Psychologists need many
mathematical dimensions in order to locate human
personality, and why should political opinion be any
different? With most people, it is surprising how much of
the variance is explained by the single dimension we call
left-right. If you know somebody’s opinion on, say, the
death penalty, you can usually guess their opinion on
taxation or public health.
But Christopher is a one-off. He is unclassifiable. He
might be described as a contrarian except that he has
specifically and correctly disavowed the title. He is
uniquely placed in his own multidimensional space. You
don't know what he will say about anything until you
hear him say it, and when he does he will say it so well,
and back it up so fully, that if you want to argue against
him you'd better be on your guard.
He is known throughout the world as one of the leading
public intellectuals anywhere. He has written many
books and countless articles. He is an intrepid traveller
and a war reporter of signal valour.
But of course he has a special place in our affections
here as the leading intellect and scholar of our atheist /
secular movement. A formidable adversary to the
pretentious, the woolly-minded or the intellectually
dishonest, he is a gently encouraging friend to the
young, to the diffident, to those tentatively feeling their
way into the life of the freethinker and not certain where
it will take them.
12
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We treasure his bon mots and I'll just quote a few of my
favourites.
From the penetratingly logical . . .
That which can be asserted without evidence, can be
dismissed without evidence.
To the cuttingly witty:
Everybody does have a book in them, but in most
cases that's where it should stay.
To the courageously unconventional:
[Mother Teresa] was not a friend of the poor. She was
a friend of poverty. She said that suffering was a gift
from God. She spent her life opposing the only
known cure for poverty, which is the empowerment
of women and the emancipation of them from a
livestock version of compulsory reproduction.
The following is vintage Hitch:
I suppose that one reason I have always detested
religion is its sly tendency to insinuate the idea that
the universe is designed with 'you' in mind or, even
worse, that there is a divine plan into which one fits
whether one knows it or not. This kind of modesty is
too arrogant for me.
And what about this:
Organised religion is violent, irrational, intolerant,
allied to racism, tribalism, and bigotry, invested in
ignorance and hostile to free inquiry, contemptuous
of women and coercive toward children.
And this:
Everything about Christianity is contained in the
pathetic image of 'the flock”.
His respect for women and their rights shines forth:
Who are your favourite heroines in real life? The
women of Afghanistan, Iraq, and Iran who risk their
lives and their beauty to defy the foulness of
theocracy.

my children knows much more about the natural
order than any of the founders of religion . . .
He has inspired and energised and encouraged us. He
has us cheering him on almost daily. He's even begotten
a new word — the hitchslap. We don't just admire his
intellect, we admire his pugnacity, his spirit, his refusal to
countenance ignoble compromise, his forthrightness,
his indomitable spirit, his brutal honesty.
And in the very way he is looking his illness in the eye,
he is embodying one part of the case against religion.
Leave it to the religious to mewl and whimper at the feet
of an imaginary deity in their fear of death; leave it to
them to spend their lives in denial of its reality. Hitch is
looking it squarely in the eye: not denying it, not giving
in to it, but facing up to it squarely and honestly and
with a courage that inspires us all.
Before his illness, it was as an erudite author and
essayist, a sparkling, devastating speaker that this
valiant horseman led the charge against the follies and
lies of religion. Since his illness he has added another
weapon to his armoury and ours — perhaps the most
formidable and powerful weapon of all: his very
character has become an outstanding and unmistakable
symbol of the honesty and dignity of atheism, as well as
of the worth and dignity of the human being when not
debased by the infantile babblings of religion.
Every day he is demonstrating the falsehood of that
most squalid of Christian lies: that there are no atheists
in foxholes. Hitch is in a foxhole, and he is dealing with it
with a courage, an honesty and a dignity that any of us
would be, and should be, proud to be able to muster.
And in the process, he is showing himself to be even
more deserving of our admiration, respect, and love.
I was asked to honour Christopher Hitchens today. I
need hardly say that he does me the far greater honour,
by accepting this award in my name. Ladies and
gentlemen, comrades, I give you Christopher Hitchens.

Though not a scientist and with no pretensions in that
direction, he understands the importance of science in
the advancement of our species and the destruction of
religion and superstition:
One must state it plainly. Religion comes from the
period of human prehistory where nobody — not
even the mighty Democritus who concluded that all
matter was made from atoms — had the smallest
idea what was going on. It comes from the bawling
and fearful infancy of our species, and is a babyish
attempt to meet our inescapable demand for
knowledge (as well as for comfort, reassurance and
other infantile needs). Today the least educated of
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Reprinted with permission.
The Richard Dawkins Foundation for Reason and Science.
A video of the speech is available on the website
www.RichardDawkins.net
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Christopher Hitchens being presented with The Richard Dawkins Award
Photo by Brett Buchanan - www.brettbuchanan.com

2011 Richard Dawkins Award
For Outstanding Contribution to Freethought
presented to

Christopher Hitchens
“A Giant of Mind - A Model of Courage”
presented by

The Atheist Alliance of America
The Australian Atheist
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Richard Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens at the AAA and Texas Freethought Convention
Photo by Brett Buchanan - www.brettbuchanan.com

Christopher Hitchens talking with Mason Crumpacker (hidden)
Photo by Brett Buchanan - www.brettbuchanan.com
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Shelley Segal Interview
Singer - Songwriter - Atheist
By Lee Holmes

S

helley Segal is an Australian singer and songwriter. Her recently released CD is
called An Atheist Album. I interviewed Shelley to find out what prompted her to write
about atheism. And a few other things too!
Editor.

How did you come to atheism?
I was taught by my parents to believe in the Jewish god
as the creator of the universe and I genuinely did. I used
to compose little prayers that I would sing every night
and enjoyed being involved in the rituals. I was raised in
a Jewish household and educated in a Jewish school so
my beliefs were never really challenged. Only after
studying evolution in year 11 biology class did I start to
see the cracks in my world view. For the next few years I
started questioning, and eventually rejecting, all my
beliefs regarding creation, God and the divinity of
scripture. I started to question beliefs that I hadn't even
realised were religious, such as a soul and an afterlife. I
realised that I had no viable reasons for believing in the
things that I had been taught and that I had never
employed the criticisms of other religions that were so
obvious to my own.
I started to see how brainwashed I had been. I was angry
at first, because it was important to me to know what
was real yet I had spent the first 18 years of my life living
in a fairy-tale world. That was a painful realisation. I had
a sudden thirst for learning. I wanted to question
everything and I wanted to have good evidence for my
answers. I developed a deep respect for reason and logic
and a reverence for science, all of which I had previously
imagined were cold and dry. Now instead I am filled
with awe and constantly moved by everything I learn
about the world around me. All the subjects that bored
me at school — maths — physics and chemistry — now
enthral me and I am still engaged in a life-long learning
process which I may have never entered had my beliefs
not been challenged.
What was the reason for doing an album about
atheism?
I believe that there are some serious problems in our
society today that have religion or religious ideas and
unscientific ideas to blame. Religious beliefs have
enjoyed a kind of freedom from criticism in the past, but
this is starting to change. Not everybody feels
comfortable speaking out and I want to add my voice
to the growing minority that do. Music is such a
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powerful way of getting a message across and
connecting with other people.
When I think of what I have learned in the last six years,
how much it has excited me, inspired me and helped me
understand myself and the world, I wish that I had
started this journey earlier. I wish there was a way that I
could have been exposed to these ideas earlier. It makes
me want to share these ideas with young people,
especially those who are kept sheltered, as I was, from
ideas that may challenge and broaden their world views
or those who are going through that process of
challenging and asking questions themselves. I am very
passionate about this topic and as a song writer I like to
write about the things that matter to me. This album is a
way for me to express my views through my craft while
adding my voice to a cause that I consider to be
indispensable.
Tell us a little about some of the songs.
There are seven songs on the album and each deals with
an issue I feel is related to my atheism. Some are
responses to particular religious beliefs, world views or
conceptions, whereas others are reflections from my
own world view. My favourite songs on the album are
“Eve” and “Afterlife“.
“Eve” was inspired by a YouTube video of a woman in
the United States explaining to other women why they
should submit to their husbands based on scripture. It
also describes some of the gender-based exclusion I
experienced as a young woman in Judaism. It discusses
restrictions that many religious women endure in their
day to day lives that they themselves will defend.
“Afterlife” is a very lyrical song discussing the
consequences of the religious belief in an afterlife. I mention
the issues of not fully appreciating this life, abandoning
environmental responsibility, the indoctrination that can
lead to martyrdom and the acceptance or encouragement
of the destruction of the planet. It also includes my
response to the challenge of facing ones mortality.
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There is also a song on the album that is dedicated to
Christopher Hitchens. I was moved by the picture he
paints of an uncaring world. He can even be inspiring on
such morbid topics as our impending destruction. I find
it beautiful how, even in the face of this destruction and
our own obvious insignificance, we manage to create deep
meaning in our lives and this is what that song is about.
Who has been your biggest influence with your music?
My father and uncle are both musicians. I have played
with them since I was a child and that has influenced me
greatly. They are both very passionate about their music
and I have learnt so much from them. We work together
in a function band and I see how easily music can bring
joy to yourself and to others, how it inspires discipline
and also creativity. My father has always encouraged me
with my music and supports me in this project, even
though he is himself religious.

that reflects my opinions in this way and I hope it can
help other people to feel empowered too. There was a
whole process involved in getting the message into this
form. It is not easy as it's not a message that everyone
will support. My studio band don't want their names on
the album for fear of losing work. Hopefully An Atheist
Album can make it easier for people who want to express
ideas like these in the popular music industry to do so. I
also hope it can connect people with similar world views
in ways they hadn't previously connected.
My main goal is to bring the discussion of atheism and
the issues I bring up in my songs to the mainstream
media. As I said previously, I want to expose these ideas
to young people. I want to promote discussion and debate.
I want to encourage scepticism and open people's eyes
to a different point of view that they perhaps wouldn't
be as open to, through a different medium.
An Atheist Album will be available from iTunes on
14 November 2011.
Hard copies will be available with the launch of the website
www.shelleysegal.com

Do you have a favourite singer/songwriter?
My favourite singer songwriter would have to be Ani
Difranco, a folk-rock artist from the States. Her compositions
have a deep, fluid and unique musicality whilst discussing
her politics and world view. She is a big inspiration to me
and many others as a fearless female voice.

You can find Shelley at her Facebook page
http://facebook.com/shelley.segal

Who are your favourite atheist authors?
Christopher Hitchens and Sam Harris are my favourite
atheist authors. I enjoy the way that Christopher writes, on
all topics. He is a literary artist, whereas I find Sam Harris
to be very clear, concise and logical. He is the author that
I recommend to my theist friends and family. Harris'
book, The End of Faith, was what forced me to realise the
harm that religious beliefs pose to society while
Hitchens' passionate refutations gave me the courage to
go out and become involved in the secular movement
and to challenge the community that I grew up in.
Have you had a positive response from the atheist/
freethought community?
I have been overwhelmed by the support I have received
from the atheist/freethought community. People from
all over the world have been sending me their warm
regards and messages of encouragement. Many people
have been sharing my single on their blogs and
Facebook pages. I am very grateful for the support.
What do you hope to achieve by making An Atheist
Album?
I want to send the message that atheism, secularism and
humanism can be inspiring. There doesn't seem to be
enough art that projects these values and ideas into the
world. Every time I hear “Saved” (the first released single)
I feel empowered. I haven't heard music on the radio
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Intellectual

Black
Hles

and Bullshit

By Stephen Law

E

ven among the world's best-educated and most
scientifically literate populations, ridiculous belief
systems abound. Huge numbers of people believe in
such things as astrology, television psychics, crystal
divination, the healing powers of magnets, and the
prophecies of Nostradamus. Many suppose that the
pyramids were built by aliens, that the Holocaust never
happened, or that the World
Trade Center was brought
down by the U.S. government.
A few would have us believe
that Earth is ruled by a secret
cabal of lizard-like aliens. Even
within mainstream religions
many people believe absurdities.
Some imams promised seventytwo heavenly virgins to suicide
bombers.
Other
religious
authorities insist the entire
universe is only a few thousand
years old.
How do intelligent, collegeeducated people end up the
willing slaves of claptrap? How,
in particular, do the true
believers manage to convince
themselves and others that they
are the rational, reasonable ones
and everyone else is deluded?
Cosmologists talk about black
holes, objects so gravitationally
powerful that nothing, not even light, can break away
from them. Unwary space travelers passing too close to
a back hole will find themselves sucked in. An
increasingly powerful motor is required to resist its pull,
until one eventually passes the "event horizon" and
escape becomes impossible.
My suggestion is that our contemporary cultural
landscape contains, if you like, numerous intellectual
black holes — belief systems constructed in such a way
that unwary passers-by can find themselves similarly
drawn in. While those of us lacking robust intellectual
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and other psychological defenses are most easily
trapped, we're all potentially vulnerable. If you find
yourself encountering a belief system in which one or
more of these mechanisms features prominently, be
wary. Alarm bells should be going off and warning lights
flashing, for you may be approaching the event horizon
of an intellectual black hole.
Fake Reasonableness
Note that the mere fact that a
set of beliefs is attractive
doesn't make it an intellectual
black hole. Take a set of beliefs
about water, such as that it
freezes at 0 degrees centigrade
and boils at 100 degrees.
People are powerfully wedded
to these beliefs because they
are genuinely reasonable. The
seductive draw of the beliefs
that lie at the heart of an
intellectual black hole, by
contrast, has nothing to do with
whether
or
not
they're
reasonable or true. To those
inside, the core beliefs may
appear reasonable. But the
appearance is a façade — a
product of the belief system's
ability to disable the truthdetecting power of reason and
get its victims to instead
embrace habits of thought that
are deceptive and unreliable.
The Dangers Posed by Intellectual Black Holes
Why worry about intellectual black holes? What does it
matter if some people happen to believe absurd things?
There's no doubt that intellectual black holes can exist
without causing any great harm. They are still
dangerous, however. The hazards posed by an extreme
cult, such as that of the Reverend Jim Jones (which
ended in the mass suicide of his followers), are
abundantly clear. Once our minds have been captured
by such a belief system, we become vulnerable to the
18
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wiles of those who control it. Victims have even been led
to commit terrorist attacks.
There are less dramatic but still serious dangers. Every
year, millions of dollars are spent on alternative
medicines that, in many cases, just don't work. Not only
are these medicines ineffective, but people relying on
them may expose themselves to serious risk as a result.
For example, people may die as a consequence of
relying on homeopathic treatment rather than
conventional immunisations to protect them against
malaria. Belief in the efficacy of homeopathy to protect
against malaria, or that homeopathy has any kind of
genuinely medicinal effect, is not supported by the
evidence. Each year, vast sums are also spent on
astrologers, psychics, and others claiming extraordinary
powers. Vulnerable people waste both cash and
emotional energy seeking out reassurances about lost
loved ones that are, in reality, bogus.
So intellectual black holes allow people to be taken
advantage of financially. Indeed, they are big business.
But victims can, of course, be taken advantage of in
other ways, too. Intellectual black holes can lead people
to waste their lives. In some cases, true believers may be
led to abandon friends and family and throw away real
opportunities, all for the sake of furthering their belief
system's hypnotically attractive, if bogus, cause.
On Religion
Examples of intellectual black holes include Young Earth
creationism and Christian Science. However, I should
emphasise that I am not suggesting here that every
religious belief system is an intellectual black hole or
that every person of faith is a victim. I am not arguing
here that all religious beliefs in question are false, or that
they couldn't be given a proper, robust defense. Just
because some religious people choose to defend what
they believe by dubious means doesn't mean that no
one can reasonably hold those same beliefs.

I don't entirely agree with Frankfurt's analysis. His
definition, it seems to me, is in at least one respect too
narrow. People regularly talk about astrology, feng shui,
Christian Science, the latest self-help fad, and so on as
being bullshit, and their practitioners as bullshit artists,
even while acknowledging that those who practice
these beliefs typically do so in all sincerity. Not only do
the practitioners believe what they say, it matters to
them that what they say is true.
What nevertheless marks out practitioners of astrology,
feng shui, and Christian Science as bullshit artists, I'd
suggest, is the kind of faux reasonableness that they
manage to generate — the pseudoscientific gloss that
they are able to apply to their core beliefs. They create
the illusion that what they believe is reasonable while
not themselves recognising that it's only an illusion.
They typically manage to fool not only others but
themselves, too.
On Stupidity
Victims of intellectual black holes need be neither dim
nor foolish. Those inside them are often smart. Nor need
those who fall afoul of intellectual black holes be
generally gullible. Victims may in other areas of their
lives be models of caution, subjecting claims to close
critical scrutiny, weighing evidence scrupulously, and
tailoring their beliefs according to robust rational
standards. They are able to, as it were, compartmentalise
their application of these strategies.
So if you begin to suspect that you yourself may have
fallen into an intellectual black hole, there's no need to
feel foolish. People far cleverer than either you or me
have fallen victim.
This article was adapted from Stephen Law, Believing
Bullshit: How Not to Get Sucked into an Intellectual
Black Hole (Amherst, N.Y.: Prometheus Books);
www.prometheusbooks.com.
Copyright ©2011 by Stephen Law.

On Bullshit
So, to be clear, when I talk, as I do, about an intellectual
black hole being a bullshit belief system, it's not the
content I'm suggesting is bullshit but the manner in
which its core beliefs are defended and promoted.

Used with permission of the author and publisher.
Further Reading
Justin Barrett, Why Would Anyone Believe in God?
(Lanham, Md.: Altamira Press, 2004). Harry Frankfurt,
On Bullshit (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005).
Daniel D. Wegner, The Illusion of Conscious Will
(Cambridge Mass.: MIT Press, 2002).

According to philosopher Harry Frankfurt, whose essay
On Bullshit has become a minor philosophical classic,
bullshit involves a kind of fakery. A bullshitter, says
Frankfurt, is not the same thing as a liar. The bullshitter
does not knowingly tell a fib. He or she does not assert
something he or she knows to be false. Rather he or she
just says things to suit his or her purposes — to get
away with something — without any care as to whether
those things are true.
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Stephen Law is senior lecturer in philosophy at
Heythrop College, University of London, and provost
of the Center for Inquiry in London. His books include
The Philosophy Gym (Orion, 2003) and A Very Short
Introduction to Humanism (Oxford University Press,
2011).
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Why Do We Believe What We Do?
By Stephen Law

W

hy is belief in supernatural beings — such as
ghosts, angels, dead ancestors, and gods — so
widespread? Belief in such supernatural agents appears
to be a near-universal feature of human societies. There
is some evidence that a predisposition toward beliefs of
this kind may actually be innate — part of our natural,
evolutionary heritage. The psychologist Justin Barrett
has suggested that the prevalence of beliefs of this kind
may in part be explained by our possessing a
hypersensitive agent detection device, or HADD.

If we do have an HADD, that would at least partly explain
the human tendency to feel that there is "someone
there" even when no one is observed and so may at least
partly explain our tendency to believe in the existence of
invisible agents — in spirits, ghosts, angels, or gods.
For example, in his book Illusion of Conscious Will, Daniel
Wegner points out that what he believes is the most
remarkable characteristic of those using a Ouija board
(in which the planchette — often an upturned shot glass
— on which the subjects' index fingers are gently resting
appears to wander independently around the board,
spelling out messages from "beyond"): "People using the
board seem irresistibly drawn to the conclusion that
some sort of unseen agent ... is guiding the planchette
movement. Not only is there a breakdown in the
perception of one's own contribution to the talking

Human beings explain features of the world around
them in two very different ways. For example, we
sometimes appeal to natural causes or laws in order to
account for an event. Why did that apple fall from the
tree? Because the wind blew and shook the branch,
causing the apple to fall. Why did the water freeze in the
pipes last night? Because the temperature of
the water fell below zero, and it is a law that
“ The fact that around 45 percent of the citizens
water freezes below zero.
However, we also arrive at explanations by
appealing to agents — beings who act on the
basis of their beliefs and desires in a more or
less rational way. Why did the apple fall from
the tree? Because Ted wanted to eat it,
believed that shaking the tree would make it
fall, and so shook the tree. Why are Mary's car
keys on the mantelpiece? Because she
wanted to remind herself not to forget them
and so put them where she thought she
would spot them.

of one of the richest and best
best--educated
populations on the planet believe that the
entire universe is only about six thousand years
old is testament to the fact that, whatever else
may be said about religion, it undoubtedly
possesses a quite astonishing power to get
large numbers of people — even smart, college,
educated people — to believe downright
ridiculous things. ”

Barrett suggests that we have evolved to be overly
sensitive to agency. We evolved in an environment
containing many agents — family members, friends,
rivals, predators, prey, and so on. Spotting and
understanding other agents helps us survive and
reproduce. So we evolved to be sensitive to them —
oversensitive, in fact. Hear a rustle in the bushes behind
you, and you instinctively spin round, looking for an
agent. Most times, there's no one there — just the wind
in the leaves. But, in the environment in which we
evolved, on those few occasions when there is an agent
present, detecting it might well save your life. Far better
to avoid several imaginary predators than be eaten by a
real one. Thus evolution will select for an inheritable
tendency to not just detect — but overdetect — agency.
We have evolved to possess (or, perhaps more plausibly,
to be) hyperactive agency detectors.
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board effect but a theory immediately arises to account
for this breakdown: the theory of outside agency. In
addition to spirits of the dead, people seem willing at
times to adduce the influence of demons, angels, and
even entities from the future or from outer space,
depending on their personal contact with cultural
theories about such effects."
Because the movement of the planchette is inexplicable
and odd, it is immediately put down to the influence of
an invisible agent (though notice the kind of agent
invoked varies from group to group, depending on the
members' own particular, culturally led expectations).
Note that the HADD hypothesis does not say that there
are no invisible agents. Perhaps at least some of the
invisible agents that people suppose exist are real.
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Perhaps there really are ghosts, or spirits, or gods.
However, if we suppose the HADD hypothesis does
correctly explain why so many people believe in the
existence of invisible agents, then the fact that large
numbers hold such beliefs can no longer be considered
good evidence that any such agents exist. It will no
longer do to say, "Surely not all these people can be so
very deluded? Surely there must be some truth to these
beliefs, otherwise they would
not be so widespread?"
The fact is, if the HADD
hypothesis is correct, we're
likely to believe in the
existence of such invisible
agents anyway, whether or
not such agents exist. But
then the commonality of
these beliefs is not good
evidence such agents exist.

The example of the sour grapes in Aesop's story of The
Fox and The Grapes is often used to illustrate cognitive
dissonance. The fox desires those juicy-looking grapes,
but then, when he realises he will never attain them, he
adjusts his belief accordingly to make himself feel
better — he decides that the grapes are sour.

What role might the theory of cognitive dissonance play in
explaining why we are drawn
to using belief-immunising
strategies? Suppose, for the
sake of argument, that our
evolutionary history has
predisposed us toward both
a belief in supernatural
agents and also toward
forming beliefs that are,
broadly speaking, rational
or at the very least not
downright irrational. That might
There was already good
put us in a psychological bind.
reason to be skeptical
On the one hand, we may
about popular support
find ourselves unwilling or
when it comes to justifying
even unable to give up our
beliefs in invisible agents,
belief in certain invisible
as well as many other beliefs
agents. On the other hand,
of a religious or supernatural
we may find ourselves
character. The fact that
confronted by overwhelming
around 45 percent of the
evidence that what we
citizens of one of the
believe
is
downright
richest and best-educated Dogbert (above) is Dilbert's anthropomorphic pet unreasonable. Under these
populations on the planet talking dog from the Dilbert comic strip, by Scott circumstances, strategies
believe that the entire Adams. Source - http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dogbert promising to disarm rational
universe is only about six
threats and give our beliefs
thousand years old is Editor
at least the illusion of
testament to the fact that, whatever else may be said reasonableness are likely to seem increasingly attractive.
about religion, it undoubtedly possesses a quite Such strategies can provide us with a way of dealing
astonishing power to get large numbers of people — with the intellectual discomfort such innate tendencies
even smart, college, educated people — to believe might otherwise produce. They allow true believers to
downright ridiculous things. Nevertheless, if the HADD reassure themselves that they are not being nearly as
hypothesis is correct, it adds yet another nail to the irrational as reason might otherwise suggest — to
coffin lid of the suggestion that "Lots of people believe convince themselves and others that their belief in
it, so there's got to be something to it!"
ghosts or spirits or whatever, even if not well-confirmed,
is at least not contrary to reason.
Another psychological theory is the theory of cognitive
dissonance. Dissonance is the psychological discomfort So we can speculate about why certain belief systems are
that we feel when we hold beliefs or attitudes that attractive and also why such strategies are employed to
conflict. The theory says that we are motivated to reduce immunise them against rational criticism and provide a
dissonance by either adjusting our beliefs and attitudes veneer of "reasonableness." Both the HADD hypothesis and
or rationalising them.
the theory of cognitive dissonance may have a role to play.

T

he only position that leaves me with no cognitive dissonance is atheism. It is not a creed. Death is certain,
replacing both the siren-song of Paradise and the dread of Hell. Life on this earth, with all its mystery and
beauty and pain, is then to be lived far more intensely: we stumble and get up, we are sad, confident, insecure, feel
loneliness and joy and love. There is nothing more; but I want nothing more.
– Christopher Hitchens
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Why Freedom
Reason
Scepticism
By Nigel Sinnott
Dissent Matter
This is an abridged version of a talk given at the Melbourne Unitarian Peace Memorial Church on 9 October 2011

F

reedom, reason, scepticism and
dissent. Well, I hardly imagine that
anyone here is not in favour of
freedom. Almost everyone thinks
that freedom is “a good thing”. I
would just remind you that freedom
is not the prerogative of a privileged
class or other élite, and it involves
“freedom from” as well as “freedom
to” and “freedom of”, and that, in the
world of reality and sanity, no one can
be absolutely free, particularly as we
are social creatures as well. People
should be free, when at home, to
listen to the sort of music they like;
but that freedom does not extend to
playing that music so loudly it is
inflicted on neighbours who do not
like it. Freedom and rights involve
reciprocity and due regard for
others, and there is — or should be
— a right to quiet. I am, for example,
worried about the way more and
more waiting rooms today inflict
commercial television on people who
may prefer, as indeed I do, to sit
quietly and perhaps read. One of my
favourite sounds is that of silence!
Reason in isolation is only as good as
the premises from which it is
derived and, usually, the ends to
which efforts are being made to
apply it. Thomas Paine's critique of
Christianity and exposition of deism,
The Age of Reason, published in two
parts in the 1790s, attracted both
dedicated admirers and a storm of
criticism, and ran to numerous
editions. On the other hand, the cult
of the Goddess of Reason during the
French Revolution was hardly
edifying and gave reason a bad
name. And one of the pamphlets
Adolf Hitler dropped on Britain
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during the Second World War was
entitled A Last Appeal to Reason.
Fortunately for humanity the
Fuehrer's appeal was rejected.
Reason can be misused or become a
vacuous buzz word, but it can be
very valuable, just as irrationality
and unreason are almost always
harmful in the long term. Most of us
are familiar with the saying from St
John, “The truth shall make you
free” (8: 32). In reality, however, the
truth does not always make you free:
you may, for example, discover that
nothing can be done to rid you of an
illness or handicap that lowers your
quality of life, but you can reliably
depend on lies and half-lies to
confuse, ensnare, frustrate and
enslave you.
And scepticism, of course, is
important not only as an essential
ingredient of the scientific method,
but as a counterweight to credulity,
which can often be very harmful.
Despite coming from an English,
middle-class, conservative, conventional
and rather anti-intellectual background,
I have been a dissenter and
freethinker for most of my life, from
the age of about ten or eleven. I
reacted strongly against the
educational concept of “muscular
Christianity”, which I regarded as an
English middle-class form of Spartan
authoritarianism akin to fascism. I
have never been keen on following
the herd, and have long been wary
of human herd thinking and herd
behaviour, especially herd morality
— or lack of morality. The notions
that “everyone likes it”, “everyone is
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doing it” or “just do it!” ring alarm bells
with me. It is of course easy to
ridicule dissent.
There are clearly times when we
need to conform, such as in driving
on an agreed side of the road. Also, a
murderous, psychopathic loner can
be seen as a dissenter, so dissent
needs to be directed to worthwhile
ends, particularly against or from
matters identified as harmful, rather
than trivial issues; and it should also
be combined with other qualities.
What I wish to convey, then, is that
freedom, reason, scepticism and
dissent are a valuable combination.
I submit that the world needs
conscientious dissenters, because
freedom, reason, scepticism and
dissent are vital components for
creating and maintaining a just
society. We must insist on the
opportunity to examine, question
and criticise ideas and institutions,
customs and privileges, particularly
those that are often taken for
granted. Above all, we must ask
awkward questions about antique
abuses, comforting illusions, gilded
gobbledegook, hallowed hogwash,
pious imposture, shallow hype and,
of course, popular heroes or
heroines, the idols of the arena,
pulpit, screen, stage and marketplace.
Dogged dissent is having the
courage not to do, say and think
what is fashionable, profitable or
safe to do and say; being wary of the
gurus of growth and the prophets of
purity; and having the temerity not
to applaud and accept what G. K.

NOVEMBER – DECEMBER 2011

Chesterton called “the easy speeches
that comfort cruel men”. And that, of
course, means we should tell the
truth, give hard but accurate
answers when we can, and not make
“easy speeches” ourselves.
Above all, it means not doing what
we are told by people who claim
they have the divine, hereditary or
arbitrary right to tell us, and everyone
else, what to do. And it means
standing up and resisting if such
people, who are usually religious or
political control freaks, also claim
that they are entitled to enforce
their divine or other authority upon
the disobedient and dissenting.
As a boy I questioned the orthodox
Christian dogma of the Trinity and
found it incredible. This led me to
rejecting Trinitarianism and eventually
Christianity and theism. I was also
appalled at the way human beings
treated non-human animals, but,
despite brief experiments with
vegetarianism as a child, it took me
much longer to follow this through
as an adult. So while I have been a
staunch atheist for more than fifty
years, I have been a vegan for only
about thirty-five.

The main reason I became active in
the freethought, humanist and
secular movement half a century
ago was that, after I rejected orthodox
Christianity I became keenly aware
of its intolerance and authoritarianism,
and the privileges — particularly
regarding education — it had in
Britain and, as I have discovered,
here in Australia. Conventional,
conservative religions still seek
captive audiences, such as children
in schools, and to interfere with and
control the rights of people in general,
including the non-religious, to
regulate their fertility or choose the
way in which they die if terminally ill.
I also object very strongly to the
notion that certain religious beliefs
and concepts should be protected
from robust criticism by devices
such as blasphemy laws. I have used
the word “certain” here as the Buddhist
writer Dharmachari Buddhadasa, in a
letter to The Age (Melbourne, 18 Oct.
1997), wrote that “Thankfully, there
has never been in Buddhism
anything approaching blasphemy,
which has always been such an ugly
feature of the theistic traditions.” He
also added that “it is my experience
that there will be occasions in the

“ I much prefer the words attributed to
H. L. Mencken that ‘For every complex
problem there is a solution that is
simple, neat and wrong’. ”
Not only do I reject the notions of
God, vicarious atonement, heaven
and hell, but I see no reason to
believe in alternative concepts such
as reincarnation. And I regard with
particular horror the concept of
karma, which I think is unethical and
likely to provide a rationalisation for
smug fatalism. I do not accept that
suffering in this life is some sort of
punishment for misdeeds in a
former existence; in fact I find this
claim callous and immoral.
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spiritual life of some individuals
when blasphemy is good for the soul
and might even be encouraged.”
In more recent years, of course, we
have seen hard-line Islamists try to
brand criticism of the beliefs of Islam
as racial hatred. But Muslims are not
a race; they are believers in a particular
creed and set of ideas. In any case,
people have rights to various degrees
of protection and respect; abstract
opinions and beliefs do not. And
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while we are on the subject of
human rights, it is vitally important
that those who value a free, just and
safe society stand up for the rights
of people to join a religion, leave a
religion, change religious allegiance,
or not have any religious allegiance
at all.
Although I made mistakes as a
youngster, such as adopting for a
year or two a naïve and simplistic
scientism — “Science can prove it”
was one of my glib assertions — one
thing I believe I got right was to
reject not only authoritarian religious
beliefs, but also totalitarian ideologies
in general, including the political
ones. This means I was never attracted
to fascism, neo-fascism, Leninism,
Trotskyism or Maoism. I am also
wary of the notion that everything
can be dealt with by free market
forces and that, in Baroness
Thatcher's words, “There's no such
thing as society”. Oh yes there is,
and we need to be involved in and
contribute to it.
Almost everyone here is, I suspect,
wary of élitist concepts like oligarchy
and aristocracy. I suggest to you that
it does not hurt to be a bit wary of
the concept of meritocracy as well. I
do not like the notion that the
intelligent, strong, competitive and
ruthless should inherit the earth,
and that the modest, weak and
vulnerable should go the wall — or
even be quietly pushed off the wall!
Some of the nastiest people in history
have been highly intelligent and
very well educated!
A relative of mine used to be fond of
the expression: “It's frightfully simple
really”. Alas, this notion is almost
always frightfully false. Authoritarian
beliefs tend to attract people who
want simple, easy answers to difficult
questions, and this is why authoritarian
ideologies can be so lethally dangerous.
I much prefer the words attributed
to H. L. Mencken that “For every
complex problem there is a solution
that is simple, neat and wrong”.
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I am not very fond of much of the
Bible, but I would like to quote one
of my favourite verses from my
favourite book of the Bible,
Ecclesiastes (9: 10): “Whatsoever thy
hand findeth to do, do it with thy
might; for there is no work, nor
device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom,
in the grave, whither thou goest.”
I regard one of my first duties as
being to tell people that my life as a
human being is not a test or a trial
for another, eternal life as something
or someone else. Life is not a rehearsal;
it is not a dress rehearsal; it is a first
night — and second performances are
far from guaranteed! Life is not about
learning to live: it is about living, and
learning more about how to cope as
you go along. It is also about helping
others to live well. Many of you may
be familiar with the brave assertion:
“I would rather die on my feet than
live on my knees”. Yes indeed; but it
is better still to live on your feet and
to help others do the same.

these, most people, including
myself, do not feel fulfilled and
emotionally secure. But love tends
to be an inclusive and exclusive
emotion, and it is difficult to take
seriously people who spread it or
use it too widely. Fanatics invariably
emphasise how strongly they love
this or that cause, idea, region or
group, while at the same time they
are only too ready to control, bully,
harm and hate.
In dealing with society in general I
suspect the notion of tolerance is
more important. We may not be able
to love those whose tastes, beliefs
and habits we dislike, but we can do
our best to tolerate such people, and
toleration requires thought and
sometimes a lot of effort. Toleration,
like notions of freedom and rights,
has its limits. I do not think that a
humane and ethically consistent
society can tolerate human sacrifice
as an exercise in freedom of religion,
any more than it can accept the

that case they may have to be
fought for again. Progress and success
are not — I repeat not — historically
inevitable, and beware of people
who try to tell you otherwise.
Also, beware of people who claim
that history and the future are
inevitably on their side. I am
thinking here of ideologies like
manifest destiny: God is on the side
of European males with state-of-the-art
firearms, and so they are entitled
to use them for land grabbing; the
pseudoscience of “social Darwinism”:
we must not mollycoddle the poor
and have-nots, otherwise they will
outbreed the rich and intelligent;
historical determinism, or a variant
of it: revolution and the dictatorship
of a ruthless leftist oligarchy —
euphemistically termed the proletariat
— are inevitable. And I might mention
here a doctrine that does not depend
on inevitability, but is in many ways
a modern retread version of manifest
destiny, namely the prosperity gospel:

“ Progress and success are not
— I repeat not —
historically inevitable … “
I have emphasised what I regard as
the value of freedom, reason,
scepticism and dissent. But are these
enough? No, to flourish they must
be maintained by such faculties
as courage, integrity, patience,
vigilance, and a sense of proportion.
Crap detectors are as important as
mine detectors! And fewer things
illuminate the darkness of a difficult
world better than a sense of
humour, including a sense of the
absurd and being able to laugh at
oneself. We must be careful,
however, of cruel humour, which I
find distasteful.
I have not mentioned that
much-used and much-abused word
love. Well, unless you are in a small
minority of loners, you will crave
love and intimacy because, without
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right to keep slaves and profit from
slave labour. However, you can often
judge the quality of a society by the
extent to which it tolerates its
human minorities, and in my case I
would also look at the way the
society treats non-human animals.
What have I learnt from being a
cantankerous dissenting freethinker?
Above all the value of stoicism and
persistence. Life is very frequently
unfair, and disasters often overtake
good people. But it is important to
try to cope with disaster, to remain
alive afterwards if possible, and to
help others do so. Also, in an unjust
and very imperfect world, desired
changes rarely happen quickly: they
may take a long time, and require
much fatigue and effort, and the
gains may sometimes be lost, and in
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God wants you to be rich, and if you are
rich, this means God approves of you.
Furthermore only very, very rarely —
in exceptional circumstances — can
you make important and muchdesired changes single-handedly. If
you could, why come here this
morning and listen to me droning
on? You need to combine and
co-operate with others and to share
ideas to change the world for the
better, and the benefits may not
even be realised in your lifetime. The
world is a far from perfect place, and I
think it is dangerous wishful thinking
to imagine it is perfectible; but it can,
often with patience and difficulty, be
improved here and there. In other
words, there is no soft and easy path
to liberty, equity and justice.
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Book Reviews
Arguably
By Christopher Hitchens
Publisher: Allen & Unwin
ISBN 13: 9780857892560
ISBN 10: 0857892568
RRP: $32.99

14 October 2011

Review by Greg Elliott

I

mentioned to a friend that I was reading Christopher
Hitchens’ latest book, Arguably, and he suggested
Hitchens would argue an opposite point of view to
anyone else for the sake of argument.

Hitchens divides his readers by alienating those who do
not like his stinging attacks on oppressive regimes or
establishment exploitation (he often discombobulates
religious opponents with his ability to quote the Bible or
Koran or refer to significant and relevant moments in
theological history), but he also mystifies some of his admirers
(by speaking in support of the Bush invasion of Iraq).
Whatever Hitchens proposes is done with skilled
reasoning, a profound knowledge and perceptive
insight into history, literature and politics.
Arguably is a collection of articles Hitchens has written in a
variety of magazines and journals over the past decades;
there is a mixture of his book reviews of authors who deal
with literary figures and articles that express his thoughts
about contemporary politics and social issues.
In the early chapters of Arguably, Hitchens — through
book reviews — expresses his admiration for the
American founding fathers and their wisdom in creating
a secular state, separating church and state powers with
no mention of religion in the constitution. In Jefferson
and the Muslim Pirates, he writes about the Barbary wars
between the U.S. and Tripoli, and that as many as 1.5
million Europeans and Americans were taken as slaves
by Islamic countries.
For those interested in theological issues, his article The
New Commandments considers not only the contradictions
about the three sets of 10 commandments in the Bible,
but also proposes a better set of commandments for the
modern age. Throughout this book, Hitchens expresses
his enjoyment and appreciation of language (as is
evidenced in the way he himself writes), and I enjoyed
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his criticisms of modern translations of the Bible which
have lost depth, meaning and beauty by being too simplistic.
Arguably abounds with articles that will cause the reader
to think about the political troubles that face us in the
world today: he defends Denmark and calls on the
Western world to support more openly the need for a
free press, and he supports France's ban on wearing the
burka in state schools.
There are quirky articles on Prince Charles (Charles,
Prince of Piffle) and how dangerous his eccentricities are,
how annoying waiters are who constantly fill up wine
glasses and why women aren't funny (a deliberately
provocative title). There is always subtext with Hitchens
and his titles are designed to attract the reader but he is
never quite as blunt or black and white as they suggest.
In Feed Them Pork Rind, he provides entertaining
anecdotes of the arrogance of the upper classes and
then, in the final paragraph, poignantly posits that
George Bush displayed the same indifference to the
citizens of New Orleans during Hurricane Katrina.
Regardless of your opinion of Hitchens, he is always
informative, challenging, thought-provoking and, usually,
illuminating. His style is refreshing, eloquent and witty;
he writes about the most complex concepts but his comic
observations and throwaway lines constantly entertain.
Arguably, with its wide range of topics, will have you
laughing, thinking, questioning and wanting to do some
more research to fill in the gaps in your own knowledge.
There is no sense of an author arguing for the sake of it,
but of a man continually challenging conventional
wisdom, and with good reason.
This review first appeared in
INDAILY www.InDaily.com.au
and is reprinted with permission.
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The Greatest Show On Earth
By Richard Dawkins
Publisher: Bantam Press
ISBN 13: 9780552775243
ISBN 10: 055277524X

Review by Rose Leaf

R

ecently we have seen an
intensification of the denial, even
ridicule, of the consensus views of
distinguished scientists and their
organisations. The deniers have been
(but not exclusively) lay people with
few, if any qualifications in science.
This book, by one of the world's
leading geneticists, is written with
passion and frustration at this
resurgence of creationism now revised
in the garb of “Intelligent Design”.
The Greatest Show on Earth needed to
be written to fill a gap and provide a
scientific response, as well as to collate
the increasing knowledge of the science
of evolution. This it does in spades.
I have been reading books for some
80 years. This has been one of those
(rare) reading experiences that, while
absorbing and convincing, was also
moving. This arose from the range
and sweep of the natural world as
revealed by Dawkins and how the
giant pieces of the jig-saw fitted
together so neatly to enhance what
we knew about evolution, and to
strengthen it in the face of what was
often absurd denial.
However, if, like me, your education
in science was minimal (I grew up in
England during World War II), you
need not be deterred from tackling
this book. I use the word “tackling”
advisedly. The fact is that because of
the elegant and lucid prose style, the
range and choice of material, the
science becomes very accessible. Truly
magnificent colour illustrations make
the book worth having in their own
right. To further advance accessibility,
the many footnotes (I wish the asterisks
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marking them had been bigger!), the
pages of bibliography and further
readings are all designed to help
understanding of this field of science.
But there is more: the educator's role
is clearly one of Dawkins” priorities.
Attention to the needs of his readers
always marks Dawkins” work. Thus he
tells you not to read some ensuing
pages if you are tired or warns that
certain material is complex. It is clear,
therefore, that Dawkins is more than
usually
concerned
with
the
effectiveness of communication with
his readers, of his interaction with
them in order to make very clear the
case against creationism, whatever they
call it. Thus often complex material is
never turgid but fascinating.
Dawkins states flatly that evolution is
no longer a theory. It is provable, and
still accruing, established scientific
fact. We no longer have to cling
mostly to the fossil record to make the
case for evolution. He takes us
through many fields of science and
brings us up to date in a particularly
interesting chapter on molecular
science (his own field). Also the
conversational tone of his chapter
headings show his deliberate
relationship with his readers.
All this is consistent with the role of a
great — even memorable — teacher
— to his Oxford students and to us.
The teaching role of this writer is
inherent throughout his work.
Dawkins does not resile from the
basic contradictions and ironies in
nature: at once, beautiful and ugly.
And he sees a mysterious, but of
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course not supernatural, quality in its
workings consistently, often ruthlessly
to propagate species as a major priority.
The ugliness is exemplified by the
parasitoid wasp, illustrated on page
31 of the coloured pictures, and this is
used in this context in several parts of
the book.
Dawkins” admiration for Darwin,
and the beauty, even grandeur, of
the latter's theory of natural selection
is, without doubt, the centre of
the book and he confesses pride in
the ownership of a first edition of
On the Origin of Species, a present
from a friend. Nevertheless, Dawkins
leaves us in no doubt that our
knowledge of evolutionary processes
has come a long way since Darwin.
But, consistently, the beautiful
symmetry of natural selection as
Darwin conceived it is inferred and
acknowledged for the major milestone
it was and as the pivot, still, of much
contemporary work; and scientific
disciplines as they advance are sifted for
us in a giant sweep in the book.
The final Appendix, The History Deniers,
contains lamentable (his word)
statistics of what people were thinking
circa 2008 on who we are and how we
came to be. The figures are for Europe
and the United States. It is no surprise
to find Scandinavian societies the
exception to this dismal trend.
I have written this review of The
Greatest Show on Earth as a
layperson in science. However, the
book — while never sacrificing the
integrity of scientific scholarship, or
limiting the focus and the range —
is intending for people like me.
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