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Sam Harris
Skeptics Corner

My wife and I were
fortunate to attend, with
20,000 other secularists,
the Reason Rally in
Washington DC on
March 24, 2012. What a
wonderful experience being among those who feel it is important to be part of such a
‘coming out’ party. It wasn’t just a personal ‘coming out’ for individuals, but one for the
entire nation. Who would have thought that such a event was even possible just a few
short decades ago. But the intrusion of pious politicians has pushed those who want – as
the sign says – to keep religion out of our private lives.
The most popular secular speakers of our time were there as well as several musical
acts, Tim Minchin being my favorite. There were booths, creative T-shirts, signs and even
a 10 foot high Jesus. Yes it was cold and rainy – but the sun did come close to coming
out – oops I said that phrase again! It was well worth attending such a large gathering of
individuals who felt strongly that the act of simply standing to support others who think the
same would be worth the trip, notwithstanding the weather and length of it (over 9 hours).
I’ve never been to a rally before and didn’t know what to expect. But there’s a sense of
pride that overcomes oneself when feeling like their presence makes a difference. That
price, I’m sure, was felt by 20,000 people that day. I heard that Glen Beck had less
people attending his rally – and that was on a sunny day!
I’m going to refer you to a wonderful video edited by The Thinking Atheist who gives the
true taste of what this rally was about. See the video here:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d11tcjO--70
If there is another rally in the future I beseech
you to attend it. You will not be disappointed.

Bruce Gleason, editor
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Free Will and “Free Will”
How my view differs from Daniel Dennett's

(Photo by h.koppdelaney)

I have noticed that some readers continue to find my argument about the illusoriness of free will difficult to
accept. Apart from religious believers who simply “know” that they have free will and that life would be
meaningless without it, my most energetic critics seem to be fans of my friend Dan Dennett’s account of the
subject, as laid out in his books Elbow Room and Freedom Evolvesand in his public talks. As I mention in Free
Will, I don’t happen to agree with Dan’s approach, but rather than argue with him at length in a very short book,
I decided to simply present my own view. I am hopeful that Dan and I will have a public discussion about these
matters at some point in the future.
Dan and I agree on several fundamental points: The conventional (libertarian) idea of free will makes no sense
and cannot be brought into register with our scientific picture of the world. We also agree that determinism
need not imply fatalism and that indeterminism would give us no more freedom than we would have in a
deterministic universe.
These points of agreement can be easily illustrated: Imagine that I want to learn Mandarin. I attend classes,
hire a native-speaking tutor, and vacation in China. My efforts in this regard, should they persist, will be the
cause of my speaking Mandarin (badly, no doubt) at some point in the future. It’s not that I was destined to
speak Mandarin regardless of my thoughts and actions. Choice, reasoning, discipline, etc., play important roles
in our lives despite the fact that they are determined by prior causes—and adding a measure of randomness to
this clockwork, however spooky, would do nothing to accentuate their powers.
Biological evolution and cultural progress have increased people’s ability to get what they want out of life and
to avoid what they don’t want. A person who can reason effectively, plan for the future, choose his words
carefully, regulate his negative emotions, play fair with strangers, and partake of the wisdom of various cultural
institutions is very different from a person who cannot do these things. Dan and I fully agree on this point.
However, I think it is important to emphasize that these abilities do not lend credence to the traditional idea of
free will. And, unlike Dan, I believe that popular confusion on this point is worth lingering over, because certain
moral impulses—for vengeance, say—depend upon a view of human agency that is both conceptually
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incoherent and empirically false. I also believe that the conventional illusion of free will can be dispelled—not
merely ignored, tinkered with, or set on new foundations. I do not know whether Dan agrees with this final point
or not.
Fans of Dan’s account—and there are many—seem to miss my primary purpose in writing about free will. My
goal is to show how the traditional notion is flawed, and to point out the consequences of our being taken in by
it. Whenever Dan discusses free will, he bypasses the traditional idea and offers a revised version that he
believes to be the only one “worth wanting.” Dan insists that this conceptual refinement is a great strength of
his approach, analogous to other maneuvers in science and philosophy that allow us to get past how things
seem so that we can discover how they actually are. I do not agree. From my point of view, he has simply
changed the subject in a way that either confuses people or lets them off the hook too easily.
It is true that how things seem is often misleading, and popular beliefs about physical and mental processes do
not always map smoothly onto reality. Consider the phenomenon of color: At the level of conscious perception,
objects appear to come in a variety of colors, but we now know that colors do not exist “out there” in the way
they seem to. Explaining our experience of color in terms of the color-free facts of physics and neurophysiology
requires that we make a few adjustments in our thinking—but this doesn’t mean color is merely “an illusion.”
Rather, it must be understood in terms of lower-level facts that are not themselves “colored.”
Nothing changes at the level of our vision when we understand what color really is—and we can still talk about
“blue skies” and “red apples” without any sense of contradiction. There are certain anomalies to be reconciled
(for instance, two objects reflecting light at the same wavelength can appear to be different colors depending
on the context), but we are not mistaken in believing that we see red apples and blue skies. We really do
experience the world this way, and one job of vision science is to tell us why.
Dan seems to think that free will is like color: People might have some erroneous beliefs about it, but the
experience of freedom and its attendant moral responsibilities can be understood in a similarly straightforward
way through science. I think that free will is an illusion and that analogies to phenomena like color do not run
through. A better analogy, also taken from the domain of vision, would liken free will to the sense that most of
us have of visual continuity.
Take a moment to survey your immediate surroundings. Your experience of seeing will probably seem
unified—a single field in which everything appears all at once and seamlessly. But the act of seeing is not quite
what it seems. The first thing to notice is that most of what you see in every instant is a blur, because you have
only a narrow region of sharp focus in the center of your visual field. This area of foveal vision is also where
you perceive colors most clearly; your ability to distinguish one color from another falls away completely as you
reach the periphery in each eye. You continuously compensate for these limitations by allowing your gaze to
lurch from point to point (executing what are known as “saccades”), but you tend not to notice these
movements. Nor are you aware that your visual perception appears interrupted while your eyes are moving
(otherwise you would see a continuous blurring of the scene). It was once believed that saccades caused the
active suppression of vision, but recent experiments su
ggest that the post-saccadic image (i.e. whatever you next focus on) probably just masks the preceding blur
More: http://www.samharris.org/blog/item/free-will-and-free-will

Enjoy reading the Secular Gazette?
Subscribe using PayPal micropayments to the Secular Gazette for only $.99
an issue
Go to www.freethoughtalliance.org
to help us continue to bring you the most recent news in skepticism, atheism,
science and church-state separation.
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Skeptic’s Corner ·
BEING VEGAN AND A SKEPTIC
REBECCA WATSON
Considering the, um, lively comments posted to BugGirl’s
recent article on potentially insecty Frappucinnos, I thought you
all might enjoy hearing from a skeptical vegan. I’m lucky
enough to know several, and so I first turned to Skepchick’s
beloved former web host, Stephen Rider. He was kind enough
to write up a few points on why he and his partner, both longtime die-hard skeptics, are vegan. Obviously Stephen doesn’t
speak for every vegan, but I find his views to be fairly
representative of the skeptical vegans I know. Enjoy!
+++
I live in a vegan household. DH and I choose to avoid, whenever feasible, using products made from animal sources or
eating animal derived foods. Like many other life decisions we have multiple varied reasons, some purely personal and
arbitrary, and some based on an informed decision to minimize our impact on our favorite planet.
While it is clear that the human digestive system is very well adapted to an omnivorous diet, and eating meat is entirely
natural and normal for instances of homo sapiens, it is also true that humans can and do thrive on a strictly vegan diet. So
the decision to be carnivorous or vegan can be made on an arbitrary basis, as neither position is necessary for survival.
There is information that suggests a vegan diet has health benefits and there are also some concerns that are often
expressed – in particular worries about getting sufficient protein while on a vegan diet. Because it is virtually unheard of
for a person in Western society who is getting as much to eat as they wish to show any sign of a protein deficiency, these
concerns seem to be without merit.
I choose to be vegan largely because a vegan diet requires far fewer resources and thus reduces my impact on this
planet. I also prefer not to harm other creatures when I have another option. I do not kill animals to eat them, and I choose
not to have anyone else act as my proxy and kill animals so that I can eat them. My preferences may be different than
those of some others but I make no pretense of moral superiority. I see no reason why other people should be expected
to adopt my views, nor why I should adopt theirs.
Powerful arguments can be raised to suggest that a vegan diet is good for the planet. In particular, it is argued that food
for the vegan diet requires less land and water while doing less harm to the environment (link).
Of course it is one thing to choose not to eat anything that ever had a face, and it is yet another to join PETA. I’m
comfortable with the idea of applying my moral and ethical standards to my own behavior while other people hopefully
follow their own conscience. No deity put me here to tell other people how to live. I do make some effort to live in harmony
with the force of life that I revere so deeply.
Coincidentally I happen to have celiac disease which means I must avoid the tiniest trace of wheat, rye, or barley for the
rest of my life. Therefore, I am painted into the corner of a gluten-free vegan diet. Most meat analog products like veggie
burgers contain wheat gluten, a form of purified poison to my immune system. This makes being vegan much less
convenient. So it goes.
As stated part of our intention in choosing a vegan lifestyle (I admit, it’s a choice) is wanting to do less harm to our planet.
For that reason we expect installation may begin next week on our 18KwDC photovoltaic power system, displacing the
need for burning coal, gas, or oil to power Geek Hill. It is indeed very likely that Geek Hill will still be producing power once
I have left the planet, and that would be sort of cool.
More: http://skepchick.org/2012/04/guest-post-on-being-vegan-and-a-skeptic/
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Science News
NASA Researcher Claims to Have Found Alien Lifeform
An astrobiologist working at NASA's Marshall Space Flight Center outside Huntsville,
Alabama has made an astounding claim. In a recently published journal article, he claims to
have discovered a preserved alien life form residing inside a meteor that journeyed through
the vast black of space before impact our planet.
This extra-terrestrial may not be a bulbous-headed humanoid like in the movies, but it may offer
up an answer to one of mankind's greatest inquiries -- are we alone in the universe?
The researcher, Dr. Richard B. Hoover [profile], had to go to extraordinary lengths to make his discovery.
He
reasoned that if alien microbes were to hitch a ride on a meteorite, they would likely have to do so in a special meteor.
Specifically, he zeroed in on the CI class of carbonaceous chrondite meteors. These meteors are rich in water, amino
acids, and other organic compounds -- seemingly a virtual pantry for a microorganism.
Picking the most ideal type of CI meteorite -- CI1 optimized his chances, but narrowed his pool of available specimens. In
total only nine such meteorites are known to exist on Earth.
More http://www.dailytech.com/NASA+Researcher+Claims+to+Have+Found+Alien+Lifeform/article21059.htm

T. rex has another fine, feathered cousin
From 125-million-year-old rocks, scientists have unearthed the remains of a new
species of extensively feathered dinosaurs that weighed up to about 1,400 kilograms
and
stretched 9 meters from nose to tail.
The fossils, from one adult and two younger dinos, were unearthed in northeast
China,
a region known for keeping soft tissues of ancient animals well-preserved. The discovery is described April 5 inNature.
“It changes the way we really look at things — from these big, scaly, Jurassic Park animals to ones that were big and
fluffy,” says Mark Norell, a paleontologist at the American Museum of Natural History in New York City.
Based on the shapes of the jaw and skull bones found in the fossils, the team concluded that the three animals belonged
to the same species and were tyrannosaurs. Such dinosaurs fall under a broader classification of two-legged meat-eaters
called theropods, which scientists believe gave rise to modern birds.
The biggest of the newly described creatures — the largest extensively feathered dino known to date — was about onequarter the weight of its relative, Tyrannosaurus rex.The smaller dinosaur is namedYutyrannus huali, which
translates to “beautiful feathered tyrant. More:
http://www.sciencenews.org/view/generic/id/339679/title/T._rex_has_another_fine%2C_feathered_cousin

Next Great Depression? MIT study predicting ‘global economic collapse’ by 2030 still on
track
A renowned Australian research scientist says a study from researchers at MIT claiming the world could suffer from a
"global economic collapse" and "precipitous population decline" if people continue to consume the world's resources at
the current pace is still on track, nearly 40 years after it was first produced.
The Smithsonian Magazine writes that Australian physicist Graham Turner says "the world is on track for disaster" and
that current research from Turner coincides with a famous, and in some quarters, infamous, academic report from 1972
entitled, "The Limits to Growth." Turner's research is not affiliated with MIT or The Club for Rome.
Produced for a group called The Club of Rome, the study's researchers created a computing model to forecast different
scenarios based on the current models of population growth and global resource consumption. The study also took into
account different levels of agricultural productivity, birth control and environmental protection efforts. Twelve million copies
of the report were produced and distributed in 37 different languages.
Most of the computer scenarios found population and economic growth continuing at a steady rate until about 2030. But
without "drastic measures for environmental protection," the scenarios predict the likelihood of a population and economic
crash.
http://news.yahoo.com/blogs/sideshow/next-great-depression-mit-researchers-predict-global-economic-190352944.html

6

Church-State News
Hawaii to pay $100,000 for

Capitol scuffle over prayer

Two people who said they were
religious prayer in the Legislature

roughed up at the Capitol during a protest against
may receive a $100,000 settlement.

The Hawaii Attorney General Office
Kevin Hughes.

has recommended the amount for Mitchell Kahle and

Kahle is the leader of Hawaii Citizens for Separation of Church and State and Hughes is a cameraman, according to a
report from the Courthouse News Service. Both sued the state, a sheriff’s department, the state department of public safety and
officers of the Senate.
They claim they were roughed up by officers on the final day of the 2010 legislative session, when Kahle went to the
Capitol to protest the prayer ritual and Hughes went to film his demonstration.
The complaint says, when then-Senate President Colleen Hanabusa introduced a reverend, who asked everyone to “bow
with me in prayer,” Kahle said, “I object, my name is Mitch Kahle, and I object to this prayer on the grounds that it violates
my rights under the Constitution of the United States."
He sat down, according to the complaint, and then three officers came over to forcibly remove him from the chamber and
place him under arrest.
The suit was filed in federal court, and earlier this month the parties involved negotiated a proposed settlement agreement
in a judge’s chamber. More: http://www.wisconsingazette.com/breaking-news/hawaii-to-pay-100000-for-capitol-scuffleover-prayer.html

Americans United for Separation of Church and State asks Haslam
to veto three bills
Americans United for Separation of Church and State have sent Gov. Bill Haslam a letter urging him to veto legislation
dealing with evolution, school prayer and the posting of the Ten Commandments.
The organization says Haslam should veto House Bill 368, House Bill 3266 and House Bill 2658 because they would
“insert religion into Tennessee’s public schools.”
encourages teachers and students to debate controversial scientific theories, including biological evolution and the
chemical origins of life. HB 3266 allows teachers to take part in prayer and religious group activities before and after school. HB
2658 allows the display of the Ten Commandments in public buildings, including schools, if contained in a display of other
historical documents.
HB 368

The American Civil Liberties Union has also criticized the bills, which passed the legislature last week and were sent to
Haslam for signature. Americans United says, in four pages of legal analysis (posted below) that the bills run against court
precedent barring the introduction of religion into schools by authority figures.
More: http://blogs.tennessean.com/politics/2012/americans-united-for-separation-of-church-and-state-asks-haslam-toveto-three-bills/
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Political News at Backyard Skeptics
Santorum: Calif. Universities Don't Teach American
History
GOP presidential hopeful Rick Santorum was criticized for his
recent comments on history courses taught at California universities.
DAVIS, Calif. (KCRA) --

Santorum made the comments on the campaign trail in Wisconsin on Monday
night.
“I was just reading something last night, uh, from the state of California, and
that the California universities, there are several -- I think it's seven or eight of
them -- of the California system of universities don't even teach an American
history course. It's not even available to be taught,” Santorum said.
That comment immediately drew a lot of criticism from students at the University of California, Davis.
“That’s completely wrong. Certainly, history is being taught,” said Ryan Hamsitengel, a freshman at UC Davis.
“(It's a) pretty bold statement -- and it leaves him open to a lot of criticism from a lot of people,” said Ryan Woo, a student
who has taken U.S. history courses at UC Davis.
“He loses a lot of credibility in my mind,” said True Randall, another UC Davis student.
Yet others told KCRA 3 they understand why Santorum made the comment.
“I know a few teac
Read more:

http://www.kcra.com/news/30824665/detail.html

Women will remember in November
GOP candidates will pay a price for alienating half the electorate
March 12, 2012|Susan Reimer
Democrats must believe they are in the middle of a lovely dream — and they must hope they never wake up.
Not even the most conniving strategist in the belly of the White House could have spun this narrative: drop a packet of
birth control pills into the middle of the Republican extreme-a-thon primary season and watch as the candidates attempt to
alienate half of the voting population.
This isn't the "war against women" we expected when Republican state legislatures began to nibble away at reproductive
decision-making and then over-reached with "personhood" language and the hideous requirement that women submit to
vaginal sonograms before an abortion.
Instead, it is the conservatives and their candidates who find themselves under siege. And it is women who will call the
charge in November, I think.
Women who never made it to college themselves but who cherished that dream for their children and then heard Rick
Santorum call President Barack Obama a "snob" when he acknowledged those dreams and then say that colleges were
nothing more than incubators for liberal group-think. (Mr. Santorum — and his mother — earned advanced degrees.)

More: http://articles.baltimoresun.com/2012-03-12/news/bs-ed-reimer-gop-20120312_1_youngwomen-pregnant-women-mothers
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Religious Right Watch
http://www.religiousrightwatch.com/

Truth Wins Out - John Boehner Appoints Anti-LGBT
Extremist to Religious Liberty Commission
Last week, Republican U.S. House Speaker John Boehner appointed Dr. Robert
George — co-founder and Chairman Emeritus of the National Organization for
Marriage [NOM] — to the United States Commission on International Religious
Freedom (USCIRF). George’s two-year appointment that comes with a taxpayerfunded federal salary.
.....
NOM was disgraced earlier this week when internal documents revealed that the
group engages in disrespectful and unsavory race-baiting tactics in its fight against
marriage equality. The confidential memos asserted that NOM’s strategic goal is to
“drive a wedge between gays and blacks” and “make opposition to gay marriage an
identity marker” among young Latinos, “a badge of youth rebellion to conformist
association to the bad side of ‘Anglo’ culture” and “a symbol of resistance to
inappropriate assimilation.”
Last year, Speaker Boehner and House Republicans decided to defend DOMA
themselves after President Obama’s Justice Department halted its defense, citing the law’s unconstitutionality. Boehner
hired a team of private attorneys and committed to spend as much as $1.5 million in taxpayer dollars to defend the
discriminatory measure in court.
http://www.religiousrightwatch.com/

How a Christian Fighter Pilot and FOX News Tried to Stop Fort Bragg Atheist
Festival (And Failed)
While the upcoming Rock Beyond Belief festival at Fort Bragg is starting to get more media attention as its March 31 date
approaches, the event has also been the subject of increased attacks by those who are attempting to stop it from taking
place.
For those who don't know what Rock Beyond Belief is, it's the secular answer to all the big evangelical and fundamentalist
Christian concerts and festivals regularly held on bases throughout the military. One of these events, a Billy Graham
Evangelistic Association Rock the Fort festival, held at Fort Bragg in September 2010, despite complaints that the military
officially sponsoring such an event was an unconstitutional promotion of religion, and showed a government preference
for Christianity. The response from the commander of Fort Bragg was that any other group could also hold a similar event.
So, SGT Justin Griffith, an atheist soldier at Fort Bragg, decided to take Fort Bragg up un this offer, and began planning a
secular festival, which would feature atheist and secularist speakers and musicians.
Over the past year and a half, I've watched SGT Griffith transform from a soldier who had an idea to one of the leading
voices for atheists in the military, standing his ground in the face of every obstacle thrown in his path. This soldier has
managed to put together an event to rival the largest events put on by large, well funded organizations like the Billy
Graham Evangelistic Association -- all while serving as an active duty soldier, which included being deployed, becoming a
father for the first time, and not being permitted to work on the event during duty hours (despite the fact that Fort Bragg
had had a whole team of military personnel and DoD employees working for months on the Billy Graham.event). If our
military is looking for leaders who can get things done, they certainly have one in SGT Griffith!
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/chris-rodda/how-a-christian-fighter-p_b_1348764.html?utm_source=Alertblogger&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Email%2BNotifications
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Evo Education
The National Center for Science Education, NCSE, is pleased to
announce the addition of a further batch of videos to NCSE's YouTube
channel.

Continued calls for "monkey bill" veto
Bill Haslam

With Tennessee's "monkey bill" still on Governor Bill
Haslam's desk, columnists in the state's newspapers
continue to criticize the bill and call for a veto. House
Bill 368, would, if enacted, encourage teachers to present the "scientific strengths and scientific
weaknesses" of topics that arouse "debate and disputation" such as "biological evolution, the
chemical origins of life, global warming, and human cloning." The deadline for Haslam to sign
the bill, allow it to become law without his signature, or veto it is April 10, 2012.
The Memphis Commercial Appeal (April 6, 2012) editorially wrote, "Gov. Bill Haslam should heed the
appeal of more than 3,000 petitioners and veto a bill that would protect Tennessee teachers who
allow students to criticize evolution and other scientific theories," adding, "in a time when a firm
knowledge of science is an important element in our students being prepared to compete in the
global marketplace, passage of this kind of legislation is baffling." The editorial concluded,
"Haslam said he will sign the bill. He should reconsider."
http://ncse.com/news/2012/04/continued-calls-monkey-bill-veto-007297

http://ncse.com/

Polling support for science education
In a recent survey, voters overwhelmingly accepted that improving the quality of science education is important to the
competitiveness of the United States in the global scene — and a majority agreed that there's a lot of room for
improvement. According to a March 30, 2012, press release from Achieve, the nonprofit education reform organization that
commissioned the survey:
•

There is virtual unanimity among voters (97%) that improving the quality of science education in our public
schools is important to our country's ability to compete globally.

•

A majority of voters give the quality of science education a grade of "C" or below — both nationally (67%) and in
their local schools (50%).

•

Most voters (56%) ... believe science education in the United States ranks behind most other countries. This
includes majorities across all major sub-groups, including gender, education, region or political affiliation.

•

Similar to voters' views on English and mathematics standards, by a margin of almost 2 to 1 (62% to 36%), voters
prefer for states to have the same science standards so that students across the country have to meet the same
expectations.

•

When informed that a group of states are leading the effort to develop new standards that are internationallybenchmarked, more challenging, and will require students to apply their science knowledge and understand how
science concepts fit together, voters show broad support (87%) for the new standards.

http://ncse.com/news/2012/04/polling-support-science-education-007287
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God is Imaginary

Proof #12 - See the magic
When you look at different religions, they usually contain "magic."
For example:
The Mormon religion contains the magical golden plates, the
magical angel, the magical seer stones, the magical ascension of
the plates into heaven, etc.
The Muslim faith contains the magical angel, the magical flying
horse, the magical voices, the magical prophet, etc.
The Christian faith contains the magical insemination, the magical
star, the magical dreams, the magical miracles, the magical
resurrection, the magical ascension and so on.
The presence of "magic" is a clear marker for "imaginary." For
example, how do we know that Santa is imaginary? Because
(among other things) he has eight magical flying reindeer. How
do we know that Jack and the Beanstalk is a fairy tale? Because
(among other things) the story contains magical seeds. In the
same way, how do we know that God is make believe? Because
God is surrounded by magic.
According to believers, God is an all-powerful being who has the
divine, magical power to do anything. How do we know that this
belief is a fairy tale? One way to know is to try to invoke God's
magical power. For example, as described in Proof #1, the Bible
tells us in many places that God answers prayers. However,
whenever we try to pray, we notice that nothing happens (See Proof #1 and Proof #2). That tells us that God
is completely imaginary. The magical powers ascribed to him are a fairy tale.
Another way to know is to read the stories of magical events in the Bible. There is the magical flood, yet we
know with certainty that the flood never happened. There are the magical miracles of Jesus, but (predictably)
none of these miracles left behind any tangible evidence (see Proof #14). There is the magical resurrection,
yet there is zero evidence that it ever occured and no reason to believe it (SeeProof #15).
God is identical to Leprechauns, mermaids and Santa. God is a magical fairy tale creature. The magic
surrounding God tells us that God is imaginary.
http://godisimaginary.com/i12.htm

Keep this nation a secular one.
Make your tax-deductable donation HERE
http://freethoughtalliance.org/fta/donate/
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Skeptoid
By Brian Dunning
Printed with permission

Catching Jack the Ripper
A look at what is and isn't known about history's most infamous serial killer.
Today we're going to pay a visit to London, specifically the Whitechapel district, back in 1888. It was a crowded, filthy,
uncomfortable place, still stinging from the deadly Bloody Sunday riots of 1887 when Irish protesters clashed with police.
Political unrest, unemployment, crime, rampant disease, and hunger were compounded with racial tensions between the
Irish working class and Jewish refugees from Eastern Europe. Amid all this squalor, it's hardly surprising that violence and
murder were common. In fact, those days and that place produced history's single most infamous murderer: Jack the
Ripper. We're going to take a look at the common knowledge about Jack, and see how it compares to what's actually
known and what's popularly believed. Who was he, how many did he kill, and how did we learn what we know?
Poverty was so severe in Whitechapel — at the time, the acknowledged slum of London — that prostitution became one
of the leading industries. It was a desperate move by a population, desperate from actual hunger and deprivation, to bring
money into the community from London's wealthier West End. This workforce of an estimated 1200 women commuted
every day and night on foot through unlit alleys filled with drunken factory workers and as many as 3000 homeless people
in this neighborhood alone, and their victimization was all too commonplace. Police grouped eleven murders of
prostitutes, committed between 1888 and 1891 and all apparently related in some way, and referred to them as the
Whitechapel Murders. At the time, the presumed killer was known to the press as Leather Apron.
Later, investigators separated five of the Whitechapel Murders away from the rest, believing them to be the work of a
single distinct individual. The modus operandi was the same: the victims were first silenced and killed by strangulation,
their throats were cut, and their bodies mutilated in similar ways, to varying degrees depending on how private was the
location and how much time the killer probably had.
Today, nearly a century and a half later, Jack the Ripper still grips the public's attention. Practically every year, a number
of books and documentaries are produced naming some new suspect or claiming a fresh analysis on some piece of
evidence. Please don't email me about this new book or that new book and its particular claims and its evident authority;
the Library of Congress currently lists at least 181 different books with Jack the Ripper in the title; every one I've looked at
introduces yet another suspect, and they can't all be right. Many believe he was an aristocrat or educated man from the
West End, and some believe he was no more than a local thug. Today's enthusiasts and armchair investigators call
themselves Ripperologists.
More: http://skeptoid.com/episodes/4304

Backyard Skeptics is now on Facebook and twitter – if
you’re a Facebook fan then join our group page by
searching for Backyard Skeptics. Follow us on Twitter at
Backyardskeptic (no ‘s’ at the end)
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Is there a religious war on science?
Q. Is the so-called “religious war on science” a battle
between religion and science or is it just about biblical
fundamentalists attacking evolutionary biology?
A. It’s biblical fundamentalists, evangelicals
and conservative Christians attacking large chunks of
science and even the scientific
method. They purposely misquote scientific
experts. They dredge up long discredited hypotheses
and they spread selective half-truths.
But it's not just evolution (plus the science behind sex
education, abortion, homosexuality, global warming,
etc.) that's being attacked. It’s all those scientific
discoveries that conflict with a literal reading of the
Bible. It's also the scientific method, itself. As Dr. Gell-Mann, Nobel Laureate in physics, noted:
"I should like to emphasize that the portion of science that is attacked [by fundamentalists] …is far
more extensive than many people realize, embracing very important parts of physics, chemistry,
astronomy, and geology as well as many of the central ideas of biology and an thropology."(The
Scientist 1 (2), 11)
In attacking science, they are under min e the ability of untold millions of stu dents to think rationally,
in addition to crippling their ability to incor porate large chunks of modern physics, astronomy,
paleontology, geo logy, anthropology and biology into their educa tion.
Conservative Christian leaders have realized for decades what Islamic leaders have enforced for
centuries: Reason and critical thinking can be very dangerous to one’s faith and so must be
suppressed or “religionized”. This is ironic given their use of scientific discoveries to spread their antiscientific beliefs and to carry out their violent attacks.
—Charles L. Rulon, emeritus, Life and Health Sciences, L.B.C.C
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Backyard Skeptics Events
http://backyardskeptics.com/wordpress/events2/
BYS has many fun and education events such as field
trips and lectures, movie & dinner nights and psychic
parties. Join us!

April 11th – See a Cosmos’ episode in SJCap

Backyard Skeptics
is part of Freethought Alliance, a 501C3 grassroots organization based in Villa Park, CA
which sponsors monthly meetings with
interesting secular speakers, dinner-and-amovie nights, science-oriented field trips,
outreach programs for letting others know
about our secular community and atheist
advocacy programs. If you are local to Orange
County you are welcome to join out meetup
group to receive announcements of upcoming
events. http://www.backyardskeptics.com

Click the above icon to go to the
BYS News section

Political News
Science News
Church-State News
And our latest news column: Really Crazy
New
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April 12 – Laguna Woods Atheists Meeting – Bruce
Gleason to speak
April 14 – We are visiting the PSYCHIATRY: AN
INDUSTRY OF DEATH MUSEUM
April 18 – Backyard Skeptics South Monthly Meetup
April 25 – Backyard Skeptics (central) monthly meeting

Future events:
Go-Kart ‘SPEED’ night with dinner
Blackstar Canyon visit with the OC Astronomers Club
Habitat for Humanity volunteer day
Music Appreciation night – rock, classical and jazz
Mt Wilson Observatory night (we are renting the 60”
telescope for the evening!)
Orange County Freethought Alliance Conference May
19 & 20, 2012
Borego Springs overnighter with the OC Astronomy Club
Joshua tree camping overnighter in June.

Enjoy reading the Secular
Gazette?
Subscribe using PayPal
micropayments to the
Secular Gazette for only $.99
an issue
Go to
www.freethoughtalliance.org
to help us continue to bring
you the most recent news in
skepticism, atheism, science
and church-state separation.

Billboard News
On March 9, 2012, American Atheists and Backyard

Book Advertisement

Skeptic’s will be placing two similar billboard s up on the
west coast (see above) and the east coast, with a similar
billboard in Arabic. The object is to ‘Offer a Choice’ to
those who feel they might be a little agnostic concerning
their religious beliefs. We all know the religiously
hardcore conservatives will never change their, even if a
deity were proven not to exist.

From last month’s billboard:

Press Release HERE
http://backyardskeptics.com/Billboards/Family2.pdf
Examiner Article HERE
http://www.examiner.com/atheism-in-losangeles/billboard-tell-your-family-you-don-t-believe-gods
Montery News HERE
http://www.ksee24.com/news/local/Atheist-Billboard-inSanta-Ana-138710209.html
Our January billboard:

15

P
SYCHIC BLUES is now up at
Amazon for pre-order!
Buy three copies!
You will need three: two to give to
local psychics and one to keep.
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/19
36239272/ref=s9_simh_gw_p14_d2_g1
4_i1?pf_rd_m=ATVPDKIKX0DER&pf_rd
_s=center2&pf_rd_r=04VC276NTNV7VVJR2TC5
&pf_rd_t=101&pf_rd_p=470938631&pf
_rd_i=507846
Everything you want to know about
today’s psychic rackets – and a few
things you may not want to know…
Skeptically,
Mark Edward

Born Atheist
Chapter #26 – Atheist Action

Coming out as an atheist is the
single most important step you can
take.
When compared to religion, atheism is an
immature and poorly defined movement. But the
time has come for us to stop complaining and
instead to take action. In this chapter I suggest a
few action steps. Hopefully, this list will seem
pitifully inadequate as the movement grows.
However, from my review of the literature, few
atheists are even trying to make specific
suggestions. It is not enough to say we should
rage against the religious machine, we must act.

Choose one name.
Nonreligious people toss around dozens of names
to identify ourselves. We call ourselves
brights, evolutionists, freethinkers, godless,
heathens, heretics, humanists, infidels,
irreligious, materialists, non-believers, nontheists, nones, pagans, rationalists, secularists,
skeptics, unbelievers and more. Some day
religion will fade and we will not need a name, but
until then, we do. Choosing a name is a first step
to defining an identity and building pride. Let us
stop dividing our energies among
numerous names. Let us stick with the term
“atheist.”
“Atheist” has been used as a derogatory name
and it carries a fair amount of baggage. But it is
the most widely recognized term to signify a lack
of religious belief. Just as homosexuals claimed
the name “gay” as their own, we can claim
“atheist” as ours and redefine it. Let us gather
under one name, one banner, and define
ourselves positively.

Find a symbol.
16

As the gay rights movement grew, the rainbow
flag became a unifying symbol. When a gay
person is behind a car with a rainbow flag, he
knows he is behind family. When a lesbian stays
at a hotel flying a rainbow flag, she knows her
patronage is welcome. No atheist symbol has
achieved wide recognition. To me, combining the
word “atheist” with the footed evolve fish is the
most functional
symbol that has emerged so far. Using a single
common symbol will help us to recognize one
another and to build our movement.

Create an identity.
Atheism is more than non-belief. It encompasses
a willingness to self-identify as
nonreligious, combined with a desire to
counteract the negative aspects of religion.
Atheists are more open to new experiences than
the general population, less inclined to be
prejudiced against minorities, and more vocal
about their opinions. Look back at the predicted
characteristics of atheists in Chapter 4.

More: http://bornatheist.com/27.html

ductive futures — a right that is basic to female
equality and human liberty?

DVD Special:

More Secular DVDS from
FreethoughtAlliance.org
BackyardSkeptics.com

The
Christian Reich, Fetal Idolatry &
Female Reproductive Enslavement
by Charles Rulon
Emeritus, Life Sciences,Long Beach City
College
The Christian Right is arguably the largest,
best organized and most powerful force in
American politics today. No other political
group comes even close. Yet, the
uncompromising position of the Christian Right
toward women with unwanted pregnancies
puts an ugly face on democracy, on social
justice and on the spirit of love and
compassion. It’s a position that demeans the
intelligence and moral character of women and
returns them to the Dark Ages of dangerous
illegal abortions. How can any society ever
expect its citizens to live in a way that is higher
and more noble when it attempts to force
women with unwanted pregnancies (a
persistent and major reality throughout the
entire history of humanity) to stay pregnant
against their will—to be unwilling embryo
incubators? Where is the social justice in
forcing women to stay pregnant against their
will, to be obligatory breeding
machines? Where is the wisdom in placing
women essentially in reproductive bondage to
a patriarchal state? Why hasn’t our nation
wholeheartedly endorsed the fundamental right
of women to be able to control their own repro17

Both of these sites have one of the largest
selections of secular DVDs available
anywhere. Most DVDs are only $10. Make a
contribution to your secular organizations by
ordering one of our entertaining and
educational DVDs
The 2011 Orange County Freethought Alliance
Conference 3-DVD set. !3 wonderful speakers.
Enlightening, Educational and inspiring. $34
Magic, Witchcraft, and Religion: An Anthropological
Survey of the Supernatural World with Adrian Novotny,
Ph.D. $10 special
Thomas Quinn - ”God Needs Therapy” (a comedy) $12

Dr. Richard Carrier; How Christianity Began Is Proof
Enough It's Bunk $12
San Diego Secular Humanist Conference 2011 Entertaining speakers, engaging insights and thoughtprovoking lectures. 2 DVDs $45
Ali Ayaan Hirsi
Ali is a spokesperson for human
rights and a proponent against female
mutilation in Muslim countries. Her riveting personal
story is told with the help a local
journalist, Jill Stewart. $10

Sean McDowell vs. BYS - Commonalities of
Christians and Atheists
Sean visits Backyard Skeptics, then Bruce Gleason
and Mark Smith visit Sean's church in
San Juan Capistrano A 2-DVD set. $15
Sarah Dunn - Atheists in Prison: How the law,
culture, psychology shape prison Populations $10
Dave Richards - Exploring logical fallacies and how to
identify them $10
Eugenie Scott - Creationism, evolution, education,
and politics, Taped at Chapman University, Orange
CA $10
Orange County 2010 Freethought
Alliance Conference 2- DVD set
Enjoy 12 full-length seminars and an evening
discussion panel for only $30

"The God Question" Debate between Shermer & De'Souza $10
Bruce Gleason - "Why Am I Am Atheist" speech at
Calvary Church, Costa Mesa, CA $10
Dan Barker 2 DVD set - Jesus Myth or Fiction?
and Why I Became An Atheist $20
Chris Mooney - The War on Science: What Have We
Learned? CFI lecture $10
John Shook - The God Theory is Dead CFI lecture
$10
Edward Tabash - America at the Crossroads $10
Sean Carroll - The Origin of the Universe and the
Arrow of Time CFI lecture$10
Ross Blocher - Swaddling Cloth out of Whole Cloth:
Problems with the Nativity Story CFI lecture $10

Does God of the Bible Exist? A 6Person Panel Debate, December 2009 $20

Funny Stuff
As the cruise ship was sinking, the Captain asked the panicking passengers if
any of them believed in in prayer. A Baptist pastor whispered to his friend "I
overheard the captain talking to one of his staff yesterday and he said that he
was an atheist but now in time of need, he turns to God for protection. It just
goes to show you like they say, there are no atheists in foxholes." He then
volunteered his hand and offered to lead others in a prayer for their safety. A
few gathered and bowed their heads as he lead the prayer for their safety, but
most of the passengers were busy putting on life preservers as fast as the
Captain and the staff could hand them out. The Reverend stopped and said "I
thought you were going to join us in prayer." The captain replied, "hell, no, I
don't believe in God, but you people go ahead and pray. We don't have
enough life jackets for everyone."
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National Secular Links
Here are several secular links to other
organizations supporting secularism, science and
skepticism around the world:
Americans United for Church and State Separation,
National au.org
American Humanist Assoc. americanhumanist.org
Atheist Alliance International atheistalliance.org
American Atheists atheists.org
Military Assoc. of Atheists and Freethinkers
ACLU.org
BERTRAND RUSSELL SOCIETY
www.users.drew.edu/~jlenz/brs.html
CFI centerforinquiry.net
camp-quest.org
Freedom From Religion Foundation ffrf.org
jennymccarthybodycount.com
Meetup.com (search for humanist, agnostic, atheists or
church and state in your area)
National Center for Science Education ncse.com
People for the American Way pfaw.org
Richarddawkinsfoundation.org
James Randi Educational Foundation randi.org/site
Southern California Secular Humanist Conference.org
(in San Diego)
Whatstheharm.net

Local Southern California groups and
links
Ateos Unidos: The group for Spanish speakers!
3rd Saturdays at 11 a.m. at the Center for Inquiry
West, 4773 Hollywood Blvd.
Contact Liliana at 323-466-4223.
Americans United
Meets the third Sunday of the
month at 1:30pm at the Irvine Ranch Water

District 15600 Sand Canyon Ave. Irvine,
CA 92618 http://www.au-oc.org/
AU General Meeting: 4th Sundays, 11:00 a.m. at
Center for Inquiry West,
4773 Hollywood Blvd. Presentation followed by lunch
and afternoon activity.
Board meets briefly at 10:30 a.m. for members’
concerns. Childcare is available.
http://atheists.meetup.com/705/
Adopt-a-Highway: Help us keep our roads clean in the
name of atheism!
AU hosts the southbound strip of the Glendale
Freeway, Hwy 2, south of the 210.
Keeping the road clean allows us to keep our signage
there. Good exercise, and fun company! Two
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Saturdays a month. Dates vary. Contact Steve 310670-7131
BackyardSkeptics.com – meets once a month in Villa
Park (Orange County) also see meetup.com/backyardskeptics
Center for Inquiry -Lectures 1st and 3rd Sundays,
11a.m. 4773 Hollywood Blvd., Los Angeles.
Free for members of CFI, $6 for non-members
http://centerforinquiry.net/la
San Diego Coalition of Reason
FreethoughtAllaince.org – sponsors debates and events
in southern California
Free Thinkers for Liberty.org

Freethinkers for Liberty
is an organization of humanists and others who reject all
superstition, in favor of rationality and critical thinking,
who also respect the freedoms our forefathers described
in the US Constitution and the Bill of Rights.

Freethinkers Toastmasters: Want to improve your
speaking abilities in a fun and supportive group?
Join FTTM on 2nd & 4th Saturdays at 2 p.m. at the
Center for Inquiry West.
More information: David: 310-479-6318.
http://www.freethinkersclub.org
GALAH: Gay and Lesbian Atheists and Humanists- 2nd
Sundays, 1 p.m.,
Center for Inquiry West, 4773 Hollywood Blvd.
Contact Ken Wolverton 818-554-9858 or
galahla@aol.com

Generation Atheist: A meeting group for atheists in
their 20s and 30s, 3rd Sundays, location changes
monthly. http://atheists.meetup.com/724/Hollywood/
East LA: 2nd Tuesdays, 7 p.m. at Atwater Village in
Glendale .Contact Steven Gibson 562-900-2834.
http://atheists.meetup.com/212/
Humanist Association of Orange County
Meets the
third Sunday of the month at 1:30pm at the Irvine
Ranch Water District 15600 Sand Canyon Ave. Irvine,
CA 92618 http://www.meetup.com/OCHumanists
Humanist Association of Los Angeles: 2nd Sunday,
11:00 a.m.,
Colorado Center Community Room (same as Yahoo
Center),
2500 Broadway, Santa Monica (near corner of 26th
Avenue and Broadway); Contact: Larry Taylor 310479-2236,
larry-a-taylor@att.net

Inland Empire: 1st Wednesday, 7 p.m., Riverside
Unitarian Church 3657 Lemon St., Riverside Contact
JanGoings@aol.com
http://atheists. meetup.com/ 499/
Lancaster “Antelope Valley Freethinkers” 4th Thurs.,
7pm, Camille’s Garden Cafe, Lancaster
http://atheists. meetup.com/ 615/
Long Beach: 3rd Fridays, 7 p.m., at Hometown Buffet,
290 E. 4th St.
Meal cost is $16. Contact Rodney 562-437- 4370 or
Hank Schultz,
whschultz@mac.com.
http://atheists.meetup.com/487/
Orange County Atheists, meets one a month at the
IHOP across from OC Airport
http://www.ocatheists.com/
Orange County Atheist United Chapter: 2nd Sundays,
10:30 a.m.,
Tee Room, 3100 Irvine Ave Newport Beach
Contact Norman 310-408-8653 (cell).
Atheists United San Fernando Valley: 3rd Thursday,
6:30 p.m., Kountry Folks Restaurant,
on Sepulveda Blvd. and Chase St.
Contact Henry at 818-988-2806, after 5:00 p.m.
http://atheists.meetup.com/614/
San Diego New Atheists and Agnostics

http://www.meetup.com/atheists-518/
Atheists United Santa Clarita: 2nd Sundays, 11 a.m.,
at Greenhouse Café, 26586 Bouquet Cyn. Rd., Santa
Clarita http://atheists.meetup.com/670/
Atheists United South Bay/Torrance: 3rd Sundays,
7p.m., At Marie Callender’s, 2979 Artesia Blvd,
Redondo Beach http://atheists.meetup.com/729/
Atheists United Ventura: 4th Mondays, 7pm,
E.P. Foster Library, 651 E Main Street, Ventura.
Contact Brian Parra for info: 805-794-4714,
venturaatheists@yahoo.com
http://atheists.meetup.com/494/
Ventura “Freethought Parents Network”:
Kids playgroup meets every Tuesday at 11am,
Locations subject to change
http://www.meetup.com/freethoughtparents/
WestValley Secular Humanists: Last Sundays, 2 p.m.,
Daphne’s Greek Café, 5780 Canoga Ave. Unit B,
Woodland Hills
http://secularhumanism.meetup.com/17/
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