





Brutality, War Crimes,
Genocide, and Rape
- Should Children Be
Reading This Book?
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Imagine if the leader of a modern
country decided his people required
land and then proceeded to invade
neighbouring countries. Imagine if in
some areas he enslaved entire cities,
and in others, he ordered his army to
completely annihilate the population,
first killing soldiers, then killing non-
combatants in cold blood (women,
children, even babies). Imagine if in
some cities he allowed his men to
force women they found attractive

to have sex with them. Imagine if in
some cities he plundered all the goods
he found, while in others he simply
burnt them to the ground. Imagine

if this leader even went so far as to
kill livestock for no purpose other
than spite. Imagine if this leader also
commanded his troops to desecrate
the places of worship in the lands

he had conquered. Then imagine

if his followers kept records of his
campaigns, recording with pride the
killing of 12,000 people on one day,
and 25,000 on another.

Imagine if, in the society he built, the
criminal justice system dictated public
execution by stoning or by burning,
and if some lesser crimes resulted in
the cutting off of a limb. Imagine if
slavery was legal, and that a slave
owner who beat his slave so hard

that after a few days he died of his
injuries received no State punishment.
Imagine if rapists were not punished,
but were simply forced to marry the
girl they were caught raping. Imagine
if girls who were found to have had
pre-marital sex were publicly stoned
to death. Imagine if religious freedom
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was non-existent, and apostates from
the State religion were executed.
Imagine if the regime encouraged
people to inform on members of their
own family who secretly adhered to
a different faith than that dictated

by the State, so that they could be
put to death. Imagine if the leader
commanded people to kill their own
friends and families for disloyalty to
the regime, and if, on one day alone,
3,000 people were put to death in cold
blood. Imagine if the leader planned
revenge on another nation, and if an
official publication proclaimed that
the babies of that nation would be
smashed to death on rocks.

Now imagine if the leader grew
angry with his people, believing
them to be disloyal. Imagine if he
repeatedly launched terror campaigns
against his own people. Imagine if
he deliberately starved whole swaths
of his own nation, so they became

so desperate that they resorted to
cannibalism, with parents eating their
children, and children eating their
parents. Imagine if he unleashed germ
warfare on his own people, spreading
disease throughout the land. Imagine
if he hired mercenaries from other
nations to attack his people. Imagine
if he commanded those mercenaries
to kill men, women, children, and
babies. Imagine if he commanded
them to force men to watch as their
babies were killed before them, their
wives were raped, and their houses
were destroyed. Having seen that



horror, imagine if those men were
then stabbed to death. Imagine if the
corpses were not even buried, but
were instead left to rot. Imagine if
he commanded not only babies to be
killed, put pregnant women to have
their stomachs ripped open.

Imagine if all these horrific crimes
were recorded in a book. This book
would stand forever as a record of
grotesque inhumanity, of brutal State
violence, of human rights violations,
of war crimes, and of genocide.

This leader would surely go down

in history with the likes of Hitler
and Stalin, as a dictator of almost
unimaginable sickness and brutality.

Now imagine if, defying all standards
of logic and human decency, millions
of people throughout the world
revered this leader, worshipped him,
and declared both his actions, and the
book reporting them, to be righteous
and infallible. Imagine if children
were raised to read that book, not as

a record of depravity, but instead as

a holy book. Imagine if the leader
was proclaimed to be good and just,
and if people throughout the world
prayed to him, and taught that if only
the whole world believed his book to
be infallible then all social ills would
disappear. Imagine if the President of
the United States of America regularly
read this book, declared himself to be
a follower of the leader, and cited it in
public addresses. Surely this would be
a world gone mad?

Sadly, this is our world today. The
leader I referred to in my narrative
above is the God spoken of in the

Old Testament, the God of Jews and
Christians, and the book recording his
actions is, of course, the Bible. The
God proclaimed in the Old Testament,
were he to be a modern leader,

would be indicted for crimes against
humanity. Instead, he is worshipped
today by millions. This is a tragedy.

The biblical material upon which the
narrative above is based is as follows:

Crime and punishment:

God speaking: ‘If a man takes a stick
and beats his slave, whether male or
female, and the slave dies on the spot,
the man is to be punished. But if the

slave does not die for a day or two,
the master is not to be punished. The
loss of his property is punishment
enough.” (Exodus 21:20-21).

God speaking: ‘If a man commits
adultery with the wife of a fellow-
Israelite, both he and the woman shall
be put to death.” (Leviticus 20:10).

God speaking: ‘If a man has sexual
relations with another man, they have
done a disgusting thing, and both shall
be put to death. They are responsible
for their own death.” (Leviticus
20:13).

God speaking: ‘If a man marries

a woman and her mother, all three
shall be burnt to death because of the
disgraceful thing they have done.’
(Leviticus 20:14).

On a man who cursed God during a
quarrel: ‘The LORD said to Moses,
“Take that man out of the camp.
Everyone who heard him curse shall
put his hands on the man’s head to
testify that he is guilty, and then the
whole community shall stone him to
death. Then tell the people of Israel
that anyone who curses God must
suffer the consequences and be put to
death. Any Israelite or any foreigner
living in Israel who curses the LORD
shall be stoned to death by the whole
community.”” (Leviticus 24:13-26).

‘Once, while the Israelites were still
in the wilderness, a man was found
gathering firewood on the Sabbath.
He was taken to Moses, Aaron, and
whole community, and was put under
guard, because it was not clear what
should be done with him. Then the
LORD said to Moses, “The man must
be put to death; the whole community
is to stone him to death outside the
camp.” So the whole community took
him outside the camp and stoned

him to death, as the LORD had
commanded.” (Numbers 15:32-36).

God speaking: ‘Suppose a man has a
son who is stubborn and rebellious,

a son who will not obey his parents,
even though they punish him ... Then
the men of the city are to stone him to
death, and so you will get rid of this
evil’ (Deuteronomy 21:18-21).

God speaking: ‘But if the charge is
true and there is no proof that the
girl was a virgin, then they are to

take her out to the entrance of her
father’s house, where the men of her
city are to stone her to death. She has
done a shameful thing among our
people by having intercourse before
she was married, and while she was
still living in her father’s house. In
this way you will get rid of this evil.’
(Deuteronomy 22:20-21).

God speaking: ‘Suppose a man

is caught raping a girl who is not
engaged. He is to pay the girl’s
father the bride price of fifty pieces
of silver, and she is to become his
wife, because he forced her to have
intercourse with him.” (Deuteronomy
22:28-29).

God speaking: ‘If two men are having
a fight and the wife of one tries to
help her husband by grabbing hold

of the other man’s genitals, show

her no mercy; cut off her hand.’
(Deuteronomy 25:11-12).

Religious intolerance:

God speaking: ‘Do not make any
treaties with the people of the country
into which you are going ... Instead,
tear down their altars, destroy their
sacred pillars, and cut down the
symbols of their goddess Asherah.’
(Exodus 34:12-13).

God speaking: ‘In the land that you
are taking, destroy all the places
where the people worship their gods
on high mountains, on hills, and under
green trees. Tear down their altars
and smash their sacred stone pillars
to pieces. Burn their symbols of the
goddess Asherah and chop down
their idols, so that they will never
again be worshipped at those places.’
(Deuteronomy 12:2-3).

Death for apostasy:

God speaking: ‘Even your brother or
your son or your daughter or the wife
you love or your closest friend may
secretly encourage you to worship
other gods, gods that you and your
ancestors have never worshipped.
One of them may encourage you to
worship the gods of the people who
live near you or the gods of those
who live far away. But do not let
him persuade you; do not even listen
to him. Show him no mercy or pity,
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and do not protect him. Kill him! Be
the first to stone him, and then let
everyone else stone him too. Stone
him to death!” (Deuteronomy 13:6-
10).

God speaking: “When you are living
in the towns that the LORD your
God gives you, you may hear that
some worthless men of your nation
have misled the people of their town
to worship gods that you have never
worshipped before. If you hear such
a rumour, investigate it thoroughly;
and if it is true that this evil thing did
happen, then kill all the people in that
town and all their cattle too. Destroy
that town completely. Bring together
all the possessions of the people

who live there and pile them up in
the town square. Then burn the town
and everything in it as an offering to
the LORD your God. It must be left
in ruins for ever and never again be
rebuilt.” (Deuteronomy 13:12-16).

God speaking: ‘Suppose you hear
that in one of your towns some man
or woman has sinned against the
LORD and broken his covenant by
worshipping and serving other gods
or the sun or the moon or the stars,
contrary to the LORD’s command
... If it is true that this evil thing has
happened in Israel, then take that
person outside the town and stone him
to death.” (Deuteronomy 17:2-5).

War crimes and genocide:

On the towns of King Sihon of
Heshbon: ‘[W]e captured and
destroyed every town, and put
everyone to death, men, women,
and children. We took the cattle and
plundered the towns.” (Deuteronomy
2:34-35).

On the towns of King Og of Bashan:
‘We destroyed all the towns and

put to death all the men, women,
and children, just as we did in the
towns that belonged to King Sihon
of Heshbon. We took the cattle and
plundered the towns.” (Deuteronomy
3:6-7).

God speaking: ‘When you go to
attack a city, first give its people a
chance to surrender. If they open the
gates and surrender, they are all to
become your slaves and do forced

labour for you. But if the people in
that city will not surrender, but choose
to fight, surround it with your army.
Then, when the LORD your God lets
you capture the city, kill every man
in it. You may, however, take for
yourselves the women, the children,
the livestock, and everything else

in the city. You may use everything
that belongs to your enemies. The
LORD has given it to you. That is
how you are to deal with those cities
that are far away from the land you
will settle in. But when you capture
cities in the land that the LORD your
God is giving you, kill everyone.
Completely destroy all the people: the
Hittites, the Amorites, the Canaanites,
the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the
Jebusites, as the LORD ordered you
to do.” (Deuteronomy 20:10-17).

God speaking: ‘When the LORD
you God gives you victory in battle
and you take prisoners, you may see
among them a beautiful woman that
you like and want to marry. Take
her to your home ... Later, if you no
longer want her, you are to let her go
free. Since you forced her to have
intercourse with you, you cannot
treat her as a slave and sell her.’
(Deuteronomy 21:10-14).

On the city of Jericho: ‘With their
swords they killed everyone in the
city, men and women, young and old.
They also killed the cattle, sheep, and
donkeys.” (Joshua 6:21).

‘Then they set fire to the city and
burnt it to the ground, along with
everything in it, except the things
made of gold, silver, bronze, and
iron, which they took and put in the
LORD’s treasury.’ (Joshua 6:24).

On the city of Ai: ‘The Israelites
killed every one of the enemy in

the barren country where they had
chased them. They then went back to
Ai and killed everyone there. Joshua
kept his spear pointed at Ai and did
not put it down until every person
there had been killed. The whole
population of Ai was killed that day
- twelve thousand men and women.
The Israelites kept for themselves
the cattle and goods captured in the
city, as the LORD had told Joshua.
Joshua burnt Ai and left it in ruins.
It is still like that today. He hanged
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the king of Ai from a tree and left his
body there until evening. At sunset
Joshua gave orders for the body to
be removed, and it was thrown down
at the entrance to the city gate. They
covered it with a huge pile of stones,
which is still there today.” (Joshua
8:24-29).

‘Joshua ordered the people of Gibeon
to be brought to him, and he asked
them, “Why did you deceive us and
tell us that you were from far away,
when you live right here? Because
you did this, God has condemned you.
Your people will always be slaves,
cutting wood and carrying water for
the sanctuary of my God.”” (Joshua
9:22-23).

Joshua attacked the cities of
Makkedah, Libnah, Lachish, Eglon,
Hebron, Debir, and surrounding towns
(Joshua 10:28-39). In each case, ‘He
spared no one; everyone was put to
death. This was what the LORD God
of Israel had commanded.’ (Joshua
10:40). ‘Joshua conquered all these
kings and their territory in one
campaign because the LORD, Israel’s
God, was fighting for Israel.” (Joshua
10:42).

‘But they did not drive out the
Canaanites who lived in Gezer, so

the Canaanites have lived among

the Ephraimites to this day, but they
have been forced to work as slaves.’
(Joshua 16:10).

‘The Israelites had the army trapped,
and without stopping they pursued
them as far as a point East of Gibeah,
killing them as they went. Eighteen
thousand of the best Benjaminite
soldiers were killed. The others
turned and ran towards the open
country to the Rock of Rimmon. Five
thousand of them were killed along
the road. The Israelites continued to
pursue the rest to Gidom, killing two
thousand. In all, twenty-five thousand
Benjaminites were killed that day -
all of them brave soldiers. But six
hundred men were able to escape

to the open country to the Rock of
Rimmon, and they stayed there four
months. The Israelites turned back
against the rest of the Benjaminites
and killed them all - men, women, and
children, and animals as well. They
burnt every town in the area.” (Judges
20:43-46).



‘So the assembly sent twelve
thousand of their bravest men with
the orders, “Go and kill everyone

in Jabesh, including the women and
children. Kill all the males, and also
any woman who is not a virgin.””’
(Judges 21:10-11).

‘Babylon, you will be destroyed.
Happy is the man who pays you back
for what you have done to us - who
takes your babies and smashes them
against a rock.” (Psalm 137:8-9).

God’s punishments against his own
people, the Israelites:

‘Moses saw that Aaron had let the
people get out of control and make
fools of themselves in front of their
enemies. So he stood at the gate of the
camp and shouted, “Everyone who is
on the LORD’s side come over here!”
So all the Levites gathered round him,
and he said to them, “The LORD God
of Israel commands every one of you
to put on his sword and go through
the camp from this gate to the other
and kill his brothers, his friends, and
his neighbours.” The Levites obeyed,
and killed about three thousand men
that day. Moses said to the Levites,
“Today you have consecrated
yourselves as priests in the service of
the LORD by killing your sons and
brothers, so the LORD has given you
his blessing.”” (Exodus 32:25-29).
‘Because the LORD Almighty is
angry, his punishment burns like a fire
throughout the land and destroys the
people ... Everywhere in the country
people snatch and eat any bit of food
they can find, but their hunger is
never satisfied. They even eat their
own children!” (Isaiah 9:19-20).

Isaiah reporting God’s message:
‘Anyone who is caught will be
stabbed to death. While they look

on helplessly, their babies will be
battered to death, their houses will be
looted, and their wives will be raped.
The LORD says, “I am stirring up
the Medes to attack Babylon ... With
their bows and arrows they will kill
the young men. They will show no
mercy to babies and take no pity on
children.”” (Isaiah 13:15-18).

God speaking: ‘I destroyed you, my
people, I killed your children because

you did not stop your evil ways ... |
killed your young men in their prime
and made their mothers suffer ... The
mother who lost her seven children
has fainted, gasping for breath. Her
daylight has turned to darkness; she is
disgraced and sick at heart.” (Jeremiah
15:7-9).

God speaking: ‘Moab has been
destroyed; listen to the children
crying. Hear the sound of their sobs ...
the cries of distress.” (Jeremiah 48:4-
5).

‘Look, O LORD! Look at those you
are torturing! Women are eating the
bodies of the children they loved!

... Young and old alike lie dead in
the streets ... You slaughtered them
without mercy on the day of your
anger.” (Lamentations 2:20-21).

God speaking: ‘parents in Jerusalem
will eat their children, and children
will eat their parents.’ (Ezekiel 5:10).

God speaking: ‘I will send hunger
and wild animals to kill your children,
and will send sickness, violence, and
war to kill you. I, the LORD, have
spoken.’ (Ezekiel 5:17).

God speaking: ‘They are going to die
in war, by famine, and by disease.
Those far away will fall ill and die;
those near by will be killed in war;
those who survive will starve to
death.’ (Ezekiel 6:12).

God speaking: ‘Spare no one; have
mercy on no one. Kill the old men,
young men, young women, mothers,
and children ... Defile the Temple. Fill
its courtyards with corpses. Get to
work!” (Ezekiel 9:5-7).

God speaking: ‘Samaria must be

punished for rebelling against me. Her

people will die in war; babies will be
dashed to the ground, and pregnant
women will be ripped open.’ (Hosea
13:16).

God’s punishments against other
nations:

‘The LORD is angry with all the
nations and their armies. He has
condemned them to destruction. Their
corpses will not be buried, but will

lie there rotting and stinking; and the
mountains will be red with blood’
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(Isaiah 34:2-3).

‘The LORD Almighty says that
disaster is coming on one nation after
another, and a great storm is gathering
at the far ends of the earth. On that
day the bodies of those whom the
LORD has killed will lie scattered
from one end of the earth to the other.
No one will mourn for them, and they
will not be taken away and buried.
They will lie on the ground like piles
of manure.” (Jeremiah 25:32-33).

Note: All biblical quotes are taken
from the Good News version of the
Bible, which comes with illustrations,
and is a popular gift, especially for
children.

Edmund Standing /olds a BA in
Theology & Religious Studies and an
MA in Critical & Cultural Theory.
His other articles on this website
can be found in the articles archive.
This article has been reprinted from
the excellent website Butterflies and
Wheels. We thank Butterflies and
Wheels for permission to reprint this
article.




Philosophe in Buffalo:
Interview with Paul Kuriz

Floris van den Berg

‘Philosophy is bankrupt in
the twentieth century. It
has a distemper. There

is something terribly
irrelevant of philosophy. 1
consider myself a scientific
philosopher. You have to go
beyond philosophy.’

My doctoral thesis in Philosophy

at Utrecht University was about

the philosophy of Paul Kurtz, in
particular his Humanist Manifesto
2000 in which he put forth the
humanist emancipatory programme.
His manifesto can be read as a
modern version of the Enlightenment
ideas, most notably Marquis de
Condorcet’s pamphlet Sketch for a
Historical Picture of the Progress
of the Human Mind (1795). The
Manifesto is the outcome of many
philosophical, ideological and

/

philosophical debates. In my thesis I
tried to entangle the debates of which
the Manifesto is the outcome and I
tried to analyse if the programme
Kurtz sketches is rationally sound.
My tutor didn’t know Paul Kurtz and
thought his ignorance was due to

the insignificance of the philosophy
of Kurtz. Apart from that he was
astonished about the fact that Kurtz,
and I too, thinks that philosophy can
give answers. Jan V. on the contrary
thinks philosophy is only about
questions. My thesis loaded with
(humanist) answers was rejected.

I was very honoured to meet Paul
Kurtz in person. His opening
speech at the World congress
‘Toward a New Enlightenment’ was
programmatic and inspiring. By
means of writing many books Kurtz
has build a coherent humanistic
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worldview (Weltanschauung). One

of his collections of essay is called
Toward a New Enlightenment: The
Philosophy of Paul Kurtz. Dutch
humanist philosopher Paul Cliteur
drew my attention to a work by Kurtz
and thereafter I have studied his
whole oeuvre. Kurtz is founder and
inspiration of CSICOP (Committee
for the Scientific Investigation of
Claims of the Paranormal), the
Council for Secular Humanism, the
Center for Inquiry, and Prometheus
Books, publisher of free thought
books. Kurtz’s philosophy differs
from the Great Philosophers of the
curriculum; nevertheless he should
not be omitted in any introduction

to modern philosophy. He did not
invent a new method or theory, but his
strength is that by digging through the
history of thought he has put many
harmonious elements together in
order to create a coherent worldview
and life stance — that is not something
many philosophers are good at.

Kurtz is a rationalist and a secularist
all the way down. Not only did he
write many books on this topic and
lecture about his ideas, he organised
and structured the secular humanist
movement, against the current

of religious fundamentalism and
relativistic postmodernism. Kurtz’s
engagement in political and ethical
issues is completely different from the
blaring engagement of wrong causes
of which Jean Paul Sartre is the figure
head.



Kurtz criticises untenable truth
claims of religion and superstition —
though he does not think the two are
essentially different. Regularly he was
on the road with a team of sceptics,

a magician included, to unmask
paranormal charlatans. He wrote a
handbook for sceptics: 4 Skeptics
Handbook of Parapsychology, as
well as a work about the tendency to
believe in transcendental entities: The
Transcendental Temptation. In this
book he gives a naturalist hypothesis
about the origin of religion. Islam for
example might be due to the epileptic
seizures of Mohammed, which he or
bystanders, mistook for the word of
god.

Kurtz not only criticises religion and
the paranormal, he also criticises
much of (post)modern philosophy,
like Derrida and Heidegger whom he
sees as obscurantists. Ironically, Kurtz
himself helped to introduce French
obscurantist philosophy into the US
by publishing Derrida in English. This
makes him a philosphe in the French
tradition of Voltaire (somewhere in
the 20'[h century French philosophy
has taken a wrong turn): the

freedom of speech is of fundamental
importance. Only when something
can be said, can it be challenged by
rational argument. Liberals publish
illiberal manuscripts, not the other
way around.

Right wing conservative Christians
in the US, like Pat Buchanan
(www.theamericancause.org),

have appointed secular humanism

as enemy of state Number One —
recently the secular humanist might
have dropped one place in favour of
fundamentalist Islam. One Nation
under Man? The Worldview War
Between Christians and the Secular
Left (2005) by Brannon Howse (with
a foreword by Michael Reagan, son
of President Ronald Reagan) is an
attack on secular humanism and Paul
Kurtz in particular. Kurtz showed the

book which he had on his desk. These
fundamentalist Christians criticise
secular humanism on two different,
contradictory, points. On the one hand
they argue that secular humanism

is a religion and that this is the
religion that is imposed on the state
financed education system. This is an
offence against the First Amendment
according to Howse which states

that the state should be neutral in
religious matters. On the other hand
these Christians want to impose on
society and education their (irrational)
worldview.

On the question why organised
humanism is dominated by men,
Kurtz did not seem to have an
adequate answer. Men seem much
more attracted to organise themselves.
I read somewhere that when a group
of males is put together they seem to
organise themselves hierarchically.
Women do not. Feminism,
maximalisation of self fulfilment and
freedom from oppression are central
values of the humanist programme.

It would seem logical that women
would want to join an organisation
which adheres to these values.
Perhaps the position of my wife
Annemarieke, who totally agrees with
the secular humanist programme,
suffices to be some kind of answer.
She is sceptical towards any
organisation whatsoever. Why would
you want to join an organisation

with people who have more or less
the same ideas and the same kind

of world view? On the four-day
World Congress ‘Toward a New
Enlightenment’ some 800 participants,
mostly elderly men, listened to
lectures about what they already
knew. There were no participants
who fell from their belief due to the
torrent of rational arguments. Kurtz
is pugnacious and never tired to
debate with believers, even within
Court. Kurtz and Annemarieke agree
about the fate that humanity probably
always will have to bear - the load of

religion. But Kurtz is an optimistic
starry-eyed idealist. Annemarieke
has a tendency towards fatalistic
misanthropy.

Kurtz is always on the look out for
partners who want to join him to
disseminate the Enlightenment ideals.
The Center for Inquiry in Amherst,
NY, houses the secular humanists, the
sceptics and the medical sceptics. |
asked him if there were contacts with
the American Atheist Association.
There were not. Of course it is a pity
that people who hold views which
are much the same, do not cooperate.
Kurtz is reserved to call himself
atheist, because atheism appears to be
a negative life stance. Kurtz therefore
uses term the secular humanism
which has many positive ideals, while
it is at the same time atheistic.

His office in the Center for Inquiry

is filled with souvenirs of his long
and busy career. Enthusiastically and
with American frankness he showed
picture frames with celebrities of
science and philosophy. He is 80
years of age, and still going strong. A
life size kitsch statue of Prometheus
holding a torch, with a light bulb,
dominates his study. Delighted he
posed standing beside his hero and

I took their picture. When I entered
the room my eye fell on a scale
model WWII army truck which,

so it seemed to me, was somewhat
peculiar. Kurtz told the story behind
it: in 1944 he was on such an army
truck as part of the Allied Forces
when they liberated Maastricht, the
most southern city in the Netherlands,
from Nazi occupation. So not only

in the metaphorical sense is Kurtz a
champion of freedom, in the liberal
sense he has fought to free Europe
form totalitarian terror as well. I asked
him if he would pose with the army
truck model. Of course he proudly
agreed.

Michael Moore (www.michaelmoore.
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com) reaches a large audience

with his documentaries, books

and shows. To me it seems that
Moore’s set of values it much the
same as the humanist programme.
Therefore I asked Kurtz’s opinion
about Moore. Moore is nationally
and internationally well known, in
strong contrast with the Center for
Inquiry, which is invisible but for
those who happen to know it. The
Center for Inquiry is strategically
a-political. Moore, on the other hand,
is a left wing, political commentator.
The Center for Inquiry is a think
tank that provides information and
knowledge, without involvement

in political squabbling. I doubt if

it is a good strategy to keep out

of the political arena. This policy
might be due to the organisational
status of the Center for Inquiry as an
‘educational institution’. However,
without speaking out publicly for left
wing policy, secular humanism has a
liberal left wing agenda (like Moore)
and in any case is critical of any form
of religiously orientated ideology
and secular humanism propagates

a liberal, open society without a
patronising government. Kurtz
sometimes does speak out on political
issues, for example when in one of
his editorials in Free Inquiry he took
a stance against President Bush.
Many, if not most, secular humanists
are opposed the war in Iraq. Kurtz
emphasises that although the Center
for Inquiry indeed sometimes does
make political judgements, the
fundamental questions lie beneath
the political affairs of the day. The
Center for Inquiry reflects on what
are fundamental values and about the
foundations of modern thought. So
far Michael Moore is not a Laureate
of the Academy of Humanism. To me
this seems a missed chance.

In connection to the question about
Moore I touched upon the issue of
possession of fire arms. I am curious
about the degree in which it is

possible to attain consensus on moral
issues, in particular within a group of
like minded rationalists.

Discussions among secular humanist
rationalistic free thinkers should in
the ideal case be communication
without power relations in which
after the exchange of arguments,
rational arguments win and consensus
is reached. Such is the theory of
communication by J {irgen Habermas,
who happens to be a Laureate

of the Academy of Humanism.
Among secular humanists there is

a considerable consensus on issues
as: Intelligent Design (rubbish),

pro abortion, pro euthanasia, pro
medically assisted suicide, pro same
sex marriages, pro sexual freedom,
pro therapeutic cloning. But is there
consensus in the issue of gun control?
Kurtz, somewhat evasively, refers

to the American Constitution which
states the right to defend oneself. He
rationalises this appeal to authority
by adding that civilians should be
able to defend themselves against

a totalitarian government. In my
opinion, it should not be possible
that a liberal democratic government
could turn into a totalitarian
dictatorship, though I realise that the
Weimar debacle in Germany 1933
nuances this opinion. However, it
seems to me that mostly right wing
individuals who are suspicious of
democratic government bear arms —
not the liberal democrats. This is my
own sociological hunch. I am more
inclined to agree with Moore who
argues in his dramatic documentary
Bowling for Columbine how much
needless harm is caused by fire arms.

Kurtz considers himself a pragmatist
who applies knowledge and opinions
generated by the Center for Inquiry
and applies them to the world.
Because philosophy all too often
leads to nowhere, Kurtz invented
a new term: eupraxsophy, based
on the Greek words eu (good),
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praxis (practice/acting) and sophos
(wisdom), so it means something like:
‘wisdom if good acting’. Eupraxsophy
is a pragmatic philosophy of life.
Kurtz gives a new interpretation to

the tradition of American pragmatism
of Charles Peirce, William James and
John Dewey. He sees himself as a
‘pragmatic pragmatist’.

Humanism is an emancipation
movement. Philosopher and secular
humanist Peter Singer argues that
morality is an expanding circle.

[1] What is Paul Kurtz’s opinion
about Singer’s plea to bring animals
within the scope of morality, to
expand the circle of morality
to include animals? Is secular
humanism not anthropocentric
and therefore speciesistic because
humans discriminate against all
other species? Kurtz agrees that the
Center for Inquiry pays attention to
the issue of animals and ethics and
some of the staff are vegetarians, but
he emphasises the need of animal
experimentation for the advancement
of science. In Kurtz’s opinion the
need of human beings for new
medication outweigh the needs
of animals. Kurtz does agree with
Singer and Dawkins that primates,
who are closest to humans, should be
appointed rights. It seems Peter Singer
has a leading role in finding new blind
spots in the scope of morality. Singer
repeatedly explores new territories
of ethical concern, for example in
his work on biomedical ethics he
stresses the importance of the notion
of Quality of Life instead of the
religiously inspired notion of Quantity
of Life. The bulk of the cruelty to
animals however is done in factory
farming where animals are bred for
human consumption. It seems to be
ostrich policy to stress the importance
of scientific experimentation on
animals while neglecting the issue
of factory farming. In my opinion
it would perfectly make sense to fit
moral concern for animals coherently



into the humanist programme. Not
without reason Peter Singer publishes
columns on these issues in Free
Inguiry and Prometheus Books
publishes (some of his) controversial
books.

‘Common moral decencies’ is a
central notion in the philosophy

of Paul Kurtz, for example in his
Forbidden Fruits. The Ethics of
Humanism. Kurtz tries to find
common ground for grounding

moral principles that do not exclude
individuals. Kurtz wants to develop
the concept of planetary ethics.
Religion, despite some universalistic
tendencies, is always exclusive. Kurtz
argues that in all cultures there are
basic rules of conduct which are the
same. For example, the prohibition
against murder, stealing, lying and
virtues as honesty. I doubt whether
anthropologists have indeed found

a moral essence in all cultures. Is it
not true that in some cultures people
are more suspicious of each other?
Kurtz retorted that the groups who
have these common moral decencies
do not necessarily have to be large
groups, it can be small subcultures.
The task of ethics is to enlarge the
scope of the common moral decencies
which already exist within the group.
Secular humanism looks for solidarity
between all people in their common
fate of humanity on this single planet,
because all people are mortal and
equal beings.

The Humanist Manifesto 2000 is

an extension and elaboration of the
Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (1948). Freedom to practice
one’s religion is not given special
status, because freedom of speech
and consciousness give enough room
to practice one’s religion within the
framework of liberal democracy.
Indian philosopher Innaiah Narasetti
commented on Kurtz’ Manifesto
adding that parents do not have the
right to indoctrinate their children.

Kurtz agrees with this addition to
protect children from their parents.

Is there a clash of civilisations and
will it expand? Yes, if the USA

will continue to be dominated by
religious fundamentalists who believe
in the coming of the Apocalypse

(“the second coming’) in which

only the happy few will be rescued
and the majority will be doomed

and perish, then it can be expected
that the clash will explode. These
fundamentalist Christians welcome
world war because then Jesus will
return. Yes, when Muslims continue
to be dedicated to the jihad against
the West, then the world is heading
towards a clash of civilisations. Kurtz
opposes the war in Iraq because it
heats up the conflict.

‘Knighted’ with a broche of

the Center for Inquiry, carrying
autographed books, a recorded
interview and pictures, I shook hands
with Paul Kurtz. Alas, the pictures are
lost. When hiking through beautiful
Watkins Glenn National Park the
brand new memory card with the
pictures of Kurtz fell from the new
camera pouch into the deep breath
taking gorge.

Floris van den Berg is a
philosopher who works at Utrecht
University and is associated with
the Dutch free thought association
De Vrije Gedachte. His email is
f.vandenberg@uu.nl. This interview
was recorded on October 30 2005 at
the Center for Inquiry in Amherst,
New York. Thanks to Annemarieke
Otten for many helpful remarks.

[1] - Peter Singer, The Expanding
Circle. Ethics & Sociobiology, Farrar,
Straus & Giroux, New York, 1981.
Links

Dutch Free Thought Association,
De Vrije Gedachte: www.

devrijegedachte.nl

The Center for Inquiry,

organized secular humanism: www.
centerforinquiry.net

The Council for Secular Humanism,
the think tank of secular humanism:
www.secularhumanism.org
Prometheus Books, the publishing
company founded by Paul Kurtz:
www.prometheusbooks.com

The Center for Scientific
Investigation of Claims of the
Paranormal, founded by Paul Kurtz:
WWW.CSICOp.org

American Atheist Association:
www.atheists.org

Books

Paul Kurtz, Forbidden Fruit. The
Ethics of Humanism, Prometheus
Books, Amherst, NY, 1988.

Paul Kurtz, Living without Religion.
Eupraxsophy, Prometheus Books,
Ambherst, NY, 1994 (1989).

Paul Kurtz, The Transcendental
Temptation. A Critique of Religion
and the Paranormal, Prometheus
Books, Ambherst, NY, 1991 (1986).
Paul Kurtz, Manifesto 2000: A Call
for New Planetary Humanism,
Prometheus Books, Ambherst, NY,
2000.

Paul Kurtz (ed.), A Skeptics
Handbook of Parapsychology,
Prometheus Books, Amherst, 1985.
Paul Kurtz, Toward a New
Enlightenment. The Philosophy of
Paul Kurtz, Prometheus Books,
Ambherst, NY, 1994,
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Letters

Sir,

The articles of Open Society are
always interesting, educational and
good debating fuel for the cause.

I first learned of the “Incongruity

of Scale” theory from Argument
Alley (Vol. 80:3 One of the points
reasoned is that an all-powerful God
could easily have created a world at
the hub of a significant galaxy, more
in keeping with his own greatness
and magnificence than this comically
small earth.

This treatise would have Christians
laughing all the way home from their
house groups. The idea rests on
mere surmise, the same accusation
non theists level at them, and the
notion surely stems from an urban
conceit, the assumption that only a
scintillating metropolis, be it galaxy
or city, has merit.

Our apologist would explain: it was to
ensure for his son a childhood away
from the public glare that God chose
as he did, the small towns and the
small faithful nation, the Jews. Where
better could the son grow, learn life
and be fitted for his destiny? Even the
Inn manger birthplace was humble,
except for the signs of kingship;

the star, the adoring shepherds and
gift-laden wise men arriving. No-

one inside the Inn turned a hair, our
friends would say.

However, the “Incongruity of

Scale” article then deals with the

gap between earths age as observed
by science, and as revealed to
creationists, moving on to its
satisfactory conclusion, point proven.

But the debating will go on, perhaps
the secular world view will be the

base for the Moral Esperanto which
Floris Van den Burg describes
(Autumn 2008) and will bring

a diffusion of today’s sectarian
violence. Some religious believers
and non theists already are attempting
to lisp the language.

- Margaret Whitwell
Sir,

If Abraham and Sarah were the
parents of the Jewish people, and
they were born and bred in Ur of the
Chaldees, which today is modern
Iraq, would not they then be of Arabic
stock, and all that implies; language,
culture, religion, physical appearance
etc. Up until that very moment

when Abraham heard a voice telling
him to go on his long march, there
were no Jewish people, no Jewish
religion, no Jewish anything. (Today,
if someone hears a voice from above
telling them to do this or that, a man
in a white coat arrives to escort them
somewhere.)

So, if there is no actual ethnic race

of Jews, just a disparate group of
people from nearly every country in
the world, who belong to a certain
religious group calling themselves
Jews, how can there be a nation of
Jews? It is just a religion, namely the
Jewish religion. The original people
were Arabs from Iraq, were they not?
If that is correct are they then killing
their brothers and sisters in Palestine?

There is also a very strong thought
that Abraham and company never
existed. There is no actual proof —
only the tales and legends from those
centuries long ago. Another Jewish

fairy story.
- Pauline Lee
-Sir,

A religious principle is one that is
held without recourse to reason. It is
a principle whether true or not that
is held because the holder wants to
believe it. An example is intelligent
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design aka creationism. Although
creationism never had a basis in
reality and has been patently absurd
since Darwin, and despite evolution
now being taught as standard science
with predictable outcomes being
established from it, to disbelieve
creationism is to renounce the bible
the christian god and much else and
is intolerable to many people. The
instant gratification of christianity - I
am always perfectly right and you
can only be right if you do as I say

- is too much for many people and
creationism lives on.

There is another instant gratification
in our society, that of materialism

in the sense of over-consuming and
using material gimmicks and toys.
This leads to the religious principle
that the world’s resources are infinite
and the planet indestructible because
to believe otherwise is to have to
moderate one’s lifestyle, which is
intolerable to many ill-disciplined
people. This despite the reserves of
resources being tracked downwards
and the destruction of the planet being
taught and measured by reputable
authorities and institutions worldwide.

It might happen that tomorrow
creationism, unicorns and the
indestructibility of the planet are
established as scientific and therefore
Rationalist / Humanist fact but so

far that has not happened. Please
re-consider the editorial attitude to
the religion of anti-global-warming,
or at least introduce intelligent
discussion on how it can be possible
to squander in a comparative instant,
essential fossil fuels at the same time
converting them to trillions of tons
of gas in our atmosphere between
lifeforms and the sun and not cause
irreparable change with the high
probability that the change is harmful
and probably catastrophic.

- Jeff Hunt
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Thought

| find it [the Catholic Church] primitive and frightening. | find the whole child
molestation on an international scale a disgrace that should be a United Nations
cause. So | have deep distrust and dislike of the Catholic Church and any other
organisation that brainwashes people.

- Comedian Billy Connolly on More4 programme Shrink Rap

Fifty Years Ago

If the story of the Bible were tru, if Jesus Christ was really sent to save
the world by his vicarious suffering from the punishment awaiting it for its
misdeeds, one would suppose that God, in the pursuance of his benevolent
scheme, would take every care that it was launched in an unmistakeable
manner. Certainly the blunders attendant on the creation of Adam and Eve
and the preservation of Noah from the universal drowning in the Flood only
to lapse immediately into drunkenness does not inspire confidence.

- Editorial, December 1957
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