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The Science Issue: We marched for it on Earth Day, and herein we hear from one of our favorite sci-
entists, from one of his detractors, from a one-and-only poet, and from Jesus, Mo, and the Barmaid. 
We get active for public schools, worry about Western civilization, consider “Stuart Little“’s philoso-

phy, and quibble about quote marks. We introduce “Trump Family Follies”, celebrate (in pictures) 
our Day of Reason and our newest Honorary Member. But first, some internal news.— JR

THE SHSNY ELECTION IS OVER,
AND EVERYONE'S A WINNER

John Rafferty

Eleven of the fourteen members of the outgoing Board 
of Directors of the Secular Humanist Society of New 
York gathered on May 17 to open and count the 

ballots returned for our bylaws-mandated tri-annual Board 
election, and to elect new officers.

Sixty-seven ballots were returned, representing far more 
than the ten percent of membership participation needed to 
validate the election, and far more than in any other SHSNY 
election in living memory.

Of those ballots, forty-three were check-marked in the 
“All the Below” box, meaning that, along with individual 
votes, everyone on the ballot received at least two-thirds of 
the vote. Simply put, we were all elected.

Once again I was nominated without opposition and 
elected President of SHSNY unanimously for my last term 
of office. Last not because I don’t like the job (and of course 
there are the really big bucks), but because the actuarial facts 
dictate that I get to hell off the stage soon. Enough said.

Outgoing Vice President Bob Murtha nominated Claire 
Miller for his old job—“She’s better qualified than I am”—
and the dynamic, relatively new member Claire, who also 
heads our Events Committee, was elected V.P. unanimously.

Secretary Brian Lemaire, the go-to guy who has taken on 
the Sisyphean task of modernizing our 1990s-era membership 
system, was also re-elected unanimously. Thank you, Brian.

Donna Marxer, again elected Treasurer unanimously, 
will continue to keep our bank account in balance and our 
tax-exemption paperwork up to date. As a lifelong artist she 
is uniquely qualified for the job, no?

Many thanks to all the members who participated, who 
voted, who offered suggestions, and who made this the 
most representative SHSNY Board election ever. 
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MICHAEL DE DORA IS THE NEWEST
HONORARY MEMBER OF SHSNY

Michael De Dora is 
director of the Center for 
Inquiry’s Office of Public 

Policy and the organization’s 
main representative to the United 
Nations. In addition, he serves as 
president of the United Nations 
NGO Committee on Freedom of 
Religion or Belief in New York. 

As director of both domestic and international advocacy 
for the Center for Inquiry, Michael has been directly involved 
in efforts to advance secular government and humanist 
values at all levels of public policy, from Washington, D.C. 
to the UN Headquarters in New York to the UN Human 
Rights Council in Geneva, Switzerland. 

One more thing: Michael has been a friend and supporter 
of SHSNY since his early days at CfI in New York – as 
witness his readiness to fill in when our scheduled Day of 
Reason speaker had to cancel. Then, not only did he wow 
the assembly with his talk about the worldwide efforts of 
atheist, secularist, and humanist organizations to defend 
the open society, but moved the SHSNY Board members 
present to offer him Honorary Membership, which he 
gladly—“honored”, he said— accepted. 

DEPARTMENT OF MIXED EMOTIONS
John Rafferty

When I saw David Orenstein’s celebratory post on 
Facebook, announcing that Medgar Evers College 

CUNY was adding his Anthropology course to its core 
curriculum, my first thought was, “Good for David”, and 
immediately posted “Congratulations!”

My second (selfish) thought was that this so-valuable 
but already stressed Board member would have an even 
heavier work load. Sure enough, just before the May 17 
meeting, David messaged to say that, “with regrets”, he 
could no longer devote his full energy to the Board.

Thanks for a great Darwin Day 2016 presentation, 
David, for organizing an even better Darwin Day 2017, and 
for all your valuable help in between. 

THE CRISIS OF WESTERN CIV
David Brooks

(Excerpted from The New York Times OpEd page, 
4/21/2017)

Between 1935 and 1975, Will and Ariel Durant 
published a series of volumes that together were 
known as The Story of Civilization. They basically told 

human history (mostly Western history) as an accumulation 
of great ideas and innovations, from the Egyptians, through 
Athens, Magna Carta, the Age of Faith, the Renaissance and 
the Declaration of the Rights of Man. The series was 
phenomenally successful, selling over two million copies.

That series encapsulated the Western civilization 

narrative that people, at least in Europe and North America, 
used for most of the past few centuries to explain their 
place in the world and in time. This narrative was confidently 
progressive. There were certain great figures, like Socrates, 
Erasmus, Montesquieu and Rousseau, who helped fitfully 
propel the nations to higher reaches of the humanistic ideal.

This Western civ narrative came with certain values — 
about the importance of reasoned discourse, the importance 
of property rights, the need for a public square that was 
religiously informed but not theocratically dominated. It set 
a standard for what great statesmanship looked like. It gave 
diverse people a sense of shared mission and a common 
vocabulary, set a framework within which political 
argument could happen and most important, provided a 
set of common goals. 

Starting decades ago, many people, especially in the 
universities, lost faith in the Western civilization narrative. 
They stopped teaching it, and the great cultural transmission 
belt broke. Now many students, if they encounter it, are 
taught that are taught that Western civilization is a history 
of oppression.

It’s amazing what far-reaching effects this has had. It is 
as if a prevailing wind, which powered all the ships at sea, 
had suddenly ceased to blow. Now various scattered 
enemies of those Western values have emerged, and there is 
apparently nobody to defend them.

The first consequence has been the rise of the illiberals, 
authoritarians who not only don’t believe in the democratic 
values of the Western civilization narrative, but don’t even 
pretend to believe in them, as former dictators did.

Over the past few years especially, we have entered the 
age of strong men. We are leaving the age of Obama, 
Cameron and Merkel and entering the age of Putin, Erdogan, 
el-Sisi, Xi Jinping, Kim Jong-un and Donald Trump.

The events last week in Turkey were just another part of 
the trend. Recep Tayyip Erdogan dismantles democratic 
institutions and replaces them with majoritarian 
dictatorship. Turkey seems to have lost its desire to join the 
European idea, which no longer has magnetism and allure. 
Turkey seems to have lost its aspiration to join the 
community of democracies because that’s no longer the 
inevitable future.

More and more governments, including the Trump 
administration, begin to look like premodern mafia states, 
run by family-based commercial clans. Meanwhile, 
institutionalized, party-based authoritarian regimes, like in 
China or Russia, are turning into premodern cults of 
personality/Maximum Leader regimes, which are far more 
unstable and dangerous.

Then there has been the collapse of the center. For 
decades, center-left and center-right parties clustered 
around similar versions of democratic capitalism that 
Western civilization seemed to point to. But many of those 
centrist parties, like the British and Dutch Labour Parties, 
are in near collapse. Fringe parties rise.

In France, the hard-right Marine Le Pen and the hard-
left Jean-Luc Mélenchon could be the final two candidates 
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in the presidential runoff. Le Pen has antiliberal views about 
national purity. Mélenchon is a supposedly democratic 
politician who models himself on Hugo Chávez.

If those two end up in the finals, then the European 
Union and NATO, the two great liberal institutions of 
modern Europe, will go into immediate crisis.

Finally, there has been the collapse of liberal values at 
home. On American campuses, fragile thugs who call 
themselves students shout down and abuse speakers on a 
weekly basis. To read Heather MacDonald’s account of 
being pilloried at Claremont McKenna College is to enter a 
world of chilling intolerance.

In America, the basic fabric of civic self-government 
seems to be eroding following the loss of faith in democratic 
ideals. According to a study published in The Journal of 
Democracy, the share of young Americans who say it is 
absolutely important to live in a democratic country has 
dropped from 91 percent in the 1930s to 57 percent today.

While running for office, Donald Trump violated every 
norm of statesmanship built up over these many centuries, 
and it turned out many people didn’t notice or didn’t care.

The faith in the West collapsed from within. It’s amazing 
how slow people have been to rise to defend it.

There have been a few lonely voices. ... But liberalism has 
been docile in defense of itself.

These days, the whole idea of Western civ is assumed to 
be reactionary and oppressive. All I can say is, if you think 
that was reactionary and oppressive, wait until you get a 
load of the world that comes after it.

THE HUBRIS OF THE HUMANITIES
Nicholas Kristof

(From his New York Times Op-Ed column some time ago.)

In the U.S. and most of the Western world, it’s considered 
barbaric in educated circles to be unfamiliar with Plato 
or Monet or Dickens, but quite natural to be oblivious of 

quarks and chi-squares. But increasingly, we face public 
policy issues—avian flu, stem cells, climate change—that 
require some knowledge of scientific methods. 

The great challenge is the skewed intellectualism of 
those who believe that a person can become sophisticated 
on a diet of poetry, philosophy and history, unleavened by 
statistics or chromosomes. 

That’s the hubris of the humanities.

THE DANGERS OF SCIENTISM
John Semley

(Excerpted from “I f**king hate science”, on salon.com, 
5/7/2017, his review of Neil deGrasse Tyson’s new book, 
Astrophysics for People in a Hurry.)

Beyond such negative effects on the nitty-gritty of hard 
science, popularization and simplification pose a 
broader cultural problem. With their paraphrased 

ideas, relatable yarns, and mic-dropping, “Yeah science, 
bitch!” approach to the field, the pop-star scientists command 
a genuine authority. And they pass that authority on to their 

readers and fans, who rush to their defense to attack 
smirking Twitter jokers and share “I Fucking Love Science” 
memes. Pop science offers the general public the air of 
authority and credibility of science without all the, you 
know, science. There’s a word for this highly empirical, 
authoritative worldview: scientism.

Scientism refers to the view that science possesses a 
unique claim to truth, and that it reduces knowledge to that 
which is provable by the scientific method. It’s not even a 
particularly new or novel idea. 

The publication of Thomas S. Kuhn’s The Structure of 
Scientific Revolutions in 1962 marked a major turning point 
in thinking about science. Kuhn challenged the old 
enlightenment ideal that pitched scientific discovery as a 
straight line trending ever upwards, with knowledge and 
discoveries accruing across time. 

According to Kuhn’s historical research, scientific 
discovery was marked by stops and starts, dead ends, and 
plain wrongheaded thinking, occasionally reoriented by 
major discoveries and revolutions in scientific thought 
(such as those undertaken by Copernicus, Newton, Einstein, 
etc.). Such discoveries tend to be regarded as “inevitable” 
only after the fact. It’s sort of like the old adage about 
history books being written by the victors. The history of 
science is similarly revisionist, positioning all discoveries as 
necessary stages in an ongoing process of unfolding, when 
they really may be the result of revolutionary thinking, 
anomalistic approaches to scientific thinking, crises in 
knowledge, as well as the mitigating influences of society 
and culture. Kuhn called these — minting what is now a 
pretty much meaningless buzzword — “paradigm shifts”.

Kuhn’s book undermined the idea that science and the 
scientific method held a unique relationship to the truth of 
existence and being. Facts and truths are tinkered with to fit 
the idea of scientific methodology as a grand process that is 
slowly unpeeling itself like some coy, gargantuan banana. 
In reality, facts are slippery, and sometimes malleable to the 
point of meaninglessness. Just think back to those old 
kitschy magazine ads with boastful claims like “More 
doctors smoke Camels than any other cigarette!” for 
examples of how science, and facts, can be wrested to serve 
the most malicious agendas.

Earlier critics of scientism, like the economist Friedrich 
Hayek, looked at the way in which so-called “soft sciences” 
(i.e., the social or moral sciences) adopted the scientific 
method in order to acquire the patina of objectivity, as if 
things like human action, motivation and consciousness 
itself could be measured as quantifiably as an apple 
bonking someone on the head. The modern pop science 
preached by Tyson and others poses a similar threat: 
privileging the hard, the quantifiable, the unproblematically 
knowable at the expense of other disciplines.

On his new Netflix series “Bill Nye Saves the World”, 
the 61-year-old “science guy” (who, while he has a degree 
in engineering is not an actual scientist so much as a sort of 
science mascot) constantly explains natural phenomena by 
exclaiming “It’s science!”
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He does so to canned hurrahing, whoops and rounds 
of applause. The studio audience isn’t cheering the result of 
one or another experiment, or even Nye, but science itself. 

There’s something disturbingly anti-scientific about all 
this. The pop-star scientists become modern-day soothsayers. 
They are something to believe in. As long as we believe in 
them, we don’t have to do the work of science, or even 
understand it with any nuance. Under such conditions, 
science — that legendary realm of experimentation and 
free-thinking — becomes nothing more than another form 
of indoctrination. And why should we be surprised? Guys 
like Tyson and Nye offer the rarest, and perhaps most 
desirable of promises: certainty. They grant the authority 
and conviction that science is said to provide, wielded like a 
blindly bright iPhone flashlight to ward off the consuming 
dimness of uncertainty and unknowability.

There’s no doubt that science is important. Everybody 
— well, almost everybody — wants to see a cure for cancer 
and more cheap, renewable energy sources. And science is 
increasingly under threat, be it from lack of government 
funding, vocal anti-vaccination activists, or plain moronic 
young-earth creationists and flat-earth truthers. But anti-
scientism is not the same as being anti-science, any more 
than deciding not to wear purple shirts would be a denial of 
the existence of purple as a color. Interrogating scientism is 
merely a way of making sure the cultural regime of science 
can weather the scrutiny of its own methodology.

SCIENCE IN AMERICA
Neil deGrasse Tyson

(Transcribed from “Science in America”, a four-minute video 
viewed more than 22 million times on Facebook – JR)

How did America Rise up from a backwoods country 
to become one of the greatest nations the world has 
ever known? We pioneered industries, and all this 

required the greatest innovations in science and technology 
in the world. And so science is a fundamental part of the 
country that we are. 

But in this, the 21st century, when it comes time to 
make decisions about science, it seems that people have lost 
the ability to judge what is true and what is not, what is 
reliable and what is not reliable, what should you believe, 
what should you not believe. 

And when you have people who don’t know much 
about science standing in denial of it, and rising to power, 
that is a recipe for the complete dismantling of our informed 
democracy.

[Video of then-Representative, now VP Mike Pence]
“Let us demand that educators around America teach 
evolution not as fact, but as theory.”
[Video clips with reporters’ voices over]
“... increasing number of parents showing skepticism 
about vaccinations.” ... “Voters have approved a ban on 
GMOs ...”“Critics call climate change ‘unproven science’.”

That’s not the country I remember growing up in. Not that 
we didn’t have challenges. I’m old enough to remember the 
60s and the 70s. We had a hot war and a cold war, a civil 

rights movement, but I don’t remember any time when 
people were standing in denial of what science was. 

One of the great things about science is that it is an 
entire exercise in finding what is true. I have a hypothesis, 
I test it, I get a result. A rival of mine double checks it, 
because they think I might be wrong. They perform an even 
better experiment than I did, and they find out, “Hey, this 
experience matches. Oh my gosh, we’re on to something here.” 

And out of this arises a new emergent truth. It does it 
better than anything else we have ever come up with as 
human beings. This is science; it’s not something to toy 
with. It’s not something to say, “I choose not to believe E = 
mc2.” You don’t have that option. When you have an 
established scientific emergent truth, it is true whether or 
not you believe in it. And the sooner you understand that, 
the faster we can get on with the political conversations 
about how to solve the problems that face us. 

So once you understand that humans are warming the 
planet, you can then have a political conversation about 
that. You can say, “Should we ... are there carbon credits? ... Do 
we put a tariff on this? ... Do we fund? ... Do we subsidize?” 
Those are political questions. And every minute you are in 
denial you are delaying the political solutions that should 
have been established years ago. 

As a voter, as a citizen, scientific issues will come 
before you. And isn’t it worth it to say, “Alright, let me at 
least become scientifically literate so that I can think about these 
issues, and act intelligently upon them”? 

Recognize what science is, and allow it to be what it 
can and should be in the service of civilization. 

It’s in our hands.

MOSES RESOLVES THE SCIENCE V. RELIGION 
DEBATE FOR JESUS, MO, AND THE BARMAID

(Moses joins the boys in their favorite bar)
Moses: Dudes – science and religion are perfectly compatible 
– religion just has to accept those parts of science which do 
not contradict its beliefs, and ignore those parts which do. 
It’s the secret of a happy marriage.
Barmaid: Okay, that’s how religion can live with science – 
but how can science live with religion? It would be 
unscientific to simply ignore contradictory data.
Moses: Science doesn’t have to ignore it, it just has to shut 
up about it.
Mohammed: So science and religion can live happily 
together, provided they sleep in separate rooms?
Jesus: And don’t talk to each other?
Moses: Exactly.
Barmaid: Sounds like a marriage made in heaven. 

I like the scientific spirit – the holding off, the being sure 
but not too sure, the willingness to surrender ideas when 

the evidence is against them: this is ultimately fine – it 
always keeps the way beyond open – always gives life, 
thought, affection, the whole man, a chance to try over 
again after a mistake – after a wrong guess. — Walt Whitman
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WE MARCHED FOR SCIENCE ON EARTH DAY 

In Washington,

In Manhattan, 

and in Savannah, GA
Hi, Phil!
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SHSNY CALENDAR: JUNE - JULY
SHSNY BOOK CLUB

THURS, JUNE 1, 7-8:30 pm
THE COMMUNITY CHURCH

OF NEW YORK
28 East 35 St. (front lounge)

We’ll discuss
LIFE: The Leading Edge Of 

Evolutionary Biology, 
Genetics, Anthropology, and 

Environmental Science 
Ed: John Brockman 

The newest ad-
dition to John 

Brockman’s Edge.
org series ex-
plores life itself, 
bringing together 
the world’s 
leading biolo-
gists, geneticists, 
and evolution-
ary theorists—including Richard 
Dawkins, Edward O. Wilson, J. 
Craig Venter, and Freeman Dyson.

Scientists’ understanding of life 
is progressing more rapidly than 
at any point in human history, 
from the extraordinary decoding 
of DNA to the controversial emer-
gence of biotechnology. Pioneering 
biologists, geneticists, physicists, 
and science writers explain just 
how far we’ve come—and take a 
brilliantly educated guess at where 
we’re heading.

Paperback and Kindle editions 
are available.

Join us even if you haven’t
finished reading. The SHSNY Book

Club is open to all … and free!

LIKE SHSNY ON FACEBOOK
https://www.facebook.com/SHSofNY

MEET US ON MEETUP
www.meetup.com/shsny-org/

TEXT US ON TWITTER
@SHS_NewYork

SHSNY BOOK CLUB
THURS, JULY 6, 7-8:30 pm

Community Church of New York
ARRIVAL OF THE FITTEST: 

Solving Evolution's 
Greatest Puzzle
Andreas Wagner

Darwin’s theory of natural 
selection explains how use-

ful adaptations are preserved over 
time. But the biggest mystery 
about evolution eluded him. As 
genetics pioneer Hugo de Vries put 
it, “Natural selection may explain 
the survival of the fittest, but it 
cannot explain the arrival of the 
fittest.”Arrival of the Fittest offers 
up the final puzzle piece in the 
mystery of life’s rich diversity.

Paperback and Kindle available.

SHSNY BOOK CLUB
THURS, AUG 3, 7-8:30 pm

Community Church of New York
August 3 Book selection TBA

REASONABLE NEW YORK
SUMMER SOLSTICE PARTY

2017
SAT, JUNE 17, 12-4 pm
Ellington in the Park

(ellingtoninthepark.com)
Park entrance at 

103 Street & Riverside Drive

Come celebrate reason and our 
hemisphere’s longest and sun-

niest (we hope) day with dozens of 
your fellow Reasonable New York-
ers—humanists, skeptics, atheists, 
agnostics, Brights, Ethicals, Stoics, 
feminists, and freethinkers of every 
stripe—in lovely Riverside Park.

Delicious food and satisfying 
drink are available from Elling-
ton’s grill menu and full bar — so 
come, meet and make new free-
thinker friends, and celebrate the 
day! 

SHSNY MOVIE NIGHT
MONDAY, JUNE 12, 6:30 pm
Stone Creek Bar & Lounge
140 East 27 St (Lex-3rd Aves)

TIMBUKTU

What is life 
actually 

like under the 
autocratic, almost 
insane rule of the 
jihadists? This 
riveting drama 
is based on the 
actual takeover 
and terrorizing 
of the Mali city in 
2012. A Malian cattleman (Ibrahim 
Ahmed) and his family face the 
wrath of Islamic fundamentalists 
after a tragic accident. A César Best 
Film winner and an Oscar Best 
Foreign Language Film nomina-
tion, 2014.

After-Film Discussion:
Is it possible for us

to understand them?
SHSNY Movie Night is FREE.

(But put something on the bar besides your elbow.)

BRUNCH & CONVERSATION
SUN, JUNE 18, 11:30 am

 Stone Creek Bar & Lounge
140 East 27 
St. (Lex-3rd 

Aves)

We gather 
in the 

saloon’s back 
room, where 
the pub-grub 

menu includes a $13 breakfast spe-
cial, the Bloody Marys are hot, the 
beer is cold, and conversation spar-
kles. Come join 20 or more free-
thinkers for food, fun and great, 
convivial conversation, including 
the Dorothy Kahn-led ...

After-Brunch Discussion:
Science, Scientism & Humanism
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SHSNY CALENDAR: JUNE - JULY
GREAT LECTURES ON DVD

WED, JUNE 28, 7 pm
Stone Creek Bar & Lounge
140 East 27 St (Lex-3rd Aves)

 THE BRAIN - Part 5: 
Why Do I Need You?
Dr. David Eagleman

In the fifth episode 
of ths acclaimed 

and fascinating PBS 
series, Dr. Eagleman 
explores exactly 
how the human 
brain interacts with 
other brains and, 
indeed, depends on 
other brains to survive and thrive. 
This neural interdependence 
begins at birth. Dr. David 
Eagleman invites a group of babies 
to a puppet show to showcase their 
ability to discern who is trustwor-
thy, and who isn’t. As we grow up 
it becomes important for us to be 
able to understand, and decode, 
the intentions of others. 
Great Lectures on DVD is FREE
(But put something on the bar besides your elbow.)

SHSNY Members are also ...
WED, JUNE 14, 6 pm  

MARY BOPP & CHAMBER 16 
will present 
Embodied: 

Dances of the Soul 
at the Bruno Walter

Auditorium, Lincoln Center 

The concert will include music 
by Prokofiev, Debussy, and 

DeFalla and feature dance and 
original choreogra-
phy by Hannah 
Barnard. Tickets 
are free (one per 
person) at 5pm, 
but get there early 
– these concerts 
are popular.

WE CELBRATED OUR TENTH ANNUAL 
DAY OF REASON ...

More Day of Reason pix ...
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The Humanist Activist
SHOULD STATES SUPPORT 

RELIGIOUS SCHOOLS?
J Michael Malec

I have been an atheist and a humanist since I took the 
challenge of my Jesuit religion professor at Fordham 
University in 1966 to critically examine my religious 

beliefs rather than accepting what I had been taught by my 
parents. When I examined the tenets of the Catholic religion, 
I found that they didn’t make any sense, nor did the beliefs 
of any other religion I considered.

My interest in political action took a little longer. When 
I lost a city-planning job because I failed to understand the 
political situation, I returned to school, majoring in political 
science. Now I agree with Perchik in Fiddler, “Everything is 
politics!”

I have also come to believe that, if we are to progress 
as a country (or a species), education is the key. Thus, it has 
become important to me to separate religion from public 
education; and the greatest threat to this separation is 
school vouchers, which allow public education dollars to 
flow to religious schools. I believe that Zelman v. Simmons-
Harris (the 2002 case where the Supreme Court allowed the 
voucher program in Cleveland, Ohio) to be wrongly 
decided, but until overturned it is the law of the land. So the 
fight against vouchers must be fought on public policy 
grounds rather than the Establishment Clause.

I was the statehouse lobbyist for the ACLU of Louisiana 
for ten years, and we successfully fought voucher bills in 
coalition with the State Education Department, the State 
School Boards Association, the State School Superintendents’ 
Association, and teachers’ unions. We argued against 
vouchers because they took dollars away from the already 
under-funded public schools, and I argued that state 
funding of religious schools violated the spirit of 
government-religion separation.

In my days in Baton Rouge, one of the State 
Representatives was Tony Perkins, now head of the Family 
Research Council, which the Southern Poverty Law Center 
considers a hate group for their religiously-inspired anti-
LGBT positions. Perkins could always be depended upon to 
introduce bills that assaulted church-state separation.

Perkins introduced legislation to provide tax credits 
for persons and corporations who donated to private 
organizations that used the money for scholarships for 
Louisiana children to attend private, mostly religious, 
schools. I was able to help get the bill defeated, since it was 
nothing more than a back-door voucher program, which, at 
that time, Louisiana did not support.

Imagine my surprise to find, years later in “liberal” 
New York, that a Democratic Governor was supporting the 
same kind of deceptive scheme to allow public funds to 
flow to religious schools, originally proposed by the head of 
the Family Research Council!

A broad coalition of public school advocates has been 
able to convince the New York Assembly that this duplicitous 

ploy is bad public policy, but we need to be vigilant. The 
Catholic Church (which runs the majority of New York’s 
religious schools) continues to push the tax credit, and 
Cardinal Dolan has this Governor’s ear.

With the election of Donald Trump and the appointment 
of Betsy DeVos as Secretary of Education, the battle has 
moved to a national level. With the support of the current 
administration and the religious right, Secretary DeVos has 
proposed that parents be able to direct money from the state 
to support private and religious schools1. President Trump’s 
proposals for the current budget call for the direction of 
millions of federal tax dollars to private (mostly religious) 
schools2. This proposal drains money from our public 
schools. Furthermore, religious schools (unlike charter 
schools) do not have to follow many government rules and 
guidelines. They can even refuse to educate children based 
on the religious belief or practice of their parents3. Simply 
said, this is not good public policy.  

As a humanist and an activist, I will actively oppose 
this weakening of the wall between church and state. As an 
atheist, I will rebel against the idea that religious groups 
would be able to use my tax money to teach “creation 
science” or promote discrimination against the LGBTQ 
community.

Two of the most effective groups that share in the 
struggle to oppose state support of religious institutions are 
the ACLU (American Civil Liberties Union) and the NYCLU 
(New York Civil Liberties Union). Consider becoming a 
member and providing a donation to support their work 
(www.aclu.org or www.nyclu.org). Together we can make 
public education better and more vibrant.

I leave you with the thoughts of one of my favorite 
Founding Fathers. Benjamin Franklin wrote: “When a 
religion is good, I conceive it will support itself; and when 
it does not support itself, and God does not take care to 
support it so that its professors are obliged to call for help 
of the civil power, ‘tis a sign, I apprehend, of its being a bad 
one.” 
1) https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/29/us/politics/
betsy-devos-education-school-choice-voucher.html
2) https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/ 
wp/2017/04/13/trumps-budget-boosts-funding-for-school-
choice-so-why-are-charter-school-chiefs-unhappy-about-it/?utm_
term=.95fd3e4262d0
3) https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/02/opinion/school- 
vouchers-charters-betsy-devos.html?ref=todayspaper&_r=0

SHOULD NEW YORK CITY 
SUPPORT RELIGION IN SCHOOLS?

Susan Edelman
(Excerpted from a very lengthy “Why schools and religion are 
proving to be a tricky mix”, in The New York Post, 5/6/2017, 
forwarded by Dennis Middlebrooks.)
(Ms. Edelman’s report begins with an anecdote about an uproar 
by Muslim parents of schoolchildren at a Queens elementary 
school over the scheduling of a Field Day during Ramadan, when 
their children would be fasting. – JR) 
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Assimilation is increasingly complex — and 
controversial — in a city that welcomes a growing 
number of people of non-Christian faiths. ...

According to a 2015 Pew poll, 8 percent of New York 
City’s population is Jewish; 3 percent is Muslim and 3 
percent is Hindu. The Arab American Association of New 
York said one out of eight (12.5 percent) of public school 
students is Muslim. ...

School holidays, meals and even lessons are changing 
to meet the demands of students from different religions. 
After petitioning the city for years, Muslim groups finally 
won two new days off from public school for all 1.1 million 
kids in recognition of their religious holidays: Eid al-Fitr, 
marking the end of Ramadan (in June or July), and Eid al-
Adha, which commemorates Abraham’s willingness to 
sacrifice his son (in September)1.

Now Hindu leaders want the City Council to make 
Diwali, their festival of lights, a permanent official holiday 
in the city’s public schools.

Meanwhile, Muslim and Orthodox Jewish leaders 
want city schools to serve food that meets their religious 
requirements. A state bill introduced last month would 
mandate halal and kosher meals for any child who requests 
them. “The city is much more diverse religiously now than 
it’s ever been,” said state Assembly member David Weprin 
(D-Queens), who introduced the bill. “It’s important that we 
honor and respect each other’s religions.”2 ...

The separation of church and state has always been 
a contentious issue in American schools, starting with the 
debate over the Pledge of Allegiance, which includes the 
words “under God”. The US Supreme Court has ruled it 
unconstitutional for public schools to initiate, organize or 
endorse religious activities — but they can’t restrict religious 
freedom either. ... 

Big Apple students are also allowed to pray individually 
on school property “provided they are not disruptive or 
interfere” with the regular program, chancellor’s rules state. 
But schools must not set aside special areas for prayer. ...

As the Muslim population in New York grows, so do 
their votes. And politicians want to curry favor. During his 
campaign for mayor, Bill de Blasio promised to add Muslim 
holidays and the Chinese Lunar New Year as days off on the 
school calendar and did so within his first year in office.

De Blasio also vowed to provide full-day pre-kindergarten 
for every 4-year-old. He launched the program in 2014 and 
has expanded it to meet demand, with 70,000 kids enrolled 
today. Because public schools couldn’t handle the pre-K 
influx, the city hired community groups and religious 
schools, too, to give secular instruction.

Early on, Orthodox Jewish groups accused the city of 
discrimination, saying they couldn’t provide a full day of 
secular pre-K at their yeshivas because it left no time for 
religious studies for their Jewish kids.

Under pressure, de Blasio agreed to let religious schools 
spread the pre-K curriculum over six days, instead of five. 
The city also allowed a “short break” for prayer.

“The de Blasio administration panders to religious 

interests. It’s not just about Muslims, it’s about religious 
constituencies,” said David Bloomfield, a Brooklyn College 
and CUNY Graduate Center education professor. “When 
the leaders of religious schools want something from de 
Blasio, he accommodates them.” ...

“He has drawn the line at Diwali. Why? He hasn’t 
declared Orthodox Christmas Day in January a holiday — 
why not? Every religious group has the same claim. He’s 
favoring certain religions over others — and religious 
groups over secular interests.”
Comments:
1 Really? We’re actually going to tell 1.1 million children they 
have a keen new holiday that celebrates child sacrifice? 
2 But why stop there? How about vegetarian and vegan and 
gluten-free, dairy-free and refined-sugars-free options, too? As 
an ex-Junior High teacher, I challenge the grandstanding Mr. 
Weprin to do lunchroom duty in one such school lunchroom for 
just one week. 

At what wag-the-dog moment does the estimable goal of 
inclusion become minority dictatorship? – JR 

READERS RESPOND TO MAY PIQUE
To the Editor: Re “Humanism vs. Religion: What’s the 
Difference?” by Yuval Noah Harari in May PIQUE, let’s 
start with the definitions:

Ideology: 1) a system of ideas and ideals, especially one 
that forms the basis of economic or political theory and 
policy. 2) the ideas and manner of thinking characteristic of 
a group, social class, or individual.

Religion: 1) the belief in and worship of a superhuman 
controlling power, especially a personal God or gods; ideas 
about the relationship between science and religion. 2) a 
particular system of faith and worship.

Ideologies as well as religions derive from “beliefs”; 
both proselytize by persuasion and sometimes by force. 
However, “manner of thinking” and “faith and worship” 
are polar opposites and functionally the difference 
is extreme. Ideologies: can range from beneficial (for 
example humanism) to murderously heinous (for example 
communism). If evidence does not support the belief 
underlying the ideology, they both eventually expire.

Religions trouble other religions, nonbelievers and 
violators of their strictures, in some places and times quite 
harshly or savagely. They strive to intensify the faith of their 
members; ultimately intense faith becomes fanatical, even 
suicidal and murderous. They promote ignorance and have 
powerful immunity to evidence. — Giddian Beer

To the Editor: Just skimmed the latest PIQUE, and especially 
enjoyed the Bentley entry (“A New [and More Honest] 
Definition of Christian Fundamentalism”). Apparently 
blaming the devil is good enough for Bentley’s fellow 
evangelicals, but not good enough for his (ex-)wife. Yuk, 
yuk. Also your “Killer Christians”, “One Week in Right-
Wing Hypocrisy” entries, and especially your “SHSNY 
Election Notice” self portrait. Please do not “drop” for a 
very, very long time. — Jack Herschlag 
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The Trump Family Follies, May, 2017:
#1: HAS HE EVER READ A NEWSPAPER?

During the photo-op with Palestinian Authority President 
Mahmoud Abbas after their Oval Office meeting in 

May, the Chowderhead-in-Chief offered this:
“I also applaud the Palestinian Authority’s continued 
cooperation with Israel. They get along unbelievably well. 
They work together beautifully.” 

#2: IVANKA INHERITS HIS TONE-DEAFNESS
Annalisa Quinn

(Adapted from Ms. Quinn’s review of Women Who Work)

Her lack of awareness, plus a habit of skimming from her 
sources, often results in spectacularly misapplied 

quotations [in her book], like one from Toni Morri-
son’s Beloved about the brutal psychological scars of slavery. 

“Freeing yourself was one thing; claiming ownership of 
that freed self was another”, is positioned in cute faux-
handwritten capitals (and tagged #itwisewords) before a 
chapter on “working smarter”. 

In that chapter, the rich kid of a rich kid asks: 
“Are you a slave to your time or the master of it? Despite 
your best intentions, it’s easy to get caught up in returning 
calls, attending meetings, answering e-mails ...”  

Comment: Oh, the horror, the horror of modern slavery. – JR

#3: A HISTORY LESSON FROM THE MOST 
HISTORY-ILLITERATE PRESIDENT EVER

Ignoring the fact that Andrew Jackson died fifteen years 
before the start of the Civil War, and that he was a 

Southerner slave owner, the most ignorant man in a suit in 
Washington in May opined:

“I mean had Andrew Jackson been a little later you 
wouldn’t have had the Civil War. He was a very tough 
person but he had a big heart. He was really angry that he 
saw what was happening with regard to the Civil War, he 
said ‘There’s no reason for this.’”

And then continued,  
“People don’t realize, you know, the Civil War, if you 
think about it, why? People don’t ask that question, but 
why was there the Civil War? Why could that one not have 
been worked out?”

Gee, great question! Maybe someday some historian will 
write a book about the Civil War and we’ll find out. — JR

#4: THE CROC ATE THE WRONG HUNTER

Morally bankrupt hunters with too much money—
like Eric and Donald Trump, Jr.—travel to Africa to 

spend thousands of dollars to kill “trophies” like warthogs, 
elephants, zebras, lions, and giraffes. 

Now, DNA tests on a crocodile shot in Zimbabwe have 
confirmed that Scott van Zyl, a missing South African who 
promoted that cowardly and despicable “sport” on his 
“private game farm”, was eaten by crocodiles. 

Irony? Yes. But if the eatee had been one of those 
loathsome rich kids of a rich kid, it would have been justice.

THE MEME IS THE WORD IS THE MEME
Christopher Beha

(Excerpted from a review of From Bacteria to Bach and 
Back: The Evolution of Minds, by Daniel C. Dennett, in 
Harper’s Magazine, May, 2017)

Memes are having a moment right now, so it’s 
worth clarifying that the notion of such entities 
was first put forward more than forty years 

ago, long before the age of the GIF. In The Selfish Gene, 
Richard Dawkins noted that the process of evolution 
through natural selection requires very little to get going. 
Wherever there are entities that replicate themselves with 
minor variations in an environment that differentiates 
the survival chances of these variations, the process will 
occur. Dawkins’s book popularized the idea that in the 
case of organic life, the relevant replicators are not groups 
or species or even individual organisms but genes, which 
use organisms as carriers enabling their safe replication. 
Dawkins acknowledged that his gene-centered theory did a 
poor job of accounting for culture, which is not genetically 
programmed and often seems to work against genetic 
interests. (Think of contraception or monastic celibacy.) To 
fill this gap, he proposed the existence of a kind of cultural 
replicator that exhibits the characteristics necessary to set 
off an evolutionary process:

Examples of memes are tunes, ideas, catch-phrases, 
clothes fashions, ways of making pots, or of building 
arches. Just as genes propagate themselves in the gene 
pool by leaping from body to body via sperms or eggs, 
so memes propagate themselves in the meme pool by 
leaping from brain to brain via a process which, in the 
broad sense, can be called imitation.
This idea has proved very powerful – one might say 

the “meme” meme has proved a very adept replicator. To 
some thinkers, meme theory provides a useful metaphor for 
understanding how culture works, but others take a more 
literal view. Dawkins quotes a colleague, N. K. Humphrey, 
on the meme for belief in an afterlife – it “is actually realized 
physically, millions of times over, as a structure in the 
nervous systems of individual men the world over”.

 Since Dawkins first set out meme theory in a somewhat 
speculative fashion, Daniel Dennett has become perhaps 
its leading proponent. In fact, he has greater faith in the 
theory then Dawkins himself does. In Dennett’s opinion, 
Dawkins has undersold the importance of memes, and of 
one type of meme in particular – the word. “Words,” he 
argues, “are a kind of virtual DNA.” Meme theory pushes 
Dennett’s view of language as crucial to the development 
of consciousness one step further: in the process of leaping 
from brain to brain, the argument goes, memes turn those 
brains into minds. Just as organisms exist to carry around 
self-replicating genetic code, minds exist to carry around 
self-replicating memes. 

Furthermore, it is thanks to memes, Dennett argues, 
that humans “became the only species that has managed 
to occupy a perspective that displaces genetic fitness as the 
highest purpose, the summum bonum of life.”
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A FEW WORDS ABOUT WORDS
John Rafferty

A reader emailed me after receiving her copy of May 
PIQUE to point out that my use of quote marks (“...”) 
in my editing of this newsletter does not conform to 

accepted standards (i.e., The New York Times Manual of Style 
and Usage and/or The Chicago Manual of Style), and she is 
quite correct: It doesn’t. 

It is not that I am unaware (“grammatically ignorant” 
is how she so helpfully put it) of the norms. I did, most of 
a lifetime ago and for three years, scramble daily to stay 
knowledgably ahead of some often very smart eighth- and 
ninth-graders while teaching grammar during one of each 
week’s five 45-minute class-periods of English.

Then for more than 30 years I made my living as a 
copywriter, creative director, and small-agency owner in 
the magazine publishing/advertising business, often—too 
often—having to negotiate the basics of language with 
semi-literate corporate clients. 

And in all that time, one quirk of American-English 
usage bothered me, what I call “the too-inclusive quote.”

What’s that? It’s what I just typed at the end of the line 
immediately above, with the closing quote mark outside the 
sentence’s closing period, as is done in publications, books, 
blogs and emails all across America, the standard way.

But why? 
The quote marks only refer to the phrase being quoted, 

not the whole sentence, and should, logically, frame only the 
phrase, not the whole sentence. The Brits would write that 
sentence three paragraphs above this way:

And in all that time, one quirk of American-English 
usage bothered me, what I call “the too-inclusive quote”.

I think that’s more logical and, as I announced in these 
pages several years ago, I have adopted that small part 
of British usage in the editing of PIQUE. To my delight, 
a few readers and regular contributors have done the 
same, including the prolific essayist Jon Engel and retired 
professional editor Walter Balcerak. Thank you, gents.

Other readers are invited to offer their own comments at 
editor@shsny.org, but be advised: I’m not going to change a 
damn thing. 

THE DAY-TO-DAY PHILOSOPHY
OF THE MAN WHO WROTE

“CHARLOTTE’S WEB” AND “STUART LITTLE”

If the world were merely seductive, that would be easy. 
If it were merely challenging, that would be no problem. 
But I arise in the morning torn between a desire to 

improve the world and a desire to enjoy the world. This 
makes it hard to plan the day. — E.B. White
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