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The American Humanist Association has stood as the 
voice of humanism in the United States for over 70 

years.
AHA strives to bring about a society where being good 

without gods is an accepted way to 
live life. The organization accom-
plishes this goal by defending civil 
liberties and secular governance, by 
reaching out to the growing number 
of people without traditional reli-
gious faith, and through a contin-
ued refinement and advancement of 
the humanist worldview. (SHL is an 
AHA chapter.)

David Niose has served since 
2009 as AHA’s president. Having 
practiced law in Massachusetts since 
1990, Niose has also worked in print 
and broadcast media, taught both his-
tory and law, and written extensively 
on a wide array of issues. 

Upon joining the AHA board in 2005, 
Niose initiated and helped develop the 
AHA’s media campaign. Niose has ap-
peared in national media and spoken 
to groups around the country, empha-
sizing the importance of utilizing mass 
media to inject humanist ideas into the 
public dialogue, improve the public 
image of humanists, and sway public 
opinion away from the religious right. 
His TV appearances include Fox News, 
the BBC, and The Daily Buzz. Niose 

has also appeared on numerous local media outlets all 
across the United States and has been interviewed by the 
Associated Pressand National Journal. Since 2011, Niose 
has written on humanist and secular issues for Psychol-

ogy Today. Other magazines and 
newspapers have included Niose’s 
articles, including Humanist maga-
zine, Lawyer’s Weekly publications, 
and Progressive Populist.

As an attorney, Niose has advo-
cated for church/state separation 
and the rights of humanists and 
other nontheists, and he is cur-
rently involved in implementing a 
legal strategy to enforce the rights 
of humanists and other nontheists 

via the avenue of equal protection law. 
He has worked with the Secular Coali-
tion for America in various positions 
to help advocate for the rights of Secu-
lar Americans, and has served on the 
boards of Greater Worcester Human-
ists and Greater Boston Humanists.

Niose is the author of Nonbeliever 
Nation: The Rise of Secular Americans, 
published in July of this year.

On September 23, 2012, at our first 
meeting of the new season, David Ni-
ose will be our speaker. We’ll meet 
at 4:00 pm in Gage Hall, located at 4 
Archdale Street in downtown Charles-
ton. The meeting runs until 5:30 pm, 
and we’ll go out to dinner afterward.

David Niose: Nonbeliever nation
Sunday, September 23, 2012, 4 PM, Gage Hall, 4 Archdale St.

Please note that this meeting will not take place on the third Sunday  
of the month as usual, but rather on the fourth Sunday, September 23.

September 2012
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On September 16, 2012, the 
Book Group will meet to 

discuss Nonbeliever Nation: The 
Rise of Secular Americans by Da-
vid Niose (September’s speaker). 

The number of nonbelievers 
is rapidly growing as traditional 
Christian churches are shrink-
ing. David Niose explores what 
this new trend means for the 
unchallenged dominance of the Religious Right. Hitting 
on all the hot-button issues that divide the country, he 
shows how this movement is gaining traction and fight-
ing for its rights. Disenchanted at how far America has 
wandered from its secular roots, nonbelievers are emerg-
ing to fight for equality and rational public policy.

We’ll meet at the West Ashley Barnes & Noble, located 
at 1812 Sam Rittenberg Blvd. Our discussion runs from 4 
pm to 5:30 pm and we usually go out to dinner afterward.

Please note that, for this month only, the book group meets 
on the third Sunday of September, not the fourth Sunday.

Other SHL Events This Month

Book Group
Sunday, September 16, 2012, 4 PM
West Ashley Barnes & NobLE

1812 Sam Rittenberg, charleston

The Secular Humanists of the 
Lowcountry are active in the 

South Carolina Adopt-a-Highway 
program. We pick up litter from a 
two-mile stretch of Harbor View 
Road on James Island four times a 
year. Our official SC Department 
of Transportation sign is on the 
corner of Harbor View and Fort 
Johnson Roads and lets the com-
munity know that SHL partici-

pates in this program. Our next trash pick up will be on 
Saturday, September 8. We will meet at 8:50 am in the 
parking lot of the First Federal of Charleston Bank on 
Harbor View Rd, James Island. It’s right next to the Pig-
gly Wiggly. The pick up usually last about an hour and a 
half. 

Please join us if you can. If you have any questions, 
write to our volunteer coordinators, Alex and Laura, at 
kasmansc@comcast.net or call our Adopt-a-Highway li-
aison Roger at 843-224-9360.

Adopt-a-highway
Saturday, September 8, 2012, 8:50 AM
First Federal of Charleston Bank
Harbor view road, James Island

The Carolinas Secular Conference is an annual op-
portunity for Freethinkers from across the Carolinas 

region to come together and share ideas, plans, and ini-
tiatives.

Last year at our first annual event we met in Carolina 
Beach, North Carolina, and began to establish a true net-
work of communities across the region. Since that time 
we have seen established groups and programs thrive, 
and also new groups of Freethinkers from every view-
point spring up in many areas.

The conference provides a ground for learning and 
sharing, bringing in speakers to inform and train, as 
well as awarding grass roots achievement by individuals 
across both states.

Carolinas Secular Conference
Friday, September 28, to Sunday, September 20, 2012
Charleston Marriott, 170 Lockwood Boulevard

The highpoint of our program is the Carolinas Free-
thinkers Banquet, where we hold the Freethought so-
cial event of the year, with fine food, exciting speakers, 
highly publicized awards, and spend the very best quality 
time with freethinking friends, old and new.

This event is a celebration of our growing secular 
movement and culture, but also a chance to join in a live 
network of planning to meet the challenges of the next 
year and the coming decade.

We hope you will join us. A community is nothing 
without individuals of vision and a meeting of minds 
among friends. Come and be a part of the movement in 
September 2012!

To register, visit http://bit.ly/secularconference.

mailto:kasmansc%40comcast.net?subject=Adopt-A-Highway
http://bit.ly/secularconference
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Our Humanist Principles in Action

In association with Camp Quest South Carolina, SHL is 
joining the Foundation Beyond 

Belief event “Light The Night” 
for our local walk here in Mount 
Pleasant. The walk will be held on 
November 1, 2012, and will begin 
at 7:00 pm, with registration be-
ginning at 5:30 pm and a Remem-
brance Ceremony at 6:45. Walks 
are 1 to 3 miles in distance and 
will be held rain or shine. In case 
of extreme weather. (Strollers are 
welcome, please no pets, skate-
boards, bicycles or skates.)

Foundation Beyond Belief has 
formed an international fundrais-
ing walk team for The Leukemia & 
Lymphoma Society’s (LLS) Light 
The Night Walk in an effort to raise $1 million to support 
LLS’ efforts to find cures for blood cancers. Many ally 
organizations have already formed teams of fundraising 
walkers under the Foundation Beyond Belief umbrella. 
With your help, Foundation Beyond Belief can become 
the first team in LLS history to raise more than $1 mil-
lion in its first year! To support this goal, the Stiefel fam-
ily has pledged to match the first $500,000 the teams 
raise for LLS!

Light The Night is an annual evening fundraising walk 
that raises funds to advance the LLS mission: Cure leuke-
mia, lymphoma, Hodgkin’s disease and myeloma.

The funds we raise will help families like David and 
LaShaye and their daughter Linnea.

David and LaShaye tell the story: “Affectionately 
known as Diva, Linnea was usually a friendly outgoing 
little girl. But when her sparkle began to diminish, we 
were very concerned. Either sleeping on the couch or 
watching TV, little Diva began to lose all interest in play-
ing outside with her siblings. Acting so out of character, 
nothing was able to get Linnea up. She then developed a 
fever and could no longer walk.

“After rushing her to the ER and about five hours of 

Charity of the quarter
Leukemia And Lymphoma Society/Light the Night

testing, her doctors broke the news that she had Acute 
Lymphoblastic Leukemia. That 
was December 9, 2010. After 
blood transfusions, a bone mar-
row aspiration and a spinal tap, 
chemotherapy was started. After 
two months Linnea was in remis-
sion, and still is a year later.

“Linnea will continue with 
chemotherapy until 2014. She is 
back to being the affectionate and 
loving child she always was and 
continues to be an inspiration to 
everyone she meets. We have our 
little Diva back.” 

To learn more about this effort, 
watch a short video at http://bit.ly/
llsvideo or visit http://bit.ly/llsfbb.

September Family Outing
Saturday, September 15, 2012, 1 PM

On Saturday, September 15 at 1 pm we will have 
a surf seining trip to Beachwalker Park on Kiawah 
Island. A Charleston County Park & Recreation 
staff member will help us pull a net through the 
surf and learn about the critters we find (they will 
be released afterward). We did this same program 
a couple of years ago and it was a huge hit! Al-
though this program is primarily directed toward 
school-aged children, all are welcome. The cost 
is $5 each for adults and children 4 years old and 
older and includes admission into the park. Space 
is limited, so RSVPs are required. The program 
starts promptly at 1pm, but those who are interest-
ed in more time for socializing can arrive at noon 
for a byo picnic lunch. For more information or to 
RSVP (by 9/14), please email SecularCharleston-
Mom@gmail.com.

http://bit.ly/llsvideo
http://bit.ly/llsvideo
http://bit.ly/llsfbb
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Scientific Discovery

On July 4th, newspapers around the world announced 
the discovery of “the God particle” by teams of scien-

tists at CERN. Both the appearance of the word “God” and 
the excitement with which it was presented convinced many 
readers that this had to be a tremendous leap forward in an 
area of physics with fundamental importance to theological 
questions and the daily lives of ordinary people. 

This brief essay will explain what was actually achieved, 
why it is of importance to people doing physics research, and 
why I believe that hype surrounding it is unfortunate.

Particle physics today is not, as many people would imag-
ine, about tiny spheres of matter flying around in empty 
space. Rather, it is dominated by quantum field theories 
(QFTs), which are about waves in space that satisfy compli-
cated mathematical relationships. 

As its name implies, “the Standard Model” stands out as 
one of the most widely accepted of the many QFTs. Its fame 
derives from the fact that it incorporates so much of what 
we know about particles and the ways they interact into a 
compact and beautiful form. 

In addition to capturing so much of what we already know 
from experiments in a neat form, the Standard Model made 
one prediction which had never been experimentally veri-
fied, namely the rest energy of the boson for the Higgs field. 
Let me explain what that means.

The Standard Model describes what we would normally 
think of as forces in terms of the exchange of tiny ripples of 
the waves that are the fields. The ripples come in discrete 
chunks, called quanta, and the quanta responsible for the 
forces are called “bosons.”

For example, if you are pulling a magnet off of the refrig-
erator you have to tug pretty hard—harder than you would 
have had to have pulled if the object had not been magne-
tized. According to the Standard Model, this is because of an 
exchange of photons, the boson of the electro-magnetic field. 

Prior to recent attention to the Higgs Boson, the photon 
was the only boson that many non-experts had heard of, but, 
it is not the only one. The Standard Model has a bosonic de-
scription for every force except for gravity and “dark energy.”

Now, imagine that you have to push a car along a flat road. 
Because of the wheels, friction really is not much of an is-

sue. Because you are pushing it slowly, air resistance is not a 
problem. Nevertheless, it takes some effort to push the car. 
The amount of effort depends on the mass of the car (e.g. it’s 
easier to push if you take all of the gold bars out of the trunk 
first). It is this force that is explained by the exchange of the 
boson for the Higgs field in the Standard Model. In other 
words, the Higgs boson gives inertia to the other particles 
just as the photon is responsible for the pull of a magnet.

However, the algebraic relationships between the fields in 
this QFT puts a restriction on the amount of energy in the 
Higgs boson itself. It was known that it had to be in a certain 
range, not too low, not too high. No particle with that energy 
had ever been observed in an experiment, making the Higgs 
boson into a prediction of the Standard Model that had yet 
to be verified. Because the energy level in question was quite 
high, it was not the sort of experiment that could be done 
on just any lab bench. And so, the quest for the Higgs boson 
was a goal for those scientists with access to a high energy 
particle collider.

Put bluntly, but accurately, the scientists at CERN were 
smashing particles together at huge speeds and looking at 
the debris that flew out, hoping to spot a boson with energy 
in the range predicted for the Higgs. After conducting many 
such experiments and analyzing the data carefully, they 
made the following cautious announcement on July 4th:

“CMS observes an excess of events at a mass of approxi-
mately 125 GeV with a statistical significance of five standard 
deviations (5 sigma) above background expectations.”

In contrast to the less restrained claims in many newspa-
pers, they did not say that this was the Higgs boson or that 
they had confirmed the standard model. What they said was:

“Within the statistical and systematic uncertainties, re-
sults obtained in the various search channels are consistent 
with the expectations for the SM Higgs boson. However, 
more data are needed to establish whether this new parti-
cle has all the properties of the SM Higgs boson or whether 
some do not match, implying new physics beyond the stan-
dard model.”

In other words, what they found is consistent with the 
Standard Model’s predictions for the Higgs boson, but that 
does not mean that this particle has any of the other impor-

The Higgs Boson: What Does It Mean? 
alex kasman



Scientific Discovery

tant properties expected of the Higgs boson.
The God Particle was the title of a popular 1993 book by 

physicist Leon Lederman about the Higgs boson. He has 
been quoted as saying that he originally wanted to call it the 

“Goddamn particle” but that the publisher would not allow 
it. Either name was intended to capture the intensity with 
which he and his fellow researchers were looking for evi-
dence of the Higgs boson. 

However, the fact that it is now regularly referred to as 
“the God particle” in news articles is somewhat misleading. 
Obviously, “God” plays a rather unique role in theology: the 
all-powerful creator and cause of everything. Yet even in the 
Standard Model, the Higgs boson is no more fundamental 
nor more powerful than any of the other particles.

The Higgs field does have some implications for the cos-
mology of the early universe according to current theories. 
The interesting thing is that it would have behaved differ-
ently in the small and hot universe that would have existed 
immediately after the Big Bang, and so inertial mass would 
not have been a factor at first until after some expansion. 
When cosmologists describe the evolution of the early uni-
verse, they often make use of this feature which does seem to 
help explain some of what we see around us today.

This must be what physicist Lawrence Krauss was refer-
ring to when he wrote in a Newsweek piece about the CERN 
announcement “If we can describe the laws of nature back 
to the beginning of time without any supernatural shenani-
gans, it becomes clear that you don’t need God.”

However, one should not conclude from Krauss’ state-
ments either that a definitive discovery of the Higgs field will 
prove once and for all that creation without a deity is pos-
sible, nor that its absence would somehow be disastrous for 
such claims. Even with the Higgs mechanism in place, there 
are plenty of gaps remaining in our understanding of phys-
ics and cosmology. And, as gaps go, the one filled by Higgs 
seems relatively small and technical. Apparently, some 
questions about the distribution of matter in the universe 
become easier to answer if the Higgs field kept inertia from 
being relevant during the earliest moments in the universe...
but even if it was found that the Higgs field does not work 
as supposed, this hardly seems like something that would 

require us to resort to a supernatural explanation. I mean, 
this phenomenon does not seem like something requiring 
intellect or intention. If not the Higgs field, then some other 
natural phenomenon, an inertia canceling property of “dark 
energy”, could be hypothesized to replace it. 

The experimental verification of the existence of a par-
ticle with the right energy to be a Higgs boson is of interest 
to particle physicists and to cosmologists. For the rest of the 
world, however, I think that the attention it received was 
quite out of proportion to its actual importance. 

One could argue that the fact that this announcement 
turned into a PR-palooza can only be good for science, be-
cause it grows public support and funding for future re-
search. However, I think that this sort of argument overlooks 
the damage that it can do to science.

It could turn out that the CERN announcement was based 
on a mistake, or that the particle really did have the right 
mass but not have the other properties of a Higgs boson. This 
would be seen by many who read the articles in the popular 
press as a failure of science, when in fact it would be an in-
stance of the scientific method working as it should.  

Yet, even if all of the claims turn out to have been justified, 
if this is a Higgs boson with the properties predicted by the 
Standard Model, it has little hope of living up to the hoopla 
surrounding the announcement. Science has a (deservedly) 
wonderful reputation for objectivity and skepticism, but a 
media circus like this one leaves even me somewhat jaded. 

There may or may not be a Higgs field like the one in the 
Standard Model. This announcement puts a bit more weight 
on the “pro” side of the debate, but is far from the last word 
on the subject. Quoting Lawrence Krauss on this topic again: 

“Humans, with their remarkable tools and their remarkable 
brains, may have just taken a giant step toward replacing 
metaphysical speculation with empirically verifiable knowl-
edge.” I agree, but would like to emphasize that the same 
would have been true had the announcement been that 
they were unable to find a particle with the specified energy 
level. The great thing about science is that every discovery, 
whether as we had hoped or not quite what we imagined, 
is a giant step towards replacing speculation with verifiable 
knowledge.

The Higgs Boson: What Does It Mean? (cont’d)
alex kasman
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Op-Ed

I’ve attended countless atheist and humanist conferences 
and never heard anyone justify sexual harassment. But I’ve 

heard heated discussions about what sexual harassment is. 
Alas, the god is in the details.

In a previous century, when I first became active in the 
secular movement, participants were 
mostly old white men who sat around 
talking about the need for diversity. At an 
American Humanist Association board 
meeting in 1998, a fellow board member 
suggested that a “young” person of 53 
would be a good candidate for the board. 
I said I hoped for the day when some cur-
rent board members would be too young 
for AARP eligibility.

That day has arrived. Almost all AHA 
board members are younger than I, a nice 
change from when I was the youngest, and 
many are years away from AARP. Five of 
the 12 board members and two of the four officers are wom-
en. Similar demographic changes have taken place within 
other national nontheistic organizations, reflected in part by 
the appearance of relatively new organizations like the chil-
dren’s Camp Quest, the Military Association of Atheists and 
Freethinkers, and the Secular Student Alliance. And with 
diversity in people comes diversity in attitudes and behavior.

I think most atheists view themselves as feminists. There 
was a mild controversy when the Secular Coalition for Amer-
ica recently hired Edwina Rogers as our new executive direc-
tor. The controversy was not because she is a woman (we 
and other nontheistic organizations have had a number of 
women in leadership positions), but because she is a Repub-
lican, a rarity in our movement. But that’s a diversity story 
for another time. Suffice it to say that most atheists were 
willing to grant Rogers the time and opportunity to show 
that she is an effective advocate for our mission, because we 
believe in evidence.

Nontheistic organizations have long had sexual harass-
ment policies that covered their employees and workplaces, 
but not conference attendees. This oversight is being cor-
rected because of complaints from a number of attendees 
at such events, still often dominated by men. I don’t think 
women are saying that sexual harassment is more prevalent 
among atheists than in the general population, but our con-

ventions need to be safe and welcoming places for women.
Here are a couple of reasons I think we might have had 

problems or misunderstandings. Many unattached men 
and women complain about how difficult it is to find non-
religious partners in our religion-saturated culture. So an 

atheist gathering could be a wonderful 
meeting place. Sexual attention is not in-
herently inappropriate in such settings, 
but “no” still means “no.” Also, many open 
and active atheists have developed thick 
skins because of insults they have endured 
from theocrats. So they might falsely as-
sume they are communicating with some-
one whose skin is equally thick. Inexcus-
able behavior is inexcusable, which is why 
some sensitivity information for meeting 
participants might be in order.

Context is almost everything. It’s not 
unusual to hear a man say at an atheist 

conference something like, “A woman should not teach or 
usurp authority over the man, but be silent.” Both men and 
women laugh because they know it comes from 1 Timothy 
2, and is actually believed by some Christians. Similarly, my 
wife laughs when I recite the only prayer she has ever heard 
from me: “Thank God I was not born a woman.” She knows 
it to be the daily morning prayer of Orthodox Jews, and she 
is thankful I’m not an Orthodox Jew like some of my rela-
tives who recite this prayer in earnest.

Since sexual harassment is not always clear to both par-
ties, what’s an atheist (or anyone else) to do? Here’s a gen-
eral guideline to prevent escalation. If you are asked to stop, 
stop. Nontheistic groups are beginning to hand out anti-
harassment policies at gatherings or, more affirmatively, a 
conference code of conduct. This is a new code of conduct 
for American Atheist conferences.

Interestingly, it mentions being dedicated to providing 
a harassment-free conference experience for everyone, re-
gardless of gender, gender identity, sexual orientation, dis-
ability, physical appearance, body size, race, or religion (ital-
ics mine). Depending on attendees, some might view several 
talks as a form of religious harassment.

Both theists and nontheists know there are right ways and 
wrong ways to treat others. Some people just need reminders.
(See all of Herb’s On Faith posts at http://wapo.st/herb-on-faith)

Atheist sexual harassment: The god is in the details
Herb Silverman
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FFRF’’s Gentle Reminder
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chase Community giving

The Secular Student Alliance and Camp Quest were 
both nominated for the Chase Community Giving 
program. Everyone gets two votes, and they can’t 
be used for the same organization, so this is the per-
fect opportunity to support both organizations. 
To vote for the SSA, visit http://bit.ly/chasessa.
To vote for Camp Quest, visit http://bit.ly/chasecq.
Voting is from September 6th through the 19th.

In time for the Democratic National Convention, the 
Freedom From Religion Foundation has placed a pa-

triotic message with a secular twist on two prominent 
billboards in Charlotte, NC. The billboard, drawn by edi-
torial cartoonist Steve Benson, depicts Uncle Sam wag-
ging his finger and warning: “God fixation won’t fix this 
nation.”

Those traveling from the airport to the convention 
will be treated to a highly visible view of FFRF’s red-
white-and-blue message on a billboard on Interstate 77 
and another near Charlotte’s downtown.

The billboards, which FFRF refers to as an “election-
year caveat,” were scheduled to go up on August 30.

“Our equal-opportunity message to both political par-
ties and all public officials is: Get off your knees and get 
to work!” said FFRF Co-President Dan Barker. “God fixa-
tion, the preoccupation by our nation and its elected offi-
cials with religion, is holding back progress scientifically, 
intellectually and morally.”

FFRF put the same message up in Tampa on August 
23 for the benefit of this year’s Republican convention. 
FFRF, a nonpartisan state/church watchdog group, is 
continuing a tradition started in 2008, when it placed 
a billboard message saying “Keep religion out of politics” 
in Denver and Minneapolis for the national party con-
ventions.

FFRF spokeswoman Annie Laurie Gaylor cited as an 
example of the dangers of religion in politics and gov-
ernment the “pandering” decision by both parties to 

give in to a request by the head of the U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops to deliver convention prayers. Cardinal 
Timothy Dolan gave the closing prayer for the Republi-
cans and will also pray at the Democratic convention.

“The Catholic bishops are trying to unduly influence 
and interfere with U.S. politics, particularly by trying to 
kill the health care contraceptive man-date—despite the 
fact that most American women are not Catholic and 
most Americans use and support contraception,” Gaylor 
noted. “It’s disturbing that both parties kowtow to Timo-
thy Dolan.” FFRF ran hundreds of TV commercials this 
summer in regional markets featuring actress and play-
wright Julia Sweeney, a well-known former Catholic, ob-
jecting to the bishops’ anti-contraceptive attacks.

The Madison, WI-based group represents more than 
19,000 freethinking members nationwide, including 485 
members in North Carolina, and an active NC chapter, 
the Triangle Freethought Society.

http://bit.ly/chasessa
http://bit.ly/chasecq


Join SHL
SHL is a group of freethinkers who believe in the humanist philosophy. Members come primarily from the greater Charleston, South 
Carolina, area. SHL is affiliated with American Atheists, American Humanist Association, Americans United for the Separation of 
Church and State, Atheist Alliance International, Council for Secular Humanism, and the South Carolina Progressive Network. Annual 
tax-exempt membership fees are $35 (individual) or $50 (couple or family). Additional donations are always welcome. To join, visit our 
website at http://bit.ly/joinshl, and for more information about our activities, visit http://bit.ly/shlevents

The Separationist

The Newsletter of the  
Secular Humanists of the Lowcountry

Opinions expressed in The Separationist are those of the 
authors and do not necessarily represent the views of SHL.

Please contact the editor with any questions or comments 
about this publication. Contributions of short articles, 
news items, letters to the editor or other information of 
interest to SHL members are always welcome. Contact the 
editor at newsletter@lowcountryhumanists.org.

The secular humanists 
of the lowcountry

contact us
Write:
 SHL
 Post Office Box 32256
 Charleston, SC 29417
Or Call:
 24-hour information line: 843-277-0948
 Media inquiries: 843-670-0290

our Officers
 President: Amy Monsky
 Vice President: Herb Silverman
 Treasurer: Jonathan Lamb
 Secretary: Laura Kasman

http://bit.ly/joinshl
http://bit.ly/shlevents
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