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Conversation on 'secular parenting' & 
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Authors: 1) USA Scientist 2) Ravi S. Iyer, software consultant (technologist), 

Puttaparthi, India 

Date: 5th February 2015 (replaces older version dated 29th January 2015) 

 

Given below is a slightly edited mail conversation about 'secular parenting' and 

religion I recently had with a USA based scientist. I thought the conversation may be 

of interest to some readers and so decided to make a Word/pdf document of it and put 

it up on my blog (with the approval of the USA based scientist). In this Word/pdf 

document the deep indentation style is used to replicate the way gmail shows such a 

conversation that took place over many mail exchanges (with the exception of two 

quite independent snippets which are provided separately towards the bottom of the 

document). 

 

It started with a link being passed on to me by the USA scientist (referred to as S from 

now on) who knew of my interest in ethical and religious 

topics, http://www.latimes.com/opinion/op-ed/la-oe-0115-zuckerman-secular-

parenting-20150115-story.html (title, "How secular family values stack up" dated Jan. 

14th, 2015). 

 

-------------------------------------- 

 

I (Ravi referred to as R from now on, responded): 

 

R: Very interesting article. I am glad to see such positive results for "secular 

parenting". [BTW in India, the word secular is commonly understood to mean equal 

treatment of all religions, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Secularism_in_India.] 

 

In the article, I was looking for data on the socio-economic profile of the "secular 

parenting" group as compared to the broad socio-economic profile of the "religious 

parenting" group in the USA, but I did not come across it. If you happen to come 

across such data please let me know. 

 
S: In haste. I don't know of such a profile. I assume that people who self-identify as 

atheists or agnostics will be on average better off and better educated than the average 

http://www.latimes.com/opinion/op-ed/la-oe-0115-zuckerman-secular-parenting-20150115-story.html
http://www.latimes.com/opinion/op-ed/la-oe-0115-zuckerman-secular-parenting-20150115-story.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Secularism_in_India
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person. My experience (obviously not a statistically significant fact) is that people who 

are not well off are conventionally religious or conventionally ignoring religion: they are 

too busy living their lives to give much thought to "abstract" issues that do not affect their 

daily lives. They go through some conventional average religious attendance mostly for 

social reasons. 

 

R: In India among Hindus (and may be similar for other religions), I find that 

yes, of course, the religious gathering place (temple, ashram, devotional meet 

etc.) as well as religious ritual (at home) provides vital social convention/norms 

umbrella for the business of life (and death). But it is more than that for many 

of the faithful - it is a time-tested, generation-tested psychological device that 

helps them in times of distress as the environment is such that it is OK to be a 

loser; god accepts losers unlike material society, and prayer gives courage to 

face challenges of life. This reinforcement of faith in oneself through prayer to 

god, many times helps them face their challenges better. In good times, going 

to temples & other devotional centres for thanksgiving for the good times 

makes people feel happier as they have shared their happiness with their 

deity/guru. 

 

S: I find it hard to accept something that makes people accept failure as a 

positive thing. 

 

I would not refer to basic health, basic nutrition, basic cleanliness, and basic 

education as "materialism." 

 

R: Well, not at first (failure). But after repeated trying and failing 

sometimes people lose their mind and do something foolish. Having a 

temple/ashram to go to as a loser and still be accepted makes them feel 

human and happy. 

 

I guess here, there is a great gulf between your experience of life and 

mine. In India, especially rural India almost none of the above are a 

given for the poor. The state is mostly a failure on these fronts (barring 

nutrition to some extent) though things have improved over the past few 

decades. But it is just nowhere near what you would have experienced in 

the USA. It is heart-breaking to see how tough life is for the very poor in 

India. And, in this very tough life, I have seen how religion and 

charitable services by religious institutions, including Christian 

missionary institutions, give these poor some hope, some community-
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bonding, and some basis for continuing with life with some degree of 

happiness! 

 

S: Grinding poverty was a fact until just over 100 years ago in places 

such as Scandinavia that are now prosperous (e.g., many people left 

for places like the US to avoid starvation and to find work). Then 

people worked hard at eliminating the problems. 

 

R responded: I had thought that would have been the case in many 

European countries one or two centuries ago. Your comment 

about Scandinavia 100 years back, and the spectacular progress 

made, based on hard work, is very useful confirmation for me. 

Thanks. 

 

S: I have seen the poor itinerant workers in the streets of 

Indian cities. 

 

S: 95%+ of the US academy of science are atheists or agnostics - hardly a 

representative group :-) 

 

R: Very interesting. I have the suspicion that the training for scientists is such 

that it closes the minds of many scientists to phenomena that cannot be 

measured objectively and easily reproduced. Science tends to become the only 

source of 'real' knowledge to them. 

 

S: Correct, though I would not describe that as a closed mind. Curiosity is 

one of the most common traits among scientists. 

 

R: I agree that 'closed mind' is not the right phrase. I need to think about 

how to express this better. Thanks for pointing it out. 

 

R: It would be very interesting for me to have such figures for top Indian 

scientists. But then they may not be so willing to come forward with this info. I 

suspect many of them are kind of closet-believers as they hesitate to openly 

state their faith in god lest they get attacked by other top scientists as being 

unscientific. 

 

S: I suspect that in many societies there are many closet non-believers. 

There are often quite nasty consequences to being known as a non-believer. 
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R: Hmm. I had not really thought about this aspect. An Indian atheist 

occasional correspondent always catches me out on not including his 

group in my mails/posts. My stand is that atheists & agnostics must be 

treated with dignity and given every freedom to hold such views 

publicly, and even profess it freely, in India (and elsewhere, though I 

don't know enough about elsewhere to comment authoritatively). 

 

S: Your policy is enlightened and exactly what I would insist on for 

believers. It is not the world standard, though. If you are an atheist in 

the US and want to be in politics, you have to be "closeted" (there is 

exactly one open non-believer in the US house and senate). 

 

R: Oh! That is a really powerful indicator of how the power 

centres (elected by the people) in the USA view atheism & 

agnosticism. While I knew that most atheist politicians in the 

USA would not speak openly about their atheism, I did not expect 

that today there would be ONLY ONE elected member of the 

USA house and senate who is an OPEN atheist. That really is 

significant food for thought for me. I am quite sure than many 

countries in Western Europe would have significantly more 

elected members of parliament (or equivalent) who are open 

atheists. Thanks for this info. It is important input to me and tells 

me that in my writings I should articulate more often my tolerant 

& respectful stand towards moral and humane atheism & 

agnosticism. BTW quite a few of the visitors to my Sai Baba 

related spiritual blog are from the USA (257 USA visits in slightly 

less than past 30 days according to blogger stats - not much but 

not insignificant either). 

 

S: In many countries, the protection of minority religions does not 

extend to people without a religion. 

 

R: Oh Lord! That is certainly not a good state of affairs. 

 

S: Yes, several Southern (US) states still have laws against 

atheists holding government positions on the books. They are 

not enforced, and probably couldn't be enforced under US 

federal laws. 

 

There is a view that "atheists cannot be patriots." There is quite 

a lot of evidence that atheists are considered inherently 
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unreliable and immoral by the majority in the US (their holy 

book tells them so, and their clergymen hammer home the 

point). E.g., http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/in-

atheists-we-distrust/ 

 

R: I read part of the article (plan to read it fully later). I am 

quite taken aback. I thought such an attitude can be 

expected in a country like India which surely has to be 

viewed as one of the strongly religious countries in the 

world, but somehow I thought that in the materially well-

developed USA, people would not automatically have a 

distrust of atheists/agnostics. This is important food-for-

thought for me. Clergymen hammering home the point that 

atheists are (supposedly) inherently more unreliable ..., if 

true, is quite nasty. If true, I deplore such preaching. 

 

R: A few days ago a correspondent (USA based) sent me this article, Will religion 

ever disappear?, http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20141219-will-religion-ever-

disappear. Some short quotes from it: 

 

Japan, the UK, Canada, South Korea, the Netherlands, the Czech Republic, Estonia, 

Germany, France and Uruguay (where the majority of citizens have European roots) 

are all places where religion was important just a century or so ago, but that now 

report some of the lowest belief rates in the world. These countries feature strong 

educational and social security systems, low inequality and are all relatively wealthy. 

“Basically, people are less scared about what might befall them,” says Quentin 

Atkinson, a psychologist at the University of Auckland, New Zealand. 

 

S: check out the figures for inequality. The most equal societies on earth 

(notably the Scandinavian countries) are also the least religious. 

... 

R: “Very few societies are more religious today than they were 40 or 50 years ago,” 

Zuckerman says. “The only exception might be Iran, 

... 

In 2011, for example, a massive earthquake struck Christchurch, New Zealand – a 

highly secular society. There was a sudden spike of religiosity in the people who 

experienced that event, but the rest of the country remained as secular as ever. 

 

S: Interesting and unsurprising. When people are subjected to forces beyond their 

control they act irrationally to gain some hope. 

 

http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/in-atheists-we-distrust/
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/in-atheists-we-distrust/
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20141219-will-religion-ever-disappear
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20141219-will-religion-ever-disappear
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R: Faith is an irrational thing. It is more a call from the emotional & intuitive 

part of our being than from the thinking part. 

 

 

R: I think it is when one faces big uncertainties in life - job, health, etc. that most 

people get some succour from religion/religious groups. In countries like India, the 

poor and the lower middle class face so many challenges for their very survival that 

religion can be a blessed relief for them. Of course, many of the well-off too are 

religious in India but they perhaps can get by without religion too. The poor may 

become rudderless without religion. Religion gives them strength to get on with life 

with some level of contentment and happiness. 

 

S: If you can hope of little and nothing in life, a promise of improvement and 

justice in afterlife (however improbable) become attractive. 

 

R: I think for Hindus, while this justice in afterlife or future in this life is an 

important part, the contentment that comes with faith allows them to handle 

difficult times better than if they did not have faith. 

 

S: Maybe. 

 

R: In my considered view, the golden rule (empathetic reciprocity) may work out well 

in a stable and prosperous society. I am not so sure how well people will accept the 

golden rule when under significant and long-term financial and other stress. In rural 

Hindu India, the strong belief about Karma, specifically the belief that an evil act like 

say grievously injuring somebody or killing somebody will result in a bad karmic 

reaction which the perpetrator will have to suffer in this life or the next, holds back 

Hindu believers from considering such actions, unless provoked, at which time they 

may lose control over themselves.  

 

S: I find that atheists are more concerned with ethics than religious people. 

Religion offers punishment as an incentive to behave decently, but typically also a 

mechanism for forgiveness for bad actions. Perversely, such "forgiveness of sins" 

can be (and are) seen as making bad actions more acceptable. 

 

In contrast, religious people tend to emphasize the social and personal benefits of 

religion (apologies if I overgeneralize here). 

 

Personally, and like many atheists, I find it really hard to accept benefits from 

religion when (IMO) they are based on a lie: the existence of supernatural powers. 
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People enjoy and benefit from symbolism and ritual, but must it be based on 

superstition? (Genuine question, I don't know the answer). 

 

R: Very interesting point. In my case, subjective experiences have convinced 

me of the existence of supernatural powers - so they are not a lie to me. 

 

S: Understood. 

 

R: But the big problem is that there seems to be some cases of fake claimed 

supernatural powers in Hindu India (including cases of self-deception/imagined 

powers without malicious/harmful intent) due to which the genuine mystical 

supernatural events in India also get doubted by people at large. (Genuine 

mystical supernatural events) are found typically by only those who engage in 

an intense search for it. Another big issue in Hindu India is that the contempt 

that (atheist-type) scientists have for mystics with claimed supernatural powers 

is equally reciprocated by genuine mystics with supernatural powers, towards 

the (atheist-type) scientists. So co-operation between such genuine mystics and 

scientists to record the truth (about such phenomena) in a controlled 

environment (for the benefit of other scientists/science) becomes impossible. 

[BTW I use the term Hindu India as I think I now have some decent idea about 

Hinduism in India. I am not so knowledgeable about other religions in India 

and so do not want to comment about them in this regard.] 

 

But even before I began believing in supernatural powers (that happened when 

I was around 30 years old), the general atmosphere in Hindu India, especially 

for a Brahmin like me, provided a belief in the Atma (roughly spirit) which 

survives death (of the body). In other words, death is not the end of it all - one's 

being continues on as a deathless spirit. Even among those Hindus who do not 

believe in reincarnation, some may believe in the deathless spirit. 

 

How did I get this belief even when I felt the supernatural stuff described in 

Hindu scripture to be too fantastic to be true? As I think about it now, I recall 

Indian newspapers quoting Bhagavad Gita about the Atma (sometimes in 

obituary notices/ads), even well educated people talking effusively about 

Bhagavad Gita as a tremendous philosophy to live by etc. Please note that 

many of the same well educated people would frown on miracles reported in 

Hindu scripture. I think I imbibed the same attitude from these sources i.e. 

belief in a deathless spirit (Atma) which on death either takes on a new body or 

merges with the divine essence of the universe (formless God). But I did not 

buy the miracles part of Hindu scripture (interventionist divine power). 
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I think many well educated Hindus today, including scientists, would have the 

above attitude. 

 

I think for most Hindus (including me) something intuitive within one's being 

feels comfortable with/jells with the deathless spirit belief. The thought that on 

death one's being simply vanishes forever simply does not jell with me on an 

intuitive/emotional level. 

 

Now, getting to the point of must religion be based on superstition today, my 

view is that the supernatural is not false. In fact, I do contribute in some small 

way to spreading faith in the supernatural, as I have experienced it 

(subjectively). And as I see preachers of Hinduism and other religions, I find 

that many of the really inspired preachers seem to have had some such 

experiences themselves which is what makes them such inspired preachers. So 

we are dealing with subjective experiences of faith here - not verifiable and 

easily reproducible scientific fact but not fiction either. 

 

But there seems to be some fake stuff too, going on in the name of religion and 

the living of some people is tied to it. I am happy that rationalists in India are 

challenging such stuff, even if they stretch the truth too far at times and are 

sometimes vicious in their attacks, as that provides some level of control over 

the fake stuff. Ideally, fake stuff in religion should get exposed so that the real 

kernel gets seen by people which can then benefit society. I mean, if some 

genuine mystic shows his/her supernatural power/knowledge on a platform 

where he/she can be examined by scientific and rational investigators, it can 

then lead people to be sure about divine judgement (Karma in Hinduism) for 

the good & bad one does, and divine grace which intervenes in human affairs if 

earnestly prayed to, which, in turn, may make the world a much better place to 

live in than it is now. 

 

S: Thanks for trying to explain. 

 

R: If one tries to substitute fear of bad karmic reaction with the golden rule in rural 

India with its quite high levels of poverty and wealth inequality, I don't think it will be 

as effective in preventing evil actions. 

 

S: Given hope and a feeling of control of your destiny leaves you more open to 

arguments about general fairness and the golden rule. 

 

---------------------------------------- 
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R wrote: BTW ancient Hindu India had its share of non-belief philosophers, e.g. The 

Charvakas. From http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/97591/Charvaka: 

 

Charvaka, also called Lokayata (Sanskrit: “Worldly Ones”),  a quasi-philosophical 

Indian school of materialists who rejected the notion of an afterworld, karma, 

liberation (moksha), the authority of the sacred scriptures, the Vedas, and the 

immortality of the self. Of the recognized means of knowledge (pramana), the 

Charvaka recognized only direct perception (anubhava). 

--- end extract --- 

 

And there are celebrated debates of ancient Hindu India between theists & such 

agnostics. 

 

S responded: That is good to know. 

 

--------------------------------------- 

 

R wrote: I think atheism is a belief system like theism. But agnosticism is not a belief 

system as it simply does not accept faith in god due to lack of strong/objective 

evidence. 

 

S: We may be quibbling over the detailed meaning of words. That's not important. 

I do think, though, that whatever we call it, my world view is primarily based on 

positive things rather than on a simple absence of the supernatural. I think that is a 

key point that is often missed about atheists and agnostics. There are non-religious 

sources of motivation for constructive work. 

 

R: Agreed. 

 

======================================================= 

 

[A clarification I (Ravi) am adding after the above email conversation was over. It 

seems to me that in India the meaning of atheism as "the doctrine or belief that there is 

no God", http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/atheism, is the more established 

meaning among people. 

 

I think this meaning of atheism being more established in India could be due to many 

Indians relating theist to astika and atheist to nastika terms of Hindu philosophy. 

From http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C4%80stika_and_n%C4%81stika : "In Indian 

religion and philosophy, people and movements are traditionally classified as astika 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/97591/Charvaka
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/atheism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C4%80stika_and_n%C4%81stika


Page 10 of 12 
 

(Sanskrit: ..., lit. "it exists", fig. "orthodox") if they accept the Vedas as revealed 

scripture and nastika (..., lit. "it does not exist", fig. "heterodox") if they do not." 

 

The 'it' in the 'it does not exist' literal meaning, would surely be referring to 

God/Divine power. So, as far as I know, the established Hindu 

understanding/interpretation, in earlier ages and today, of the word nastikas is that 

they are the people who are sure (deeply believe) that there is NO God/Divine power. 

The English word atheism is matched up to the Sanskrit/Hindu nastika, and 

interpreted in the same way. 

 

Perhaps in the Western world, the other meaning of the word, atheism, "disbelief in 

the existence of a supreme being or beings", 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/atheism, is preferred by scientists and 

intellectuals. 

 

From the wiki page, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agnosticism,  "In the popular sense 

of the term, an "agnostic", according to the philosopher William L. Rowe, is someone 

who neither believes nor disbelieves in the existence of God, while a theist believes 

that God does exist and an atheist does not believe that God exists."] 

 

An update  dated 5th February 2015. 

 

An Indian correspondent read the above contents and wrote the following over email 

(and approved the sharing of it): 

 

Read the conversation with great interest. The politeness and respect both the parties 

had for each other is extremely commendable. 

 

Liked the way many sentences were formed in the conversation - especially: 

 

 R - " .... the contentment that comes with faith allows them to handle difficult times 

better than if they did not have faith." 

 

 S - " Religion offers punishment as an incentive to behave decently, but typically also 

a mechanism for forgiveness for bad actions. Perversely, such "forgiveness of sins" 

can be (and are) seen as making bad actions more acceptable" 

 

--- end correspondent response extract --- 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/atheism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agnosticism
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My [Ravi] response on the above: 

 

Thanks for the kind words. 

 

I did not respond to this point of S earlier. I feel it is appropriate to do so now. In 

Hinduism typically, followers/practitioners are exhorted to behave decently primarily 

because such actions will please God. Further, good actions are rewarded with good 

karmic reactions, unless the person does (good) actions with an attitude of having no 

desire of (good) karmic reactions (Nishkama Karma). 

[From http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nishkam_Karma: "Nishkam Karma, or self-less or 

desireless action is an action performed without any expectation of fruits or results, 

and the central tenet of Karma Yoga path to Liberation, ..."] Additionally, Hinduism 

provides a disincentive for bad actions through punishment via bad karmic reactions. 

 

Regarding forgiveness for bad actions, I think even from a non-religious perspective, 

genuine heart-felt remorse from the person who committed a bad act is usually a 

precondition for genuine forgiveness from the persons who suffered from the bad 

action. Such genuine remorse transforms (in a positive way) the attitude of the person 

who committed the bad act, and a subsequent act of forgiveness from the victim calms 

(heals) the mental anguish of the victim as well as the perpetrator. 

 

I think religions too provide a similar mechanism for forgiveness for bad acts/sins. 

Simply going through the ritual motions of having a bath in a sacred river (e.g. Ganga 

for Hindus) or the confession ritual for Christians, without genuine remorse, is not 

considered to be real forgiveness for sins by mature practitioners of Hinduism, and I 

guess it will be the same for other religions too. So I think only very immature 

practitioners (and preachers) of religion would see the mechanism for forgiveness for 

bad actions that religions provide as something that makes bad actions more 

acceptable. 

 

--- end Ravi response --- 

 

Ravi: The Hindu, dated Jan. 29th 2015, carried an interesting article about/interview 

of an Irishman who became a Hindu, Shaunaka Rishi Das, and from 1997, is the 

director of Oxford Centre for Hindu Studies, http://www.ochs.org.uk/. Some parts of 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nishkam_Karma
http://www.ochs.org.uk/
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the article relate to topics covered in the USA scientist's conversation with me. The 

article is titled, Drawn toward Indian philosophy, 

http://www.thehindu.com/features/friday-review/drawn-toward-indian-

philosophy/article6834396.ece. 

 

A small extract from it: 

 

Is it all right for a scientist to be a believer? Recently, there was a lot of criticism of 

the chief of the Indian Space Research Organisation for his visit to Tirupati [1]. So 

should he either have renounced all religious beliefs? Or should he have been a closet 

Hindu? “Such criticisms are unjustified. And I don’t see why anyone should be 

apologetic about being a theist.” 

 

[1. From http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tirupati,_Andhra_Pradesh: "Tirupati is a major 

pilgrimage and cultural city in the Chittoor district of Andhra Pradesh. ...Tirupati is 

famous for Venkateswara Swamy temple dedicated to God Venkateswara, located 

about 20 kilometres (12 mi) north west of Tirupati in the Tirumala hills at an elevation 

of 853 metres (2,799 ft). One of the most important pilgrimage centers in the world, 

the temple draws millions of pilgrims and is the busiest pilgrimage center in the 

world."] 

 

--- end extract --- 

 

Ravi: I would like to add that no one, whether a scientist or not, (ideally) need be 

apologetic about being an atheist/agnostic either. 

http://www.thehindu.com/features/friday-review/drawn-toward-indian-philosophy/article6834396.ece
http://www.thehindu.com/features/friday-review/drawn-toward-indian-philosophy/article6834396.ece
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tirupati,_Andhra_Pradesh

