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          Atheist committed to fight for rationalism
President Alex Sanders recently got a humorous letter asking that the "plus sign" atop the old Bishop England High School be removed. The letter was vintage Herb Silverman, Sanders knew. And while he agreed the cross couldn't stand atop a secular building, he wasn't going to take it down without making a joke or two about Charleston's most famous atheist. "I said, I will just assign the building to Herb Silverman as his office," Sanders jokes. "With the cross at the top and Herb Silverman at the bottom, I thought that would be an equalizing force. I wrote him back, and told him that if he kept quiet about the cross, no one would be nailed to it," Sanders recalls, laughing. 

Silverman's reputation in South Carolina stems from his seven-year battle to force the state to remove a religious test as a requirement to serve in public office. His campaign to change the law, and ultimately his victory, earned him a dubious reputation here. "The atheist?" people say at the mention of his name. 

But Silverman is also known as a brilliant research mathematician and a funny, complex person of strong convictions who speaks his mind and sparks intellectually tough conversation. Winner of the Distinguished Research Award, and organizer of the local ACLU, he is a cerebral being whose existence is largely free of mundane concerns. Except for mathematics and the causes that captivate him. In some ways, his fight on behalf of atheism mirrors a lifelong commitment to rational beliefs in spite of what is often an expensive personal price. And while some have damned Silverman for what they deem the heresy of his opinions, others are grateful

he is here to keep the debate alive. "If more people like Herb would become more politically active, we would have a much better society," says College of Charleston political scientist Jack Parson, a colleague and friend of Silverman's. "He should be seen as a role model, as an engaged, active citizen."    

Atheist battle

Silverman had been a relatively low-profile mathematician at the College of Charleston when, in 1990, colleague Hugh Wilder mentioned that the state's constitution required people to agree to the existence of the Supreme Being to become governor. "I didn't know how seriously he would take it," recalls Wilder, a philosophy professor and a friend of Silverman's since 1981. "But he took the ball and made a career of it." Silverman hadn't foreseen a long fight. All he wanted was for the law to be stricken. "Atheism was not even much of a part of my life most of my life," he says. He is sitting in his office, dressed in wrinkled T-shirt, shorts, and sandals, his usual classroom attire. "It was something I enjoyed talking about, but it was not an important part of my life." Silverman quickly found out from an American Civil Liberties Union attorney that the only way to challenge the law was to run for governor. So began the cause celebre that made Silverman's a household name. He campaigned for civil rights, a lottery and removal of the

Confederate flag atop the Statehouse, but his atheism was the thrust of the campaign. During a debate, one of the other candidates said to him, "Mr. Silverman, what would make you believe in God?" "Winning this election!" he replied. 

That campaign was lost without resolving the constitutional question. In the meantime, however, Silverman discovered through Charleston attorney Armand Derfner that all public offices were unattainable to atheists. Derfner suggested Silverman apply for notary public - a nonelected office normally very easily attained. But when on the application Silverman crossed out the phrase "so help me God," it was denied - the first among 33,471 notary applications to be turned down. After Silverman sued to get his notary, it took seven years for the state to give in. 

"It got more and more serious, and I could see him getting more and more concerned," says Bob Mignone, a College of Charleston math professor and close friend of Silverman's. But the more people disliked him for his cause, the more resolute he became about the importance of separating church and state. "It is not that he is some sort of radical possessed person going out doing this," Parson says. "He felt responsibility as a citizen to become active on that issue and to see it resolved and to abide by whatever resolution." Silverman soldiered on, and in May of 1997 the Supreme Court unanimously affirmed that the state constitution violated the First Amendment and the Religious Test Clause of the U.S. Constitution. 

The bearded professor gave a party to celebrate his victory, and since then in a tongue-in-cheek way he has taken his notary public very seriously, reading and promising to go to notary public conferences, Derfner said. Silverman's cause unleashed rashes of intolerance and hatred. He himself received piles of hate mail. "Unfortunately," he says, looking almost disappointed, "most people who appear to hate me are anonymous."
Curious and outspoken

Herbert Silverman was born in 1942 in Philadelphia's Girard Avenue area, then a neighborhood of struggling Jewish-Polish immigrants trying to reach the first rung in the American dream. He describes his parents as being afraid of non-Jews - always trying to move to a Jewish haven where they felt more comfortable. His father was the eldest of seven siblings of Hungarian descent, and he had dropped out of school in seventh grade to support his brothers. For a living, he boxed chocolate bars at a warehouse for one of the few companies that hired Jews. "He was very hardworking," says Silverman. "He came home very late and got up very early. After I earned my Ph.D. I always felt badly because my first year teaching I made more than he did after 50 years of working."

Silverman attended Central High School in Philadelphia, then known as one of the best high schools in the nation. He distinguished himself quickly for his aptitude in math and his love for baseball. “He wanted to be a major league player,” says Sheldon Eisenberg, associate dean for arts and sciences at the University of Hartford, who went to high school and college with Silverman. “The star of the team could not get a hit off Herb. He was the best hitter on the team.” He also stood out for the same personality traits that distinguish him now—nerdy, strong-minded and marching to his own tune, Eisenberg says. Eisenberg recalls school spirit days at the high school, when students had to wear a coat and tie. “If there is one thing that Herb would not do is wear a tie. He said he would not do it. He said he had come to high school to learn, and you could not force him to have school spirit, Eisenberg says.

“Silverman got part of that determination from his mother, a bright woman whose principal role was to nurture Herb, her only child. “I was a mama’s boy. My mother was very dominant. She lived for me,” Silverman says. His voice is monochromatic and he speaks in uneven spurts like a sequence of brief equations. “I was trying to break away, but I wasn’t very self-sufficient. My father and I couldn’t change a light bulb. I was always striving for independence. But money was tight, in spite of Silverman’s sales of hotdogs and encyclopedias. So he enrolled at the closest campus, Temple University, living at home with his parents. “My mother wanted me to follow the rules,” he says. “She wanted me to be a nice Jewish boy who married a nice Jewish girl and had nice Jewish children. She didn’t want me to make trouble.”

After he got his master’s degree and Ph.D. in mathematics from Syracuse University, Silverman began to teach at Clark University. There, he led and won a battle to have the math department chairman ousted for being too absorbed in his research and not taking care of departmental matters.” He did what he thought was right,” Eisenberg says. “He stood his ground.”
A defiant Jew

As a teen-ager Silverman developed an ambiguous relationship with Judaism. Silverman's grandparents were Orthodox Jews, and his family was very much culturally Jewish, he recalls. He went to synagogue, had his Bar Mitzvah, and taught Hebrew for 50 cents an hour. But Silverman questioned the basic tenets of his family's religion. He couldn't make sense of fasting, or why he should not eat ham. He was ridiculed in school for breaking some traditions. "I wanted to do the right thing, but ... I wanted to know the reason for things," he says. "I was told what a good Jew I was, but then I started asking what purpose it served. I asked, who created God, and I was told that you don't ask that sort of question." In college, Silverman would go to religious revivals to bait people into conversation, Eisenberg says. With a mere question he would lead people of identical faith to argue. By the end of college, his atheism had crystallized. "It's the same reason I don't believe in the tooth fairy," he says. "There is no evidence. A book written 2,000 years ago is not enough evidence." Moreover, he says, "What kind of God would selectively answer a prayer, and then allow the birth of millions of children who can't hope to survive more than a month? If a God like that existed I would consider him a monster." 

The tenacity of Silverman's arguments leads some to say he proselytizes. "He is the only one I know who actually opposes other people believing in God," says Sanders. "He is an evangelical atheist." Silverman defends himself quickly, gesticulating with his small, rigid hands. "The battle lines for me are not drawn with believers at all, but the people who believe that this God wants you to believe this way, and there is no deviation," he says. As a Jew, Silverman grew up feeling separatism and exclusivity. "I had a sense that there was something wrong about associating with those other people," he says. "Now I don't want to hear someone's label. It's important for me to be surrounded by people who are fair and just." Now Silverman pokes fun at all kinds of extremism, including Judaism to which he maintains strong cultural ties. "I think it is part of Herb's playful sacrilegious personality," Mignone says. "He likes to shock, and he can do that to his own people without being accused of anti-Semitism." During the battle with the state, Silverman got a call from his mother, who had read a wire story about her son in the Philadelphia paper. "That was the first she had learned that her son was running for governor and that he was an atheist. That was the first political fence I had to mend," Silverman says, chuckling. 

Reason above all
After coming to Charleston in 1976 and teaching at the college for four years, Silverman decided to vie for speaker of the faculty. Silverman had become famous on campus for wearing nothing but shorts, T-shirt and sandals—a statement of his disdain for the trappings of fashion. But the image worried some faculty members. To quell their concerns, he promised that, if elected, he would go out and buy a suit, recalls Marty Perlmutter, head of the college’s Jewish Studies Program and a longtime friend of Silverman. As soon as he was elected, an ad hoc committee went out to help him shop for one. The suit has long since been lost, Silverman says, amused by his idiosyncrasy. These days he dresses like a professor only on Halloween. But he left the legacy of the faculty newsletter, which he used to voice controversial ideas and critical opinions, not only about the quality of the college or grade inflation, but other faculty members as well. “Even in his challenging way he had the best interest of the college at heart, so he raised questions that might have made people uncomfortable,” says Wilder, his colleague. “He is deliberatively provocative.” 

While he takes himself seriously, friends say, Silverman recognizes, and finds delight, in his oddities and eccentricities. He is credited with a wry sense of humor and an ability to find amusement in the most serious things. “Why, if you kill an animal for sport and you eat the animal it is considered proper, and on the other hand if you kill a human for sport, it is even worse if you eat the human afterward?” Silverman asks eagerly, pleased by the cleverness and horror of his question.

He is walking spryly across the College of Charleston campus, bouncing in his rubber sandals on his way between his home and his office. He loves the college and academia, the only environment that allows him the freedom and debate he craves. Silverman is founder of the Secular Humanists of the Lowcountry—and adviser to the student Atheist-Humanist Alliance at the college. He is praised for having deep knowledge of different religions and for bringing humanists together in constructive debates with other denominations. "I think he is doing something good for those of us who have faith. He challenges us to defend our positions," says Mitch Carnell, who teaches Sunday school at First Baptist Church and whose class met with Silverman's secular humanists. He called Silverman "a very worthy human being who is simply casting about for answers in the wrong place." 

To keep himself free for intellectual pursuits, Silverman leads a monk-like existence, friends say. “I am aesthetically less developed than most people,” he says while showing the home he shares with his companion of eight years, Sharon Fratepietro, a technical writer and president of the local ACLU, and two cats, one of them named ACLU. The house is sparsely furnished and barely decorated, nondescript and undramatic like Silverman himself. His clothes—still consisting of wrinkled shorts, T-shirts and sandals—are bunched in piles. “He is a minimalist and he doesn’t care about his surroundings,” says Fratepietro, explaining that Silverman would prefer to scatter everything on the flat floor. “He would be delighted to live without furniture  at all. He doesn’t need things that most people consider basic.”

Silverman abhors small talk—talk about the weather and meaningless niceties, like addressing people by name. He shows little interest in music or art, so much of which religion has inspired. He is unruffled by silence, and disdains the nonessential. “He hates to clean. He washes dishes by holding them under cold water. He would never clean a bathroom or floor,” Fratepietro says laughing. “But he feels very guilty if he sees me do it, so we have Castle Keepers come once every two weeks. But Herb hates it because it disrupts his order.”
A world of numbers

The crux of Silverman's order is the world of abstract mathematics. "I don't even like to tell people that I am a mathematician because the first thing they say is, 'Oh, math was my worst subject in high school,' or 'I can't balance my checkbook,'" Silverman said. "It's like telling Picasso I can't paint my wall." 


Silverman has a distinguished reputation as a professor, researcher and prolific publisher in the field of esoteric high-powered abstract mathematics. He shows letters from mathematics scholars all over the world asking them to evaluate their work. He has edited math research papers everywhere. At math conferences abroad, mathematicians have put garlands around him in honor of his work. And at the college, Mignone says students, particularly at the higher level, stand in awe of him—crisp, serious and a bit intimidating. Students in a final exam last year for his Math 411wore a T-shirt reading, “I ran through Hell 411.”
Abstract mathematics was a natural selection for Silverman, a loner, shy and brutally rational, with no time to pick his clothes or comb his hair. He pursued it all the more avidly because of his fascination with what he heard was God's infinity. Now he finds reassurance in math's certainty and the existence of what he calls objective truths. "You create a system based on some assumptions and you can check the internal system based on its logic," he says. "In math there is a way to test the truth. In religion there is not. If you are looking for a truth, I would want evidence." While others may find it somewhat comforting to live in a gray zone of doubt, Silverman accepts no inconsistency or ambiguity, Mignone says. "Herb would like to see a very rational debate about all kinds of political issues and he brings to that a rationalist perspective," Parson says. "From that point, his reputation as being the leading atheist in Charleston, while it may be true, is rooted in a more systematic view of society."
And that view is the topic of conversation for every occasion with Silverman—even his traditional Saturday morning run with friends, Parson said. If he meets a teacher he turns the conversation to education; if he meets a minister, he turns the conversation to religion. Recently Mignone said, he has appointed himself spiritual advisor of the Mignones’ two children, ages two and five. “Every time he sees them,” Mignone says, laughing hilariously, “he walks up to them and says, ‘There is no God! There is no God!’”                                                
Citizenry
Calvin and Hobbes' irreverent cartoons share Silverman's office wall space with the Indian 10 commandments. "Treat the Earth and all that dwell thereon with respect," they say. "Work together for the benefit of all mankind." "He has a highly refined sense of fairness," Mignone said. "He is always reminding people about stepping on the daisies when all they see is cement." Silverman is dismayed that atheism is viewed as some form of innately evil belief system - or that believing in God makes people better human beings. Rather, he argues, atheists are the only ones who can be purely good for goodness' sake. "In my actions I am no different from many religious people. I simply don't believe in a deity that punishes me or rewards me for my actions," he says. "I think there are intrinsic reasons for treating your fellow human beings well." Silverman believes people are accountable, here on Earth, for their contributions and treatment of each other. He rejects any notion that God or religious beliefs should take priority over our treatment of fellow humans. Accordingly, he believes that the plight of the human race rests in our hands. "We must take responsibility for our actions, and not say, 'It's God's will.'" That is the root of his social conscience. 
While traveling in India for a mathematics conference, Silverman gave money to found a scholarship at a Christian college in Madras. He believes in paying taxes to support children and give people opportunity. He also believes in donating time and money to organizations such as the ACLU, whose local branch he helped form. "He considers that work as a kind of grassroots effort to protect civil liberties for all people," Wilder says. "In South Carolina the ACLU is not a popular organization, but that is part of his statement. He doesn't care about the popularity, but about the good effects they can have." Silverman has no doubt that life ends with death. He says he will finally do what his mother wanted him to do all along: Go to medical school. But he doesn't fear being wrong. "Assuming there is a good God, someone capable of creating the universe, I think he would be interested in people who question ideas," he says. "I think he would value what people did in life, not whether they had blind faith."    
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