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Preface

I am a natural-born atheist. As a child, I believed in Father Christmas for a while, but never in gods. When I first learned, at the age of six, that humans are 60 per cent water, this prosaic fact didn’t dismay me at all but sent a thrill down my spine. Likewise, when I discovered shortly after that our thoughts are nothing but patterns of electro-chemical activity swirling round in our brains, I delighted at the sheer materiality of it all. I confess that I also took especial pleasure in tormenting my poor granny with these facts, which she found hard to reconcile with her simple Catholic faith and her belief in human specialness.

Like many children, I found church extremely boring, and on those rare occasions when I was forced to go (by my school), I found the stories about Jesus and his disciples bizarre and nonsensical. When I was teenager, I became interested in Zen Buddhism, and part of what attracted me about it was that it didn’t require me to believe in gods.

But then, at the age of 17, I had an intense conversion experience. I was sitting at my desk in my bedroom one evening, trying to do my homework, when all of a sudden I felt my body bathed in waves of cosmic love, and I felt forgiven. Tears came to my eyes, and for the first time in my life I thought to myself: ‘There is a god!’

I had just been expelled from school, and now my friends’ parents wouldn’t let them see me for fear I would be a bad influence on them. After years of being a model pupil I was now officially a bad boy, and it is clear to me now that what I experienced that evening in my bedroom was simply the result of a powerful wish for forgiveness. But at the time it felt utterly compelling.

Other things played a part, too, in preparing my brain for that mystical experience. Very cleverly, my granny had taken advantage of my interest in Zen Buddhism to send me a book about a Catholic priest who had spent a year in a Zen monastery in Japan. As I read it, I wondered if perhaps all religions led to the same goal and I became less scornful of Christianity. Soon after, I converted to Catholicism. That was my granny’s revenge for all those moments when I had tormented her as a child.

I went off to university to do a degree in religious studies. But it soon became clear that was not enough to satisfy my growing fervour, and after a year I dropped out and went off to Ireland to train to be a priest. It was a very strict missionary order with the fierce-sounding name of the Legionaries of Christ, but I loved the military discipline and the austere spirituality. After a few months, we went through a week of spiritual exercises. Based on a sequence of meditations and prayers devised by St Ignatius of Loyola in the 16th century, these exercises are designed to lead you to a point of intense personal conviction and commitment.

For a week, there was complete silence, meaning not only that the novices weren’t allowed to talk to each other, but also that we couldn’t even look each other in the eye. There were five one-hour meditations every day in addition to mass, benediction and other rituals. Everything was designed to lead up to the final meditation on the last day of the retreat, when we would practise ‘seeing god in nature’. When that moment finally came, it was a glorious spring evening and we were allowed to do our meditation while walking round the grounds of the seminary.

It was warm and the sun was setting in a clear blue sky. The birds were singing and the scent of the spring blossoms wafted through the air. If ever there was a moment when I was going to see god in nature, this was it.

And you know what I saw? A beautiful sunset. That was it. And it was enough. It was more than enough; it was perfect. And it suddenly occurred to me that to foist the idea of a god onto this perfection would be to ruin it, to force a superabundant nature into a shabby little human concept, like cramming a bunch of wild roses into a shoddy little wooden box.

I knew immediately that my spiritual director wouldn’t like this. So I didn’t tell him at first, and tried to continue as I had before. But it was pointless. Something had changed in me. I had lost my faith as irrationally as I had gained it, in a strange but compelling personal experience.

When I did eventually tell my spiritual director what had happened to me that spring evening, he realized there was no point in me staying. He put me on a flight back to England the very next day. And after my few years holidaying in the land of religion, I went back to being the atheist I always was.

It’s amazing what the brain can do.

A note on style

In this book I will not follow the widespread practice of talking about ‘belief in God’. Instead, I will usually speak of ‘belief in gods’. There are two important differences here. First, I see no reason to capitalize the word god. Secondly, I prefer to speak of gods in the plural, rather than god in the singular. To understand why, consider unicorns. If you wanted to find out whether someone believed that such creatures exist, you would probably ask: ‘Do you believe in unicorns?’ You would certainly not ask ‘Do you believe in unicorn?’, let alone ‘Do you believe in Unicorn?’ Even if you believed that there was only one unicorn in the whole universe, you would still probably say ‘I believe in unicorns’. You might add ‘I believe that there is only one unicorn in the universe’, just to be clear, but you certainly wouldn’t say ‘I believe in unicorn’. Even if the unicorn had a name – let’s say his name was Charlie – you wouldn’t say ‘I believe in Charlie’. By analogy, it is just plain odd for anyone to say, ‘I believe in God’.
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Who cares?

Isn’t that [an agnostic] just an atheist without balls?

Stephen Colbert1



Most ‘isms’ involve a belief in something. Dualism is the belief that bodies and minds are made of different kinds of stuff. Communism is a set of beliefs, including the conviction that we are inexorably heading towards a moneyless, classless and stateless society. Atheism is unusual in that it involves dis belief. An atheist is someone who doesn’t believe there are any gods.

Why do we need a word to indicate the lack of a belief in gods? After all, we don’t have a word to indicate the lack of belief in a stateless society; nobody describes himself or herself as an ‘acommunist’. This question has puzzled some people, including some famous atheists. Jonathan Miller, a writer and theatre director, once remarked that he never felt the need define himself as a ‘non-believer’, since his atheism ‘was not at any point a rejection of anything’.


‘I’m rather reluctant to call myself an atheist. And it’s not because I’m embarrassed or ashamed of it, or because I fear for my life as I might have done in the olden days if I had announced that I was. Nor have I any reason to think that I might be socially disabled in a way that I once might have been. No – the reason that I’m so reluctant is that atheism itself has acquired almost sectarian connotations, and it hardly – as far as I can see – seems worthwhile having a name for something that scarcely enters my thoughts at all. For myself, as for many people, it’s only in the light of such current controversies with regard to belief that I’ve found myself willing to explicitly articulate my disbelief.’ 2



The same thought has been voiced by the astrophysicist and science communicator Neil deGrasse Tyson. ‘It’s odd that the word atheist even exists,’ he says in a popular YouTube video. ‘I don’t play golf. Is there a word for non-golf players? Do non-golf players gather and strategize? Do non-skiers have a word and come together and talk about the fact that they don’t ski? I don’t; I can’t do that. I can’t gather round and talk about how much everybody in the room doesn’t believe in god. I just don’t, I don’t have the energy for that.’3

Likewise, the philosopher Daniel Dennett says: ‘I don’t like the term atheist because it usually means somebody who is going around upbraiding people and trying to force people to listen to his arguments as to why there is no god. I don’t think there is a god, so I am an atheist, but I don’t make a deal of it. It’s not that I passionately believe there isn’t a god, it’s that, of course there isn’t a god, but so what?’4

What Miller, Tyson and Dennett seem to have in mind here is a particular kind of atheist. Tyson imagines a bunch of atheists sitting round and discussing their unbelief. Dennett pictures an argumentative atheist who is constantly picking fights with believers. There are certainly atheists who behave like this, but to tar all atheists with the same brush is silly. Some atheists are happy to keep their beliefs to themselves, and do not feel the need to huddle around with other atheists for comfort.

Despite what Miller, Tyson and Dennett say, there is in fact a very good reason why we need the word atheist, but don’t need words for people who aren’t communists or don’t play golf. Of all the people who have ever lived, only a tiny minority have been communists or played golf, so there is no need for a word to denote the vast majority that have not. When it comes to religion, however, things are very different. Almost everyone who has ever lived has believed in the existence of a god or gods. In every society we have ever known, atheists have been a tiny minority – and they continue to be a minority today. According to the CIA World Factbook, atheists made up only 2 per cent of the world population in 2010, although ‘non-religious’ people accounted for a further 9.7 per cent.

Like other minorities, atheists have often been ridiculed, persecuted, imprisoned and even murdered for daring to be different. Unlike Jonathan Miller or Neil deGrasse Tyson, most atheists throughout history have been forced to confront and label their disbelief, and have often paid a high price for doing so. They have not enjoyed what Miller calls the ‘luxury of thoughtless disbelief’.

	Coming out as an atheist



‘I am an atheist, out and out. It took me a long time to say it. I’ve been an atheist for years and years, but somehow I felt it was intellectually unrespectable to say one was an atheist, because it assumed knowledge that one didn’t have. Somehow, it was better to say one was a humanist or an agnostic. I finally decided that I’m a creature of emotion as well as of reason. Emotionally, I am an atheist. I don’t have the evidence to prove that God doesn’t exist, but I so strongly suspect he doesn’t that I don’t want to waste my time.’

Isaac Asimov, interview in Free Inquiry, spring 1982.
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So it is disingenuous – even myopic – to claim, as Miller and Tyson do, that we don’t need a word to designate people who don’t believe in gods. Even today, few atheists have the luxury of growing up in a relatively tolerant society. And to call yourself an atheist need not imply that you are part of a movement and like to ‘gather and strategize’ with other atheists, as Tyson wrongly implies. An atheist is simply someone who doesn’t believe there are any gods. This is a sociologically, historically and philosophically important position, and we need a word for it, no matter what a few privileged and out of touch intellectuals may say.

[image: image] How many atheists are there?

According to the best current estimates, atheists make up around 2 per cent of the world population. When we look at this on a country-by-country basis, however, we find that the percentage of atheists varies widely in different parts of the world. The picture in Europe is very mixed, for example. A Eurostat Eurobarometer poll in 2010 asked people to choose between three options:

A  ‘I believe there is a god.’

B  ‘I believe there is some sort of spirit or life-force.’

C  ‘I don’t believe there is any sort of spirit, god or life-force.’

The table below shows the percentage of people in each group for some European countries. As you can see, levels of religious belief vary widely.
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Europe, however, is somewhat of an exception. It is the most secular of all continents, and levels of religious belief are much higher everywhere else. Africa is the most devout continent, and Ghana the most religious country in the world, with 96 per cent of the population claiming to be religious. The number of people who identify as atheist is so small that the number doesn’t even register; officially, it is 0 per cent. Nigeria is not far behind, with 93 per cent of the population professing a religious belief, and only 1 per cent of the population identifying themselves as atheist. Nevertheless, there are a few African countries with significant numbers of atheists, such as South Africa and Botswana.

Latin America is also a very god-fearing continent, with 83 per cent of Mexicans and 65 per cent of Brazilians saying they were Catholic in 2010. But faith is fading; in 1970 the figures were 96 per cent and 92 per cent respectively. In Central America the church’s decline is even more marked: its share has slipped below half in Honduras and is not far behind in El Salvador and Nicaragua. But the main reason for the decline of the Catholic church in these countries is not a rise in the number of atheists but the rise of other Christian ‘brands’, especially miracle-working Pentecostalism. The success of these Protestant brands is due in large part to clever marketing: Central America’s feel-good evangelical mega-churches have growing television audiences as well as packed weekly congregations.

The Middle East is also full of believers. It is still very rare in the Arab world for anyone to describe themself openly as an atheist, as this can lead to ostracism by family and friends, and even draw retaliation from Islamist hard-liners and the authorities. There are a few countries where most people are Muslim and yet atheists can live safely, such as Turkey and Lebanon. But none gives atheists legal protection or recognition. According to sharia law, former Muslim atheists are guilty of apostasy, and eight states, including Iran and Saudi Arabia, have the death penalty on their statute books for such offences. Arguments for the death penalty are usually based on a Hadith, ‘The Prophet said: whoever discards his religion, kill him.’

But is not just the developing world where atheists continue to be in a small minority. The United States too is still a bastion of the Christian faith. Despite the many changes that have rippled through American society over the past 70 years, belief in gods has remained high and remarkably stable. Between 1944 and 2011, the proportion of people answering ‘yes’ to the question ‘Do you believe in God?’ never fell below 92 per cent. Nevertheless, freedom of religion is a constitutionally guaranteed right in the United States, and the First Amendment states that: ‘Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.’ Freedom of religion is also closely associated with separation of church and state, a concept advocated by Thomas Jefferson.

The most atheist country in the world is China, which has been governed by the Chinese Communist Party since 1949. The Communist Party is an atheist organization, which scorns both major world religions and traditional Chinese faiths, and destroyed countless temples and relics during the Cultural Revolution between 1967 and 1977. Nevertheless, five religions are now officially recognized in China: Buddhism, Taoism, Islam, Protestantism and Roman Catholicism. A survey conducted by Shanghai University in 2007 found that 59 per cent of people above the age of 16, or about 600 million people, considered themselves irreligious. A 2012 poll by WIN/Gallup International reported that 47 per cent of Chinese respondents described themselves as ‘convinced atheists’, although other surveys have put the number of atheists in China at between 8 per cent and 14 per cent. The wide disparity among these estimates underscores the difficulty of accurately surveying the religious views of a nation of over a billion people, but also points to some problems related to identifying religious belief specifically.

[image: image] Will the real atheists please stand up?

Collecting reliable statistics on the number of atheists in any given country is difficult mainly for the following three reasons:

[image: image]  people might be unwilling to admit their true beliefs for fear of social disapproval

[image: image]  people understand terms like belief and atheism in different ways, so two people may give different answers to the same question, even though their beliefs are in fact identical

[image: image]  subtle differences in the way that pollsters phrase questions about religious belief can lead to wide discrepancies between poll results.

The first problem affects both strongly religious and strongly atheist countries. As we will see, atheists still face widespread discrimination and even persecution in many parts of the world so they may not always answer surveys about religious beliefs honestly. But fear of social disapproval can work the other way too. In China, for example, where the Communist Party retains a strong hold on many areas of public life, people may be afraid to admit they believe in gods when responding to an official survey.

The second problem applies everywhere, since words like belief, atheism and god are understood in widely different ways. Take the word belief, for example.
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