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Does God Exist? XXth - XXIst Century Theism vsAtheism Discourse in the Anglo-American World
As Friedrich Nietzsche lay on his deathbed in 1900, perhaps he was imagining Christianity is coming
to its end as well. He left the world with his deep conviction that God is dead, having prophesied that
Western civilization as a whole is going to abandon Christian dogma and ethics, as Christianity is
going to self-overcome itself. According to Nietzsche, this self-overcoming, or self-destruction of
Christianity was the result of the religion’s moral principle ‘never to deceive oneself’, confronted with
its refusal to enter the domain of questions and reason. Although the cultural shift away from
religion was not total, and its influence is still high, particularly in the US, Nietzsche’s claims echoed
throughout the century, as the idea of God became increasingly less popular in the mind of modern,
scientific man.

Accordingly, Gallup center has estimated that the percentage of Americans with no religious
affiliation increased from 1-2 percent in the early 1950s1 to as high as 15-16 percent in 2013 and
2014, respectively2. In the case of the question “Do you believe in God?” Gallup collected up to 3
percent of negative answers until 1967 and 11% in 20143. In the United Kingdom, in 1983 32 percent
of people considered themselves not to belong to any religion, compared with 48 percent in 20134.
The percentage of atheists and agnostics (i.e. those who do not believe in any higher spirit or life
force) increased from 16 percent in 1947 to 30 percent in 19935. The negative trend is clear in both
countries.

Methodology
In this essay, I will study the God’s existence debate, in particular its influence on the societies of US
and UK, from 1900 until 2015. The question is one of the most controversial ones and it may be as
well the oldest of the big problems of philosophy. In the essay I will not take religious anti-realism
into account; anti-realism asserts that theism is neither true nor false, it is rather a subjective
experience in which God is a product of human mind. Due to the very nature of the case this belief
remains outside the topic.

I will leave aside all of those academic discourses that are not particularly influential and
concentrate only on those that are relevant for a wider public. This implies that I will focus solely on
the Christian God, having in mind that the notions of “religion”, “Christianity”, and “theism” have
been, in practice, immensely related to each other in Anglo-American societies. For, although a belief
in a god does not necessarily imply adherence to any religion and vice versa, the public debate
concentrated on Christian God and on him it has been interested. The subject of other sects,
undoubtedly an interesting one, can be considered on another occasion.

1 Gallup, based on yearly aggregates of opinion polls, “What is your religious preference – is it Protestant,
Roman Catholic, or Jewish, another religion, or no religion?”

2 Gallup, based on yearly aggregates of opinion polls, “What is your religious preference – is it Protestant,
Roman Catholic, or Jewish?”

3 Gallup, “Do you (personally) believe in (a) God?”; 1944, 1947, 1953, 1954, 1965, 1967, 2013, 2014
4 Park, A., Bryson, C., Clery, E., Curtice, J. and Phillips, M. (eds.) (2013), British Social Attitudes: the 30th

Report
5 Clive D. Field; Religion in Great Britain, 1939-99: A Compendium of Gallup Poll Data
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There are some controversial topics that have an indirect connection to the question of God’s
existence: evolution vs creation debate, which I will mention, is one example. On the other hand, I do
not wish to consider deeply politicized topics or moral issues, such as abortion; to my knowledge,
they have not been widely used as an argument for (a)theism.

Furthermore, it is evident that this problem cannot be properly addressed in absolute isolation.
Hence, in order to provide the context, sometimes I will make leaps to XIXth century and,
occasionally, to continental Europe.

Goals of the essay
Obviously, my intention is not to engage in philosophical disputes on God’s existence, but rather
treat the question from a historical point of view. A historian may objectively observe that numbers
of declared believers drop as the culture becomes increasingly secularized and its philosophy moves
away from traditional religion (as Nietzsche predicted), but the question arises how this widespread
rejection relates to intellectual debate and whether it has been historically possible for Christians to
reconcile reason with faith. The second thing to observe is that the debate has not gained much
attention in the public square until XXIst century and one may ask for an explanation of this.

I divided my essay into three parts: in the first, I discuss the development of influential modern
philosophies (positivism, naturalism) and also Christian philosophical attitudes. Then, I will observe
how the debate is related to our knowledge about earlier periods of history (gospels, general history
of religion). Third and final part will be devoted to general trends in the society in relation to
philosophy, history and evolution.

Positivist philosophy
One of the great enemies of classical religion was positivism. At the dawn of XXth century, it already
had a well-established position, and was espoused by many philosophers. In its core, positivism is an
epistemological philosophy which states that beliefs can only be justified on the basis of experience,
and any a priori beliefs, metaphysical or theological speculations are rejected.

The first clear statement of positivism and the origin of its name date back to 1830, when August
Comte, in his book Cours de Philosophie Positive, argued for a new, scientific epistemology. According
to Comte, in the new scientific era vain theological and metaphysical discourses should be
abandoned and people should turn to scientific observation and sensory experience alone.

Positivism soon gained popularity in Europe. Comte also laid the foundations of a new discipline
of science: sociology. One of the great theories of sociology at the time was the so-called first phase
of secularization thesis. According to numerous figures of that time, who sympathized with the
progressive ideas of Enlightenment, the European society had begun to abandon superstitions (such
as belief in God) and started its turn towards science and technology6. Still, the true heir of early
positivism was about to emerge in Austria.

6This dualistic thinking was widespread in XIXth and early XXth centuries. “The most illustrious figures in
sociology, anthropology, and psychology have unanimously expressed confidence that their children, or surely
their grandchildren, would live to see the dawn of a new era in which, to paraphrase Freud, the infantile
illusions of religion would be outgrown.” (R. Stark and W.S. Bainbridge, The Future of Religion, University of
California Press 1985 p.1)
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The Vienna Circle
At the beginning of XXth century, philosophers and scientists of Vienna started a series of meetings
that will later transform into what was called the Vienna Circle. Inspired by positivist thought of
Comte and drawing on earlier philosophers of science, such as Ernst Mach, the Viennese based their
thought on the principles of empiricism and logic, rejecting speculations they saw as devoid of
meaning. Logical positivism and logical empiricism, both of which I do not need to consider here in
detail, were the Circle’s elaborations of the ideas it started with. Initially Vienna Circle was not widely
recognized. This changed in 1929, when the famous manifesto Wissenschaftliche Weltauffassung.
Der Wiener Kreis was published. It declared:

“We have characterized the scientific world-conception essentially by two features. First it is
empiricist and positivist: there is knowledge only from experience, which rests on what is
immediately given. This sets the limits for the content of legitimate science. Second, the
scientific world-conception is marked by application of a certain method, namely logical
analysis. The aim of scientific effort is to reach the goal, unified science, by applying logical
analysis to the empirical material.”

Generally speaking, opposition to metaphysics resulted in a great interest in philosophy of
language; in fact, logical positivists can be seen as the fathers of this discipline. (Russell opposed
Leibniz argument on these grounds). Later, when most of its members emigrated to US in 1930s,
they became founders of the entire analytic school. This Anglo-American type of philosophy (after
positivists) is characterized by thorough linguistic analysis leading to the ‘avoidance of
meaninglessness’.

The one positivists’ assertion that is particularly significant in our discussion is verificationism.
Perhaps the clearest exposition of it comes in the book Language, Truth and Logic written by a British
logical positivist A. J. Ayer. It rests on the principle that only those statements that are verifiable by
means of experience or logic are not meaningless. Why do I hold positivism and verificationism to be
relevant to the problem? We must observe that (1) they represent the core of modern scientific
philosophy; (2) they have had a great influence in the society; (3) they reject theology, including the
very concept of God, is unverifiable and hence nonsensical and (4) they reject traditional ethics,
defending moral subjectivism and skepticism.

Although logical positivism is largely abandoned by contemporary philosophers, we must realize
that positivism and the Vienna Circle have had – and still have - a great influence in the society. A
modern man who is familiar with scientific ways of inquiry often bases his epistemology on the very
tenets of positivism. Hence an advocate of science not only sees the importance of repeatable
experiment, but also imagines he can construct the edifice from the bottom up, deriving unshakeable
science from experimental facts. Instead of taking any of the recent views developed by Quine or the
Bayesians or espousing more skeptical approach, represented by Feyerabend or the Kuhnians, the
public understands science in a more traditional, positivist way. Some go as far as to argue that only
experiment can give us a definite knowledge, and unless supported by direct observation, our claims
amount to nothing. This radical view that only science can lead us to truth, called scientism7, is a very
harsh opponent of theism. For it is clearly impossible to hold to transcendent truths if they cannot be
known at all! Although many philosophers reject the view that science can be a final authority in

7 More generally, scientism is “an exaggerated trust in the efficacy of the methods of natural science
applied to all areas of investigation” (Merriam-Webster)
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every field of inquiry8, scientism is indeed influential in the society. I will return to this topic later,
when I will discuss New Atheism.

Positivism can be also taken as one of the foundations on which modern naturalism rests. It is
easily seen that, given positivism, we must abandon all theories about supernatural, as it is directly
unobservable and claims about it are empirically unverifiable. Methodological naturalism, that
attempts to separate scientific enquiry from philosophical speculations, has always been a basic
presumption of science, but logical positivism went further and denied meaning to all statements
outside science, leading many from methodological to metaphysical naturalism.

Evolutionism and philosophy
A philosophy of history it is worthy to consider here is the kind of evolutionism that is understood
more broadly than in terms of life: that is, as a working basis for the investigation in other fields.
Indeed, Darwin’s original theory had a significant impact on many areas of scholarship, as they
adopted the idea of biological evolution and extrapolated it. John Stuart Mill observed in 1860s in his
essay Theism that:

“Religions tend to be discussed, at least by those who reject them, less as intrinsically true or
false than as products thrown up by certain states of civilization, and which, like the animal and
vegetable productions of a geological period, perish in those which succeed it.”

Anthropologists realized there is a strict analogy between life forms and religion, and the latter
may also be understood from Darwinian perspective: since life, traditionally taken by theists to be a
God’s creation, was explained naturalistically by evolution, the same should in principle be possible
for religion itself. For example, Judaism was thought to have emerged from polytheism and
monolatrism, and the holy books of Old Testament – were explained by critical scholarship to be a
derivative of at least four human-written texts.9 To our immediate interest will be this simple thesis
that had enormous significance in academia and, later, in society itself: the thesis that origins of
religion should be understood in terms of evolution of its dogmas.

Last but not least, the great difficulty of the origin of life that agnostic was confronted with was
resolved and was no longer perplexing for him. The church used to rely heavily on teleological
arguments for the existence of God before the publication of the Origin of Species; what mattered
now, as Turner point out “was not that agnostic had ready at hand a scientific explanation for the
origin of life, the formation of the solar system, or any other scientific problem; rather, it was that he
had the impression that science could provide one – if not right away, then eventually.”10

Christian philosophy
One more phenomenon that must be taken into account in our considerations of the God’s
existence, but of another kind, is the rebirth of Christian philosophy and apologetics, a rebirth in
analytic spirit. The academia, where philosophy departments had been almost entirely dominated by
non-theists, began to diversify, as Christians were developing old and inventing new arguments for

8 Ian Kidd, Doing Away With Scientism, Philosophy Now, 2014 (102), p.30-31
9 Jullian Wellhausen, Prolegomena zur Geschichte Israels (Berlin, 1882)
10 James Turner, Without God, Without Creed (Baltimore-London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985)

p. 180
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classical theism11. For example Alvin Platinga focused on Christian epistemology, modified Anselm’s
ontological argument and devised his famous evolutionary argument against naturalism (reference),
although the latter had been earlier proposed in a similar form by C.S. Lewis (Miracles, 1947, 1960)
who was also influenced by others, e.g. G. E. M. Anscombe.

Some philosophers used arguments based on modern cosmology. Indeed, new discoveries in this
field seemed for many to cohere with the idea of creation: Big Bang can be used as an argument for
the beginning of the universe and hence creation ex nihilo, while the so called fine tuning of the
universe (physical constants fit in a narrow gap allowing life to exist) may give support to the
hypothesis of intelligent designer.

The importance of new Christian trends in philosophy lies in the fact that these arguments – and
other – provided the basis for later Christian popular apologetics, especially in the era of New
Atheism.

New Testament scholarship and history of religion
Great part of historians after Hume realized that gospels can be properly studied not only from a
standpoint of faith, but critically, from a rational point of view. Apart from the confessed ‘Jesus of
faith’, intellectuals wished to know what the real picture was (given that Jesus existed). They could
suppose that the gospels were merely a human work or even a set of legends. Overly rationalistic
methodology of this project was called into question by revisionists in 1950s. In total, we can
distinguish three phases of this ‘quest for historical Jesus’.

“There is a basic orientation that this study had three key phases: an ‘antidogmatic’ first
quest; a second, ‘new’ quest grounded in historical and tradition criticism as well as in Greco-
Roman background; and a third quest rooted in the study of Jesus in his Jewish context. The
third study searches for a more unified, coherent explanation of him and the data we have
about him.”12

Thus the first quest was inspired by rationalism - numerous attempts to cast skepticism upon
gospel accounts were motivated, in part, by naturalistic philosophy. The divine Christ of the gospels
was assumed to have emerged as an accumulation of myth and theological reflection over the
decades until gospels were written; this was the basis for many non-orthodox theories. This XIXth

century tradition is related, in some sense, to recent sensationalist literature (see page 10).
The second quest underlined the importance of context and was somewhat less skeptical. The

third quest stressed the need to study Jesus in his Jewish framework. As we will later see, methods of
the third quest proved to be relatively beneficial for conservative view and for modern Christian
apologetics (on many levels, from basic to scholarly)13.

A recurring theme in virtually every debate over religion is its relationship to reason and, in
particular, to science. According to Comte’s ‘three stages of thought’ proposition, civilization moves
from superstitions through metaphysics to experiment, so we must replace religion with science, as

11 In 1980, Time observed, "In a quiet revolution in thought and argument that hardly anybody could have
foreseen only two decades ago, God is making a comeback. Most intriguingly, this is happening not among
theologians or ordinary believers, but in the crisp intellectual circles of academic philosophers, where the
consensus had long banished the Almighty from fruitful discourse" (Modernizing the Case for God, Time, 7 April
1980, pp. 65-66)

12 Darrell L. Bock, Studying the Historical Jesus, (Baker Academic/Apollos, 2002)  pp. 141-142
13 See McDowell (1972, 1977), Wright (2007, 2008b), Habermas (2004)
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the latter is epistemically superior. The influence of J. W. Draper’s ‘History of the Conflict between
Science and Religion’ - that criticized religion for its eternal opposition to development in science - is
therefore not surprising. Especially that in XXth century some of the believers did a lot to appear
science-unfriendly.

Evolution and creation
Christians started to attack evolution very early on.14 Both sides soon were antagonized, and their
disputes violent. Creationists accused the evolutionists of immorality, atheism, not establishing the
link between primates and humans, mistaken views on geology, and the so-called ‘guessing’, which
was completely at odds with the traditional, inductive, more ‘classificationist’ than explanatory,
Baconian philosophy of science. The other side did not remain silent. For example, in 1924 biologist
L. A. Chase in his fervent defense of evolution and fierce attack on creationists argues (emphasis
added):

“Concerning evolution, it may be safely inferred that the New York pastor and the director
of the American Museum of Natural History of New York do not speak the same language or
dwell even in the same universe. To the mind of the pastor this world is directed by a deus ex
machina, uncontrolled and a law only unto itself, which moves in mysterious ways its wonders
to perform. To the mind of the director events move in an orderly way under natural law,
effects having their immediate causes within nature itself.”15

We can notice how emotional the debate was at that time. No doubt religion was perceived by
some as being in unsolvable conflict with science.

One of the first great disputes in public was the 1925 Scopes’ Trial. The prosecution, represented
by a devout Presbyterian and politician William J. Bryan, argued that John Scopes was guilty of
teaching evolution in public school in Tennessee.  Bryan made (or at least intended to make16) the
following interesting points:

Scientists are infidel: “he [Leuba] asserts that over half of them [scientists] doubt or deny the
existence of a personal God and a personal immortality.”

Although Bryan’s intention was not to discredit what he meant by ‘real science’, and he denied
science-religion conflict: “Religion is not hostile to learning: Christianity has been the greatest patron
learning has ever had (…) It is not scientific truth to which Christians object” he rejected scientific
consensus on evolution:

“The evolution is not truth, it is merely a hypothesis – it is millions of guesses strung
together. (…) It has not been proven up to today. The evolutionist does not undertake to tell us
how protozoa (…) sent life up through all the various species, and cannot prove that there was
actually any such compelling power at all.”

Bryan had, to use an euphemism, a deep distrust for scientific elite. In the early XXth century,
science became quite an elitist pursuit indeed: the laymen could hardly comprehend all the concepts.

14 The account and nature of this initial clash is wonderfully discussed in: George Webb, Evolution
Controversy in America, (Lexington, KY, USA: University Press of Kentucky, 1994). Web. 24 September 2015

15 Evolution established, The New York Times, 30 Mar 1924
16 The following quotations are from Bryan’s undelivered speech, written for the trial. NY Times, 29 July

1925, pp. 1 and 8
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This is why “for those who saw science as challenging the traditional worldview, the arrogant expert
became the symbol of the new order.”17

Bryan also attacked evolutionism and atheism on moral grounds:  “That doctrine (…) would, if
generally adopted, destroy all sense of responsibility and menace the morals of the world.” He
associated Darwinism with Nietzsche, his criticism of ‘morality of the weak’ and then with dangerous
German war doctrine.

In overall, The Scopes Trial could be seen by many as a contest between scientific and religious
worldview, between theism and atheism. Clarence Darrow, the defendant, whom Bryan dubbed “the
most conspicuous of the opponents of religion in the nation”, opposed the idea of prayer before
each session, ridiculed Bryan’s religious views and compared the whole case to attempts, arguably
characteristic of Middle Ages, to destroy learning. Hence, I dare to put forward a thesis that The
Scopes Trial was not a mere trial, but the first significant public theism vs atheism debate. Although,
of course, (1) evolution is usually taken to be compatible with theism, (2) the formal strategy of
Darrow did not involve discrediting religion and (3) the public was on the side of Bryan, there were
numerous clashes between the sides solely on the account of their differing basic beliefs.

Legal suits of the second evolution controversy (1960s) were generally more formal: critique of
atheism was abandoned in favor of advocating the students’ freedom; hence I do not think this is a
proper example of theism debate. But antievolutionists did little to bridge the gap between
themselves and the rest of the society. Many people perceived there is a deep conflict between
science and religion. Meanwhile fundamentalists developed a sense of alienation from American
culture and believed that their efforts can save the nation from modernism and disbelief.

Edward John Carnell
E.J. Carnell was an American philosopher, theologian, apologist and pastor. He became recognized
for his opposition to fundamentalism, and in this aspect he can be seen as one of the reformers and
modernizers of American orthodox Christianity, until 1940s associated, to a large extent, with
fundamentalism. Carnell saw errors in this worldview, criticizing it mainly for separatist tendencies as
well as on number of other points. He called for a change: instead of having a very polarized view of
the society (‘we, the righteous’ and ‘the sinners’), orthodox Christians should engage with culture,
staying true to the doctrine: “Jesus the transformer of culture” should be preferred to “Jesus against
culture”. It follows, for example, that a Christian must not reject science in the name of orthodoxy,
even if only for the sake of preventing alienation. All of this was naturally relevant to the God debate,
for at last two opposing worldviews could engage in a discourse without deep prejudices.

When it comes to apologetics, Carnell heavily criticized positivism, in that it denies all truth but
scientific one. For him it was not only unacceptable but also thoroughly contrary to common sense
and basic human conscience to deny objectivity of such topics as love, which is one of the greatest of
all things a man can experience. He also argued that this philosophy is self-refuting.

In his apology of Christian orthodoxy, Carnell claimed that Jesus can consistently satisfy the needs
of whole person: primarily existential, but for those who need it, also rational and cognitive ones,
thus passing the test which he called ‘systematic consistency’ of a worldview. Perhaps following
Kierkegaard, he emphasized existential struggle from which (he claimed) man cannot run and must
therefore turn to God (this is not to say this turn is irrational, for it can be defended). This emphasis

17 George Webb, Evolution Controversy in America, (Lexington, KY, USA: University Press of Kentucky,
1994). Web. 24 September 2015, p. 64
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makes him and C.S. Lewis quite different from most Christian apologists of the present day, who tend
to rely on the evidence-based reasoning.

Let’s now move to the discussion of more popular personalities associated with God debate in
XXth century, in the UK and US.

Clive Staples Lewis
Clive Staples Lewis was a former atheist and convert to Anglican Christianity. He wrote popular works
defending Christian faith from rational and existential perspective, adopting the usual strategy of
apologists, which is not to defend any particular denomination, but the general Christian worldview.
For example, Mere Christianity (1952) is explicitly a defense of this kind.

Lewis lived at the height of logical positivism, which he did not accept and was one of the first to
oppose some of its tenets. In The Abolition of Man (1943) he defends objectivity of ethics, against
what he recognized in The Control of Language (1939), a textbook used in Britain's upper form
schools, as an influence of positivist moral antirealism (see page 2). Neither did he accept later
postmodern approach to literature, for it denied objectivity of literary criticism.

Lewis not only tried to provide rational arguments, but also appealed to emotional longing for
meaning, longing for the infinite and transcendent. He wrote apologetic books and fiction abounding
in Christian allegories or alternative realities; this work outlived his death. Today, he is still a popular
author of children novels and apologetics, and his Mere Christianity was at least as influential as its
contemporary Why I am not a Christian by Bertrand Russell.

Bertrand Russell
Russell was one of the most prominent outspoken atheists (or agnostics) of the XXth century. He was
both intellectually systematic in his treatises on theism and vigorously critical of religion. He was well
acquainted with arguments for generic theism: for some time, he was compelled by them; but in his
famous essay ‘Why I am not a Christian’ (based on a speech given in 1927, in the middle of post-war
religious revival among intelligentsia) he diligently addresses main arguments for theism, refutes
them and gives several other reasons why he rejects Christianity, that is: (1) moral defects in Christ’s
teaching, (2) atrocities of organized religion, (3) motivation of faith by fear. Besides that, it is
insightful to note his conviction that “historically it is quite doubtful whether Christ ever existed at
all, and if he did we do not know anything about him”18. This position is perfectly understandable in
the light of the contemporary historical Jesus quest.

There is a very famous and plain analogy which Russell devised: the Russell’s teapot. Discussion
on the existence of God may begin from posing the question of who must provide evidence for his
position - the skeptic or the believer – whether one’s ‘default’ position may be theism. According to
Russell, nobody can disprove that there is a teapot orbiting the Sun between Earth’s and Mars’
orbits, nevertheless he’s still justified in believing it is not true, as long as there is no evidence for its
existence. This parallel attempts to show that the burden of proof lies on the believer: it is he who
must provide evidence for the existence of God. This idea has had a great popularity since the time of
Russell, although I think it has been occasionally wrongly interpreted by some theists as an argument
for untenability of atheism.

18 Why I am not a Christian, in: Russell on Religion, edited by L. Greenspan, S. Anderson (New York:
Routledge, 1999) p.85
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Russell was popular as an atheist, both in the United States and Great Britain. In 1948, he engaged
in a famous debate with Frederick Copleston; this debate was broadcasted by the BBC. After agreeing
with Russell on the definition of God, which presented no difficulties, Copleston presented three
lines of evidence for God’s existence:

• Leibniz argument, for which Russell objected by pointing out that the notion of
necessary being is not understandable nor meaningful (the problem being that it is
formulated in ordinary language) and hence the question is invalid.

• Argument from religious experience, which Russell rejects as well: “I should reply to
that line of argument that the whole argument from our own mental states to something
outside us, is a very tricky affair.”19

• The moral argument for Lawgiver. Russell claims that moral values are subjective;
they are only a matter of feeling and social conditioning.

According to some philosophers,20 Russell is supposed to belong or to be highly sympathetic to
the Vienna Circle, at least in some stage of his life, while others reject it21. His strategy in the BBC
debate seems to uphold the first view to some extent, as Russell demands a language that would be
more meaningful, denies that subjective experiences are a valid source of knowledge and rejects
objective ethics.

Russell is a very fascinating and complicated individual; it is impossible to give a comprehensive
account of his beliefs in this short essay. But to some approximation, his rejection of God is based on
logical positivism, rejection of classical arguments for God and the critique of the believers’ morality.

Antony Flew
Antony Flew was one of those naturalist philosophers who may be equally admired by theists and
non-theists alike. He showed a good understanding of Christian apologetics and had a reverence for
C.S. Lewis, nonetheless didn’t find any argument to be persuasive. Since he believed one must
remain an atheist unless there is enough evidence to the contrary, he has been an atheist for most of
his life, although, formally speaking, he didn’t find the concept of God to be meaningful enough.

One of Flew’s merits was resurrecting and reformulating Hume’s argument against miracles,
which he believed posed a big obstacle to Christian historical apologetics, which presupposes it is in
principle possible to provide historical evidence of such a force that a miracle can be established.

He publicly debated Christian apologists: Gary Habermas on the resurrection of Jesus in 1985 and
William Lane Craig in 1998.

Towards the end of his life, Antony Flew became a deist.22

19 http://www.scandalon.co.uk/philosophy/cosmological_radio.htm, 26 September 2015
20 „…Bertrand Russell, the greatest living representative of English empiricism, may not injustly be called the

father of logical positivism…” J. Joergensen, The Development of Logical Positivism, in: International
Encyclopedia of Unified Science (Chicago, 1951) p. 11; also Popper, Putnam, Richardson (see below)

21 H. J. Ribeiro, The Present Relevance of Bertrand Russell's Criticism of Logical Positivism, Revista
Portuguesa de Filosofia T. 55, Fasc. 4 (Oct. - Dec., 1999), pp. 427-458

22 A. Flew, R. A. Varghese, There Is a God: How the World's Most Notorious Atheist Changed His Mind
(HarperOne, 2008)

http://www.scandalon.co.uk/philosophy/cosmological_radio.htm
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Science and religion
I described before the correspondence between anti-evolutionism and religion vs science problem.
There are several branches of it: (1) conflict of scientific and religious epistemology and metaphysics,
(2) historical conflict, (3) unbelief among scientists. I have already discussed first two. As to the third,
there have been several surveys on scientists’ religious beliefs; the first one was perhaps James
Leuba’s 1916 survey23. Leuba expected that faith among scientists will sharply decline in the future; a
similar survey was conducted by Larson and Witham (1996)24, but it did not support Leuba’s
hypothesis. Another one was carried out by Ecklund (2007). The results are shown in the table below.
All the surveys are from the US – so that the data is coherent and comparable. I must point out that
the Leuba’s original question implies far more than theism; the number of scientists believing in God
may have been even higher.

Survey Leuba Larson & Witham Ecklund
Question 25 26 Do you believe in

God?
Yes (%) 41,8 39,3 36
Don’t know/Doubt (%) 16,7 14,5 30
No (%) 41,5 45,3 34

There are other opinion polls conducted on scientists from various institutions, but almost none
indicates that less than about 35 percent of scientists believe God.27

We can see that the percentage of unbelievers among scientists is much larger than in population
of the United States. Of course this observation needs further interpretation. I will not go into details
here, but only mention some simple explanations. First, non-believers may argue that scientists’
cognitive abilities are higher and hence they reject religion; this claim is often found in discourses
over theism (Dawkins 2006). On the other hand, believers object this cannot be true, for many of the
greatest scientists were religious (Newton, Maxwell, Faraday), but they find it difficult to find similar
examples today. Ecklund (2007) proposes yet another explanation. She observes that people from
non-religious background are more likely to become scientists, so scientific education is not
necessarily the cause of unbelief, at least not in all the cases. Moreover, she notes that “the story is
more complex than the simple ‘religion is contradictory to science and hence religious individuals do
not go into science’ “.

But, after all, whence the idea that scientists are better disposed to knowing what is true about
God? We will come into this topic shortly.

Historical criticism of Christianity; Jesus conspiracy theories
Beginning as early as XVIIIth century, alternative versions of Jesus’ ministry, death, and following
events, including development of tradition, have been proposed. Traditional views have been

23 James H. Leuba, The Belief in God and Immortality, (Boston: Sherman French & Company, 1916)
24 Larson, E. J.; Witham, L. (1997). Scientists are still keeping the faith. Nature 386 (6624): 435–436
25 “I believe in a God in intellectual and affective communication with humankind, i.e. a God to whom one

may pray in expectation of receiving an answer. By “answer” I mean more than the subjective, psychological
effect of prayer.” American Men and Women of Science

26 The same as Leuba’s
27 The Wikipedia page on ‘Relationship between religion and science’ lists only one such a study (26

September 2015).
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challenged; authority of the Scripture – no longer believed in by scholars. It may be that each
generation has its own interpretations of how the New Testament - as we have it today - came into
being and what exactly happened in Galilee two thousand years ago. Here I will concentrate on those
theories that gained the greatest popularity in public.

First, there is Jesus myth theory, a view with a long tradition, dating back at least to Voltaire.
According to the contemporary mainstream version, popularized by the Internet movie Zeitgeist and
the rest of the web, the gospels are fabricated from beginning to the end. The person of Jesus was a
personification of the Sun and is based on such figures as Horus, Mitra and many others, who also
had represented the Sun allegorically. There has not been much interest in this idea among
historians; perhaps one of the very few who support it is Richard C. Carrier.

Even more popular than Jesus myth theory was Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code: “A murder inside
the Louvre and clues in Da Vinci paintings lead to the discovery of a religious mystery protected by a
secret society for two thousand years -- which could shake the foundations of Christianity”28 - this is a
short description of a film based on the novel. A lot of people believed that it presented a legitimate
history - conspiracy nature of the case that could destroy Christianity ensured an immense success of
the author.

Nevertheless, one of The Da Vinci Code’s historical theses is universal: it is the problem of New
Testament apocrypha. The book asserts that the four gospels as we have them today were picked
arbitrarily by the Church, among from many of at least the same historical reliability. Apocrypha were
something novel for the general public opinion; given vast numbers of these alternative histories of
Jesus, many believers started to doubt whether any legitimate knowledge of his life is possible.

Apart from these two theories, there have been several other popular ones in recent years; those
among New York Times best seller lists in the years 2003-2015 I may mention briefly. Michael
Baigent in The Jesus Papers presents a story similar to that of The Da Vinci Code. A scholar Bart
Ehrman in Misquoting Jesus argues that the text of the New Testament has undergone major
changes since the first century and is therefore unreliable. In Jesus, Interrupted he focuses on
contradictions in the NT. Reza Aslan in Zealot states that Jesus was only a leader of a revolutionary
movement (a view very popular in the second-third quests).

New Atheism
The XXIst century witnessed the rise of unprecedented kind of atheism. Since 2004 until 2007
prominent intellectuals Sam Harris, Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens and Daniel Dennett29, the
four that later was dubbed “The Four Horsemen of Non-Apocalypse”, published books that soon
featured high on best-sellers lists30. The widespread attention they were given by the media and their
great influence on individuals and on the society as a whole was something previously unheard of.
Although Russell attempted to popularize atheism (or agnosticism) in UK/US, and Madalyn O’Hair
had some successes in secular activism, and great number of books defending atheism was published
in last two centuries, none of these efforts came close to New Atheists’ public success. Hence one
may ask the following questions:

28 Imdb.com, The Da Vinci Code, 28 September 2015
29 Other intellectuals that may be included in this group are: S. Hawking, V. Stegner, P. Atkins and S. Pinker
30 Amazon best sellers, 2006: The God Delusion (26th), 2007: God is not great (23rd), The God Delusion (50th)
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I. How the problem of God’s existence and intellectual arguments for atheism became
so popular?

II. Why the public interest in this topic has surged now?
It must be emphasized that the writers’ skill and eloquence is no good explanation; for it would be

a strange coincidence indeed to witness the success of so numerous authors. Let’s henceforth
proceed with a brief analysis of the nature of New Atheists’ discourse and the general goals of the
project they undertake. Then we will compare them with atheists of the past and we will try to
provide answers to the questions above.

New Atheism is, obviously, a type of atheism. Its supporters claim that there is no God, although
Daniel Dennett suggests31 that the concept is not sufficiently well-defined either. They also reject the
idea of any Great Principle or Guiding Spirit. Second, New Atheists do not only harshly oppose
Christian and Islamic fundamentalism, but usually extrapolate the critique to all kinds of religions,
perceiving any of them as potentially dangerous and irrational superstition, and hence they stand
against all the ‘milder’ versions of believers as well. Their strategy is often to ridicule religions or
make atheism seem morally superior. And thirdly, they redefine faith as ‘belief without evidence’ or
‘irrational belief’, and hence they draw on a long tradition that creates a dichotomy between faith
and reason, or religion and science. Religious cognition, they claim, is in eternal, not only
epistemological, but historical conflict with scientific enquiry; they argue that our society must
choose between the two, and obviously it is science that must be preferred over religion, as in the
case of evolution/creation debate. These fundaments, reiterated below, I will consider one by one,
explaining them in the light of historical context in which they appear. Having done this, we will be
equipped to better understand the phenomenon of New Atheism from socio-historical perspective.

1. God is a meaningful concept, but he does not exist
2. Opposition to all religions; public ridicule and ethics
3. Science vs religion

a. Epistemology
b. Evolution vs creation
c. History of the conflict between science and religion

Let’s begin with the third point. On page 3, I defined and explained scientism, the belief in
absolute universality of scientific method. Most of the New Atheists have been often accused of
scientism, and in my opinion, rightly so. They agree32 that science is epistemically privileged, in that
its methods are the ultimate criteria for determining the truth or falsehood of any belief. Since only
science is in the position to give proofs and explain the reality, those beliefs that are not supported
by hard scientific evidence are dismissed as irrational, and arguably every gap in our present
knowledge will be explained by future discoveries in science. They repeat after Comte that science
has replaced religion and for the modern man only scientific knowledge should be valuable:
otherwise superstitions will halt the progress. These views are clearly recognizable in their writings:

31 James E. Taylor, The New Atheists, in: Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Web. 22 September 2015
32 With the exception of Daniel Dennett
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“When considering the truth of a proposition, one is either engaged in an honest appraisal
of the evidence and logical arguments, or one isn't. Religion is one area of our lives where
people imagine that some other standard of intellectual integrity applies.”33

Furthermore, there have been attempts (in a clearly positivist spirit) to discard philosophy as a
valid discipline. Physicists Stephen Hawking and Leonard Mlodinow, in their book The Grand Design
(2010), argue:

“We wonder, we seek answers: What is the nature of reality? Where did all this come from?
Did the universe need a creator? Traditionally, these are questions for philosophy, but
philosophy is dead. Philosophers have not kept up with modern developments in science,
particularly physics. Scientists have become the bearers of the torch of discovery in our quest
for knowledge.” (p. 1)

This resurrection of positivism is unacceptable to many. That New Atheists represent scientism is
quite widely accepted among philosophers (Pigliucci, Nagel, Rosenberg), some criticized them for
holding to this position34, while others defended it.35

So we have a direct evidence from New Atheists’ claims and philosophers’ opinion to support the
thesis. Also a sociologist William Stahl recognizes New Atheists’ scientistic approach to knowledge.36

Since New Atheists embrace scientism, they tend to claim that one must decide between science
and religion; for them, there is a conflict between religious and scientific thinking and one cannot be
a scientist while believing in the supernatural. For example, commenting on the evangelical Christian
Francis Collins being the director of National Institutes of Health, Harris “argued that while Collins is
‘obviously a very smart guy who has made real contributions to science,’ his religious convictions are
a point of intellectual concern.”37

Richard Dawkins, the most famous New Atheist author, focuses mainly on the theory of evolution
and the debate between evolutionism and creationism, viciously attacking the latter. The long history
of warfare between American creationists and evolutionists provides a wonderful piece of evidence
for the science vs religion thesis. For Dawkins, the struggle against creationism is but a small battle in
a great war against religion that honest scientists must fight.

The second point on evolutionism, and one of the main arguments of The God Delusion, is a
conviction that science can eventually provide explanation for everything, just as The Origin of
Species once did and destroyed contemporary teleology. Dawkins rejects all arguments from design
and the Big Bang precisely on this basis.

Since life is not a product of God, neither is religion. New Atheists use the old theories of religion
origins (see page 4) to prove their point that it is irrational.38 This is not to say that these theories are
dead – on the contrary, they are quite popular and have a strong support from recent developments

33 Sam Harris, Letter to a Christian Nation (Knopf, 2006)
34 Massimo Pigliucci, New Atheism and the Scientistic Turn in the Atheism Movement, Midwest Studies in

Philosophy 37 (1):142-153 (2013)
35 Alex Rosenberg, The Atheist’s Guide to Reality (W. W. Norton & Company, 2012)
36 William A. Stahl, The New Atheism and Fundamentalism, in: Religion and the New atheism, edited by A.

Amarasingam (Boston: Brill, 2010)
37 Atheist Sam Harris Attacks Accomplished NIH Scientist Dr. Francis Collins for Being Christian,

ChristianPost, 19 December 2014
38 See for example Daniel Dennett, Breaking the spell.
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in the field of group evolution, evolution of morality and evolution of cognition which may suggest
that religion as a social phenomenon has its roots in some sort of pattern-seeking fallacy.

Therefore, we can see how defending evolution and consideration of its implications became a
very important point in the New Atheists’ set of arguments.

History lies beyond scientific empiricism, but interestingly, New Atheists do not reject truths of
the past. A very popular New Atheists’ strategy is to draw a picture of history that antagonizes
science and religion. Victor Stenger, in his book “New Atheism”, invokes old authority of two
influential writers: J. W. Draper, History of the Conflict between Science and Religion (1873) and A. D.
White, History of the Warfare of Science with Theology (1896).

A similar argument in the New Atheists’ arsenal is a specific view of history: the claim that religion
is the root of evil in the world. This line of argument was taken mainly by Christopher Hitchens, but
also by Richard Dawkins: “The take-home message is that we should blame religion itself, not
religious extremism - as though that were some kind of terrible perversion of real, decent religion.”39

My intention is not to dispute New Atheists’ interpretations of history. This was done, e. g. by B.
W. Painter Jr. (The New Atheist Denial of History, Palgrave Macmillan 2014). But all of this clearly
shows that one of their strategies is to support popular and positivist views of history that provide
evidence for atheism.

We can now outline the “new” arguments for atheism:

1. New Atheists support popular views on history, based on XIXth century positivist interpretations
and on the Russell’s conviction that religion is always harmful.

2. New Atheists’ strategy is to disprove religion by, and in the name of, science.
3. New Atheists represent scientism, based on positivism and neopositivism. Their approach relies

much more on science than on philosophy – in contrast to earlier defenses of atheism.
4. New Atheists use evolutionism to disprove Christian theism. They also invoke anthropologists’

idea of evolution of religion and evolutionary motivated preference for supernatural
explanations to account for their existence. These ideas also date back to early XXth century.

5. New Atheists rarely engage with Christianity in the field of gospel criticism.

The central claim of New Atheists – that God is a delusion and does not exist – has been disputed
in a great number of books.40 Believers wanted to provide a response to atheism: that is, Christian
apologetics.

Apologetics
Christian apologetics (Gr. ἀπολογία, "speaking in defense") aims at systematic intellectual defense of
faith. First apologists41, who lived in IInd century AD, were trained in contemporary Greek philosophy
and used the methods of Greeks to engage with them and argue in favor of orthodox Christianity.
This tradition was preserved, among others, by Thomas Aquinas, Pascal and Paley.

The rise of Christian apologetics in the late XXth and XXIst century was, above all, motivated by
the need to respond skeptics. It has traditionally had two branches: philosophical and historical.

39 Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (Bantam Books, 2006) p. 345
40 See footnote 43 on the next page
41 Quadratus, Justin Martyr, Clement of Alexandria and many others
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The first part draws on Christian philosophy, including recent treatment of arguments that were
widely rejected already at the time of Russell (see page 8). To convince a significant number of
people, representatives of this branch attempt to provide a defense of Christian philosophy on
various levels of difficulty; therefore their discussions of theism may be addressed to academia or to
laymen. Famous apologists in this branch include William Lane Craig, James Porter Moreland and
Ravi Zacharias.

As William Lane Craig pointed out, philosophical arguments may only lead to generic theism, and
one needs to consider, in addition to that, the person of Jesus:

“And so I would argue that when you look at the claims of Jesus of Nazareth and the historical
credibility of God raising him from the dead, that would move us beyond monotheism to a
Christian monotheism.”42

The historical branch of apologetics defends Christian orthodoxy against sensationalist claims
about Jesus (see page 10). Most publications deal with the credibility of the New Testament and the
resurrection of Jesus and are based in various extent on the third Jesus quest. Again, there are
various levels of difficulty of Christian texts on this matter; famous apologists in this branch include:
Josh McDowell, Nicholas Thomas Wright, Gary Habermas and William Lane Craig.

There is a curious difference between New Atheists and Christian apologists: while the former –
as we have already seen – use old arguments and espouse philosophy of positivism, the apologists
concentrate on the recent philosophical defense of faith and contemporary historical scholarship.
This is not to say that there is in general no good response to them – but that it doesn’t usually come
from the New Atheists.

How does the debate appear in public? First, both sides defend their position, writing a lot of
books on the topic. The Christian ones can be then consequently popularized and distributed by
churches; there have been at least ten responses to The God Delusion alone over the course of the
last few years.43

Second, there have been public debates between theists and atheists, many of which are
available on the Internet. The web is a vast source of arguments given by both sides and,
undoubtedly, a great cause of popularity of the topic. Particularly the atheists made a concerted
effort to spread their views via the internet, as young people, who became strong supporters of
atheism, regularly use the web. Some websites easily become a place to attack and ridicule the
opinion of the other side, as the dispute becomes unduly emotional.

Earlier, we posed two questions:

I. How the problem of God’s existence and intellectual arguments for atheism became so
popular?
II. Why the public interest in this topic (i.e. God existence debate) has surged now?

42 How Do You Move Beyond Generic Theism to Christian Theism?
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eX1ntoP1E90, 26 September 2015

43 Some sample titles are: Atheist Delusions (Hart), Deluded by Dawkins? (Wilson), Is God a Delusion?
(Reitan), The God Delusion Revisited (King), God is No Delusion (Crean), Delusion of Disbelief (Aikman), Beyond
the God Delusion (Grigg), The God Solution (Beverly), The Godless Delusion (Egan), Doubting Dawkins (Ward),
The Devil’s Delusion (Berlinski).

www.youtube.com/watch
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Now, let me provide the answers.

I. The discussion became popular when The New Atheists, who approach religion from a
specific angle, involving positivist philosophy and arguments outlined on the pages 2-4,
published their books (2004-2007) and Christian apologists responded. New Atheism, instead of
being anything really new intellectually, is based on late XIXth century philosophy and science.
II. There are several complementary explanations of the phenomenon:

1. The rise of terrorism, particularly 9/11 attacks. Dawkins himself stated "Many of us saw
religion as harmless nonsense. Beliefs might lack all supporting evidence but, we
thought, if people needed a crutch for consolation, where's the harm? September 11th
changed all that."44 Since it requires some interest in religion to be an atheist (instead of
being an ‘apatheist’), New Atheism success relied on the fact that faith started to be
seen as dangerous. Hence, New Atheists’ argument heavily relied on criticism of
religious morality (God is Not Great) in comparison to the atheistic one (The Moral
Landscape).

2. Political context. Antievolutionist fundamentalism supported science vs religion conflict
thesis and also could be seen as an equivalent for Islamic extremism, even though
creationists did not promote violence. Furthermore, a long term of office of the
republican president George W. Bush, who was highly criticized in some circles, might
have contributed to a general ‘disgust’ in religion. The president has been criticized for
his faith by Sam Harris himself45. Thirdly, there have been great moral controversies in
recent decades (e.g. abortion and homosexuality), that caused the clash of worldviews.
One could also observe cynicism towards religious organizations, such as the Catholic
Church, which explains the popularity of such publications as The Da Vinci Code.

3. Opposition to postmodernism. New Atheism is an attempt to recreate authority and
reestablish certainty in spite of pluralism and postmodernism that brought a crisis of
meaning, denying the objective truth value of any metanarrative. The spirit of this
attempt is positivist. Some people believe that only opinions matter – but other want to
know for certain that there is no God. Christian mainstream apologetics is surprisingly
close to New Atheism, in that it reaffirms absolute truth and certainty.46

4. Popularity of scientism and positivism and the immense science vs religion dichotomy in
public. However, it is hard to tell whether this is the cause or the effect. Anyway,
scientism in the contemporary discourse seems to be unprecedented. XXth century
atheists, such as Russell, did not argue from this philosophical position.

5. Christian response. Christians had to evangelize skeptics and respond to the objections.
They defended more positive view of the history of religion and science, evoked old
arguments for God’s existence put in new forms and defended historicity of the gospels.

44 The Guardian, October 11, 2001
45 “The president of the United States has claimed, on more than one occasion, to be in dialogue with God.

If he said that he was talking to God through his hairdryer, this would precipitate a national emergency. I fail to
see how the addition of a hairdryer makes the claim more ridiculous or offensive.” Letter to a Christian Nation

46 More on that point in William A. Stahl, The New Atheism and Fundamentalism, in: Religion and the New
Atheism, edited by Amarnath Amarasingam (Boston: Brill, 2010)
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6. Influence of the World Wide Web. The rationalistic ideas could spread far more easily,
especially among the young.

Conclusions
New Atheism is a very recent movement of scientists and philosophers arguing against religion,
mostly from a standpoint of scientism, positivism or evolutionism. Like Christian orthodoxy, it takes
the problem of God’s existence to be of a great relevance, but interprets the phenomenon of faith as
irrational and dangerous superstition. The movement’s success may be explained by the rise of
terrorism, political context, opposition to the crisis of meaning, popularity of science (considered
together with science vs religion conflict) and influence of the Internet.

The number of declared believers dropped significantly since 1940s. When it comes to the
intellectual debate, I am still convinced that it is possible for Christians to ‘reconcile reason with
faith’, although we should observe that this has not always been so easy. In particular, the influence
of positivism, the failure of teleological arguments due to Darwinism, widespread rejection of other
traditional arguments for God and rational criticism of the first quest for historical Jesus could seem
like the end of faith. However, approach to New Testament changed significantly, to the extent that
many scholars could defend its credibility; evidence from cosmology was used as a basis for new
philosophical arguments; and positivism would have been almost forgotten, hasn’t it been for the
New Atheism.

What can we expect in the future? The rejection of theism is likely to be continued, but popularity
of the New Atheists may be declining, as some observers have already claimed.47 Perhaps because of
pluralism and multiculturalism there will be greater influence of alternative religions (Islam,
Buddhism) in the debate.

Let me conclude this essay with a quote from Nobel-prize winning scientist Richard Feynman:

“Western civilization, it seems to me, stands by two great heritages.  One is the scientific
spirit of adventure – the adventure into the unknown, an unknown which must be recognized
as being unknown in order to be explored; the demand that the unanswerable mysteries of the
universe remain unanswered; the attitude that all is uncertain; to summarize it – the humility
of the intellect.  The other great heritage is Christian ethics – the basis of action on love, the
brotherhood of all men, the value of the individual – the humility of the spirit.

(…) How can we draw inspiration to support these two pillars of western civilization so that
they may stand together in full vigor, mutually unafraid?  Is this not the central problem of our
time?

I put it up to the panel for discussion.”48

47 http://www.christiantoday.com/article/richard.dawkins.has.had.his.day.says.ravi.zacharias/43042.htm,
29 September 2015

48 The Relation of Science and Religion. Web: http://calteches.library.caltech.edu/49/2/Religion.htm, 29
September 2015

http://www.christiantoday.com/article/richard.dawkins.has.had.his.day.says.ravi.zacharias/
http://calteches.library.caltech.edu/49/2/Religion.htm
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