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A TYPOLOGY OF ATHEISM 

If atheism is neither logically nor scientifically tenable, why are there atheists? 

There are a variety of answers to this question, though each individual atheist will, no doubt, have his or her own variation and/or mixture of reasons and motives for adopting the atheist viewpoint. Whenever we encounter atheists, we must first ask ourselves what kind of atheism we are dealing with. Without a clear knowledge of this matter, further discussion is likely to be unfruitful and confusing.

(NOTE: 'atheism' and 'atheist'are two terms that are not found in the Baha'i Writings except for two passing references in "The Promulgation of Universal Peace", pages 267 and 414, and in the writings of Shoghi Effendi where only the word 'atheims' is found: "Dawn of a New Day", p.171; "God Passes By", p.191; "Messages to the Baha'i World", 1950-1957, p.169; "The World Order of Baha'u'llah", p.183.) 

(1) In the first place, there is PSYCHOLOGICAL ATHEISM , an atheism of personal motives: such atheisim is not grounded in evidence, reason or logic but rather in personal issues.

(1.1) Some are of these atheists from convenience ; such an atheist thinks that if a God exists, then this fact might restrain him or her from doing something s/he wants to do or obligate him/her to something they don't like. 

(1.2) Others are atheists from fear or low self-esteem such atheists feel that if God exists, then s/he might be held responsible things s/he did, or, might not be found worthy for some reason. 

(1.3) Still others are atheists from grief or trauma; if God exists, how could S/He have allowed such things to happen to me, to us, to them? Sometimes we find such atheists among Holocaust survivors or their children.

(1.4) There are also atheists of indifference ; they simply don't care about God, or think that God is irrelevant to them personally, so S/He might as well not exist from their point of view. 

1.4.1) The concept of 'God' simply doesn't have any (or has only faint) inner 'resonances' with them. Such people are truly spiritually blind. Whether this blindess is self-imposed or innate (natural to them) only God can know.

(1.5) Some of these personal motives are shallow and intellectually immature; others are deep and quite understandable given the horrible circumstances from which they grow . 

(1.6) What they all have in common, however, is that they are not or, at least not primarily, the results of rational and objective analysis and thought but rather expressions of inner attitudes and emotional states. Some are grief-stricken atheists, others are indignant atheists, still others frightened atheists. 

(1.6.1) The reasons are used to support such atheism are "rationalizations", 'reasons' adopted not because they are valid or logical but because they support a previously developed emotional state. In the language of older philosophers, reason has been made a "slave of passion". ('Passion' is an old word for 'emotion'.) Since Baha'u'llah is the "Divine Physician", all of these types of atheists should be approached in a therapeutic manner because, in a sense, they are suffering from a psychological disability or illness.

. (2) A second type of atheism is IMAGE ATHEISM which is grounded in the mistaken notion that when we say "God" we necessarily mean God as portrayed in one particular religion.

(2.0.) Disbelief, for whatever reason, in that particular image of God leads to a rejection of the whole notion of God as such. 

(2.0.1) The answer to this kind of atheism is the Baha'i Teaching that God is not identified with. confined in or limited to anyone's or any religion's particular image but is essentially unknowable to us in His/Her/Its nature. In other words, the rejection of one image of God does not logically have to be a rejection of the whole idea of God in all forms.

(2.1) People who espouse this type of atheism have often been hurt by a particular religion with a particular image of God. In other words, there is also a psychological dimension to their atheism. 

(2.2) We can deal with by helping them to understand the Baha'i Teaching of progressive revelation which provides a rational way of understanding how the images of God have changed to meet different historical circumstances and are not intended for all time.

(2.2.1) In other words, it is safe for the image atheist to let go of the one image and embrace an entirely different concept of God without denying God completely. They also need to know that the Baha'i Writings teach that people are free to imagine God in whatever way they prefer, as long as they understand this image has only personal validity.

(3) There is a MORAL ATHEISM . At first this sometimes looks like "psychological atheism", but it's not because here reason is not "the slave of passion". This atheism is adopted mainly for intellectual reasons though these reasons may be defended very passionately. The heart of moral atheism is the assertion that the injustices of the natural and human world prove that God is not a moral being and therefore is either unworthy of worship or unworthy of existing.

(3.1) Some “moral atheists” say that a God who creates a world in which natural and man-made horrors are relatively routine must not be worshipped, loved, respected because such a God is unworthy of human devotion.

(3.1.1) In a metaphysical sense, these are not real atheists at all because they do not necessarily deny that God exists, but simply assert that God as we know Him is either evil or morally indifferent and, therefore, no concern of ours or even an object of contempt. Their atheism is simply the gesture of turning away from such a God.

(3.1.2) Logically, their argument is flawed : you cannot disprove that God exists by denying one of His accidental attributes, in this case, moral goodness just as you cannot disprove the existence of my teacup by disproving that it is round: it might be ovular or even square or triangular and still be a teacup albeit an unusual one. In logical terms: you cannot disprove the existence of anything by denying one of its accidental attributes or qualities.

(3.1.2.1) 'Accidents' are those qualities that a thing does not need to have to be what it is. A capacity to hold liquids is a an 'essential attribute' because without it, a cup can't be a cup. Roundness or blueness are not essential. 

(3.1.2) Atheists who are dedicated to logic will be persuaded if one points out their logical error in this regard. However, there are few such atheists because, logically speaking, atheism is a not, strictly speaking, a purely logical position in the first place. There are always other psychological or other issues mixed in with it. 

(3.2) As always, there is no single one way to help “moral atheists” overcome their affliction. However, because moral atheists are motivated more (not exclusively) by intellect than by emotion, they are more open to rational arguments. There at least two lines of argument one can take with such atheism. 

(3.2.1) THE FIRST COUNTER ARGUMENT: When it comes to natural disasters, moral atheiss often overlook the role that human actiond play in bringing disasters on ourselves. 

(3.2.2) The horrible consequences of many disasters are not as 'accidental' as we like to pretend. Short-sightedness, laziness, stupidity, ignorance, carelessness, greed, revenge, impatience, and a host of other human weaknesses have caused both individuals and large groups to set themselves up for disaster. Who, in his or her right mind exercising the virtue of prudence voluntarily builds a house under an active volcano? The soil may be good, but wouldn't it be more prudent to haul it a few miles away over a period of years? If you choose to live under a volcano, expect trouble. If you look closely at human actions, it's amazing how often people choose to live 'under a volcano'.

(3.2.2.1) Sometimes people will ask, "But what about the innocent children of those choosing to live under a volcano?" The truth is, they are not victims of the volcano at all: they are primarily the victims of their parents' short-comings. The parents, like all human beings have free-will and they knowingly placed their children in harm's way. The volcano is simply the means by which the parents’ stupidity, greed etc. became manifest. In the last analysis, neither the volcano nor God are really to blame.

(3.2.2.2) Once the human factor has been removed, the 'natural disaster' argument becomes much weaker because it is very difficult to find natural disasters where human beings do not knowingly expose themselves to risks. When I fly to Toronto, I knowly expose myself to the risk of the jet being torn apart by a wind-sheer. I chose to be there. It's a risk I take and if it happens, it's not God's fault. Wind-sheers (volcanoes, ice-bergs, earth-quakes etc ) are not wanton events set up to 'get me'; they are a necessary part of the atmospheric 'economy' of the globe, and I chose to get in the way. In other words, this kind of atheism is often a way of avoiding responsibility for our own actions.

(3.3) THE SECOND COUNTER ARGUMENT: the natural disaster argument is flawed because it implicitly asserts that the world should be arranged to human convenience , desires, aspirations and needs; moreover, it should also protect us from our own weaknesses and follies. Only in a world arranged to accommodate humankind would humans not suffer from natural disasters. 

(3.3.1) The problem with this view is simple: there is no rational reason why God should have arranged the world in this way. 

(3.3.1.2) Indeed, since what humans call 'natural disasters' are part of the ecological economy and fulfill life giving functions for a wide variety of life forms, the elimination of natural disasters simply to accommodate humankind would represent a corresponding diminishment of bio-diversity. In other words, God should have restricted His creativity and denied other species the blessings of life simply in order to protect humans from the consequences of their own actions. God should have restricted His love to humankind. This is untenable because such a restriction of divine creativity is inconsistent with divine nature of loving all possible beings. 

As Alexander Pope writes: 

See, thro' this air, this ocean and this earth,

All matter quick and bursting into birth!

Above, how high progressive life man go!

Around, how wide! how deep extend below! 

Vast chain of being, which from God began 

Natures aethereal, human, angel, man,

Beast, bird, fish, insect! what no eue can see

No glass can reach, from Infinite to thee, 

From thee to Nothing! ...

............................

All this dread ORDER break - for whom? for thee?

Vile worm! - oh Madness, Pride, Impiety! 

Alexander Pope, An Essay on Man, II, lines 233-258; italics added) 

Abdu'l-Baha also endorses the concept of the Great Chain of Being when he writes; 

Thus each one of these entities exerteth its influence and is likewise influenced in its turn. Inescapably then, the process leadeth to One Who influenceth all, and yet is influenced by none, thus severing the chain.(`Abdu'l-Bahá, Selections from the Writings of Abdu'l-Baha, p.49) He also writes: 

For all beings are connected together like a chain, and reciprocal help, assistance, and influence belonging to the properties of things, are the causes of the existence, development, and growth of created beings. (Some Answered Questions, 178)

(3.3.1.3)For a metaphysical presepctive on 'natural disasters', we must remember that we live in creation, the realm of multiplicity below the absolute unity of God. Wherever there is multiplicity there is limitation and wherever there is limitation there is always the potential and reality for conflict of interests, i.e. conflicts of various goods. 

(3.3.1.4) Since absolute unity is limited to God, it is not possible even for God (without violating His own nature which He cannot do without ceasing to be God) to end the conflcits among the various goods in creation, i.e. realm of multiplicity.

(3.3.1.5) Thus we can conclude that the demand for God to end all conflict of interests in creation is fundamentally illogical and, therefore, impossible. 

(3.4) THE THIRD COUNTER ARGUMENT: the argument against God's existence because of natural disasters is also weak because it is, by its very nature, incomplete: it ignores the fact that what seems like a disaster for humankind in the short run may prove to be beneficient not just for humans but also for the whole of creation in the long run. 

(3.4.1)A forest fire is a good analogy for an event that is disastrous, and yet we all know that forest fires, horrible as they are for a moment, are a vital and necessary part of the natural economy and, in the long run, do more good than harm. (3.4.2) In other words, we must not take too short a view in judging whether or not a natural disaster is truly a disaster or not. We must take a holistic, ecological view of these events and see that taken in themselves they do not impugn God's justice or mercy since God's task is to provide for all beings and not just humans. What affects humans as a disaster often works for the greater good of all beings on earth, including us. 

In the words of Alexander Pope:

All Nature is but Art, unknown to Thee;

All Chance, Direction which thou canst not see;

All Discord, Harmony, not understood,

All partial evil, universal Good." 

(Alexander Pope, An Essay on Man, II, lines 289-294)

(3.4.3) Some individuals will inquire about the place of the individual in creation, i.e. in the realm of multiplicity. In the holistic view, the individual is, directly or indirectly, part of a greater community of all creatures inter-connected in the web of being.

(3.4.3.1) This means that the interests and preferences of the individual cannot supercede the interests of the whole, be it his own kind or the whole community of beings. Consequently, events that benefit his kind or the whole communiy of beings may prove detrimental for the indidvidual: in a world of multiplicity and multiple interests there is no way to avoid this consequence except by undoing creation altogther. Only then will multiplicity end.

(3.4.3.2) However, this cannot be done, for, as the Baha'i Writings tell us, God, the Creator cannot exists without a creation:

"The Creator always had a creation; the rays have always shone and gleamed from the reality of the sun, for without the rays the sun would be opaque darkness. The names and attributes of God require the existence of beings, and the Eternal Bounty does not cease. If it were to, it would be contrary to the perfections of God.(`Abdu'l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions, p. 281) 

(3.5) THE FOURTH COUNTER-ARGUMENT deals with the objection that if there were a God, S/HE would not allow such moral evils as the Holocaust to occur. Aside from its logical flaw (moral attributes cannot prove or disprove the existence of anything) this arument fails because it does not take into account the fact of free will.

3.5.1) Either humankind has free will or it doesn't. If we don't have free will, then any complaint about moral evil is irrelevant because if we cannot act differently than we do, if we are compelled to act as we do, then there is no choice, that is, no alternative to act differently. Natural phenomena do not act immorally because they can't choose to do anything except what they do because of natural laws.

As Abdu'l-Baha says:

"This Nature is subjected to an absolute organization, to determined laws, to a complete order and a finished design, *from which it will never depart* --to such a degree, indeed, that if you look carefully and with keen sight, from the smallest invisible atom up to such large bodies of the world of existence as the globe of the sun or the other great stars and luminous spheres, whether you regard their arrangement, their composition, their form or their movement, you will find that all are in the highest degree of organization and are under one law from which they will never depart.

But when you look at Nature itself, you see that it has no intelligence, no will. For instance, the nature of fire is to burn; it burns without will or intelligence. The nature of water is fluidity; it flows without will or intelligence." ( `Abdu'l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions, p.3)

3.5.2) If humankind does have free will, then it follows logically, that we must also have the freedom to choose evil. Otherwise there would not really be a choice between good and evil and we would not really be free.

As Abdu'l-Baha says: " Some things are subject to the free will of man, such as justice, equity, tyranny and injustice, in other words, good and evil actions; it is evident and clear that these actions are, for the most part, left to the will of man." (`Abdu'l-Bahá, Some Answered Questions, p. 248)

3.5.2.1) When Abddu'l-Baha says we are free "for the most part", he is probaly referring to the unusal cases where physiological brain disorders, mental illness and perhaps external coercion leave people no or very little choice in their moral behaviors.

3.5.3) If God constantly inteferes when people do evil things, then, in effect, we do not really have freedom just as a parent who constantly intereferes in a child's choices is also taking his or her freedom.

3.5.4) Therefore, it follows that if humans are really free, and if God really intended them to be free, then God cannot constantly interfere with human choices - even when they are evil. Such interference by God would, in effect, deny human freedom and with it, the all possibility of moral and spiritual evolution. In other word, God, like a parent, must freely choose to limit His/Her actions or interference.

3.5.5) As we can see, the situation is clear: if God gave us free will then God muts logically allow us the freedom to choose between good and evil. Thus evil is possible only because hhumans choose to commit it. This, however, does not make God responsible for the evils that people commit.

3.5.6) Sometimes atheists will reply with the question, "Then why didn't God make us perfect?" What that question really means is, "Why didn't God make us inapable of wanting, choosinf and/or doing evil?" 

3.5.6.1) The immediately obvious answer is that if God did so, we wouldn't be free any more because we would be programmed to be incapable of wanting and/or choosing evil. The question implies that God should have denied us free will and made us subject to a natural law of inevitable moral goodness. In that case, we would not be humans any more because free will, the ability to act beyond the scope of natural law, is one of the essential attributes of humankind.

As Abdu'l- Baha says:

"All created things are captives of nature and subject to its laws. They cannot transgress the control of these laws in one detail or particular... But man through the exercise of his scientific, intellectual power can rise out of this condition, can modify, change and control nature according to his own wishes and uses. (`Abdu'l-Bahá, The Promulgation of Universal Peace, p. 30)

3.6) Ultimately, this whole line of questioning is a quarrel with free will and, in effect, an argument for moral determinism, that is, the lack of free will.

(4) Humanist atheism denies the existence of God because it supposedly conflicts with the freedom and dignity of humankind. Such atheists see God as an oppressor of human freedom and an offense to the inherent dignity of man.

4.1) Strictly rational arguments against humanist atheism are difficult to devise because it is less a rational view than an alternative religion which has replaced God with the idea of 'man' or 'humankind'. Like Protagoras, they believe that "Man is the measure of all things." 

4.1.1) The first thing one can say to humanist atheists is that they have not, in any logical or scientific sense, proven that God does not exists but simply replaced God with an idea of man which they worship, pay homage to or use as a standard for moral guidance. Insofar as this is true, they are not really atheists at all but simply people who choose to call their God by another name. 

(5) A more sophisticated form of humanist atheism is sometimes based on what may be called SCIENTIFIC ATHEISM which alleges that the concept of God is scientifically unviable and/or unnecessary.

5.1) One form of scientific atheism is quite flexible: methodological atheism does not make any claims about the existence or non-existence of God per se, but says that in strictly scientific work, the concept of God is unnecessary and plays no role in research, interpretation and development. God is, so to speak, scientifically irrelevant.

5.1.1) Methodological atheism of this kind does not in fact make any hard and fast claim about the existence or non-existence of God as such. One may, without any logical inconsistency, be a methodological atheist and a firm believer in God.

5.1.2) However, scientific atheists often try to use the methodological irrelevance of God as proof that God does not exist. This is a logical error for two reasons.

5.1.2.1) THE FIRST REASON is that this argument is a category mistake. Our usage (customs, methods) cannot prove or disprove the existence of anything because 'use' and 'existence' refer to two different kinds of things. This is easily illustrated. The fact that we do not take the existence of ions into account when studying the plays of Shakespeare does not prove the non-existence of ions.

5.1.2.2) THE SECOND REASON is that this argument goes beyond the available evidence. No matter how many phenomena we can explain without reference to God, none of it suffices to prove that God does not exist. The next phenomena we meet, may, in fact, require God as an explanatory principle. One may claim that the probability of this happening is low, but there can never be certainty on this issue.

5.2) Aside from the two problems cited above, scientific atheism suffers from three serious problems: (a) its empiricist assumptions; (b) its failure to meet the falsifiability principle; (c) a deficient understanding of causality.

5.3) All forms of scientific atheism are based on empiricism, i.e. the belief that sensory experience is the source of all knowledge. (It is usually contrasted to 'rationalism' which accepts that reason is also a source of knowledge.) In other words, empiricism rejects any 'knowledge' that cannot be led back to the human senses at some point.

(5.3.1) Moreover, empiricism also rejects any 'knowledge' that takes us 'beyond the senses', i.e. beyond what can be proven with physical, sensory evidence. When we say that things have no basis in sensory experience we mean that we cannot relate them to anything that is located in time and space, and that has magnitude and can be measured in some way.

5.4) THE FIRST PROBLEM WITH EMPIRICISM IS INCOMPLETENESS. Empiricism has always been plagued by the fact that we know many things which have no basis in sensory experience whatever. Such things include an enormous range of abstract mathematical concepts such as the imaginary number 'i' ; the experience of our own personal subjectivity and/or identity; concepts such as justice, wisdom, modesty, goodness, law.

5.5) THE SECOND PROBLEM IS THE FAILURE TO MEET THE FALSIFIABILITY PRINCIPLE: for a scientific hypothesis (or statement or theory) to be meaningful, we must be able to devise a test that could, at least in principle, prove it wrong.

5.5.1) For example, if I were to state that 'The moon is made of green cheese', we can, at least in principle, fly to the moon, select samples and conclude that the hypothesis is false. In short, the statement is falsifiable by means of an experiment - flying to the moon and doing tests.

5.5.2) The problem is that the hypothesis or statement, "All knowledge/concepts come from sense experience" (which is the bed rock of empiricism) is that even an empiricist cannot imagine an experiment that could falsify it. In short, the statement can't be tested - and is, therefore, unscientific. It is at best, a methodological sssumption and, at worst an unproven and unprovable scientific dogma. While the former is legitimized by its scientific and technological success as a modus operandi , the latter is illegitimate because dogmas have no place in empiricist science. 

5.5.2.1) Since all forms of scientific atheism are based on empiricism, one can, therefore say that atheism is an unscientific viewpoint.

5.5.2.2) In actual fact, of course, we do have data to prove empiricism wrong: the imaginary number "i "; subjective experience; concepts like justice, goodness, beauty, wisdom, purpose, law . None of these concepts have any basis in the physical senses.

5.6) THE THIRD PROBLEM IS A DEFICIENT UNDERSTANDING OF CAUSALITY. (Also see the Causality link: Go to "Causality" ) In classical science, we recognize 4 types of causality: the material cause - the stuff from which a watch is made; the efficient cause - the watchmaker; the formal cause - how the pieces are shaped and put together; the final case - the purpose of the watch.

5.6.1) Empiricist science denies the existence of final causality because to admit that there is a purpose in nature is, in effect, to admit that an entity (God) with a purpose exists. This denial of teleology leads empiricist science into all kinds of mental contortions.

5.6.1.1) The fact is, that the form of a thing is understandable only in terms of its final cause, its purpose.A ladies' wristwatch is made in a certain way because its purpose is not just to tell time but to make a statement about the owner. One cannot discuss the form of this watch without paying attention to purpose.

5.6.1.2.) In the same way, a frog's leg is shaped in a certain way because it serves a purpose; indeed, frogs (and people) have legs for a purpose, i.e. locomotion. This form is adapted to a certain environment because it allows certain kinds of locomotion.

5.6.1.3) Biologists will say that frogs' legs evolved by chance - not because there was some purpose to reach. This line of argument is a category mistake: it confuses the means with the outcome or purpose. If there were no flies for frogs to jump at and eat, then those frogs which first had better legs would have had no advantage in getting food, surviving and passing on their traits. Obviously, the purpose is implicit in the advantage gained, i.e. to eat, etc.

5.6.1.3) Indeed, it is impossible to think of something as an advantage without invoking purpose since every advantage is an advantage for something. Whenever biologist and evolutionists discuss advantage, they are, in fact, invoking the concept of purpose, i.e. final causality, although their circumlocutions reveal their struggles to avoid being seen as doing so.

5.6.1.4) Since we cannot understand form without understanding final causality, it follows that final causality is implicit in form, i.e. that every form embodies a purpose. Thus, when physicists discuss the form of a star, its structure, and so on, they are, implicitly, also discussing its purpose, its final cause.

5.6.1.5) However, empiricism rejects purpose because it is not found in the senses. It rejects purpose because it recognizes, quite rightly, that purpose implies the existence of God, an entity which can endow purpose. Empiricists would rather blind themselves to this fact than admit that, as the Scriptures of all religions tell us, the whole world proclaims the existence and splendor of God.

we have scientific atheism; it is the polar opposite of psychological atheism because, at best, it strives to be entirely objective and factual. Such atheiest are not usually concerned with Moral atheists 

