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ATHEISM

Atheism is the denial of God as the first principle and is thus
antitheism, the opposite of theism. The words atheist and atheism can be
found as early as the works of Plato. In the Christian era, they recur in the
Letter of Paul to the Ephesians and in the works of the Fathers of the
Church, when for example, St. Ignatius of Antioch attacks the pagans,
calling them atheists, and Justin Martyr defends the Christians, claiming
that they adore the true God and thus are not atheists. Atheism is opposed
to all religion or worship of God as indicated by the synonym for atheist:
freethinker. To many of its theological critics, atheism is synonymous with
impiety, irreligion, disbelief, and even moral corruption, on the ground
that it rejects every principle and every higher ethical law.

DIVISIONS AND PRINCIPAL FORMS

Atheism can be divided into theoretical atheism and practical atheism.
Theoretical atheism is the denial of God based upon a system of thought
that excludes the possibility of the existence of the Absolute. Practical
atheism is the denial of God as reflected in the way one conducts his
private and public life, leaving the question of God out of consideration
and basing one’s conduct solely on finite values.

Theoretical atheism
Theoretical atheism can be either negative or positive. Explicit

negative theoretical atheism is attributed to those who unequivocally deny
the existence of God and who suppose a concept of the world and of the
destiny of man that radically excludes the necessity of the transcendent
first principle or of the immortal human soul. Implicit negative theoretical
atheism, or crypto-atheism, is attributed to those who, although they
affirm the existence of God or of the Absolute, deprive him of some
essential attribute. This type of atheism is also known as atheism “by



consequence.” The encyclopaedia prepared by the 18th-century French
philosophers Denis Diderot and Jean d’Alembert equates skepticism
(which questions the ability of the human mind to know), indifferentism
(which states that all religions are equally valid), and even agnosticism
(which claims that the question of God’s existence cannot be answered)
with negative atheism because they close off all the paths that lead to God.

Positive theoretical atheism, predominant in modern thought, replaces
the acknowledgment of the transcendent first principle with the the
autonomy of the subjective thinking element (the cogito) in man which
leads him to identify knowledge with being (or reality), wisdom with
action, and freedom with necessity; it substitutes the emergence of man in
the world for the transcendence of God and personal immortality.
Theoretical atheism, insofar as it is a vindication of the total autonomy
and absolute freedom of man, is also called postulated atheism, in the
sense that God cannot and must not exist if man is to be guaranteed
freedom as well as responsibility over his duties and his actions. Positive
atheism is thus an anthropological atheism in which God is replaced by
man.

Practical atheism
Practical atheism consists in ignoring or neglecting all relation to God

in one’s actions, that is, in living as though God does not exist. According
to Paul, in his letter to Titus, this is the situation of those who claim to
know God yet deny him with what they do. Practical atheism, therefore,
involves the orienting of one’s life exclusively toward the attainment of
earthly goals.

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF ATHEISM

The history of atheism is as complex and obscure as its notion.
Atheism seems to have been unknown in the more primitive societies; it
appears to be the fruit of civilization and of reflection. Although Plato
expressly argues against atheists in the Laws and although some of the
lists of men branded as radical atheists have been handed down, explicit
atheists were rare in the period of ancient Greece and Rome and in the
early Christian era.



During the Middle Ages, the time of great Christian expansion,
explicit atheism was practically unknown. According to some Marxist
historians, however, the medieval heresies and the controversies between
the schools of thought, especially the arguments concerning the
relationships between reason and faith and between freedom and authority,
should be interpreted as preparations for modern atheism. The return to a
classical, pagan conception of life with humanism and the Renaissance of
the 15th and 16th centuries gave vitality to the atheistic currents that did
exist. The materialism of the ancient Greek philosophers Democritus and
Epicurus and the syncretism of the Stoics and the Neoplatonists were
fused into a theory that the world is self-contained and self-sufficient. The
principal inventor and defender of the atheistic conception of the modern
state was Niccolò Machiavelli, an Italian statesman and author who died in
1527. In his most famous work, Il Principe (written 1513; Eng. trans., The
Prince, 1954), he defended the principle that the end justifies the means,
thus affirming the independence of politics from morality and, in the final
analysis, from any form of religion.

Influence of Descartes
Atheism in its modern positive form has been characterized by the

thought of the French philosopher and mathematician René Descartes,
who, in the first half of the 17th century, attempted to ground his thought
on clear and distinct ideas and the proposition Cogito, ergo sum (I think;
therefore, I am). He thus placed the foundation of truth in the evidence and
in the freedom of the thinking subject. The Cartesian system is accused of
being atheistic because of its mechanistic conception of the world,
according to which all natural phenomena can be explained by reference to
matter and motion and their laws. The first explicit argument defending
atheism as moral, as being no worse than idolatry, as not leading to
corruption or death, was formulated by Pierre Bayle, a late-17th-century
Cartesian fideistic skeptic; his defense provided the foundation for modern
secularism. At the same time, deism and British empiricism were inserted
into the intellectual scene by John Locke, who advanced the hypothesis:
“whether Omnipotency has not given to some systems of matter fitly
disposed a power to perceive and think.” This hypothesis became a
categorical proposition for the French writer Voltaire and for the British



freethinker John Toland, both of whom believed in the universal animation
of matter and its self-sufficiency. These ideas were the central point of
Enlightenment atheism as expressed chiefly by the French encyclopaedists
and the British deists.

The 18th century witnessed the triumph of the atheism of the French
Enlightenment with the intellectual activity of the writers and thinkers
referred to as philosophes, who fused British deism and empiricism with
Cartesian mechanism. The most outspoken and systematic exponent of the
postulated atheism of these philosophers was Baron Paul-Henri Thiry
d’Holbach, who defined an atheist as “a man who destroys the dreams and
chimerical beings that are dangerous to the human race so that men can be
brought back to nature, to experience, and to reason.”

The German Enlightenment intensified opposition to supernaturalism
(belief in an order of existence beyond the observable universe) in order to
affirm the necessity of reason and the self-sufficiency of nature against
any notion of transcendence. The official theologians became alarmed by
this movement and reacted against the philosophers. Even Immanuel Kant,
the founder of transcendental, or critical, idealism, came into conflict with
the civil and religious authorities over his Die Religion innerhalb der
Grenzen der blossen Vernunft (1793; Eng. trans., Religion within the
Limits of Reason Alone, 1960), which he later defended in a work
published in 1798. In that same year the Atheismusstreit (conflict over
atheism) broke out. Friedrich Karl Forberg, an unknown philosopher,
published an essay in a periodical co-edited by his friend Johann Gottlieb
Fichte, an important German idealist. In the essay, Forberg reduced
religion to a “practical belief” in the moral order of the world: to have
religion is to act as if a just and moral world were possible. Fichte himself
conceived of God as the simple, active, moral world order. Fichte was
formally accused of atheism for this theory and in 1799 he was dismissed
from the University of Jena. When Fichte was accused of atheism,
Friedrich Jacobi, a contemporary German philosopher who was trying to
protect himself, claimed that the danger of atheism was rooted primarily
in the influence of the 17th-century rationalist, Benedict de Spinoza. By
doing so, Jacobi was attacking not only Fichte but also Friedrich Wilhelm
Joseph von Schelling as an atheist. Schelling was an idealist whose notion
of God as nature, as “absolute productivity and the sacred original force of
the world,” was influenced by Spinoza. The influence of Spinoza



resurfaces in the thought of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, an early-19th-
century idealist, who wrote that “without the world God is not God,” and
in the work of Friedrich Schleiermacher, a German Protestant theologian
of the same period, who in his later years synthesized his thought in the
formula “there is no God without a world, just as there is no world without
God.” Shortly after Hegel’s death in 1831, the partial atheism of
transcendental idealism was denounced by many of his followers,
especially by Ludwig Feuerbach, an anti-Christian German philosopher
whose appraisal of the development of modern thought in 1839 stated that
the duty of the modern age was to humanize God, to transform theology
into anthropology. Marxist atheism carried the atheism of Feuerbach to its
radical extreme by accusing religion of being the “opium of the masses”
and the principal cause of the alienation and exploitation of man. The final
step in this Germanic, atheistic revolution was the “will to power” of
Friedrich Nietzsche, a Dionysian thinker of the late 19th century, who
openly professed the necessity of the death of God in order that the
superman (Übermensch) could arise.

20th century development of atheism

The dominant form of atheism in the 20th century has been “radical
humanism,” which interprets the being of man solely within the confines
of the human or behavioral sciences. According to the theory of Sigmund
Freud, the founder of psychoanalysis, religion—as the affirmation of the
transcendental principle and of man’s spirituality and immortality—is
simply the result of neurotic frustration. Logical positivism—according to
which scientific knowledge is the only kind of factual knowledge and all
traditional metaphysical doctrines are meaningless—has also arrived at
the radical negation of God, either because the Absolute is judged to be a
concept without meaning or because it is declared to be unknowable.
Existentialism has tended to protest in the face of any force against which
human beings are regarded as helpless playthings. In the wake of
Nietzsche, the German existentialists Karl Jaspers and Martin Heidegger
emphasized the thoroughly ambiguous nature of religious transcendence,
while not denying its importance for man. The atheism of the French
existentialists, however, has been yet more radical: according to Jean-Paul



Sartre, the very idea of God is self-contradictory, and, according to Albert
Camus, the affirmation of God involves the negation of human reason.

In 1933, a document called the Humanist Manifesto was published in
the United States; it was substantially a profession of anthropological
atheism based on the theory of evolution. The definition of humanism
given by the drafter of the Manifesto is rather vague: “Humanism is faith
in the supreme value and self-perfectibility of human personality.” Among
the signatories were several leading U.S. philosophers, including John
Dewey. The movement grew out of the pragmatism—the philosophical
doctrine that the meaning of conceptions are to be found in their practical
consequences—of William James and others at the beginning of the
century. An account of the movement in 1949 fully bore witness to the
diagnosis of the new humanism—which was proclaimed as “the real
American philosophy”—as a synthesis of scientism (the theory that the
methods of the natural sciences should be used in all fields of
investigation), evolutionism, and vitalism (the theory that vital processes
possess a unique force that is different from any other force found outside
living things).

The development of atheism in the Western world, therefore, has
followed the man’s ascent toward the conquest of earthly ideals in which
man himself is considered subject, source, and primary object of values.

CRITICAL EXAMINATION OF ATHEISM

The presence of atheism appears to be coextensive with the history of
human civilization. The tension between atheism and theism theoretically
constitutes the first and fundamental alternative for man; the individual’s
understanding of the world, his destiny, and the development of his code of
life depend on this choice. According to the Bible, the first generations of
men did not practice any form of worship or religion; it was Enosh, son of
Seth, who first invoked the name of God. For this reason Giambattista
Vico, an 18th-century Italian philosopher of history, spoke of the animal
state of the first men.

Atheism’s diverse forms in diverse cultures



But atheism has appeared at very different levels of culture and has
assumed very diverse forms. Thus, in India the Bhagavadgītā developed
the metaphysical idealism of the Brahman—the impersonal world spirit—
in the Upanisḥads, the chief documents of ancient Hinduism, into a sort of
theism that includes the idea of creation. But Sānḳhya (the ancient
philosophy of numbers), Buddhism, and Jainism profess an animistic
atheism in which the universal energy (karma) activates both the soul and
matter; and also the Buddhist teaching of nirvana as the ultimate goal of
life implies the negation of a personal God. The atheism of the wise men
of ancient China was based on the absolute moralism professed by
Confucius in the 5th and 6th centuries BC and on the notion of the original
goodness and dignity of human nature expressed almost 200 years later by
Mencius, a follower of Confucius. The other great Confucianist of Chinese
antiquity, Hsün-tzu, asserted that moral standards are the creations of
society that exert a civilizing influence upon the individual, molding him
into a disciplined and morally conscious human being.

In the religion of the Bible, the first duty of man is to know and
venerate God; atheism is regarded as the highest folly. According to the
author of Psalm 14, “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God,’” and his
foolishness consists in thinking that God cannot reach the sinner while he
is committing his fault. Also included as atheists are all polytheistic
pagans who worship worthless idols. Even the pessimistic book of
Ecclesiastes has been accused of atheism, even though the author
expressly declared faith in God and in His Providence. In the New
Testament, St. Paul condemned as stupid and unpardonable all those who,
after having beheld the world, shut their eyes to the manifestations of God
in it and refuse to serve Him.

The situation of atheism in the classical, Greco-Roman world was
extremely ambiguous because of the tension between the anthropo
morphic notion of the gods and the notion of God as the transcendent first
principle, between the religion of the state with its indigenous divinities
and the religion of the Creator of the world, the Father of all men, present
to all and yet transcendent. Each understanding of God was accused of
being atheistic by adherents of the opposing understanding. Further
confusion was caused because some ancient Greek and Roman
philosophers professed atheism in their doctrines but in practice
acknowledged, or at least did not dispute, the official religion and thus



avoided any formal accusation of atheism. But other philosophers, such as
Plato and Aristotle, the most important thinkers of the ancient world,
criticized the polytheism of the popular religion, did not accept the
subordination of philosophy to the religion of the state, and tended toward
a monotheism with a transcendent principle. These were accused of
atheism and were, in some cases—the great Athenian teacher, Socrates,
for example—condemned for their impiety.

It is not surprising, then, that the Christians, who refused to
acknowledge the religion of the state and adored their God as the only true
God and Jesus Christ as the God-man, were accused of atheism. The
Christians were considered to be the new enemies of the established
religion of the state, and this accusation appears to have been the primary
reason for their persecution by the Roman emperors until the edict of
Constantine in 313, which granted toleration for all religions. For their
part, the Christians accused not only the pagans, who did not believe in
their God, of atheism but also heretics who defended unorthodox doctrines
about God. In his doctrine of the two cities, St. Augustine, the greatest
thinker of Christian antiquity, formulated a theological judgment of
atheism that embraced the whole course of human history extending to the
end of time; men are divided according to the city of God (civitas Dei) and
the city of the world (civitas terrena): into the “faithful,” who strive for
eternal life, and the “impious,” who are “lovers of the world.”

Atheism as a purgative for religion
Often the psychological origin of atheism, in its philosophical forms,

is a critical reaction against superstition, the multiplicity and variety of
religions, and the aberrations of magical practices and pseudomystical
extravagances. Without doubt, atheism in many of its historical forms has
been a purgative for these kinds of religion and thus has historically had
an indispensable agency in keeping knowledge of God sound and in
deepening that knowledge. This cathartic function of atheism has
influenced the thinking of several important Protestant theologians of the
20th century. According to Karl Barth, the Swiss theologian, atheism is
parallel to mysticism insofar as it replaces the contents of conceptualistic
dogmas with a void in which knowledge and object are one and the same.
The starting point of faith and of theology, according to Rudolf Bultmann,



a German theologian and New Testament scholar, is the destruction of the
concept of God by philosophy in order that the thinking of the
philosophers, who must ignore the God of the Bible, might then be able to
come closer to revealing the divine God. Paul Tillich, a German-U.S.
philosopher and theologian, asserts that, in the destruction of the
metaphysical God accomplished by modern philosophy, man ultimately
encounters a theology of the living God, in the form of an absolute faith
that is without visible authority or content and which far surpasses the
assent of either dogmatic theism or atheism. Wherefore, radical atheists
(Nietzsche, for example) become the primary witnesses of God, and in the
judgment of these theologians, atheism becomes intrinsically impossible.
In its Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, the
Roman Catholic Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) admits that modern
and contemporary atheism has, in part, been a reaction against the conduct
of those believers who “neglect their own training in the faith, or teach
erroneous doctrine, or are deficient in their religious, moral, or social life,
and must be said to conceal rather than reveal the authentic face of God
and religion.”a Atheism is thus seen as a historical fault of Christians
caused by their infidelity to the precepts of love of God and love of
neighbor. It was the hope of the Council that the shock of realizing that
atheism has been the result of the scandal of Christian indifference could
and would provoke a return to authentic Christianity.

Theoretical atheism is closely bound to the particular way the
philosopher explains the material and formal causes, or bases, of all
beings. These explanations govern the approach he takes to the conception
of the One and to the relation between reason and faith. Thus, the material
pantheism—God as the prime matter, or potentiality, of all things (Quod
Deus est materia)—of David of Dinant, the 12th-century Scholastic
philosopher, and the formal pantheism—God as the formal principle of all
things (Quod Deus est omnia)—of Amalric of Bene, another 12th-century
philosopher in Paris, were considered professions of atheism. Al-Ghazālī,
the 11th-century Islamic theologian, in his Incoherence of the
Philosophers, complained that “skeptical, nihilistic, and sensualistic
philosophers” profess atheism. The same accusation was made against all
those—including Averroës, the great 12th-century representative of
Islamic philosophy in Spain—who professed the eternity of the world,



thereby implying the existence of uncreated matter, and who denied the
freedom of human actions, the divine knowledge of singulars, and the
immortality of the individual soul. In his response to al-Ghazālī, Averroës
did not reject the validity of faith but instead affirmed the primacy of
reason over faith. The theories of Averroës—especially that there is only
one single intellect, or “intellective soul,” for the whole of humanity; that
Divine Providence does not reach down to individual men; that there is no
individual immortality; and that there is a separation-opposition between
reason and faith (the doctrine of “double truth,” according to which
conclusions from natural philosophy are said to be true, while
simultaneously affirming the contrary conclusions from theological
arguments)—were preserved in Latin Averroism, a term designating the
thought of a number of Western Christian philosophers who, during the
Late Middle Ages and the Renaissance, drew their inspiration from
Averroës’s interpretation of Aristotle. Latin Averroism was undoubtedly
the most significant source of atheism during the Renaissance.

Atheism and its refutation as reflections of their times
As the positions of atheism have varied according to the doctrinal

background from which they developed, so too has the dialectic of the
accusations and condemnations of atheism been a reflection of the cultural
situation of its times. Thus, in 1600, Giordano Bruno, an Italian thinker
and writer, whose forays into many areas of investigation constantly
brought him into collision with orthodox opinion, was burned at the stake
as an atheist for his pantheistic theory that all life is ultimately derived
from matter and for his denial of positive religion. In France, François
Rabelais, a 16th-century author, wrote Gargantua and Pantagrue (1532,
1534), a bitter satire on the effects of popular religion; he and other
contemporary authors were accused of atheism. In England, Christopher
Marlowe, a dramatist, and Sir Walter Raleigh, an author and explorer,
were formally accused of atheism in 1593. Marlowe was brought to trial
for blaspheming against the truths of the faith and was killed during the
course of the proceedings, despite the fact that he does not seem to have
ever openly professed atheism. Likewise, there was also no clear proof
that Raleigh was an atheist, even though the Jesuit pamphleteer Robert
Parsons complained of his “School of Atheism” in 1592. Raleigh was,



however, an enthusiastic reader of skeptical philosophy. There was more
substantial argument for the accusation of atheism brought against
Thomas Hobbes, a 17th-century British, political philosopher. In his
masterpiece, Leviathan, Hobbes declared the traditional doctrine of the
divine Logos, or wisdom, as well as that of the divine attributes to be
nonsense and condemned religion as a superstition that was intended to
defend the laity from true moral and political institutions.

Critical judgments against modern atheism were directed at the
starting points of the speculative systems of the philosophers. This is
reason why, in the 17th century, both the Jesuit historian Jean Hardouin and
the Calvinist theologian Gisbertus Voetius accused Descartes and his
followers of atheism for their conception of God as ens infinite perfectum
(infinitely perfect being) and pure universal form. Spinoza was accused of
atheism because he identified God, who is the one and only substance,
with the world. The Ethics, considered the classical text of rational
atheism, was written by Spinoza, who is also considered to be the founder
of modern biblical interpretation and demythologization—uncovering the
meaning underlying the literary and mythological forms of the Bible. The
works of many 17th and 18th-century English clergymen and theologians,
especially those of Samuel Clarke and Joseph Butler, were aimed at deism,
which denies the unique position of the Judeo-Christian tradition as a
divine revelation. In an effort to halt the rising tide of disbelief and
atheism, Robert Boyle, a British physicist and chemist who died in 1691,
provided in his will for the Boyle Lectures for the defense of Christianity
“against those who are notoriously unbelievers, such as the atheists, the
deists, the pagans, the Jews, and the Mohammedans.” The lecture series,
which still continues, was begun in 1692 by Richard Bentley, a clergyman
and classical scholar, who delivered a “refutation of atheism,” argued
especially against that form of cryptoatheism that has its starting point in
the notion of “thinking matter” and proposes a return to pagan morals and
the rejection of the Christian message of salvation.

The anthropological origin of atheism
Although every form of atheism can be traced back to a particular

ideology (for example, the cosmic form of the Renaissance, the ethical
form of the deistic Enlightenment, the anthropological form of modern



idealism), in reality atheism always has an anthropological origin, or a
tendency to found truth and the value of existence within man. Modern
radical atheism is founded on the principle of immanence: human
subjectivity—the presence of the self to itself—becomes the foundation of
the truth of being. The atheism of Marxism, existentialism, logical
positivism, and pragmatism can all be considered as precipitating causes
of the modern principle of immanence. But all immanentistic concepts
radically eliminate the possibility of the Absolute and thereby also empty
man’s being of its originality by reducing man to a simple function of his
historical situation. There is, therefore, in the writings of Heidegger, a
return to the discussion of the necessity of a “resurrection of
metaphysics,” the necessity of considering some transcendent principle.

There is again a need to distinguish philosophy from science and even
more so from morality and religion. According to positivistic, humanistic,
and especially Marxistic atheism, scientific and technological progress
(particularly the exploding knowledge about outer space) has destroyed
the need for religion. One can answer, however, that the progress of
science has brought man to a deeper and more precise knowledge of the
magnitude of the universe and of the complexity of its laws (especially in
the fields of microphysics and microbiology); yet, according to eminent
20th-century physicists such as Max Planck, Albert Einstein, and Werner
Heisenberg, man merely discovers these laws, and they presuppose an
infinite intellect. The resources capable of catastrophic effects that
modern technology has put at man’s disposal render more pressing the
necessity of affirming the transcendence of moral and religious values
should man wish to help rather than destroy his own species.

Furthermore, the foundation of the concept of freedom has come to be
understood as demanding absolute autonomy. According to existentialism
and secular humanism in their multiple forms, the negation of theological
transcendence is necessary in order to guarantee the absolute character of
freedom—so state thinkers like Dewey and Sartre. This radical existential
freedom, however, has real meaning only if it is based on the ability of
each individual to choose his own happiness according to an absolute
criterion of good and evil. According to the Christian existentialist Søren
Kierkegaard and the Jewish thinker Martin Buber, such a choice means
being and putting oneself “before God.”
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