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Introduction


Atheism has lost its soul; contemporary atheism is losing its vitality and it needs to reaffirm it. What is called atheism has lost vibrancy, mattering less and less. It is not relevant to understanding the nihilistic drive to destruction that is affecting all aspects of human experience from political organization, to the environment, to overpopulation. Personal proclamations of atheism and the attendant scientific appeals to evidence, questioning, humanism and critique are simply not relevant. Atheism needs to get its house in order. The task is to give a vital and positive account of atheism. Atheism cannot simply be a negation, but must take a position in its own right with positive philosophical consequences.


When American President Barack Obama gave his Inauguration Speech in 2008 he included reference to atheists. This was rightly celebrated and most welcome. It was, however, a limited reference in that it defined atheism as just another existing stakeholder in society, an option among many potential lifestyle choices. Without doubt its mention was a progressive step in highlighting the importance of atheism for public discourse; however, it did not go far enough, as it evacuated atheism of its potential for universal appeal. This book is an attempt to remedy this situation by offering two things. Firstly, in an effort to present a radical atheism, I would like this text to encourage dialogue within atheism in an effort to help it revitalize itself. Secondly, the text attempts to create a grammar of a more radical atheism, as well as an appeal to atheists to transform their existing practices.1 Too often atheism is smug and complacent, hiding behind critique, criticism and appeals to evidence as if they were only meaningful in themselves. I would like to make the case for using the resources of an alternative lineage of thinkers to construct a new form of radicalised atheism. This will involve gleaning insights from Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Sartre, Paolo Virno, and Jacques Rancière among others. However, I sincerely address this text to all and in good cheer. It is not intended to condemn or condone, merely to open up a possible space of discourse to help atheism become more relevant to human life.


The question of relevance is important. Without wanting to denounce the totality of what I call scientific or materialist atheism, which is to say the atheism based on the evidential explorations of science – as best evidenced in the writings of Sam Harris, Richard Dawkins and Daniel Dennett – I would claim that in terms of the real existential and political realities that are currently facing the world, these intellectual gambits are sorely lacking. Life – existence – is becoming increasingly cheap: culture is slowly eroding, entrepreneurial life is hollowing out meaning, and political life itself is worth nothing. In this malaise, it is as if nothing is any longer worthy of fidelity or commitment, and that this is happening in countries that have been most notably bequeathed the Enlightenment legacy is most worrying. For the scientific atheist, here is a truth worth heeding. The political and social clout of what has recently been called ‘new atheism’ has obviously failed to grab the imagination of large swathes of the populace. This is because one can only be committed to meaningful political interventions. A call for reason and scientific inquiry does not galvanize populations, nor does it provide a remedy to the rise of nihilism which is so often associated, fairly or not, with the centrality of science to intellectual life. With respect to the aforementioned authors, their work only takes us so far. When one thinks of overpopulation, the melting ice-caps, war and genocide, the atheist is not the first person one thinks of calling. Certainly it might be argued that the scientist is the best person to approach on climate change, but not in terms of the lived factuality of humans existing in the world, who have to grapple daily with the enormity of these undeniable problems. Moreover, atheism does not feature in most political manifestos, economic discussions to solve the financial crisis, or with regard to any policy on public health. The scientific materialist may argue that the world would be a better place if scientists were put in charge of our governments, but in terms of real world problems the ethos of scientific materialism is strikingly ossified as a galvanizing force with purpose. This is because there is a serious disjunction between the meaning of scientific expertise and the vagaries of human reality. However, still, this book is not a critique of scientific atheism, but an attempt both to transgress and to complement it with a more profound atheism.


In philosophical terms, we can trace the source of the split between scientific and humanist accounts of the human to the oft-unspoken split between existential and scientific atheism; a split that in philosophical circles has played itself out in the rivalries between European and Analytic Philosophy. For this reason, Stephen Hawking’s recent proclamation of the death of philosophy ought to sound more caustic to analytic ears than it does to continental philosophers.2 The reason for such comparative ease and unease is instructive. Analytic philosophy has prided itself on its rigour and its contribution to the progression of science, whereas some of the main champions of Continental Philosophy have remained wholly sceptical towards the contribution of science to the progress of humankind. Thinkers beginning with Nietzsche and on to Heidegger, Albert Camus, Sartre, and the Frankfurt school, believed that the scientific and Enlightenment tradition bears some consonance with the legacy and continuance of European nihilism. Ameliorating this split is important for our understanding of the role of any radical atheism.


A more profound atheism will, I argue, offer a more universal and expansive sense of being human and allow humans to confront the question of nihilism circumventing the worst manifestations of the hollowing-out of civility and ethics. As mentioned, the scientific endeavour has, often quite unfairly, been seen as a handmaiden of nihilism. Disinterested knowledge reduces the world to a totality of truths; this world is comprehensible only in terms of wholly homogenous facts. Facts are neutral and can be returned to again and again, but neutrality in the fullest sense undermines any commitment to meaningful existence. These facts do not leave open, for example, the possibility of a determination of freedom, or a consideration of life and death. This is not to say that we should abjure facts, but that they should be seen within a lived and practical context. For this precise reason the famous lament of The Gay Science surpasses traditional atheism, in that truths are never truer than when they are lived or overcome.3


The atheism I will here propose takes the tradition of continental philosophy seriously. This is because it attempts to overcome the drive to nothingness and death which the mechanistic worldview of modern science has inaugurated. The point remains germane to this discussion. True atheism has to ground its actions in concrete and practical life and must be divorced from deathly mechanism, and the reduction of humans into brute objects of study. Nihilism, as defined by Nietzsche, indicates that our contemporary culture is suffering from an historical malady: the belief in nothing and the desire to perpetuate that nothing. This is axiomatic. The world is in a lot of trouble, engaging in seriously destructive tendencies. This is why Nietzsche – the thinker with whom we begin this book – of course is not an atheist, at least not in the conventional sense, and this radicalization of atheism is decisive for reconstructing any atheist or humanist endeavour. For Nietzsche, a committed scientific thinker such as Dawkins, or eliminative materialists such as Paul and Patricia Churchland, would be utterly symptomatic of the nihilistic illness: nature offers us nothing more than the sum total of material facts.


The drive towards materialism, towards an understanding of the world in terms of matter, is a drive towards the inert, towards that which is without life and remains thus also a drive towards death: nothingness. But is it fair to suggest that science participates in this desire? Of course not: obviously, working scientists and individual researchers hold values, they understand what a mess the working production of real science can be. However, the point to keep in mind with Nietzsche is not so much to forsake the material world, but rather to resist our absorption into it. This is why Nietzsche’s insight in The Gay Science, is about how one conceives of this collective endeavour in a way which has a stake in the present and future destiny of humanity and, put simply, in a way that is accessible to the lived world of human existence. It is not enough to say that it just does; the issue needs to be forced and this is where, and why, scientific atheism needs to be supplemented.


What resources of philosophical ideas can we draw on here to build the grammar of a radical atheism? Metaphysical atheism is, it must be noted, steeped in the drive to overcome nihilism. In order fully to understand this, we must understand the abstract idea of negation: we must understand it in roughly the context of what Heidegger called the nihilation of negation. In the most elementary terms, the question of temporality is decisive. If there is time, it follows there are events, happenings and becomings. Therefore, there is always occurrence, which ultimately negates the possibility of nothingness, since there must always be some event rather than nothing. Nothing is eternity, which must be the biggest zero of all as it is without occurrence or event. The essence of the human being, therefore, remains a curative, albeit a contested one, to the question of eternity and nihilism. Humans are essentially historical and self-determining beings, and the very brute fact of mortal life negates metaphysical nihilism. What atheism must definitively offer is the insight that the insidious nothingness that can seep into all aspects of human life, sometimes as the worst and most torturous burden, nonetheless can be overcome. Atheism must become a species of what Emmanuel Levinas would call first philosophy, where nothingness is negated, and all thoughts must begin with this insight. There is always something. If there is a human being in terms of its struggles in history, then the human being is defined by its action in addition to, and over and above, its physics. Thus Nietzsche’s unsurpassable insight for how to overcome nihilism is that the human, because of its temporal nature in the face of the transience of reality, is itself the very possibility of overcoming nihilism.


Since transience and passing are such an essential part of mortal life, this fragility of life implies an exposure to violence, and it is, therefore, important to acknowledge and reflect on the violence of existence. In some sense, violence is integral to the cosmos. Humans can certainly have relative functions and purposes, but the cosmos itself is much more indifferent. To acknowledge the radical historicity of the human being is to envisage the human being eking out an existence in a turbulent and dangerous cosmos. Doing so entails that the majority of human actions are contested to begin with, but it is this very contestation which allows the human to engage in possibility, tragedy, universalism, truth, all in an effort to stave off the essential frailty of our species. Therefore, the human as species existing in, with and alongside a vibrant cosmos, has the capacity to transform and realize our nature for better or worse. In this book I attempt to offer a more radical account of atheism, where questions of things, time, truth, and universalism may be considered deepened for atheist discourse.


A radical form of atheism must be committed to the ubiquitous. It must look to the closest things beside it, as well as those at the farthest remove: the permanent questions of time, space and embodiment. It is absolutely necessary for the atheist to speak about violence and truth, finitude and life, and the shared and common life of our species. These are all themes which I examine in this work. Existential life necessitates the atheist’s commitment to fragile procedures, being perpetually confronted with the all and nothing, the general and the particular, the universal and the specific. For the radical atheist, the truth of our universal species is beyond ourselves. Truth is not a thing out there, it is not some ‘thing’ that can be picked up and fondled. Truth is the condition of the world as it happens. Truth comes from a different place than the fleshy brain of the human. Outside of thought, outside of the confines of whatever world we inhabit, all regions of reality meet the wild truth of reality.


Although currently out of vogue, the task is to make a case for existential atheism because it has deep and profound resources for overcoming scepticism, relativism and nihilism. The task here is not to be negative towards science, nor any other discipline of thought, but to articulate a new atheist position. Atheism, which has traditionally equated itself with scientific humanism and empiricism, will be given a more expansive remit in this book. While the tradition of Enlightenment progress must never be forsaken, it is much richer to conceive of these notions in an existential sense. The fleshy material base of our empirical life must be conceived as both action and truth. What is required for the radical atheist is an existential empiricism, in the fullest sense of the empirical as both a test and a trial. Thus as much as the scientist in the laboratory is an empiricist staking out new regions of reality, so is the amorous couple who transcend the confines of their reality, as are all the drunks who stagger home in a lightly mystified version of reality, as much as the cyclist hitting their limits on an unmercifully steep climb, and to the transformed soldier returning from war.




Chapter 1


Liberating Nietzsche


Friedrich Nietzsche offers an undeniable challenge for the atheist. His philosophical reflections present an enormous obstacle to atheist philosophy, and offer its greatest potential also. Nietzsche’s most famous critique of Western metaphysics is a critique of modern science as much as anything. Atheism as a humanist endeavour, as merely a question of belief, is a key contributor to the demise of the modern world. A reclaimed atheism has to take place beyond this. This requires thinking what a more radical form of atheism might look like in a more concrete sense, in order to stake out its precise coordinates. This call in Nietzsche’s thought has never been taken up by atheism in a sustained fashion. Nietzsche offers a philosophical critique of different kinds of materialism – economic, scientific and cultural – and their attendant consequences for the ethical status of human beings. Nietzsche’s radical form of overcoming humanism offers concepts from which a renewed atheism can begin. These are evident in his understanding of the temporal human, the re-figuration of the body, and the affirmation of humanity in the cosmos.


It is unsurprising that Nietzsche is concerned with materialism and economic nihilism. The Germany of Nietzsche’s time was one of a rampant generalized self-satisfaction, set against the backdrop of recurring economic recessions and banking crises. Otto von Bismarck’s rule in the latter part of the nineteenth century was synonymous with uniting in concord the various sectional interests of German culture, popular with the working class and German nationalists, and combined with military success abroad. For Nietzsche, Germany was content and in smug accord yet blissfully unaware of the spiritual dangers of such material happiness; while Bismarck’s idiosyncratic social capitalism was Nietzsche’s target as much as socialism and democracy, the common denominator among these was the idea of ‘homo economicus,’ i.e. economic man: the idea that the human was reducible simply to numerical or monetary terms.


Why is Nietzsche important for the atheist? It is because his critique of different types of economic and rational materialism, and their attendant secular ethics, opens up the opportunity to see atheism in a renewed light. Nietzsche really offers one of the first authentic expressions of what atheism might be in human terms. The most important elements of these philosophical coordinates can be shown mainly in his response to economic nihilism. In his effort to overcome the dull nihilism of the economic he turns to the historical dimension of human existence, the radical sensibility of the body, and finally forces conventional atheism to confront the impasse of scientific materialism. This is the terrain on which a deepened atheism must be reclaimed. Indeed Nietzsche presents a powerful and searing critique of traditional forms of atheism. Of course, the mantle of the atheist is not something that sits at all easily upon Nietzsche as we will see, and this is why he must be taken seriously for any vigorous theory of atheism.

OEBPS/OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
Atheism
Reclaimed

Patrick O’Connor

o

BOOKS

Winchester, UK
Washington, USA





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ATHEISM
RECLAIMED









OEBPS/OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





