

[image: title page for The Four Horsemen]




For Hitch




FOREWORD

STEPHEN FRY

‘Do you believe in God?’

‘A question of little value. Which god? Ganesh? Osiris? Jove? Jehovah? Or one of the tens of thousands of animist gods worshipped every day around the globe?’

‘Oh, very well then, if you’re going to get clever – any god.’

‘Do I believe in “any god”?’

‘Look, there’s a creation, isn’t there? Therefore there  must be a Creator. Nothing comes from nothing. Something must have started it all.’

‘I’ll overlook your reckless use of “therefore” and go along with you, out of interest. Just to see where it gets us.’

‘Well then.’

‘Well then, what?’

‘You’ve agreed there’s a Creator.’

‘Well, I haven’t agreed, but I’ve come along with you to see where it’s going. Who is this Creator you have conjured up on the grounds that they “must” exist?’

‘Well, we can’t say.’

‘And more important, who created this Creator?’

‘That’s just silly.’

‘But you’ve just told me that nothing comes from nothing and that something must have started it all. Why am I not allowed to use this principle to wonder where your Creator comes from?’

‘Well, you must admit that Love and Beauty can’t be explained by science. That there’s something other …’

We have all had heated, sophomoric and ultimately futile conversations like this as students – quibbling and quarrelling earnestly about turtles-all-the-way-down regress and challenging each other to prove the unprovable, long into the wine-fuelled night. We have all listened to those of faith stating their position, first by adducing half-understood scientific thinking and discovery—


‘Quantum physics itself shows that we can’t be certain of anything.’



—then dropping them contemptuously:


‘Science doesn’t have all the answers. It can’t even explain what most of the universe is made of! Anyway, they’re only theories.’



To this day, the ‘No true Scotsman’ fallacy is alive and well:


‘Buddhism has a lot to teach us, you know. It’s been shown to have real psychological and cognitive value.’

‘You mean like those Buddhist monks who helped the Burmese army ethnically cleanse the Rohingya to the point of genocide?’

‘Oh, but they weren’t proper Buddhists.’



❖

Such scenes play out every day, and it is important that they should. The rounds of punch and counterpunch may get wearisome, aggressive and tiresomely circular, but let us never forget that this is a big subject and the claims made by theists, religionists and believers are the most momentous claims there can be. About anything. You don’t have to boast a PhD or have read Thomas à Kempis, the Qur’an, the Book of Mormon and the teachings of Siddhartha (or indeed On the Origin of Species and Principia Mathematica) to be able to take part in such wrangling and disputation. But boy, isn’t it wonderful when you can eavesdrop on four who have. It warms the heart, tickles the soul and fires up the synapses. And that is exactly what this book allows us to do – listen in on four people who have thought hard and fought hard (for they have been publicly battered and battled like few intellectuals in our time) without losing their wit, humour and sense of proportion.

So who are they, these Four Musketeers of the Mind? What do they want with us and the world? Why should we care?

Let us meet them one by one.

SAM HARRIS (Aramis) is a neuroscientist, moralist, author and enthusiastic exponent of Brazilian jiu-jitsu (a martial art most noted, I am told, for its close grappling and ferocious ground fighting). He is equally trained and proficient in forms of meditation that an Englishman of my caste finds incomprehensible and deeply embarrassing. I can’t even say the word ‘mindfulness’ without blushing. Harris’s influential books The End of Faith and Letter to a Christian Nation were followed by a later book and subsequent highly popular podcast series called Waking Up, which focus on his great interest in exploring how morality and spirituality can flourish outside religious teaching.

DANIEL DENNETT (Athos) is a philosopher. Perhaps the best-known philosopher alive. A few years ago, that would have been like calling someone the best-known fluid dynamicist alive or the most famous coleopterist the world has ever seen, but these days philosophy and its branches are hot. More people are choosing it as an undergraduate subject, it seems, than ever before. As a UC Berkeley alumni magazine headline neatly phrased it, ‘Philosophy’s Popularity Soars: Devotees Find It’s More Than “An Interesting Path to Poverty”’. Professor Dennett writes on the mind, evolutionary biology, free will and much else besides. His book Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon caused plenty of fluttering in academic, intellectual, religious and political dovecots. His co-authorship with Asbjørn Steglich-Petersen of The Philosophical Lexicon has alone guaranteed him eternal glory. Like Einstein, Noah and the Kennedys, Professor Dennett is a keen sailor.

RICHARD DAWKINS (d’Artagnan) is responsible for introducing evolutionary biology and Darwinism to generations. His books The Selfish Gene and The Blind Watchmaker, never out of print, continue to inspire, inform and amaze. As the first holder of Oxford University’s Simonyi Professorship for the Public Understanding of Science, he acquired a worldwide reputation as a sceptic, ‘passionate rationalist’, ‘proud atheist’, and witty exposer of charlatanism and fakery couched in pseudoscientific language. In all that time, he has pursued an academic career as a leading ethologist and biologist. He gave our language the word ‘meme’, and in his work as a scientist has hugely expanded our understanding not just of the genotype but of the whole evolutionary package that makes life, the phenotype. His Richard Dawkins Foundation for Reason and Science stands as a global cynosure for free thought.

CHRISTOPHER HITCHENS (Porthos) was – and how it will always grieve me to have to use the past tense – a journalist, essayist, polemicist, contrarian, debater, political historian, author and thinker. His preternaturally fluent articulacy, breadth of learning, extraordinary recall, diablerie, sauciness, and panache raised his mastery of debate to a level unmatched in his lifetime. We are fortunate that this child of the 1960s and ’70s did at least make it into the YouTube era; many of his coruscating flagellations of the dim-witted, malevolent, ill-informed and unprepared live on in cyberspace as well as in the pages of his many articles, essays and books.

❖

Richard Dawkins sets the context of this meeting of the Horsemen very well indeed in his new contribution to this book, but it is worth recalling how the Four had, between them, broken new ground in the English-speaking world, opening up debate everywhere, empowering humanism and secularism for a new generation, and giving voice to the always lurking and now growing suspicion that the worst aspects of religion, from faith-healing fakery to murderous martyrdom, could not be separated from the essential nature of religion itself. They did so with the publication of enormously influential books: Harris’s The End of Faith, Dawkins’s The God Delusion, Dennett’s Breaking the Spell and Hitchens’s God Is Not Great. These appeared against a millennial background of growing Christian evangelical fundamentalism in the United States and murderous jihadism in the Islamic world.

The emperor had been parading about for centuries, and it was time someone pointed and reminded the world that he was naked. The response was, as might be imagined, intense. The four became media stars to the extent that they were asked to comment and debate at all times and in all places. But a counter-reformation followed. Religionists of all stripes, most of whom appeared not to have read the books,fn1 fought back against these new voices:


‘The New Atheism is just like a religion.’

‘These New Atheists are fundamentalists themselves.’

‘How dare they affront and wound people for whom religion is so great a solace, balm, and support?’

‘Lenin and Stalin imposed atheism in the USSR, and look where that led.’

‘They define all of us according to the behaviour of the worst of us.’



Such accusations – which are assertions, of course, not arguments, with their resentful air of noble hurt – were brandished as if they constituted a refutation of all that this New Atheism stood for. After thousands of years of supremacy, suppression and censorship, the champions of religion managed to transform themselves miraculously into victims of cruel verbal abuse, snobbish bullying and intellectual persecution. It is against such a background that this conversation takes place.

Indeed, the first topic that Dawkins, Dennett, Harris and Hitchens address is that very issue of ‘offence’ – how offence is taken by religion’s guardians whenever their claims and practices are examined in the forensic light of reason, history and knowledge. Reading the Four Horsemen on this subject now, one realizes that all conversations about any ideology or belief are subsets of the religious debate. Questions of free speech, blasphemy, sacrilege and heresy have a sharp relevance in our far-from-brave new world of culture wars, denunciation, shaming, no-platforming, and the pestilential swarm of Year Zero ills that has flown chattering, stinging and biting from the Pandora’s Box of social media.

Yes, the Four Horsemen can be mordant and almost cruel in their swatting of adversarial flies, but they always play by the rules. The rules of all intellectual activity – whether scientific or non-scientific – spin down to one golden precept: the testing of assertions on the anvils of logic and verifiable fact. For an argument to obtain, it must make sense rationally and empirically.

This does not cast the New Atheist as a cold, unfeeling Mr Spock. Reason and experience recognize that many pious adherents are sincere in their faith. While it is honourable and legitimate to speculate as to the truth of the tenets of religious faith, there is no call to mock or undermine the individually devout. Flaubert’s Coeur simple, the old servant Félicité on her knees, telling the rosary and looking up with reverent wonder at the stained-glass window above the altar, is not ripe for scorn; but the dogma relayed from the Vatican by the cardinal in his palace, dogma that keeps Félicité on her knees, the palace stocked with wine, and the populace plied with nonsensical edicts and eschatological threats … well, that is fair and necessary game. Enquiries into the legitimacy of claims that spill out into the public arena and influence education, law-making and policy have no obligation to consider bruised feelings.

If the truth of the existence of God is a first-order matter, it is soon dropped in debates and replaced with second-order questions:


Maybe faith and belief in divinity and an afterlife, even if founded on claims for which there can be no evidence, may nonetheless be considered a force for good?

Maybe they offer moral guides and ethical codes without which the world would be a cruel and riotous place? Much of what we live by is metaphor. Why shouldn’t we accept a religious narrative irrespective of its truth – as a framework in this relativist culture cursed by the disappearance of structure, hierarchy, and meaning?

And what about the spiritual, the numinous immanence we all feel? Can you really deny that there is a realm which reason and numbers and microscopes cannot penetrate?



The Fearless Four dive right into all these second-order topics. While not going so far as to allow for Stephen Jay Gould’s unsatisfactory proposition of NOMA (Non-Overlapping Magisteria, an idea that can be expressed as ‘Render unto science what is science’s, and render unto religion all the rest’), we can see that each member of the Four is happy to agree that the world, the cosmos, and our human apprehension exhibit and experience the numinous. This is not any kind of concession, for numen is (despite what some dictionaries might suggest) no more suggestive of the existence of divinity than lumen, or indeed any less attractive phenomena – cruelty, cancer and flesh-eating bacteria, for example.

The glory of this gathering is that everything each player in the quartet contributes on religion and atheism, science and sense, applies with equal urgency to the troublesome topics of our present age. Sitting in on these dialogues of Dawkins, Harris, Dennett and Hitchens reminds us that open enquiry, free thinking and the unfettered exchange of ideas yield real and tangible fruit. Who imagined that the future of such obvious and surely ineluctable enlightenment principles might in our lifetime be threatened – threatened by shrieking intolerance from both sides of the old political divide, but also by our own fear, indolence and misplaced courtesy? This real danger is what makes the publication of this book so timely and welcome. May new generations continue to be inspired by the glamour and glory of the Four, and the valour and value of free thought openly and gracefully exchanged.

One for all, and all for one!


THE HUBRIS OF RELIGION,  THE HUMILITY OF SCIENCE, AND THE INTELLECTUAL AND MORAL COURAGE OF ATHEISM

RICHARD DAWKINS

Between 2004 and 2007, five bestselling books became known – notorious, in some circles – as the spearhead of a so-called New Atheist movement. They were Sam Harris’s The End of Faith (2004) and Letter to a Christian Nation (2006), Daniel Dennett’s Breaking the Spell (2006), my The God Delusion (2006) and Christopher Hitchens’s God Is Not Great (2007). For a time, Sam, Dan and I were dubbed ‘the Three Musketeers’. Then, when Christopher’s broadside arrived, we expanded into ‘the Four Horsemen’. We were not responsible for those journalistic coinings but we didn’t disown them. Nor did we collude with each other: there was no organized mustering of the guns, although we had no objection to being bracketed together, and we were happy to be joined by such respected authors as Ayaan Hirsi Ali, Victor Stenger, Lawrence Krauss, Jerry Coyne, Michael Shermer, A. C. Grayling and Dan Barker, among others.

In September 2007, the annual conference of the Atheist Alliance International was held in Washington DC, Christopher Hitchens’s home city. Robin Elisabeth Cornwell, on behalf of the Richard Dawkins Foundation for Reason and Science, took advantage of the presence of all four ‘horsemen’ in the same place and organized a joint conversation, to be filmed by our resident cinematographers. The plan was that Ayaan Hirsi Ali would make a fifth, as lone horsewoman, thereby taking our progression on from Three Musketeers through Four Horsemen to Five Pillars of Wisdom. At the last minute, Ayaan unfortunately had to make an emergency dash to the Netherlands, where she had been a Member of Parliament. We missed her, and were pleased that she joined the three surviving horsemen in 2012, when the Global Atheist Convention in Melbourne staged a form of reprise.fn1 Her presence unsurprisingly stimulated a partial switch to Islam as a topic.

Now, back to the original meeting in 2007. In the evening of 30 September, the four of us sat round a table in Christopher and Carol’s airy, book-lined flat. Plied with cocktails, we had a two-hour conversation followed by a memorable dinner. The film of our discussion was made available on the YouTube channel of the Richard Dawkins Foundation.fn2 The foundation also launched the recording as a pair of DVDs; the text that follows in this book is a transcript of our conversation.

For me, the event was a vindication of my conviction that discussion doesn’t always need a chairman or any basic disagreement or debate to maintain interest and bear fruit. We didn’t even have a prepared agenda. The conversation took its own course. Yet nobody hogged the floor, and we segued seamlessly over a great number of topics. The two hours seemed to fly by, and our own interest never flagged. Does the unsteered conversation remain interesting to a third party? That is for readers of this book to judge.

How different would our conversation be if we had it today, a decade or so later? It’s impossible to overlook the obvious difference: no Christopher Hitchens, our gracious host on that memorable evening. How we would miss – do miss – that strong, mellifluous baritone, the prodigious learning, the erudite quotations from literature and history, the barbed yet gentlemanly wit, the eloquent cadences impelled forward by such rhetorical skills as the dramatic pause after rather than before the first word of a new sentence. I won’t say he dominated our four-way conversation, but he certainly had a decisive effect on the flow of it.

Rather than rehearse old themes, I thought I’d use this essay to develop new points that I might make if we were to have another such discussion today.

❖

Among the many topics we discussed in 2007 was how religion and science compared in respect of humility and hubris. Religion, for its part, stands accused of conspicuous overconfidence and sensational lack of humility. The expanding universe, the laws of physics, the fine-tuned physical constants, the laws of chemistry, the slow grind of evolution’s mills – all were set in motion so that, in the 14-billion-year fullness of time, we should come into existence. Even the constantly reiterated insistence that we are miserable offenders, born in sin, is a kind of inverted arrogance: such vanity, to presume that our moral conduct has some sort of cosmic significance, as though the Creator of the Universe wouldn’t have better things to do than tot up our black marks and our brownie points. The universe is all concerned with me. Is that not the arrogance that passeth all understanding?
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