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The moment may be ºeeting, but at this writing the power of the re-
ligious Right is on the wane. Its moral pretensions have been shaken by 
high-proªle scandals involving sex, drugs, and inºuence-peddling,4 and 
its political allies suffered embarrassing defeats in the recent midterm 
elections.5 At the same time, atheism seems to be enjoying a minor ren-
aissance just now (or at least an unusual amount of media attention).6 Maybe 
this is because the secularists sense the Right’s momentary vulnerability; 
maybe it is because they can no longer tolerate its power and prestige. 
Most likely it is a combination of both. 

Regardless of the motivation, one is tempted to ask: what’s the point 
of all this God talk? Everyone seems to agree that the God Hypothesis—
the idea that “[t]here exists a superhuman, supernatural intelligence who 
deliberately designed and created the universe and everything in it, in-
cluding us”7—is neither logically disprovable nor scientiªcally veriªable. 
Moreover, religious people are unlikely to abandon their views on the 
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strength of argument alone. (And the American public is overwhelmingly 
religious.8) Even assuming that the atheist case could be made and made 
persuasively, it is not clear that people would act very differently in a world 
without religion. It seems likely, in fact, that we would ªnd other reasons 
to do good things and other ways to justify doing bad things. So is there 
really anything at stake here? For Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, and E. O. 
Wilson, at least, the answer is an emphatic yes. 

I. Dawkins and Harris 

In The God Delusion and Letter to a Christian Nation,9 respectively, 
Dawkins and Harris argue that the world’s fascination with God consti-
tutes a “moral and intellectual emergency” that must be addressed.10 Their 
argument proceeds along two main lines. First is the argument from im-
probability. Dawkins and Harris concede that logic cannot disprove 
God’s existence. Still, they say, it can expose the fatuity of arguments for 
God’s existence (Aquinas’s proofs, arguments from design, and so on) and 
establish the extreme improbability of His existence. Thus, it is demon-
strably irrational to believe in God. Second is the argument from infamy. 
Religion is extraordinarily pernicious in effect, they claim; therefore, to 
continue believing in God despite His extreme improbability is not only 
irrational but also manifestly immoral. It would be difªcult to overstate 
our authors’ enthusiasm on this last point. Religion is “the great unmen-
tionable evil at the center of our culture,”11 enabling and perpetuating con-
ºict,12 inºicting untold psychological trauma,13 and “actively debauch[ing] 
the scientiªc enterprise” by ennobling ignorance.14 Religion, moreover, is 
uniquely deranging; only religion can account for the irrationality of, say, 
suicide bombers or abortion clinic assassins.15 

Nor are liberal and moderate believers spared the whip. They lend be-
lief an undeserved aura of respectability, insist on unjustiªed privileges 
for faith, and contaminate political discourse by characterizing as territo-
rial or racial or economic disputes that are actually religious.16 In effect, 
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moderates and liberals allow religiosity to live like a parasite in the body 
politic, gathering strength from its host until it bursts forth, inevitably, 
into irrationality, extremism, and violence.17 Lovers of rationality, science, 
and liberal democracy, therefore, have a stark choice: they can stand by 
while superstitious hordes trample modernity or they can ªght back. Daw-
kins and Harris choose the latter option, and offer their books as opening 
salvos. Harris seeks to “arm secularists in our society, who believe that 
religion should be kept out of public policy, against their opponents on 
the Christian Right,” and also to convince religious moderates that “the 
respect they demand for their own religious beliefs gives shelter to extrem-
ists of all faiths.”18 Dawkins intends to “raise consciousness to the fact 
that to be an atheist is a realistic aspiration, and a brave and splendid one”—
and to show the irrationality and immorality of alternative positions.19 

Tall orders for such slender volumes! But there is a good deal to ap-
preciate and even admire in these books. First, it would be difªcult not to 
enjoy reading them. Dawkins and Harris are talented stylists and polemi-
cists. Indeed, even if you are incensed by some of their rhetorical ºour-
ishes—and many passages seem designed to have just that effect20—you 
are likely to be impressed by the verbal and intellectual range of these 
books. Dawkins plucks insights from ªelds as diverse as evolutionary biol-
ogy and quantum physics; Harris is an astute religious comparativist who 
has clearly read his holy books. And progressives will almost certainly 
enjoy Dawkins’s and Harris’s ruthless skewering of the American reli-
gious Right and its stranglehold on certain policy issues. 

But these books claim to trafªc in Truth, not just satisfaction, so we 
must ask if they prove their points. Not surprisingly, that largely depends 
on who is reading them. Take the case for God’s improbability. Dawkins 
is by far the more innovative thinker here—and it is no mean feat to offer 
an original thought on this topic. He is at his best in explaining why some 
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arguments for God’s existence actually depend on assumptions that imply 
His non-existence. For example, says Dawkins, theists like to argue that 
science cannot account for the existence of the universe or the origins of 
life; therefore, we can infer that God is the cause of both. But, says Daw-
kins, to invoke God to explain such improbability raises a problem of 
inªnite regress: it raises, in other words, the question of where God came 
from.21 Therefore, the appearance of agency not only does not prove God’s 
existence, it illustrates how improbable His existence must be—at least 
more improbable than the improbability He is being recruited to account 
for. This is very improbable indeed, and crucially, much more implausi-
ble than the faintly Darwinist explanations Dawkins offers for the origins 
of life.22 Therefore, a designing God is so implausible, and scientiªc ac-
counts of the origins of life so much more plausible, that to believe in God is 
irrational. 

Dawkins is very proud of this argument for God’s improbability. In 
fact, he suspects it is irrefutable.23 And indeed it is, provided you share 
with Dawkins a few key assumptions. For example, Dawkins argues that 
postulating God begs the question of God’s origin. But why? Because for 
Dawkins, it is a working assumption that all “creative intelligences, being 
evolved, necessarily arrive late in the universe.”24 Ipso facto, God needs an 
evolutionary history. But granting the explanatory power of Darwinian 
evolution here on Earth (which I certainly do), it is unclear why we must 
assume Darwinism’s universal applicability—why we must assume, in 
other words, that the birth of the universe and the origins of life, like the 
evolution of life, proceeded along Darwinist lines. 

Ironically, for Dawkins, it is a matter of faith that they did.25 He sug-
gests that if our consciousness has been sufªciently raised by the power 
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and elegance of Darwinist thinking, we will look askance at deus ex ma-
china explanations for the universe and prefer Darwinist explanations in-
stead.26 Fair enough. But in the absence of evidence, the mere hope that 
everything in the universe always has and always will be explicable in 
Darwinian or pseudo-Darwinian terms cannot by itself defeat theism’s 
competing view, itself an expression of hope: that God’s complexity and 
improbability is immune to Darwinian analysis because He “exists” out-
side of what we regard as space and time. Indeed, one need not put much 
stock in theology to wonder whether Dawkins’s certainty on this point is 
warranted; a healthy dose of scientiªc skepticism will sufªce.27 

Thus, the persuasiveness of this argument ultimately rests on your 
opinion of Dawkins’s Big Idea—the idea that Darwinism’s fundamental 
assumptions hold no matter how far we wander from their terrestrial home. 
If it seems to you that Dawkins’s Big Idea has enabled him to arrive at a 
profound insight about the nature of the universe, then you will ªnd his 
account persuasive. If, on the other hand, you think that Dawkins’s Big Idea 
has commandeered his imagination and blinded him to the possibility 
that the universe may not always behave in a Darwinist fashion, then you 
will not. My view of the matter is that both Dawkins and his opponents 
are more like Whitman’s noiseless patient spider than they care to admit.28 

That brings us to the argument from infamy. Dawkins and Harris be-
lieve that religion is at the root of almost all human suffering and con-
ºict—or at least that it is at the root of far more suffering and conºict 
than we tend to acknowledge. In fact, Dawkins and Harris see God—and, 
importantly, only God—everywhere.29 And where they see God they see 
only pestilence. Suicide bombing? God’s fault. Abortion provider mur-
ders? God’s fault. Conºict in Northern Ireland? Homophobia? Indiffer-
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ence to humanitarian crises? All God’s fault. Here again, readers will have 
to decide whether Dawkins and Harris wield the Big Idea or the Big Idea 
wields them. I think it is clearly the latter. Our authors’ hostility to cer-
tain religiously inspired political programs seems to have developed into 
a full-ºedged monomania about religion per se. And that monomania, like 
all monomanias, leads them to say and think some strange things.30 For ex-
ample, Dawkins and Harris have to engage in breathtaking amounts of revi-
sionism to suggest that religion has been and continues to be all cost and 
no beneªt.31 Even more problematic is Dawkins’s and Harris’s claim that 
certain evils would not occur but for religion. For instance, they argue that 
suicide bombing must be a religious and only a religious phenomenon be-
cause “[o]nly religious faith is a strong enough force to motivate such utter 
madness in otherwise sane and decent people.”32 Really? Dawkins and Har-
ris offer no evidence for the proposition, and conveniently ignore con-
trary examples.33 More generally, hasn’t the twentieth century taught us 
that murderous outrages hardly require religious justiªcations? Surely that is 
one of the bitter lessons of the genocides in Germany, Cambodia, Iraq, and 
Rwanda.34 

But all this merely hints at the deepest problem with the argument 
from infamy: it assumes a radical distinction between religion and poli-
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tics (that is, non-religious cultural ideas and practices).35 Dawkins’s and 
Harris’s model of religion is pathological and individualistic: religious 
derangement enters the brain of a believer and causes him to think irrational 
things—and, too often, to do terrible things. Public, mobilized religion is 
a case of mass hysteria brought on by mass infection. But this model is 
misleading because it ignores the social character of religious practice. 
Religious belief may live, in some sense, in the individual conscience, but 
religious practice lives in the public sphere. Thus, an individual’s religion 
is inevitably bound up with the entire matrix of human culture: history, 
language, tribal codes, familial relationships, political ideology, art, sci-
ence, commerce.36 That matrix informs the content and character of relig-
ion as surely as religion informs the rest of the matrix. (And as a result, 
religion is shot through with epistemological schema we’d call “rational” 
or “secular,” while science is infused with themes we’d recognize as “re-
ligious.”37) Nor can we understand individuals’ or communities’ religious 
behavior without understanding how, ex ante, other cultural practices and 
institutions limit and deªne the ways they can enact their religious be-
liefs. I do not mean to belabor these elementary sociological points. It is 
sufªcient to say that it is not irresponsible or evasive, as Dawkins and Harris 
think,38 to take a more sophisticated view of how religion, in conjunction 
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with other ideas, practices, and institutions, feeds into rational and irra-
tional behavior. Indeed, their one-dimensional analysis is the irresponsi-
ble one. It is all too easy (and in their cases, self-serving) to dismiss the 
evidence and assume that intractable social conºicts can be eliminated by 
“curing” people of their religious ideas.39 

But failure to understand the social character of religion also has more 
general methodological consequences for opponents of political religion. 
Dawkins and Harris, for example, seem to think that the persistence of 
the politicized religion they ªnd so obnoxious is largely a function of its 
appeal to individual consciences. They think religion is attractive to peo-
ple mainly because it helps them explain the universe, console and inspire 
themselves, and act in a moral fashion.40 That must be why Dawkins and 
Harris think political religion—and the conservative agenda to which it is 
so often yoked—will be fatally wounded if they explain why it fails at these 
tasks (especially the ªrst one) and offer secular alternatives.41 But they 
seem oblivious to the possibility that the persistence of religion depends 
as much on its social and political value (as a vehicle for organizing and 
mobilizing individuals and communities) as it does on its ontological and 
epistemological value (as a set of answers to the mysteries of life, the uni-
verse, and everything).42 Opponents of political religion will have to offer 
something considerably more powerful in the former sense if they hope 
to displace religion. Playing “gotcha” with doctrine’s logical inconsisten-
cies simply will not do; nor will offering alternative ways “to invoke the 
power of ritual and to mark those transitions in every human life that de-
mand profundity.”43 
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Of course, that assumes, with Dawkins and Harris, that opponents of 
a politicized religion must obliterate its religion to change its politics. But 
there are other ways to deal with disagreement, as demonstrated by E. O. 
Wilson’s new book, The Creation: An Appeal to Save Life on Earth.44 

II. Wilson 

Wilson is no stranger to the so-called war between rationalism and 
superstition.45 But The Creation is not a battle cry. Instead, Wilson asks 
religious conservatives to put aside their disagreements with liberal secu-
larists in order to pursue a common goal: saving the biosphere from the 
creeping Armageddon that is mankind. The appeal—in the form of a let-
ter to a Southern Baptist pastor—takes no pains to obscure Wilson’s secular 
worldview, nor the philosophical disagreement that must follow: 

I see no way to avoid the fundamental differences in our respec-
tive worldviews. You are a literalist interpreter of Christian Holy 
Scripture. You reject the conclusion of science that mankind 
evolved from lower forms. You believe that each person’s soul is 
immortal, making this planet a way station to a second, eternal 
life. . . . I am a secular humanist. I think existence is what we 
make of it as individuals. There is no guarantee of life after 
death . . . . For you, the glory of an unseen divinity; for me the 
glory of the universe revealed at last. . . . You have found your 
ªnal truth; I am still searching.46 

But, says Wilson, religious conservatives and secular humanists still share 
similar “imperatives of security, freedom of choice, personal dignity, and 
a cause to believe in that is larger than ourselves.”47 On that basis he in-
vites his ªctional interlocutor to “meet on the near side of metaphysics in 
order to deal with the real world we share.”48 Wilson’s argument for why 
theists should value and defend Nature clearly is designed to rhyme with 
religious worldviews. Thus, for example, he suggests that theists and secu-
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larists can meet on the common ground of a “green history” which ac-
knowledges that “[c]ivilization was purchased by the betrayal of Nature,”49 
or “Eden.”50 That betrayal, says Wilson, spiritually impoverished us as 
surely as it materially enriched us.51 Moreover, to disturb the biosphere’s 
delicate balance is to put ourselves and our progeny in mortal peril; thus, 
failure to assume stewardship of the Creation is a moral failure on any ac-
count.52 Assuming stewardship, however, could make this planet “para-
dise.”53 

Wilson’s approach recalls Stanley Fish’s distinction between philoso-
phical and pragmatic agreement. Fish observes that societies can reach 
pragmatic agreement (say, on environmental policies) even in the absence 
of philosophical agreement (say, on whether God created the world)54 be-
cause particular policies can satisfy competing philosophies. Indeed, de-
mocratic and pluralist societies really have no choice in the matter. It is 
not as if they can compel agreement on (most) philosophical issues. I 
think this is right, and I think it constitutes a deep criticism of Dawkins’s 
and Harris’s approach to the problem. The God Delusion and Letter to a 
Christian Nation are extremely un-Fishian. They insist on philosophical 
consensus, and question the bona ªdes or intelligence of anyone who dis-
agrees with their view of the right basis for such a consensus.55 In con-
trast, Wilson understands that bracketing irreconcilable differences may 
be a necessary precondition to solving problems, since it enables the 
conversation to proceed and implies modesty and respect for one’s oppo-
nent. And the manner in which Wilson rhetoricizes his appeal implies, 
also correctly, that philosophical diversity and moderation can be afªrmative 
goods—perhaps indispensable goods. Every camp will have its priorities, 
after all, most of them admirable and many of them unique. Ideally, 
Camp A will convince Camps B and C to care about Camp A’s non-
overlapping priorities, and vice versa. But again, this can only occur if all 
camps maintain respect for each other. Wilson’s book is not perfect, but it 
does pursue this complicated project in good faith. Dawkins and Harris 
reject the project out of hand. They call it appeasement.56 
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But that view of the matter strikes me as petulant, naive, and imprac-
tical.57 After all, it is undeniable that even “if religion is a delusion, it is a 
delusion with a future.”58 And surely science’s stature and inºuence will 
only increase. So it seems we are stuck with the problem of reconciling 
our religious and rationalist impulses when they conºict, both in our own 
hearts and in our political communities. In that sense, anyway, the answer 
to the question I posed at the end of the ªrst paragraph is clear: there cer-
tainly is something at stake in these conversations, even if God’s exis-
tence cannot be proved or disproved deªnitively. Indeed, what is at stake 
is nothing less than the success of progressive politics. After all, the vi-
ability of that program will depend in no small part on the political sup-
port of the millions who embrace religion. That banal observation suggests 
another: progressives need a coherent approach to political problems that 
implicate religion. Unfortunately, a short book review cannot fully articu-
late or defend such an approach. But it can identify the potential approaches 
or attitudes expressed in the books reviewed here, and suggest which of 
those seem more promising from a progressive point of view. 

Such an analysis might go something like this. The deeper questions 
that tend to be raised by conºicts between science and religion are almost 
certainly insoluble as a philosophical matter. But they will continue to 
occupy our political attention for two reasons: ªrst, because we put a good 
deal of stock in both religion and science, and second, because science and 
religion are not static monoliths. Thus, as science advances59 and relig-
ion’s priorities shift,60 the old questions will burst forth in new settings, 
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and prior pragmatic settlements will become unacceptable. No settlement 
will remain acceptable to all parties for long; no party will remain inºuen-
tial forever. A vicious cycle? A never-ending quagmire? Maybe. But we 
could take a more sanguine view of the matter. Professor H. Jefferson Pow-
ell has argued that our “historically extended tradition of argument” about 
the Constitution structures and legitimizes American political practice.61 
More speciªcally, conºict within that tradition appears to encourage—
rather than threaten—the emergence of common values. That is a useful 
metaphor for the debate about the roles of science and religion in our 
liberal democracy—no doubt a “constitutional” debate in the broadest sense. 
Here, too, we have an extended tradition of argument; here, too, ongoing 
conºict within that tradition binds us together by enabling us to reach provi-
sional, pragmatic agreements despite enduring philosophical disagreements. 

Perhaps that is as good a way as any to express why progressives 
ought to prefer Wilson’s dialogic approach—with its Fishian overtones and 
Powellian implications—to Dawkins’s and Harris’s polarizing approach. 
Dawkins and Harris dislike pragmatic accommodation and see no reason 
to respect their opponents’ philosophical views; they think working within 
the argumentative tradition cedes too much. But democratic and pluralist 
societies are understandably suspicious of that attitude, and for that rea-
son Dawkins and Harris are unlikely to persuade many reasonable people 
that the terms of the debate need to be changed. (And, of course, in the 
meantime they are likely to alienate those for whom the “truth” of relig-
ion is not an open question—a problem only academics can afford to ig-
nore.) Wilson, however, is willing to work within the tradition by arguing 
that deep philosophical disagreement need not preclude mutual respect 
nor prevent broad pragmatic agreement. It seems to me that any progres-
sive more interested in achieving her practical goals than scoring debate 
points must prefer the latter approach. 

 

 

                                                                                                                              
growth of Islam in America, see generally Ihsan Bagby, et al., Hartford Institute 

for Religious Research, The Mosque in America: A National Portrait (2001), 
http://www.cair-net.org/mosquereport/Masjid_Study_Project_2000_Report.pdf. 

61
 H. Jefferson Powell, A Community Built on Words: The Constitution in 

History and Politics 6 (2002). 


