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Chapter 1

Daniel Dennett

Daniel Clement Dennett III (bornMarch 28, 1942)[1][2]
is an American philosopher, writer, and cognitive scien-
tist whose research centers on the philosophy of mind,
philosophy of science, and philosophy of biology, par-
ticularly as those fields relate to evolutionary biology and
cognitive science.[3]

As of 2017 he is the co-director of the Center for Cogni-
tive Studies and the Austin B. Fletcher Professor of Phi-
losophy at Tufts University. Dennett is an atheist and
secularist, a member of the Secular Coalition for Amer-
ica advisory board,[4] and a member of the Committee
for Skeptical Inquiry, as well as an outspoken supporter
of the Brights movement. Dennett is referred to as one
of the "Four Horsemen of New Atheism", along with
Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, and the late Christopher
Hitchens.[5]

Dennett is a member of the editorial board for The
Rutherford Journal.[6]

1.1 Early life

Dennett was born on March 28, 1942 in Boston, Mas-
sachusetts, the son of Ruth Marjorie (née Leck) and
Daniel Clement Dennett, Jr.[7][8] Dennett spent part of
his childhood in Lebanon, where, during World War II,
his father was a covert counter-intelligence agent with the
Office of Strategic Services posing as a cultural attaché to
the American Embassy in Beirut.[9] When he was five, his
mother took him back to Massachusetts after his father
died in an unexplained plane crash.[10] Dennett’s sister is
the investigative journalist Charlotte Dennett.[9] Dennett
says that he was first introduced to the notion of philoso-
phywhile attending summer camp at age 11, when a camp
counselor said to him, “You know what you are, Daniel?
You're a philosopher.”[11]

Dennett graduated from Phillips Exeter Academy in
1959, and spent one year at Wesleyan University before
receiving his Bachelor of Arts in philosophy at Harvard
University in 1963. At Harvard University he was a stu-
dent of W. V. Quine. In 1965, he received his Doctor
of Philosophy in philosophy at the University of Oxford,
where he studied under Gilbert Ryle and was a member

of Christ Church.

Dennett in 2008

Dennett describes himself as “an autodidact—or, more
properly, the beneficiary of hundreds of hours of informal
tutorials on all the fields that interest me, from some of the
world’s leading scientists”.[12]

He is the recipient of a Fulbright Fellowship, two
Guggenheim Fellowships, and a Fellowship at the Center
for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences.[13] He is
a Fellow of the Committee for Skeptical Inquiry and a
Humanist Laureate of the International Academy of Hu-
manism.[14] He was named 2004 Humanist of the Year
by the American Humanist Association.[15]

In February 2010, he was named to the Freedom From
Religion Foundation's Honorary Board of distinguished
achievers.[16]

In 2012, he was awarded the Erasmus Prize, an annual
award for a person who has made an exceptional contri-
bution to European culture, society or social science, “for
his ability to translate the cultural significance of science
and technology to a broad audience.”[17]
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2 CHAPTER 1. DANIEL DENNETT

1.2 Philosophical views

1.2.1 Free will

While he is a confirmed compatibilist on free will, in
“On Giving Libertarians What They Say They Want”—
Chapter 15 of his 1978 book Brainstorms,[18] Dennett ar-
ticulated the case for a two-stage model of decision mak-
ing in contrast to libertarian views.

The model of decision making I am
proposing has the following feature: when
we are faced with an important decision,
a consideration-generator whose output is to
some degree undetermined, produces a se-
ries of considerations, some of which may of
course be immediately rejected as irrelevant
by the agent (consciously or unconsciously).
Those considerations that are selected by the
agent as having a more than negligible bear-
ing on the decision then figure in a reasoning
process, and if the agent is in the main reason-
able, those considerations ultimately serve as
predictors and explicators of the agent’s final
decision.[19]

While other philosophers have developed two-stage mod-
els, including William James, Henri Poincaré, Arthur
Holly Compton, and Henry Margenau, Dennett defends
this model for the following reasons:

1. First ... The intelligent selection, re-
jection, and weighing of the considera-
tions that do occur to the subject is a mat-
ter of intelligence making the difference.

2. Second, I think it installs indeterminism
in the right place for the libertarian, if
there is a right place at all.

3. Third ... from the point of view of biolog-
ical engineering, it is just more efficient
and in the end more rational that decision
making should occur in this way.

4. A fourth observation in favor of the
model is that it permits moral education
to make a difference, without making all
of the difference.

5. Fifth—and I think this is perhaps the
most important thing to be said in favor
of this model—it provides some account
of our important intuition that we are the
authors of our moral decisions.

6. Finally, the model I propose points to the
multiplicity of decisions that encircle our
moral decisions and suggests that in many
cases our ultimate decision as to which

way to act is less important phenomeno-
logically as a contributor to our sense of
free will than the prior decisions affecting
our deliberation process itself: the deci-
sion, for instance, not to consider any fur-
ther, to terminate deliberation; or the de-
cision to ignore certain lines of inquiry.

These prior and subsidiary decisions con-
tribute, I think, to our sense of ourselves as re-
sponsible free agents, roughly in the following
way: I am faced with an important decision to
make, and after a certain amount of delibera-
tion, I say to myself: “That’s enough. I've con-
sidered this matter enough and now I'm going
to act,” in the full knowledge that I could have
considered further, in the full knowledge that
the eventualities may prove that I decided in
error, but with the acceptance of responsibility
in any case.[20]

Leading libertarian philosophers such as Robert Kane
have rejected Dennett’s model, specifically that random
chance is directly involved in a decision, on the basis that
they believe this eliminates the agent’s motives and rea-
sons, character and values, and feelings and desires. They
claim that, if chance is the primary cause of decisions,
then agents cannot be liable for resultant actions. Kane
says:

[As Dennett admits,] a causal indeterminist
view of this deliberative kind does not give us
everything libertarians have wanted from free
will. For [the agent] does not have complete
control over what chance images and other
thoughts enter his mind or influence his delib-
eration. They simply come as they please. [The
agent] does have some control after the chance
considerations have occurred.

But then there is no more chance involved.
What happens from then on, how he reacts,
is determined by desires and beliefs he already
has. So it appears that he does not have control
in the libertarian sense of what happens after
the chance considerations occur as well. Lib-
ertarians require more than this for full respon-
sibility and free will.[21]

1.2.2 Philosophy of mind

Dennett has remarked in several places (such as “Self-
portrait”, in Brainchildren) that his overall philosophical
project has remained largely the same since his time at
Oxford. He is primarily concerned with providing a phi-
losophy of mind that is grounded in empirical research.
In his original dissertation, Content and Consciousness, he
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broke up the problem of explaining themind into the need
for a theory of content and for a theory of consciousness.
His approach to this project has also stayed true to this
distinction. Just asContent and Consciousness has a bipar-
tite structure, he similarly divided Brainstorms into two
sections. He would later collect several essays on con-
tent in The Intentional Stance and synthesize his views on
consciousness into a unified theory in Consciousness Ex-
plained. These volumes respectively form the most ex-
tensive development of his views.[22]

In chapter 5 of Consciousness Explained Dennett de-
scribes his multiple drafts model of consciousness. He
states that, “all varieties of perception—indeed all vari-
eties of thought or mental activity—are accomplished in
the brain by parallel, multitrack processes of interpreta-
tion and elaboration of sensory inputs. Information enter-
ing the nervous system is under continuous 'editorial re-
vision.'" (p. 111). Later he asserts, “These yield, over the
course of time, something rather like a narrative stream
or sequence, which can be thought of as subject to con-
tinual editing by many processes distributed around the
brain, ...” (p. 135, emphasis in the original).
In this work, Dennett’s interest in the ability of evolu-
tion to explain some of the content-producing features of
consciousness is already apparent, and this has since be-
come an integral part of his program. He defends a theory
known by some as Neural Darwinism. He also presents
an argument against qualia; he argues that the concept
is so confused that it cannot be put to any use or under-
stood in any non-contradictory way, and therefore does
not constitute a valid refutation of physicalism. His strat-
egy mirrors his teacher Ryle’s approach of redefining first
person phenomena in third person terms, and denying the
coherence of the concepts which this approach struggles
with.
Dennett self-identifies with a few terms: "[Others] note
that my 'avoidance of the standard philosophical termi-
nology for discussing such matters’ often creates prob-
lems for me; philosophers have a hard time figuring out
what I am saying and what I am denying. My refusal to
play ball with my colleagues is deliberate, of course, since
I view the standard philosophical terminology as worse
than useless—a major obstacle to progress since it con-
sists of so many errors.”[23]

In Consciousness Explained, he affirms “I am a sort of
'teleofunctionalist', of course, perhaps the original teleo-
functionalist'". He goes on to say, “I am ready to come
out of the closet as some sort of verificationist".

1.2.3 Evolutionary debate

Much of Dennett’s work since the 1990s has been con-
cerned with fleshing out his previous ideas by address-
ing the same topics from an evolutionary standpoint,
fromwhat distinguishes humanminds from animal minds
(Kinds of Minds), to how free will is compatible with a

naturalist view of the world (Freedom Evolves).
Dennett sees evolution by natural selection as an
algorithmic process (though he spells out that algorithms
as simple as long division often incorporate a significant
degree of randomness).[24] This idea is in conflict with
the evolutionary philosophy of paleontologist Stephen Jay
Gould, who preferred to stress the “pluralism” of evo-
lution (i.e., its dependence on many crucial factors, of
which natural selection is only one).
Dennett’s views on evolution are identified as being
strongly adaptationist, in line with his theory of the
intentional stance, and the evolutionary views of biologist
Richard Dawkins. In Darwin’s Dangerous Idea, Dennett
showed himself even more willing than Dawkins to de-
fend adaptationism in print, devoting an entire chapter to
a criticism of the ideas of Gould. This stems fromGould’s
long-running public debate with E. O. Wilson and other
evolutionary biologists over human sociobiology and its
descendant evolutionary psychology, which Gould and
Richard Lewontin opposed, but which Dennett advo-
cated, together with Dawkins and Steven Pinker.[25]
Strong disagreements have been launched against Den-
nett from Gould and his supporters, who allege that Den-
nett overstated his claims and misrepresented Gould’s to
reinforce what Gould describes as Dennett’s “Darwinian
fundamentalism”.[26]

Dennett’s theories have had a significant influence on the
work of evolutionary psychologist Geoffrey Miller.

1.2.4 An account of religion and morality

In Darwin’s Dangerous Idea, Dennett writes that evolu-
tion can account for the origin of morality. He rejects
the idea of the naturalistic fallacy as the idea that ethics is
in some free-floating realm, writing that the fallacy is to
rush from facts to values.
In his 2006 book, Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Nat-
ural Phenomenon, Dennett attempts to account for re-
ligious belief naturalistically, explaining possible evolu-
tionary reasons for the phenomenon of religious adher-
ence. In this book he declares himself to be "a bright",
and defends the term.
He has been doing research into clerics who are secretly
atheists and how they rationalize their works. He found
what he called a “Don't ask, don't tell” conspiracy because
believers did not want to hear of loss of faith. That made
unbelieving preachers feel isolated but they did not want
to lose their jobs and sometimes their church-supplied
lodgings and generally consoled themselves that they were
doing good in their pastoral roles by providing comfort
and required ritual.[27] The research, with Linda LaScola,
was further extended to include other denominations and
non-Christian clerics.[28]
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1.2.5 Other philosophical views

He has also written about and advocated the notion of
memetics as a philosophically useful tool, most recently
in his “Brains, Computers, and Minds”, a three-part pre-
sentation through Harvard’s MBB 2009 Distinguished
Lecture Series.
Dennett has been critical of postmodernism, having said:

Postmodernism, the school of “thought”
that proclaimed “There are no truths, only in-
terpretations” has largely played itself out in
absurdity, but it has left behind a generation of
academics in the humanities disabled by their
distrust of the very idea of truth and their disre-
spect for evidence, settling for “conversations”
in which nobody is wrong and nothing can be
confirmed, only asserted with whatever style
you can muster.[29]

Dennett adopted and somewhat redefined the term
“deepity”, originally coined by Miriam Weizenbaum[30]

(daughter of computer scientist Joseph Weizenbaum).
Dennett used “deepity” for a statement that is apparently
profound, but is actually trivial on one level and meaning-
less on another. Generally, a deepity has two (or more)
meanings: one that is true but trivial, and another that
sounds profound and would be important if true, but is
actually false or meaningless. Examples are “Que sera
sera!", “Beauty is only skin deep!", “The power of inten-
tion can transform your life.”[31] The term has been cited
many times.

1.3 Personal life

Dennett married Susan Bell in 1962.[32] They live in
North Andover, Massachusetts, and have a daughter, a
son, and four grandchildren.[33] He is an avid sailor.[34]

1.4 Selected works

• Brainstorms: Philosophical Essays on Mind and Psy-
chology (MIT Press 1981) (ISBN 0-262-54037-1)

• Elbow Room: The Varieties of Free Will Worth
Wanting (MIT Press 1984) — on free will and
determinism (ISBN 0-262-04077-8)

• The Mind’s I (Bantam, Reissue edition 1985, with
Douglas Hofstadter) (ISBN 0-553-34584-2)

• Content and Consciousness (Routledge & Kegan
Paul Books Ltd; 2nd ed. January 1986) (ISBN 0-
7102-0846-4)

• The Intentional Stance (6th printing), Cambridge,
Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1996, ISBN 0-262-
54053-3 (First published 1987)

• Consciousness Explained (Back Bay Books 1992)
(ISBN 0-316-18066-1)

• Darwin’s Dangerous Idea: Evolution and the Mean-
ings of Life (Simon & Schuster; reprint edition
1996) (ISBN 0-684-82471-X)

• Kinds of Minds: Towards an Understanding of Con-
sciousness (Basic Books 1997) (ISBN 0-465-07351-
4)

• Brainchildren: Essays on Designing Minds (Repre-
sentation and Mind) (MIT Press 1998) (ISBN 0-
262-04166-9) — A Collection of Essays 1984–
1996

• Freedom Evolves (Viking Press 2003) (ISBN 0-670-
03186-0)

• Sweet Dreams: Philosophical Obstacles to a Science
of Consciousness (MIT Press 2005) (ISBN 0-262-
04225-8)

• Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phe-
nomenon (Penguin Group 2006) (ISBN 0-670-
03472-X).

• Neuroscience and Philosophy: Brain, Mind, and
Language (Columbia University Press 2007) (ISBN
978-0-231-14044-7), co-authored with Max Ben-
nett, Peter Hacker, and John Searle

• Science and Religion (Oxford University Press 2010)
(ISBN 0-199-73842-4), co-authored with Alvin
Plantinga

• Intuition Pumps And Other Tools for Thinking (W.
W. Norton & Company – May 6, 2013) (ISBN 0-
393-08206-7)

• Inside Jokes: Using Humor to Reverse-Engineer the
Mind (MIT Press – 2011) (ISBN 978-0-262-01582-
0), co-authored with Matthew M. Hurley and Regi-
nald B. Adams, Jr.

• From Bacteria to Bach and Back: The Evolution
of Minds (W. W. Norton & Company – February
2017) (ISBN 978-0-393-24207-2)

1.5 See also
• The Atheism Tapes

• Cartesian materialism

• Cognitive biology

• Evolutionary psychology of religion
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1.7 Further reading

• John Brockman (1995). The Third Culture. New
York: Simon & Schuster. ISBN 0-684-80359-3
(Discusses Dennett and others).

• Daniel C. Dennett (1997), “Chapter 3. True Believ-
ers: The Intentional Strategy and Why it Works”, in
John Haugeland, Mind Design II: Philosophy, Psy-
chology, Artificial Intelligence. Massachusetts: Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology. ISBN 0-262-
08259-4 (reprint of 1981 publication).

• Andrew Brook and Don Ross (editors) (2000).
Daniel Dennett. New York: Cambridge University
Press. ISBN 0-521-00864-6

• Don Ross, Andrew Brook and David Thompson
(editors) (2000) Dennett’s Philosophy: A Compre-
hensive Assessment Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press.
ISBN 0-262-18200-9

• John Symons (2000) On Dennett. Belmont, CA:
Wadsworth Publishing Company. ISBN 0-534-
57632-X

• Matthew Elton (2003). Dennett: Reconciling Sci-
ence and Our Self-Conception. Cambridge, U.K:
Polity Press. ISBN 0-7456-2117-1

• P.M.S. Hacker and M.R. Bennett (2003) Philo-
sophical Foundations of Neuroscience. Oxford, and
Malden, Mass: Blackwell ISBN 1-4051-0855-X
(Has an appendix devoted to a strong critique of
Dennett’s philosophy of mind)

1.8 External links

• Daniel Dennett at Tufts University

• Hurley, Matthew M.; Dennett, Daniel C.; Adams,
Jr, Reginald B. (2011). Inside Jokes: Using Humor
to Reverse-Engineer the Mind. MIT Press. ISBN
9780262015820.

• Daniel Dennett at the Internet Movie Database

• “Daniel Dennett”. Scientific American Frontiers.
PBS. Archived from the original on Jan 24, 2001.

• Searchable bibliography of Dennett’s works

• Marshal, Richard (June 3, 2013). “Intuition Pump-
ing”. 3AM Magazine.

Media

• Edge/Third Culture: Daniel C. Dennett

• Daniel Dennett multimedia files

• Dan Dennett at TED

• Dan Dennett: Dangerous memes (TED2002)
• Dan Dennett: The illusion of consciousness
(TED2003)

• Dan Dennett: Let’s teach religion — all reli-
gion — in schools (TED2006)

• Dan Dennett: Cute, sexy, sweet, funny
(TED2009)

• The Nature of Knowledge Lecture at the University
of Edinburgh 2006-03-14

• On Preaching and Teaching The Science Network in-
terview with Daniel Dennett 2007-11-02

• The Moscow Center for Consciousness Studies video
interview with Daniel Dennett 2010-03-05 (with
transcript)
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Chapter 2

A. C. Grayling

Anthony Clifford Grayling CBE (/ˈɡreɪlɪŋ/; born 3
April 1949), usually known as A. C. Grayling, is a
philosopher and author. He was born in the British
expatriate community in Zambia (formerly Northern
Rhodesia) and spent most of his childhood there and
in Malawi.[1] In 2011 he founded and became the first
Master of New College of the Humanities, an indepen-
dent undergraduate college in London. Until June 2011,
he was Professor of Philosophy at Birkbeck, University
of London, where he taught from 1991. He is also a
supernumerary fellow of St Anne’s College, Oxford.
Grayling is the author of about 30 books on philosophy,
biography, history of ideas, human rights and ethics, in-
cluding The Refutation of Scepticism (1985), The Future
of Moral Values (1997), Wittgenstein (1992), What Is
Good? (2000), The Meaning of Things (2001), The Good
Book (2011), The God Argument (2013), and The Age
of Genius: The Seventeenth Century and the Birth of the
Modern Mind (2016). He was a Trustee of the London
Library and a Fellow of the World Economic Forum, and
is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature and a Fel-
low of the Royal Society of Arts.[2] For a number of years
he was a columnist on The Guardian newspaper,[3] and
presented the BBC World Service series ‘Exchanges At
the Frontier’[4] on science and society. He has lectured
in the United States,[5] Canada,[6] Australia,[7] Ireland,[8]
Singapore[9] and Spain.[10] In 2013 he was awarded the
Forkosch Literary Prize,[11] and in 2015 he received the
Bertrand Russell Award.[12]

He was a director and contributor at Prospect Magazine
from its foundation until 2016. He is a Vice President
of the British Humanist Association and Honorary Asso-
ciate of the National Secular Society,[13] and Patron of
the Defence Humanists.[14] His main academic interests
lie in epistemology, metaphysics, and philosophical logic
and he has published works in these subjects.[2] His polit-
ical affiliations lie on the centre-left, and he has defended
human rights and politically liberal values in print and by
activism.[15] He is associated in Britain with the new athe-
ism movement[16] and has been described as the 'Fifth
Horseman of New Atheism'.[17] He frequently appears in
British media discussing philosophy and public affairs.[18]

2.1 Early life and education

Grayling was born and raised in Luanshya, Northern
Rhodesia (now Zambia), within the British expatriate en-
clave, and raised there and in Nyasaland (nowMalawi)[19]
where his father worked for the Standard Bank.[20] He
attended several boarding schools, including Falcon Col-
lege in Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), from which
he ran away after being regularly caned.[21] His first ex-
posure to philosophical writing was at the age of twelve,
when he found an English translation of the Charmides,
one of Plato's dialogues, in a local library.[20] At age four-
teen, he read G. H. Lewes’s Biographical History of Phi-
losophy (1846), which confirmed his ambition to study
philosophy; he said it “superinduced order on the random
reading that had preceded it, and settled my vocation”.[22]

Grayling was the third sibling. When he was 19 years old,
his elder sister Jennifer was murdered in Johannesburg.
She had been born with brain damage, and after brain
surgery to alleviate it at the age of 20 had experienced
personality problems that led to emotional difficulties[23]
and a premature marriage. She was found dead in a river
shortly after the marriage; she had been stabbed. When
her parents went to identify her, her mother—already
ill—had a heart attack and died. Grayling said he dealt
with his grief by becoming a workaholic.[24]

After moving to England in his teens, he spent three years
at the University of Sussex, but said that although he ap-
plauded their intention to educate generalists, he wished
to be a scholar, so in addition to his BA from Sussex,
he also completed one in philosophy as a University of
London external student.[25] He went on to obtain an MA
from Sussex, then attended Magdalen College, Oxford,
where he was taught by P. F. Strawson and A. J. Ayer,
obtaining his doctorate in 1981 for a thesis on “Epistemo-
logical Scepticism and Transcendental Arguments”.[26]

2.1.1 Career

Grayling lectured in philosophy at St Anne’s College, Ox-
ford, before taking up a post in 1991 at Birkbeck, Uni-
versity of London, where in 1998 he became reader in
philosophy, and in 2005 professor.[27] In addition to his
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scholarly work on Berkeley, philosophical logic, the the-
ory of knowledge, and the history of ideas,[28] the lat-
ter including (as chief editor) the four-volume The Con-
tinuum Encyclopedia of British Philosophy,[29] he wrote
and edited several major pedagogical works in philoso-
phy, includingAn Introduction to Philosophical Logic (3rd
ed., 1999)[30] and the two volumes Philosophy: A Guide
Through the Subject (1995)[31] and Philosophy: Further
Through the Subject (1998).[32]

In his philosophical work, Grayling connected solutions
to the problem of scepticism in epistemology with the
questions about assertibility and the problem of mean-
ing in the philosophy of language and logic. A principal
theme in his work is that considerations of metaphysics,
which relate to what exists, has to be kept separate from
the two connected questions of the relation of thought to
its objects in the variety of domains over which thought
ranges, and the mastery of discourses about those do-
mains, where a justificationist approach is required.[33]

Grayling resigned from Birkbeck in June 2011 to found
and become the first master of New College of the Hu-
manities, an independent undergraduate college in Lon-
don. He is a Supernumerary Fellow of St Anne’s Col-
lege, Oxford. He was a judge on the Man Booker
prize 2003[34] and Chairman of the Judges for the 2014
Man Booker Prize.[35] He has also been a judge on
the Wellcome Trust Book Prize[36] and the Art Fund
prize.[37]

Grayling was appointed Commander of the Order of the
British Empire (CBE) in the 2017 New Year Honours for
services to philosophy.[38]

2.2 Public advocacy

For Grayling, work on technical problems is only one
aspect of philosophy. Another aspect, one which has
been at the centre of philosophy’s place in history, has
more immediate application to daily life: the questions of
ethics, which revolve upon what Grayling calls the great
Socratic question, 'How should one live?'. In pursuit of
what he describes as 'contributing to the conversation so-
ciety has with itself about possibilities for good lives in
good societies.' Grayling writes widely on contemporary
issues, including war crimes, the legalisation of drugs,
euthanasia, secularism, and human rights. He has articu-
lated positions on humanist ethics and on the history and
nature of concepts of liberty as applied in civic life. In
support of his belief that the philosopher should engage
in public debate, he brings these philosophical perspec-
tives to issues of the day in his work as a writer and as a
commentator on radio and television.[39]

Among his contributions to the discussion about religion
in contemporary society he argues that there are three
separable, though naturally connected debates:

(a) a metaphysical debate about what the uni-
verse contains; denying that it contains super-
natural agencies of any kind makes him an
atheist;
(b) a debate about the basis of ethics; taking the
world to be a natural realm of natural law re-
quires that humanity thinks for itself about the
right and the good, based on our best under-
standing of human nature and the human con-
dition; this makes him a humanist;
(c) a debate about the place of religious move-
ments and organisations in the public domain;
as a secularist Grayling argues that these should
see themselves as civil society organisations on
a par with trade unions and other NGOs, with
every right to exist and to have their say, but
no greater right than any other self-constituted,
self-selected interest group.

On this last point, Grayling’s view is that for historical
reasons religions have an inflated place in the public do-
main out of all proportion to the numbers of their ad-
herents or their intrinsic merits, so that their voice and
influence is amplified disproportionately: with the result
that they can distort such matters as public policy (e.g. on
abortion) and science research and education (e.g. stem
cells, teaching of evolution). He argues that winning the
metaphysical and ethical debates is already abating the
problems associated with (c) in more advanced Western
societies, even the US. He sees his own major contribu-
tion as being the promotion of understanding of humanist
ethics deriving from the philosophical tradition.[40]

Between 1999 and 2002 Grayling wrote a weekly column
in The Guardian called “The Last Word”, in which he
turned his attention to a different topic every week. In
these columns, which also formed the basis of a series
of books for a general readership, commencing with The
Meaning of Things in 2001, Grayling made the basics of
philosophy available to the layperson. He is a regular con-
tributor to The Guardian’s “Comment is free” group blog,
and writes columns for, among others, the Prospect and
New Scientist magazines.
Grayling is accredited with the United Nations Human
Rights Council, and is a patron of the British Humanist
Association, an Honorary Associate of the National Sec-
ular Society, patron of the Defence Humanists,[41] was a
Trustee of the London Library, and a board member of
the Society of Authors and an Honorary Patron of The
Philosophy Foundation, a charity whose aim is to bring
philosophy to the wider community, and particularly to
disadvantaged schools. In 2003 he was a Booker Prize
judge[42] and Chairman of the Judges for the 2014 Man
Booker Prize.[43] In 2005, Grayling debated with Chris-
tian philosopherWilliam Lane Craig on whether God can
exist in an evil world.[44][45]

Grayling’s book on the allied strategic air offensive in
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World War II, Among the Dead Cities: Was the Allied
Bombing of Civilians in WWII a Necessity or a Crime?
(2006) was well-received[46] as a contribution to the de-
bate on the ethics of war.[47] In September 2010, Grayling
was one of 55 public figures who sent a letter to The
Guardian expressing their opposition to Pope Benedict
XVI’s state visit to the UK.[48] In August 2014, Grayling
was one of 200 public figures who were signatories to a
letter to The Guardian opposing Scottish independence in
the run-up to September’s referendum on that issue.[49]

A. C. Grayling was one of the contributors to the book,
We Are One: A Celebration of Tribal Peoples, released in
October 2009.[50] The book explores the cultures of peo-
ples around the world, portraying both their diversity and
the threats they face. Other contributors, included west-
ern writers, such as Laurens van der Post, Noam Chom-
sky, Claude Lévi-Strauss; and also indigenous people,
such as Davi Kopenawa Yanomami and Roy Sesana. The
royalties from the sale of this book go to the indigenous
rights organization, Survival International.

2.3 Personal life

Grayling lives in Peckham with his wife, novelist Katie
Hickman. They have a daughter, Madeleine, and a step-
son, Luke, who both attend boarding schools. Grayling
also has two adult children from his first marriage, Jolyon
and Georgina.[51][52]

2.4 Positions held
• Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature

• Fellow of the Royal Society of Arts

• Fellow of theWorld Economic Forum (2000–2004)

• Member of the editorial boards ofReason in Practice
and Prospect

• British Academy visitor to the Institute of Philos-
ophy at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences
(1986)

• Director of the Sino-British Summer School in Phi-
losophy in Beijing (1988, 1993)

• Jan Hus Visiting Fellow at the Institute of Philoso-
phy at the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Re-
public (1994 and 1996)

• Leverhulme Trust Research Fellowship (1998)

• Honorary Secretary of the Aristotelian Society
(1993–2001)

• Gifford Lecturer at the University of Glasgow
(2005)

• Past chairman of June Fourth, a human rights group
concerned with China

• Honorary Associate of the National Secular Society

• Patron of the British Armed Forces Humanist As-
sociation UK Armed Forces Humanist Association
(UKAFHA)

• Representative to the UNHuman Rights Council for
the International Humanist and Ethical Union

• Vice-president, British Humanist Association. In
June 2011, it was announced that he had decided not
to take up the position of President of the BHA.[53]

• Member of the C1 World Dialogue group on rela-
tions between Islam and the West
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Chapter 3

Steven Pinker

Steven Arthur "Steve" Pinker (born September 18,
1954) is a Canadian-born American cognitive scientist,
psychologist, linguist, and popular science author. He is
Johnstone Family Professor in the Department of Psy-
chology at Harvard University, and is known for his ad-
vocacy of evolutionary psychology and the computational
theory of mind.
Pinker’s academic specializations are visual cognition
and psycholinguistics. His experimental subjects in-
clude mental imagery, shape recognition, visual atten-
tion, children’s language development, regular and irreg-
ular phenomena in language, the neural bases of words
and grammar, and the psychology of cooperation and
communication, including euphemism, innuendo, emo-
tional expression, and common knowledge. He has writ-
ten two technical books that proposed a general theory of
language acquisition and applied it to children’s learning
of verbs. In particular, his work with Alan Prince pub-
lished in 1989 critiqued the connectionist model of how
children acquire the past tense of English verbs, arguing
instead that children use default rules such as adding "-
ed” to make regular forms, sometimes in error, but are
obliged to learn irregular forms one by one.
In his popular books, he has argued that the human fac-
ulty for language is an instinct, an innate behavior shaped
by natural selection and adapted to our communication
needs. He is the author of seven books for a general
audience. Five of these, namely The Language Instinct
(1994), How the Mind Works (1997), Words and Rules
(2000), The Blank Slate (2002), and The Stuff of Thought
(2007) describe aspects of the field of psycholinguistics
and cognitive science, and include accounts of his own re-
search. The sixth book, The Better Angels of Our Nature
(2011), makes the case that violence in human societies
has, in general, steadily declined with time, and identifies
six major causes of this decline. His seventh book, The
Sense of Style (2014), is intended as a general style guide
that is informed by modern science and psychology, of-
fering advice on how to produce more comprehensible
and unambiguous writing in nonfiction contexts and ex-
plaining why so much of today’s academic and popular
writing is difficult for readers to understand.
Pinker has been named as one of the world’s most in-
fluential intellectuals by various magazines. He has won

awards from the American Psychological Association,
the National Academy of Sciences, the Royal Institution,
the Cognitive Neuroscience Society and the American
Humanist Association. He delivered the Gifford Lectures
at the University of Edinburgh in 2013. He has served on
the editorial boards of a variety of journals, and on the
advisory boards of several institutions. He has frequently
participated in public debates on science and society and
is a regular contributor to the online science and culture
digest 3 Quarks Daily.

3.1 Biography

Pinker was born in Montreal, Quebec, in 1954, to a
middle-class Jewish family. His parents were Roslyn and
Harry Pinker.[3] His grandparents immigrated to Canada
from Poland and Bessarabia in 1926.[4][5] His father, a
lawyer, first worked as a manufacturer’s representative,
while his mother was first a home-maker then a guid-
ance counselor and high-school vice-principal. He has
two younger siblings. His brother Robert is a policy ana-
lyst for the Canadian government, while his sister, Susan
Pinker, is a psychologist and writer who authored The
Sexual Paradox and The Village Effect.[6][7] Pinker mar-
ried Nancy Etcoff in 1980 and they divorced in 1992; he
married Ilavenil Subbiah in 1995 and they too divorced.[8]
His third wife, whom he married in 2007, is the novelist
and philosopher Rebecca Goldstein.[9] He has two step-
daughters: the novelist Yael Goldstein Love and the poet
Danielle Blau.
Pinker graduated from Dawson College in 1973. He re-
ceived a Bachelor of Arts in psychology from McGill
University in 1976, and earned his Doctorate of Philos-
ophy in experimental psychology at Harvard University
in 1979 under Stephen Kosslyn. He did research at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) for a year,
after which he became an assistant professor at Harvard
and then Stanford University.
From 1982 until 2003, Pinker taught at the Department
of Brain and Cognitive Sciences at MIT, and eventually
became the director of the Center for Cognitive Neuro-
science, taking a one-year sabbatical at the University of
California, Santa Barbara, in 1995–96. As of 2003, he
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is the Johnstone Family Professor of Psychology at Har-
vard; from 2008 to 2013 he also held the title of Har-
vard College Professor in recognition of his dedication to
teaching.[10] He currently gives lectures as a visiting pro-
fessor at the New College of the Humanities, a private
college in London.[11][12]

About his Jewish background Pinker has said, “I was
never religious in the theological sense ... I never out-
grew my conversion to atheism at 13, but at various times
was a serious cultural Jew.”[13] As a teenager, he says he
considered himself an anarchist until he witnessed civil
unrest following a police strike in 1969, when:

As a young teenager in proudly peaceable
Canada during the romantic 1960s, I was a true
believer in Bakunin’s anarchism. I laughed off
my parents’ argument that if the government
ever laid down its arms all hell would break
loose. Our competing predictions were put to
the test at 8:00 A.M. on October 17, 1969,
when theMontreal police went on strike... This
decisive empirical test left my politics in tatters
(and offered a foretaste of life as a scientist).[14]

Pinker identifies himself as an equity feminist, which
he defines as “a moral doctrine about equal treatment
that makes no commitments regarding open empirical is-
sues in psychology or biology”.[15] He reported the re-
sult of a test of his political orientation that characterized
him as “neither leftist nor rightist, more libertarian than
authoritarian.”[16] He describes himself as having “expe-
rienced a primitive tribal stirring” after his genes were
shown to trace back to the Middle East, noting that he
“found it just as thrilling to zoom outward in the diagrams
of my genetic lineage and see my place in a family tree
that embraces all of humanity”.[17]

Pinker also identifies himself as an atheist. In the 2007
interview with the Point of Inquiry podcast, Pinker states
that he would “defend atheism as an empirically sup-
ported view.” He sees theism and atheism as compet-
ing empirical hypotheses, and states that “we're learning
more and more about what makes us tick, including our
moral sense, without needing the assumption of a deity or
a soul. It’s naturally getting crowded out by the successive
naturalistic explanations.”[18]

3.2 Research and theory

Pinker’s research on visual cognition, begun in collabo-
ration with his thesis adviser, Stephen Kosslyn, showed
that mental images represent scenes and objects as they
appear from a specific vantage point (rather than captur-
ing their intrinsic three-dimensional structure), and thus
correspond to the neuroscientist David Marr's theory of a
“two-and-a-half-dimensional sketch.”[19] He also showed

that this level of representation is used in visual atten-
tion, and in object recognition (at least for asymmetrical
shapes), contrary to Marr’s theory that recognition uses
viewpoint-independent representations.
In psycholinguistics, Pinker became known early in his
career for promoting computational learning theory as a
way to understand language acquisition in children. He
wrote a tutorial review of the field followed by two books
that advanced his own theory of language acquisition,
and a series of experiments on how children acquire the
passive, dative, and locative constructions. These books
were Language Learnability and Language Development
(1984), in Pinker’s words “outlin[ing] a theory of how
children acquire the words and grammatical structures
of their mother tongue”,[20] and Learnability and Cog-
nition: The Acquisition of Argument Structure (1989), in
Pinker’s words “focus[ing] on one aspect of this process,
the ability to use different kinds of verbs in appropri-
ate sentences, such as intransitive verbs, transitive verbs,
and verbs taking different combinations of complements
and indirect objects”.[20] He then focused on verbs of two
kinds that illustrate what he considers to be the processes
required for human language: retrieving whole words
from memory, like the past form of the irregular verb[21]
“bring”, namely “brought"; and using rules to combine
(parts of) words, like the past form of the regular verb
“walk”, namely “walked”.[20]

In 1988 Pinker and Alan Prince published an influen-
tial critique of a connectionist model of the acquisition
of the past tense (a textbook problem in language ac-
quisition), followed by a series of studies of how people
use and acquire the past tense. This included a mono-
graph on children’s regularization of irregular forms and
his popular 1999 book, Words and Rules: The Ingredi-
ents of Language. Pinker argued that language depends
on two things, the associative remembering of sounds
and their meanings in words, and the use of rules to ma-
nipulate symbols for grammar. He presented evidence
against connectionism, where a child would have to learn
all forms of all words and would simply retrieve each
needed form from memory, in favour of the older alter-
native theory, the use of words and rules combined by
generative phonology. He showed that mistakes made
by children indicate the use of default rules to add suf-
fixes such as "-ed": for instance 'breaked' and 'comed' for
'broke' and 'came'. He argued that this shows that irregu-
lar verb-forms in English have to be learnt and retrieved
from memory individually, and that the children making
these errors were predicting the regular "-ed” ending in
an open-ended way by applying a mental rule. This rule
for combining verb stems and the usual suffix can be ex-
pressed as[22]

V⛽ₐ⛿✀ → V⛿✀ₑ⛻ + d

where V is a verb and d is the regular ending. Pinker fur-
ther argued that since the ten most frequently occurring
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English verbs (be, have, do, say, make ...) are all irreg-
ular, while 98.2% of the thousand least common verbs
are regular, there is a “massive correlation” of frequency
and irregularity. He explains this by arguing that every
irregular form, such as 'took', 'came' and 'got', has to be
committed to memory by the children in each generation,
or else lost, and that the common forms are the most eas-
ily memorized. Any irregular verb that falls in popularity
past a certain point is lost, and all future generations will
treat it as a regular verb instead.[22]

In 1990, Pinker, with Paul Bloom, published the paper
“Natural Language and Natural Selection”, arguing that
the human language faculty must have evolved through
natural selection.[23] The article provided arguments for
a continuity based view of language evolution, contrary
to then current discontinuity based theories that see lan-
guage as suddenly appearing with the advent of Homo
sapiens as a kind of evolutionary accident. This discon-
tinuity based view was prominently argued by two of the
main authorities, linguist Noam Chomsky and Stephen
Jay Gould.[24] The paper became widely cited and cre-
ated renewed interest in the evolutionary prehistory of
language, and has been credited with shifting the cen-
tral question of the debate from “did language evolve?"
to “how did language evolve”.[24][25] The article also pre-
saged Pinker’s argument in The Language Instinct.
Pinker’s research includes delving into human nature and
what science says about it. In his interview on the Point of
Inquiry podcast in 2007, he provides the following exam-
ples of what he considers defensible conclusions of what
science says human nature is:

• The sexes are not statistically identical; “their inter-
ests and talents form two overlapping distributions”.
Any policy that wants to provide equal outcomes
for both men and women will have to discriminate
against one or the other.

• “Individuals differ in personality and intelligence.”

• “People favor themselves and their families over an
abstraction called society.”

• Humans are “systematically self deceived. Each one
of us thinks of ourselves as more competent and
benevolent than we are.”

• “People crave status and power”

He informs the listeners that one can read more about
human nature in his book, Blank Slate.
Pinker also speaks about evolutionary psychology in the
podcast and believes that this area of science is going to
pay off. He cites the fact that there are many areas of
study, such as beauty, religion, play, and sexuality, that
were not studied 15 years ago. It is thanks to evolutionary
psychology that these areas are being studied.[18]

3.3 Popularization of science

3.3.1 Human cognition and natural lan-
guage

Main articles: The Language Instinct, Words and Rules,
How the Mind Works, The Blank Slate, and The Stuff of
Thought

Pinker’s 1994 The Language Instinct was the first of sev-
eral books to combine cognitive science with behavioral
genetics and evolutionary psychology. It introduces the
science of language and popularizes Noam Chomsky's
theory that language is an innate faculty of mind, with the
controversial twist that the faculty for language evolved
by natural selection as an adaptation for communication.
Pinker criticizes several widely held ideas about language
– that it needs to be taught, that people’s grammar is
poor and getting worse with new ways of speaking, the
Sapir–Whorf hypothesis that language limits the kinds of
thoughts a person can have, and that other great apes can
learn languages. Pinker sees language as unique to hu-
mans, evolved to solve the specific problem of commu-
nication among social hunter-gatherers. He argues that
it is as much an instinct as specialized adaptative behav-
ior in other species, such as a spider's web-weaving or a
beaver's dam-building.
Pinker states in his introduction that his ideas are “deeply
influenced”[26] by Chomsky; he also lists scientists whom
Chomsky influenced to “open up whole new areas of lan-
guage study, from child development and speech percep-
tion to neurology and genetics”[26] — Eric Lenneberg,
George Miller, Roger Brown, Morris Halle and Alvin
Liberman.[26] Brown mentored Pinker through his the-
sis; Pinker stated that Brown’s “funny and instructive”[27]
book Words and Things (1958) was one of the inspira-
tions for The Language Instinct.[27][28]

The reality of Pinker’s proposed language instinct, and
the related claim that grammar is innate and genetically
based, has been contested by many linguists. One promi-
nent opponent of Pinker’s view is Geoffrey Sampson
whose 1997 book, Educating Eve: The 'Language Instinct'
Debate has been described as the “definitive response” to
Pinker’s book.[29][30] Sampson argues that while it may
seem attractive to argue the nature side of the 'nature ver-
sus nurture' debate, the nurture side may better support
the creativity and nobility of the human mind. Samp-
son denies there is a language instinct, and argues that
children can learn language because people can learn
anything.[30] Others have sought a middle ground be-
tween Pinker’s nativism and Sampson’s culturalism.[31]

The assumptions underlying the nativist view have also
been criticised in Jeffrey Elman's Rethinking Innateness:
A Connectionist Perspective on Development, which de-
fends the connectionist approach that Pinker attacked. In
his 1996 book Impossible Minds, the machine intelligence
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researcher Igor Aleksander calls The Language Instinct
excellent, and argues that Pinker presents a relatively soft
claim for innatism, accompanied by a strong dislike of
the 'Standard Social Sciences Model' or SSSM (Pinker’s
term), which supposes that development is purely depen-
dent on culture. Further, Aleksander writes that while
Pinker criticises some attempts to explain language pro-
cessing with neural nets, Pinker later makes use of a neu-
ral net to create past tense verb forms correctly. Alek-
sander concludes that while he doesn't support the SSSM,
“a cultural repository of language just seems the easy
trick for an efficient evolutionary system armed with an
iconic state machine to play.”[32]

Two other books, How the Mind Works (1997) and The
Blank Slate (2002), broadly surveyed the mind and de-
fended the idea of a complex human nature with many
mental faculties that are adaptive (Pinker is an ally of
Daniel Dennett and Richard Dawkins in many disputes
surrounding adaptationism). Another major theme in
Pinker’s theories is that human cognition works, in part,
by combinatorial symbol-manipulation, not just associ-
ations among sensory features, as in many connection-
ist models. On the debate around The Blank Slate,
Pinker called Thomas Sowell's book A Conflict of Visions
“wonderful”,[33] and explained that “The Tragic Vision”
and the “Utopian Vision” are the views of human nature
behind right- and left-wing ideologies.[33]

InWords and Rules: the Ingredients of Language (1999),
Pinker argues from his own research that regular and
irregular phenomena are products of computation and
memory lookup, respectively, and that language can be
understood as an interaction between the two.[34] “Words
and Rules” is also the title of an essay by Pinker outlining
many of the topics discussed in the book.[22] Critique-
ing the book from the perspective of Generative linguis-
tics Charles Yang, in the London Review of Books, writes
that “this book never runs low on hubris or hyperbole".[35]
The book’s topic, the English past tense, is in Yang’s view
unglamorous, and Pinker’s attempts at compromise risk
being in no man’s land between rival theories. Giving the
example of German, Yang argues that irregular nouns in
that language at least all belong to classes, governed by
rules, and that things get even worse in languages that at-
tach prefixes and suffixes to make up long 'words’: they
can't be learnt individually, as there are untold numbers
of combinations. “All Pinker (and the connectionists) are
doing is turning over the rocks at the base of the intellec-
tual landslide caused by the Chomskian revolution.”[35]

In The Stuff of Thought (2007), Pinker looks at a wide
range of issues around the way words related to thoughts
on the one hand, and to the world outside ourselves on
the other. Given his evolutionary perspective, a central
question is how an intelligent mind capable of abstract
thought evolved: how a mind adapted to Stone Age life
could work in the modern world. Many quirks of lan-
guage are the result.[36]

Pinker is critical of theories about the evolutionary ori-
gins of language that argue that linguistic cognition might
have evolved from earlier musical cognition. He sees lan-
guage as being tied primarily to the capacity for logical
reasoning, and speculates that human proclivity for mu-
sic may be a spandrel — a feature not adaptive in its own
right, but that has persisted through other traits that are
more broadly practical, and thus selected for. In How
the Mind Works, Pinker reiterates Immanuel Kant's view
that music is not in itself an important cognitive phe-
nomenon, but that it happens to stimulate important au-
ditory and spatio-motor cognitive functions. Pinker com-
pares music to “auditory cheesecake”, stating that “As
far as biological cause and effect is concerned, music
is useless”. This argument has been rejected by Daniel
Levitin and Joseph Carroll, experts in music cognition,
who argue that music has had an important role in the
evolution of human cognition.[37][38][39][40][41][42] In his
book This Is Your Brain On Music, Levitin argues that
music could provide adaptive advantage through sexual
selection, social bonding, and cognitive development; he
questions the assumption that music is the antecedent to
language, as opposed to its progenitor, noting that many
species display music-like habits that could be seen as
precursors to human music.[43]

Pinker has also been critical of "whole language" reading
instruction techniques, stating in How the Mind Works,
"...the dominant technique, called 'whole language,' the
insight that [spoken] language is a naturally developing
human instinct has been garbled into the evolutionar-
ily improbable claim that reading is a naturally devel-
oping human instinct.”[44] In the appendix to the 2007
reprinted edition of The Language Instinct, Pinker cited
Why Our Children Can't Read by cognitive psychologist
DianeMcGuinness as his favorite book on the subject and
noted:

One raging public debate involving lan-
guage went unmentioned in The Language In-
stinct: the “reading wars,” or dispute over
whether children should be explicitly taught to
read by decoding the sounds of words from
their spelling (loosely known as "phonics") or
whether they can develop it instinctively by be-
ing immersed in a text-rich environment (often
called “whole language”). I tipped my hand in
the paragraph in [the sixth chapter of the book]
which said that language is an instinct but read-
ing is not.[45] Like most psycholinguists (but
apparently unlike many school boards), I think
it’s essential for children to be taught to become
aware of speech sounds and how they are coded
in strings of letters.[46]
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3.3.2 The Better Angels of Our Nature

Main article: The Better Angels of Our Nature
In The Better Angels of Our Nature, published in 2011,

Violence in the middle ages: detail from “Mars” in Das Mitte-
lalterliche Hausbuch, c. 1475 – 1480. The image is used by
Pinker in The Better Angels of Our Nature, with the comment
“as the Housebook illustrations suggest, [the knights] did not re-
strict their killing to other knights”.[47]

Pinker argues that violence, including tribal warfare,
homicide, cruel punishments, child abuse, animal cruelty,
domestic violence, lynching, pogroms, and international
and civil wars, has decreased over multiple scales of time
and magnitude. Pinker considers it unlikely that human
nature has changed. In his view, it is more likely that hu-
man nature comprises inclinations toward violence and
those that counteract them, the “better angels of our na-
ture”. He outlines six 'major historical declines of vi-
olence' that all have their own socio/cultural/economic
causes:[48]

1. “The Pacification Process” – The rise of organized
systems of government has a correlative relationship
with the decline in violent deaths. As states expand
they prevent tribal feuding, reducing losses.

2. “The Civilizing Process” – Consolidation of central-
ized states and kingdoms throughout Europe results
in the rise of criminal justice and commercial infras-
tructure, organizing previously chaotic systems that
could lead to raiding and mass violence.

3. “The Humanitarian Revolution” – The 18th - 20th
century abandonment of institutionalized violence
by the state (breaking on the wheel, burning at the
stake). Suggests this is likely due to the spike in
literacy after the invention of the printing press
thereby allowing the proletariat to question conven-
tional wisdom.

4. “The Long Peace” – The powers of 20th Century be-
lieved that period of time to be the bloodiest in his-
tory. This to a largely peaceful 65-year period post
World War I and World War II. Developed coun-
tries have stopped warring (against each other and
colonially), adopted democracy, and this has led a
massive decline (on average) of deaths.

5. “The New Peace” – The decline in organized con-
flicts of all kinds since the end of the Cold War.

6. “The Rights Revolutions” – The reduction of sys-
temic violence at smaller scales against vulnerable
populations (racial minorities, women, children, ho-
mosexuals, animals).

The book was welcomed by many critics and re-
viewers, who found its arguments convincing and its
synthesis of a large volume of historical evidence
compelling.[49][50][51][52][53] It also aroused criticism on
a variety of grounds, such as whether deaths per
capita was an appropriate metric, Pinker’s atheism,
lack of moral leadership, excessive focus on Europe
(though the book covers other areas), the interpreta-
tion of historical data, and its image of indigenous
people.[54][55][56][57][58][59][60][61][62][63][64]

3.4 English writing style in the 21st
century

In his seventh popular book, The Sense of Style: The
Thinking Person’s Guide to Writing in the 21st Century
(2014), Pinker attempts to provide a writing style guide
that is informed by modern science and psychology, of-
fering advice on how to produce more comprehensible
and unambiguous writing in nonfiction contexts and ex-
plaining why so much of today’s academic and popular
writing is difficult for readers to understand.
In a November 2014 episode of the Point of Inquiry pod-
cast, host Lindsay Beyerstein, asked Pinker how his style
guide was different from the many guides that already ex-
ist. His answer,

The Thinking Person’s Guide because I
don't issue dictates from on high as most man-
uals do but explain why the various guidelines
will improve writing, what they do for lan-
guage, what they do for the reader’s experience,
in the hope that the users will apply the rules
judiciously knowing what they are designed to
accomplish, rather than robotically.[65]

He also indicated that the 21st century was applicable be-
cause language and usage change over time and it has
been a long time since William Strunk wrote Elements
of Style.[65]

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Better_Angels_of_Our_Nature
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Middle_ages
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Better_Angels_of_Our_Nature
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-47
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-http:.2F.2Fiai.tv.2Fvideo.2Fthe-decline-of-violence-48
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-49
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-50
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-51
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-52
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-53
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-54
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-55
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-56
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-57
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-58
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-59
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-60
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-61
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-62
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-63
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-64
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Sense_of_Style
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Sense_of_Style
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Point_of_Inquiry
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-SofS01-65
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Strunk_Jr.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elements_of_Style
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elements_of_Style
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker#cite_note-SofS01-65


3.6. AWARDS AND DISTINCTIONS 17

3.5 Public debate

Pinker is a frequent participant in public debates sur-
rounding the contributions of science to contemporary
society. Social commentators such as Ed West, au-
thor of The Diversity Illusion, consider Pinker important
and daring in his willingness to confront taboos, as in
The Blank Slate. This doctrine (the tabula rasa), writes
West, remained accepted “as fact, rather than fantasy”[66]
a decade after the book’s publication. West describes
Pinker as “no polemicist, and he leaves readers to draw
their own conclusions”.[66]

In January 2005, Pinker defended Lawrence Summers,
president of Harvard University, whose comments about
a gender gap in mathematics and science angered much
of the faculty. Pinker noted that Summers’s remarks,
properly understood, were hypotheses about overlapping
statistical distributions of men’s and women’s talents and
tastes, and that in a university such hypotheses ought to
be the subject of empirical testing rather than dogma and
outrage.[67] Edge.org ran a debate between Pinker and
Elizabeth Spelke on gender and science.[68]

In 2009, Pinker wrote a mixed review of Malcolm Glad-
well's essays in The New York Times criticizing his ana-
lytical methods.[69] Gladwell replied, disputing Pinker’s
comments about the importance of IQ on teaching per-
formance and by analogy, the effect, if any, of draft or-
der on quarterback performance in the National Football
League.[70] Advanced NFL Stats addressed the issue sta-
tistically, siding with Pinker and showing that differences
in methodology could explain the two men’s differing
opinions.[71]

In 2009, David Shenk criticized Pinker for siding with the
“nature” argument and for “never once acknowledg[ing]
gene-environment interaction or epigenetics" in an arti-
cle on nature versus nurture in The New York Times.[72]
Pinker responded to a question about epigenetics as a pos-
sibility for the decline in violence in a lecture for the BBC
World Service. Pinker said it was unlikely since the de-
cline in violence happened too rapidly to be explained by
genetic changes.[73] HelgaVierich andCathryn Townsend
wrote a critical review of Pinker’s sweeping “Civiliza-
tional” explanations for patterns of human violence and
warfare in response to a lecture he gave at Cambridge
University in September 2015.[74]

Steven Pinker is also noted for having identified the re-
name of Phillip Morris to Altria as an “egregious exam-
ple” of phonesthesia - with the company attempting to
“switch its image from bad people who sell addictive car-
cinogens to a place or state marked by altruism and other
lofty values”.[75]

Pinker in Göttingen, 2010

3.6 Awards and distinctions

Pinker was named one of Time's 100 most influential
people in the world in 2004[76] and one of Prospect and
Foreign Policy's 100 top public intellectuals in both years
the poll was carried out, 2005[77] and 2008;[78] in 2010
and 2011 he was named by Foreign Policy to its list of
top global thinkers.[79][80] In 2016, he was elected to the
National Academy of Sciences.[81]

His research in cognitive psychology has won the Early
Career Award (1984) and Boyd McCandless Award
(1986) from the American Psychological Association,
the Troland Research Award (1993) from the National
Academy of Sciences, the Henry Dale Prize (2004) from
the Royal Institution of Great Britain, and the George
Miller Prize (2010) from the Cognitive Neuroscience So-
ciety. He has also received honorary doctorates from
the universities of Newcastle, Surrey, Tel Aviv, McGill,
Simon Fraser University and the University of Tromsø.
He was twice a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize, in 1998 and
in 2003. On May 13, 2006, he received the American
Humanist Association's Humanist of the Year award
for his contributions to public understanding of human
evolution.[82]

Pinker has served on the editorial boards of journals such
as Cognition, Daedalus, and PLOS One, and on the ad-
visory boards of institutions for scientific research (e.g.,
the Allen Institute for Brain Science), free speech (e.g.,
the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education), the
popularization of science (e.g., the World Science Fes-
tival and the Committee for Skeptical Inquiry), peace
(e.g., the Peace Research Endowment), and secular hu-
manism (e.g., the Freedom fromReligion Foundation and
the Secular Coalition for America).
Since 2008, he has chaired the Usage Panel of the
American Heritage Dictionary, and wrote the essay on
usage for the fifth edition of the Dictionary, which was
published in 2011.
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Chapter 4

Sam Harris

For other people with the same name, see Sam Harris
(disambiguation).

Samuel Benjamin Harris (born April 9, 1967) is an
American author, philosopher, and neuroscientist.[2][3]
His book The End of Faith (2004), was a critique of or-
ganized religion. In The Moral Landscape (2010), Harris
argues that science can help answer moral problems and
aid human well-being.[4] He published a long-form essay
Lying in 2011, the short book Free Will in 2012,Waking
Up: A Guide to Spirituality Without Religion in 2014 and,
with British activist Maajid Nawaz, Islam and the Future
of Tolerance: A Dialogue in 2015.
Harris is a critic of religion and proponent of the lib-
erty to criticize it.[4] However, he has praised Advaita
Vedanta and Dzogchen, as “they contain empirical in-
sights about the nature of consciousness that do not de-
pend upon faith.”[5] He is the co-founder and chief ex-
ecutive of Project Reason, a non-profit organization that
promotes science and secularism, and host of theWaking
Up podcast.[6] He is considered a member of the "Four
Horsemen of NewAtheism", alongside Richard Dawkins,
Daniel Dennett, and the late Christopher Hitchens.
He has written articles for The Huffington Post, Los An-
geles Times, The Washington Post, The New York Times,
Newsweek, and the scientific journal Nature. His articles
discuss topics including religion, morality, neuroscience,
free will, terrorism, and self-defense.[7] He regularly gives
talks around the United States and the United Kingdom,
including two speeches at TED, where he has outlined ar-
guments made in his book The Moral Landscape[8] and,
more recently, his thoughts concerning the potential dan-
gers of superintelligent AI.[9] Harris has made numerous
television appearances, and has appeared in the documen-
tary films The God Who Wasn't There (2005) and The
Unbelievers (2013).

4.1 Early life and education

Harris was born on April 9, 1967 in Los Angeles,[10] the
son of actor Berkeley Harris and TV producer Susan Har-
ris (née Spivak), who created The Golden Girls.[11] His

father came from a Quaker background and his mother
is a secular Jew.[12] He was raised by his mother fol-
lowing his parents’ divorce when he was aged two.[13]
Harris has stated that his upbringing was entirely secu-
lar, and his parents rarely discussed religion, though it
was always a subject that interested him.[14] Fellow critic
of religion Christopher Hitchens once referred to Harris
as a “Jewish warrior against theocracy and bigotry of all
stripes”.[15][16][17]

In 1986, while a student at Stanford University, Harris
experimented with MDMA, and has written and spo-
ken about the powerful insights he experienced under the
drug’s influence.[18][19]

Harris became interested in spiritual and philosophical
questions when he studied at Stanford University. He
was fascinated by the idea that he might be able to
achieve spiritual insights without the use of drugs.[20]
Leaving Stanford in his second year, he went to India,
where he studied meditation with Buddhist and Hindu
religious teachers,[20][21] including Dilgo Khyentse.[22]
Eleven years later, in 1997, he returned to Stanford, com-
pleting a B.A. degree in philosophy in 2000.[17][23][24]
Harris began writing his first book, The End of Faith, im-
mediately after the September 11 attacks.[17]

He received a Ph.D. degree in cognitive neuroscience
in 2009 from the University of California, Los Ange-
les,[17][25][26] using functional magnetic resonance imag-
ing to conduct research into the neural basis of belief, dis-
belief, and uncertainty.[17][26] His thesis was titled “The
moral landscape: How science could determine human
values”, and his advisor was Mark S. Cohen.[27]

4.2 Views

4.2.1 Criticism of Abrahamic religions

Harris states that religion contains bad ideas, calling it
“one of the most perverse misuses of intelligence we have
ever devised”.[28] He compares modern religious beliefs
to the myths of the Ancient Greeks, which were once ac-
cepted as fact but which are obsolete today. In a January
2007 interview with PBS, Harris said, “We don't have a
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word for not believing in Zeus, which is to say we are all
atheists in respect to Zeus. And we don't have a word for
not being an astrologer.” He goes on to say that the term
atheist will be retired only when “we all just achieve a
level of intellectual honesty where we are no longer going
to pretend to be certain about things we are not certain
about”.[29]

Harris states that he advocates a benign, noncoercive,
corrective form of intolerance, distinguishing it from
historic religious persecution. He promotes a conver-
sational intolerance, in which personal convictions are
scaled against evidence, and where intellectual hon-
esty is demanded equally in religious views and non-
religious views.[30] He also believes there is a need to
counter inhibitions that prevent the open critique of re-
ligious ideas, beliefs, and practices under the auspices of
“tolerance”.[31] He has stated on his blog that he has re-
ceived death threats for some of his views on religion.[32]

In response to some of the most frequent criticisms of his
work—many of which he says misunderstand or distort
his true positions—Harris maintains a long and frequently
updated post on his personal website where he addresses
each claim.[33]

In positive book reviews of The End of Faith, Nina
Burleigh agrees with Harris’ premise that religious “faith”
is leading humanity into ruin, and the world would
be better off without the three major religions,[34] and
RichardDawkins cheers the fact that while the bookwon't
“change the minds of religious idiots”, it will encour-
age other intelligent people to come out and raise their
voices.[35]

Islam

Harris speaking in 2010 at TED

Harris considers Islam to be “especially belligerent and
inimical to the norms of civil discourse,” relative to other
world religions. He asserts that the “dogmatic commit-
ment to using violence to defend one’s faith, both from
within and without” to varying degrees, is a central Is-
lamic doctrine that is found in few other religions to the
same degree, and that “this difference has consequences

in the real world.”[36]

In 2006, after the Jyllands-Posten Muhammad cartoons
controversy, Harris wrote, “The idea that Islam is a
'peaceful religion hijacked by extremists’ is a dangerous
fantasy—and it is now a particularly dangerous fantasy for
Muslims to indulge. It is not at all clear how we should
proceed in our dialogue with the Muslim world, but de-
luding ourselves with euphemisms is not the answer. It
now appears to be a truism in foreign policy circles that
real reform in the Muslim world cannot be imposed from
the outside. But it is important to recognize why this is
so—it is so because the Muslim world is utterly deranged
by its religious tribalism. In confronting the religious lit-
eralism and ignorance of the Muslim world, we must ap-
preciate how terrifyingly isolated Muslims have become
in intellectual terms.”[37][38][39][40] He states that his crit-
icism of the religion is aimed not at Muslims as people,
but at the doctrine of Islam.
Harris wrote a response to controversy over his criticism
of Islam, which also aired on a debate hosted by The Huff-
ington Post on whether critics of Islam are unfairly labeled
as bigots:

Is it really true that the sins for which I hold
Islam accountable are “committed at least to
an equal extent by many other groups, espe-
cially [my] own”? ... The freedom to poke fun
at Mormonism is guaranteed [not by the First
Amendment but] by the fact that Mormons do
not dispatch assassins to silence their critics
or summon murderous hordes in response to
satire. ... Can any reader of this page imagine
the staging of a similar play [to The Book of
Mormon] about Islam in the United States, or
anywhere else, in the year 2013? ... At this mo-
ment in history, there is only one religion that
systematically stifles free expression with cred-
ible threats of violence. The truth is, we have
already lost our First Amendment rights with
respect to Islam—and because they brand any
observation of this fact a symptom of Islamo-
phobia, Muslim apologists like Greenwald are
largely to blame.[41][42]

Harris has criticized common usage of the term
"Islamophobia". “My criticism of Islam is a criticism of
beliefs and their consequences,” he wrote following a con-
troversial clash with Ben Affleck in October 2014 on the
show Real Time with Bill Maher, “but my fellow liberals
reflexively view it as an expression of intolerance toward
people.” During an email exchange with Glenn Green-
wald, a critic of the New Atheists, Harris argued that “Is-
lamophobia is a term of propaganda designed to protect
Islam from the forces of secularism by conflating all crit-
icism of it with racism and xenophobia. And it is doing
its job, because people like you have been taken in by
it.”[37][43]
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Christianity

See also: Criticism of Christianity, Criticism of the
Bible, and Criticism of Jesus

Harris criticizes Christianity, with some Christian groups
receiving more criticism than others. He has described
Mormonism as less credible than most Christianity, be-
cause, in his words, “Mormons are committed to believ-
ing nearly all the implausible things that Christians be-
lieve plus many additional implausible things”, such as
Jesus returning to earth in Jackson County, Missouri.
Harris has referred to Catholicism as “ghoulish machin-
ery set to whirling through the ages by the opposing
winds of shame and sadism”, and asserts that the Catholic
Church has spent “two millennia demonizing human sex-
uality to a degree unmatched by any other institution,
declaring the most basic, healthy, mature, and consensual
behaviors taboo.” Harris has also criticized the Catholic
Church’s structure and forced celibacy within its ranks for
attracting pedophiles, and blames its opposition to the use
of contraception for poverty, shorter lifespans, and the
proliferation of HIV/AIDS.[44]

Judaism

See also: Criticism of Judaism, Criticism of the Talmud,
and Criticism of Moses

In The End of Faith, Harris is critical of the Jewish faith
and its followers:

The gravity of Jewish suffering over the
ages, culminating in the Holocaust, makes it
almost impossible to entertain any suggestion
that Jews might have brought their troubles
upon themselves. This is, however, in a rather
narrow sense, the truth. […] the ideology of
Judaism remains a lightning rod for intolerance
to this day. […] Jews, insofar as they are reli-
gious, believe that they are bearers of a unique
covenant with God. As a consequence, they
have spent the last two thousand years collab-
orating with those who see them as different
by seeing themselves as irretrievably so. Ju-
daism is as intrinsically divisive, as ridiculous
in its literalism, and as at odds with the civiliz-
ing insights of modernity as any other religion.
Jewish settlers, by exercising their “freedom of
belief” on contested land, are now one of the
principal obstacles to peace in the Middle East.

Harris has said he holds somewhat paradoxical views
about Israel and Judaism, and is still genuinely undecided
on some things. “I don't think Israel should exist as a Jew-
ish state. I think it is obscene, irrational and unjustifiable
to have a state organized around a religion. So I don't

celebrate the idea that there’s a Jewish homeland in the
Middle East. I certainly don't support any Jewish claims
to real estate based on the Bible. Though I just said that
I don't think Israel should exist as a Jewish state, the jus-
tification for such a state is rather easy to find. We need
look no further than the fact that the rest of the world
has shown itself eager to murder the Jews at almost every
opportunity. So, if there were going to be a state orga-
nized around protecting members of a single religion, it
certainly should be a Jewish state. Now, friends of Is-
rael might consider this a rather tepid defense, but it’s the
strongest one I've got. I think the idea of a religious state
is ultimately untenable.”[45]

4.2.2 On atheism

Harris has been referred to, along with Dan Dennett,
Richard Dawkins, and Christopher Hitchens, as one of
the “new atheists”, but he considers the term “atheist” to
be problematic. He has stated, “while I am now one of the
public voices of atheism, I never thought of myself as an
atheist before being inducted to speak as one [...] I think
that 'atheist' is a term that we do not need, in the same
way that we don't need a word for someone who rejects
astrology.”[46]

4.2.3 On spirituality, mysticism, and the
paranormal

Despite his anti-religion sentiments, Sam Harris holds
that there is “nothing irrational about seeking the states of
mind that lie at the core of many religions. Compassion,
awe, devotion and feelings of oneness are surely among
the most valuable experiences a person can have.”[20]

4.2.4 Science and morality

In his third book, The Moral Landscape: How Science
Can Determine Human Values, Harris says that “Human
well-being is not a random phenomenon. It depends
on many factors—ranging from genetics and neurobiol-
ogy to sociology and economics.” Harris says that it is
time to promote a scientific approach to normative moral-
ity, rejecting the idea that religion determines what is
good. He believes that once scientists begin proposing
moral norms in papers, supernatural moral systems will
join "astrology, witchcraft and Greek mythology on the
scrapheap”.[47]

A number of scholars and scientists have criticized Har-
ris’ arguments in the media.[48][49][50][51][52][53] Harris re-
sponded to some of the criticisms in an article for The
Huffington Post.[54] In a review of Harris’ book, anthro-
pologist Scott Atran stated that “Contrary to Harris’s lat-
est screed, there is no such thing as a science-based uni-
versal morality. And abolishing religion will do nothing
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to rid mankind of its ills.[55]"

4.2.5 Free will

Harris says the idea of free will “cannot be mapped on
to any conceivable reality” and is incoherent.[56][57] Ac-
cording to Harris, science “reveals you to be a biochem-
ical puppet.”[58] People’s thoughts and intentions, Harris
says, “emerge from background causes of which we are
unaware and over which we exert no conscious control.”
Every choice we make is made as a result of preceding
causes. These choices we make are determined by those
causes, and are therefore not really choices at all. Har-
ris also draws a distinction between conscious and un-
conscious reactions to the world. Even without free will,
consciousness has an important role to play in the choices
we make. Harris argues that this realization about the hu-
man mind does not undermine morality or diminish the
importance of social and political freedom, but it can and
should change the way we think about some of the most
important questions in life.

4.2.6 Social and economic politics

Harris describes himself as a liberal, and states that
he supports raising taxes on the very wealthy, the
decriminalizing of drugs and same-sex marriage. He was
critical of the Bush administration's war in Iraq, fiscal pol-
icy, and treatment of science.[59]

During the 2016 United States presidential election, Har-
ris came out strongly in opposition to Donald Trump's
candidacy.[60]

4.3 Organizational affiliations

In 2007 Harris and his wife, Annaka Harris, founded
Project Reason, a charitable foundation devoted to
spreading scientific knowledge and secular values in
society.[61]

Harris is a member of the advisory board of the Secular
Coalition for America,[62] a national lobbying organiza-
tion representing the interests of nontheistic Americans.

4.4 Neuroscience

Building on his interests in belief and religion, Har-
ris completed a PhD in cognitive neuroscience at
UCLA.[21][26] He used fMRI to explore whether the
brain responses differ between sentences that subjects
judged as true, false, or undecidable, across a wide range
of categories including autobiographical, mathematical,
geographical, religious, ethical, semantic, and factual
statements.[63]

In another study, Harris and colleagues examined the
neural basis of religious and non-religious belief using
fMRI.[64] Fifteen committed Christians and fifteen non-
believers were scanned as they evaluated the truth and fal-
sity of religious and nonreligious propositions. For both
groups, statements of belief (sentences judged as either
true or false) were associated with increased activation
of ventromedial prefrontal cortex, a region of the brain
involved in emotional judgment, processing uncertainty,
assessing rewards and thinking about oneself.[26] A “com-
parison of all religious trials to all nonreligious trials pro-
duced a wide range of signal differences throughout the
brain,” and the processing of religious belief and empiri-
cal belief differed in significant ways. The regions asso-
ciated with increased activation in response to religious
stimuli included the anterior insula, the ventral striatum,
the anterior cingulate cortex, and the posterior medial
cortex.[64]

4.5 Writings and media appear-
ances

Harris’s writing focuses on neuroscience and criticism of
religion, for which he is best known. He blogs for the
Washington Post, the Huffington Post, and formerly for
Truthdig, and his articles have appeared in publications
such as Newsweek, The New York Times, the Los Angeles
Times, the Boston Globe, and the British national newspa-
per The Times.[65]

Harris has made numerous TV and radio appearances,
including on The O'Reilly Factor, ABC News, Tucker,
Book TV, NPR, Real Time, The Colbert Report, and The
Daily Show. In 2005, Harris appeared in the documen-
tary film The God Who Wasn't There. Harris was a
featured speaker at the 2006 conference Beyond Belief:
Science, Religion, Reason and Survival. He made two
presentations and participated in the ensuing panel dis-
cussions. Harris has also appeared a number of times
on the Point of Inquiry radio podcast. Harris engaged
in a lengthy debate with Andrew Sullivan on the inter-
net forum Beliefnet.[66] In April 2007, Harris debated
with the evangelical pastor Rick Warren for Newsweek
magazine.[67] In April 2011, he debated William Lane
Craig on the nature of morality.[68][69]

4.6 Meditation

Harris’ practice developed from Vipassana and Dzochen.
He states the key meditation aim is to see that self is an
illusion.[70][71]
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4.7 Personal life

Harris was a serious student of the martial arts and taught
martial arts in college. After more than twenty years, he
began practicing two forms of martial arts again,[72] in-
cluding Brazilian jiu-jitsu.[73] Harris was at one point a
vegetarian, but gave it up after six years, citing health
concerns.[74] In 2015 he returned to vegetarianism for
ethical reasons, with the intention of eventually going
vegan.[75]

Harris has been reluctant to discuss personal details such
as where he now lives, citing security reasons.[76] In 2004,
Harris marriedAnnakaHarris, an editor of nonfiction and
scientific books.[77] They have two daughters.[78]

4.8 Podcast

In September 2013, Harris began the podcastWaking Up,
in which he discusses his views, responds to critics, and
interviews guests. The podcasts vary greatly in length
of time, anywhere from 8 minutes to over 3 hours. The
podcast has no regular release schedule, although the fre-
quency of releases has increased over time.[79] The Min-
imalists included Waking Up in their list of 12 favorite
podcasts.[80] The UK Business Insider included it in their
list of “8 podcasts that will change how you think about
human behavior”.[81] PC Magazine included it in their list
of “Podcasts You Should Download Now”.[82] The pod-
cast won the 2017 Webby Award for “People’s Voice” in
the category “Science & Education” under “Podcasts &
Digital Audio”.[83]

4.9 Books
• The End of Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future

of Reason (2004). ISBN 0-393-03515-8
• Letter to a Christian Nation (2006). ISBN 0-307-
26577-3

• The Moral Landscape: How Science Can Determine
Human Values (2010). ISBN 978-1-4391-7121-9

• Lying (2011) ISBN 978-1940051000
• Free Will (2012). ISBN 978-1451683400
• Waking Up: A Guide to Spirituality Without Religion
(2014) ISBN 978-1451636017

• Islam and the Future of Tolerance (2015) ISBN 978-
0674088702
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Chapter 5

Michael Shermer

“Shermer” redirects here. For the American soccer
player, see Kirk Shermer.

Michael Brant Shermer (born September 8, 1954) is an
American science writer, historian of science, founder of
The Skeptics Society, and Editor in Chief of its maga-
zine Skeptic,[1] which is largely devoted to investigating
pseudoscientific and supernatural claims. The Skeptics
Society currently has over 55,000 members.[2] Shermer
also engages in debates on topics pertaining to pseudo-
science and religion in which he emphasizes scientific
skepticism.
Shermer is also the producer and co-host of the 13-
hour Fox Family television series Exploring the Unknown
which was broadcast in 1999. Since April 2001, he has
been a monthly columnist for Scientific American mag-
azine with his Skeptic column. He is also a scientific
advisor to the American Council on Science and Health
(ACSH).[3]

Shermer was once a fundamentalist Christian, but ceased
to believe in the existence of God during his graduate
studies. He accepts the labels agnostic,[4] nontheist,[5][6]
atheist and others.[7][8][9] He has expressed reservations
about such labels for his lack of belief in a God,
however, as he sees them being used in the service
of "pigeonholing", and prefers to simply be called a
skeptic.[9] He also describes himself as an advocate for
humanist philosophy[10] as well as the science of moral-
ity.[11]

5.1 Early life

Michael Brant Shermer was born on September 8,
1954.[12][13] He was born an only child, and raised in
Southern California, specifically the La Cañada area in
the foothills surrounding Los Angeles.[7][14][15] His par-
ents divorced when he was four[14] and later remarried,
his mother to a man with three children, who became
Shermer’s step-sister and two step-brothers, and his father
to a woman with whom he had two daughters, Shermer’s
half-sisters. His father died of a heart attack in 1986, and
his mother of brain cancer in 2000.[7][16]

Although Shermer went to Sunday school, he says that
neither his biological parents, stepparents nor siblings
were religious nor non-religious, as they did not discuss
that topic often, nor did they attend church or pray to-
gether. Shermer began his senior year of high school
in 1971, when the evangelical movement in the United
States was beginning to gain popularity. One night at
the behest of his best friend George, whose parents were
Christian, Shermer converted to Christianity. The next
day the two friends attended the Glendale, Presbyterian
Church, where a sermon was given by what Shermer de-
scribes as “a very dynamic and histrionic preacher who in-
spired me to come forward at the end of the sermon to be
saved.” For the next seven years he evangelized door-to-
door as part of his profoundly held beliefs.[7][16] Shermer
attended an informal Christian study fellowship group at
a place called “The Barn” in La Crescenta, California,
which Shermer describes as “a quintessential 1970s-era
hang-out with a long-haired hippie-type, guitar-playing
leader who read Bible passages that we discussed at
length.” Shermer enjoyed the social aspects of religion,
and particularly relished its theological debates.[7]

Shermer was raised with guns. His stepfather was a
hunter who took Shermer and their hunting dogs with him
on hunting excursions half a dozen times a year, shoot-
ing game such as doves, ducks, and quail with shotguns.
They ate everything they killed, for which Shermer’s step-
father also displayed culinary skills. Growing up, Sher-
mer owned a BB gun, then a pellet gun, then a 20-gauge
shotgun, and then a 12-gauge shotgun.[17]

Shermer graduated from Crescenta Valley High School
in 1972.[15] Desiring serious theological training, he en-
rolled at Pepperdine University with the intent of be-
coming a theologian. He initially majored in Christian
theology. In addition to taking courses on the Bible,
Shermer studied the writings of C.S. Lewis, and he at-
tended chapel twice a week, which was required for all
students. Despite the restrictions imposed on students,
such as a ban on dancing and visiting the dorm rooms
of opposite sex, Shermer found the university a good ex-
perience, and he accepted its teachings as a valid guide
for behavior.[7] However, when he learned that the Ph.D.
needed to be a professor of theology required proficiency
in Hebrew, Greek, Latin, andAramaic, Shermer, who did
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not find foreign languages to be his forte, switched his ma-
jor to psychology.[7][15][18] He mastered statistics, which
he calls “one of the languages of science”, and through
it, he learned about forming hypotheses, the null hypoth-
esis and testing hypotheses, which led to a change in his
thinking.[7] He completed his B.A. in psychology at Pep-
perdine in 1976.[19]

5.2 Graduate studies and change
of beliefs

Shermer’s master’s degree in experimental psychology at
the California State University, Fullerton, led to many
after-class discussions with professors Bayard Brattstrom
and Meg White at a local pub — The 301 Club — that
went late into the night. These discussions,[7][20] along
with his studies in cultural anthropology, led him to ques-
tion his religious beliefs.[16][20] He abandoned his devout
religious views, fueled by what he perceived to be the
intolerance generated by the absolute morality he was
taught in his religious studies; the hypocrisy in what many
believers preached and what they practiced; and his grow-
ing awareness of other religious beliefs, and how they
were determined by the temporal, geographic, and cul-
tural circumstances in which their adherents were born.
From this, Shermer came to conclude “it obvious that
God was made in our likeness and not the reverse.”[7]
By midway through his graduate training, he removed the
Christian silver ichthys medallion that he had been wear-
ing around his neck for years.[16][20] He completed his
M.A. degree from the California State University in psy-
chology in 1978.[19]

The final step in Shermer’s abandoning religion came
when his college sweetheart, Maureen, was in an automo-
bile accident that broke her back and rendered her para-
lyzed from the waist down. Shermer relates:[7]

When I saw her at the Long Beach Medical
Center ER, the full implications of what this
meant for her begin to dawn on me. There,
in the ER, day after dreary day, night after
sleepless night, I took a knee and bowed my
head and asked God to heal Maureen’s broken
back. I prayed with deepest sincerity. I cried
out to God to overlook my doubts in the name
of Maureen. I willingly suspended all disbe-
lief. At that time and in that place, I was once
again a believer. I believed because I wanted to
believe that if there was any justice in the uni-
verse — any at all — this sweet, loving, smart,
responsible, devoted, caring spirit did not de-
serve to be in a shattered body. A just and
loving God who had the power to heal, would
surely heal Maureen. He didn't. He didn't, I
now believe, not because “God works in myste-
rious ways” or “He has a special plan for Mau-

reen” — the nauseatingly banal comforts be-
lievers sometimes offer in such trying and ulti-
mately futile times — but because there is no
God.[7][21]

5.3 Competitive cycling

After earning his M.A. in experimental psychology in
1978, Shermer was unable to secure a position in a Ph.D.
program, and landed a job writing for a bicycle maga-
zine in Irvine, California. His first assignment, a Cycles
Peugeot press conference featuring John Marino, who
had just ridden from Los Angeles to New York in 13
days, one hour, and 20 minutes, made a deep impres-
sion on Shermer.[7][22] He bought a bike and entered the
Yoplait Yogurt 50-kilometer race through Griffith Park
in Los Angeles the following weekend. His interest grew
rapidly, and within a short time he had completed his first
century ride (100 miles). Before long he was riding hun-
dreds of miles a week.[7]

Shermer began competitive cycling in 1979, and he spent
a decade as a professional rider. Shermer’s best known
bicycling is in the very long distance ultramarathon road
racing discipline. Shermer is a founding member of the
Ultra Cycling Hall of Fame.[23]

During the course of his cycling career, Shermer worked
with cycling technologists in developing better products
for the sport. During his association with Bell Hel-
mets, a bicycle-race sponsor, Shermer advised them on
design issues regarding their development of expanded-
polystyrene for use in cycling helmets, which would ab-
sorb impact far better than the old leather "hairnet"
helmets used by bicyclists for decades. Shermer ad-
vised them that if their helmets looked too much like
motorcycle helmets, in which polystyrene was already be-
ing used, and not like the old hairnet helmets, no serious
cyclists or amateur would use them. This suggestion led
to their first model, the V1 Pro, which looked like a black
leather hairnet, but functioned on the inside like a mo-
torcycle helmet. In 1982, Shermer worked with Wayman
Spence, whose small supply company, Spenco Medical,
adapted the gel technology Spence developed for bedrid-
den patients with pressure sores into cycling gloves and
saddles to alleviate the carpal tunnel syndrome and sad-
dle sores suffered by cyclists.[24]

During the decade in which he raced long distances, he
helped to found the 3,000-mile nonstop transcontinen-
tal bicycle Race Across America (known as “RAAM”,
along with Lon Haldeman and John Marino), in which
he competed five times (1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, and
1989), was an assistant race director for six years, and
the executive race director for seven years.[7][25] An acute
medical condition is named for him: “Shermer Neck” is
pain in and extreme weakness of the neck muscles found
among long-distance bicyclists. Shermer suffered the
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condition about 2,000 miles into the 1983 Race Across
America.[26] Shermer’s embrace of scientific skepticism
crystallized during his time as a cyclist, explaining, “I
became a skeptic on Saturday, August 6, 1983, on the
long climbing road to Loveland Pass, Colorado", after
months of training under the guidance of a “nutrition-
ist” with an unaccredited Ph.D. After years of practic-
ing acupuncture, chiropractic, massage therapy, negative
ions, rolfing, pyramid power, fundamentalist Christianity,
and “a host of weird things” (with the exception of drugs)
to improve his life and training, Shermer stopped ratio-
nalizing the failure of these practices.[27] Shermer later
produced several documentary films on cycling.[25]

Shermer still cycles actively, and participated in the Fur-
nace Creek 508 in October 2011, a qualifying race
for RAAM, finishing second in the four man team
category.[18][28]

Shermer has written on the subject of pervasive doping in
competitive cycling and a game theoretic view of the dy-
namics driving the problem in several sports. He wrote
specifically about r-EPO doping, which he saw as both
widespread and well known within the sport, which was
later shown to be instrumental in the doping scandal sur-
rounding Lance Armstrong in 2010.[29][30][31]

5.4 Earning his Ph.D. and teaching

While cycling, Shermer taught Psychology 101 during
the evenings at Glendale Community College, a two-
year college. Wanting to teach at a four-year university,
he decided to earn his Ph.D. Because Shermer’s inter-
ests lay in behaviorism and he did not believe he could
make a difference in the world by working in a lab with
Skinner boxes, he lost interest in psychology and switched
to studying the history of science,[7] earning his Ph.D.
at Claremont Graduate University in 1991. His disser-
tation was titled Heretic-Scientist: Alfred Russel Wallace
and the Evolution of Man: A Study on the Nature of His-
torical Change.[19] Shermer later based a full-length book
on his dissertation: In Darwin’s Shadow: The Life and
Science of Alfred Russel Wallace: A Biographical Study
on the Psychology of History, which was published in Au-
gust 2002.[32][33][34]

Earlier that year, in his book The Borderlands of Sci-
ence, Shermer rated several noted scientists for gullibil-
ity toward “pseudo” or “borderland” ideas, using the Big
Five model developed by Cal-Berkeley professor Frank
Sulloway, and rated Wallace extremely high (99th per-
centile) on agreeableness/accommodation, which was the
key trait in distinguishing Wallace from scientists who
give less credence to such ideas.[35]

Shermer then became an adjunct professor of the his-
tory of science at Occidental College, California. In
2007, Shermer took a position as a senior research fel-
low at Claremont Graduate University. In 2011, he took

a position as an adjunct professor at Chapman Univer-
sity,[36][37] and was later made a Presidential Fellow.[38]
At Chapman, Shermer teaches a yearly critical thinking
course called Skepticism 101, in which he tries out new
ideas on students.[7]

5.5 Scientific skepticism

In 1992 Shermer founded the Skeptics Society, which be-
gan as a hobby in his garage, but eventually grew into a
full-time occupation. The Skeptics Society publishes the
magazine Skeptic, and organizes the Caltech Lecture Se-
ries. As of 2008, it has over 55,000 members.[2][39]

Shermer is also a scientific advisor to the American
Council on Science and Health (ACSH).[3]

5.5.1 Published works

Shermer in 2008.

Shermer is the author of books which attempt to explain
the ubiquity of irrational or poorly substantiated beliefs,
including UFOs, Bigfoot, and paranormal claims. In
1997, he wrote Why People Believe Weird Things, which
explores a variety of “weird” ideas and groups (including
cults), in the tradition of the skeptical writings of Martin
Gardner. A revised and expanded edition was published
in 2002. From the Introduction:
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So we are left with the legacy of two types
of thinking errors: Type 1 Error: believing a
falsehood and Type 2 Error: rejecting a truth.
... Believers in UFOs, alien abductions, ESP,
and psychic phenomena have committed a
Type 1 Error in thinking: they are believing
a falsehood. ... It’s not that these folks are
ignorant or uninformed; they are intelligent
but misinformed. Their thinking has gone
wrong.
— Michael Shermer, Why People Believe
Weird Things, 1997, 2002, Introduction

In How We Believe: The Search for God in an Age of
Science, Shermer explored the psychology behind the be-
lief in God. In its introduction Shermer wrote “Never in
history have so many, and such a high percentage of the
population, believed in God. Not only is God not dead as
Nietzsche proclaimed, but he has never been more alive.”
Since April 2001, he has written the monthly Skeptic col-
umn for Scientific American. He has also contributed to
Time magazine.[40]

In February 2002, he characterized the position that “God
had no part in the process [of the evolution of mankind]"
as the “standard scientific theory”.[41] This statement was
criticized in January 2006 by the scientist Eugenie Scott,
who commented that science makes no claim about God
one way or the other.[42]

InMay 2002, Shermer andAlexGrobman published their
book Denying History: Who Says the Holocaust Never
Happened andWhy Do They Say It? which examined and
refuted the Holocaust denial movement. This book re-
counts meeting various denialists and concludes that free
speech is the best way to deal with pseudohistory.
Science Friction: Where the Known Meets the Unknown
was released in 2005. Then his 2006 book Why Dar-
winMatters: The Case Against Intelligent Design, marshals
point-by-point arguments supporting evolution, sharply
criticizing Intelligent Design. This book also argues that
science cannot invalidate religion, and that Christians and
conservatives can and should accept evolution.
In June 2006, Shermer, who formerly expressed skepti-
cism regarding the mainstream scientific views on global
warming, wrote that, in the light of the accumulation of
evidence, the position of denying global warming is no
longer tenable.[43]

The Mind of The Market: Compassionate Apes, Compet-
itive Humans, and Other Tales from Evolutionary Eco-
nomics was released in 2007. In it Shermer reports on the
findings of multiple behavioral and biochemical studies
that address evolutionary explanations for modern behav-
ior. It garnered several critical reviews from academics,
skeptic Robert T. Carroll saying: “He has been blinded
by his libertarianism and seduced by the allure of evolu-
tionary psychology to explain everything, including ethics

and economics.”[44][45][46][44]

In February 2009, Shermer published The History of Sci-
ence: A Sweeping Visage of Science and its History, a 25-
hour audio lecture.
In May 2011, Shermer published The Believing Brain:
From Ghosts and Gods to Politics and Conspiracies – How
We Construct Beliefs and Reinforce Them as Truths.
Prior to work on science and skepticism, Shermer pub-
lished books on cycling and others on child education in
the math and science disciplines. These include collabo-
rations with Arthur Benjamin.[18]

In January 2015, Shermer published TheMoral Arc: How
Science and Reason Lead Humanity Toward Truth, Jus-
tice, and Freedom.

5.5.2 Media appearances and lectures

Shermer giving a talk at FreedomFest in Las Vegas, Nevada in
July 2016.

Shermer appeared as a guest on Donahue in 1994 to re-
spond to Bradley Smith's and David Cole’s Holocaust de-
nial claims, and in 1995 on The Oprah Winfrey Show
to challenge Rosemary Altea's psychic claims. Shermer
made a guest appearance in a 2004 episode of Penn &
Teller's Bullshit!, in which he argued that events in the
Bible constitute “mythic storytelling,” rather than events
described literally. His stance was supported by the
show’s hosts, who have expressed their own atheism. The
episode in question, The Bible: Fact or Fiction?, sought to
debunk the notion that the Bible is an empirically reliable
historical record. Opposing Shermer was Paul Maier,
professor of ancient history at Western Michigan Univer-
sity.[47]

Shermer made several appearances on NBC's daytime
paranormal-themed show The Other Side in 1994 and
1995. After getting to know that show’s producers, he
made a formal pitch to their production company for his
own skepticism-oriented reality show whose aim would
be to present points of view of both believers and skeptics.
His proposals were not fruitful, but several years later, one
of the executives of that company went to work for the
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then-newly formed Fox Family Channel, and impressed
with Shermer’s show treatment, requested he pitch it to
the network. The network picked up the series, Exploring
the Unknown, of which Shermer became a producer and
cohost. The series, which was budgeted at approximately
$200,000 USD per episode, was viewed by Shermer as a
direct extension of the work done at the Skeptics Society
and Skepticmagazine, and would enable Shermer to reach
more people. The equivocal title was chosen so as to not
tip off guests or viewers as to the skeptical nature of the
show.[48] Various segments from Exploring the Unknown
can be found on Shermer’s YouTube channel.[49]

In 1999 Shermer produced and was the co-host for the
Fox Family TV series, Exploring the Unknown.
Shermer has been a speaker at all three Beyond Belief
events from 2006 to 2008. He also spoke at the 2006 TED
Conference on “Why people believe strange things.”[50]

In 2008 Shermer delivered the commencement speech at
Whittier College, which awarded him with an Honorary
Doctorate of Humane Letters.[51]

Shermer is an occasional guest on Skepticality, the official
podcast of Skeptic.[29]

Shermer has debated Deepak Chopra on multiple
occasions,[52][53] including during their March 2010 ap-
pearance on the ABCNews programNightline.[54] He has
named Chopra his personal favourite debating partner.[18]

OnAugust 21, 2010, Shermer was honored with an award
recognizing his contributions in the skeptical field, from
The Independent Investigations Group during its 10th
Anniversary Gala.[55]

5.6 Personal life

As of 2007, Shermer lives in Altadena, California.[56]
He married Jennifer Graf, a native of Köln, Germany,
on June 25, 2014.[57] The ceremony was performed by
Shermer’s sister, Tina, who was ordained online for the
occasion.[58]

Politically, Shermer has described himself as a lifelong
libertarian,[59] but after changing his mind on some is-
sues during his research for the 2015 book The Moral
Arc, stated that he should never have called himself
a libertarian.[60] The first president he voted for was
Richard Nixon in 1972, which, in light of the Watergate
scandal, he calls his “most embarrassing vote”. In 2000,
he voted for Harry Browne in order to “vote his con-
science”, on the assumption that the winner of the Al
Gore – George W. Bush contest would be irrelevant. He
later regretted this decision, believing that Bush’s foreign
policy made the world more dangerous, and he voted for
John Kerry in 2004. Shermer names Thomas Jefferson
as his favorite president, for his championing of liberty
and his application of scientific thinking to the political,
economic, and social spheres. Shermer says of Jeffer-

son, “When he dined alone at the White House there
was more intelligence in that room than when John F.
Kennedy hosted a dinner there for a roomful of Nobel
laureates.”[61]

Shermer once opposed most gun control measures, pri-
marily because of his beliefs in the principle of increasing
individual freedom and decreased government interven-
tion, and also because he has owned guns for most of his
life. As an adult, he owned a .357 Magnum pistol for a
quarter of a century for protection, although he eventu-
ally took it out of the house, and then got rid of it en-
tirely. Though he no longer owns guns, he continues to
support the right to own guns to protect one’s family.[17]
However, by 2013, the data on gun homicides, suicides,
and accidental shootings convinced him that some mod-
est gun control measures might be necessary,[62] such as
background checks, limits on magazine size, and espe-
cially stronger requirements for training and safety.
Shermer also previously favored capital punishment, pri-
marily in sympathy for victims’ families, but later he came
to oppose the death penalty, partially out of a resistance
to giving the government too much power – in light of
the hundreds of executed individuals who were later re-
vealed to be innocent – and partially from his view that
retributive justice is driven by humanity’s baser instincts,
and it does not effect restorative justice.[7] As was the
case with gun control, he changed his mind about the
issue during research for The Moral Arc, reasoning that
"[Capital punishment] is one of these barbaric practices
that we need to get rid of. [The United States of] Amer-
ica is really the last of the 19 industrialized democracies
to have the death penalty. (...) The Italian enlightenment
philosopher Cesare Beccaria, on his book On Crimes and
Punishments, put forward the idea that the punishment
should fit the crime and that the criteria should be whether
it keeps people from committing crimes, and the Death
Penalty does not do that.”[60]

5.7 Awards and honors

• Fellow, 2001, Linnean Society of London[63]

• California State University, Fullerton Distinguished
Alumni Award, 2002[64]

• NCAS Philip J. Klass Award, October 2006[65]

• Honorary Doctorate of Humane Letters, Whittier
College, 2008[51]
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• “Exorcising Laplace’s Demon: Chaos and An-
tichaos, History and Metahistory”. Invited paper for
History and Theory. Wesleyan University. Vol. 34,
No. 1. 1995. 59-83.

• “The Chaos of History: On a Chaotic Model that
Represents the Role of Contingency and Necessity
in Historical Sequences”. Nonlinear Science. Vol.
2, No. 4. 1993: 1-13.

• “ScienceDefended, ScienceDefined: The Louisiana
Creationism Case”. Science, Technology & Human
Values, Journal for the Society for the Social Studies
of Science. Vol. 16, No. 4 Autumn 1991: 517-539.

• “Darwin, Freud, and the Myth of the Hero in Sci-
ence”. Knowledge: Creation, Diffusion, Utilization.
Vol. 11, No. 3, March 1990: 280-301.

• Shermer, Michael (June 2010). “When ideas
have sex”. Scientific American. 302 (6): 18.
doi:10.1038/scientificamerican0610-32.

• —(April 2013). “Proof of hallucination : did a neu-
rosurgeon go to heaven?". Skeptic. Scientific Amer-
ican. 308 (4): 67. Retrieved 2015-05-01.

• — (May 2013). “Gun science : how data can help
clarify the gun control debate”. Skeptic. Scientific
American. 308 (5): 69. Retrieved 2016-02-11.[66]

5.9 Media work and appearances

5.9.1 Television

Exploring the Unknown (1999)

• “Michael Shermer andOut of Body Experiences"[67]

• “Michael Shermer on How to Fake UFO
Photographs”[68]

• “Michael Shermer on Spoonbending"[69]

• “Michael Shermer Firewalking Across Hot
Coals”[70]

• “Michael Shermer Tests the Polygraph and Lie De-
tection”, Parts 1 & 2[71][72]

• “Michael Shermer Learns the Art of Con Games”,
Parts 1 & 2[73][74]

• “Michael Shermer Decodes the Bible Code"[75]

• “Michael Shermer Explores
Graphology/Handwriting Analysis”, Parts 1 &
2[76][77]

• “Michael Shermer Remote Viewing Experiment”,
Parts 1 & 2[78][79]

Other television and film appearances

• August 1983 news segment on Shermer bicycling in
Race Across America[80]

• Unsolved Mysteries, James Van Praagh segment,
1994

• The Phil Donahue Show, 1994

• Charlie Rose, April 1996

• "The Power of Belief", ABC News, 1998

• Politically Incorrect, December 22, 2000

• 20/20, December 5, 2003

• Dennis Miller, May 19 and May 20, 2004

• "The Bible: Fact or Fiction?", Penn & Teller: Bull-
shit!, 2004[47]

• The Question of God: Sigmund Freud & C.S. Lewis,
2004

• The Eyes of Nye on "Pseudoscience", 2005

• The Skeptic’s Guide to the Universe, October 4, 2006

• “Doomsday 2012”, Decoding the Past, 2007

• Larry King Live, July 13, 2007 and January 24, 2008

• Expelled: No Intelligence Allowed, 2008

• “Does GodHave a Future?",Nightline, ABC,March
23, 2010[81]

• “What Were You Thinking?", Dateline NBC, April
25, 2010[82]

• “Did You See That?", Dateline NBC, July 16,
2010[83]

• The Colbert Report, August 21, 2007

• The Colbert Report, July 11, 2011

• Paranormal Challenge, Linda Vista Hospital, Au-
gust 26, 2011

• Conspiracy Road Trip: UFOs, BBC Three, 15 Octo-
ber 2012

• Stossel, Fox Business Channel, December 13, 2012

• The Agenda with Steve Paikin Feb 28, 2013 “The
Anti-Science Left”

• Merchants of Doubt, 2014 documentary

• StarTalk, National Geographic Channel, November
15, 2015
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5.9.2 Audio courses

• Shermer, Michael (2009), The History of Science:
A Sweeping Visage of Science and its History (audio
lecture) (Audio lecture of 1991 course)

• Shermer, Michael (2009), War: History, Causes,
and Solutions (audio lecture)

• Shermer, Michael (2013), Skepticism 101: How to
Think like a Scientist (audio lecture), The Great
Courses

5.9.3 Radio and Web appearances

• Coast to Coast AM, September 1, 2007 and May 21,
2011[84]

• Mr. Deity and the Skeptic. YouTube. September 15,
2009[85]

• Mr. Deity and the Believing Brain. YouTube. Au-
gust 3, 2011[86]

• Skepticality[29][87]

• KGO, May 25, 2011

• The Rubin Report,[88] January 22, 2016

• The Joe Rogan Experience,[89] March 7, 2016

• Roaming Millennial,[90][91] January 26, 2017

5.9.4 Public lectures, speeches and debates

• TED (February 2006). “Why people believe weird
things”[92]

• TED (February 2010). “The pattern behind self-
deception”[93]

• TED 2014[94]

• TED (March 13, 2015). “Reasonable Doubt”[95]

• “The Moral Arc of Reason”, Reason Rally (March
24, 2012)[96][97][98]

• “Science Refutes God” (December 5, 2012).
Intelligence Squared[99][100]
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Chapter 6

Richard Dawkins

For the archaeologist, see Richard MacGillivray
Dawkins.

Clinton Richard Dawkins FRS FRSL (born 26 March
1941) is an English ethologist, evolutionary biologist and
author. He is an emeritus fellow of New College, Oxford,
and was the University of Oxford's Professor for Public
Understanding of Science from 1995 until 2008.
Dawkins first came to prominence with his 1976 book
The Selfish Gene, which popularised the gene-centred
view of evolution and introduced the term meme. With
his book The Extended Phenotype (1982), he introduced
into evolutionary biology the influential concept that the
phenotypic effects of a gene are not necessarily limited to
an organism’s body, but can stretch far into the environ-
ment. In 2006, he founded the Richard Dawkins Foun-
dation for Reason and Science.
Dawkins is an atheist, and is well known for his criti-
cism of creationism and intelligent design. In The Blind
Watchmaker (1986), he argues against the watchmaker
analogy, an argument for the existence of a supernatural
creator based upon the complexity of living organisms.
Instead, he describes evolutionary processes as analogous
to a blind watchmaker in that reproduction, mutation, and
selection are unguided by any designer. In The God Delu-
sion (2006), Dawkins contends that a supernatural creator
almost certainly does not exist and that religious faith is
a delusion. He opposes the teaching of creationism in
schools.
Dawkins has been awarded many prestigious academic
and writing awards and he makes regular television, radio
and Internet appearances, predominantly discussing his
books, his atheism, and his ideas and opinions as a public
intellectual.

6.1 Background

6.1.1 Early life

Dawkins was born in Nairobi, then in British Kenya, on
26 March 1941.[23] He is the son of Jean Mary Vyvyan
(née Ladner)[24] and Clinton John Dawkins, who was

an agricultural civil servant in the British Colonial Ser-
vice in Nyasaland (now Malawi).[23][25] His father was
called up into the King’s African Rifles during World
War II[26][27] and returned to England in 1949, when
Dawkins was eight. His father had inherited a coun-
try estate, Over Norton Park in Oxfordshire, which he
farmed commercially.[25] Dawkins considers himself En-
glish and lives in Oxford, England.[28][29][30][31] Dawkins
has a younger sister.[32]

Both his parents were interested in natural sciences, and
they answered Dawkins’s questions in scientific terms.[33]
Dawkins describes his childhood as “a normal Anglican
upbringing”.[34] He embraced Christianity until halfway
through his teenage years, at which point he concluded
that the theory of evolution was a better explanation
for life’s complexity, and ceased believing in a god.[32]
Dawkins states: “the main residual reason why I was re-
ligious was from being so impressed with the complexity
of life and feeling that it had to have a designer, and I
think it was when I realised that Darwinism was a far su-
perior explanation that pulled the rug out from under the
argument of design. And that left me with nothing.”[32]

6.1.2 Education

The Great Hall, Oundle School

From 1954 to 1959 Dawkins attended Oundle School
in Northamptonshire, an English public school with a
distinct Church of England flavour,[32] where he was
in Laundimer house.[35] While at Oundle Dawkins read

40

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_MacGillivray_Dawkins
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_MacGillivray_Dawkins
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fellow_of_the_Royal_Society
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fellow_of_the_Royal_Society_of_Literature
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evolutionary_biology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Author
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oxford_fellow
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_College,_Oxford
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Oxford
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simonyi_Professorship_for_the_Public_Understanding_of_Science
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simonyi_Professorship_for_the_Public_Understanding_of_Science
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Selfish_Gene
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gene-centred_view_of_evolution
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gene-centred_view_of_evolution
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meme
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Extended_Phenotype
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evolutionary_biology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phenotype
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins_Foundation_for_Reason_and_Science
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins_Foundation_for_Reason_and_Science
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atheist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creationism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intelligent_design
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Blind_Watchmaker
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Blind_Watchmaker
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Watchmaker_analogy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Watchmaker_analogy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/God
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/God
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_God_Delusion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_God_Delusion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Delusion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creation_and_evolution_in_public_education
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creation_and_evolution_in_public_education
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_intellectual
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_intellectual
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nairobi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Kenya
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-encycdotcom-23
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-24
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colonial_Service
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colonial_Service
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nyasaland
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-encycdotcom-23
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-father.27s_obit-25
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/King%2527s_African_Rifles
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_II
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_II
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-26
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-Brief_Scientific_Autobiography-27
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Over_Norton_Park
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-father.27s_obit-25
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-28
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-29
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-30
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-strident-31
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-Darwin.27s_child-32
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_science
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-33
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglican
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-34
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Modern_evolutionary_synthesis
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-Darwin.27s_child-32
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-Darwin.27s_child-32
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oundle_School
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_school_(United_Kingdom)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-Darwin.27s_child-32
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oundle_School#Boys.27_houses
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-Oundle2012b-35


6.2. WORK 41

Bertrand Russell's Why I Am Not a Christian for the first
time.[36] He studied zoology at Balliol College, Oxford,
graduating in 1962; while there, he was tutored by Nobel
Prize-winning ethologist Nikolaas Tinbergen. He con-
tinued as a research student under Tinbergen’s super-
vision, receiving his MA and DPhil degrees by 1966,
and remained a research assistant for another year.[37][38]
Tinbergen was a pioneer in the study of animal be-
haviour, particularly in the areas of instinct, learning and
choice;[39] Dawkins’s research in this period concerned
models of animal decision-making.[40]

6.1.3 Teaching

From 1967 to 1969, he was an assistant professor of
zoology at the University of California, Berkeley. Dur-
ing this period, the students and faculty at UC Berkeley
were largely opposed to the ongoing Vietnam War, and
Dawkins became involved in the anti-war demonstrations
and activities.[41] He returned to the University of Oxford
in 1970 as a lecturer. In 1990, he became a reader in zo-
ology. In 1995, he was appointed Simonyi Professor for
the Public Understanding of Science at Oxford, a posi-
tion that had been endowed by Charles Simonyi with the
express intention that the holder “be expected to make
important contributions to the public understanding of
some scientific field”,[42] and that its first holder should
be Richard Dawkins.[43] He held that professorship from
1995 until 2008.[44]

Since 1970, he has been a fellow of New College, Oxford
and he is now an emeritus fellow.[45][46] He has delivered
many lectures, including the Henry Sidgwick Memorial
Lecture (1989), the first Erasmus Darwin Memorial Lec-
ture (1990), the Michael Faraday Lecture (1991), the T.
H. Huxley Memorial Lecture (1992), the Irvine Memo-
rial Lecture (1997), the Sheldon Doyle Lecture (1999),
the Tinbergen Lecture (2004) and the Tanner Lectures
(2003).[37] In 1991, he gave the Royal Institution Christ-
mas Lectures for Children on Growing Up in the Uni-
verse. He has also edited several journals, and has acted
as editorial advisor to the Encarta Encyclopedia and the
Encyclopedia of Evolution. He is listed as a senior editor
and a columnist of the Council for Secular Humanism's
Free Inquirymagazine, and has been a member of the ed-
itorial board of Skeptic magazine since its foundation.[47]

He has sat on judging panels for awards as diverse as the
Royal Society’s Faraday Award and the British Academy
Television Awards,[37] and has been president of the Bio-
logical Sciences section of the British Association for the
Advancement of Science. In 2004, Balliol College, Ox-
ford, instituted theDawkins Prize, awarded for “outstand-
ing research into the ecology and behaviour of animals
whose welfare and survival may be endangered by human
activities”.[48] In September 2008, he retired from his
professorship, announcing plans to “write a book aimed
at youngsters in which he will warn them against believing
in 'anti-scientific' fairytales.”[49]

In 2011, Dawkins joined the professoriate of the New
College of the Humanities, a new private university in
London, established by A. C. Grayling, which opened in
September 2012.[50]

6.2 Work

6.2.1 Evolutionary biology

Further information: Gene-centred view of evolution
In his scientificwork in evolutionary biology,[51] Dawkins

At the University of Texas at Austin, March 2008

is best known for his popularisation of the gene as the
principal unit of selection in evolution; this view is most
clearly set out in his books:[52]

• The Selfish Gene (1976), in which he notes that “all
life evolves by the differential survival of replicating
entities”.

• The Extended Phenotype (1982), in which he de-
scribes natural selection as “the process whereby
replicators out-propagate each other”. He intro-
duces to a wider audience the influential concept he
presented in 1977[53] that the phenotypic effects of
a gene are not necessarily limited to an organism’s
body, but can stretch far into the environment, in-
cluding the bodies of other organisms. Dawkins re-
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garded the extended phenotype as his single most
important contribution to evolutionary biology and
he considered niche construction to be a special case
of extended phenotype. The concept of extended
phenotype helps explain evolution, but it does not
actually help predict specific outcomes.[54]

Dawkins has consistently been sceptical about non-
adaptive processes in evolution (such as spandrels, de-
scribed by Gould and Lewontin)[55] and about selection
at levels “above” that of the gene.[56] He is particularly
sceptical about the practical possibility or importance of
group selection as a basis for understanding altruism.[57]
This behaviour appears at first to be an evolutionary para-
dox, since helping others costs precious resources and
decreases one’s own fitness. Previously, many had in-
terpreted this as an aspect of group selection: individ-
uals are doing what is best for the survival of the popu-
lation or species as a whole. British evolutionary biolo-
gist W. D. Hamilton used gene-frequency analysis in his
inclusive fitness theory to show how hereditary altruistic
traits can evolve if there is sufficient genetic similarity
between actors and recipients of such altruism (includ-
ing close relatives).[58][a] Hamilton’s inclusive fitness has
since been successfully applied to a wide range of or-
ganisms, including humans. Similarly, Robert Trivers,
thinking in terms of the gene-centred model, developed
the theory of reciprocal altruism, whereby one organism
provides a benefit to another in the expectation of future
reciprocation.[59] Dawkins popularised these ideas in The
Selfish Gene, and developed them in his own work.[60]
In June 2012 Dawkins was highly critical of fellow bi-
ologist E.O. Wilson's 2012 book The Social Conquest
of Earth as misunderstanding Hamilton’s theory of kin
selection.[61][62] Dawkins has also been strongly critical
of the Gaia hypothesis of the independent scientist James
Lovelock.[63][64][65]

Critics of Dawkins’s biological approach suggest that tak-
ing the gene as the unit of selection (a single event in which
an individual either succeeds or fails to reproduce) is mis-
leading; the gene could be better described, they say, as a
unit of evolution (the long-term changes in allele frequen-
cies in a population).[66] In The Selfish Gene, Dawkins ex-
plains that he is using George C. Williams's definition of
the gene as “that which segregates and recombines with
appreciable frequency.”[67] Another common objection is
that a gene cannot survive alone, but must cooperate with
other genes to build an individual, and therefore a gene
cannot be an independent “unit”.[68] In The Extended Phe-
notype, Dawkins suggests that from an individual gene’s
viewpoint, all other genes are part of the environment to
which it is adapted.
Advocates for higher levels of selection (such as Richard
Lewontin, David Sloan Wilson, and Elliott Sober) sug-
gest that there are many phenomena (including altruism)
that gene-based selection cannot satisfactorily explain.
The philosopher Mary Midgley, with whom Dawkins

clashed in print concerning The Selfish Gene,[69][70] has
criticised gene selection, memetics, and sociobiology as
being excessively reductionist;[71] she has suggested that
the popularity of Dawkins’s work is due to factors in
the Zeitgeist such as the increased individualism of the
Thatcher/Reagan decades.[72]

In a set of controversies over the mechanisms and in-
terpretation of evolution (what has been called 'The
Darwin Wars’),[73][74] one faction is often named af-
ter Dawkins, while the other faction is named after
the American palaeontologist Stephen Jay Gould, re-
flecting the pre-eminence of each as a populariser of
the pertinent ideas.[75][76] In particular, Dawkins and
Gould have been prominent commentators in the con-
troversy over sociobiology and evolutionary psychology,
with Dawkins generally approving and Gould generally
being critical.[77] A typical example of Dawkins’s posi-
tion is his scathing review of Not in Our Genes by Steven
Rose, Leon J. Kamin, and Richard C. Lewontin.[78] Two
other thinkers who are often considered to be allied with
Dawkins on the subject are Steven Pinker and Daniel
Dennett; Dennett has promoted a gene-centred view of
evolution and defended reductionism in biology.[79] De-
spite their academic disagreements, Dawkins and Gould
did not have a hostile personal relationship, and Dawkins
dedicated a large portion of his 2003 book A Devil’s
Chaplain posthumously to Gould, who had died the pre-
vious year.
When asked if Darwinism informs his everyday appre-
hension of life, Dawkins says, “in one way it does. My
eyes are constantly wide open to the extraordinary fact of
existence. Not just human existence but the existence of
life and how this breathtakingly powerful process, which
is natural selection, has managed to take the very sim-
ple facts of physics and chemistry and build them up to
redwood trees and humans. That’s never far from my
thoughts, that sense of amazement. On the other hand I
certainly don't allow Darwinism to influence my feelings
about human social life,” implying that he feels that indi-
vidual human beings can opt out of the survival machine
of Darwinism since they are freed by the consciousness
of self.[31]

6.2.2 Fathering the meme

Main article: Meme

In his book The Selfish Gene, Dawkins coined the word
meme (the behavioural equivalent of a gene) as a way to
encourage readers to think about how Darwinian prin-
ciples might be extended beyond the realm of genes.[80]
It was intended as an extension of his “replicators” ar-
gument, but it took on a life of its own in the hands of
other authors such as Daniel Dennett and Susan Black-
more. These popularisations then led to the emergence
of memetics, a field from which Dawkins has distanced
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himself.[81]

Dawkins’s meme refers to any cultural entity that an ob-
server might consider a replicator of a certain idea or set
of ideas. He hypothesised that people could view many
cultural entities as capable of such replication, generally
through communication and contact with humans, who
have evolved as efficient (although not perfect) copiers of
information and behaviour. Because memes are not al-
ways copied perfectly, they might become refined, com-
bined, or otherwise modified with other ideas; this re-
sults in new memes, which may themselves prove more
or less efficient replicators than their predecessors, thus
providing a framework for a hypothesis of cultural evo-
lution based on memes, a notion that is analogous to the
theory of biological evolution based on genes.[82]

Although Dawkins invented the term meme, he has not
claimed that the idea was entirely novel,[83] and there have
been other expressions for similar ideas in the past. For
instance, John Laurent has suggested that the term may
have derived from the work of the little-known German
biologist Richard Semon.[84] In 1904, Semon published
Die Mneme (which appeared in English in 1924 as The
Mneme). This book discusses the cultural transmission of
experiences, with insights parallel to those of Dawkins.
Laurent also found the term mneme used in Maurice
Maeterlinck's The Life of the White Ant (1926), and
has highlighted the similarities to Dawkins’s concept.[84]
James Gleick describes Dawkins’s concept of the meme
as “his most famous memorable invention, far more in-
fluential than his selfish genes or his later proselytising
against religiosity”.[85]

6.2.3 Foundation

Main article: Richard Dawkins Foundation for Reason
and Science

In 2006, Dawkins founded the Richard Dawkins Foun-
dation for Reason and Science (RDFRS), a non-profit or-
ganisation. RDFRS financed research on the psychology
of belief and religion, financed scientific education
programs and materials, and publicised and supported
charitable organisations that are secular in nature.[86] In
January 2016, it was announced that the foundation is
merging with the Center for Inquiry with Dawkins be-
coming a member of the new organization’s board of
directors.[87]

6.2.4 Criticism of religion

Dawkins is an outspoken atheist[88] and a sup-
porter of various atheist, secular, and humanistic
organisations.[37][89][90][91][92][93][94] He is a patron of
the British Humanist Association, and a supporter of
the Brights movement.[95] He was confirmed into the

Lecturing on his book The God Delusion, 24 June 2006

Church of England at the age of 13, but began to grow
sceptical of the beliefs. After learning about Darwinism
and the scientific reason why living things look as though
they have been designed, Dawkins lost the remainder of
his religious faith.[96] He said that his understanding of
science and evolutionary processes led him to question
how adults in positions of leadership in a civilized world
could still be so uneducated in biology,[97] and is puzzled
by how belief in God could remain among individuals
who are sophisticated in science. Dawkins notes that
some physicists use 'God' as a metaphor for the general
awe-inspiring mysteries of the universe, which causes
confusion and misunderstanding among people who
incorrectly think they are talking about a mystical being
which forgives sins, transubstantiates wine, or makes
people live after they die.[98] He disagrees with Stephen
Jay Gould's principle of nonoverlapping magisteria
(NOMA)[99] and suggests that the existence of God
should be treated as a scientific hypothesis like any
other.[100]

On his spectrum of theistic probability, which has seven
levels between 1 (100% belief in a God) and 7 (100% be-
lief that gods do not exist), Dawkins has said he’s a 6.9,
which represents a “de facto atheist” who thinks “I cannot
know for certain but I think God is very improbable, and I
live my life on the assumption that he is not there.” When
asked about his slight uncertainty, Dawkins quips, “I am
agnostic to the extent that I am agnostic about fairies at
the bottom of the garden.”[101][102] In May 2014, at the
Hay Festival in Wales, Dawkins explained that while he
does not believe in the supernatural elements of the Chris-
tian faith, he still has nostalgia for the ceremonial side of
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religion.[103]

Dawkins became a prominent critic of religion and has
stated his opposition to religion as twofold: religion is
both a source of conflict and a justification for belief
without evidence.[104] He considers faith—belief that is
not based on evidence—as “one of the world’s great
evils”.[105] He rose to prominence in public debates re-
lating science and religion since the publication of his
most popular book The God Delusion in 2006, which be-
came an international best seller.[106] As of 2015, more
than three million copies were sold and the book has been
translated into over 30 languages.[107] Its success has been
seen by many as indicative of a change in the contempo-
rary cultural zeitgeist and has also been identified with
the rise of New Atheism.[108] In the book, Dawkins con-
tends that a supernatural creator almost certainly does not
exist and that religious faith is a delusion—"a fixed false
belief”.[109] In his February 2002 TED talk entitled “Mil-
itant atheism”, Dawkins urged all atheists to openly state
their position and to fight the incursion of the church into
politics and science.[95] On 30 September 2007, Dawkins,
Christopher Hitchens, Sam Harris, and Daniel Dennett
met at Hitchens’ residence for a private, unmoderated dis-
cussion that lasted two hours. The event was videotaped
and titled “The Four Horsemen”.[110]

Dawkins sees education and consciousness-raising as the
primary tools in opposing what he considers to be reli-
gious dogma and indoctrination.[41][111][112] These tools
include the fight against certain stereotypes, and he has
adopted the term bright as a way of associating positive
public connotations with those who possess a naturalistic
worldview.[112] He has given support to the idea of a
free thinking school,[113] which would not indoctrinate
children in atheism or in any religion but would instead
teach children to be critical and open-minded.[114][115] In-
spired by the consciousness-raising successes of feminists
in arousing widespread embarrassment at the routine use
of “he” instead of “she”, Dawkins similarly suggests that
phrases such as “Catholic child” and “Muslim child”
should be considered as socially absurd as, for instance,
“Marxist child”, as he believes that children should not be
classified based on their parents’ ideological or religious
beliefs.[112]

With Ariane Sherine at the Atheist Bus Campaign launch in Lon-
don

Dawkins suggests that atheists should be proud, not apolo-
getic, stressing that atheism is evidence of a healthy, inde-
pendent mind.[116] He hopes that the more atheists iden-
tify themselves, the more the public will become aware of
just how many people actually hold these views, thereby
reducing the negative opinion of atheism among the re-
ligious majority.[117] Inspired by the gay rights move-
ment, he endorsed the Out Campaign to encourage athe-
ists worldwide to declare their stance publicly.[118] He
supported the UK’s first atheist advertising initiative, the
Atheist Bus Campaign in 2008, which aimed to raise
funds to place atheist advertisements on buses in the Lon-
don area.
While some critics, such as writer Christopher Hitchens,
psychologist Steven Pinker and Nobel laureates Sir
Harold Kroto, James D. Watson and Steven Weinberg
have defended Dawkins’s stance towards religion and
praised his work,[119] others, including Nobel Prize-
winning theoretical physicist Peter Higgs, astrophysicist
Martin Rees, philosopher of science Michael Ruse, lit-
erary critic Terry Eagleton, and theologian Alister Mc-
Grath,[120][121][122] have criticised Dawkins on various
grounds, including the assertion that his work sim-
ply serves as an atheist counterpart to religious funda-
mentalism rather than a productive critique of it, and
that he has fundamentally misapprehended the foun-
dations of the theological positions he claims to re-
fute. Rees and Higgs, in particular, have both rejected
Dawkins’s confrontational stance towards religion as nar-
row and “embarrassing”, with Higgs going as far as to
equate Dawkins with the religious fundamentalists he
criticises.[123][124][125][126] Atheist philosopher John Gray
has denounced Dawkins as an “anti-religious mission-
ary” whose assertions are “in no sense novel or original,”
suggesting that, “transfixed in wonderment at the work-
ings of his own mind, Dawkins misses much that is of
importance in human beings.” Gray has also criticised
Dawkins’s perceived allegiance to Darwin, stating that
if “science, for Darwin, was a method of inquiry that
enabled him to edge tentatively and humbly toward the
truth, for Dawkins, science is an unquestioned view of the
world.”[127] In response to his critics, Dawkins maintains
that theologians are no better than scientists in addressing
deep cosmological questions and that he himself is not a
fundamentalist as he is willing to change his mind in the
face of new evidence.[128][129][130]

6.2.5 Criticism of creationism

Dawkins is a prominent critic of creationism, a religious
belief that humanity, life, and the universe were cre-
ated by a deity[131] without recourse to evolution.[132]
He has described the Young Earth creationist view that
the Earth is only a few thousand years old as “a pre-
posterous, mind-shrinking falsehood";[133] and his 1986
book, The Blind Watchmaker, contains a sustained cri-
tique of the argument from design, an important creation-

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-103
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Criticism_of_religion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antireligion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-FOOTNOTEDawkins2006282.E2.80.93286-104
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-105
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-michaelpowell-106
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-FOOTNOTEDawkins2015173-107
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zeitgeist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Atheism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-108
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Delusion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-FOOTNOTEDawkins20065-109
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-militant-95
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sam_Harris_(author)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daniel_Dennett
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-110
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Consciousness_raising
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-belief_interview-41
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-education-111
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-bright-112
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brights_movement
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Naturalism_(philosophy)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-bright-112
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-Powell-113
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-telegraph1-114
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-115
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Feminism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-bright-112
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ariane_Sherine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atheist_Bus_Campaign
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-FOOTNOTEDawkins20063-116
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-suntimes-117
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gay_Liberation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gay_Liberation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Out_Campaign
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-rd-out-annouce-118
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atheist_Bus_Campaign
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Pinker
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nobel_laureate
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harold_Kroto
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_D._Watson
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Weinberg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-119
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nobel_Prize_in_Physics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theoretical_physicist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Higgs
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Astrophysicist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martin_Rees,_Baron_Rees_of_Ludlow
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michael_Ruse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Terry_Eagleton
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alister_McGrath
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alister_McGrath
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-120
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-121
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-122
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theological
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-123
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-124
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-125
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-126
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Gray_(philosopher)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-127
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cosmological
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-FOOTNOTEDawkins2006-128
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-129
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-rdf-fundamentalist-130
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creationism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Life
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Universe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-131
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-132
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Young_Earth_creationism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins#cite_note-133
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Blind_Watchmaker
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Teleological_argument


6.2. WORK 45

ist argument. In the book, Dawkins argues against the
watchmaker analogy made famous by the 18th-century
English theologian William Paley via his book Natural
Theology, in which Paley argues that just as a watch is too
complicated and too functional to have sprung into exis-
tence merely by accident, so too must all living things—
with their far greater complexity—be purposefully de-
signed. Dawkins shares the view generally held by sci-
entists that natural selection is sufficient to explain the
apparent functionality and non-random complexity of the
biological world, and can be said to play the role of watch-
maker in nature, albeit as an automatic, unguided by any
designer, nonintelligent, blind watchmaker.[134]

Wearing a scarlet 'A' lapel pin, at the 34th annual conference of
American Atheists (2008)

In 1986, Dawkins and biologist JohnMaynard Smith par-
ticipated in an Oxford Union debate against A. E.Wilder-
Smith (a Young Earth creationist) and Edgar Andrews
(president of the Biblical Creation Society).[b] In gen-
eral, however, Dawkins has followed the advice of his
late colleague Stephen Jay Gould and refused to partic-
ipate in formal debates with creationists because “what
they seek is the oxygen of respectability”, and doing so
would “give them this oxygen by the mere act of engag-
ing with them at all”. He suggests that creationists “don't
mind being beaten in an argument. What matters is that
we give them recognition by bothering to argue with them
in public.”[135] In a December 2004 interview with Amer-
ican journalist Bill Moyers, Dawkins said that “among
the things that science does know, evolution is about as
certain as anything we know.” When Moyers questioned
him on the use of the word theory, Dawkins stated that
“evolution has been observed. It’s just that it hasn't been
observed while it’s happening.” He added that “it is rather
like a detective coming on a murder after the scene... the
detective hasn't actually seen the murder take place, of
course. But what you do see is a massive clue... Huge
quantities of circumstantial evidence. It might as well be
spelled out in words of English.”[136]

Dawkins has opposed the inclusion of intelligent design
in science education, describing it as “not a scientific ar-
gument at all, but a religious one”.[137] He has been re-
ferred to in the media as “Darwin’s Rottweiler",[138][139]
a reference to English biologist T. H. Huxley, who was
known as “Darwin’s Bulldog" for his advocacy of Charles
Darwin's evolutionary ideas. (The contrasting sobriquet
of “God’s Rottweiler” was given to Pope Benedict XVI
while he was a cardinal working for the Congregation
for the Doctrine of the Faith.)[140] He has been a strong
critic of the British organisation Truth in Science, which
promotes the teaching of creationism in state schools,
and whose work Dawkins has described as an “educa-
tional scandal”. He plans to subsidise schools through
the Richard Dawkins Foundation for Reason and Science
with the delivery of books, DVDs, and pamphlets that
counteract their work.[141]

6.2.6 Other fields

See also: Political views of Richard Dawkins
In his role as professor for public understanding of

Speaking at Kepler’s Books, Menlo Park, California, 29 October
2006

science, Dawkins has been a critic of pseudoscience
and alternative medicine. His 1998 book Unweaving
the Rainbow considers John Keats's accusation that by
explaining the rainbow, Isaac Newton diminished its
beauty; Dawkins argues for the opposite conclusion.
He suggests that deep space, the billions of years of
life’s evolution, and the microscopic workings of biology
and heredity contain more beauty and wonder than do
“myths” and “pseudoscience”.[142] For John Diamond's
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posthumously published Snake Oil, a book devoted to de-
bunking alternative medicine, Dawkins wrote a foreword
in which he asserts that alternative medicine is harmful,
if only because it distracts patients from more successful
conventional treatments and gives people false hopes.[143]
Dawkins states that “there is no alternative medicine.
There is only medicine that works and medicine that
doesn't work.”[144] In his 2007 Channel 4 TV film The
Enemies of Reason, Dawkins concluded that Britain is
gripped by “an epidemic of superstitious thinking”.[145]

Dawkins has expressed concern about the growth
of human population and about the matter of
overpopulation.[146] In The Selfish Gene, he briefly
mentions population growth, giving the example of Latin
America, whose population, at the time the book was
written, was doubling every 40 years. He is critical
of Roman Catholic attitudes to family planning and
population control, stating that leaders who forbid
contraception and “express a preference for 'natural'
methods of population limitation” will get just such a
method in the form of starvation.[147]

As a supporter of the Great Ape Project—a movement to
extend certain moral and legal rights to all great apes—
Dawkins contributed the article “Gaps in the Mind” to
the Great Ape Project book edited by Paola Cavalieri and
Peter Singer. In this essay, he criticises contemporary so-
ciety’s moral attitudes as being based on a “discontinuous,
speciesist imperative”.[148]

Dawkins also regularly comments in newspapers and
blogs on contemporary political questions and is a fre-
quent contributor to the online science and culture di-
gest 3 Quarks Daily.[149] His opinions include opposi-
tion to the 2003 invasion of Iraq,[150] the British nuclear
deterrent, the actions of then-US President George W.
Bush,[151] and the ethics of designer babies.[152] Several
such articles were included in A Devil’s Chaplain, an
anthology of writings about science, religion, and pol-
itics. He is also a supporter of Republic's campaign
to replace the British monarchy with a democratically
elected president.[153] Dawkins has described himself as
a Labour voter in the 1970s[154] and voter for the Liberal
Democrats since the party’s creation. In 2009, he spoke
at the party’s conference in opposition to blasphemy laws,
alternative medicine, and faith schools. In the UK general
election of 2010, Dawkins officially endorsed the Liberal
Democrats, in support of their campaign for electoral re-
form and for their “refusal to pander to 'faith'".[155] In the
run up to the 2017 General Election, Dawkins once again
endorsed the Liberal Democrats and urged voters to join
the party.
In 1998, Dawkins expressed his appreciation for two
books connected with the Sokal affair, Higher Supersti-
tion: The Academic Left and Its Quarrels with Science by
Paul R. Gross and Norman Levitt and Intellectual Impos-
tures by Sokal and Jean Bricmont. These books are fa-
mous for their criticism of postmodernism in US univer-

sities (namely in the departments of literary studies, an-
thropology, and other cultural studies).[156] He identifies
as a feminist.[157]

Continuing a long-standing partnership with Channel
4, Dawkins participated in a five-part television series
Genius of Britain, along with fellow scientists Stephen
Hawking, James Dyson, Paul Nurse, and Jim Al-Khalili.
The series was first broadcast in June 2010. The series fo-
cuses on major British scientific achievements throughout
history.[158]

In 2014 he joined the global awareness movement
Asteroid Day as a “100x Signatory”.[159]

6.3 Awards and recognition

Receiving the Deschner Prize in Frankfurt, 12 October 2007,
from Karlheinz Deschner

Dawkins was awarded a Doctor of Science degree by
the University of Oxford in 1989. He holds honorary
doctorates in science from the University of Hudders-
field, University of Westminster, Durham University,[160]
the University of Hull, the University of Antwerp, and
the University of Oslo, and honorary doctorates from
the University of Aberdeen,[161] Open University, the
Vrije Universiteit Brussel,[37] and theUniversity of Valen-
cia.[162] He also holds honorary doctorates of letters from
the University of St Andrews and the Australian National
University (HonLittD, 1996), and was elected Fellow of
the Royal Society of Literature in 1997 and a Fellow of
the Royal Society (FRS) in 2001.[22][37] He is one of the
patrons of the Oxford University Scientific Society.
In 1987, Dawkins received a Royal Society of Literature
award and a Los Angeles TimesLiterary Prize for his book
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The Blind Watchmaker. In the same year, he received a
Sci. Tech Prize for Best Television Documentary Sci-
ence Programme of the Year for his work on the BBC’s
Horizon episode The Blind Watchmaker.[37]

His other awards include the Zoological Society of
London's Silver Medal (1989), the Finlay Innovation
Award (1990), the Michael Faraday Award (1990), the
Nakayama Prize (1994), the American Humanist As-
sociation's Humanist of the Year Award (1996), the
fifth International Cosmos Prize (1997), the Kistler Prize
(2001), theMedal of the Presidency of the Italian Repub-
lic (2001), the 2001 and 2012 Emperor Has No Clothes
Award from the Freedom From Religion Foundation, the
Bicentennial Kelvin Medal of The Royal Philosophical
Society of Glasgow (2002),[37] and the Nierenberg Prize
for Science in the Public Interest (2009).[163] He was
awarded the Deschner Award, named after German anti-
clerical author Karlheinz Deschner.[164] The Committee
for Skeptical Inquiry (CSICOP) has awarded Dawkins
their highest award In Praise of Reason (1992).[165]

Dawkins accepting the Services to Humanism award at the British
Humanist Association Annual Conference in 2012

Dawkins topped Prospect magazine’s 2004 list of the top
100 public British intellectuals, as decided by the readers,
receiving twice as many votes as the runner-up.[166][167]
He was short-listed as a candidate in their 2008 follow-up
poll.[168] In a poll held by Prospect in 2013, Dawkins was
voted the world’s top thinker based on 65 names chosen
by a largely US and UK-based expert panel.[169]

In 2005, the Hamburg-based Alfred Toepfer Foundation
awarded him its Shakespeare Prize in recognition of his
“concise and accessible presentation of scientific knowl-
edge”. He won the Lewis Thomas Prize forWriting about
Science for 2006, as well as the Galaxy British Book
Awards's Author of the Year Award for 2007.[170] In the
same year, he was listed by Time magazine as one of the
100 most influential people in the world in 2007,[171] and
was ranked 20th in The Daily Telegraph's 2007 list of 100
greatest living geniuses.[172]

Since 2003, the Atheist Alliance International has
awarded a prize during its annual conference, honour-
ing an outstanding atheist whose work has done the most
to raise public awareness of atheism during that year; it

is known as the Richard Dawkins Award, in honour of
Dawkins’s own efforts.[173] In February 2010, Dawkins
was named to the Freedom From Religion Foundation's
Honorary Board of distinguished achievers.[174]

In 2012, ichthyologists in Sri Lanka honored Dawkins by
creating Dawkinsia as a new genus name (members of
this genus were formerly members of the genus Puntius).
Explaining the reasoning behind the genus name, lead re-
searcher Rohan Pethiyagoda was quoted as stating that

Richard Dawkins has, through his writings,
helped us understand that the universe is far
more beautiful and awe-inspiring than any reli-
gion has imagined [...]. We hope that Dawkin-
sia will serve as a reminder of the elegance and
simplicity of evolution, the only rational expla-
nation there is for the unimaginable diversity
of life on Earth.[175]

6.4 Personal life

Dawkins has been married three times, and has one
daughter. On 19 August 1967, Dawkins married fel-
low ethologist Marian Stamp in the Protestant church
in Annestown, County Waterford, Ireland;[176] they di-
vorced in 1984. On 1 June 1984, he married Eve
Barham (19 August 1951 – 28 February 1999) in Ox-
ford. They had a daughter, Juliet Emma Dawkins (born
1984, Oxford). Dawkins and Barham divorced.[177] In
1992, he married actress Lalla Ward[177] in Kensington
and Chelsea, London. Dawkins met her through their
mutual friend Douglas Adams,[178] who had worked with
her on the BBC’s Doctor Who. The couple announced an
“entirely amicable” separation in July 2016.[179]

On 6 February 2016, Dawkins suffered a minor hemor-
rhagic stroke while at home.[180][181] Dawkins reported
that he has recovered.[182][183]
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1976. ISBN 0-19-286092-5.

• The Extended Phenotype. Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press. 1982. ISBN 0-19-288051-9.

• The Blind Watchmaker. New York: W. W. Norton
& Company. 1986. ISBN 0-393-31570-3.

• River Out of Eden. New York: Basic Books. 1995.
ISBN 0-465-06990-8.
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• Climbing Mount Improbable. New York: W. W.
Norton & Company. 1996. ISBN 0-393-31682-3.

• Unweaving the Rainbow. Boston: HoughtonMifflin.
1998. ISBN 0-618-05673-4.

• A Devil’s Chaplain. Weidenfeld & Nicolson (United
Kingdom and Commonwealth), Houghton Mifflin
(United States). 2003. ISBN 978-0753817506.

• The Ancestor’s Tale. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
2004. ISBN 0-618-00583-8.

• The God Delusion. Bantam Press (United King-
dom), Houghton Mifflin (United States). 2006.
ISBN 0-618-68000-4.

• The Greatest Show on Earth: The Evidence for
Evolution. Transworld (United Kingdom and
Commonwealth), Free Press (United States). 2009.
ISBN 0-593-06173-X.

• The Magic of Reality: How We Know What’s Really
True. Bantam Press (United Kingdom), Free Press
(United States). 2011. ISBN 978-1-4391-9281-8.
OCLC 709673132.

• An Appetite for Wonder: The Making of a Scientist.
Ecco Press (United Kingdom and United States).
2013. ISBN 978-0-06-228715-1.

• Brief Candle in the Dark: My Life in Science. Ecco
Press (United Kingdom and United States). 2015.
ISBN 978-0062288431.

• Science in the Soul: Selected Writings of a Passionate
Rationalist, to be published in June 2017.

6.5.2 Documentary films
• Nice Guys Finish First (1986)
• The Blind Watchmaker (1987)[184]

• Growing Up in the Universe (1991)
• Break the Science Barrier (1996)
• The Atheism Tapes (2004)
• The Big Question (2005) – Part 3 of the TV series,
titled “Why Are We Here?"

• The Root of All Evil? (2006)
• The Enemies of Reason (2007)
• The Genius of Charles Darwin (2008)
• The Purpose of Purpose (2009) – Lecture tour
among American universities

• Faith School Menace? (2010)
• Beautiful Minds (April 2012) – BBC4 documentary
• Sex, Death and the Meaning of Life (2012)[185]

• The Unbelievers (2013)

6.5.3 Other appearances

Dawkins has made many television appearances on news
shows providing his political opinions and especially his
views as an atheist. He has been interviewed on the radio,
often as part of his book tours. He has debated many
religious figures. He has made many university speaking
appearances, again often in coordination with his book
tours. As of 2016, he has over 60 credits in the Internet
Movie Database where he appeared as himself.

• Expelled: No Intelligence Allowed (2008) – as him-
self, presented as a leading scientific opponent of in-
telligent design in a film that contends that the main-
stream science establishment suppresses academics
who believe they see evidence of intelligent design
in nature and who criticise evidence supporting Dar-
winian evolution

• DoctorWho: "The Stolen Earth" (2008) – as himself

• The Simpsons: "Black Eyed, Please" (2013) – ap-
pears in Ned Flanders’ dream of Hell; provided
voice as a demon version of himself[186]

• Endless Forms Most Beautiful (2015) – by
Nightwish: Finnish symphonic metal band
Nightwish had Dawkins as a guest star on their
2015 album[187][188][189]

• When the Professor Got Stuck in the Snow (2015) –
a fictional Richard Dawkins is the central character
in Dan Rhodes' 2014 parody novel

6.6 Notes

a. ^ W. D. Hamilton influenced Dawkins and the influ-
ence can be seen throughout Dawkins’s book The Selfish
Gene.[41] They became friends at Oxford and following
Hamilton’s death in 2000, Dawkins wrote his obituary
and organised a secular memorial service.[190]

b. ^ The debate ended with the motion “That the doctrine
of creation is more valid than the theory of evolution”
being defeated by 198 votes to 115.[191][192]
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[192] Dawkins, Richard (12 March 2007). “1986 Oxford
Union Debate: Richard Dawkins, John Maynard Smith”.
Richard Dawkins Foundation. Archived from the origi-
nal on 29 July 2012. Retrieved 10 May 2007. Debate
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YouTube and part 2 at Video on YouTube
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Chapter 7

Christopher Hitchens

Christopher EricHitchens (13April 1949 – 15Decem-
ber 2011) was an Anglo-American[7] author, columnist,
essayist, orator, religious and literary critic, social critic,
and journalist. He contributed to New Statesman, The
Nation, The Atlantic, London Review of Books, The Times
Literary Supplement, Slate, and Vanity Fair. Hitchens
was the author, co-author, editor or co-editor of over 30
books, including five collections of essays, on a range of
subjects, including politics, literature, and religion. A
staple of talk shows and lecture circuits, his confronta-
tional style of debate made him both a lauded and con-
troversial figure and public intellectual. Known for his
contrarian stance on a number of issues, Hitchens criti-
cised public figures such as Mother Teresa, Bill Clinton,
Henry Kissinger, and Diana, Princess of Wales. He was
the elder brother of the conservative journalist and author
Peter Hitchens.
Having long described himself as a socialist, a Marxist
and an anti-totalitarian, Hitchens began his break from
the established political left after what he called the “tepid
reaction” of the Western left to the controversy over The
Satanic Verses, followed by the left’s embrace of Bill Clin-
ton, and the antiwar movement’s opposition to NATO in-
tervention in Bosnia and Herzegovina in the 1990s. His
strong support of the Iraq War separated him further.
Hitchens was an ardent advocate for the separation of
church and state; a self-described antitheist, he regarded
the concept of a god or supreme being as a totalitarian
belief that destroys individual freedom, and argued that
free expression and scientific discovery should replace re-
ligion as a means of teaching ethics and defining human
civilization. In 2007, Hitchens published his most pop-
ular book, God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Ev-
erything, which was a New York Times bestseller. His
best-reviewed works include the essay collections Love,
Poverty, and War (2004) and Arguably (2011).

7.1 Life and career

7.1.1 Early life and education

Hitchens was born in Portsmouth, Hampshire, the el-
der of two boys.[8][9] His parents, Eric Ernest Hitchens
(1909–1987) and Yvonne Jean Hitchens (née Hickman;
1921–1973), met in Scotland when both were serving in
the Royal Navy during World War II.[10] Later in life,
Hitchens identified as ethnically Jewish—since Judaism
is matrilineal and his mother was Jewish.[11][12][13] His
mother was a “Wren” (a member of the Women’s Royal
Naval Service),[14] and his father an officer aboard the
cruiser HMS Jamaica, which helped sinkNazi Germany’s
battleship Scharnhorst in the Battle of the North Cape.[4]
His father’s naval career required the family to move a
number of times from base to base throughout Britain and
its dependencies, including in Malta, where Christopher’s
brother Peter was born in Sliema in 1951.
Hitchens’s mother sent him to Mount House School (now
known as Mount Kelly) in Tavistock in Devon at the
age of eight, followed by the independent Leys School
in Cambridge.[15] Hitchens then went up to Balliol Col-
lege, Oxford, where he was tutored by Steven Lukes
and Anthony Kenny and read Philosophy, Politics and
Economics, graduating in 1970 with a third-class de-
gree.[16] Hitchens was “bowled over” in his adoles-
cence by Richard Llewellyn's How Green Was My Val-
ley, Arthur Koestler's Darkness at Noon, Fyodor Dos-
toyevsky's Crime and Punishment, R. H. Tawney's cri-
tique on Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, and the
works of George Orwell.[14] In 1968, he took part in the
TV quiz show University Challenge.[17]

In the 1960s, Hitchens joined the political left, drawn
by his anger over the Vietnam War, nuclear weapons,
racism, and oligarchy, including that of “the unaccount-
able corporation.” He expressed affinity with the po-
litically charged countercultural and protest movements
of the 1960s and 1970s. He avoided the recreational
drug use of the time, saying “in my cohort we were
slightly anti-hedonistic...it made it very much easier for
police provocation to occur, because the planting of drugs
was something that happened to almost everyone one
knew.”[18] Hitchens was first inspired to become a jour-
nalist after reading a piece by James Cameron.[19]

Hitchens was bisexual during his younger days.[20] He
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claimed to have had sexual relations with two male stu-
dents at Oxford who would later become Tory ministers
during the premiership of Margaret Thatcher, although
he would not reveal their names publicly.[21]

Hitchens joined the Labour Party in 1965, but along with
the majority of the Labour students’ organisation was ex-
pelled in 1967, because of what Hitchens called “Prime
Minister Harold Wilson's contemptible support for the
war in Vietnam”.[22] Under the influence of Peter Sedg-
wick, who translated the writings of Russian revolution-
ary and Soviet dissident Victor Serge, Hitchens forged
an ideological interest in Trotskyist and anti-Stalinist
socialism.[14] Shortly after he joined “a small but growing
post-Trotskyist Luxemburgist sect”.[23]

7.1.2 Journalistic career in the UK (1970–
1981)

Hitchens began working as a correspondent for the mag-
azine International Socialism,[24] published by the In-
ternational Socialists, the forerunners of today’s British
SocialistWorkers Party. This group was broadly Trotsky-
ist, but differed from more orthodox Trotskyist groups in
its refusal to defend communist states as "workers’ states".
Their slogan was “Neither Washington nor Moscow but
International Socialism”.
Hitchens left Oxford with a third-class degree.[25] In 1971
he went to work at the Times Higher Education Supple-
ment where he served as a social science correspondent.
Hitchens admitted that he hated the position, and was
fired after six months in the job. Next he was a researcher
for ITV's Weekend World.[26] In 1973 he went to work
for the New Statesman, where his colleagues included the
authors Martin Amis, whom he had briefly met at Ox-
ford, Julian Barnes and James Fenton, with whom he had
shared a house in Oxford.[26]

It was at this time that the Friday lunches began, which
were attended by writers including Clive James, IanMcE-
wan, Kingsley Amis, Terence Kilmartin, Robert Con-
quest, Al Alvarez, Peter Porter, Russell Davies and Mark
Boxer. At theNew StatesmanHitchens acquired a reputa-
tion as a left-winger, reporting internationally from areas
of conflict such as Northern Ireland, Libya, and Iraq.[26]

In November 1973, Hitchens’s mother committed suicide
in Athens in a pact with her lover, a defrocked clergyman
named Timothy Bryan.[14] The pair overdosed on sleep-
ing pills in adjoining hotel rooms, and Bryan slashed his
wrists in the bathtub. Hitchens flew alone to Athens to
recover his mother’s body, initially under the impression
that his mother had been murdered. Both her children
were then independent adults. While in Greece, Hitchens
reported on the constitutional crisis of the military junta.
It became his first leading article for the New States-
man.[27]

In December 1977, Hitchens interviewed Argentine dic-

tator Jorge Rafael Videla, a conversation he later de-
scribed as “horrifying”.[28]

In 1977, unhappy at the New Statesman, Hitchens de-
fected to the Daily Express where he became a foreign
correspondent. He returned to theNew Statesman in 1979
where he became foreign editor.[26]

7.1.3 American career (1981–2011)

Hitchens went to the United States in 1981, as part of
an editor exchange programme between the New States-
man and The Nation.[29] After joining The Nation, he
penned vociferous critiques of Ronald Reagan, George
H. W. Bush and American foreign policy in South and
Central America.[11][30][31][32][33][34] He became a con-
tributing editor of Vanity Fair in 1992,[35] writing ten
columns a year. He left The Nation in 2002 after pro-
foundly disagreeing with other contributors over the Iraq
War. There is speculation that Hitchens was the inspira-
tion for Tom Wolfe's character Peter Fallow in the 1987
novel The Bonfire of the Vanities,[31] but others— includ-
ing Hitchens —believe it to be Spy Magazine's “Ironman
Nightlife Decathlete” Anthony Haden-Guest.[36] In 1987,
his father died from cancer of the oesophagus; the same
disease that would later claim his own life.[37] In April
2007, Hitchens became a US citizen. He became a media
fellow at the Hoover Institution in September 2008.[38] At
Slate, he usually wrote under the news-and-politics col-
umn named Fighting Words.[39]

Hitchens spent part of his early career in journalism as
a foreign correspondent in Cyprus.[40] Through his work
there he met his first wife Eleni Meleagrou, a Greek
Cypriot, with whom he had two children, Alexander
and Sophia. His son, Alexander Meleagrou-Hitchens,
born in 1984, has worked as a policy researcher in Lon-
don. Hitchens continued writing essay-style correspon-
dence pieces from a variety of locales, including Chad,
Uganda[41] and the Darfur region of Sudan.[42] His work
took him to over 60 countries. In 1991, he received a
Lannan Literary Award for Nonfiction.[43]

Hitchens met Carol Blue for the first time at Los Angeles
airport in 1989 and married her in 1991. Hitchens called
it love at first sight.[44] In 1999, as harsh critics of Clinton,
Hitchens and Carol Blue submitted an affidavit to the trial
managers of the Republican Party in the impeachment of
Bill Clinton. Therein they swore that their then-friend,
Sidney Blumenthal, had described Monica Lewinsky as
a stalker. This allegation contradicted Blumenthal’s own
sworn deposition in the trial,[45] and it resulted in a hos-
tile exchange of opinion in the public sphere between
Hitchens and Blumenthal. Following the publication of
Blumenthal’s The Clinton Wars, Hitchens wrote several
pieces in which he accused Blumenthal of manipulating
the facts.[45][46] The incident ended their friendship and
sparked a personal crisis for Hitchens who was stridently
criticised by friends for what they saw as a cynical and
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ultimately politically futile act.[11]

Before Hitchens’s political shift, the American author and
polemicist Gore Vidal was apt to speak of Hitchens as his
"dauphin" or “heir”.[47][48] In 2010, Hitchens attacked Vi-
dal in a Vanity Fair piece headlined “Vidal Loco”, calling
him a “crackpot” for his adoption of 9/11 conspiracy the-
ories.[49][50] On the back of Hitchens’s memoir Hitch-22,
among the praise from notable figures, Vidal’s endorse-
ment of Hitchens as his successor is crossed out in red
and annotated “NO, C.H.” His strong advocacy of the
war in Iraq had gained Hitchens a wider readership, and
in September 2005 he was named as fifth on the list of
the "Top 100 Public Intellectuals" by Foreign Policy and
Prospect magazines.[51] An online poll ranked the 100
intellectuals, but the magazines noted that the rankings
of Hitchens (5), Noam Chomsky (1), and Abdolkarim
Soroush (15) were partly due to supporters publicising
the vote. He later responded to his ranking with a few
articles about his status as such.[52][53]

Hitchens became a US citizen in 2007. Hitchens did not
leave his position writing for The Nation until after the
September 11 attacks, stating that he felt the magazine
had arrived at a position “that John Ashcroft is a greater
menace than Osama bin Laden.”[54] The September 11
attacks “exhilarated” him, bringing into focus “a battle
between everything I love and everything I hate” and
strengthening his embrace of an interventionist foreign
policy that challenged "fascism with an Islamic face.”[34]
His numerous editorials in support of the IraqWar caused
some to label him a neoconservative, although Hitchens
insisted he was not “a conservative of any kind,” and his
friend Ian McEwan described him as representing the
anti-totalitarian left.[55] Hitchens recalls in his memoir
having been “invited by Bernard-Henri Levy to write an
essay on political reconsiderations for his magazine La
Regle du Jeu. I gave it the partly ironic title: 'Can One
Be a Neoconservative?' Impatient with this, some copy
editor put it on the cover as 'How I Became a Neocon-
servative.' Perhaps this was an instance of the Carte-
sian principle as opposed to the English empiricist one:
It was decided that I evidently was what I apparently only
thought.” Indeed, in a 2010 BBC interview, he stated that
he “still [thought] like a Marxist” and considered himself
“a leftist.”[56]

In 2007, Hitchens’s work for Vanity Fair won him the
National Magazine Award in the category “Columns and
Commentary”.[57] Hewas a finalist oncemore in the same
category in 2008 for some of his columns in Slate but
lost out to Matt Taibbi of Rolling Stone.[58] He won the
National Magazine Award for Columns about Cancer in
2011.[59][60] Hitchens also served on the Advisory Board
of Secular Coalition for America and offered advice to the
Coalition on the acceptance and inclusion of nontheism in
American life.[61] In December 2011, prior to his death,
Asteroid 57901 Hitchens was named after him.[62]

7.1.4 Literature reviews

Hitchens wrote a monthly essay in The Atlantic[63] about
books and contributed occasionally to other literary jour-
nals. One of his own books,Unacknowledged Legislation:
Writers in the Public Sphere, is a collection of such works,
and Love, Poverty and War contains a section devoted to
literary essays. In Why Orwell Matters, he defends Or-
well’s writings against modern critics as relevant today
and progressive for his time. In the 2008 book Christo-
pher Hitchens and His Critics: Terror, Iraq, and the Left,
many literary critiques are included of essays and other
books of writers, such as David Horowitz and Edward
Said.
During a three-hour In Depth interview on Book TV, he
named authors who have had influence on his views, in-
cluding Aldous Huxley, George Orwell, Evelyn Waugh,
Kingsley Amis, P. G. Wodehouse and Conor Cruise
O'Brien.[4]

7.2 Political views

Main article: Political views of Christopher Hitchens

My own opinion is enough for me, and I claim the right
to have it defended against any consensus, any majority,
anywhere, anyplace, anytime. And anyone who disagrees
with this can pick a number, get in line and kiss my arse.
—Christopher Hitchens[64]

The San Francisco Chronicle referred to Hitchens as a
"gadfly with gusto”.[65] In 2009, Hitchens was listed by
Forbes magazine as one of the “25 most influential liber-
als in the U.S. media”.[66] The same article noted, how-
ever, that he would “likely be aghast to find himself on this
list”, as it reduces his self-styled radicalism to mere liber-
alism. Hitchens’s political perspectives also appear in his
wide-ranging writings, which include many dialogues.[67]

While Hitchens supported Israel’s right to exist, he was
often critical of the Israeli government’s handling of the
Israeli–Palestinian conflict. Having long described him-
self as a socialist and a Marxist, Hitchens began his break
from the established political left after what he called
the “tepid reaction” of the Western left to the contro-
versy over The Satanic Verses, followed by the left’s em-
brace of Bill Clinton, and the antiwar movement’s oppo-
sition to NATO intervention in Bosnia and Herzegovina
in the 1990s. He later became a liberal hawk and sup-
ported the War on Terror, but he had some reservation,
such as his characterization of waterboarding as “torture”.
In January 2006, Hitchens joined with four other indi-
viduals and four organizations, including the ACLU and
Greenpeace, as plaintiffs in a lawsuit, ACLU v. NSA, chal-
lenging Bush’s NSA warrantless surveillance; the lawsuit
was filed by the ACLU.[68][69]
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7.3 Critiques of specific individuals

Hitchens was known for his scathing critiques of public
figures. Three figures—Bill Clinton, Henry Kissinger,
and Mother Teresa—were the targets of three separate
full length texts, No One Left to Lie To: The Triangu-
lations of William Jefferson Clinton, The Trial of Henry
Kissinger, and The Missionary Position: Mother Teresa in
Theory and Practice. Hitchens also wrote book-length bi-
ographical essays about Thomas Jefferson (Thomas Jef-
ferson: Author of America), George Orwell (Why Orwell
Matters), and Thomas Paine (Thomas Paine’s “Rights of
Man": A Biography).
The majority of Hitchens’s critiques took the form
of short opinion pieces, including critiques of Jerry
Falwell,[70][71] George Galloway,[72] Slobodan Miloše-
vić,[73] Mel Gibson,[74] the 14th Dalai Lama,[75] Michael
Moore,[76] Daniel Pipes,[77] Ronald Reagan,[78] Jesse
Helms,[79] and Cindy Sheehan.[23][80] When comedian
Bob Hope died in 2003, Hitchens wrote an attack piece
on him, calling Hope “a fool and nearly a clown, but he
was never even remotely a comedian” and “Quick, then—
what is your favorite Bob Hope gag? It wouldn't take you
long if I challenged you onMilton Berle, orWoody Allen,
or John Cleese, or even Lenny Bruce or Mort Sahl. By
this time tomorrow, I bet you haven't come up with a real
joke for which Hope could take credit.” Critics argued
that Hitchens focused solely on Hope’s declining years
and ignored his heyday in the 1940s.[81] Hitchens was also
critical of Pope Benedict XVI.[82]

7.4 Criticism of religion

See also: God Is Not Great

Hitchens was an antitheist and he once said that a person
“could be an atheist and wish that belief in God were cor-
rect,” but that “an antitheist, a term I'm trying to get into
circulation, is someone who is relieved that there’s no ev-
idence for such an assertion.”[83] He often spoke against
the Abrahamic religions. When asked by readers of
The Independent (London) what he considered to be the
“axis of evil”, Hitchens replied “Christianity, Judaism,
Islam—the three leading monotheisms.”[84] Hitchens was
raised nominally Christian, and went to Christian board-
ing schools, but from an early age declined to partici-
pate in communal prayers. Later in life, Hitchens discov-
ered that he was of Jewish descent on his mother’s side.
Hitchens’s Jewish-born ancestors were immigrants from
Eastern Europe (including Poland).[13][85][86] In a 2010
interview at New York Public Library, Hitchens stated
that he was against infant circumcision.
On the path to Mother Teresa's sainthood, a process
Aroup Chatterjee has described as “a superstitious, black
magic ceremony”[87] Hitchens acted as one of two people

to give evidence against the cause for her beatification in
2003, the other being Chatterjee.[88]

In 2005, Hitchens was accused by Bill Donohue of the
Catholic League for Religious and Civil Liberties of be-
ing particularly anti-Catholic. Hitchens responded “when
religion is attacked in this country ... the Catholic Church
comes in for a little more than its fair share”. Hitchens
had also been accused of anti-Catholic bigotry by oth-
ers, including Brent Bozell, Tom Piatak in The Amer-
ican Conservative, and UCLA Law Professor Stephen
Bainbridge.[89][90] In an interview with Radar in 2007,
Hitchens said that if the Christian right's agenda were
implemented in the United States “It wouldn't last very
long and would, I hope, lead to civil war, which they
will lose, but for which it would be a great pleasure to
take part.”[91] When Joe Scarborough on 12 March 2004
asked Hitchens whether he was “consumed with hatred
for conservative Catholics”, Hitchens responded that he
was not and that he just thinks that “all religious belief is
sinister and infantile”.[92] Piatak claimed that “A straight-
forward description of all Hitchens’s anti-Catholic out-
bursts would fill every page in this magazine”, noting par-
ticularly Hitchens’s assertion that US Supreme Court Jus-
tice John Roberts should not be confirmed because of his
faith.[90]

In February 2006, Hitchens helped organise a pro-
Denmark rally outside the Danish Embassy in Washing-
ton, DC in response to the Jyllands-Posten Muhammad
cartoons controversy.[93]

Hitchens and John Lennox at an “Is God Great?" debate (Al-
abama, 2009)

God Is Not Great demonstrated Hitchens’s role in the
"New Atheism" movement, and he also was made an
Honorary Associates of the Rationalist International and
the National Secular Society.[94] Hitchens said he would
accept an invitation from any religious leader who wished
to debate with him. He also served on the advisory
board of the Secular Coalition for America,[61] a lob-
bying group for atheists and humanists in Washington,
DC. On 30 September 2007, Richard Dawkins, Hitchens,
Sam Harris, and Daniel Dennett met at Hitchens’s resi-
dence for a private, unmoderated discussion that lasted
two hours. The event was videotaped and titled “The
Four Horsemen”.[95] In it, Hitchens stated at one point
that he considered the Maccabean Revolt the most un-
fortunate event in human history due to the reversion

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/No_One_Left_to_Lie_To:_The_Triangulations_of_William_Jefferson_Clinton
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/No_One_Left_to_Lie_To:_The_Triangulations_of_William_Jefferson_Clinton
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Trial_of_Henry_Kissinger
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Trial_of_Henry_Kissinger
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Missionary_Position:_Mother_Teresa_in_Theory_and_Practice
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Missionary_Position:_Mother_Teresa_in_Theory_and_Practice
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Jefferson
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Jefferson:_Author_of_America
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Jefferson:_Author_of_America
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Orwell
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Why_Orwell_Matters
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Why_Orwell_Matters
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Paine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Paine%2527s_%2522Rights_of_Man%2522:_A_Biography
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Paine%2527s_%2522Rights_of_Man%2522:_A_Biography
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jerry_Falwell
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jerry_Falwell
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-70
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-71
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Galloway
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-72
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slobodan_Milo%C5%A1evi%C4%87
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slobodan_Milo%C5%A1evi%C4%87
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-73
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mel_Gibson
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-74
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/14th_Dalai_Lama
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-75
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michael_Moore
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michael_Moore
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-76
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daniel_Pipes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-77
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ronald_Reagan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-Ronald-78
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jesse_Helms
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jesse_Helms
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-79
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cindy_Sheehan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-PBSinterview-23
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-80
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bob_Hope
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milton_Berle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Woody_Allen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Cleese
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lenny_Bruce
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mort_Sahl
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-81
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_Benedict_XVI
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-82
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/God_Is_Not_Great
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antitheist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-83
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abrahamic_religions
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Independent
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-84
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-guardianjewish-13
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-85
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-Karaite-Korner.org-86
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_Public_Library
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religious_male_circumcision
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mother_Teresa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aroup_Chatterjee
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-gua2016-87
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beatification
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-88
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bill_Donohue
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catholic_League_(U.S.)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-Catholic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_American_Conservative
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_American_Conservative
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/UCLA
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stephen_Bainbridge
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stephen_Bainbridge
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-89
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-pitak-90
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Radar_(magazine)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_right
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-91
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joe_Scarborough
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-92
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Supreme_Court_of_the_United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Roberts
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-pitak-90
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jyllands-Posten_Muhammad_cartoons_controversy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jyllands-Posten_Muhammad_cartoons_controversy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-93
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Lennox
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Atheism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rationalist_International
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Secular_Society
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-94
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Secular_Coalition_for_America
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-SCfA-61
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Dawkins
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sam_Harris_(author)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daniel_Dennett
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Hitchens#cite_note-95
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maccabean_Revolt


7.6. FINAL ILLNESS AND DEATH 59

from Hellenistic thought and philosophy that its suc-
cess constituted.[96] That same year, Hitchens began a
series of written debates on the question “Is Christian-
ity Good for the World?" with Christian theologian and
pastor Douglas Wilson, published in Christianity Today
magazine.[97] This exchange eventually became a book
by the same title in 2008. During their book tour to
promote the book, film producer Darren Doane sent a
film crew to accompany them. Doane produced the film
Collision: Is Christianity GOOD for theWorld?,whichwas
released on 27 October 2009. On 4 April 2009 Hitchens
debated William Lane Craig on the existence of God at
Biola University.[98] In God Is Not Great, he expanded his
criticism to include all religions, including those rarely
criticised by Western secularists, such as Buddhism and
neo-paganism. The book received mixed responses, from
praise in The New York Times for his “logical flourishes
and conundrums”[99] to accusations of “intellectual and
moral shabbiness” in the Financial Times.[100] God Is Not
Great was nominated for a National Book Award on 10
October 2007.[101] Hitchens said that organised religion
is “the main source of hatred in the world”,[102] "[v]iolent,
irrational, intolerant, allied to racism, tribalism, and big-
otry, invested in ignorance and hostile to free inquiry,
contemptuous of women and coercive toward children:
[it] ought to have a great deal on its conscience”. Hitchens
therefore says inGod Is Not Great that humanity is in need
of a renewed Enlightenment.[103]

In February 2010, Christopher Hitchens was named to
the Honorary Board of distinguished achievers of the
Freedom From Religion Foundation.[104] On 26 Novem-
ber 2010, Hitchens appeared in Toronto, Ontario at the
Munk Debates, where he debated religion with former
British Prime Minister Tony Blair, a convert to Roman
Catholicism. Blair argued religion is a force for good,
while Hitchens was against it.[105]

In 2012, Hitchens’s widow, Carol Blue, reported that
Hitchens had no deathbed conversion.[106]

The following dictum is widely attributed to Hitchens and
has become known as Hitchens’s razor: “What can be
asserted without evidence can be dismissed without ev-
idence.”

7.5 Personal life

Hitchens was married twice, first to Eleni Meleagrou,[107]
a Greek Cypriot, in a Greek Orthodox church[21] in 1981;
the couple had a son, Alexander, and a daughter, Sophia.
They divorced in 1989. From February 1990, Hitchens’s
girlfriend was reported as being Carol Blue, an American
screenwriter. In 1991, Hitchens married Blue[11] in a cer-
emony held at the apartment of Victor Navasky, editor of
The Nation. They had a daughter, Antonia.[11]

Hitchens’s father, Eric Hitchens, was a commander in the
British Royal Navy. Hitchens often referred to his fa-

Hitchens after a talk at The College of New Jersey in March 2009

ther as simply the 'Commander'. Hitchens’s father was
deployed on HMS Jamaicawhich took part in the sinking
of the German battleship Scharnhorst in the Battle of the
North Cape on 26December 1943. Christopher Hitchens
would refer to his father’s contribution to the war: “Send-
ing a Nazi convoy raider to the bottom is a better day’s
work than any I have ever done.” He also stated that “the
remark that most summed him [his father] up was the flat
statement that the war of 1939 to 1945 had been 'the only
time when I really felt I knew what I was doing'.”[108]

Hitchens’s mother, Yvonne, died in Athens in 1973 when,
despite first reports in The Times that she had been mur-
dered, it was later concluded that her death had been the
result of an apparent suicide pact with her boyfriend, Rev-
erend Timothy Bryan. Hitchens travelled to Athens to
identify his mother’s body.[14][109]

Hitchens’s younger brother by two-and-a-half years,
Peter Hitchens, is a Christian and socially conservative
journalist, although, like his brother, he had been a Trot-
skyist in the 1970s.[110][111][112][113][114]

Hitchens smoked tobacco and drank hard alcohol
frequently. His preferred brand of cigarette was
Rothmans.[115] His preferred whisky was Johnnie Walker
Black.[116][117][118][119][120][121][122]

7.6 Final illness and death

In June 2010, Hitchens was on tour in New York promot-
ing his memoirs Hitch-22 when he was taken into emer-
gency care suffering from a severe pericardial effusion
and then announced he was postponing his tour to un-
dergo treatment for esophageal cancer.[123] He announced
that he was undergoing treatment in a Vanity Fair piece
titled “Topic of Cancer”.[37] Hitchens said that he recog-
nised the long-term prognosis was far from positive, and
that he would be a “very lucky person to live another
five years”.[124] During his illness, Hitchens was under the
care of Francis Collins and was the subject of Collins’s
new cancer treatment, whichmaps out the human genome
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Hitchens in 2010

and selectively targets damaged DNA.[125][126]

In April 2011, Hitchens was forced to cancel an appear-
ance at the American Atheist Convention, and instead
sent a letter that stated, “Nothing would have kept me
from joining you except the loss of my voice (at least my
speaking voice) which in turn is due to a long argument I
am currently having with the specter of death.” He closed
with “And don't keep the faith.”[127] The letter also dis-
missed the notion of a possible deathbed conversion, in
which he claimed that “redemption and supernatural de-
liverance appears even more hollow and artificial to me
than it did before.”[127]

In September 2011, Christian apologist and debate op-
ponent William Lane Craig stated that he was im-
pressed with how some Christians had positive feelings
for Hitchens, stating "[d]espite his vitriolic attacks upon
Christianity he has a sort of lovable curmudgeonly qual-
ity about him that everybody I meet who has seen him
loves Christopher Hitchens, and they are genuinely and
sincerely praying for either his recovery or for his com-
ing to know Christ as his savior before his death. People
have a genuine heart-felt concern for this man.”[128]

Hitchens died on 15 December 2011 at the University of
Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center in Houston.[129] Ac-
cording to Andrew Sullivan, his last words were “Capital-
ism. Downfall.”[130][131] In accordance with his wishes,
his body was donated to medical research.[132] Hitchens
wrote a book-length work about his last illness, based
on his Vanity Fair columns. Mortality was published in
September 2012.[133]

7.6.1 Reactions to death

Former British prime minister Tony Blair said, “Christo-
pher Hitchens was a complete one-off, an amazing mix-

Former British prime minister Tony Blair and Hitchens at the
Munk debate on religion, Toronto, November 2010

ture of writer, journalist, polemicist, and unique charac-
ter. He was fearless in the pursuit of truth and any cause
in which he believed. And there was no belief he held that
he did not advocate with passion, commitment, and bril-
liance. He was an extraordinary, compelling, and colour-
ful human being whom it was a privilege to know.”[134]

Richard Dawkins, a friend of Hitchens, said, “I think he
was one of the greatest orators of all time. He was a
polymath, a wit, immensely knowledgeable, and a valiant
fighter against all tyrants, including imaginary supernatu-
ral ones.”[134]

American theoretical physicist and cosmologist Lawrence
Krauss, also a friend of Hitchens, said, “Christopher was
a beacon of knowledge and light in a world that constantly
threatens to extinguish both. He had the courage to ac-
cept the world for just what it is and not what he wanted
it to be. That’s the highest praise, I believe, one can give
to any intellect. He understood that the universe doesn't
care about our existence or welfare and he epitomized
the realization that our lives have meaning only to the
extent that we give them meaning.”[135][136] Bill Maher
paid tribute to Hitchens on his show Real Time with Bill
Maher, saying, “We lost a hero of mine, a friend, and
one of the great talk show guests of all time.”[137] Sir
Salman Rushdie and English comedian Stephen Fry paid
tribute at the Christopher Hitchens Vanity Fair Memo-
rial 2012.[138][139][140][141] Three weeks before Hitchens’s
death, George Eaton of the New Statesman wrote, “He
is determined to ensure that he is not remembered sim-
ply as a 'lefty who turned right' or as a contrarian and
provocateur. Throughout his career, he has retained a
commitment to the Enlightenment values of reason, sec-
ularism and pluralism. His targets—Mother Teresa, Bill
Clinton, Henry Kissinger, God—are chosen not at ran-
dom, but rather because they have offended one or more
of these principles. The tragedy of Hitchens’s illness is
that it came at a time when he enjoyed a larger audience
than ever. The great polemicist is certain to be remem-
bered, but, as he is increasingly aware, perhaps not as he
would like.”[142] The Chronicle of Higher Education asked
if Hitchens was the last public intellectual.[143]
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On 9 October 2012, Hitchens was posthumously given
the LennonOno Grant for Peace, accepted by his widow
Carol Blue.[144]

In 2015, an annual prize of $50,000 was established in
his honor for “an author or journalist whose work re-
flects a commitment to free expression and inquiry, a
range and depth of intellect, and a willingness to pur-
sue the truth without regard to personal or professional
consequence.”[145]

7.7 Film and television appear-
ances

7.8 Books

Main article: Christopher Hitchens bibliography

Christopher Hitchens reading his book Hitch-22

• 1984 Cyprus. Quartet. Revised editions as Hostage
to History: Cyprus from the Ottomans to Kissinger,
1989 (Farrar, Straus & Giroux) and 1997 (Verso)

• 1987 Imperial Spoils: The Curious Case of the Elgin
Marbles , Hill and Wang

• 1988 Blaming the Victims: Spurious Scholarship and
the Palestinian Question (contributor; co-editor with
Edward Said) Verso, ISBN 0-86091-887-4 Reis-
sued, 2001

• 1988 Prepared for the Worst: Selected Essays and
Minority ReportsHill andWang, ISBN 0809078678

• 1990 The Monarchy: A Critique of Britain’s Favorite
Fetish, Chatto & Windus Ltd

• 1990 Blood, Class and Nostalgia: Anglo-American
Ironies, Farrar Straus & Giroux (T)(June 1990)

• 1993 “For The Sake Of Argument” Verso

• 1995 The Missionary Position: Mother Teresa in
Theory and Practice, Verso

• 1997 The Parthenon Marbles: The Case for Reuni-
fication, Verso

• 1999 No One Left to Lie To: The Values of the Worst
Family, original hardcover title: “NoOne Left to Lie
To: The Triangulations of William Jefferson Clin-
ton,” Verso

• 2000 Unacknowledged Legislation: Writers in the
Public Sphere, Verso

• 2001 The Trial of Henry Kissinger. Verso.

• 2001 Letters to a Young Contrarian, Basic Books

• 2002Why Orwell Matters also Orwell’s Victory, Ba-
sic Books, ISBN 0-465-03050-5

• 2003 A Long Short War: The Postponed Libera-
tion of Iraq. Plume/Penguin Group, ISBN 0-452-
28498-8

• 2004 Love, Poverty, and War: Journeys and Essays,
Thunder’s Mouth, Nation Books, ISBN 1-56025-
580-3

• 2005 Thomas Jefferson: Author of America, Em-
inent Lives/Atlas Books/HarperCollins Publishers,
ISBN 0-06-059896-4

• 2007 “Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man: A Biography
", Atlantic Monthly Press, ISBN 0-87113-955-3

• 2007The Portable Atheist: Essential Readings for the
Non-Believer, [Editor] Perseus Publishing. ISBN
978-0-306-81608-6

• 2007God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Every-
thing, Twelve/Hachette Book Group USA/Warner
Books, ISBN 0-446-57980-7 / Published in the UK
as God is not Great: The Case Against Religion, At-
lantic Books, ISBN 978-1-84354-586-6

• 2008 Christopher Hitchens and His Critics: Ter-
ror, Iraq and the Left (with Simon Cottee and
Thomas Cushman), New York University Press,
ISBN 0814716873

• 2008 Is Christianity Good for theWorld? – A Debate
(co-author, with Douglas Wilson), Canon Press,
ISBN 1-59128-053-2

• 2010 Hitch-22: A Memoir, Twelve, ISBN 978-0-
446-54033-9 OCLC 464590644

• 2011 Arguably: Essays by Christopher Hitchens,
Twelve. UK edition as Arguably: Selected Prose,
Atlantic, ISBN 1-4555-0277-4 / ISBN 978-1-4555-
0277-6
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• 2012 Mortality, Twelve, ISBN 1-4555-0275-8 /
ISBN 978-1-4555-0275-2. UK edition asMortality,
Atlantic Books, ISBN 1-84887-921-0 / ISBN 978-
1-84887-921-8

• 2015 And Yet...: Essays, Simon & Schuster, ISBN
978-1476772066
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Rms125a@hotmail.com, Whobot, NeilN, Stumps, Tom Morris, Laurence Boyce, SmackBot, Lestrade, McGeddon, HeartofaDog, Xaos-
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Nurg, Lowellian, Dduck, Sunray, Aomarks, Somercet, Barbara Shack, Ryz, Vfp15, Alison, Terry Foote, Varlaam, Nikita Borisov~enwiki,
Frencheigh, Maarten van Vliet, Mporch, ConradPino, Antandrus, Beland, Jfpierce, N-k, D6, Discospinster, Rich Farmbrough, Florian
Blaschke, Arthur Holland, JPX7, Bender235, ESkog, Ntennis, Marx Gomes, Matve, EurekaLott, Bobo192, Cretog8, Nectarflowed, John
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CABlankenship, LilHelpa, Happyhuman, AlejandroMS, JimVC3, DSisyphBot, Davshul, Ragityman, Shalton91, Omnipaedista, Kesaloma,
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tation bot 1, Dark Charles, LaurenRueda, Bejinhan, Lingust, Bgpaulus, Nora lives, Standardfact, Detsif, Lotje, Livingrm, BBC Cookoo,
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