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Answering the 
Arguments of 

Popular Atheism

Part 2:
Rhetorical 
Arguments
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A Preliminary 
Observation

Notice that in some instances, the 
criticisms from the popular atheists 
are aimed at an amorphous concept 
like "religion" instead of the factual 
question of the existence of God. 
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Argument

Atheism is not a 
belief. Rather, it 
is the lack of a 
belief in God.
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George H. Smith Greg Bahnsen
1948-1995

George H. SmithGeorge H. Smith

"There is no atheistic 
worldview. Let's be 

clear about that. 
Atheism is simply 

the absence of belief 
in God." 

[Debate between George H. Smith and Greg Bahnsen] 
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George H. Smith

George H. Smith

"Atheism, in its 
basic form, is not a 

belief: it is the 
absence of belief. 
An atheist is not 

primarily a person 
who believes that a 
god does not exist; 
rather, he does not 

believe in the 
existence of God."

[George H. Smith, Atheism: The Case Against God 
(Buffalo: Prometheus, 1989), 7]
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George H. Smith

"From the mere 
fact that a person 
is an atheist, one 
cannot infer that 

this person 
subscribes to 
any particular 

positive belief"
[George H. Smith, Atheism: The Case Against God 
(Buffalo: Prometheus, 1989), 21]

George H. Smith

"From the mere 
fact that a person 
is an atheist, one 
cannot infer that 

this person 
subscribes to 
any particular 

positive belief"
[Smith, Atheism, 21, cf. p. 27]

"If atheism is 
correct, 
man is alone

 there is no god

 for knowledge, man 
must think for himself

 for success, man must 
work

 for happiness, man 
must strive to achieve it

all of these are sole 
responsibility of man
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Keith Parsons

Keith Parsons

"After all, 'atheism' 
means simply the 

lack of belief in 
God (and not, as is 

commonly 
supposed, the 
denial of God's 

existence)."
[J. P. Moreland and Kai Nielsen Does God Exist?  
The Great Debate (Nashville:  Thomas Nelson 
Publishers, 1990):  179 republished as Does God 
Exist?  The Debate Between Theists and Atheists
(Buffalo:  Prometheus Books, 1993):  179]
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"The term 'atheism' is 
from the Greek atheos. 

The prefix 'a' means 
'without,' and the Greek 
theos means 'god,' so 
atheism means simply 

'being without god.' 
Theism asserts that 

there is a god, so 
atheism is the view 

which does not assert 
that there is a god."

[Douglas E. Krueger, What is Atheism? A Short 
Introduction (Amherst: Prometheus, 1998), 17]
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"The term 'atheism' is 
from the Greek atheos. 

The prefix 'a' means 
'without,' and the Greek 
theos means 'god,' so 
atheism means simply 

'being without god.' 
Theism asserts that 

there is a god, so 
atheism is the view 

which does not assert 
that there is a god."

[Douglas E. Krueger, What is Atheism? A Short 
Introduction (Amherst: Prometheus, 1998), 17]

Notice that Krueger 
moves from the alpha 
negating 'god' (which 

would mean 'without god' 
or 'not-god')

to the alpha negating the 
assertion (which means 

the absence of the 
assertion of god instead 
of the absence of god).

"If you look up 'atheism' in a 
dictionary, you will find it defined as 

the belief that there is no God. 
Certainly, many people understand 
'atheism' in this way. Yet this is not 

what the term means if one considers 
it from the point of view of its Greek 
roots. In Greek 'a' means 'without' or 
'not' and 'theos' 'god.' From this stand 
point, an atheist is someone without 
a belief in God; he or she need not 
be someone who believes that God 

does not exist."
[n.a., "General Introduction," in The Cambridge Companion to Atheism 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 1]
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Michael Martin
(1932-2015)

Michael Martin
(1932-2015)

"If you look up 'atheism' in a 
dictionary, you will find it defined as 

the belief that there is no God. 
Certainly, many people understand 
'atheism' in this way. Yet this is not 

what the term means if one considers 
it from the point of view of its Greek 
roots. In Greek 'a' means 'without' or 
'not' and 'theos' 'god.' From this stand 
point, an atheist is someone without 
a belief in God; he or she need not 
be someone who believes that God 

does not exist."
[n.a., "General Introduction," in The Cambridge Companion to Atheism 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 1]
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Michael Martin
(1932-2015)

"Negative atheism in the 
broad sense is then the 

absence of belief in any god 
or Gods, not just the 
absence of belief in a 

personal theistic God, and 
negative atheism in the 

narrow sense is the absence 
of belief in a theistic God. 

Positive atheism in the 
narrow sense, in turn, 

disbelief in all gods, with 
positive atheism in the 
narrow sense being the 

disbelief in a theistic God."
[Michael Martin, "General Introduction," The 
Cambridge Companion to Atheism (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007), 2]

Michael Martin
(1932-2015)
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Michael Martin
(1932-2015)

"Negative atheism 
[is] the position of 
not believing in a 
theistic God. ... 

Positive atheism 
[is] the position of 
disbelieving that 
the theistic God 

exists."
[Michael Martin, Atheism: A Philosophical 
Justification (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 
1990), 26]

Michael Martin
(1932-2015)
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Michael Martin
(1932-2015)

"Negative atheism in the 
broad sense is then the 

absence of belief in any god 
or Gods, not just the 
absence of belief in a 

personal theistic God, and 
negative atheism in the 

narrow sense is the absence 
of belief in a theistic God. 

Positive atheism in the 
narrow sense, in turn, 

disbelief in all gods, with 
positive atheism in the 
narrow sense being the 

disbelief in a theistic God."
[Michael Martin, "General Introduction," The 
Cambridge Companion to Atheism (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007), 2]

What's at stake in 
the definition of 

atheism? 
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Dan Barker

Dan Barker

"Theists claim that 
there is a god; 

atheists do not. ... 
In any argument, 

the burden of 
proof is on the one 
making the claim." 

[Dan Barker, Godless: How an Evangelical 
Preacher Became One of America's Leading 
Atheists (Berkeley: Ulysses Press, 2008), 104]
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"Theists believe in God, 
while atheists do not 

have such a belief.  Many 
theists insist that it is the 

responsibility of the 
atheist to offer evidence 

justifying his lack of 
belief in God.  But is the 

theist's demand rational?  
Must the atheist justify 

his lack of belief in God?   
Or does the burden rest 

with the theist?"
[B. C. Johnson, The Atheist Debater's Handbook 
(Buffalo:  Prometheus Books, 1983):  11]
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First, this 
definition 

conflicts with 
the standard 

academic 
definition of 

atheism.

"According to the most 
usual definition, an 
'atheist' is a person 
who maintains that 

there is no God, that is, 
that the sentence 'God 

exists' expresses a 
false proposition."

[Paul Edwards ed. in chief, The Encyclopedia of Philosophy (New York:  
Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 1967):  s.v. "Atheism," p. 175.] 

Paul Edwards
(1923-2004)
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"[A]theism is not to be 
identified with sheer 

unbelief....  A child who 
has received no 

religious instruction ... 
is not an atheist—for 
he is not denying any 

theistic claims."
[Ernest Nagel, "Philosophical Concepts of Atheism" in Critiques of God:  
Making the Case Against Belief in God, Peter A. Angeles, ed.  pp. 4-5]

Ernest Nagel
(1901-1985)

"Is the proposition that God exists 
true or false? You are a theist if and 
only if you say that the proposition 
is true or probably true, you are an 
atheist if and only if you say that it 
is false or probably false, and you 
are an agnostic if and only if you 

understand what the proposition is, 
but resist giving either answer, and 
support your resistance by saying, 

'The evidence is insufficient' (or 
words to that effect)." 

[Theodore M. Drange "Atheism, Agnosticism, Noncognitivism," from 
https://infidels.org/library/modern/theodore_drange/definition.html, 
accessed 01/15/19] 

Theodore M. Drange
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Graham Oppy

"Properly, we should define 
theism as the view that there's 
at least one god and atheism 
as the view that there are no 

gods, and monotheism then as 
the view that there is exactly 
on God and we call that one 

God with a capital 'G'. Atheists 
then are people who believe 
that there are no gods and 

particular in our context, they 
believe that God doesn't exist. 

... 

Graham Oppy

"Other people like to say that 
atheism is just lacking the 

belief that God exists which 
lumps together ... the class of 

agnostics with the class of 
atheists; if you define it that 

way, which I don't like." 
[Gramham Oppy vs. Ben Arbour, "The Ontological Argument" on 
Capturing Christianity, You Tube video 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=udxfuPgq4TY, @1:05:20, accessed 
04/29/20] 
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Second, this 
definition 
entails an 

absurdity if not 
an outright 

contradiction.

Argument
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We are all atheists about 
most Gods. I'm just an 
atheist about one more 

God than you.
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Monarchianism

Anarchist Constitutional 
Republican

Constitutional 
Republican

Anarchist
(no government)

"I just reject one more form of 
government than you."

"As soon as you understand why you 
reject all the other forms of government, 

you'll understand why I reject yours." 
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Anarchist

Constitutional Republicanism
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Compare individual 
triangles with 

"triangularity" itself.

Classical theism does not regard God as one 
example of a "kind" or "genus" called 'God' in 

contrast to other examples like Zeus. 
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Argument

Extraordinary claims 
require extraordinary 

evidence.
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Extraordinary claims require 
extraordinary evidence

- Carl Sagan
(1934-1996)
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Why must 
extraordinary 
claims require 
extraordinary 

evidence?

Why must a claim 
that has 

characteristic X, 
necessarily have 
evidence that has 
characteristic X?
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If a claim is simple 
and rather 

straightforward, must 
the evidence for that 
claim also be simple 

and rather 
straightforward? 

Consider 
Fermat's 

Last Theorem.

Pierre de Fermat
1601 - 1665
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Andrew Wiles' proof of 
Fermat's Last Theorem 

was over 100 pages in the 
Annals of Mathematics 
1995; very complicated 

evidence for a very simple 
claim!

Wiles, Andrew (1995). "Modular elliptic curves and Fermat's Last 
Theorem." Annals of Mathematics 141 (3): 443–551.

What is more, 
exactly what 

makes a claim 
extraordinary in 
the first place? 
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Since most people throughout all time
and throughout all the world have

affirmed the existence of some
it would seemkind of God, 

that the one who denies the
is the oneexistence of God

the
extraordinary

making
claim.

Argument
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Science flies you to the 
moon. Religion flies you 

into buildings.
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Science flies you to 
the moon. 
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Religion flies you 
into buildings. 

Science is good.
Religion is bad. 
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Religion cares for 
the injured, sick, 

and hungry.
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Science causes 
wide-spread death 
and destruction. 

Religion is good.
Science is bad. 
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Government protects 
the innocent and 

establishes justice.  

The private sector 
robs and pillages 
the innocent and 

flouts justice. 
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Government is good.
The private sector is bad.

The private sector 
contributes to 

community 
flourishing. 
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Government 
murders the 

innocent. 

The private sector is good.
Government is bad. 
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Thus, depending on 
your selection of the 

evidence, you 
could argue:
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Argument

Axial Tilt: The 
Reason for the 

Season
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Why is the water boiling?

causal explanation
(efficient cause; sufficient condition; 

determinate cause)

intentional explanation
(intentional cause; psychological cause)

Why is the water boiling?


