HOW “BRIGHT” ARE YOU?


“We brights don't believe in ghosts or elves or the Easter Bunny — or God.  We disagree about many things, and hold a variety of views about morality, politics and the meaning of life, but we share a disbelief in black magic — and life after death.”  This is a statement from Daniel Dennett, a leading philosopher and cognitive scientist at Tufts University, from a New York Times article in July of 2003 titled The Bright Stuff.  Here he extols the virtues and subsequent rise of the brights.  He goes on to aver, “You may well be a bright.  If not, you certainly deal with brights daily.  That's because we are all around you: we're doctors, nurses, police officers, schoolteachers, crossing guards and men and women serving in the military.  We are your sons and daughters, your brothers and sisters.  Our colleges and universities teem with brights.  Among scientists, we are a commanding majority.  Wanting to preserve and transmit a great culture, we even teach Sunday school and Hebrew classes.  Many of the nation's clergy members are closet brights, I suspect. We are, in fact, the moral backbone of the nation: brights take their civic duties seriously precisely because they don't trust God to save humanity from its follies.”


According to the-brights.net, “The noun, Bright, refers to a person whose worldview is naturalistic--free of supernatural and mystical elements.  A Bright's ethics and actions are based on a naturalistic worldview.”  So, where are all of these putative brights?  If they are as ubiquitous as Dennett contends, then I should have no problem finding and interrogating one.  However, this search for non-believers in the supernatural has not proven to be easy.  According to recent polls (I am not sure how much stock I place in polls) about 92% of Americans consciously believe in God!  That does not leave many non-believers; certainly not as many as Dennett assumes there are.  Or are there?  

In the same article Dennett continues, “Whether we brights are a minority or, as I am inclined to believe, a silent majority, [polls become irrelevant when people are afraid, for whatever reason, to voice their opinions or beliefs] our deepest convictions are increasingly dismissed, belittled and condemned by those in power — by politicians who go out of their way to invoke God and to stand, self-righteously preening, on what they call ‘the side of the angels.’  But the price is political impotence.  Politicians don't think they even have to pay us lip service, and leaders who wouldn't be caught dead making religious or ethnic slurs don't hesitate to disparage the ‘godless’ among us.”  By assigning the derogatory and negative term “non-believer”, “Godless”, or “atheist” to people who hold different belief systems is, according to the brights, a form of prejudice; hence the establishment of a positive title, “brights”.  

Dennett goes on to make a rather serious charge: “From the White House down, bright-bashing is seen as a low-risk vote-getter. And, of course, the assault isn't only rhetorical: the Bush administration has advocated changes in government rules and policies to increase the role of religious organizations in daily life, a serious subversion of the Constitution.  It is time to halt this erosion and to take a stand: the United States is not a religious state, it is a secular state that tolerates all religions and — yes — all manner of nonreligious ethical beliefs as well.”  I was, after much arduous investigating, able to contact some people who either consider themselves a bright or are at least sympathetic to their plight; some all the way across the globe.

According to Robert Karl Stonjek, an Australian researching the conundrums of consciousness, “'Brights' are a reaction to a level of religiosity that is unique to America (among modern first world countries) and so 'brights' will be an American phenomena probably confined to that country.  In Australia, for instance, our Prime Minister for much of the 1980s was an avowed atheist as are many politicians.  I've never heard of the lack of religious conviction ever being used against a politician.  If that did happen, the backlash is more likely to fall on the accuser than the accused.”  I do not believe that there has ever been an atheist (or bright) president, nor even a single non-believing congressperson in U.S. history.  The problem with this, a concerned bright might declare, is that the large numbers of atheists (let’s just go with the most conservative amount I could find—roughly ten percent of the U.S. population) are not being represented in government; this is Dennett’s dilemma, and as Stonjek implies, it might be an inherently American issue given our apparent religious fervor.

In the U.S., Paul Geisert of Sacramento, Co-Director of the Brights, had some comments similar to Dennett’s concerning the treatment of those who do not believe in God or the supernatural: “Remember what Brights are called by the religious: godless, irreligious, nonbelievers, etc.  All negatives of what they are.  Take nonbelievers for example, Brights have a worldview which is just as rich, and perhaps richer, than religious individuals.  Brights are not nonbelievers.  They are believers, but they believe in other things than the religious.”  This, for me, begged the question on the distinctions being made between “belief” and “faith” pertaining to our inherent quest for knowledge and truth.  For instance, do the majority of scientists believe that evolution provides us with the truth or is the concept “belief” too easily conflated with the supernatural term “faith”?  

Geisert asserts that “Personally I am interested only in ‘public truths,’ rather than supernatural truths.  Public truth is statements that anyone can verify as representing an aspect of the real world.  The major, but not sole source of public truth is science.  On evolution vs. creationism the answer is simple.  Evolution is a scientifically proven truth (99.99% of all biologists in the world use it as fact) and creationism is a religious belief.  You do know that the Catholic Church, the largest Christian church in the world teaches that evolution is the way to explain how humans got on earth.”  Yes, and I am aware that even Pope John Paul II in his Message to the Pontifical Academy of Sciences, maintains that “Today, almost half a century after the publication of the Encyclical (Pope Pius XII’s Encyclical Humani Generis—1950), new knowledge has led us to realize that the theory of evolution is no longer a mere hypothesis”.  Aha!  Does this mean that science and religion can finally be seen as compatible and that some interdisciplinary approach to both evolution and creation might be possible?  I would not go that far, yet.

Nicholas Beale, a spokesperson for John Polkinghorne, author of Belief in God in an Age of Science, and Science and Theology, argues that defenders of evolution (such as Dennett) “continually make sweeping assertions which are unsupported by the scientific or historical evidence.”  Concerning the opening quote for this story, Beale goes on to say, “There is something fundamentally dishonest about ‘ghosts, elves, or the Easter Bunny—or God.’  The arguments for the existence of God are in a completely different league from those for ghosts, or elves; you might as well say you don’t believe in phrenology, phlogiston—or protons!”  Beale cites Alvin Plantinga (quoted below) for his arguments on the self-refuting nature of evolutionary naturalism.  In short, to claim you believe in only that which is natural and objectively verifiable, one must refute the existence of numerous scientific starting points: the existence of a self, memory, perception, other minds, the past, etc, all of which have numerous objective (public)  limitations.  

Alvin Plantinga of the Philosophy department at Notre Dame, and one of the leading proponents of a rational belief in God, makes some acerbic assertions directed toward Dennett and his followers.  Plantinga is astonished that non-believers feel burdened by prejudice as explained on the bright web site: “The whole thing is hilarious.  For example, the thought that naturalists [non-believers in the supernatural] get discriminated against, at least in academia, is about the most preposterous thing I’ve heard this year—naturalism, in philosophy, is about as close to an orthodoxy as we’ve had lately.”  So, are the universities a hotbed of anti-religious sentiment while the rest of the U.S. is, for the most part, anti-atheism?  I would say yes, in general.  But is the population of brights increasing since the release of Dennett’s article?  That is, as the Australian Stonjek states, are more people making “the bold closet exit of those who have felt oppressed by overt or overwhelming religiosity”?  I would say yes as well. 

But this is a qualified yes.  The reasons for each individual’s system of beliefs is as varied as the number of individuals.  I am certain that many people are fed up with over-bearing religious pomposity and thus lean toward a non-religious stance, while others simply find theistic faith logically untenable while holding no hard feelings toward the religious.  Then there are the extremes; either evolution is right or creationism is, there can be no middle ground.  Whenever a middle ground is fervently prohibited, there will always be contentious squabbling.  The fact is there are more people today who place a lot of “faith” in science than ever before.  But this does not necessarily imply that all of these people do not believe in God or the afterlife or a soul.  In fact, there are some who are seeking that middle ground in an effort to for once dispel the medieval notion that “science is the handmaiden of religion” or vice versa.

I believe that people like Plantinga and Polkinghorne could be fighters for the middle ground, in which science is not discounted for the sake of religion and religion is not jettisoned for the sake of science.  If you want to believe in an afterlife because you believe that is what grants your life meaning, that is fine.  If you believe that faith in God and the afterlife destroys your own personal responsibility and therefore meaning, that too is acceptable.  The problems arise when these two seemingly contradictory beliefs cause unjust bias in either direction.  The truth is, there are more and more people who are not going to church and who no longer even hold the pretense of a belief in God.  That means there are going to be more and more arguments among more and more people over issues that have not been solved since the beginning of human societies.  How we go about mediating these disputes will become a central issue, as has already been seen in the courthouses and schools across the nation.

Words can have powerful consequences, and so can a name.  The very use of the qualified term “bright” (not to be used as an adjective—so say the brights) raises brows and wrinkles many a forehead.  For instance, Plantinga proposes “we theists be called the ‘smarts’ (though of course we aren’t thinking of the adjective at all).”  But using names such as these and predicates we all use all the time to describe things we think we understand, leaves us with a perennial problem.  Plantinga remarks, “Calling yourself a bright does not make it so.  Remember the old medieval dialogue: 

Q: If you call a tail a leg, how many legs would a donkey have?  

A: 4; calling something a leg doesn’t make it a leg.”

This is sound advice for all sides of any issue.
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