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Explain and assess Peter Atkins’ criticism of the belief in supernatural beings.

“We came from nothing and will return to nothing, leaving behind neither material nor intellectual castles. All traces of our wars, poems, theories, and aspirations, all traces of our existence, and all traces of the existence of all matter will be erased”.

Like in a circle, this is the departure and the arrival point of the Atkins’ idea.


Did the world, the universe, or the cosmos as a whole, have a beginning and will it come to an end? In our western tradition, men of religious faith, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, all give the same answer, an answer they find in the opening line of Genesis: “In the beginning God created heaven and earth”. 


The scientific theory of big bang, instead, claims that somewhere, some billions years ago, the world began with an explosion of cosmic dimensions. The world has been steadily running down since then, and it will eventually come to what is called “thermodynamic death”: the ultimate entropy of matter and energy so degraded that nothing further can happen; if not a possible contraction of the universe that will bring all matter in its original state of a cosmic egg, and to another big bang, with a consequent new universe.


The difference between these two different “cosmological” views is that the religious one explicitly calls, as First Cause, the creative hand of God, a seductively richer opinion, what Atkins calls a “sentimental wishful thinking”
. The scientific explanation given by the theory of big bang, on the contrary, rejects the intervention of any supernatural being (even if it has some problems in explain the “creation” of the cosmic egg), and explains the long-term future of everything as oblivion and annihilation. Even if this point of view causes some problems, as Atkins would say there are no evidences to support the claim that there are aspects of the universe closed to science. 

This is Atkins’ belief that science is all-competent: science has never encountered a barrier that it has not surmounted, or that it cannot reasonably be expected to surmount eventually. It is just a belief, and Atkins is conscious of that, a belief in the principle of simplicity: natural explanations are better than supernatural ones just because they are simpler. It is Atkins himself that, at the beginning of the article, introduce this idea speaking of the idea of “person”. His conclusion is that things like “human spirit” or “soul” are no more that states of the brain, and the result of our inability to explain the prospect of our own annihilation. 


What he is saying is that if we can explain a phenomenon without assuming that something (supernatural) exists, we have not to assume that it exists: “for nature is pleased with simplicity, and affects not the pomp of superfluous causes”, as Newton said. And God is the superfluous cause that Atkins rejects.


There are fundamental aspects of the universe (its beginning, the nature of time, the problem of consciousness and soul) that are now open to scientific elucidation. There is nothing that cannot be rationally understood by science: the secret is that the path to understanding is to peel away appearances in order to expose a core of unsurpassed simplicity. “As science’s razor continues to slice, so it is revealed that much that was once inexplicable stems from the workings of laws that are simplicity itself”
. Many non-scientists see science as an increasingly complex edifice, but this is very far from the truth: each new scientific discovery reveals one more facet of an underlying simplicity that allows more to be explained by fewer concepts.

The important message that Atkins wants to stress, however, it is that this kind f simplicity can have consequences of extraordinary complexity (as we can see, the world surrounding us): complexity as the child of simplicity.


Atkins’ argumentation is based on the second law of thermodynamics: a straightforward law of physics with the consequence that, in a closed system, you cannot finish any real physical process with as much useful energy as you had to start with, some is always wasted. The second law of thermodynamics is strictly related to any natural change, from the most primitive to the most complex. It this the interpretation of the second law given by Boltzmann that leads Atkins’ argument: the interpretation of the second law in terms of atoms driven not by a sense of purpose, but by forces, and by their intrinsic properties (mass, charge, wave nature). The deep structure of natural change is nothing but increasing universal chaos. 


But the interesting thing, argues Atkins, is that the general universal chaotic processes that explain the decay and decomposition of matter also account for the emergence of structures: “the second law allows for the abatement of chaos in one region, as long as there is a greater flood elsewhere, so that, overall, the universe becomes more chaotic”.
 Structures are local abatements of chaos, driven by a greater surge of chaotic dispersal elsewhere.

Atkins’ view here looks like a very beautiful Renaissance vision of the cosmos as a strictly interrelated being (but without a soul!): the collapse into chaos it is extraordinarily “creative” (I use quotes to distinguish this kind of creation from God creation, and to stress the probable wish of Atkins to compare these two kinds of creation: here he is saying that the chaotic interaction of atoms can make the same work of God), pull a string here and a lever moves there, press one key here and a chord of a billion unpredictable notes will sound there. His view of the cosmos as an astonishingly rich, interconnected network of events reaches moving romantic points when he says that “a surge of chaos there may effloresce into a cathedral, or a symphony here”.

Here Atkins looks like a German continental philosopher: form is moulded by the formless.


Atkins’ extreme reductionism and rationalism bring him, then, to argue that a complex thing as the universe can come in existence without any purpose, and that there is no need (and he stresses this word as a human “passion”: we need God just to live and to give a sense to our existence, not to explain the world) to invoke the idea of the intervention of a Supreme Being, in any of its possible manifestations. Here Atkins seems to anticipate a possible objection to his idea: maybe we can understand science because is a man product, and we cannot demonstrate the existence of God because we are closed in our human sphere. Well, but also the idea of a god is nothing but the shroud of obscurity of man-made artifice. The difference is that by means of God we can explain and understand nothing. “All the extraordinary, wonderful richness of the world can be expressed as growth from the dunghill of purposeless, interconnected decay”.
 Paraphrasing a religious expression, we are no more children of God: we are children of Chaos. Concepts of God, afterlife, and purpose are merely attempt to meliorate the hardness of life.


We came from nothing and we are returning to nothing. Human haughtiness cannot simply accept Atkins’ idea. After all he is saying that we are star orphans. And that, in the long term, any activity is futile: what we have to expect it is nothing but the dead end of the universe, when there will be only dead flat space-time, and our castles, our libraries and poems, our selves will have gone. There will be no God, no Good Father to wait us: we will then listen in vain in the void for the Last Trumpet.  


This is a wonderful romantic view. Romantic in the sense that it leaves us disoriented and with a little bitterness in the world. We are now alone in a blind universe, purposeless and without a final destination, like leaves in the wind. Casual sons of chaos. But just for that our lives have never been so important, our castles so beautiful. Because we are so ephemeral our lives, and our world, are so important, because probably we will be no more, because we and this universe are unrepeatable. 


Sure, Atkins’ belief it is only a faith, as religious one, founded on the fact that everything can be understood and, ultimately, that there is nothing to explain, because what exists is nothing but an infinite simplicity: Atkins cannot prove it, as we cannot prove the existence of God. But we do not need a God to explain the “creation” of our universe. Even if without a God our universe is still alive (activity in all its forms). And it is the balance of the strengths of the four fundamental physical forces that made possible the universe as we know it. That such a universe as ours did emerge with exactly the right blend of forces may have the flavor of a miracle, and therefore seems to require some form of divine intervention. But, for Atkins, nothing intrinsically lacks an explanation. We cannot yet see quite far enough to decide which is the right explanation, but we can be confident that intervention was not necessary. Chance may have resulted in a benevolent (for us) job of strengths of forces. Chance might have stumbled on fortune. Not at first but in due course: a universe looping through cycles of existence and annihilation might rebound each time with a different rearrangement of forces. This universe was constituted, or reconstituted, by chance to come awake, as it may have been countless times before and may be again in the future.


Yes, the universe might be a single shot, created by God. One creation, one irreversible drift into uncoiled uniformity and global flatness. Perfect ultimate flatness, lacking activity and expectation of revived activity. But this would mean, as Atkins pointed out, dead flat space-time. A dead universe.


Then, at the end, if a creator exists, this creator is nothing but purposeless chaos. And what actually makes this world alive is its continuous, unstable “creative” game. The universe emerged out of nothing, without any intervention. Just by chance.
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