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Teaching atheism in schools? What a good idea! So long as we look at atheism not only in theory but objectively in practice, the subject could bear fruit. Let me suggest a syllabus to the Institute for Public Policy Research.

Pupils might begin by studying the first ever officially atheist country upon earth, Albania, under its communist dictator Enver Hoxha. It affords an apt illustration of the advantages to be gained from official atheism, and its toleration of other viewpoints.

Hoxha came to power by expelling the Nazis in 1944. Declaring that religion was divisive  - although religious intolerance had been almost unknown in Albanian society - Hoxha confiscated the property of monasteries, religious orders and dioceses. He began to torture and execute the clergy – Muslim, Orthodox and Catholic. Clerics were publicly mocked, beaten and sent to labour camps.

Religious communities were completely excluded from education, welfare, and the hospitals they themselves had built. Evidently there would be no unMarxist freethinking in Hoxha’s atheistic paradise. 

The anti-religious campaign peaked in the 1960’s, inspired by Mao-tse-Tung’s Cultural Revolution. By May 1967 all 2,169 churches, mosques, cloisters and shrines in Albania had been closed, and the nation was declared the world’s first ever officially atheist state.

A new constitution in 1976 constitution banned all ‘fascist, religious, warmongerish, antisocialist activity and propaganda.’ The 1977 penal code imposed prison sentences of 3-10 years for ‘religious propaganda and the production, distribution, or storage of religious literature.’  

Hoxha proudly boasted of his country’s atheism. While his impoverished compatriots toiled and shivered, he entertained himself with imported pornography and western luxury goods. Paranoid that the rest of Europe might invade his Stalinist paradise, he spent 35% of national income on building pill boxes – reinforced concrete mushrooms - in fields, on beaches, in streets, in schoolyards, some 800,000 up and down the country. 

Hoxha went to his eternal reward in 1985. Thereafter his system crumbled. 

Robert D. Kaplan wrote of a visit to Albania in October 1990: 

“The country remains a living museum of Stalinism, with its attendant poverty and farcical personality cult. Bicycles and ox carts clog cratered roads. I travelled through the country for a week and saw very few cars and no tractors. The ribs pressed against the flesh of every cow I saw. The apartment blocks are tenuous constructions of corrugated metal and badly mortared brick. I saw one ambulance, a creaking and rusted box-like vehicle that reminded me of the ambulance Ernest Hemingway drove on the Italian front in World War I. In the pharmacies, not even cough drops are available.

In the poorest Third World countries, children board buses and trains to sell chewing gum and other cheap items. In Albania, children beg for gum, since it is unavailable. I watched a gang of semi-naked children fight over a packet of Chicklets that they knew was empty. Here is a primitive service economy that produces nothing: Tailors and cobblers are abundant in Albanian towns because there are no factories producing clothes and shoes, and little or nothing is imported.” 

The communists were ousted in 1992. Religious freedom was constitutionally restored in 1997. 95% of all mosques and churches had been razed or gutted during the years of communist rule. Only a few were spared as ‘cultural monuments.’

 ‘Hoxha destroyed the human soul,’ a government official observed, adding, ‘This will take generations to restore.’ 

As a letter writer to the Guardian last week phrased it: “If we could put an end to religion, what a peaceful and tolerant world it would be!” (Joe Boyd, London)

Just to drive Mr Boyd’s point home, Cambodia under Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge affords a second delightful study of atheist society in practice. Trained by left-wing atheist intellectuals in Paris, Pol Pot embarked upon the liquidation of the bourgeoisie, in order to fulfil the historical process predicted by Marxist theory. 

Since a pair of glasses constituted bourgeois property, all who possessed a pair were liquidated. Two million Cambodians died of starvation, diseases, torture, and executions in the “killing fields.”

Exterminating individual human animals for the betterment of the species, is after all, only helping Darwin’s natural selection on its way a little. And as Dostoevsky said, "If there is no God, anything is permissible."

Now we haven’t mentioned the really high achieving atheists: Stalin with his 30 million death toll, and Mao-Tse-Tung who finished off 40-60 million fellow Chinese. And if you want to experience official atheism today, why not go and live in North Korea?

The letters columns of the Guardian are a happy hunting ground for spotting that enduring species, the unreconstructed sixties’ secularist. One typically Hoxha-ish atheist this week advocated that teachers “stop sanitising history and depict atheism correctly as the resistance mounted by generations of brave heretics to the manipulative fairy-stories violently forced on repressed populations by parasitic priesthoods and supported by obscurantist apologists.”

Another Guardian letter writer suggested: “Getting children to examine the arguments for and against the existence of a God, and to consider the implications for morality of there being no God, for example, would be intensely stimulating for them.” 

Certainly. Once the existence of God is denied, all His moral laws can be abolished. Human beings can forge their own morality. Killing the unborn, killing the elderly, killing the Jew, killing the second child – anything is possible.

Communist societies illustrated this key aspect of atheism – inventing one’s own morality. Liberated by atheism and materialism from any moral restraints, the Communists donned the garments of compassion and posed as friends of the underdog. They exploited genuine grievances to make a special appeal to the idealism and rebelliousness of youth.

"Proletarian morality is determined by the exigencies of the class struggle.” (Lenin)
Hence any statement which helped the communist revolution was defined as true, any action which advanced the communist cause was adjudged righteous.

The mass exterminations of 85-100 million victims, carried out by Stalin, Mao Tse Tung, Pol Pot and other comrades, could thus be justified as the necessary cost of progress towards Marxist Utopia. 

Of course, communist atheism is only one strand of atheism, just as Catholicism is one perduring strand of Christianity. Perhaps there is a more acceptable, western, humanist form of atheism to extol?

The French Revolution was Europe’s first, large scale experience of atheism in practice. It was strange how soon the cries of “Liberté, égalité, fraternité!” transmuted into Robespierre’s terror, and the tumbrils rolled to the guillotines.

The philosopher Nietzsche proclaimed that “God is dead,” before spending his last eleven years in total mental darkness in a lunatic asylum. His rejection of Christian “slave morality”, his theories of the will to power and the Superman, would later form a basis for Nazi theories of racial superiority.

Popular atheist freethinker Bertrand Russell attacked Christianity all his life. Facing the future of our ultimate extinction in a cold, godless universe, he wrote “Only on the firm foundation of unyielding despair, can the soul’s habitation henceforth be safely built.” His own family life was an unremitting disaster and he drove his son to suicide. 

Jean Paul Sartre justified Maoism, concluded that “Man is a useless passion” and “Hell is other people.”

Prof Richard Dawkins is our British champion of militant atheism. Assuming, but never proving, that God does not exist, he merely writes off religious faith as superstitious nonsense. We are the result of blind evolution and we are programmed to perpetuate our genes. 

Such ad hominem arguments do not logically prove that atheism is false, but “By their fruits ye shall know them” is a good experimental principle to work on. 

On the theoretical level, students need to realise that atheism is a leap of faith, a leap into the dark. The non-existence of God is unprovable, since we do not know everything about the Universe, and still less what lies outside the observable Universe.

The phenomenon of Atheism could be treated as part of a course in philosophy. The UK is out of step with Europe in that it avoids philosophical questions in its school system. In France, Italy and Spain, philosophy lessons are compulsory for sixth formers. Students must study the great western philosophers, and different approaches to the fundamental problems of life.

This evasion of philosophy, a naïve belief in pragmatic muddling through, is very much a British characteristic. It makes for shallowness and superficiality in the wider culture.

Even if religion is a minority interest these days, the great philosophical questions face every human being. Why are we here? How are we to act? What can we hope for? Are British youngsters expected to accumulate a ragbag of answers from pop songs, chat shows and teenage magazines? 

The RE they receive is often a syncretistic blancmange of multi-faith sociology. Understandably confused at what, if anything, to believe, many apparently conclude that they might as well believe in nothing.

Even a confessing atheist, Mick Hume, stated in the Times: "If there is to be RE in state schools, I would prefer my children to be taught full-on Christianity than offered a vapid pick-and-mix of multicultural spirituality."

