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talking volumes

There’s a third
person in
thismarriage—
Spinoza
Can there be a
spiriritual side to
atheism?Of course,
RebeccaGoldstein
and Steven Pinker
tell Jake Wallis
Simons—andher
newnovel shows it

Thepeopleknownas
“America’sbrainiest couple”metoveran
irregularverb. “Itwas ‘stridden’,” says
StevenPinker, regardingmesteadily from
beneathhismopof curlyhair.Hiswife,
RebeccaGoldstein, laughs. “Stevencited
myuseof theword inoneofhisbooks,”

sheexplains, “andwestartedexchanging
e-mailsabout it.Youcouldsay thatour
relationship startedwithconjugation.”
Therecouldhavebeennomore

appropriatewayfor these two
extraordinaryminds tomeet.Pinker,one
ofTimemagazine’s 100most influential
people, isa renownedcognitive
psychologist and theauthorofbestselling
booksonpopular science.Goldstein, a
novelistandphilosopher,has receiveda
MacArthur“Genius”Award, aKoret
InternationalAwardandelection to the
AmericanAcademyofArtsandSciences.
Hernewnovel, themischievously titled36
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Arguments for theExistenceofGod:a
WorkofFiction (Goldsteinwarnsmenot
to leaveout the subtitle) is released in the
UKthismonth.
LifechezGoldstein-Pinker involvesa

streamof intellectualbanter, in-jokesand
puns. “Eversince IwontheGeniusAward,
the jokeshavebeenendless,”Goldstein
says. “WheneverIburnthedinnerSteve
playfullymentions it.”
Not that theyareprone toantagonism.

“We’veneverhadadisagreement, and
that’sanabsolute truth,” says the
philosopher. “Wehavecodephrases for
everything thatonly the twoofus
understand.”Canshe shareany?She
thinks foramoment. “Doyouknow?” she
says. “Mymind’sgonecompletelyblank.”
Thecouplearenotwithout their

personaleccentricities—she isan
insomniac,he isobsessedwithgadgets—
butover theyears theyhavegrown
increasingly symbiotic. “It isnoaccident
thatmylatest book,TheStuffofThought,
incorporatesphilosophy,”Pinker
explains.Likewise,Goldstein findshis
input invaluable. “Iused tobeveryprivate
aboutmywriting,” she says, “butnowI
can’t imaginehowIwroteanything
withoutSteven’s feedback.” It suddenly
seemsa little less strange tobe
interviewing twopeopleaboutonenovel.
Goldstein’s36Arguments isa

philosopher’snovelaboutatheismand
spirituality. Set in theworldofAmerican
academia, it centresonCassSeltzer, a
psychologistofreligionwho“hasa
fundamentalnicenesswrittenallover
him”.Seltzerhasbecomeacelebrity
throughtheunexpectedsuccessofhis
bookonatheism,TheVarietiesofReligious
Illusion, the titleofwhich isanodto
WilliamJamesandSigmundFreud—one
ofthesubtleandnot-so-subtledigsat the
excessesofacademiathat stipple thebook.
Seltzer isnoRichardDawkins.Despite

hisatheismhe is subject to the religious
impulse, experiencingan“expansionout
into theworld,which isakindof love, a
love for thewholeof existence”,and
having thesense that “theUniverse is
personal, there is somethingpersonal that
groundsexistenceandorderandvalueand
purposeandmeaning”.
Dubbed“theatheistwithasoul”by the

media,Seltzerhasbeensuddenlygranted
wealth, fame,abeautiful girlfriendanda
lucrativeoffer fromHarvard.Andhe is

“grateful” to theUniverse ina spiritual, if
notreligious, sense.
Throughacorkscrewingnarrative the

novelembarksonaretrospectiveof
Seltzer’s journey, featuringaprofessor-
gurubythenameofJonasElijahKlapper
(a “Jewishwalrus”withamessiah
complex); twoprevious romantic interests
anda trip into theheartof Jewish
spiritualitybywayofa fictionalOrthodox
congregationnicknamed“America’sonly
shtetl” (a small town).
Allof thisaddsup toaworldviewthat

seems inconsistent.Whileatheismis
clearlybeingpromoted—anappendix
attempts todebunktheexistenceofGod in
36pithy refutations—thenovel is
nevertheless imbuedwith the full richness
ofhumanspiritualexperience. “Iwrote the
bookbecause I felt somethingwasmissing
fromDawkinsandtheNewAtheists,”
Goldstein says. “Ofcourse, I agreewith
themphilosophically.But their raging
debate takesplacepurelyon the
intellectualplane.They justdon’tknow
howspirituality feels fromthe inside.
Religiousworldviewsgodeepdown, they
aresovital andsensual.Onlyanovel could
getat that.EvenSteven feltmoreofwhat it
wouldbe like tohaveaspiritual experience
after readingmynovel.”
Pinkernodsbashfullyandsmiles.

“There isnosuchthingasdifferent types
ofatheism,”hepointsout. “If youdon’t
believe inGod, that’sanabsoluteposition.

“We’rebothatheists,”Pinkersays, “ it’s just
thatRebeccahasabetter
phenomenologicalunderstandingof the
spiritualexperience.”
This isconnected toherOrthodox

Jewishupbringing. “Myfatherwasa
cantor,” she says, “andasa teenagerIwas
sent toan incredibly right-wing religious
school. Iused toplay truantandsneakoff
to the library toreadphilosophy.By the
timeIwas15 Ino longerbelieved inGod.”
Althoughshe foundreligion“stifling”, it
alsogavehera“deepsenseofvalue for the
transcendentexperience”.
Thekeyfigure inGoldstein’s

philosophicalevolutionwas the
17th-centuryJewishphilosopherBaruch
Spinoza—thesubjectofher2006book
BetrayingSpinoza—whoin 1656was
excommunicated forhisbeliefs. “His spirit
hoversover thenovel,” shesays. “Hewas
themain inspirationbehind it.”
Shewas introduced to thephilosopher
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at school. “Myteachers sawSpinozaasa
heretic,” sherecalls. “Hedenied the
conceptofapersonal, creatorGodwhose
purpose infiltrates reality. Instead,he
identifiedGodwith the lawsofnature. I
feltanaffinitywith thispantheistic
approach.”
Spinoza isoften seenasaproto-atheist.

According toGoldsteinheoffers
spiritualisedsecularism. “Hewantsus to
seekanexperienceofaweand
transcendence throughstriving
passionately tounderstandthe lawsof
nature, inall their intricacy,” shesays. “To
be inastateofexpansiveunderstanding is
toexperienceaverypowerful emotion,
very lovingandgrateful.Both
transcendentemotionandthegrounds for
moralityare included in this secular
context—botha largenessof spirit anda
thoroughgoing,ethicalwayof life.”
Goldstein’snovel,with its emphasison

reconciling the intellectual rigourofNew
Atheismwitha thirst for transcendence, is
a thoroughlySpinozanproject. “Spinoza is
thegreat reconcilerof things that seemto
bepolaropposites,” she says. “Mindand
body, reasonandspirituality.Maybe that’s
adeeper sense inwhichSpinoza’s spirit
hoversover thenovel.”
“Frommypointof viewIhaveadegree

of respect for religiousexperience, anda
fondness for Judaism,”Pinker says. “But I
find it difficult to relate to these spiritual
epiphanies.Asascientist Ihaveevery
reasontobelieve that theyarise from
information-processingactivity in the
brain,not the sparkofasoul.”
Bethatas itmay, it is refreshing tohear

anatheistacademic speak in suchterms.
As Isaygoodbye toAmerica’sbrainiest
couple Ican’thelpwondering ifGoldstein’s
novelmight just representa first small step
intoapost-New-Atheistworld.

36Arguments for theExistenceofGod:A
WorkofFiction,byRebeccaGoldstein,
AtlanticBooks (£12.99;offerprice£11.69)

Spiritual
epiphanies
arise from
information-
processing
activity in
the brain
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