Consuming Atheism: Is it past its sell-by date?
Norman Ralph

Enquiry 2010

Ladies and gentlemen, my name is Norman Ralph and I am here to talk about a topic that is quite close to my heart – atheism. Now most of us here are of the ilk that realise that religious belief shouldn’t be a decision for the heart at all. I would suggest that all of us here have made a conscious choice to reject religion and thus have used your heads to determine your world view. 

The main topic for my talk today is why this isn’t necessarily enough in the 21st Century, why the consumption of the ideas and knowledge that we take for granted needs to be driven by more then simply intellect, reason and evidence. These are critical components in the spread of any worthwhile idea, but in modern society where the head is so often overruled by marketing ploys and tricks the continued spread of critical thinking and sceptical analysis of ideas, including the idea of religion and god must be driven on a level playing field to all the other ideas. The same market forces need to be identified and mastered if a truly sceptical society is to emerge.

Where does this all come from? The idea of marketing atheism is something that I have toyed with for a number of years, it probably started when I was sat in a marketing lecture at the University of Leeds and we were asked what, if we could pick one thing, would benefit from a positive marketing campaign. I think my answer in class was something benign and boring but it did get me thinking. 

This was a time when I was getting heavily involved in the student atheist community as I had just been elected president of Leeds Atheist Society and was responsible for building a strategy to push the society on and build membership. I started to think how I could sell an atheist society to students. 

What was the point in them coming to our meetings or paying our membership fee? Ultimately, we didn’t offer anything they couldn’t get on their own. We could offer education in the form of lectures, talks and debates but many of our target audience would have had access to this through their studies, TV or their social circles. We could offer a stimulating social environment through pub trips, meals out and film screenings. Again, these activities were not unique to our society. They could be gotten from their friendship groups, other societies or the wider community. 

