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EXPLORING THE CANON OF UNBELIEF: A DEEP DIVE
INTO THE PORTABLE ATHEIST

The Portable Atheist

Few books have managed to capture the breadth and intellectual
depth of nonbelief quite like Christopher Hitchens’ The Portable
Atheist. Published in 2007, this hefty anthology quickly became
a cornerstone for anyone interested in the history, philosophy,
and literature of atheism. More than just a collection of essays, it
serves as a curated journey through the minds of some of
history’s most compelling freethinkers. Whether you are a
lifelong secularist, a curious agnostic, or a believer seeking to
understand the opposition, this volume offers a rich tapestry of
arguments, reflections, and provocations. In this article, we will
explore what makes The Portable Atheist so influential,
examine its key contents, and consider its place in the broader
landscape of atheist literature.

The Vision Behind the

Anthology

Christopher Hitchens was one of the most prominent public
intellectuals of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.
Known for his biting wit, erudition, and unapologetic secularism,
he approached the task of compiling The Portable Atheist with
a specific goal: to present atheism not as a mere negation of
belief, but as a positive, intellectually vibrant tradition. He wanted
to demonstrate that atheism has a history and a canon—a set of
texts that have shaped rational thought for centuries. The book is
part of the “Portable” series from Penguin, which previously
included volumes on such figures as Karl Marx, Thomas Paine,
and the American transcendentalists. By adding an atheist
volume, Hitchens ensured that nonbelief was given the same
serious, scholarly treatment as any other worldview.

In his lengthy introduction, Hitchens lays out his case against
religion with characteristic force, arguing that faith is not only
intellectually untenable but also morally dangerous. Yet the
anthology itself is not a one-sided polemic. It includes voices from
different eras and perspectives, weaving together a narrative of
skepticism that is both diverse and coherent.
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The Structure and Scope of
The Portable Atheist

Spanning nearly 500 pages, The Portable Atheist contains
selections from over forty thinkers. The chronological
arrangement allows readers to trace the development of secular
thought from ancient times to the modern day. This structure is
one of the book’s greatest strengths—it helps contextualize each
writer’s contributions within the intellectual climate of their era.

The anthology opens with excerpts from the ancient Greek
philosopher Epicurus, whose idea that the gods are indifferent to
human affairs laid early groundwork for materialist thought. From
there, it moves through the Enlightenment, featuring pivotal
figures such as David Hume, Denis Diderot, and Thomas Paine.
The nineteenth century is well represented by the likes of Charles
Darwin, Karl Marx, Thomas Henry Huxley, and Friedrich
Nietzsche. The twentieth century brings in Bertrand Russell, John
Dewey, Albert Einstein (whose positions on religion were nuanced
but far from orthodox), and A.J. Ayer. Finally, Hitchens includes
contemporary voices including Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris,
Daniel Dennett, and himself.

This sweep across time makes The Portable Atheist a kind of
intellectual history of unbelief, showing that atheism is not a
recent fad but a persistent and evolving tradition.

Key Essays and Their
Impact

Several selections in the anthology stand out for their historical
or philosophical weight. For instance, David Hume’s “Dialogues
Concerning Natural Religion” is excerpted to show the classic
critiqgue of the design argument. Hume, writing in the eighteenth
century, masterfully dismantles the notion that the universe’s
complexity must imply a divine creator. His work remains a
touchstone for philosophical skepticism.

Another powerful inclusion is the letter from John Stuart Mill to his
conservative critics, defending secular morality. Mill argues that
ethics need not be anchored in religion—a position that resonates
strongly with modern humanists. Then there is the famous
“Desert Island” chapter from Charles Darwin’s autobiography,
where he reflects on the loss of his Christian faith. Darwin’s
honesty about his evolving views helped normalize doubt in the
Victorian era.

Perhaps the most incendiary selection is from the Marquis de
Sade, whose radical materialism and anti-clericalism push the
boundaries of the anthology. Hitchens defends its inclusion by
arguing that Sade represents an extreme but logical endpoint of
rejecting all metaphysical authority.

More recent essays include Richard Dawkins’s “Why There Almost
Certainly Is No God,” a condensed version of his arguments from
The God Delusion. Sam Harris contributes a piece on the
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incompatibility of faith and reason, while Hitchens’s own “The
Scandal of Christianity” offers a blistering critique of the Bible’s
contradictions.

The anthology also finds room for poetry, including selections
from Percy Bysshe Shelley and John Updike, reminding readers
that atheism is not solely a rationalist project but also a fertile
ground for human creativity and wonder.

The Role of The Portable
Atheist in Modern
Secularism

Since its publication, The Portable Atheist has become a
standard reference for secular groups, college courses, and
independent readers. Its appeal lies in its versatility: it can be
read cover-to-cover as a manifesto, or dipped into for specific
arguments and historical context. The book has been praised for
introducing readers to lesser-known freethinkers such as
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, a suffragist who argued that the Bible
was used to subjugate women, and John Wisdom, a philosopher
whose parable of the gardener influenced modern debates about
falsifiability and religious language.

The anthology also played a significant role in the so-called New
Atheist movement of the 2000s. Alongside Dawkins, Harris, and
Dennett, Hitchens was one of the “Four Horsemen” who brought

atheist critiques into mainstream publishing and media. The
Portable Atheist functioned as a kind of sourcebook for this
movement, providing historical grounding for arguments that
might otherwise seem novel or extreme. It helped legitimize
atheism as a serious intellectual position with deep roots, rather
than a reactive stance against religion.

Criticisms and Limitations

No anthology is perfect, and The Portable Atheist has faced its
share of reasonable critiques. Some readers note that the book
heavily favors Anglo-American and European thinkers, with little
representation from non-Western secular traditions. Hitchens
does include a short text from the Hindu atheist tradition (the
Charvaka school), but overall the volume reflects a Western
canon. Others have pointed out that the selections occasionally
feel truncated, especially for longer works like Hume’s Dialogues,
where context is lost.

There is also the question of tone. Hitchens’s introduction and his
own essays are combative and sardonic, which some critics argue
alienates moderate believers or those open to dialogue. However,
supporters contend that this directness is part of the anthology’s
charm—it does not pretend to be neutral. The Portable Atheist
is unapologetically partisan, which is precisely what makes it so
effective for readers who have already made up their minds.

Finally, some have noted that the anthology feels dated in one
sense: the New Atheist moment has passed, and debates around
atheism have evolved to include more intersectionality with race,



gender, and postcolonial criticism. Still, the core philosophical
arguments remain relevant.

Why The Portable Atheist
Matters Today

In an age of rising secularism in some parts of the world and
resurgent fundamentalism in others, The Portable Atheist
remains a vital text. It equips readers with the tools to engage in
informed, reasoned discussion about religion and nonreligion. It
also provides comfort and solidarity for those who may feel
isolated in their unbelief, showing them that they are part of a
long and honorable tradition of freethought.

Moreover, the anthology underscores something crucial: atheism
is not a monolith. The voices in this book disagree with one
another on many points—the nature of morality, the value of
science, the role of art, the possibility of meaning in a godless
universe. This diversity enriches the conversation and reminds us
that secular humanism is a living, evolving philosophy, not a rigid
dogma.

For educators, The Portable Atheist is a useful teaching tool. It
can be paired with religious texts to create a balanced curriculum
on worldviews. For individuals on a personal journey, it offers a
roadmap to the major arguments and ideas that have shaped
nontheistic thought.

How to Approach The
Portable Atheist as a
Reader

If you are new to the study of atheism, it may be helpful to start
with the biographical introductions that Hitchens provides for
each figure. These give context and often include personal
anecdotes or sharp assessments that make the reading more
engaging. Do not skip the introduction—it is a mini-manifesto in
itself and sets the tone for the entire anthology.

If you are already familiar with the major players, you might find
the lesser-known selections more rewarding. The poem “The Pale
Blue Dot” by Carl Sagan is not included (it appears in other
anthologies), but the excerpt from Sagan’s The Demon-Haunted
World is a brilliant defense of scientific skepticism. Likewise, the
piece by physicist Victor J. Stenger makes the case that modern
cosmology leaves no room for a creator.

For readers who enjoy debating religion, the anthology provides
ample ammunition in the form of well-reasoned arguments. But it
also asks readers to go beyond mere argument, to consider the
emotional and aesthetic dimensions of life without belief.
Hitchens includes George Orwell’s essay on the execution of a
Burmese man, which forces a confrontation with mortality and
human cruelty without any appeal to divine justice.
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Conclusion

The Portable Atheist is more than just a collection of essays; it
is a declaration that unbelief has a history, a literature, and a
community. Christopher Hitchens assembled a volume that is at
once deeply learned and passionately argued. It challenges
readers to think critically, to question authority, and to embrace
reason and evidence in all aspects of life. Whether you agree with
every selection or not, the anthology stands as a monument to

the power of skeptical inquiry. For anyone wishing to understand
the intellectual roots of modern atheism—or to fortify their own
secular worldview—this book remains an indispensable
companion.

In an era where religious and secular voices often talk past each
other, The Portable Atheist offers a clear, articulate, and
historically grounded voice. It reminds us that the quest for truth,
free from superstition, is one of humanity’s noblest endeavors.
And it invites us to carry that quest wherever we go.



