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In the landscape of contemporary philosophy and secular advocacy, few works have generated as much procedural 

discussion as Dr. Peter Boghossian’s A Manual for Creating Atheists. Published initially in 2013, the text 

represents a pivot from the traditional polemics of the "New Atheism" movement—which often focused on the 

scientific and historical inaccuracies of religious texts—toward a more clinical, methodological approach known as 

Street Epistemology. This discipline does not seek to provide an exhaustive list of arguments against the 

existence of a deity; rather, it provides a technical framework for dismantling the underlying cognitive structures that 

allow faith-based claims to persist. By treating faith not as a set of ideas, but as a flawed epistemological process, 

Boghossian introduces a toolkit for what he terms "interventions," designed to move interlocutors toward a state of 

doxastic openness.

The Theoretical Framework of Street Epistemology

To understand the technical depth of Boghossian’s work, one must first master the terminology he employs. Central 

to his thesis is the definition of faith. Unlike many theologians who define faith as "trust" or "hope," Boghossian 

defines it as "pretending to know things you don’t know."From a technical writing perspective, this serves as

the foundational axiom upon which the entire methodology of the book is built. If faith is categorized as an

epistemological error—a failure in the way one knows things—then the solution is not more information (data), but

a correction of the processing mechanism (reasoning).

Doxastic States and the Faith Virus

Boghossian utilizes an epidemiological metaphor, referring to faith as a "virus" or a cognitive parasite. While 

controversial, this framing is used to explain doxastic closure—a state where an individual is no longer capable of 

revising their beliefs based on new evidence. The manual aims to identify the "immunology" of a belief system and 

find the specific points where reason has been bypassed. The goal of a Street Epistemologist is to induce 

cognitive dissonance, not through aggression, but through the gentle pressure of Socratic inquiry.

Core Mechanics: The Socratic Intervention Process

The manual outlines a specific, repeatable workflow for conducting a Street Epistemology intervention. This is not a

casual debate; it is a structured dialogue aimed at the *process* of belief rather than the *content* of the belief. The

following sequence represents the technical execution of an intervention:

1. Establishment of Rapport

Without a baseline of trust, the interlocutor’s cognitive defenses will remain high. The technical manual emphasizes 

the necessity of being a "friendly, non-threatening listener." In this phase, the practitioner must validate the person, 

not the belief. This aligns with psychological principles of Motivational Interviewing, where the goal is to foster a

collaborative environment rather than an adversarial one.

2. Identification of the Claim

The practitioner must isolate a single, specific claim. Broad claims like "God exists" are often too nebulous. A skilled 



Street Epistemologist will ask for a specific propositionthat the individual believes to be true. This stage requires

precision to avoid the "shifting goalposts" fallacy during the later stages of the conversation.

3. The Confidence Scale

This is a critical quantitative step in the methodology. The practitioner asks: "On a scale of 0 to 100, how 

confident are you that this claim is true?" This numerical value serves two purposes:

•  It provides a baseline for measuring the effectiveness of the intervention.

•  It forces the interlocutor to realize that confidence is a variable, not a binary state.

4. Isolating the Epistemology (The Why)

Once confidence is established, the practitioner asks what the *reason* for that confidence is. Usually, the answer 

is "faith," "personal experience," or "holy books." The technical focus here is to determine the reliabilityof the

method. If the person uses "faith," the practitioner asks if someone else could use "faith" to arrive at a different,

contradictory conclusion (e.g., a different religion). If the answer is yes, then faith is shown to be an unreliable path

to truth.

Technical Comparison: Traditional Apologetics vs. Street Epistemology

To illustrate the shift in strategy, the following table compares the traditional "New Atheist" debate style with the

"Manual for Creating Atheists" approach.



Feature Traditional Debate / Apologetics Street Epistemology (Boghossian)

Primary Goal Proving the interlocutor wrong 
through facts.

Exposing the unreliability of the belief-
forming process.

Focus Content (The "What"). Epistemology (The "How").

Method Evidence, logic puzzles, historical 
analysis.

Socratic questioning, active listening.

Tone Often adversarial or confrontational. Collaborative and therapeutic.

Mechanism of Change External refutation of arguments. Internal realization of cognitive 
dissonance.

The Anatomy of an Intervention: Advanced Socratic Tactics

Deep within the technical breakdown of the manual, Boghossian suggests specific linguistic patterns to navigate 

through doxastic bypasses. When an interlocutor uses emotional language to defend a factual claim, the

practitioner must use a "decoupling" strategy.

The Outsider Test for Faith

The practitioner asks the individual to evaluate the same logic they are using, but within the context of a different,

competing belief system. This forces the individual to look at their own epistemological tools from an external

perspective. If the tool (e.g., "feeling a presence") is discarded as unreliable when used by a member of a different

faith, the practitioner highlights the inconsistency.

The "Pebble in the Shoe" Philosophy

Boghossian argues that a single intervention is rarely enough to cause an immediate abandonment of faith. 

Instead, the goal is to leave the interlocutor with a "pebble in their shoe"—a persistent doubt about the reliability 

of their reasoning process. In technical terms, this is the introduction of a counter-heuristicthat slowly erodes the

certainty of the primary belief.

Evaluating Doxastic Openness: A Metric for Success

Success in the context of *A Manual for Creating Atheists* is not necessarily an immediate conversion to atheism. 

Instead, it is measured by a downward shift in the Confidence Scale and an increase in Doxastic Openness.

Below is a conceptual matrix for evaluating the state of an interlocutor before and after an intervention.



Doxastic State Description Indicators

Total Closure Refusal to consider any counter-
evidence; belief is tied to identity.

High emotional volatility, circular 
reasoning.

Doxastic Friction Beginning to acknowledge that their 
method might be used for false claims.

Pauses before answering, slight drop 
in confidence score.

Epistemological Crisis Realization that the primary reason 
for belief (e.g., faith) is unreliable.

Direct questioning of their own 
previously held assumptions.

Rational Realignment Willingness to follow evidence 
wherever it leads, regardless of the 
outcome.

Confidence score drops significantly 
(e.g., from 100 to 40).

Critical Analysis and Methodological Controversies

While Boghossian’s manual is hailed as a breakthrough in secular outreach, it has faced significant technical and 

ethical critiques. Some reviewers, as noted in the source data, argue that the book creates "straw men"by

oversimplifying the sophisticated philosophical arguments for theism (e.g., the Kalam Cosmological Argument or

the Ontological Argument). By focusing purely on the "average" person’s faith, critics suggest Boghossian avoids

the most rigorous intellectual challenges to atheism.

The Definition of Faith

A major point of contention is Boghossian’s semantic choice to define faith as "pretending to know things you don't 

know." Critics argue this is a persuasive definition—a logical fallacy where a word is defined in a way that

includes a value judgment. From a technical communication standpoint, this is a high-risk strategy: while it

simplifies the intervention, it can alienate interlocutors who have a more nuanced, non-factual definition of faith

(such as "relational trust").

Ethical Implications of "Interventions"

Boghossian utilizes clinical language such as "curing" or "treating" those infected with the faith virus. This has led to 

ethical concerns regarding the asymmetry of the relationship. In a typical Socratic dialogue, both parties seek

the truth. In a Boghossian-style intervention, the practitioner assumes the role of a "clinician" and the interlocutor

the role of a "patient." This power dynamic can lead to resistance if the interlocutor feels they are being

manipulated rather than engaged.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for Practitioners

For those looking to apply these techniques in real-world scenarios, Boghossian provides a set of procedural "Dos

and Don'ts." This tactical guide is essential for maintaining the integrity of the Socratic process.

Strategic Checklist for Street Epistemologists

•  DO: Use open-ended questions (e.g., "How did you arrive at that conclusion?").

•  DO: Listen more than you speak. The ratio should ideally be 70/30.

•  DO: Model intellectual humility. If you don't know the answer to a question, admit it.

•  DON'T: Provide facts or counter-evidence prematurely. This triggers the "backfire effect," where people double 

down on their beliefs.

•  DON'T: Get frustrated or angry. Emotional escalation ends the intervention.



•  DON'T: Aim for a "win." Aim for a "pebble."

Handling Specific Belief Obstacles

When an interlocutor presents a "God of the Gaps" argument—claiming that because science cannot explain X, 

God must be the cause—the manual suggests a Process Inquiry. Instead of explaining the science, ask: "Is not 

knowing how X happened a reliable reason to conclude that Y is the cause?" This keeps the focus on the logical 

link rather than the scientific data.

Case Study: The "Personal Revelation" Intervention

Consider a scenario where an interlocutor claims to believe in a specific deity because they "felt a warm presence"

during a prayer. A traditional atheist might cite neurobiology or psychological projection. A Boghossian-trained

practitioner follows this technical workflow:

1.  Identify: The claim is "God exists" based on "Personal Experience."

  Scale: Confidence is at 95%.

  Test: "If someone in a different religion felt a similar 'warm presence' while praying to a different god, would 

that make their god real?"

  Follow-up: If they say "No," ask: "How do we distinguish between your warm presence (which you say is true) 

and their warm presence (which you say is false)?"

  Result: If the interlocutor cannot provide a method for distinguishing between the two, their confidence in the 

*reliability* of the feeling as a truth-detector is compromised.

The Broader Impact on Public Discourse

Beyond the immediate goal of creating atheists, Boghossian’s work has broader implications for meta-cognitive 

education. By popularizing the Socratic method for a general audience, the manual contributes to a more skeptical

and analytically-minded society. It shifts the burden of proof and the focus of conversation from "What do you

believe?" to "Why do you believe it?" and "Is that a reliable way to know what is true?"

The manual’s legacy is visible in the burgeoning "Street Epistemology" community, which has expanded the

methodology to politics, conspiracy theories, and ethical dilemmas. This expansion demonstrates that the core

mechanics—rapport building, confidence scaling, and epistemological testing—are modular and can be applied to

any domain of human belief. The work remains a foundational text for anyone interested in the intersection of

philosophy, psychology, and secular activism, providing a rigorous, if controversial, roadmap for navigating the

complexities of human conviction. By prioritizing the *how* of knowing over the *what* of believing, Boghossian has

provided a technical framework that continues to influence the way we discuss the most fundamental questions of

existence.
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