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For my wife, Carol;


for my son, Max;


and


for my daughter, Sophie





CREDO


I BELIEVE THAT THE COSMOS IS ALL THAT IS OR EVER WAS OR EVER WILL BE.


I BELIEVE THAT NO OTHER REALITY, DIVINE OR OTHERWISE, EXISTS. THERE IS NO LIFE AFTER DEATH, NO MEANING TO LIFE APART FROM LIFE, AND NO EVENTS OR EXPERIENCES, INDIVIDUALS OR SCRIPTURES BY WHICH ANY SUPRA-NATURAL REALITY CAN BE REVEALED. THE COSMOS FORMS THE BOUNDARY OF OUR EXPERIENCE.


I BELIEVE THAT HUMAN LIFE HAS NO MEANING APART FROM ITSELF: THAT WHILE THERE IS PURPOSE IN LIFE, THERE IS NO PURPOSE TO LIFE. THERE IS NO ULTIMATE JUSTICE, NO FINAL ACT OF GRACE AND NO SALVATION. THIS IS NOT A PROVIDENTIAL UNIVERSE.


I BELIEVE THAT NOT EVERYTHING IS PERMISSIBLE. FOR WHILE THAT WHICH INCREASES HAPPINESS IS NOT ALWAYS A GOOD, THAT WHICH INCREASES MISERY IS ALWAYS AN EVIL.


I BELIEVE THAT BY THE DEPLOYMENT OF HUMAN REASON AND THE ACQUISITION OF KNOWLEDGE, BY THE DEVELOPMENT OF MORAL LAW AND THE CULTIVATION OF COMPASSION, THE SUFFERING OF HUMANITY CAN BE ALLEVIATED AND THE CONDITION OF OUR LIVES IMPROVED.


I BELIEVE THAT THE PATH TO INDIVIDUAL AND COLLECTIVE HAPPINESS LIES IN BEING EDUCATED TO REALITY, AND IN BEING THUS RELEASED FROM THE IRRESPONSIBLE AND PERNICIOUS ILLUSION OF RELIGION, FOR WHICH THERE IS NEITHER EVIDENCE NOR NEED.
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Introduction


Atheism is currently enjoying the limelight, both in academic circles and in the popular press. The so-called ‘new atheists’ are in vogue, and books like Richard Dawkins’ The God Delusion (2006), Daniel Dennett’s Breaking the Spell (2006), Sam Harris’ The End of Faith (2004) and his Letter to a Christian Nation (2006) and the two volumes published in 2007 by Christopher Hitchens – God is not Great and his wide-ranging anthology The Portable Atheist – have caught the public imagination. Unsurprisingly believers have not been slow to enter the lists. Alister McGrath has countered with his The Twilight of Atheism (2004) and with two books on Dawkins – Dawkins’ God (2004) and The Dawkins Delusion (2007); and mention should also be made of Keith Ward’s Is Religion Dangerous? (2006) and Francis Collins’ The Language of God (2006), the last-named being subtitled ‘A Scientist Presents Evidence for Belief’, which gives a clear indication of its general thrust. Nor does it take much time on the internet to see how international this debate has become and how acrimonious.


At the centre of this controversy stands the well-worn debate between science and religion, a debate that highlights the differing methods by which each discipline seeks to obtain knowledge. The charge levelled against religion is that faith never places itself within the cold light of empirical confirmation, and so is free to wander off unhindered into its own private world of fantastical delusions; and the charge against the scientist is that the limitation of knowledge to only that which may be observed and verified is a restriction that cannot be sustained: that scientific truth can lay no claims to infallibility and that it straightjackets the scope of our experiences, which may include, after all, not just religious experiences but also moral, aesthetic and psychological experiences as well, none of which can be easily confirmed or refuted solely by reference to observed facts and the evidence of the senses.




This old controversy between science and orthodoxy has been considerably sharpened, however, by the emergence of Charles Darwin (1809-1882) as the central protagonist. For Dawkins and his allies Darwin’s achievement is on a par with those of Galileo, Newton and Einstein, and the evolutionary process that he unravelled is as near to a scientific fact as we are ever likely to discover. But the theory of natural selection that Darwin presents is one of unparalleled barbarity, impersonal and haphazard in form and subject only to the vagaries of environment; and this picture, so the neo-Darwinians contend, is totally at variance with any notion of an omnipotent, benevolent and purposive deity, of a loving God who cares for his creatures but who is yet quite prepared to subject them to a life of unremitting brutality and hardship. To put the matter more strongly: if Darwin is right, then it would appear that we have here an irreducible incompatibility between scientific evidence and religious belief which no amount of theological ingenuity can resolve. Chance cannot accommodate design and cruelty cannot accommodate benevolence, at least not on this scale, on the scale of omnipotence, when presumably other options were available to God and the creation of a happier and less barbaric world a real possibility. The only rational conclusion to draw from this, so the argument runs, is that the theistic case should be jettisoned altogether.


These are important matters and I shall refer to them again. There is, however, one further feature of the current debate to notice. With Darwin centre stage, and given the scientific backgrounds of many parties to the dispute, it is entirely understandable that arguments of a more overtly philosophical stamp should often remain in the background; and this despite the fact that it is these which, by and large, have provided the principal landmarks in the history of atheism. This has produced some puzzling, and at times exasperating, results, and they are to be seen on both sides of the dispute. If we look again at McGrath’s The Twilight of Atheism, with its subheading ‘The Rise and Fall of Disbelief in the Modern World’, we notice with some astonishment that this argument is sustained without any consideration whatsoever of the work of David Hume (1711-1776) – a quite extraordinary omission, given that Hume is, by common consent, the architect of the most damaging philosophical critique of theistic rationality ever devised and whose criticisms of the design argument prefigure those of Darwin to a remarkable extent. But whereas Hume is mentioned just twice in passing, fourteen pages are devoted to Madalyn Murray O’Hair (1919-1995), the founder of American Atheists, and to her exposure as a ‘crude and abusive spirit’.1 I think that McGrath establishes his point: O’Hair was probably unpleasant – a conclusion from which we may infer that ‘Some atheists are unpleasant’. But quite where this gets us is hard to see. For atheists, after all, have no monopoly of unpleasantness.


But similar omissions are evident on the other side. What McGrath includes, some atheists exclude. The most startling omission here is of Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), who hardly gets a mention from any of the authors I have so far cited. This is very strange, and its strangeness lies in the fact that what has here been excluded remains perhaps the most potent force within the whole arsenal of continental atheism and indeed provides an entirely different brand of atheism from that found within, say, the tradition of British empiricism. Nietzsche is unconcerned about discussions to do with whether belief has or has not any evidential support – and to that extent he would regard the work of Dawkins as an intellectual cul-desac – and is much more concerned with questions to do with the ‘death of God’, with the moral and psychological implications for human beings once this tremendous fact – that there is no God – has been accepted. Nietzsche’s influence, which I shall discuss later at some length, also provides an important corrective to the impression, so easily gained, that the ‘new atheism’ is exclusively an Anglo-Saxon phenomenon. But such is not the case, as is evidenced by the French philosopher Michel Onfray’s hair-raising polemic In Defence of Atheism (2007), which is set quite deliberately within a Nietzschean mould.


The intention, then, of The Atheist’s Creed is to bring some of these important philosophical arguments to the fore, and to provide a selective overview of the extraordinary richness of the atheistic literature, which extends from the time of the ancient Greeks down to our own day. Among the many authors cited there are familiar names – Epicurus and Lucretius, Baron D’Holbach, Tom Paine, John Stuart Mill and Bertrand Russell – and, extending down to the immediate present, some perhaps less familiar: for example, Ernest Nagel, Antony Flew, J.L. Mackie, Victor Stenger and Michael Martin. Additionally, I have singled out four authors for more extended treatment: David Hume, Nietzsche, Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud.


With all anthologies the result can, I know, be rather haphazard, with one author following another without much regard to any continuity of argument. As a corrective I have therefore arranged this book thematically, coordinating the disparate sources in such a way that the full force of the atheistic argument can come across. It goes without saying that for each of these arguments there is a theistic response, but to include them as well would have made this a very big book indeed – although I should add in defence that many of these counter-arguments are presented in the two volumes of my The Philosophy of Religion (Lutterworth, 2008). I think it is fair to say, however, that, whereas anthologies of religious writings are not uncommon, the same is not true of the atheistic literature, and that collections of this sort remain extremely thin on the ground.


The Atheist’s Creed requires no specialist knowledge of philosophy and I have tried to keep the technical jargon, unavoidable in some places, down to an absolute minimum. To assist the reader still further, each chapter begins with an often quite lengthy introduction, and I have appended to each extract, where I think it required, a biography of the author concerned, a brief resumé of the argument being presented, and further bibliographical information for those who may wish to extend their reading. In so doing I am grateful to the publishers, Routledge, for giving me permission to make extensive use of two previous publications of mine – Freud and Jung on Religion (1997) and The Question of God (2001).




I am also particularly grateful to the staff at The Lutterworth Press, and in particular to my editor, Ian Bignall, and to Adrian Brink, the Managing Director, for his encouragement and support. Our connection now reaches back to 1991, with the publication of my Moral Problems, and I am pleased to record that it has been an entirely amicable association from that day to this. The fact that The Lutterworth Press is one of the oldest Christian publishing houses in the world, which started life in 1799 as The Religious Tract Society, makes its publication of The Atheist’s Creed a further indication, if ever one was needed, of the remarkable breadth of its interests.


I have thought it appropriate to begin this book, given its title, with an opening statement, fashioned like a creed. I am well aware that this may create difficulties. Atheism itself is not all of a piece, and some atheists will claim that theirs is not a belief-system at all but a matter of demonstrable fact. I realise also that in composition Credo will appear to some far too bland, lacking any kind of rhetorical resonance, such as we find in the familiar creeds of the liturgy. But this is quite intentional. To each proposition of my creed could be added innumerable subclauses: about the nature of our universe, the complexities of our evolving world, the autonomy of individuals, and so on; but all these I have avoided, partly through fear of succumbing to platitudinous overload, and partly because I wanted to keep to the strictest and least controversial minimum, providing only the barest outline of atheism’s landscape and of what I take to be its core beliefs.


Michael Palmer





1. Ibid., New York & London, Galilee & Doubleday, 2006, p. 255. 12





1


The Meaning of Atheism




1. ATHEISM: A DEFINITION





The word ‘atheism’ is a translation of the Greek atheos, which combines the prefix ‘a’ (meaning ‘not’ or ‘without’) with ‘theos’ (meaning ‘god’). Accordingly the term is most commonly employed as ‘disbelief in, or denial of, the existence of God’. However, this definition is not as straightforward as it appears. In the first place, and most obviously, what is being disbelieved in or denied will change according to the various definitions of God being employed. Thus atheism from the standpoint of the Christian religion, which believes in a personal God who is the one supreme personal being and creator of the universe, will be a very different conception as contrasted with atheism as understood by a deist, a polytheist or pantheist. In the second place, and historically, the term ‘atheist’ has been applied to denote no more than trivial dogmatic differences. ‘Atheist’ now stands as a term of abuse directed by one party to a theological dispute against another. So we read in Psalm 14:1 that ‘the fool hath said in his heart, there is no God’ – a declaration immortalised by St. Anselm in his ontological argument for God’s existence;1 but this is no philosophical justification for God’s existence but is referring, more simply, to those with a practical disbelief in God’s government of human affairs, manifested in disobedience to moral laws – as the Psalmist continues, such people are ‘corrupt’ and have ‘done abominable works’. Other more notable examples suggest themselves. Baruch de Spinoza (1632-1677), condemned as the ‘greatest atheist’, was expelled from the Jewish community in Amsterdam not because he denied God’s existence, but because he committed the ‘abominable heresy’ of denying the providential God of scripture and of identifying the deity with the causal mechanisms of the universe. More problematic is the case of Spinoza’s English contemporary, Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679). In 1666 a committee of the House of Commons was convened to investigate his alleged atheism. Hobbes was terrified and burnt many of his unpublished manuscripts; but again the reason given for the enquiry was not because he denied God – for Hobbes God is the ‘first cause’ of the universe, although admittedly by means totally incomprehensible to us – but because he asserts that God, as ‘the most real substance that exists’, must be a material entity and so have a body, an heretical conclusion contrary to the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Anglican Church. These misuses of the term ‘atheist’ are, admittedly, of almost no philosophical consequence and retain an historical interest only; but in the light of them one can certainly understand why some, in order to avoid these pejorative associations, have, like J.C.A. Gaskin, abandoned the term ‘atheism’ altogether in favour of the more neutral ‘unbelief’.2
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Thomas Hobbes





There is, however, another much more important ambiguity to reveal. If our opening definition construes ‘atheism’ as ‘without theism’, then perhaps we should more properly regard an atheist not as someone who believes there is no God but as someone who is more simply devoid of any god-belief. In other words, perhaps we should agree that an atheist is not someone who, having tested the appropriate theological arguments, concludes that these arguments are spurious and that no such being exists; but rather, that an atheist is someone marked by the absence of belief: he or she simply has no belief in God. On these terms, the atheist is, properly speaking, not concerned with the matter of God at all. For how can one repudiate something when one has no conception of what one is denying?


According to The Encyclopedia of Unbelief, it is this position, now commonly known as negative atheism, which the great majority of atheists adopt. Most atheists, we are told, would agree with Charles Bradlaugh (1833-1891), the most prominent of 19th-century English atheists, when he writes:




Atheism is without God. It does not assert no God. The atheist does not say that there is no God, but he says ‘I know not what you mean by God. I am without the idea of God. The word God to me is a sound conveying no clear or distinct affirmation. I do not deny God, because I cannot deny that of which I have no conception, and the conception of which by its affirmer is so imperfect that he is unable to define it for me.3
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Baron d’Holbach





Many distinguished atheists of the past have subscribed to negative atheism: for example, Richard Carlisle (1790-1843), Charles Southwell (1814-1860) and Annie Besant (1847-1933). The earliest of these, Baron d’Holbach (1723-1789) – the author of the first avowedly atheistic publication, The System of Nature (1770)4 – goes so far as to claim that, if atheism is having no belief in God, then we should regard all uninformed children as atheists – a claim rejected by Ernest Nagel (Extract 1). Two modern exponents of negative atheism should be mentioned. The first is George H. Smith in Atheism: The Case Against God (1979). Smith offers a further and widely used description of negative atheism as ‘implicit atheism’: ‘An implicit atheist,’ he writes, ‘is a person who does not believe in a god, but who has not explicitly rejected or denied the truth of theism. Implicit atheism does not require familiarity with the idea of a god.’5 For this reason, Smith agrees with d’Holbach that, on these terms, children qualify as atheists. The second exponent of negative atheism is Antony Flew in his influential article ‘The Presumption of Atheism’ (1976; Extract 2). I shall refer again to this essay; but for the moment it is worth noting that, for Flew, negative atheism, precisely because it is without belief, places the burden of proof squarely upon those with belief. This is a methodological presumption, and follows from the fact that, just as with the legal presumption of innocence, the onus is on those to demonstrative the positive – that X has done Y – and not on those to demonstrate the negative.6


However, not all atheists agree with The Encyclopedia of Unbelief and are unwilling to concede to negative atheism the majority view. For there is another version of atheism which, far from denoting an absence of God, specifies a detailed and intended repudiation of all theistic claims, replacing one belief-system with a system of its own. This is positive atheism, sometimes also known as speculative atheism, the central claim of which is that there is no God. George Smith calls this ‘explicit atheism’: the explicit atheist, he says, ‘is one who rejects belief in a god. This deliberate and rational rejection presupposes familiarity with theistic beliefs and is sometimes characterised as anti-theism.’7 Positive or explicit atheism, in other words, by consciously denying God’s existence, knows full well what it is about, and provides within the history of ideas those full-scale frontal assaults upon the claims of religion by which atheism is more generally characterised. On this reading the heavyweights of the atheistic tradition – Feuerbach, Marx, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Freud and Sartre, and in our own day, Ernest Nagel, Richard Dawkins, Michael Martin and Daniel Dennett – are all positive atheists in the sense that each provides, in their own distinctive way, grounds for the repudiation of God. Viewed in this light, the suggestion that all children are atheists becomes inappropriate. For uninstructed children, not knowing God, can say nothing about God one way or the other, and are therefore in no position to reject (or indeed support) any theistic claims. But this cannot be said of positive atheists or indeed of believers themselves. For when a Christian rejects, say, the gods of Hinduism, he or she presumably has reasons for this rejection, and so acts, towards the Hindu at least, as a positive atheist. In this respect, all theists act like positive atheists when they provide grounds for denying the existence of all other gods except their own.




2. ATHEISM AND AGNOSTICISM





One final terminological confusion remains to clear up. This is between atheism and agnosticism. The term combines the familiar Greek prefix ‘a’ (‘not’ or ‘without’) with ‘gnosis’ (knowledge), and affirms the fairly common view that the agnostic is someone who, in the absence of knowledge, neither believes nor disbelieves in the existence of God, and that he or she is therefore ‘without belief’. This being so, the agnostic, while clearly not subscribing to the anti-theistic beliefs of positive atheism, is sometimes presented as a type of negative atheist, as someone for whom the question of God simply does not arise. And certainly, understood in this way, agnosticism is compatible with negative atheism. For clearly there is no incompatibility between saying ‘I have no belief’ and ‘I neither believe nor disbelieve in God’. But this compatibility is misleading. Strictly speaking, the term ‘agnostic’, as originally coined in 1869 by Thomas Huxley (1825-1895) enshrines, to quote Huxley himself, ‘not a creed but a method, the essence of which lies in the rigorous application of a single principle’ (Extract 3). This principle is ‘to follow reason as far as it can take you’, and is much more restrictive that it might appear; for, as Huxley understands it, the principle imposes a limitation on the scope of human knowledge – this limitation being that we can have knowledge of ‘real phenomena’ only, and that so far as what may lie behind or beyond such phenomena is concerned – whether it be God or any transcendent level of reality – we should suspend judgment because there is no evidence which entitles us to deny or affirm anything. Agnosticism, therefore, claims that, regarding certain objects, among them the Deity, we can never have any positive empirical-scientific grounds either for belief or unbelief; and that, understood in this way, it should be clear that agnosticism does not entail atheism of either the negative or positive sort; and that the requirement of demonstration rather than speculation is even compatible with theism, provided of course that the believer can provide the necessary evidence for God’s existence. But, being fair to Huxley, the expectation that such evidence will be forthcoming was for him extremely low, and explains why he himself rejected as the grossest forms of superstition the belief in miracles, the Genesis explanations of creation, biblical infallibility, divine providence and life after death. While these he regarded as insults to our intelligence, Huxley’s principle required that no logical exclusion was intended here and that one must always remain open to conviction where evidence can be brought to establish the truth of such transcendent religious claims. An important elaboration of Huxley’s argument is given by the Victorian man of letters, Sir Leslie Stephen (Extract 4).




[image: images]

Thomas Huxley





With these various distinctions behind us – between positive and negative atheism and agnosticism – it should be stated from the outset that The Atheist’s Creed is, for the most part, an exercise in positive atheism; and that accordingly I am here seeking to provide a survey of those arguments which assert that the claims of theistic religion are unjustified, and that valid grounds can be given for why this is. This is not to ignore negative atheism; but the difference between the two can be overworked. All atheism, of whatever stripe, is essentially negative in character in so far as it implies a lack of theistic belief: to that extent positive atheism is a form of negative atheism. But whereas in negative atheism the absence of belief in God results from unfamiliarity, in positive atheism it results from the rational demonstration that the central claims of theism – that, for example, there exists an all-good, all-powerful and all-knowing God – are invalid. Negative atheism, we might say, is positive atheism without the arguments; and it is these arguments that warrant the conclusion that no God exists. Hence the belief that theism has been, is or will be refuted is the core belief of the positive atheist’s creed, its principal ambition being to reveal that religious belief has no intellectual credibility.




TEXTS




1. ERNEST NAGEL: PHILOSOPHICAL CONCEPTS OF ATHEISM





Biographical summary


Ernest Nagel (1901-1985) was born in Prague but emigrated to the United States in 1911. Almost his entire academic career was spent at Columbia University. Generally regarded as one of the pre-eminent American philosophers of science, his massive The Structure of Science, New York, Harcourt, Brace and World, 1961, argues for the unity of science, claiming that the norms of scientific explanation are applicable to the everyday explanations of human conduct. A pupil of John Dewey (1859-1952) Nagel shares his teacher’s atheistic naturalism, contending that the universe is all that there is, and that accordingly no hidden or transcendent reality exists.


Philosophical summary


Nagel’s atheism is evident in many of his essays and addresses, some of which have been collected together in Sovereign Reason, The Free Press, Glencoe, Ill., 1954 and in Logic Without Metaphysics, The Free Press, Glencoe, Ill., 1956; but his major contribution to atheistic literature is the essay here extracted, ‘Philosophical Concepts of Atheism’, first published as part of a collection of essays, Basic Beliefs:The Religious Philosophies of Mankind, New York, Sheridan House, 1959. This is a classic presentation of positive atheism, specifically rejecting the negative definition of atheism as a mere absence of belief. Nagel has a more militant approach. Theistic explanations of natural phenomena should be exposed as ‘illusory’ and atheism more generally regarded as a form of ‘social and political protest’ against superstition and institutionalised repression.


Nagel


Extract


Philosophical Concepts of Atheism8


… I must begin by stating what sense I am attaching to the word ‘atheism,’ and how I am construing the theme of this paper. I shall understand by ‘atheism’ a critique and a denial of the major claims of all varieties of theism. And by theism I shall mean the view which holds, as one writer has expressed it, ‘that the heavens and the earth and all that they contain owe their existence and continuance in existence to the wisdom and will of a supreme, self-consistent, omnipotent, omniscient, righteous, and benevolent being, who is distinct from, and independent of, what he has created’. Several things immediately follow from these definitions.


In the first place, atheism is not necessarily an irreligious concept, for theism is just one among many views concerning the nature and origin of the world. The denial of theism is logically compatible with a religious outlook upon life, and is in fact characteristic of some of the great historical religions. For as readers of this volume will know, early Buddhism is a religion which does not subscribe to any doctrine about a god; and there are pantheistic religions and philosophies which, because they deny that God is a being separate from and independent of the world, are not theistic in the sense of the word explained above.


The second point to note is that atheism is not to be identified with sheer unbelief, or with disbelief in some particular creed of a religious group. Thus, a child who has received no religious instruction and has never heard about God, is not an atheist – for he is not denying any theistic claims. Similarly in the case of an adult who, if he has withdrawn from the faith of his fathers without reflection or because of frank indifference to any theological issue, is also not an atheist – for such an adult is not challenging theism and is not professing any views on the subject. Moreover, though the term ‘atheist’ has been used historically as an abusive label for those who do not happen to subscribe to some regnant orthodoxy (for example, the ancient Romans called the early Christians atheists, because the latter denied the Roman divinities), or for those who engage in conduct regarded as immoral, it is not in this sense that I am discussing atheism.


One final word of preliminary explanation. I propose to examine some philosophic concepts of atheism, and I am not interested in the slightest in the many considerations atheists have advanced against the evidences for some particular religious and theological doctrine – for example, against the truth of the Christian story. What I mean by ‘philosophical’ in the present context is that the views I shall consider are directed against any form of theism, and have their origin and basis in a logical analysis of the theistic position, and in a comprehensive account of the world believed to be wholly intelligible without the adoption of a theistic hypothesis.


Theism as I conceive it is a theological proposition, not a statement of a position that belongs primarily to religion. On my view, religion as an historical and social phenomenon is primarily an institutionalized cultus or practice, which possesses identifiable social functions and which expresses certain attitudes men take toward their world. Although it is doubtful whether men ever engage in religious practices or assume religious attitudes without some more or less explicit interpretation of their ritual or some rationale for their attitude, it is still the case that it is possible to distinguish religion as a social and personal phenomenon from the theological doctrines which may be developed as justifications for religious practices. Indeed, in some of the great religions of the world the profession of a creed plays a relatively minor role. In short, religion is a form of social communion, a participation in certain kinds of ritual (whether it be a dance, worship, prayer, or the like), and a form of experience (sometimes, though not invariably, directed to a personal confrontation with divine and holy things). Theology is an articulated and, at its best, a rational attempt at understanding these feelings and practices, in the light of their relation to other parts of human experience, and in terms of some hypothesis concerning the nature of things entire.




As I see it, atheistic philosophies fall into two major groups: (1) those which hold that the theistic doctrine is meaningful, but reject it either on the ground that (a) the positive evidence for it is insufficient, or (b) the negative evidence is quite overwhelming; and (2) those who hold that the theistic thesis is not even meaningful, and reject it (a) as just nonsense or (b) as literally mean ingless but interpreting it as a symbolic rendering of human ideals, thus reading the theistic thesis in a sense that most believers in theism would disavow. It will not be possible in the limited space at my disposal to discuss the second category of atheistic critiques; and in any event, most of the traditional atheistic critiques of theism belong to the first group.


But before turning to the philosophical examination of the major classical arguments for theism, it is well to note that such philosophical critiques do not quite convey the passion with which atheists have often carried on their analyses of theistic views. For historically, atheism has been, and indeed continues to be, a form of social and political protest, directed as much against institutionalized religion as against theistic doctrine. Atheism has been, in effect, a moral revulsion against the undoubted abuses of the secular power exercised by religious leaders and religious institutions.


Religious authorities have opposed the correction of glaring injustices, and encouraged politically and socially reactionary policies. Religious institutions have been havens of obscurantist thought and centers for the dissemination of intolerance. Religious creeds have been used to set limits to free inquiry, to perpetuate inhumane treatment of the ill and the underprivileged, and to support moral doctrines insensitive to human suffering.


These indictments may not tell the whole story about the historical significance of religion; but they are at least an important part of the story. The refutation of theism has thus seemed to many as an indispensable step not only towards liberating men’s minds from superstition, but also towards achieving a more equitable reordering of society. And no account of even the more philosophical aspects of atheistic thought is adequate which does not give proper recognition to the powerful social motives that actuate many atheistic arguments …


[The question remains] whether, apart from their polemics against theism, philosophical atheists have not shared a common set of positive views, a common set of philosophical convictions which set them off from other groups of thinkers. In one very clear sense of this query the answer is indubitably negative. For there never has been what one might call a ‘school of atheism,’ in the way in which there has been a Platonic school or even a Kantian school. In point of fact, atheistic critics of theism can be found among many of the conventional groupings of philosophical thinkers – even, I venture to add, among professional theologians in recent years who in effect preach atheism in the guise of language taken bodily from the Christian tradition.


Nevertheless, despite the variety of philosophical positions to which at one time or another in the history of thought atheists have subscribed, it seems to me that atheism is not simply a negative standpoint. At any rate, there is a certain quality of intellectual temper that has characterized, and continues to characterize, many philosophical atheists. (I am excluding from consideration the so-called ‘village atheist,’ whose primary concern is to twit and ridicule those who accept some form of theism, or for that matter those who have any religious convictions.) Moreover, their rejection of theism is based not only on the inadequacies they have found in the arguments for theism, but often also on the positive ground that atheism is a corollary to a better supported general outlook upon the nature of things. I want therefore to conclude this discussion with a brief enumeration of some points of positive doctrine to which, by and large, philosophical atheists seem to me to subscribe. These points fall into three major groups.


In the first place, philosophical atheists reject the assumption that there are disembodied spirits, or that incorporeal entities of any sort can exercise a causal agency. On the contrary, atheists are generally agreed that if we wish to achieve any understanding of what takes place in the universe, we must look to the operations of organized bodies. Accordingly, the various processes taking place in nature, whether animate or inanimate, are to be explained in terms of the properties and structures of identifiable and spatio-temporally located objects. Moreover, the present variety of systems and activities found in the universe is to be accounted for on the basis of the transformations things undergo when they enter into different relations with one another – transformations which often result in the emergence of novel kinds of objects. On the other hand, though things are in flux and undergo alteration, there is no all-encompassing unitary pattern of change. Nature is ineradicably plural, both in respect to the individuals occurring in it as well as in respect to the processes in which things become involved. Accordingly, the human scene and the human perspective are not illusory; and man and his works are no less and no more ‘real’ than are other parts or phases of the cosmos. At the risk of using a possibly misleading characterization, all of this can be summarized by saying that an atheistic view of things is a form of materialism.


In the second place, atheists generally manifest a marked empirical temper, and often take as their ideal the intellectual methods employed in the contemporaneous empirical sciences. Philosophical atheists differ considerably on important points of detail in their accounts of how responsible claims to knowledge are to be established. But there is substantial agreement among them that controlled sensory observation is the court of final appeal in issues concerning matters of fact. It is indeed this commitment to the use of an empirical method which is the final basis of the atheistic critique of theism. For at bottom this critique seeks to show that we can understand whatever a theistic assumption is alleged to explain, through the use of the proved methods of the positive sciences and without the introduction of empirically unsupported ad hoc hypotheses about a deity. It is pertinent in this connection to recall a familiar legend about the French mathematical physicist Laplace. According to the story, Laplace made a personal presentation of a copy of his now famous book on celestial mechanics to Napoleon. Napoleon glanced through the volume, and finding no reference to the Deity asked Laplace whether God’s existence played any role in the analysis, ‘Sire, I have no need for that hypothesis,’ Laplace is reported to have replied. The dismissal of sterile hypothesis characterizes not only the work of Laplace; it is the uniform rule in scientific inquiry. The sterility of the theistic assumption is one of the main burdens of the literature of atheism, both ancient and modern.


And finally, atheistic thinkers have generally accepted a utilitarian basis for judging moral issues, and they have exhibited a libertarian attitude toward human needs and impulses. The conceptions of the human good they have advocated are conceptions which are commensurate with the actual capacities of mortal men, so that it is the satisfaction of the complex needs of the human creature which is the final standard for evaluating the validity of a moral ideal or moral prescription.


In consequence, the emphasis of atheistic moral reflection has been this – worldly rather than other-worldly, individualistic rather than authoritarian. The stress upon a good life that must be consummated in this world has made atheists vigorous opponents of moral codes which seek to repress human impulses in the name of some unrealisable other-worldly ideal. The individualism that is so pronounced a strain in many philosophical atheists has made them tolerant of human limitations and sensitive to the plurality of legitimate moral goals. On the other hand, this individualism has certainly not prevented many of them from recognizing the crucial role which institutional arrangements can play in achieving desirable patterns of human living. In consequence, atheists have made important contributions to the development of a climate of opinion favorable to pursuing the values of a liberal civilization and they have played effective roles in attempts to rectify social injustices.


Atheists cannot build their moral outlook on foundations upon which so many men conduct their lives. In particular, atheism cannot offer the incentives to conduct and the consolations for misfortune which theistic religions supply to their adherents. It can offer no hope of personal immortality, no threats of divine chastisement, no promise of eventual recompense for injustices suffered, no blueprints to sure salvation. For on its view of the place of man in nature, human excellence and human dignity must be achieved within a finite life-span, or not at all, so that the rewards of moral endeavor must come from the quality of civilized living, and not from some source of disbursement that dwells outside of time. Accordingly, atheistic moral reflection at its best does not culminate in a quiescent ideal of human perfection, but is a vigorous call to intelligent activity – activity for the sake of realizing human potentialities and for eliminating whatever stands in the way of such realization, Nevertheless, though slavish resignation to remediable ills is not characteristic of atheistic thought, responsible atheists have never pretended that human effort can invariably achieve the heart’s every legitimate desire. A tragic view of life is thus an uneliminable ingredient in atheistic thought. This ingredient does not invite or generally produce lugubrious lamentation. But it does touch the atheist’s view of man and his place in nature with an emotion that makes the philosophical atheist a kindred spirit to those who, within the frameworks of various religious traditions, have developed a serenely resigned attitude toward the inevitable tragedies of the human estate.




2. ANTONY FLEW: THE PRESUMPTION OF ATHEISM





Biographical summary


Antony Flew (b.1923) has held professorships at the universities of Keele (1954-1974) and Reading (1973-1982). A leading exponent of Humean scepticism, most evident in his analysis of miracles, Flew’s best known contribution to the philosophy of religion is his essay ‘Theology and Falsification’ in the collection, New Essays in Philosophical Theology ed. Antony Flew & Alasdair MacIntyre, London, SCM Press, 1955, pp. 96-105. Flew has described this article as ‘the most widely read philosophical publication of the second half of the twentieth century’.9 Flew’s position here is that, in the absence of verifiable empirical evidence of the existence of God, the claim that ‘God exists’ becomes meaningless, dying the ‘death of a thousand qualifications’. This conclusion is reinforced in the article here cited, ‘The Presumption of Atheism’ (1972). Whether or not Flew is now an atheist has prompted a considerable debate in its own right, particularly on the internet. An interview between Flew and Habermas on this question, published originally in the journal Philosophia Christi (2004), is available at www.biola.edu/antonyflew/. For a robust rebuttal of Flew’s recent position, see Victor Stenger, ‘Flew’s Flawed Science’, Free Enquiry Magazine, 25, No. 2 (2005).


Philosophical summary


It is important to note that Flew’s presumption of atheism employs a concept of negative (or weak) atheism: no claims are here made that God does not exist since negative atheism denotes an absence of theistic belief. Because therefore negative atheists are making no claims to knowledge, and are therefore making no presumption of nonbelief in God’s existence – unlike positive atheists (e.g., Nagel) – the burden of proof lies with believers, with those who are making claims to knowledge. This presumption of atheism, argues Flew, parallels the legal presumption of innocence, where the burden of proof lies on those who assert the positive, that X has done Y. Thus atheism operates as the default position. For unless the believer can offer some convincing argument for God’s existence, the atheist will be justified in continuing to withhold assent to any theistic claim.




Antony Flew


Extract


The Presumption of Atheism10


1. What is it, and why it matters


At the beginning of Book X of his last work The Laws, Plato turns his attention from violent and outrageous actions in general to the particular case of undisciplined and presumptuous behaviour in matters of religion:




We have already stated summarily what the punishment should be for temple-robbing, whether by open force or secretly. But the punishments for the various sorts of insolence in speech or action with regard to the gods, which a man can show in word or deed, have to be proclaimed after we have provided an exordium. Let this be it: ‘No one believing, as the laws prescribe, in the existence of the gods has ever yet performed an impious action willingly, or uttered a lawless word. Anyone acting in such a way is in one of three conditions: either, first, he does not believe the proposition aforesaid; or, second, he believes that though the gods exist they have no concern about men; or, third, he believes that they can easily be won over by the bribery of prayer and sacrifice. (885 B.C.)





So Plato in this notorious treatment of heresy might be said to be rebuking the presumption of atheism. The word ‘presumption’ would then be employed as a synonym for ‘presumptuousness’. But, despite the interest of the questions raised by Plato, the term has in my title a different interpretation. The presumption of atheism which I want to discuss is not a form of presumptuousness. Indeed it might be regarded as an expression of the very opposite, a modest teachability. My presumption of atheism is closely analogous to the presumption of innocence in the English law; a comparison which I shall develop in Section 2. What I want to examine is the contention that the debate about the existence of God should properly begin from the presumption of atheism, that the onus of proof must lie upon the theist.


The word ‘atheism’, however, has in this contention to be construed unusually. Whereas nowadays the usual meaning of ‘atheist’ in English is ‘someone who asserts that there is no such being as God’, I want the word to be understood not positively but negatively. I want the originally Greek prefix ‘a’ to be read in the same way in ‘atheist’ as it customarily is read in such other Greco-English words as ‘amoral’, ‘atypical’, and ‘asymmetrical’. In this interpretation an atheist becomes: not someone who positively asserts the non-existence of God; but someone who is simply not a theist. Let us, for future ready reference, introduce the labels ‘positive atheist’ for the former and ‘negative atheist’ for the latter.
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Antony Flew





The introduction of this new interpretation of the word ‘atheism’ may appear to be a piece of perverse Humpty Dumptyism, going arbitrarily against established common usage. ‘Whyever’, it could be asked, ‘don’t you make it not the presumption of atheism but the presumption of agnosticism?’ It is too soon to attempt a full answer to this challenge and this suggestion. My justification for introducing the notion of negative atheism will be found in the whole development of the present chapter. Then in Chapter Two I intend to argue for a return to the original usage of the word ‘agnosticism’ as first introduced by Thomas Henry Huxley.


In the meantime it should be sufficient to point out that, following the present degenerate usage, an agnostic is one who, having entertained the proposition that God exists, now claims not to know either that it is or that it is not true. To be in this ordinary sense an agnostic you have already to have conceded that there is, and that you have, a legitimate concept of God; such that, whether or not this concept does in fact have application, it theoretically could. But the atheist in my peculiar interpretation, unlike the atheist in the usual sense, has not as yet and as such conceded even this.


This point is important, though the question whether the word ‘agnosticism’ could bear the meaning which I want now to give to the word ‘atheism’ is not. What the protagonist of my presumption of atheism wants to show is that the debate about the existence of God ought to be conducted in a particular way, and that the issue should be seen in a certain perspective. His thesis about the onus of proof involves that it is up to the theist: first, to introduce and to defend his proposed concept of God; and, second, to provide sufficient reason for believing that this concept of his does in fact have an application.


It is the first of these two stages which needs perhaps to be emphasised even more strongly than the second. Where the question of existence concerns, for instance, a Loch Ness Monster or an Abominable Snowman, this stage may perhaps reasonably be deemed to be more or less complete before the argument begins. But in the controversy about the existence of God this is certainly not so: not only for the quite familiar reason that the word ‘God’ is used – or misused – in many different ways; but also, and much more interestingly, because it cannot be taken for granted that even the would-be mainstream theist is operating with a legitimate concept which theoretically could have an application to an actual being.


This last suggestion is not really as new-fangled and factitious as it is sometimes thought to be. But its pedigree has been made a little hard to trace. For the fact is that, traditionally, issues which should be seen as concerning the legitimacy or otherwise of a proposed or supposed concept have by philosophical theologians been discussed, either as surely disposable difficulties in reconciling one particular feature of the Divine nature with another, or else as aspects of an equally surely soluble general problem of saying something about the infinite Creator in language intelligible to His finite creatures. These traditional and still almost universally accepted forms of presentation are fundamentally prejudicial. For they assume that there is a Divine Being, with an actual nature the features of which we can investigate. They assume that there is an Infinite Creator, whose existence – whatever difficulties we finite creatures may have in asserting anything else about Him – we may take for granted.


The general reason why this presumption of atheism matters is that its acceptance must put the whole question of the existence of God into an entirely fresh perspective. Most immediately relevant here is that in this fresh perspective problems which really are conceptual are seen as conceptual problems; and problems which have tended to be regarded as advanced and, so to speak, optional extras now discover themselves as both elementary and indispensable. The theist who wants to build a systematic and thorough apologetic finds that he is required to begin absolutely from the beginning. This absolute beginning is to ensure that the word ‘God’ is provided with a meaning such that it is theoretically possible for an actual being to be so described.


Although I shall later be arguing that the presumption of atheism is neutral as between all parties to the main dispute, in as much as to accept it as determining a procedural framework is not to make any substantive assumptions, I must give fair warning now that I do nevertheless believe that in its fresh perspective the whole enterprise of theism appears even more difficult and precarious than it did before. In part this is a corollary of what I have just been suggesting; that certain difficulties and objections, which may previously have seemed peripheral or even factitious, are made to stand out as fundamental and unavoidable. But it is also in part, as we shall be seeing soon, a consequence of the emphasis which it places on the imperative need to produce some sort of sufficient reason to justify theist belief.


2. The presumption of atheism and the presumption of innocence


One thing which helps to conceal this need is a confusion about the possible varieties of proof, and this confusion is one which can be resolved with the help of the first of a series of comparisons between my proposed presumption of atheism and the legal presumption of innocence.


(i) It is frequently said nowadays, even by professing Roman Catholics, that everyone knows that it is impossible to prove the existence of God. The first objection to this putative truism is, as my reference to Roman Catholics should have suggested, that it is not true. For it is an essential dogma of Roman Catholicism, defined as such by the First Vatican Council, that ‘the one and true God our creator and lord can be known for certain through the creation by the natural light of human reason’.… So even if this dogma is, as I myself believe, false, it is certainly not known to be false by those many Roman Catholics who remain, despite all the disturbances consequent upon the Second Vatican Council, committed to the complete traditional faith.


To this a sophisticated objector might reply that the definition of the First Vatican Council speaks of knowing for certain rather than of proving or demonstrating; adding perhaps, if he was very sophisticated indeed, that the word ‘demonstrari’ in an earlier draft was eventually replaced by the expression ‘certo cognosci’. But, allowing that this is correct, it is certainly not enough to vindicate the conventional wisdom. For the word ‘proof’ is not ordinarily restricted in its application to demonstratively valid arguments, that is, in which the conclusion cannot be denied without thereby contradicting the premises. So it is too flattering to suggest that most of those who make this facile claim, that everyone knows that it is impossible to prove the existence of God, are intending only the strictly limited assertion that one special sort of proof, demonstrative proof, is impossible.


The truth, and the danger, is that wherever there is any awareness of such a limited and specialised interpretation, there will be a quick and illegitimate move to the much wider general conclusion that it is impossible and, furthermore, unnecessary to provide any sufficient reason for believing. It is, therefore, worth underlining that when the presumption of atheism is explained as insisting that the onus of proof must be on the theist, the word ‘proof’ is being used in the ordinary wide sense in which it can embrace any and every variety of sufficient reason. It is, of course, in this and only this sense that the word is interpreted when the presumption of innocence is explained as laying the onus of proof on the prosecution.


(ii) A second element of positive analogy between these two presumptions is that both are defeasible; and that they are, consequently, not to be identified with assumptions. The presumption of innocence indicates where the court should start and how it must proceed. Yet the prosecution is still able, more often than not, to bring forward what is in the end accepted as sufficient reason to warrant the verdict ‘Guilty’; which appropriate sufficient reason is properly characterised as a proof of guilt. The defeasible presumption of innocence is thus in this majority of cases in fact defeated. Were the indefeasible innocence of all accused persons an assumption of any legal system, then there could not be within that system any provision for any verdict other than ‘Not Guilty’. To the extent that it is, for instance, an assumption of the English Common Law that every citizen is cognisant of all that the law requires of him, that law cannot admit the fact that this assumption is, as in fact it is, false.


The presumption of atheism is similarly defeasible. It lays it down that thorough and systematic inquiry must start from a position of negative atheism, and that the burden of proof lies on the theist proposition. Yet this is not at all the same thing as demanding that the debate should proceed on either a positive or a negative atheist assumption, which must preclude a theist conclusion. Counsel for theism no more betrays his client by accepting the framework determined by this presumption than counsel for the prosecution betrays the state by conceding the legal presumption of innocence. The latter is perhaps in his heart unshakably convinced of the guilt of the defendant. Yet he must, and with complete consistency and perfect sincerity may, insist that the proceedings of the court should respect the presumption of innocence. The former is even more likely to be persuaded of the soundness of his brief. Yet he too can with a good conscience allow that a thorough and complete apologetic must start from, meet, and go on to defeat, the presumption of atheism.


Put as I have just been putting it, the crucial distinction between a defeasible presumption and a categorical assumption will, no doubt, seem quite obvious. But obviousness really is, what some other things nowadays frequently said to be are not, essentially relative: what is obvious to one person at one time may not have been obvious to that same person at an earlier time, and may not be obvious now to another. There is no doubt but that many do find the present distinction difficult to grasp, especially in its application to exciting cases. Indeed one reason why I decided to write the lecture on which the present chapter is based is that I had found even the most acute and sympathetic critics of my God and Philosophy faulting me for asking everyone to start from my own notoriously atheist assumptions. It was clear that a more lucid and more adequately argued statement was needed. For in that book I had recommended only the present methodological presumption, not a substantive assumption.


I cite another example from a quite different sphere, an example which is again the more salutary since the offender was above suspicion of any dishonourable intent wilfully to misunderstand or misrepresent. Lord Attlee, once Leader of the British Labour Party, reproached the ‘general assumption that all applicants are frauds unless they prove themselves otherwise’ … But, we must insist, to put the onus of proof of entitlement upon the beneficiary is not to assume that all, or most, or even any of those who apply for welfare benefits are in fact cheats. Such presumptions are procedural purely. They assume no substantive conclusions.


(iii) However – and here we come to a third element in the positive analogy – to say that such presumptions are in themselves procedural and not substantive is not to say that the higher-order questions of whether to follow this presumption or that are trifling and merely formal rather than material and substantial. These higher-order questions are not questions which can be dismissed cynically as ‘issues of principle as opposed to issues of substance’. It can matter a lot which presumption is adopted. Notoriously there is a world of difference between legal systems which follow the presumption of innocence, and those which do not. And, as I began to indicate at the end of Section I, to adopt the presumption of atheism does put the whole argument into a distinctive perspective.


(iv) Next, as a fourth element in the positive analogy, it is a paradoxical consequence of the fact that these presumptions are procedural and not substantive that particular defeats do not constitute any sort of reason, much less a sufficient reason, for a general surrender. The fact that George Joseph Smith was in his trial proved guilty of many murders defeats the original presumption of his innocence. But this particular defeat has no tendency at all to show that even in this particular case the court should not have proceeded on this presumption. Still less does it tend to establish that the legal system as a whole was at fault in incorporating this presumption as a general principle. It is the same with the presumption of atheism. Suppose that someone is able to prove the existence of God. This achievement must, similarly, defeat our presumption. But it does not thereby show that the original contention about the onus of proof was mistaken.


Etymologically the word ‘defeasible’ (= defeatable) does imply precisely this capacity of survive defeat. A substantive generalisation – such as, for instance, the assertion that all persons accused of murder are in fact innocent – is falsified decisively by the production of even one authentic counter-example. But a defeasible presumption is not shown to have been the wrong one to have made by being in a particular case in fact defeated.


3. The case for the presumption of atheism


What does show the presumption of atheism to be the right one is what we have now to investigate.


(i) An obvious first move is to appeal to the old legal axiom: ‘Ei incumbit probatio qui dicit, non qui negat.’ Literally and unsympathetically translated this becomes: ‘The onus of proof lies on the man who affirms, not on the man who denies.’ To this the objection is almost equally obvious. Given just a very little verbal ingenuity, the content of any motion can be rendered alternatively in either a negative or a positive form; either, ‘That this house affirms the existence of God’; or, ‘That this house takes its stand for positive atheism.’ So interpreted, therefore, our axiom provides no determinate guidance.


Suppose, however, that we take the hint already offered in the previous paragraph. A less literal but more sympathetic translation would be; ‘The onus of proof lies on the proposition, not on the opposition.’ The point of the change is to bring out that this maxim was offered in a legal context, and that our courts are institutions of debate. An axiom providing no determinate guidance outside that framework may nevertheless be fundamental for the effective conduct of orderly and decisive debate. Here the outcome is supposed to be decided on the merits of what is said within the debate itself, and of that alone. So no opposition can set about demolishing the proposition case until and unless that proposition has first provided them with a case for demolition: ‘You’ve got to get something on your plate before you can start messing it around’ …


Of course our maxim even when thus sympathetically interpreted still offers no direction on which contending parties ought to be made to undertake which roles. Granting that courts are to operate as debating institutions, and granting that this maxim is fundamental to debate, we have to appeal to some further premise principle before we become licensed to infer that the prosecution must propose and the defence oppose. This further principle is, once again, the familiar presumption of innocence. Were we, while retaining the conception of a court as an institution for reaching decisions by way of formalised debate, to embrace the opposite presumption, the presumption of guilt, we should need to adopt the opposite arrangements. In these the defence would first propose that the accused is after all innocent, and the prosecution would then respond by struggling to disintegrate the case proposed.


(ii) The first move examined cannot, therefore, be by itself sufficient. To have considered it does nevertheless help to show that to accept such a presumption is to adopt a policy. And policies have to be assessed by reference to the aims of those for whom they are suggested. If for you it is more important that no guilty person should ever be acquitted than that no innocent person should ever be convicted, then for you a presumption of guilt must be the rational policy. For you, with your preference structure, a presumption of innocence becomes simply irrational. To adopt this policy would be to adopt means calculated to frustrate your own chosen ends; which is, surely, paradigmatically irrational. Take, as an actual illustration, the controlling elite of a ruling Leninist party, which must as such refuse to recognise any individual rights if these conflict with the claims of the party, and which in fact treats all those suspected of actual or potential opposition much as if they were already known ‘counter-revolutionaries’, ‘enemies of socialism’, ‘friends of the United States’, ‘advocates of free elections’, and all other like things bad. I can, and do, fault this policy and its agents on many counts. Yet I cannot say that for them, once granted their scale of values, it is irrational.


What then are the aims by reference to which an atheist presumption might be justified? One key word in the answer, if not the key word, must be ‘knowledge’. The context for which such a policy is proposed is that of inquiry about the existence of God; and the object of the exercise is, presumably, to discover whether it is possible to establish that the word ‘God’ does in fact have application. Now to establish must here be either to show that you know or to come to know. But knowledge is crucially different from mere true belief. All knowledge involves true belief; not all true belief constitutes knowledge. To have a true belief is simply and solely to believe that something is so, and to be in fact right. But someone may believe that this or that is so, and this belief may in fact be true, without its thereby and necessarily constituting knowledge. If a true belief is to achieve this more elevated status, then the believer has to be properly warranted so to believe. He must, that is, be in a position to know.


Obviously there is enormous scope for disagreement in particular cases: both about what is required in order to be in a position to know; and about whether these requirements have actually been satisfied. But the crucial distinction between believing truly and knowing is recognised as universally as the prior and equally vital distinction between believing and believing what is in fact true. If, for instance, there is a question whether a colleague performed some discreditable action, then all of us, though we have perhaps to admit that we cannot help believing that he did, are rightly scrupulous not to assert that this is known unless we have grounds sufficient to warrant the bolder claim. It is, therefore, not only incongruous but also scandalous in matters of life and death, and even of eternal life and death, to maintain that you know either on no grounds at all, or on grounds of a kind which on other and comparatively minor issues you yourself would insist to be inadequate.


It is by reference to this inescapable demand for grounds that the presumption of atheism is justified. If it is to be established that there is a God, then we have to have good grounds for believing that this is indeed so. Until and unless some such grounds are produced we have literally no reason at all for believing; and in that situation the only reasonable posture must be that of either the negative atheist or the agnostic. So the onus of proof has to rest on the proposition. It must be up to them: first, to give whatever sense they choose to the word ‘God’, meeting any objection that so defined it would relate only to an incoherent pseudo-concept; and, second, to bring forward sufficient reasons to warrant their claim that, in their present sense of the word ‘God’, there is a God. The same applies, with appropriate alterations, if what is to be made out is, not that theism is known to be true, but only – more modestly that it can be seen to be at least more or less probable….




3. THOMAS HENRY HUXLEY: AGNOSTICISM





Biographical summary


Thomas Henry Huxley (1825-1895) is one of the most remarkable figures of the Victorian era. Largely self-taught, aged 17 Huxley won a scholarship to Charing Cross Hospital. Four years later he participated in an expedition to Australia and New Guinea, signing on as assistant surgeon on the frigate HMS Rattlesnake, and meeting his future wife while in port at Sydney. His research into marine invertebrates, carried out during this voyage, gained him election to the Royal Society in 1851. He established close friendships with the geologist Charles Lyell, the botanist Joseph Hooker, the philosopher Herbert Spencer, and, most significant of all, the naturalist Charles Darwin. After leaving the Navy in 1854 Huxley obtained a lectureship at the School of Mines in London. Huxley’s outspoken defence of Darwin’s Theory of Natural Selection – most notably in the famous Oxford debate in June 1860 against Bishop Samuel Wilberforce – earned him the nickname ‘Darwin’s Bulldog’. From 1870 onwards Huxley’s public duties eclipsed his scientific research: he served on several Royal Commissions, became President of the Royal Society in 1881, and a Privy Councillor in 1892. His last years were mainly occupied with a series of widely-read and highly influential articles, mostly on philosophical and theological issues. 33
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Thomas Huxley





Philosophical summary


The word ‘agnosticism’, Huxley claimed, was his invention – a claim, incidentally, disputed by the publisher George Holyoake (1817-1906). As defined by Huxley, the agnostic’s general attitude to religion is one of scepticism: he doubts that any adequate or reliable evidence either has been or could be discovered to show that religious belief must be true and cannot possibly be false. His rejection of atheism, however, is based on much the same reason: the empirical evidence for the non-existence of God is equally unobtainable. Agnosticism, properly understood, therefore embodies a methodological principle, namely, that a belief is justified only when it has evidential support. This explains why Huxley is not an extreme sceptic, believing that nothing can be known, since he upholds, on evidential grounds, the universal validity of the law of causation and the main tenets of the Darwinian ‘struggle for existence’. It is fair to say, however, that the term ‘agnosticism’, in the public mind at least, rapidly became a synonym for religious unbelief, a view that Huxley’s own increasingly radical views did nothing to dispel. Thus it is through lack of evidential support that he rejects miracles, immortality, the resurrection, biblical inerrancy, and almost all the teachings of Jesus. He concludes: ‘That this Christianity is doomed to fall is, to my mind, beyond a doubt; but its fall will neither be sudden nor speedy.’


Bibliographical summary


Of Huxley’s many writings, the following are of particular note: his extension of Darwinian theory in Evidence as to Man’s Place in Nature, London, Williams & Norwood, 1863; the collection, Lay Sermons, Addresses and Reviews, London, 1870; the nine-volumed Collected Essays, London, Macmillan, 1893-94; and the various autobiographical notes gathered together by Gavin de Beer in Charles Darwin and T. H. Huxley: Autobiographies, London, Oxford University Press, 1974, pp. 91-112. For further reading about Huxley, see: Adrian Desmond, The Devil’s Disciple, London, Penguin, 1994; Mario DiGregio, T. H. Huxley’s Place in Natural Science, New Haven, Yale University Press, 1984; James Paradis, T. H. Huxley: Man’s Place in Nature, Lincoln, University of Nebraska Press, 1978; Ronald W. Clark, The Huxleys, New York, McGraw-Hill, 1968; and Leonard Huxley (ed), The Life and Letters of T. H. Huxley, London, Macmillan, 1900.


Thomas Huxley


Extract


Agnosticism11


Looking back nearly fifty years, I see myself as a boy, whose education has been interrupted, and who, intellectually, was left, for some years, altogether to his own devices. At that time, I was a voracious and omnivorous reader; a dreamer and speculator of the first water, well endowed with that splendid courage in attacking any and every subject, which is the blessed compensation of youth and inexperience. Among the books and essays, on all sorts of topics from metaphysics to heraldry, which I read at this time, two left indelible impressions on my mind. One was Guizot’s ‘History of Civilization,’ the other was Sir William Hamilton’s essay ‘On the Philosophy of the Unconditioned’, which I came upon, by chance, in an odd volume of the ‘Edinburgh Review’. The latter was certainly strange reading for a boy, and I could not possibly have understood a great deal of it; nevertheless, I devoured it with avidity, and it stamped upon my mind the strong conviction that, on even the most solemn and important of questions, men are apt to take cunning phrases for answers; and that the limitation of our faculties, in a great number of cases, renders real answers to such questions, not merely actually impossible, but theoretically inconceivable.


Philosophy and history having laid hold of me in this eccentric fashion, have never loosened their grip. I have no pretension to be an expert in either subject; but the turn for philosophical and historical reading, which rendered Hamilton and Guizot attractive to me, has not only filled many lawful leisure hours, and still more sleepless ones, with the repose of changed mental occupation, but has not unfrequently disputed my proper work-time with my liege lady, Natural Science. In this way I have found it possible to cover a good deal of ground in the territory of philosophy; and all the more easily that I have never cared much about A’s or B’s opinions, but have rather sought to know what answer he had to give to the questions I had to put to him – that of the limitation of possible knowledge being the chief. The ordinary examiner, with his ‘State the views of So-and-so,’ would have floored me at any time. If he had said what do you think about any given problem, I might have got on fairly well.


The reader who has had the patience to follow the enforced, but unwilling, egotism of this veritable history (especially if his studies have led him in the same direction), will now see why my mind steadily gravitated towards the conclusions of Hume and Kant, so well stated by the latter in a sentence, which I have quoted elsewhere.


‘The greatest and perhaps the sole use of all philosophy of pure reason is, after all, merely negative, since it serves not as an organon for the enlargement [of knowledge], but as a discipline for its delimitation; and, instead of discovering truth, has only the modest merit of preventing error.’


When I reached intellectual maturity and began to ask myself whether I was an atheist, or a pantheist; a materialist or an idealist; a Christian or a freethinker; I found that the more I learned and reflected, the less ready was the answer; until, at last, I came to the conclusion that I had neither art nor part with any of these denominations, except the last. The one thing in which most of these good people were agreed was the one thing in which I differed from them. They were quite sure they had attained a certain ‘gnosis,’ – had, more or less successfully, solved the problem of existence; while I was quite sure I had not, and had a pretty strong conviction that the problem was insoluble. And, with Hume and Kant on my side, I could not think myself presumptuous in holding fast by that opinion.… On the contrary, I had, and have, the firmest conviction that I never left the ‘verace via’ – the straight road; and that this road led nowhere else but into the dark depths of a wild and tangled forest. And though I have found leopards and lions in the path; though I have made abundant acquaintance with the hungry wolf, that ‘with privy paw devours apace and nothing said,’ as another great poet says of the ravening beast; and though no friendly spectre has even yet offered his guidance, I was, and am, minded to go straight on, until I either come out on the other side of the wood, or find there is no other side to it, at least, none attainable by me.


This was my situation when I had the good fortune to find a place among the members of that remarkable confraternity of antagonists, long since deceased, but of green and pious memory, the Metaphysical Society. Every variety of philosophical and theological opinion was represented there, and expressed itself with entire openness; most of my colleagues were -ists of one sort or another; and, however kind and friendly they might be, I, the man without a rag of a label to cover himself with, could not fail to have some of the uneasy feelings which must have beset the historical fox when, after leaving the trap in which his tail remained, he presented himself to his normally elongated companions. So I took thought, and invented what I conceived to be the appropriate title of ‘agnostic’. It came into my head as suggestively antithetic to the ‘gnostic’ of Church history, who professed to know so much about the very things of which I was ignorant; and I took the earliest opportunity of parading it at our Society, to show that I, too, had a tail, like the other foxes. To my great satisfaction, the term took; and when the Spectator had stood godfather to it, any suspicion in the minds of respectable people, that a knowledge of its parentage might have awakened was, of course, completely lulled.


That is the history of the origin of the terms ‘agnostic’ and ‘agnosticism’; and it will be observed that it does not quite agree with the confident assertion of the reverend Principal of King’s College, that ‘the adoption of the term agnostic is only an attempt to shift the issue, and that it involves a mere evasion’ in relation to the Church and Christianity….


I am very well aware, as I suppose most thoughtful people are in these times, that the process of breaking away from old beliefs is extremely unpleasant; and I am much disposed to think that the encouragement, the consolation, and the peace afforded to earnest believers in even the worst forms of Christianity are of great practical advantage to them. What deductions must be made from this gain on the score of the harm done to the citizen by the ascetic other-worldliness of logical Christianity; to the ruler, by the hatred, malice, and all uncharitableness of sectarian bigotry; to the legislator, by the spirit of exclusiveness and domination of those that count themselves pillars of orthodoxy; to the philosopher, by the restraints on the freedom of learning and teaching which every Church exercises, when it is strong enough; to the conscientious soul, by the introspective hunting after sins of the mint and cummin type, the fear of theological error, and the overpowering terror of possible damnation, which have accompanied the Churches like their shadow, I need not now consider; but they are assuredly not small. If agnostics lose heavily on the one side, they gain a good deal on the other. People who talk about the comforts of belief appear to forget its discomforts; they ignore the fact that the Christianity of the Churches is something more than faith in the ideal personality of Jesus, which they create for themselves, plus so much as can be carried into practice, without disorganising civil society, of the maxims of the Sermon on the Mount. Trip in morals or in doctrine (especially in doctrine), without due repentance or retractation, or fail to get properly baptized before you die, and a plebiscite of the Christians of Europe, if they were true to their creeds, would affirm your everlasting damnation by an immense majority.


Preachers, orthodox and heterodox, din into our ears that the world cannot get on without faith of some sort. There is a sense in which that is as eminently as obviously true; there is another, in which, in my judgment, it is as eminently as obviously false, and it seems to me that the hortatory, or pulpit, mind is apt to oscillate between the false and the true meanings, without being aware of the fact.


It is quite true that the ground of every one of our actions, and the validity of all our reasonings, rest upon the great act of faith, which leads us to take the experience of the past as a safe guide in our dealings with the present and the future. From the nature of ratiocination, it is obvious that the axioms, on which it is based, cannot be demonstrated by ratiocination. It is also a trite observation that, in the business of life, we constantly take the most serious action upon evidence of an utterly insufficient character. But it is surely plain that faith is not necessarily entitled to dispense with ratiocination because ratiocination cannot dispense with faith as a starting-point; and that because we are often obliged, by the pressure of events, to act on very bad evidence, it does not follow that it is proper to act on such evidence when the pressure is absent.


It appears that Mr. Gladstone some time ago asked Mr. Laing if he could draw up a short summary of the negative creed; a body of negative propositions, which have so far been adopted on the negative side as to be what the Apostles’ and other accepted creeds are on the positive; and Mr. Laing at once kindly obliged Mr. Gladstone with the desired articles – eight of them.


If any one had preferred this request to me, I should have replied that, if he referred to agnostics, they have no creed; and, by the nature of the case, cannot have any. Agnosticism, in fact, is not a creed, but a method, the essence of which lies in the rigorous application of a single principle. That principle is of great antiquity; it is as old as Socrates; as old as the writer who said ‘Try all things, hold fast by that which is good;’ it is the foundation of the Reformation, which simply illustrated the axiom that every man should be able to give a reason for the faith that is in him; it is the great principle of Descartes; it is the fundamental axiom of modern science. Positively the principle may be expressed: In matters of the intellect, follow your reason as far as it will take you, without regard to any other consideration. And negatively: In matters of the intellect do not pretend that conclusions are certain which are not demonstrated or demonstrable. That I take to be the agnostic faith, which if a man keep whole and undefiled, he shall not be ashamed to look the universe in the face, whatever the future may have in store for him.


The results of the working out of the agnostic principle will vary according to individual knowledge and capacity, and according to the general condition of science. That which is unproven today may be proven by the help of new discoveries tomorrow. The only negative fixed points will be those negations which flow from the demonstrable limitation of our faculties. And the only obligation accepted is to have the mind always open to conviction. Agnostics who never fail in carrying out their principles are, I am afraid, as rare as other people of whom the same consistency can be truthfully predicated. But, if you were to meet with such a phoenix and to tell him that you had discovered that two and two make five, he would patiently ask you to state your reasons for that conviction, and express his readiness to agree with you if he found them satisfactory. The apostolic injunction to ‘suffer fools gladly’ should be the rule of life of a true agnostic. I am deeply conscious how far I myself fall short of this ideal, but it is my personal conception of what agnostics ought to be.






4. LESLIE STEPHEN: AN AGNOSTIC’S REPLY





Biographical summary


Sir Leslie Stephen (1832-1904) was a leading Victorian critic and man of letters, best known today as the founding editor of the Dictionary of National Biography – to which he contributed 378 biographical articles – and as the father by his second wife of the novelist, Virginia Woolf. Educated at Trinity Hall, Cambridge, his fellowship there required that he enter the priesthood, which he did in 1859. However, an intellectual crisis, largely brought on by reading the works of J.S. Mill, Comte and Kant led him to reject the historical evidences of Christianity, and he resigned his fellowship in 1867 and thereafter pursued a literary career. Darwin’s increasing impact moved him towards agnosticism, and in 1875 he resigned the priesthood. The scale of his agnosticism is evident in his Essays on Free Thinking and Plain Speaking (1873) and in his most important book, English Thought in the Eighteenth Century, 2 vols., 1876. His ‘An Agnostic’s Apology’, which appeared in the same year in the Fortnightly Review and which was reprinted with other essays in 1893, was a major factor in popularising Huxley’s neologism ‘agnostic’.


Philosophical summary


In his ‘An Agnostic’s Apology’ Stephen provides the clearest expression of popular agnosticism, which he describes as ‘a form of creed already common and daily spreading’ and ‘the only reasonable faith for at least three-quarters of the race’. He credits Huxley with the term’s invention, but more correctly contrasts the agnostic not with the theist or atheist but with the ‘gnostic’, with somebody ‘who holds that our reason can, in some sense, transcend the narrow limits of experience’. But thereafter Stephen follows Huxley’s lead: agnosticism is not a rival dogma so much as a methodological principle, prohibiting knowledge to what can be known empirically and not extending it to ‘metaempirical’ knowledge, which lies beyond the range of human intelligence. Given that religious belief lies within this ‘forbidden sphere’, it is small wonder that the knowledge it professes is illusory, tortuous and sterile, leading to ‘puerilities which one blushes even to notice’.


Leslie Stephen


Extract


An Agnostic’s Apology12


The name Agnostic, originally coined by Professor Huxley about 1869, has gained general acceptance. It is sometimes used to indicate the philosophical theory which Mr. Herbert Spencer, as he tells us, developed from the doctrine of Hamilton and Mansel. Upon that theory I express no opinion. I take the word in a vaguer sense, and am glad to believe that its use indicates an advance in the courtesies of controversy. The old theological phrase for an intellectual opponent was Atheist – a name which still retains a certain flavour as of the stake in this world and hell-fire in the next, and which, moreover, implies an inaccuracy of some importance. Dogmatic Atheism – the doctrine that there is no God, whatever may be meant by God – is, to say the least, a rare phase of opinion. The word Agnosticism, on the other hand, seems to imply a fairly accurate appreciation of a form of creed already common and daily spreading. The Agnostic is one who asserts – what no one denies – that there are limits to the sphere of human intelligence. He asserts, further, what many theologians have expressly maintained, that those limits are such as to exclude at least what Lewes called ‘metempirical’ knowledge. But he goes further, and asserts, in opposition to theologians, that theology lies within this forbidden sphere. This last assertion raises the important issue; and, though I have no pretension to invent an opposition nickname, I may venture, for the purposes of this article, to describe the rival school as Gnostics.
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The Gnostic holds that our reason can, in some sense, transcend the narrow limits of experience. He holds that we can attain truths not capable of verification, and not needing verification, by actual experiment or observation. He holds, further, that a knowledge of those truths is essential to the highest interests of mankind, and enables us in some sort to solve the dark riddle of the universe. A complete solution, as everyone admits, is beyond our power. But some answer may be given to the doubts which harass and perplex us when we try to frame any adequate conception of the vast order of which we form an insignificant portion. We cannot say why this or that arrangement is what it is; we can say, though obscurely, that some answer exists, and would be satisfactory, if we could only find it. Overpowered, as every honest and serious thinker is at times overpowered, by the sight of pain, folly, and helplessness, by the jarring discords which run through the vast harmony of the universe, we are yet enabled to hear at times a whisper that all is well, to trust to it as coming from the most authentic source, and to know that only the temporary bars of sense prevent us from recognising with certainty that the harmony beneath the discords is a reality and not a dream. This knowledge is embodied in the central dogma of theology. God is the name of the harmony; and God is knowable. Who would not be happy in accepting this belief, if he could accept it honestly? Who would not be glad if he could say with confidence: ‘the evil is transitory, the good eternal: our doubts are due to limitations destined to be abolished, and the world is really an embodiment of love and wisdom, however dark it may appear to our faculties?’ And yet, if the so-called knowledge be illusory, are we not bound by the most sacred obligations to recognise the facts? Our brief path is dark enough on any hypothesis. We cannot afford to turn aside after every ignis fatuus without asking whether it leads to sounder footing or to hopeless quagmires. Dreams may be pleasanter for the moment than realities; but happiness must be won by adapting our lives to the realities. And who, that has felt the burden of existence, and suffered under well-meant efforts at consolation, will deny that such consolations are the bitterest of mockeries? Pain is not an evil; death is not a separation; sickness is but a blessing in disguise. Have the gloomiest speculations of avowed pessimists ever tortured sufferers like those kindly platitudes? Is there a more cutting piece of satire in the language than the reference in our funeral service to the ‘sure and certain hope of a blessed resurrection?’ To dispel genuine hopes might be painful, however salutary. To suppress these spasmodic efforts to fly in the face of facts would be some comfort, even in the distress which they are meant to alleviate.


Besides the important question whether the Gnostic can prove his dogmas, there is, therefore, the further question whether the dogmas, if granted, have any meaning. Do they answer our doubts, or mock us with the appearance of an answer? The Gnostics rejoice in their knowledge. Have they anything to tell us? They rebuke what they call the ‘pride of reason’ in the name of a still more exalted pride. The scientific reasoner is arrogant because he sets limits to the faculty in which he trusts, and denies the existence of any other faculty. They are humble because they dare to tread in the regions which he declares to be inaccessible. But without bandying such accusations, or asking which pride is the greatest, the Gnostics are at least bound to show some ostensible justification for their complacency. Have they discovered a firm resting-place from which they are entitled to look down in compassion or contempt upon those who hold it to be a mere edifice of moonshine? If they have diminished by a scruple the weight of one passing doubt, we should be grateful: perhaps we should be converts. If not, why condemn Agnosticism?


I have said that our knowledge is in any case limited. I may add that, on any showing, there is a danger in failing to recognise the limits of possible knowledge. The word Gnostic has some awkward associations. It once described certain heretics who got into trouble from fancying that men could frame theories of the Divine mode of existence. The sects have been dead for many centuries. Their fundamental assumptions can hardly be quite extinct. Not long ago, at least, there appeared in the papers a string of propositions framed – so we were assured – by some of the most candid and most learned of living theologians. These propositions defined by the help of various languages the precise relations which exist between the persons of the Trinity. It is an odd, though far from an unprecedented, circumstance that the unbeliever cannot quote them for fear of profanity. If they were transplanted into the pages of the Fortnightly Review, it would be impossible to convince anyone that the intention was not to mock the simple-minded persons who, we must suppose, were not themselves intentionally irreverent. It is enough to say that they defined the nature of God Almighty with an accuracy from which modest naturalists would shrink in describing the genesis of a black-beetle. I know not whether these dogmas were put forward as articles of faith, as pious conjectures, or as tentative contributions to sound theory. At any rate, it was supposed that they were interesting to beings of flesh and blood. If so, one can only ask in wonder whether an utter want of reverence is most strongly implied in this mode of dealing with sacred mysteries; or an utter ignorance of the existing state of the world in the assumption that the question which really divides mankind is the double procession of the Holy Ghost; or an utter incapacity for speculation in the confusion of these dead exuviviae of long-past modes of thought with living intellectual tissue; or an utter want of imagination, or of even a rudimentary sense or humour, in the hypothesis that the promulgation of such dogmas could produce anything but the laughter of sceptics and the contempt or the healthy human intellect?


The sect which requires to be encountered in these days is not one which boggles over the filioque, but certain successors of those Ephesians who told Paul that they did not even know ‘whether there were any Holy Ghost’. But it explains some modern phenomena when we find that the leaders of theology hope to reconcile faith and reason, and to show that the old symbols have still a right to the allegiance of our hearts and brains, by putting forth these portentous propositions. We are struggling with hard facts, and they would arm us with the forgotten tools of scholasticism. We wish for spiritual food, and are to be put off with these ancient mummeries of forgotten dogma. If Agnosticism is the frame of mind which summarily rejects these imbecilities, and would restrain the human intellect from wasting its powers on the attempt to galvanise into sham activity this caput mortuum of old theology, nobody need be afraid of the name. Argument against such adversaries would be itself a foolish waste of time. Let the dead bury their dead, and Old Catholics deride whether the Holy Ghost proceeds from the Father and the Son, or from the Father alone. Gentlemen, indeed, who still read the Athanasian Creed, and profess to attach some meaning to its statements, have no right to sneer at their brethren who persist in taking things seriously. But for men who long for facts instead of phrases, the only possible course is to allow such vagaries to take their own course to the limbo to which they are naturally destined, simply noting, by the way, that modern Gnosticism may lead to puerilities which one blushes even to notice….


You tell us to be ashamed of professing ignorance. Where is the shame of ignorance in matters still involved in endless and hopeless controversy? Is it not rather a duty? Why should a lad who has just run the gauntlet of examinations and escaped to a country parsonage be dogmatic, when his dogmas are denounced as erroneous by half the philosophers of the world? What theory of the universe am I to accept as demonstrably established? At the very earliest dawn of philosophy men were divided by earlier forms of the same problems which divide them now. Shall I be a Platonist or an Aristotelian? Shall I admit or deny the existence of innate ideas? Shall I believe in the possibility or in the impossibility of transcending experience? Go to the medieval philosophy, says one controversialist. To which medieval philosophy, pray? Shall I be a nominalist or a realist? And why should I believe you rather than the great thinkers of the seventeenth century, who agreed with one accord that the first condition of intellectual progress was the destruction of that philosophy? There would be no difficulty if it were a question of physical science. I might believe in Galileo and Newton and their successors down to Adams and Leverrier without hesitation, because they all substantially agree. But when men deal with the old problems there are still the old doubts. Shall I believe in Hobbes or in Descartes? Can I stop where Descartes stopped, or must I go on to Spinoza? Or shall I follow Locke’s guidance, and end with Hume’s scepticism? Or listen to Kant, and, if so, shall I decide that he is right in destroying theology, or in reconstructing it, or in both performances? Does Hegel hold the key of the secret, or is he a mere spinner of jargon? May not Feuerbach or Schopenhauer represent the true development of metaphysical inquiry? Shall I put faith in Hamilton and Mansel, and, if so, shall I read their conclusions by the help of Mr. Spencer, or shall I believe in Mill or in Green? State any one proposition in which all philosophers agree, and I will admit it to be true; or anyone which has a manifest balance of authority, and I will agree that it is probable. But so long as every philosopher flatly contradicts the first principles of his predecessors, why affect certainty? The only agreement I can discover is, that there is no philosopher of whom his opponents have not said that his opinions lead logically either to Pantheism or to Atheism.


When all the witnesses thus contradict each other, the prima facie result is pure scepticism. There is no certainty. Who am I, if I were the ablest of modem thinkers, to say summarily that all the great men who differed from me are wrong, and so wrong that their difference should not even raise a doubt in my mind? From such scepticism there is indeed one, and, so far as I can see, but one, escape. The very hopelessness of the controversy shows that the reasoners have been transcending the limits of reason. They have reached a point where, as at the pole, the compass points indifferently to every quarter. Thus there is a chance that I may retain what is valuable in the chaos of speculation, and reject what is bewildering by confining the mind to its proper limits. But has any limit ever been suggested, except a limit which comes in substance to an exclusion of all ontology? In short, if I would avoid utter scepticism, must I not be an Agnostic? …


What, then, is the net result? One insoluble doubt has haunted men’s minds since thought began in the world. No answer has ever been suggested. One school of philosophers hands it to the next. It is denied in one form only to reappear in another. The question is not which system excludes the doubt, but how it expresses the doubt. Admit or deny the competence of reason in theory, we all agree that it fails in practice. Theologians revile reason as much as Agnostics; they then appeal to it, and it decides against them. They amend their plea by excluding certain questions from its jurisdiction, and those questions include the whole difficulty. They go to revelation, and revelation replies by calling doubt, mystery. They declare that their consciousness declares just what they want it to declare. Ours declares something else. Who is to decide? The only appeal is to experience. and to appeal to experience is to admit the fundamental dogma of Agnosticism.


Is it not, then, the very height of audacity, in face of a difficulty which meets us at every turn, which has perplexed all the ablest thinkers in proportion to their ability, which vanishes in one shape only to show itself in another, to declare roundly, not only that the difficulty can be solved, but that it does not exist? Why, when no honest man will deny in private that every ultimate problem is wrapped in the profoundest mystery, do honest men proclaim in pulpits that unhesitating certainty is the duty of the most foolish and ignorant? Is it not a spectacle to make the angels laugh? We are a company of ignorant beings, feeling our way through mists and darkness, learning only by incessantly-repeated blunders, obtaining a glimmering of truth by falling into every conceivable error, dimly discerning light enough for our daily needs, but hopelessly differing whenever we attempt to describe the ultimate origin or end of our paths; and yet, when one of us ventures to declare that we don’t know the map of the universe as well as the map of our infinitesimal parish, he is hooted, reviled, and perhaps told that he will be damned to all eternity for his faithlessness. Amidst all the endless and hopeless controversies which have left nothing but bare husks of meaningless words, we have been able to discover certain reliable truths. They don’t take us very far, and the condition of discovering them has been distrust of a priori guesses, and the systematic interrogation of experience. Let us, say some of us, follow at least this clue. Here we shall find sufficient guidance for the needs of life, though we renounce for ever the attempt to get behind the veil which no one has succeeded in raising; if, indeed, there be anything behind. You miserable Agnostics! is the retort; throw aside such rubbish, and cling to the old husks. Stick to the words which profess to explain everything; call your doubts mysteries, and they won’t disturb you any longer; and believe in those necessary truths of which no two philosophers have ever succeeded in giving the same version.
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