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{THE AGNOSTICISM OF EERBERT SPENCE§

i agnostica.The extent to which he has become a leader of the mor
i skeptical scientific thought Justifles this statement.But his
| supericrity consists in his wlde range of influence as a sclent

! tist,rather than in the strength of his philésophical positicn{

. pushed to their legltimate concluslon,they destroy not religio
%

+ teach us to distrust our intellectual powers.When applled to

| ever present necesslty of declsion and actlion.There is no

| denger of agnosticism being applied 10 scisnce and industry.

' pernlclous system of philcsophy ought to be answered,destroyed;
' and banished from the earth. |

Mr.Herbert 8pencer easily takes the first place among é

There is little cholce among agnostic theories.They all
involve intellectual sulcide.Thelr arguments prove too much.Wh

gn
alone,but all knbwledge.They are therefore imprectical.They
religion enly,sceptiés may be satisfied to live as though

knowledge were lmpossible;but in secular affairs there is an

It 1s forthe sake of morals and religion that thgsfalse and

According to Huxley's own conclusion his studyof the deeper f
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questione cf religlon and philcsophy, by this method,led him

into a "wild and tangled forest®. 8t1ll he thought 1t his {

duty to continue the method until he should reach the other
side,or find that there was no other side. Hence his conclusio
that these problfins have no sclutlon. His mistake was in
supposing that reason is the only true volce of intelligence.
There are other volces that must be heard,and when reason
falls we may and ought to follow the leadings of our hwigher
sensibilities. ' ]
Mr.Spencer comes at it in a different way. He holds
that the nature of intelligence is guch that the mind can
grasp on¥by ke relative trutlf;and that absolute realites are

themselves ¢f such a nature as to preclude expression in terms=

of human !Lought. His arguments are based on an untrue
psychology,on the itisw hand,and on an untrue metaphysics on
the other.

It will be the main purpose of this paper to show thel

untenf{ability of Mr.Spencer’s position. First let us ses to ,
what extent agnosticism 18 a part of hils systim of philosophyl
Mr.8pencer lays out a program of ten volumes in which he

proposes to publish his principlee of philosophy and science. |
The Part I, comprising about one fourth of the first volume !

1s devoted to thePUnknowable®. In this part he attempts to i

show that the ultimate ideas of both religion and sclence

represent realites that are utterly unscrutable.

"
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{ According to him,the absclute,the infinlite,consclousneses,space,,

j time, matter,moticn and ferce are all realitles in which we

must and do belleve,and yet of which the very conception 1s
ﬁimpossible. He claims that thecloglans have no wegrrant for
&the affirmations which they make concerning the absulute and
i infinite.

‘ Having thus defined the limits of intelligence, Mr.

Spencer proceeds,in Part 2,tc construct his systém of philoso- |

|

Ehowever to keep with in his own baunds. On the part”of sclence
| reinstates every pne of thescientlfic nctlimns,which in Part I
the ruled out as 1£conciv£htleand invelving contradicticns .
{Conciousnéss,matt@r,force,motion and so on,are here made
E:actual cbjective facts the lawg of which are te be discovered
:§and.formu1ated,and are to become the foundation of all science.
Z?Here is a fatal incsonsistency. ur.Spencér thinks that volumes
Pcould be written about the "imfim 4y of the plous®who zassumes t
| nkow something about God;but,if that is true,on the basis of thi
fdoctrine of the unknowable,volumes could also be written on the|
unscience of the sclentists who presume t0 elaborate on these
'dltimate sclentific 1deas. The doctrine applies as well to tho
natural sclence as 1t does to the sclence of theology. If Mr.
}Spencer were 10 be checked ,as he would check the theologians,h;
ientire works with the exceptlionof the I06 pages embraced in (
gPart I would be thrown cut. If he can be allowed tc bulld up a

i
QSysyem of phllosophy and science on these 8o called inconceiv-

| Phy,which he elaborates in subsequent scientlfic works. EHe fallk
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?brhnd “impossible" sclentiflc ideas,theologians must,in all fail f’

ness,be allowed a like privilege. Surely no system of theology|

. over did greater violence to Spencer's doctrine of the unknow-

| of the unlmecwable  In thils they are allke. The ultimate 1deasb

. and stlence only 1s secure;while in fact religion and science

able than does his own system of philosophy and sclence. Spen-f
cor's subsequent works,thepefcre,remove all the force his |
doctrine of the unknowable would have against the validity of |
religious ideas,if it stood alcne. i
Part I (The Unknowable)of Spencer's First Principled

purperts to be a reconciliation cf sclence and religion. The |

reconclliation consists in éﬁuoing them both to the commen terms ™

of each represen"p the unknoweb le . One soon sees,however ,that fhe

reconclliation is all on one side;frMr.Spencer at once procees |

1s left to grope about in the dakk. This leaves the impression|

on the uncritical reader that rellgion is without foundation,

must fhdand or fall together. To the critic it appears that Mr.%
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¥ would hardly be worth while to refute them if it were not that

. ag arguments used will suffice o mim convince any thoughtful

| time 1n thought;for #the mind should undertske to trace time

of his rhetoric. The oritical reader will f£ind his arguments ndt

only inconclusive,but inconsistant with one another,and faulty |

in many ways. They are likely Lo move to varicus emotlons,from ﬁhat

cf simple amusement to that cf pitfy mingled with disgust. It |

|
{ Hs agnostic conclusions ares appealed to by those wish to dis- E

credit the truthys of feligion. A few examples of the kind of

candid reader of the wezkness ofhis pesition.
The idea of tre creaticn of the universe is set asid

by Mr.Spencer because 1t 1nvolves the 1dea of a first cause,

and the idea of & first oause,he claims,is impossible. A first f
causc must be self-existépt;but the assumpticn of self-existenJL

anywhere ,Mr.Spencer affirms,1p vicious and unthinkable. The
trouble with self-existence is that it involves the noticn of
"unlimited duraticn through past tine";and this Mr.Spencer,

claims,is Yinconceivable®. ¥hen the pessibility cof there bel
a creatcr‘ﬁspends upon the abllityto ccnceive of 1nf1nite past |

ing

timej;and this 1s impessible. Hence 1t is impossible to think of]
| a creator. Now Mr.Spencre's difficulty here 1s one not crdina-

| rlly expeelenced by others,and it seems %o me & very artifici

one. We readily admit that no one can comprehend infinite past

!
tc its infinlte extent,the task wculd be found to be impessible
But that 1is wholly unnecessary tc the conception of infinite pd
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time. All that 1s necessary t0 the conception of infinite past
étime is the thought that time has no limite. this is perfectly

possible for any onee Mr.Spencer has confused the conception

l'of infinite past time with 1ts comprehension. Theccnception 1is

1 possible,thcugh the comprehention is not.This error is very

:icommon with Mr.Spencer. Whatever noticns can not be pilctured

} 1n the imagination arerej¥eted as impossible in existence.

, The argument further applied 1s,that because we can nct com-

| prehend God in thought or plcture him to the imagination ,the

;gidea of God is unthinkable. But every ome knows that we can

It

| think of God as exlsting and being absolute and infinitee

Mr,Spericer has ancther difficulty with the idea of a

§ ;

| first cause. The first cause"must be uncaused". "But,he says,
|
} "if we admlt that there can be something uncaused,there is no

ﬁreason to assume a cause for anything". This looks very plaus-

Jible. But if we steop to inguire why it 1s that we Yassume a )

I cause for anything' the difficulty vanishes at once. If the

tunlverse had always existed exzctly as 1L is at the present g

time,without change,there would be mo need cf assuming a cause

| for enything. The fact to be explained is a universe made up of]
iconstanﬁly chenging elements. It is not mere exlstence that de—
|mands the hypothesis of a cause,but changing exlstences The
éfirst cause must be changeless and,therefore,need#n dcause, Theds
;are fair examples of the difficulties and contradictions en-. (

j;*‘«O‘Lllfl'oet'eti by Mr.Spencers they exist in his arguments,but not in
i

jclear thinking or in reality.
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[ by refering them to the class to which they belong. Thq%lass

. represents aPeeper and more general fact. This process goes
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The underlying prificiple cf Mr.Spencer's philoscphy
8,that whalever is known 1s but an appearance;but the reality

lying back of the appearance;isbssentially unknowable. It
seems on the face of- 1t 1lilke a very sirange doctrine,and one

that would tax our credulity to believe. If this principle is

strictly true we can really know nothing at all.All that we

seem to know 1s really illusionj;and what is really true lies

fogever hbeyond our ken. Mr.Spencer admits,hdwever,that our

kmowledge has a relative validity. This principle he terms f
"the relativity of all knowledge. He arrives at this princi~ !

ple through his theory of the naturse of thought. All thought
according to h1m5oonsista in establishing relations. *Think-

ing"isrelationing®and"no thought can exprese more than re- |
lations". Establishing#elations amounts simply to the diecov- |
ery of liknesses and differences in things and bringing togeth-

er in thought things that are alike. It 1s a proeess of clas-
sifyxiagication. By a long argument Mr.Spencer attempts to showi
that all mental activity comes under this description. We

know a thing by being able to classify it. Facts are explained|

on untll a class 1s reached including all other facts of our

experience. This must be the deepest and truest fact of all. i
But since 1t can not be refered to any more general fact,it |

can not be explained. It 1qbv1dent that the more comprehensive
& fact 1s the more difficult it is to be comprehended.

e
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Therefore it is in the nature of thought that ultlmate ldeas
are unknowable. The applicatlon of ihis principle leads to thei
| affirmation that the "absolute reality",or God,is essentidly

: unknowable. i
' This argument is based on a very insufflclent theow'off
| ihwught and knowledge. Mr.Spencer falls to give akomplete dis-
' criptlion of mental activity. He makes no account whatever of |
the originative and volitional powers of the mind. Thought
wou%h not get very far if all it could do were to establish

relations. He is,however,qulte sure of his position and in-

e — =

sists that there can be no initial knowledge. "A true cognition
: he saya,“is possible only through an accompgﬁﬁng recognition“.;
To the objection that 1f true cognition implies recognition, '

there can be no first cognition,he replies that cognitlon
| arises gradually in childhoed. But this 1is unséﬁ@lfactory.
It still remains that cognlition must preceed re-ccgnition,and ?
I 1f cognition depends upon recognitioqneither can ever exist, !
"Mr.Spencer's answer to this objection",says Professor Bowne,
*i18 a good specimén of a favorite method with associational
| psychologists. Whenever one of their fundamental assumptions
: is contradicted by the experience ¥¥ manhood,it 1s easy to say|
| that in {nfancy-a period of which anything can be affirmed,

gsince nothing can be remember=sd-it was strictly true. Ehis is
% certalnly making the most of the early ysars. The small ohilq
t is put into the'associational~m111,and after a little brisk | %
grinding is brought out wi “
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| that we should be able to -class it with other objects. Many
| items of knowledge are wholly unique having no counterpart in

ﬁ our experience. The fact th¥t God is supreme 1§3therefore,no

| an unimowable but an unexplainable. It may be édmitted#hamg
when classification has been carried to its limit,the ultimatef

ture. When the critic reaches the spot,he 1s blandly told :

that the work 1s doneg iand the machinery put away. He is fur-

ther warned that ghy search on hls part will be uselesg;as the;

ltraces of manufacture have been entirely obliterated." Mr.Spen-

cer 1s wrong. It 18 not necessary to our knowledge of an objeg

; barrier to our knowledge of him. !

It 18 t0 be noted,further,that the argument proves not

fact must remain unclassiflied;and,in so far as explanation de=1{

0fA

pends upon classification,it 1s unexplainable. But 1t 18 nd&}hét
[}

account unknowable. A fact does not need t0 be explained in
order to be known as a fact. Nothling is more mgsterious than
our own exlistencejand yet nothing 1s more certaln as a facte.
No one claims that the infinite cén be comprehended;andyet nd
item of objective knowledge is more certaln than the existance‘
of the infinite. ' m

b

m

Mr.Spencer really admits this lmowledge. He says, "the
demonsthation that a definite consciousness of the absolute 1§
impossible to us,unavoidably presupposes an indefinite consci{
ousness of it." Now this lndefinite consciousness of the absol

according to hie.theory,is the deepest fact of our exberiencel;

it e

' That w-ich underlies allyand 1s the most certain of all is the|
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| unknowable. This appears t0 me very much like a contradiction.

} Mr.Spencer dwells much upcn contradictions,fondly invented by
:Thimself;but seem to have overlooked this oneywhich must be fatg

. to his system.

t wore established wlth the absolute,its character as zbsolute
| would be lost,and it would be no longer absolute but related.

Hence in the very nature of the case,the absolute is unknow-

?'of all relation, It would be nelther possible nor desirable
E:to know such an absolute. The absolute on which religion and
i.science depend ,however,is nct one out of all relation,but one
',absolutely 1ﬁdependent and eelf-existant. Such a belng we are
happy to pelisve 1s knowable.

| £iclal infinite,in which no one believes. Professor Bowne sug-
'igests how easy 1t would be tc turn the argument the other way
@round,and show that the infinite must be able to reveal
 himself to consclousness,or else that very 1lnability wculd be
| @ 1lmitatlony,and he would bs flnite rather than infinite.

‘ Christianity has no object in insisting that we know

Mr.Spencer carries forward the argument by showing that
since the absolute is unrelated,it cannot be known. For knowi— |

».9dge lmplies the establishing of. a relation and,if a relation

f able. Mr.Spender defines the mmkmawrki® absolute as a beilng out)

In a similar manner,Mr.Spencer contends that the infin-

! 1te cannot be an object of consclousness without being limited.:
| Here also he has provided,for the sake of the argument,an arti-
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very much about God. We cheerfully admit that we know compar-

i

|
: i
ativoly little sbout him. But to admlt that We know nothing ;
at all about him would be to destroy the foundations of re-— '
ligion. Mr.Spencer does not himself hold strictly to the |
'y

ides that the absolute is unknowable.He makes certain affirm-

ations about 1t himself.He says,"Its positlve existence is

g gy

a necessary datum of consciousness?and “the belief which this}

datum constitutes has a higher warriint than any other what— |

ever."! In summing up the "data of philosophy he says,"In brief

our postulates arej;an unknowable power ;the exlstence of !:
’n

lmowable liknesses and differences among the menifestatlions |
of that power;and the resulting seggresgation of the manifest—{
ations into those of subject and object. The unknowable 1is '

! |
then a power,and has manifestations. This power and 1ts man- I
i1festations make possible the data of philosophy. In other !'
1 “ wre M i

vérgls "Mr.Spencer's sclentific knowledge is but an elaboration-;
' _of what he knows about ihe unknowsble. It would seem that
this knowledge amounts to a good deal. We can not refrain -,
from asking why 1t 1s that Mr.Spencer 1s allowed to know so <'
much agbout the unknowesble and other people are allowed to |

now 80 little? If the unknowable can manifest itself in

sclence, why not in religion?

Mr.Spencer forbids even to think of God as a person. §
This',he thinks,is degrading God by thinking him to be like |
man. He illustrates this by the simlle of a watch. "If for |

I .
 a moment we made the grotesquée supposition that the tickings |-
N ig‘. et e e ittt A R
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“fhis 1s extremely no dcubtjand 1f theologlans taught that God |

upon regarding the watgﬁmaker's actions as determined,like 1te:

own,by springs and escapements,we should only complete tgb parg
alel of which religlous teachers think much.® This argument is

well answered by Professor Rowne in the following language.L
severe

ings and escapements'but to intelligence 1i# its maker it would]

not be very far astray". Whether thinking of God as a person
¥

degrades him or not @epends on what ib mé@t by persomality.

1s,Is Cod intelligent or 1s he not? To say that he 18 unintel—

ligent 1s to degrade him below man.He certainly i1s intelligent

whatever else he may cr may not be. We believe that he 1s much}
more.But 18 he 1s intelligent,he is a person. |

Spencer leaves room for belief in the existénce of God

He tolerates all sorts of creeds. He belleves them all to be i

able te¢ religlon in this respect. His positioq&gp is pointed oht




also a disbeliever in religilon.
It 1s religicn that is imperriled by agnosticism. Shcuwld

agnosticism become the prevalent form of philosophy it would

ki
not pe applied to secular life.As Professor Bowne remarks,’-

“The most thorough going know-nothing would as .eager to get i

bread as the realist. He would be as careful to keep out of ai

RN i T N T T T

relative fare,or a relative river,as out of an absolute one".

But in morals and religion men are locking for excuses for I

inaction,and many are glad to find one in the agnosfic theory|




