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THE AGNOSTICISM OP HERBERT SPENCE R

Mr.Herbert Spencer easily takes the first place among S 

agnostics.The extent to which he has hecome a leader of the more 

skeptical scientific thought justifies this statement.But his > 

superiority consists In his wide range of influence as a scien-r 

tlst,rather than in the strength of his philosophical position/ 

There is little choice among agnostic theories.They all 

involve Intellectual suicide.Their arguments prove too much.Whein 

pushed to their legitimate conoluslonjthey destroy not rellgior 
f I

alone^hut all knbwledge.They are therefore Impractical.They 

teach us to distrust our Intellectual powers.When applied to 

religion only,sceptics may h® satisfied to live as though ; 

knowledge were ln^josslhleihut in secular affairs there is an 

ever present necessity of decision and action.There is no ■ 

danger of agnosticism being applied to science and industry. ! 

It is forthe sake of morals and.religion that th^sfalse and 

pernicious system of philosophy ought to be answered,destroyed' 

and banished from the earth.

Professor Huxley,tho originator of l^he term agnosticisii, 

based hip sceptical conclusion on the so called *’rlgor and vigdr" 

method of, logic.The principle of this method is that ijrtiateveiZ 

cannot be , demonstrated by reason alone cannot be known as true J 

According to Huxley’s own conclusion his studyof the deeper »
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questions cf religion and philosophy^ by this method^ led him j 

into a "wild and tangled forestStill he thought It his 

duty to continue the method until he should reach the other 

side,or find that there was no other side. Hence his conclusloi 

that these probl|ans have no solution. His mistake was in i 

supposing that reason Is the only true voice of intelligence. ' 

There are other voices that must be heard,and when reason 

falls we may and ought to follow the leadings of our hWlgher , 
I 

sensibilities. I

Mr.Spencer comes at It In a different way. He holds 1 

that the nature of intelligence Is ^uch that the mind can 

p grasp on^y Relative truth?;and that absolute realltes are 

I themselves cf such a nature as to preclude expression in terms' 
!' of human l^iought. His arguments are based on an untrue !

psychology,on the hand,and on an untrue metaphysics on 

J the other.

I It will be the main purpose of this paper to show the ■

unten^abllity of Mr.Spencer’s position. First let us see to 

what extent agnosticism is a part of his systlm of philosophy 7 

Mr.Spencer lays out a program of ten volumes in which he

,1 proposes to publish his principles of philosophy and science.’ ;

'■ The Part I, comprising about one fourth of the first volume 1 

i is devoted to the“Unknowable". In this part he attempts to !

show that the ultimate ideas of both religion and science ;■ 

. represent realltes that are utterly unscrutable.

f —mm. ^trx irw.-ic.::-:  'ncr—- . _ . ' -- -^.-7-- - •: t _- --- ■ - -- — tiw II



3 I
I 

....... .................................  I -

According to hlm^the absolute,the Infinite, consciousness, space, ’i 

time, matter,motlon and force are all realities In which we 

must and do 'belleve,and yet of which the very conception Is ; 

In^osslhle* He claims that theologians have no warrant for 

the affirmations which they make concerning the absalute and 

infinite. j

Having thus defined the limits of intelligence, Mr. '! 

Spencer proceet|s,ln gart 2,to construct his system of phlloso- 1 

phy,whlch he elaborates In subsequent scientific works. He falls 

however to keep with in his own bounds. On the part of science ^le 

reinstates every pne of thescientlflc notlnns,whloh In Part I i I I
he ruled out as lnconolv4><l€ and involving contradictions . 

Conclousness,matter,force,motion and so on,are here made 

actual objective facts the law? of which are to be discovered 

and ,formulated,and are to become the foundation of all science. 

Here Is a fatal Incsonsistenqy. Mr.Spencer thinks that volumes 

could be written about the ’li^La^^y of the pious’who assumes t) 
nkow something about Godjbut,lf that Is true,on the basis of thi 
doctrine of the unknowable,volumes could also be written on thej 

'i 
unscienoe of the scientists who presume to elaborate on these \ (i 
u’ltlmate scientific Ideas. The doctrine applies as well to , 

natural science as it does to the science of theology. If Mr. 
■ I 

Spencer were to be checked ,as he would check the theologians,h .s 

entire works with the exceptlonof the 106 pages embraced in ■ 

Part I would be thrown out. If he can be allowed to build up a ; 

sysjjem of philosophy and science on these so called^inconceiv- ;
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nblTend “In^osBi’blo" scientific ideas,theologians must,in all fali^

*i neBS,!^^ allowed a like privilege. Surely no system of theology '

! ever did greater violence to Spencer’s doctrine of the unknow- I 

ahle than does his own system of philosophy and science. Spen- '

I oer’s suhsequent works,therefore,remove all the force his

doctrine of the unknowable would have against the validity of

religious ideas,if it stood alone. i

Part I (The Unknowable)of Spencer’s First Principles

: purports to be a reconciliation of science and religion* The i 
reconciliation consists in ^duclng them both to the common tenls’’"*

of the unknowable . In this they are alike. The ultimate ideas

of each represent the unkno-rob^e One soon sees,however , that 7 le

reconciliation is all on one side;frMr.Spencer at once proce^

to raise science Into the relm of the knowable while religion

is left to grope about in the da^. This leaves the Impression

on the uncritical reader that religion is without foundation,

and silence only Is securejwhile in fact religion and science 

must ffeand or fall together. To the critic it appears that Mr. 

Spencer is not so much Interested in bringing about a reconcil­

iation in religion and science, as he is in displacing his own !

metaphjslcal notions. This he does at• he expense of religion.
!l

and covers his crime by calling it a reconciliation.

Mr.Spencer'a arguments for his doctrine of the

unknowable willow eight with those only,who are already inolinec
. < ■

to kis views,or who yield themselves passiT^ly to the influence 



of his rhetoric. The orltioal reader will find his<arguments ndt 

only inconclusive^hut inconsistant with one another^and faulty i 

in many ways. They are likely to move to various emotions^from Jthat 

of simple amusement to that of pit^y mingled with disgust. It | 

would hardly be worth while to refute them if it were not that !

Us agnostic conclusions are appealed to by those wish to dis- I 

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

arguments used will suffice to Bl® convince any thoughtful ard 

candid reader of the weakness cfhls position. |

The idea of the creation of the universe is set aside!

by Mr.Spencer because it Involves the idea of a first cause.

and the idea of a first cause,he claims,is impossible. A first 

cause must be self-exiBtfept;but the assumption of self-exlstenc B

■tai^vhere ,Mr. Spencer affirms,ip vicious and unthinkable. The 

trouble with self-existence is that it Involves the notion of

"unlimited duration through past tlne^^and this Mr.Spencer,

claims,is “Inconceivable". Tben the possibility of there being

a creator 'hgpends upon the abilltyto conceive of Infinite past 

tlme;and this is impossible. Hence it is impossible to think ofJ 

a creator. Now Mr.Spencre’s difficulty here is ore not ordlna-

expeGlenced by others,and it seems to me a very artificlalJi crlly

one. We readily a^mit that no one can comprehend infinite past 

time in thought ^for Sfihe mind should undertake to trace time 

to its infinite extent,the task would be found to be impossible.

But that is wholly unnecessary to the conception of Infinite pit
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^Ime. All that Is necessary to the conception of infinite past 
i time is the thought that time has no limit, this is perfectly 

possihle for ahy one. Mr.Spencer has confused the conception

j of infinite past time with Its comprehension. Theccnception Is 

possihleJ though the comprehention is not.This error is very I 
coniEon with Mr.Spencer. Whatever notions can not he pictured 

in the imagination arere^^fced, as Imposslhle in existence.

The argument further applied Is^that hecause we can not com— ] 

prebend God In thought or picture him to ths Imagination ,the 

: idea of God Is unthlnkahle. But every one knows that we can 

think of God as existing and being absolute and infinite.

Mr^Spencer has another difficulty with the Idea of a 

first cause. The first cause"must be uncaused". "But",he says, 
' 0 I
i if we admit that there can he something uncaused,there is no

reason to assume a cause for anything". This looks very plaus-
1 

Ihle. But if we stop to Inquire why it Is that we "assume a h

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

universe had always existed exactly as IL is at the present '! 

time,without change, there would he no need of as sinning a cause J 

for anything. The fact to he explained is a universe made up of 

constantly changing elements. It is not mere existence that de­

mands the hypothesis of a cause,hut changing existence. The

.first cause must he changeless and,therefore,need^n o/cause. These 

,_are fair examples of the difficulties and contradictions en-. 

countered by Ur. Spencer, they exist In his arguments,hut not in 
clear thinking or in reality. I



The underlying prifloiple of Mr.Spencer’s philosophy 
Ls^that whatever is known is hut an appearance;hut the reality 

lying hack of the app8aranc0;la|bssentlally unknowable. It 

seems on the face of- it like a very strange 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 is really illuslon;and what Is really true lies 

forever beyond our ken. Mr.Spencer admits,however,that our 

knojfledge has a relative validity. This principle he terms 

! "the relativity of all knowledge”. He arrives at this princi­

ple through 'his theory of the nature of thought. All thought

> according to himyoonslsts in establishing relations. "Think- 

lXig“ls"relationlhg*’and"no thought can express more than re­
lations". Estahllshingjpelatlons amounts simply to the discov­

ery of llknesses and differences in things and bringing togeth

i er in thought things that are alike. It is a proeess of clas- 

slfytHglcatlon. By a long argument Mr.Spencer attempts to show 

that all mental activity comes under this description. We 

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

by referii^ them to the class to which they belong. Th^class
. represents ajdeeper and more general fact. This process goes 

on until a class Is reached Including all other facts of our 

' experience. This must be the deepest and truest fact of all. 
! But since it can not be refered to any more general fact,it 

■ can not be explained. It le^vldent that the more comprehensive 

a fact is the more difficult it is to be con^rehended.
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Therefore It is 1^ the nature of thought that ultimate ideas 

are unknowable. The application of this principle leads to the 

affirmation that the "absolute reality",or God,Is essentially 

unknowable •

This argument is based on a very insxifficlent theo^ of 

thought and knowledge. Ur. Spencer falls to give g^omplete dls- 

orlptlon of mental activity. He makes no account -whatever of 

the originative and volitional powers of the mind. Thought 

wou^ not get very far if all it could do were to establish 
■!

relations. He ls,howefvor,quite sure of his position and In­

sists that there can be no Initial knowledge. “A true cognltioi 
he sayt,"is possible only through an accomp^rSjig recognition". 

To the obj ectlon'that If true cognition Implies recognition, • *
there can be no first cognition,he replies that cognition 

arises gradually in childhood. But this is unsg^Mfactory. 

It still remains that cognition must proceed re'-ccgnltion,and 
if cognition depends upon recognitior^elther can ever exist. 

"Ur.Spencer*s answer to this objection",says Professor Bowne, 

"is a good specimto of a favorite method with associational 

psychologists. Whenever one of their fundamental assuniptions 

is contradicted by the e^qperlence w manhood,it is easy to say 

that in infancy-a period of which anything can be affirmed, 

since nothing can be remembered-lt was strlQtly true, 5^is is 

certainly making the most of the early years. The small ohil^ 

is put into the associational mill,and after a little brisk 

grinding is brought out with a complete set of mental furni-



ture. When the critic reaches the spot,he is blandly told

that the work is done^jsnd the machinery put away. He is fur- 

i ther warned that g£hy search on his part wil be useles^jas the 

^traces of manufacture have been entirely obliterated." Mr.Spen­

cer is wrong. It is not necessary to pur knowledge of an object

that we shot|ld be able to -class it with other objects. Many 

items of knowledge are wholly unique having no counterpart in

our exparlencQ. The fact thj(lt God is supreme lit,therefore,no

barrier to our knowledge of him.

It is to be noted,further,that the argument proves not 
an unknowable but an unexplainable. It may be euimlttedjbhat^' 

when classification has been carried to its limit,the ultimate

fact must rennin unclasslfied;and,in so far as 

pends upon classification,it is unexplainable.

explanation de-
( Ort

But it is nct.thet A
account unknowable* A fact does not need to be explained in

order to be known as a fact. Nothing is more mjfpterious than 

our own exl8t<nce;and yet nothing is more certain as a fact. 

No one claims that the infinite ccn be comprehended;andyet nO 

item of objective knowledge is more certain than the exlstance 

of the Infinite.

Mr.Spencer really admits this knowledge. He says, "the : 

demonstl^atlon that a definite consciousness of the absolute if 

impossible to us,unavoidably presupposes an indefinite consol-i

ousness of it." Now this indefiiiite consciousness of the absoli t

according to Kis theory,is the deepest fact of our experience/ 

That w^lch underlies all^and is the most certain of all is the
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: uxiknowablQ. This appears to me very much like a contraxilction. : 

Mr«Spencer dwells much upon oontradlctions^fondly invented hy i 

himself ^hut seem to have overlooked this one, which must he fat si 

, to his system. |

Mr.Spencer carries forward the argument hy showing that, 

, since the absolute Is unrelated,It cannot he known. For knowi— 

-^l^dge Implies the establishing of. a relation and,if a relation 

were established with the absolufe,lts character as absolute i 

would be lost,and it would be no longer absolute but- relatci^. ! 

Hence in. the very nature of the case, the absolute Is unknow­

able. Mr.Spencer defines the HMkaawaklg absolute as a being outj 

of all relatlon‘> It would be neither possible nor desirable j 

to know such an absolute. The absolute on which religion and i 

science depend ,however,is not one out of all relation,but one I 

absolutely Independent and eelf-exlstant. Such a being we are | 

happy to l^elieve Is knowable. i

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

ite cannot be an object of consclousriess without being limited, i 

Here also he has provided,for the sake of the argument, an artl- 
' I 

flclal inflnlte,ln which no one believes. Professor Bowne sug- 

: gests how easy it would be to turn the argument the other wa^? ! 

around,and show that the Infinite must be able to reveal ' 

himself to consciousness,or else that very inability would be j 

a limitation,and he would be finite rather than infinite.

Christianity has no object In insisting that we know 



very much about God* We cheerfully admit that we know compar­
atively little about him. But to admit 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 

Idea that the absolute is unknowable.He makes certain affirm­

ations about It himself.He says,“Its poflltlye existence is 

a necessary datum of consciousness“and “the belief which this ! 

datum constitutes has a higher warrtet than any other what- 

ever.® In dimming up the "data of philosophy he says,"In br^ie: 

our postulates are^an' unknowable power^the existence of 

knowable liknesses and differences among the manifestations J 
of that power;and the resulting seggregation of the manifest- 

atlons into those of subject and object". The unknowable is j
I i

then a power,and has manifestations* This power and its man- i 
Ifestatlo^s make possible the data of philosophy. In other 

words Hr.Spencer’s scientific knowledge is but an elaboration 

of Krtiat he knows about the unknowable* It would seem that !

this knowledge amounts to a good deal* W© can not refrain I

from asking vfliy it is that Mr* Spencer is allowed to know so 

much about the unknowable and other people are allowed to 

know so little? If the unknowable can manifest itself in '

science, 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 simile of a watch* “If for 

a moment we made the grotesque supposition that the ticking
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and other movements of a watch constituted a kind of conscious

it would,

to ’spr-

person f

lies* for

since they expressly forbid such an asun^jtion, it is ■ 

to tell where the force of the ’grotesque’ suppositi )n 

if that ’grotesque ’ watch should argue not

Ings and escapements’hut to Intelligence lit its maker 

not he very far astray”. Whether thinking of God as a 
degrades him or not Bopends on what is m^t hy personality. 

If personality means hodily form,it certainly would degrade Go i

ness,and that a watch possessed of such consciousness insisted’
r ■upon regarding the wat©njnaker s actions as determined^llke its

A I' 
own,hy springs and escapements,wo should only complete tits par-

alel of which religious teachers think much.® This argument is
I

well answered by Professor Bowne in the following language.’^ 
severe

this is extremely no doubt jand if theologians taught that God » 
I* 

has le^s and arms,parts and passions,the satire might have some

point ;hut

difficult

to think of him as personal. It is not in form,howover,hut in i 

intelligence,that the personality of God consists. The questlofc 

is,Is Cod intelligent or is he not? To say that he is unintel-' 

ligent is to degrade him below man.He certainly is intelligent!! 

whatever else he may or may not be. We believe that he is much,

more.But id he is intelligent,he is a person.

Spencer leaves room for belief in the existftnce of God»

He tolerates all sorts of creeds. He believes them all to be li 

error and that each mans belief is necessary to himself,and ha'3 

its place in th© developement of society. Huxley is less tolerjr



by Professor Rlshell^would be more properly designated as ! 

apistlo than agnostic. That Is^he substituted^ "I do not bellei^e’* 

for "I do not know" this Is usually the case. The agnostic is ! 

also a disbeliever In religion.

It Is religion that is imperriled b^’’ agnosticism. ShciLld 

agnosticism become the prevalent form of philosophy it would
/ f 11

not pe applied to secular life.As Professor Bown© remarks^' 

■'The most thorough going know-nothing would as .eager to 9©t

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

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

But in morals and religion men are looking for excuses for 

inaction, and many are glad to find on© In the agnosiio theory i


