Atheism:  The Case Against God by George H. Smith (excerpt)
….When Huxley joined the Metaphysical Society, he found that the various beliefs represented there had names: “most of my colleagues were –ists of one sort or another.”  Huxley, lacking a name for his uncertainty, was “without a rag of a label to cover himself with.”  He was a fox without a tail-so he gave himself a tail by assigning the term “agnostic” to himself.  It seems that Huxley originally meant this term as somewhat a joke.  He selected the early religious sect known as “Gnostics” as a prime example of men who claim knowledge of the supernatural without justification; and he distinguished himself as an “agnostic” by stipulating that the supernatural, even if it exists, lies beyond the scope of human knowledge.  We cannot say if it does or does not exist, so we must suspend judgment.


Since Huxley’s time, “agnosticism” has acquired a number of different applications based on its etymological derivation from the negative “a” and the Greek root gnosis  (“to know”).  Agnosticism, as a general term, now signifies the impossibility of knowledge in a given area.  An agnostic is a person who believes that something is inherently unknowable by the human mind.  When applied to the sphere of theistic belief, an agnostic is one who maintains that some aspect of the supernatural is forever closed to human knowledge.

Properly considered, agnosticism is not a third alternative to theism and atheism because it is concerned with a different aspect of religious belief.  Theism and atheism refer to the presence or absence of belief in a god; agnosticism refers to the impossibility of knowledge with regard to a god or supernatural being.


The term “agnostic” does not, in itself, indicate whether or not one believes in a god.  Agnosticism can be either theistic or atheistic.


The agnostic theist believes in the existence of god, but maintains that the nature of god is unknowable.  The medieval Jewish philosopher, Maimonides, is an example of this position.  He believed in god, but refused to ascribe positive attributes to this god on the basis that these attributes would introduce plurality into the divine nature-a procedure that would, Maimonides believed, lead to polytheism.  According to the religious agnostic, we can state that god is, but-due to the unknowable nature of the supernatural-we cannot state what god is.

Like his theistic cousin, the agnostic atheist maintains that any supernatural realm is inherently unknowable by the human mind, but this agnostic suspends his judgment one step further back.  For the agnostic atheist, not only is the nature of any supernatural being unknowable, but the existence of any supernatural being is unknowable as well.  We cannot have knowledge of the unknowable; therefore, concludes this agnostic, we cannot have knowledge of god’s existence.  Because this variety of agnostic does not subscribe to theistic belief, he qualifies as a kind of atheist.


Various defenses have been offered for this position, but it usually stems from a strict empiricism, i.e., the doctrine that man must gain all of his knowledge entirely through sense experience.  Since a supernatural being falls beyond the scope of sensory evidence, we can neither assert nor deny the existence of a god; to do either, according to the agnostic atheist, is to transgress the boundaries of human understanding.  While this agnostic affirms the theoretical possibility of supernatural existence, he believes that the issue must ultimately remain undecided and uncertain.  Thus, for the agnostic atheist, the proper answer to the question, “Does a god exist?” is “I don’t know”-or, more specifically-“I cannot know”….


…Because of the ambiguity in the traditional agnostic position, the term “agnostic” has been employed in a variety of ways.  It is commonly used to designate one who refused either to affirm or deny the existence of a god, and because atheism is frequently associated with the outright denial of theism, agnosticism is offered as a third alternative.  Here is a typical explanation found in the Catholic Encyclopedia:
An agnostic is not an atheist.  An atheist denies the existence of God; an agnostic professes ignorance about His existence.  For the latter, God may exist, but reason can neither prove nor disprove it.


Notice that agnosticism emerges as a third alternative only if atheism is narrowly defined as the denial of theism.  We have seen, however, that atheism, in its widest sense, refers basically to the absence of a belief in god and need not entail the denial of god.  Any person who does not believe in god, for whatever reason, is without theistic belief and therefore qualifies as an atheist.


While the agnostic of the Huxley variety may refused to state whether theism is true or false-thus “suspending” his judgment-he does not believe in the existence of a god.  (If he did believe, he would be a theist.)  Since this agnostic does not accept the existence of a god as true, he is without theistic belief; his is atheistic-and Huxley’s agnosticism emerges as a form of atheism.


Thus, as previously indicated, agnosticism is not an independent position or a middle way between theism and atheism, because it classifies according to different criteria.  Theism and atheism separate those who believe in a god from those who do not.  Agnosticism separates those who believe that reason cannot penetrate the supernatural realm from those who defend the capability of reason to affirm or deny the truth of theistic belief.

The agnostic theist encounters opposition, not just from atheists, but also from other theists who believe that god’s nature can be known (at least to some extent) by the human mind.  Likewise, the agnostic atheist encounters opposition from other atheists who refused to acknowledge the theoretical possibility of supernatural existence, or who argue that reason can effectively show theism to be false or nonsensical.


The agnostic positions have been harshly criticized by believers and nonbelievers, and we shall examine the objections to agnosticism at a later time.  Our purpose here is to clarify agnosticism’s relation to theism and atheism so that future misunderstandings may be avoided.  Agnosticism is commonly used as a refuge for those who wish to escape the stigma of atheism, and its vagueness has earned it the status of an intellectually respectable form of dissent from religion.  In many cases, however, the term “agnostic” is misapplied.


Agnosticism is a legitimate philosophical position (although, in my opinion, it is mistaken), but it is not a third alternative or a halfway house between theism and atheism.  Instead, it is a variation of either theism or atheism.  The self-proclaimed agnostic must still designate whether he does or does not believe in a god-and, in so doing, he commits himself to theism or he commits himself to atheism.  But he does commit himself.  Agnosticism is not the escape clause that it is commonly thought to be.
