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The presumption of atheism
Antony Flew

1. What it is, and why it matters

THE presumption of atheism, which I want to discuss is not a form of pre
sumptuousness. Indeed it might be regarded as an expression of the very

opposite, a modest teachability. What I want to examine 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. 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 differ
ent 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

Antony Flew edited extracts from 'The Presumption ofAtheism' from The Presumption ofAtheism and
Other Essays on God, Freedom and Immortality (Elek Books, Pemberton Publishing Co, 1976), reprinted
by permission of the author.

THE PRESUMPTION OF ATHEISM 37

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 investi
gate. 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 accept
ance 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 prob
lems 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 abso
lutely 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 ofwhat 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 impera
tive 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
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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'. 1 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 demon~
strating; adding perhaps, ifhe was very sophisticated indeed, that the word 'demon~

strari' in an earlier draft was eventually replac~d by the expression 'certo cognosci';
But, allowing that this is correct, it is certainly not enough to vindicate the con
ventional 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, unneces
sary to provide any sufficient reason for believing. It is, therefore, worth underlin
ing 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 presump~

tion 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 assump~

tion of the English Common Law that every citizen is cognisant of a'll 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
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and systematic inquiry must start from a position of negative atheism, and that the
burden of prooflies 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 ofthe 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 inno
cence. The former is even more lilzely to be persuaded of the soundness of his brief.
Yet he too can with a good conscience allow that a thorough and complete apolo
getic must start from, meet, and go on to defeat, the presumption of atheism.

(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 ofwhether 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.

(iv) Next, as a fourth element in the positive analogy, it is a paradoxical con
sequence 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.

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,
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'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 para
graph. 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 institu
tions of debate. An axiom providing no determinate guidance outside that frame
work 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 pro~

vided them with a case for demolition: 'You've 'got to get something on your plate
before you can start messing it around'. 2

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 prin
ciple 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 presump
tion, 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.

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
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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 his 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. 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 ofthe 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.


