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PART ONE - ADMINISTRATION 

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION 1 – DOCUMENT INFORMATION:  

 

 

(1) Copyright:  2016 02 29, 22056, Investigative Apologetics, All rights reserved. 

 

 

(2) Title:  Is Theism Just a Lack of Belief in Atheism?  An Investigation into Whether 

‘Weak Theism’ is Simply a Lack of Belief Concerning God’s Non-Existence. 

 

 

(3) Author:  22056 (22056@email.com). 

 

 

(4) Main Area of Focus:  ‘Burden of Proof’/presumption issues surrounding atheism 

and theism. 

 

(4.a) This singular investigation, concerned as it is with the issue of atheism and the 

‘burden of proof’, forms but one part of my overall work on that particular subject; 

specifically, this work is one of three arguments which seek to show that even if the 

traditional and common understanding of the burden of proof is accepted—namely, that 

the burden of proof rests on the individual making a positive claim which he wishes to 

convince someone else of—then it is still the case that the atheist and/or agnostic 

actually gains no ‘burden of proof’ advantage over the theist, for the theist can either 

remove the burden of proof from his own position (just as the atheist claims to be able to 

do), or the theist can place a legitimate burden of proof on the atheist which the atheist 

must address before any further discussion can be had. 

 

 

(5) Availability:  Online (free PDF at ‘www.investigative apologetics.wordpress.com’); 

E-Book (Amazon). 

 

 

(6) Editing:  Please note that this work is a self-edited document, and as such, I take full 

responsibility for the grammatical errors and other omissions that are sure to exist 

throughout the coming paragraphs; although a more extensive review of this work could 
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have been conducted, life is busy and other arguments await, and as such, I preferred to 

move on with other work rather than worry about a few minor issues that might exist in 

this document. 

 

 

(7) Word Count:  Approximately 14,000 words. 

 

 

(8) Related Works:  Nil. 

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION 2 – PERSONAL INFORMATION: 

 

 

(9) Dedication:  To the late Antony Flew, arguably the modern originator of ‘lack of 

belief’ atheism. 

 

 

(10) Motto:  The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help me God. 

 

 

(11) Goal:  Note that this particular investigation forms but one part of my overall 

intellectual aim, which is to investigate a particular idea that I have been contemplating 

for nearly a decade:  namely, the idea that all the main tenets of Christian theism—such 

as the existence of God, the Trinity, the Incarnation, the Resurrection, the existence of 

Heaven and Hell, and so on—can be strongly and specifically supported through reason 

alone, and that powerful arguments, based on reason and experience, can be made to 

show that Christian theism is the most, and possibly the only, rational worldview that any 

person can hold; and so, if you are interested in learning more about such an idea, and 

if you enjoy examining new and different intellectual arguments concerning theism and 

atheism, then I would gently recommend that you keep an eye out for my future works. 

 

 

(12) Acknowledgement:  In terms of acknowledgement, it needs to be absolutely clear 

that while some of the ideas presented here can indeed be considered “mine” in some 

significant way, at the same time I obviously owe an incalculable debt to countless 

thinkers whose works I have read and digested over the past number of years; and, of 
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course, I owe all to Him whom atheists deny, for without Him, we are all, quite literally, 

nothing. 

 

 

(13) Other:  Nil. 
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PART TWO – SUMMARY 

 

 

(14) As will be demonstrated throughout this work, and as will be fully articulated in the 

final section of this document, the following are the key judgements that this 

investigation has arrived at concerning the question of whether or not the idea of ‘weak 

theism’ (a ‘lack of belief in the non-existence of God’) is a legitimate concept that can be 

supported through argumentation and reason. 

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION 1 – SUMMARY OF THE INVESTIGATION: 

 

 

(15) Primary Investigation: If an atheist considers the reasoning that he uses to 

support the idea of weak / negative atheism as legitimate, and given the fact that 

atheism does come in a positive / strong form (namely, the position that no God or gods 

exist), then all this means that the theist, in light of these two points, and using the same 

reasoning as the atheist, can indeed divide theism into a weak and a strong form, which 

thereby does allow the weak theist (the position of lacking a belief in God’s non-

existence) to avoid the burden of proof for his weak theistic position. 

 

 

(16) Secondary Investigation: There are numerous, almost fatal, problems with the 

idea of weak atheism, such as that weak atheism is not really different from agnosticism, 

or if it is, then it actually fits the criteria of being burden-bearing strong atheism rather 

than weak atheism; furthermore, the atheist’s use of weak atheism is arguably 

disingenuous given that the atheist seeks to gain the burden-avoiding advantages of 

agnosticism while still being able to label himself as an atheist.  

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION 2 – RECOMMENDATION FROM THE INVESTIGATION: 

 

 

(17) Ultimately, given the problems associated with the “weak” versions of both theism 

and atheism, it is recommended that the idea of weak atheism and weak theism simply 
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be dropped and that 1) those people who do not believe in a god’s existence or non-

existence once again embrace the label of agnosticism, while 2) those individuals that 

have truly never even thought about a god’s existence / non-existence and genuinely 

lack a belief about the existence / non-existence of gods be labelled something like 

‘igno-theists’ (ignorant of theism) rather than being labelled with the prejudicial and 

atheistically-favourable term ‘weak atheist’. 

 

 

(18) However, as noted, if the atheist still maintains the idea of weak atheism, then the 

theist can legitimately employ his version of weak theism using the atheist’s own 

reasoning, and thus the weak theist can be as free of the burden of proof for his position 

as the weak atheist allegedly is.   
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PART THREE – INVESTIGATION 

 

 

(19) Having dealt with the administrative issues for this document, and having also 

summarized its conclusions for the sake of brevity, let us now begin to go through the 

various steps that are necessary to conduct a full investigation into this particular matter.  

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 1 – INVESTIGATIVE GOAL(S) 

 

 

(20) As with any investigation, our first step is to clearly determine the focus of our 

inquiry by analyzing what our particular goals are for this specific matter.  

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION 1.1 – PRIMARY GOAL:  

 

 

(21) The primary goal of this investigation is to determine whether or not the theist can 

use the same reasoning as the modern atheist in order to legitimately separate the 

term ‘theism’ into a weak form and a strong form, just as modern atheists have done 

with the term ‘atheism’ (note as well that the terms ‘weak/negative’ and ‘strong/positive’ 

will be used interchangeably throughout this work); weak theism would thus be defined 

as a ‘lack of belief concerning God’s (or gods’) non-existence (essentially, a-atheism)’ 

whereas strong theism would be defined as a ‘disbelief in God’s (or gods’) non-

existence (essentially, belief in God).  

 

 

(22) Furthermore, as part of the primary investigation, it will also be investigated whether 

the weak theist, just like the weak atheist, can avoid bearing any burden of proof for his 

theistic position given that the weak theist is not asserting anything positive with his 

‘weak theism’. 
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SECTION 1.2 – SECONDARY GOALS: 

 

 

(23) Although arguably of equal importance, the secondary goal of this specific 

investigation is to determine whether or not it is even legitimate or coherent for the 

atheist to put forth the concept of weak atheism as well as to determine whether weak 

atheism, if employed, actually does prevent the atheist from avoiding the burden of 

proof.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 2 – INVESTIGATIVE IMPORTANCE 

 

 

(24) The reason that addressing these two issues—the issue of whether or not ‘weak 

theism’ can be legitimately viewed as just a lack of belief in God’s non-existence and the 

issue of whether the concept of ‘weak/negative atheism’ is even legitimate/coherent to 

begin with—is quite important is because the atheist uses this tool of defining atheism 

negatively as a means to avoid bearing any burden of proof for his atheism; and so, if 

the theist can do the same as the atheist and thus define theism negatively, or if the 

theist, through his own attempt to re-define theism, can show that the atheist’s use of 

weak atheism is disingenuous and incoherent, then the theist will have achieved 

something significant in the debate between atheism and theism, for he will have either 

removed this tool from the atheist’s arsenal or the theist will have just made it possible to 

be a theist without having to bear any burden of proof. 

 

 

(25) For these reasons, therefore, and for the obviously prime reason of simply 

determining the truth of this particular matter, this specific investigation does indeed 

warrant our time and effort, and so it should be brought to completion. 
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STEP 3 – INVESTIGATIVE SUITIBILITY 

 

 

(26) As with any investigation, after determining its importance and also determining 

whether or not it is worth pursuing, it is also necessary to determine whether one is 

suitable, both intellectually and experientially, to actually carry out the investigation in 

question properly, rigorously, and as objectively as possible; to this end, you, the reader, 

should thus be clearly and forthrightly aware of the following facts concerning my 

credentials and experience. 

 

 

(27) Academic Experience:  Academically, note that I am presently in the process of 

completing a Master of Philosophy degree with a focus on the ‘Philosophy of Religion’ 

and I thus do have a certain amount of advanced formal education that is pertinent to 

the question under investigation in this work; at the same time, I have a near-decade’s 

worth of essentially obsessive personal interest concerning the topic of the Philosophy 

of Religion and thus it is not unwarranted to add this element of fairly intense self-

education to my academic background. 

 

 

(28) Professional Experience:  In addition to my academic background, a large 

majority of my professional life—over a decade’s worth of time—has been in various 

investigative and analytical fields where real-life decisions were based on my 

investigative and analytical work; as such, I have significant professional experience in 

the real-life application of investigative thought-processes and analytical techniques 

which not only augments my academic knowledge but also gives it a firm grounding in 

the practical realities of daily life. 

 

 

(29) Personal Interest:  Having already made clear my strong interest in the Philosophy 

of Religion, it is also significant to note that I have a personal and abiding interest in 

‘burden of proof’ and ‘presumption’ issues, and not only have I specifically studied these 

issues in some detail from an academic perspective, but my professional experience 

has also exposed me to the reality of ‘burden of proof’ and ‘presumptions’ as they are 

used in settings were the theoretical and academic must be translated into the practical 

and functional, thereby showing me how these concepts actually work when applied 

outside the halls of academia; and so I have both a solid understanding of these 

concepts as well as a strong personal desire to investigate these issues further.      
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(30) Objectivity:  Although my argument will ultimately stand or fall on its own merits, I 

note and wish to make utterly clear that I, as a Christian, am neither wholly objective nor 

wholly neutral when it comes to issues surrounding theism and atheism (just as no one 

is completely objective or neutral about these topics), and so bias and intellectual 

prejudice on my part are possibly existent in this work; and yet, even as I readily warn 

you, the reader, to keep your eyes open to any possible infiltration of bias and poor 

reasoning in this work, I also wish to point out a number of factors that I believe increase 

my objectivity concerning this particular investigation: 

 

a. First, it should be noted that as a Christian, any form of lying—be it by omission, 

exaggeration, or otherwise—is both a sin and an affront to God, and thus I view seeking 

and expressing the truth (at least as best as I know it) as substantially more important 

than the success or failure of any apologetic argument, and so while I will no doubt fail 

to be wholly truthful with my arguments (for I am only human), being wholly truthful is my 

primary intention in this matter, and this fact, I believe, goes some way in helping to 

mitigate any potential bias on my part; 

 

b. Second, by publishing this work anonymously and by offering it for free on the 

internet, I have tried to remove any reputational or financial motivations which might 

have affected my reasoning to some degree; in this way, I have sought to mitigate these 

non-rational factors from influencing me or my presentation of the argument in this 

document;  

 

c. Third, although I am interested in the argument contained in this work to a sufficient 

degree to be willing to publish a paper about it, I am not overly invested in this particular 

investigative question, and I would not be distraught regardless of how this particular 

investigation turned out; this fact, in turn, has reduced the influence of any non-rational 

psychological / emotional factors that might have affected my reasoning about this 

specific case.         

 

 

(31) Assessment:  Given all the above factors and points, I assess that I do indeed 

have the skills, the experience, and the relative objectivity necessary to carry out a 

credible investigation into the question of whether the idea of ‘weak theism’ can truly be 

considered a legitimate concept which allows the theist to avoid bearing any burden of 

proof for his position; and so, given this assessment, let us push forward. 
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STEP 4 – INVESTIGATIVE REFERENCES 

 

 

(32) Although there are a large number of different works which have been used to 

formulate the ideas in this particular document, the following references have been 

specifically used and quoted in this present investigation, and so in the interests of full 

disclosure, these particular references are listed below. 

 

 

(33) Reference1 - American Atheists / What is Atheism (In Paragraph(s): xx): 

 

a. Who: American Atheists (Author); 

b. What: What is atheism? (Title), Web Article (Type); 

c. When: Unknown (Published), 28 November 2015 (Accessed); 

d. Where: Atheists.org (Website), https://atheists.org/activism/resources/what-is-atheism 

(Link); and 

e. Why: It quotes atheists expressing both the desire and the right to themselves define 

what atheism is rather than allow theists to do it for them (Primary Reason). 

 

 

(34) Reference 2 - Flew, Antony / Presumption of Atheism (In Paragraph(s): xx): 

 

a. Who: Antony Flew (Author); 

b. What: The Presumption of Atheism (Title), Essay (Type); 

c. When: 1984 (Published), 28 November 2015 (Accessed); 

d. Where: PositiveAtheism.org (Website), 

http://www.positiveatheism.org/writ/flew01.htm (Link); and 

e. Why: It provides a quote concerning weak atheism and how there is a presumption in 

favour of weak atheism (Primary Reason). 

 

 

(35) Reference 3 - Martin, Michael / Cambridge Companion Atheism (In 

Paragraph(s): xx): 

 

a. Who: Michael Martin (Editor), Cambridge University Press (Publisher); 

b. What: The Cambridge Companion to Atheism (Title), Book (Type); 

c. When: 2006 (Published); 

d. Where: Cambridge, England (Location), p.2 (Section Used); and 
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e. Why: It provides multiple quotations concerning the conflation of weak atheism with 

agnosticism as well as concerning the legitimate division between weak atheism and 

strong atheism (Primary Reason). 

 

 

(36) Reference 4 - Martin, Robert / Philosopher’s Dictionary (In Paragraph(s): xx): 

 

a. Who: Robert M. Martin (Author), Broadview Press (Publisher); 

b. What: The Philosopher’s Dictionary (Title), 3rd Edition (Edition), Book (Type); 

c. When: 2002 (Published); 

d. Where: Peterborough, Ontario, Canada (Location), p.34 (Section Used); and 

e. Why: It provides a definition of atheism (Primary Reason).   

 

 

(37) Reference 5 - McCormick, Matt / Atheism (In Paragraph(s): xx): 

 

a. Who: Matt McCormick (Author), Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Publisher); 

b. What: Atheism (Title), Internet Encyclopedia Entry (Type); 

c. When: 25 November 2015 (Accessed); 

d. Where: http://www.iep.utm.edu/atheism/ (Link); and 

e. Why: It provides a definition of atheism (Primary Reason).    

 

 

(38) Reference 6 - Smart, JJC / Atheism & Agnosticism (In Paragraph(s): xx): 

 

a. Who: JJC Smart (Author), Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Publisher); 

b. What: Atheism and Agnosticism (Title), Internet Encyclopedia Entry (Type); 

c. When: 08 August 2011 (Published), 25 November 2015 (Accessed); 

d. Where: http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/atheism-agnosticism/ (Link); and 

e. Why: It provides a definition of atheism (Primary Reason).  

 

 

(39) As stated, the aforementioned references, and their specific reference designations, 

will be cited throughout the remainder of this work.  
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STEP 5 – INVESTIGATIVE PRELIMINARIES 

 

 

(40) With the more general issues of this current inquiry already addressed, there are 

now some specific preliminary issues which need to be dealt with prior to examining the 

actual evidences and arguments for this particular investigation; and so it is to these 

preliminary issues that we now turn. 

 

 

 

 

  

SECTION 5.1 – BACKGROUND: 

 

 

(41) In recent years, and specifically with the rise of the so-called New Atheism, 

numerous atheists have begun to forcefully claim that atheism is not a positive belief 

that God (or gods) does not exist, but rather that it is simply a lack of belief concerning 

the existence of God (or gods); in defining atheism in this specific way, atheists allege 

that they bear no burden of proof in order to maintain their atheism.  

 

 

(42) In light of this modern definition of atheism, atheism is thus now often divided into a 

strong and a weak form, with ‘strong (positive) atheism’ being an atheism that positively 

asserts that no God or gods exist, and with ‘weak (negative) atheism’ simply being a 

lack of belief in the existence of God or gods, which thereby includes all other forms of 

non-theism (and which would, by definition, include agnosticism).  

 

 

(43) This idea of defining modern atheism as just a lack of belief arose in part due to an 

argument developed by the late atheist-turned-deist philosopher Antony Flew titled ‘The 

Presumption of Atheism’; in that argument, Flew stated the following: 

 

-- QUOTE -- 

 

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 
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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. 

 

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. (Flew, Antony / Presumption of Atheism, bold 

emphasis added) 

 

-- UNQUOTE -- 

 

 

(44) So in this particular piece of writing by Flew, it is possible to see a modern instance 

of when atheism began to be defined as just a lack of belief in God (or gods) and thus 

as just a type of non-theism.  

 

 

(45) Furthermore, to truly understand just how important it is for some atheists to define 

atheism in a negative manner rather than a positive one, and to understand how much 

of an impact this idea was had on the modern discourse surrounding the atheism / 

theism debate, consider the article “What is atheism?” from the website (atheists.org) of 

the group ‘American Atheists’ (a group which has been in existence for over fifty years, 

so it is not some recent organization with novel ideas): 

 

-- QUOTE -- 
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No one asks this question [What is atheism?] enough. 

 

The reason no one asks this question a lot is because most people have preconceived 

ideas and notions about what an Atheist is and is not. Where these preconceived ideas 

come from varies, but they tend to evolve from theistic influences or other sources. 

 

Atheism is usually defined incorrectly as a belief system. Atheism is not a disbelief in 

gods or a denial of gods; it is a lack of belief in gods. Older dictionaries define 

atheism as "a belief that there is no God." Some dictionaries even go so far as to 

define Atheism as "wickedness," "sinfulness," and other derogatory adjectives. 

Clearly, theistic influence taints dictionaries. People cannot trust these 

dictionaries to define atheism. The fact that dictionaries define Atheism as "there is no 

God" betrays the (mono)theistic influence. Without the (mono)theistic influence, the 

definition would at least read "there are no gods." 

 

Why should atheists allow theists to define who atheists are? Do other minorities 

allow the majority to define their character, views, and opinions? No, they do not. 

So why does everyone expect atheists to lie down and accept the definition 

placed upon them by the world’s theists? Atheists will define themselves. 

(American Atheists/What is Atheism, bold emphasis added) 

 

-- UNQUOTE -- 

 

 

(46) The above quotation is a perfect summation of the approach of the modern atheist: 

he will define himself regardless of what the dictionary or traditional usage asserts is the 

case, and the way that he defines himself is as someone who just lacks a belief in God 

or god (weak atheism); furthermore, from experience, I can attest that this atheistic 

attitude of defining one’s self as just lacking a belief in God or gods is getting more 

prevalent amongst modern atheist, and so it is not an idea that is soon to disappear. 

 

 

(47) But now the key question becomes: If the atheist can break atheism into a weak 

form and a strong form, and if the atheist can define himself as he sees fit, and if the 

atheist can claim that the real meaning of atheism is just a lack of belief in God, then 

why can’t the theist claim the same thing?  
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SECTION 5.2 - ASSUMPTIONS:   

 

 

(48) Now, it should be noted that while I do not agree that the burden of proof 

necessarily rests on the individual who makes the positive claim, and though my 

arguments against this position will be articulated in another work, I recognize that 

placing the burden of proof on the person who makes the positive claim and who wishes 

to prove this positive claim is the traditional manner in which the burden of proof is 

viewed, and as such, in this work, and for the sake of argument, I shall accept this view 

as well; as such, it is assumed that the burden of proof is on the individual putting forth a 

positive claim which he wants to prove, not on the agnostic or the individual who simply 

lacks a belief concerning a certain matter. 

 

 

(49) It also needs to be understood that the burden of proof is intimately linked to the 

idea of an argumentative presumption; indeed, if a certain position bears the burden of 

proof then there is a presumption in favor of the opposing position, which means that a 

person can and should act as if the presumptive position is actually the case until and 

unless the position which bears the burden of proof is itself demonstrated to be the 

case. 

 

 

(50) Consider, for example, that in a court room, the prosecution has the burden of proof 

to prove its case, and as such, there is a presumption of innocence in favor of the 

defendant, which means that both the court and society-at-large act as if the defendant 

is innocent until and unless the prosecution can prove its case; this does not, of course, 

mean that the court necessarily believes that the defendant is actually innocent of the 

crime that he has been accused of, it only means that the court and society treats the 

defendant as innocent until and unless proven otherwise. 

 

 

(51) Note as well that in a court trial the defendant is not positively claiming that he is 

necessarily innocent nor does he need to positively prove his innocence; rather, all the 

defendant needs to do is show that the prosecution has not made their case in order for 

the presumption of innocence to remain in effect and for the defendant to thus go free 

and for society to treat the defendant as if he were innocent.  

 

 

(52) So the fact that placing a burden of proof on one position creates such a favorable 

presumption towards the opposing position is one of the reasons why the atheist is so 
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keen to make atheism a weak position that forces the burden of proof unto the theist and 

thereby creates a presumption in favor of atheism (a presumption that makes atheism 

the position that we should treat as being the case until and unless proven otherwise); 

so this fact reinforces the importance of this whole investigation and of determining 

whether or not theism can also be made into a weak position that avoids the burden of 

proof and has a presumption in its favor. 

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION 5.3 – HOW CAN ‘ATHEISM’ BE UNDERSTOOD: 

 

 

(53) Although we have already touched on the issue of how atheism is defined in the 

common culture as having both a strong and a weak form, it needs to be understood 

that up until relatively recently, atheism was generally understood in the culture as being 

the positive belief that no God or gods existed; even various expert references in the 

field of philosophy agree with this fact. 

 

 

(54) Consider, for example, Robert M. Martin’s definition of ‘atheism / theism / 

agnosticism’ in his book The Philosopher’s Dictionary: 

 

-- QUOTE -- 

 

Atheists believe that God doesn’t exist. … Atheism is contrasted with its opposite, 

theism, the view that God does exist, and also with agnosticism, the view that there isn’t 

any good reason to believe either that God exists or that He doesn’t. (Martin, 

Robert/Philosopher’s Dictionary, p.34, bold emphasis added) 

 

-- UNQUOTE -- 

 

 

(55) The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy’s ‘Atheism and Agnosticism’ entry defines 

‘atheism’ as “the negation of theism, the denial of the existence of God”; however, the 

entry also points out that differentiating between atheism and agnosticism is difficult 

because  

 

-- QUOTE -- 

 



Page 17 of 42 

 

…each of these words are what Wittgenstein called ‘family resemblance’ words. That is, 

we cannot expect to find a set of necessary and sufficient conditions for their use. Their 

use is appropriate if a fair number of the conditions are satisfied. Moreover even 

particular members of the families are often imprecise, and sometimes almost 

completely obscure. Sometimes a person who is really an atheist may describe herself, 

even passionately, as an agnostic because of unreasonable generalised philosophical 

scepticism which would preclude us from saying that we know anything whatever except 

perhaps the truths of mathematics and formal logic. (Smart, JJC/Atheism & 

Agnosticism) 

 

-- UNQUOTE – 

 

 

(56) The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy confirms that atheism is the affirmative 

denial of the existence of God, but it also explains Flew’s division between positive and 

negative atheism; consider: 

 

-- QUOTE -- 

 

Atheism is the view that there is no God … It has come to be widely accepted that to 

be an atheist is to affirm the non-existence of God.  Anthony Flew (1984) called this 

positive atheism, whereas to lack a belief that God or gods exist is to be a negative 

atheist. Parallels for this use of the term would be terms such as “amoral,” “atypical,” or 

“asymmetrical.”  So negative atheism would include someone who has never reflected 

on the question of whether or not God exists and has no opinion about the matter and 

someone who had thought about the matter a great deal and has concluded either that 

she has insufficient evidence to decide the question, or that the question cannot be 

resolved in principle.  Agnosticism is traditionally characterized as neither believing that 

God exists nor believing that God does not exist. (McCormick, Matt/Atheism, bold 

emphasis added) 

 

-- UNQUOTE – 

 

 

(57) Finally, atheist Michael Martin, in the ‘General Introduction’ to the 2006 Cambridge 

Companion to Atheism, confirms the importance of understanding atheism in a positive 

way even as he asserts that it can be affirmed negatively as well: 

 

-- QUOTE -- 
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If you look up “atheism” in a dictionary, you will find it defined as the belief that there is 

no God. Certainly, many people understand “atheism” in this way. Yet this is not what 

the term means if one considers it from the point of view of its Greek roots. In Greek “a” 

means “without” or “not”, and “theos” means “god.” From this standpoint, an atheist is 

someone without belief in God; he or she need not be someone who believes that God 

does not exist. Still, there is a popular dictionary meaning of “atheism” according 

to which an atheist is not simply one who holds no belief in the existence of a God 

or gods but is one who believes that there is no God or gods. This dictionary use 

of the term should not be overlooked. To avoid confusion, let us call it positive 

atheism and let us call the type of atheism derived from the original Greek roots 

negative atheism. (Martin, Michael/Cambridge Companion Atheism, General 

Introduction, bold emphasis added)  

 

-- UNQUOTE – 

 

 

(58) And just as Martin says, even today, many dictionaries, while acknowledging the 

‘lack of belief’ definition of atheism, nevertheless still acknowledge that atheism is a 

positive affirmation that God or gods do not exist; to illustrate this, consider the following: 

 

-- QUOTE -- 

 

Dictionary.com – Atheist: a person who denies or disbelieves the existence of a 

supreme being or beings.  (http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/atheist, 25 November 

2015). 

 

Oxford Dictionaries – Atheism: Disbelief or lack of belief in the existence of God or 

gods. (http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/atheism, 25 November 2015) 

 

The Free Dictionary – Atheist: Disbelief in or denial of the existence of God or gods. 

(http://www.thefreedictionary.com/atheist, 25 November 2015) 

 

-- UNQUOTE -- 

 

 

(59) So it must be clear that there is nothing irrational or unjustified in claiming that 

atheism is the positive belief that no God or gods exist; furthermore, the very division 

that atheists themselves make into weak / negative atheism (lack of belief) and strong / 

positive atheism (positive belief) demonstrates the fact that it is obvious that atheism, 

when construed as positive / strong atheism, still denotes a positive belief that no God or 

gods exist.  
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Sub-Section 5.3.1 – An Objection to the term ‘Strong / Positive’ Atheism: 

 

 

(60) Now, even though, as noted above, many prominent atheists themselves admit to 

the legitimacy of the term ‘strong atheism’, and even though modern culture, as 

represented in modern dictionaries, also accepts the legitimacy of understanding 

atheism as a positive belief that there are no gods, it can be said that certain individuals 

may simply be unwilling to concede that ‘atheism’ can have a positive form given that its 

linguistic roots in the Greek make it a negative position, and as such, these individuals 

would be unwilling to accept the idea of ‘positive atheism’, which, in turn, would mean 

that they would be unwilling to accept any argument that used the idea of positive 

atheism; nevertheless, even in light of such an objection, the fact remains that there are 

people who have a positive belief that there are no gods, and such people need a term 

to describe themselves, and so if positive / strong atheist is not a term that is accepted, 

then some other term must do the job. 

 

 

(61) Since a large majority of so-called strong atheists are also atheistic-naturalists 

(individuals who believe that only the natural material world exists and that nothing like 

God (no souls, angels, etc.) exists) then this could potentially serve as a replacement 

term for strong atheism, but the problem is that not all strong atheists are naturalists, 

and so, ultimately, it would be inaccurate to categorically equate strong atheism with 

naturalism; as such, perhaps the best way describe a strong atheist would be to replace 

the prefix ‘a’ (without) with the prefix ‘nil’ (nonexistent, nothing, zero) and thus equate 

strong atheism with the term ‘nil-theism’ (nonexistent or zero gods), a term which thus 

accurately captures and describes the idea behind strong atheism. 

 

 

(62) Now, as we proceed, it should thus be noted that while we will continue to employ 

the term ‘strong / positive atheism’ throughout this work, if someone does indeed have 

an overriding objection to the use of that term, then such individuals can simply replace 

the term ‘strong atheism’ with the term ‘nil-theism’ and their linguistic objection to this 

line of argumentation vanishes; and it should also be noted that making this shift 

between ‘strong atheism’ and ‘nil-theism’ ultimately does nothing to the substance of the 

argument in this work. 
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(63)  So, in the end, whether someone employs the term ‘strong atheism’ or ‘nil-theism’, 

the fact remains that there are indeed individuals who positively claim that no gods exist, 

and this is the only fact that we need to establish for the rest of this work to continue 

moving forward, which is precisely what we shall do now.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 6 – INVESTIGATIVE ARGUMENTATION: 

 

 

(64) Moving to the next phase of this investigation, we will now consider the various 

arguments and the various objections that are relevant to our two broad investigative 

goals of 1) determining whether the theist can use the same reasoning as the atheist to 

legitimize the idea of ‘weak theism’ and thereby avoid the argumentative burden of 

proof, and 2) examining the idea of whether ‘weak atheism’ is even a logical or coherent 

concept to begin with. 

 

 

(65) Now, for a number of reasons, we will begin our investigation by examining the 

secondary objective first. 

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION 6.1 – IS WEAK ATHEISM EVEN COHERENT:  

 

 

(66) In this section, we will examine certain points which show that the idea of ‘weak 

atheism’ suffers from a number of serious problems that call its legitimacy as an 

intellectual position into question, and this is a conclusion which obviously should be of 

concern to any proponent of ‘weak atheism’. 

    

 

 

Sub-Section 6.1.1 – It is Absurd, Disingenuous, and Prejudicial: 
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(67) In this first argument, it will be argued that the atheist’s desire to define atheism as 

‘just a lack of belief’ (weak atheism) may be rationally illegitimate because doing so is 

absurd and/or intellectually dishonest and prejudicial, and since both absurdities and 

dishonest / prejudicial positions should not be accepted as rational, then this approach 

to defining atheism negatively is thus itself not rational. 

 

 

(68) First, and most damningly, consider that rocks, raccoons, and rhubarbs all lack a 

belief in God or gods, and yet it is obviously absurd to claim that such things are 

“atheistic” in any meaningful sense; but if atheism can be defined as just a lack of belief 

in the existence of God or gods, then, literally-speaking, not only are the 

aforementioned things “atheistic”, but the very computer that I am now typing this 

document on is “atheistic”, and this, as stated, appears, on its face, to be an utterly 

absurd position. 

 

 

(69) Now, even if one restricts oneself to actual people, and thus to things capable of 

having beliefs (to things with the potential to have beliefs), it still seems absurd to claim 

that newborns, or people in a coma, or people who are sleeping are “atheists” in any 

meaningful sense, and yet all these people are capable of having beliefs but, at those 

particular times, they lack a belief in gods, which would apparently make them ‘weak 

atheists’ in those circumstances; but truly, it does seem absurd to claim that when the 

Pope goes to sleep, he suddenly becomes a weak atheist—for he quite literally lacks a 

belief in God at that time—only for him to wake back up as a Catholic the next morning.  

 

 

(70) But now even if one restricts oneself to conscious people, it becomes absurd, or at 

least intellectually dishonest and prejudicial, to label anyone a weak / negative atheist; 

after all, consider that, on the one hand, if someone has really never even contemplated 

the question of God’s (gods’) existence, then it seems both prejudicial and dishonest to 

label them an atheist, even if only a weak atheist, for something like an ‘igno-theist’ 

(ignorant of theism) would be less prejudicial and more appropriate to such a situation, 

and yet, on the other hand, if someone has contemplated the existence of God or gods, 

then it is highly doubtful (if not impossible) that they genuinely lack a belief about the 

issue, but rather they have very likely either come to see God’s existence as more 

probable than not, or less probable than not, or are just agnostics, and thus they do 

not simply lack a belief in God or gods, but actually have some type of positive 

position about the topic (whatever it may be), thereby meaning that it is disingenuous 

and dishonest to label such people as weak atheists (consider, for example, the fact that 

most weak atheists would not lack a belief about whether or not God guides the 
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evolutionary process but would actively deny such a claim, thereby demonstrating that 

their ‘lack of belief’ about God and / or his activities is anything but a mere lack of belief). 

 

 

 

Point 6.1.1.1 – Just a Rhetorical Tactic: 

 

 

(71) Further to the above, and thus further to the idea of weak atheism being a 

disingenuous position, it cannot but be pointed out that a great amount of experience 

attests to the fact that when push comes to shove, or when discussing something other 

than atheism directly, many former weak / negative atheists suddenly and often 

inadvertently expose themselves as being outright atheistic-naturalists / materialists, or 

at least as being atheists who positively believe that the non-existence of God is, say, 

more likely than not, both of which are positive burden-bearing claims; this point thus 

lends weight to the claim that the atheistic desire to label atheism as just a lack of belief 

in God (gods) is often little more than a rhetorical trick that atheists employ to avoid 

having to shoulder any burden of proof for their position, and this is why this move often 

appears to be little more than a disingenuous rhetorical tactic meant to give the atheist 

an undeserved argumentative advantage. 

 

 

(72) So the above point—which is, once again, not some random claim but rather is a 

point borne out of almost a decade of experience in dealing with atheists—renders the 

appeal to weak / negative atheism as a suspect maneuver that routinely has as much or 

more to do with a rhetorical attempt to “win” an exchange before it even starts than it 

has with actually seeking out the truth; and this thereby provides yet more reason to see 

the appeal to weak atheism as all-too-often being disingenuous and dishonest. 

 

 

 

Sub-Point 6.1.1.1.1 – A Presumption of Atheistic-Naturalism: 

 

 

(73) In fact, in my own personal experience, the above point has borne itself out so 

many times that I now operate under the presumption that until and unless presented 

with evidence that proves otherwise, all mere “weak atheists” should be presumed to be 

atheistic-naturalists; employing this presumption helps me to remember to avoid any 

prolonged discussion with a ‘weak atheist’ until and unless I drill down to his exact 

worldview position, which, as stated, usually turns out to be some burden-bearing form 

of atheistic-naturalism or materialism, not merely weak atheism.  
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(74) And so, for all the above reasons, it is arguable that using the label ‘weak atheism’ 

is intellectually illegitimate, for not only is doing so absurd in some cases, but it is also 

often a disingenuous and dishonest rhetorical tactic which is unjustifiably designed to 

allow the atheist to avoid bearing any burden of proof given that the atheist’s ‘weak 

atheism’ is actually a misrepresentation of his true burden-bearing position.   

 

 

 

Sub-Section 6.1.2 – It Conflates Atheism with Agnosticism, It Is Doubly 

Disingenuous, and It is Incoherent: 

 

 

(75) Another problem with defining atheism as just a lack of belief in God or gods is that 

it essentially conflates atheism with agnosticism, for the agnostic can have as much of a 

lack of belief in God as the weak atheist can; in fact, in a way, it is arguably the case that 

the weak atheist just really is a type of agnostic, which begs the question as to why the 

term ‘weak / negative atheist’ even needed to be coined given its already existent 

inclusion under the umbrella of agnosticism. 

 

 

(76) To see this issue expressed even by atheists, consider the following quote from 

atheist philosopher Michael Martin in The Cambridge Companion to Atheism: 

 

-- QUOTE -- 

 

Agnosticism, the position of neither believing nor disbelieving that God exists, is often 

contrasted with atheism. However, this common opposition of agnosticism to atheism is 

misleading. Agnosticism and positive atheism are indeed incompatible: if atheism is true, 

agnosticism is false and conversely. But agnosticism is compatible with negative 

atheism in that agnosticism entails negative atheism. Since agnostics do not 

believe in God, they are by definition negative atheists. This is not to say that 

negative atheism entails agnosticism. A negative atheist might disbelieve in God 

but need not. (Martin, Michael/Cambridge Companion Atheism, General Introduction, 

bold emphasis added) 

 

-- UNQUOTE -- 
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(77) So it is clear that even atheists—and atheists of relatively high intellectual standing 

such as Martin—perceive the conflation between weak atheism and agnosticism; the 

weak atheist might, in reality, simply be an agnostic, and yet might nevertheless label 

himself as an atheist (albeit a negative / weak one), which clearly seems prejudicial in 

favor of atheism. 

 

 

(78) However, the problem becomes even worse when this issue of weak atheism being 

conflated with agnosticism is also combined with the earlier point that the weak atheist is 

often being disingenuous by claiming to be a weak atheist; consider Martin once again, 

in a long but important quote that is essentially a continuation of the quote above: 

 

-- QUOTE -- 

 

Here I will explore what is at issue between positive atheism and agnosticism. An 

agnostic, one might suppose, is skeptical that good grounds exist, whereas an atheist is 

not. However, this is not the only way the difference between these positions can be 

construed. An agnostic might think that there are good grounds for disbelieving that God 

exists but also believe that there are equally good grounds for believing that God exists. 

These opposing reasons would offset one another, leaving no overall positive reason to 

believe or disbelieve.  

 

Let us call the view that there are no good reasons for believing that God exists 

and none for believing that God does not exist skeptical agnosticism and the view 

that there are equally good reasons for believing both theism and atheism that 

offset one another cancellation agnosticism.  

 

Arguments that are intended to establish both negative and positive atheism refute both 

skeptical and cancellation agnosticism. Showing that negative atheism is justified 

undermines cancellation agnosticism, for it assumes that both atheism and 

theism have good grounds that cancel each other out, and negative atheism 

entails that there are no good grounds for theistic belief. Moreover, arguments 

showing that there are good grounds for the nonexistence of God undermine skeptical 

agnosticism since skeptical agnosticism assumes that there are no good grounds for 

either atheism or theism. (Martin, Michael/Cambridge Companion Atheism, General 

Introduction, bold emphasis added) 

 

-- UNQUOTE --  
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(79) Now the problem that arises from Martin’s aforementioned connection between 

agnosticism and negative atheism is that Martin’s own reasoning essentially destroys 

any justification for the idea of negative atheism. 

 

 

(80) Consider that Martin says that cancellation agnosticism—which Martin defines as 

being the position that there are good grounds for theistic belief which are, however, 

cancelled out by equally good grounds for atheistic belief—can be undermined by 

negative atheism, because negative atheism shows that there are no good grounds for 

theistic belief, and yet the problem is that if the negative atheist undermines the 

cancellation agnostic by removing the cancellation agnostic’s good grounds for theistic 

belief, then the cancellation agnostic (as per Martin’s definition) still has good grounds 

for atheistic belief, which means that the cancellation agnostic becomes a positive 

atheist (or nil-theist) rather than a negative atheist (for the atheist now has good grounds 

for atheistic belief); but if the cancellation agnostic does not have good enough grounds 

to be a positive atheist, then he is, also as per Martin’s definition, simply a skeptical 

agnostic rather than a negative atheist (for remember that Martin defines a skeptical 

agnostic as one who sees no good reasons for believing that God exists and no good 

reasons to belief that he does not exist). 

 

 

(81) But now the question becomes: Where does negative atheism fit in?  

 

 

(82) After all, it seems that negative atheism simply collapses into either positive 

atheism or skeptical agnosticism, and thus it has no room of its own to legitimately fit in 

the spectrum from atheism to agnosticism; after all, as stated, if negative atheism 

causes the cancellation agnostic to lose his good grounds for theism but to maintain his 

good grounds for atheism, then the cancellation agnostic becomes a positive atheist, 

and yet if negative atheism causes the cancellation agnostic to lose his good grounds 

for theism, and then he also loses his good grounds for atheism, then the cancellation 

agnostic becomes a skeptical agnostic, not a negative atheist. 

 

 

(83) There is nowhere for the negative / weak atheist to fit, for either a non-theist has 

good enough grounds for atheism to believe that atheism is true, and then he is a 

positive atheist (or nil-theist), or else the non-theist does not have good enough grounds 

to believe that atheism is true, and then he is a skeptical agnostic; what there is no room 

for is a negative atheist who just lacks a belief in god, for such a negative atheist, if not 

a positive atheist, just is a skeptical agnostic (as per Martin’s own definition). 
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(84) And so, in light of the above, it seems that there cannot be anything like actual 

negative / weak atheism except in terms of a rhetorical trick designed to re-name 

‘skeptical agnosticism’ as ‘weak atheism’. 

 

 

(85) This lack of space between skeptical agnosticism and positive atheism for negative 

atheism also helps to illustrate the disingenuous nature of the term ‘negative atheist’, for 

it is a term that seeks to maintain the benefits of the agnostic’s lack of a burden of proof 

while labelling oneself as an atheist; and yet this is all done via the sheer terminological 

overlap of essentially just transforming a skeptical agnostic into a negative atheist, which 

is a neat rhetoric trick, but arguably a dirty one for any person interested in the truth. 

 

 

(86) And note that if the negative atheist tries to squeeze himself in somewhere between 

positive atheism and skeptical agnosticism by claiming that there are good enough 

grounds for atheism to not label oneself as an agnostic and yet those grounds are not 

quite good enough to have a positive belief in atheism, then, even leaving aside the fact 

that such a claim is arguably incoherent, it is also critical to note that this is a positive 

claim—namely, it is the positive claim that there are good enough grounds to lean away 

from agnosticism towards atheism, but not good enough for full-blown positive 

atheism—and so this positive claim needs to be defended, which means that even the 

negative atheist has a burden of proof to defend such a version of atheism. 

 

 

(87) So, from all this we can see that negative atheism is little more than skeptical 

agnosticism—as per Martin’s own definition—which raises the question as to why we 

should use the term negative atheist when skeptical agnostic works just fine; and if the 

negative atheist tries to claim that negative atheism is more than agnosticism but less 

than positive atheism, and that there are good grounds to be a negative atheist and/or 

no good grounds to be a theist, then that is a positive claim that needs to be defended, 

which means that even the weak atheist has a burden of proof. 

 

 

 

Point 6.1.2.1 – An Objection: 

 

 

(88) One objection to the claim that negative atheism has no legitimate place in which it 

can fit on the spectrum from agnosticism to atheism is that this claim has not yet 

interacted with what Antony Flew specifically wanted the term ‘negative atheist’ to mean: 
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essentially, a person who had not even conceded that a legitimate theoretical concept of 

God could be had.  

 

 

(89) Consider Flew once again in ‘The Presumption of Atheism’: 

 

-- QUOTE -- 

 

…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. (Flew, Antony/Presumption of Atheism, bold 

emphasis added)   

 

-- UNQUOTE -- 
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(90) Immediately note that Flew himself tacitly admits that his idea of what a negative 

atheist is could potentially be subsumed under the umbrella of agnosticism, but he does 

not think that it is important to debate that point. 

 

 

(91) But while Flew does not think that it is that important whether or not the term 

‘agnosticism’ could bear the meaning that he wishes the term ‘negative atheism’ to bear, 

it clearly is important for a number of reasons: first, if Flew’s ideas about negative 

atheism are better categorized in the agnosticism section, then that is where his ideas 

should reside; second, since the term ‘negative atheism’ is rhetorically prejudicial in 

favour of atheism, then if a more rhetorically neutral term can be used which still 

accurately encapsulates Flew’s ideas, then this more neutral term should be preferred; 

and third, if a term can be had which more accurately and directly conveys Flew’s 

meaning than the term ‘negative atheist’ does, then that term should be preferred over 

negative atheism due to its terminological clarity.  

 

 

(92) And, with some thought, we can see that Flew’s ideas easily fit under the label of 

agnosticism, for consider that since we have already seen atheists divide agnosticism 

into cancellation agnosticism and skeptical agnosticism, there is no reason why a 

category of ‘definitional / conceptual agnosticism’ cannot be created, where the 

definitional / conceptual agnostic is someone who not only does not believe or 

disbelieve in God’s existence, but he neither concedes nor does not concede that there 

can be a legitimate theoretical concept of God. 

 

 

(93) Thus, definitional / conceptual agnosticism fulfills the ideas articulated by Flew while 

also being a label that is: 

 

a. Less rhetorically prejudicial than the term ‘negative atheist’;  

b. More accurate and descriptively clear than the term ‘negative atheist’; and 

c. Actually more appropriate than the label of a ‘negative atheist’ for Flew’s ideas. 

 

 

(94) Now, the reason why the term ‘definitional / conceptual agnostic’ is more 

appropriate for Flew’s ideas is because in Flew’s articulation, a ‘negative atheist’, rather 

than positively disbelieving that a legitimate God concept can be articulated by the 

theist, is really more agnostic about that subject and is waiting for the theist to make his 

case; this means that Flew’s idea of what a negative atheist should be towards the 

concept of God is that he should essentially be an agnostic towards it. 
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(95) Consider the following quote from Flew: 

 

-- QUOTE – 

 

…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. 

(Flew, Antony/Presumption of Atheism, bold emphasis added) 

 

-- UNQUOTE -- 

 

 

(96) Notice in the last line of the quote that Flew seems to be implying that while his 

‘negative atheist’ has not conceded the question of whether or not there can be a 

legitimate theoretical concept of God, he is not necessarily of the view that there is 

no legitimate concept of God, and as such, the negative atheist really is an agnostic 

as to whether there can be such a concept or not. 

 

 

(97) So given that a good case can be made that the term ‘definitional / conceptual 

agnostic’ better encapsulates Flew’s ideas than the term ‘negative atheist’ does, when 

combined with the fact that the former label is clearer and more appropriate than the 

latter term given what Flew meant by it, then all this means that this is yet more reason 

to prefer ‘definitional / conceptual agnostic’ to ‘negative atheist’ as the best way to 

describe Flew’s position. 

 

 

(98) Finally, it should also be pointed out that it is not at all clear that modern atheists 

actually use the term ‘negative atheist’ as Flew intended; after all, consider this quote 

from Martin in The Cambridge Companion to Atheism: 

 

-- QUOTE -- 

 

Negative atheism in the broad sense is then the absence of belief in any gods or Gods, 

not just the absence of belief in a personal theistic God, and negative atheism in the 

narrow sense is the absence of belief in a theistic God. Positive atheism in the broad 

sense is, in turn, disbelief in all gods, with positive atheism in the narrow sense being 
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the disbelief in a theistic God. (Martin, Michael/Cambridge Companion Atheism, 

General Introduction) 

 

-- UNQUOTE -- 

 

 

(99) Now the reason for mentioning this quote is that it shows that atheists not only 

divide themselves along strong and weak lines, but also that both positive and negative 

atheists also divide themselves along a spectrum from broad to narrow atheism, and 

the reason that this is important is because in order to divide negative atheism into 

‘broad negative atheism’ and ‘narrow negative atheism’, the negative atheism must 

implicitly have ‘god concepts’ which he accepts as theoretically legitimate and 

understandable enough that he is able to divide between them; indeed, if, before any 

argument is presented, a negative atheist already categorizes himself as either a broad 

or narrow negative atheist, then his very own categorization would give an indication 

that he has already theoretically understood and accepted one or more god concepts 

with enough sufficiency to make a distinction between them, and this means that a 

negative atheist who has done so is not really fulfilling the spirit of Flew’s idea of a 

negative atheist, which thus drives the point home even further that there is little-to-no 

reason to prefer the term ‘negative atheist’ to the term ‘definitional / conceptual 

agnostic’.  

 

 

 

Sub-Section 6.1.3 – Still Accept It: 

 

 

(100) Now, even in light of these myriad concerns and problems, many atheists still 

affirm both the legitimacy and the rationality of dividing atheism into weak / negative and 

strong / positive categories, and in light of this atheistic willingness to accept such a 

division in spite of the issues associated with doing so, we can now move to considering 

whether or not the theist can follow the atheist and also separate theism into a weak and 

a strong form.  

 

 

 

 

  

SECTION 6.2 – IS ‘WEAK THEISM’ INTELLECTUALLY LEGITIMATE: 
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(101) In this particular section, the goal will be to show that if the atheist is permitted 

to separate atheism into a weak and a strong form even in spite of all the 

difficulties associated with doing so, then, using the very same reasoning that the 

atheist used, the theist can just as readily separate theism into a weak and a 

strong form; the theist can then view ‘weak theism’ as being just a lack of belief in 

God’s non-existence (essentially, ‘a-positive-atheism’ or ‘a-nil-theism’), which, in turn, 

allows the theist to avoid bearing any burden of proof for his position. 

 

 

(102) Now, in order to show that the theist can just as readily and legitimately define 

theism as a lack of belief, we must first review some critical points: 

 

a. First, remember that as was demonstrated earlier, atheism can be and still is defined 

in the positive sense of being the belief that there is no God or gods (nil-theism); note as 

well that even atheists accept this understanding of atheism given that they have seen it 

necessary to separate atheism into a strong and a weak version. 

 

b. Second—and as stated in one of the quotes from the ‘Background’ Sub-Section—

note how certain atheists decided to define and accept atheism as being just a lack of 

belief in God or gods (rather than accepting the positive belief that no God or gods exist) 

simply because they wished to do so and because they would not allow theists to define 

atheism for them; at the same time, more philosophical atheists, such as Antony Flew, 

wished to separate atheism into a strong and weak variety and then define weak 

atheism as a lack of belief because they wished to have the ‘a-‘ mean what it originally 

did, which is simply to be ‘without something’, such as being ‘without theism’. 

 

c. Third, remember that the atheist considers it legitimate to separate atheism into a 

weak and a strong variety even though weak atheism conflates with agnosticism and the 

former actually includes the latter. 

 

d. Fourth, remember that many atheists call themselves “atheists” even though, in a 

debate, they adopt the position of a weak atheist; but in daily life, atheists do not usually 

see the need to make this distinction clear but are content with simply calling 

themselves “atheists”. 

 

 

(103) Now, if atheists can do all this, then, as the argument below will demonstrate, 

there is nothing to prevent the theist from using the exact same reasoning to 

legitimately create the concept of ‘weak / negative theism’; after all, consider the 

following points: 
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a. Since atheism, in its positive form, is understood and defined as a positive belief that 

no God or gods exist, then it is entirely legitimate and warranted for the theist to see it as 

such, and to use it as such for his argumentative purposes. 

 

b. Now, the theist, just like the atheist, will not allow others to define theism for him; and 

furthermore, the theist, just like the atheist, also wants to use ‘a-’ in its original meaning 

of being ‘without something’. 

 

c. In light of the above point, consider that since atheism is a positive belief (or at least 

strong / positive atheism is) then it is entirely legitimate and possible for a person to 

consider himself as being ‘without (positive) atheism’, or, in other words, a person can 

be an ‘a-atheist’; furthermore, consider that perhaps a person wants to define himself as 

an ‘a-atheist’ and he will not allow anyone, including atheists, to tell him how he should 

define himself. 

 

d. To be an ‘a-atheist’ means to simply lack a belief that there is no God or no gods; it is 

a position that makes no positive claims and thus bears no burden of proof. 

 

e. Furthermore, just like the atheist does, the theist, in order to accommodate this 

legitimate (and potentially desired) position of ‘a-atheism’ into the theistic lexicon, can 

readily divide theism into a strong / positive form and a weak / negative form; strong / 

positive theism would come to mean ‘a positive disbelief in the claim that there is no 

God or gods (or, in other words, the positive belief that there is a God or gods)’, whereas 

weak / negative theism would come to mean just ‘a lack of belief in the claim that there 

is no God or gods’.   

 

f. Now, although weak theism does conflate itself with agnosticism—for an agnostic 

could be a weak theist—this is not a concern, for as we saw with weak atheism, just 

because weak atheism is conflated with agnosticism is apparently no reason to reject 

the idea of weak atheism, and so the same is true for weak theism. 

 

g. Thus, using the same reasoning as the atheist, the theist can create the position of a 

‘weak theist’ (essentially an ‘a-atheist’, just like Flew’s ‘a-theist’) and in so doing, the 

weak theist can thus be a type of theist without making any positive claims and without 

having any burden of proof. 

 

 

(104) It must be stressed as strongly as possible that the theist, in separating theism into 

a weak and a strong form, is, quite simply, using the same reasoning that atheists used 

when they separated atheism into these two forms; consequently, if separating atheism 
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using such reasoning was legitimate, then it would appear to be fallacious special 

pleading to claim that it was not also legitimate for the theist to do so via such reasoning.  

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION 6.3 – OBJECTIONS: 

 

 

(105) Now, in order to oppose the legitimacy of weak theism and the argument in favor 

of it, the atheist can mount a number of objections which must be addressed. 

 

 

 

Sub-Section 6.3.1 - Objection 1 – We Thought of It First: 

 

 

(106) One objection that atheists could potentially mount is to claim that they thought of 

the idea of dividing atheism into strong and weak atheism before theists did so, and as 

such, they have a type of precedence and ownership for this idea. 

 

 

(107) But this objection is, of course, ridiculous, for the sheer fact that atheists may have 

thought of this idea first in no way precludes the theist from using the same idea and the 

same reasoning in favor of theism so long as it is logically and rationally valid for the 

theist to do so, which, as we have seen, it is.  

 

 

(108) So the atheist’s appeal to chronological primacy does nothing to negate the 

legitimacy or value of the argument that the theist has offered for weak theism. 

 

 

(109) It should also be mentioned here that if, as some atheists claim, negative atheism 

entails that there are no good grounds for theistic belief—and note that this is a positive 

claim—then weak theism would entail that there are no good grounds for atheistic belief; 

but now note that if this is the case then the negative atheist is in danger, for given the 

wide range of gods that could exist (especially deistic-type ones), and given the good 

arguments that can be made for such gods (especially the deistic-type ones), and given 

the weakness of atheistic objections to the existence of such gods (especially the 

deistic-type ones), then it is arguably easier to show that there are no good grounds for 
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atheism than it is to show that there are no good grounds for theism, and thus weak 

theism is arguably a more rational position to hold than weak atheism is regardless of 

the fact that weak atheism may have been thought of first.  

 

 

 

Sub-Section 6.3.2 - Objection 2 – The Affinity Between Atheism & Agnosticism: 

 

 

(110) A second and arguably more promising objection that the atheist could mount is to 

claim that there is more of an affinity between atheism and agnosticism than there is 

between agnosticism and theism, and so while it makes some sense to have weak 

atheism overlap with agnosticism, it makes less sense to have theism overlap with 

agnosticism, and so while the former connection is legitimate, the latter one is not. 

 

 

(111) But the problem here is that the apparent affinity between atheism and 

agnosticism, when looked at from a logical point-of-view rather than a sociological one, 

is an illusion, for strong / positive atheism is as close to agnosticism as strong / positive 

theism is, and thus there is no greater affinity between positive atheism and agnosticism 

than there is between positive theism and agnosticism; and indeed, while we may be 

socio-culturally accustomed to seeing atheists and agnostics congregating together, on 

the purely logical level—which is the focus of this argument—agnosticism is no closer to 

atheism than it is to theism.  

 

 

(112) Given all this, to say that the atheist somehow has more of a right to the idea of 

weak atheism than the theist has to weak theism is unwarranted; the fact is, positive 

theism is the opposite position of positive atheism, and so if the atheist can legitimately 

divide atheism into different types even though one of those types (namely, weak 

atheism) merges with agnosticism, than the theist can do the same.    

 

 

 

Sub-Section 6.3.3 – Objection 3 – It is Strange to Lack a Belief in the Non-

Existence of Something: 

 

 

(113) Another objection that the atheist might mount is to claim that it is strange and 

unorthodox to lack a belief in the non-existence of something; but while such a lack of 

belief may seem strange at first blush, there is, in fact, nothing unusual about it. 
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(114) Consider, for example, a person who positively claims that intelligent alien life 

simply does not exist anywhere else in the universe; well, another person who might 

have never thought about the existence or non-existence of intelligent alien life might 

simply lack a belief in the actual non-existence of such aliens, thereby meaning that 

such a person lacks a belief in the non-existence of something.  

 

 

(115) Furthermore, note that in the above example, the burden of proof would be on the 

person positively affirming that such aliens do not exist, not on the person who simply 

lacks a belief in the non-existence of such aliens. 

 

 

(116) At the same time, numerous further examples could be provided to show that it is 

by no means un-natural to lack a belief in the non-existence of something—such as 

lacking a belief concerning the non-existence of gold on Pluto, or the non-existence of 

deep-sea monsters, or Big Foot, and so on—and thus there is no real objection to 

having a lack of belief in the non-existence of a thing. 

 

 

(117) Furthermore, an agnostic, being a person who neither believes nor disbelieves in 

the existence of God (or gods) is himself a person who very well could lack a belief in 

the claim that no God (or gods) exists; and so agnosticism is itself a position that 

accommodates a lack of belief in the non-existence of something, and thus there is 

nothing strange about such a point-of-view. 

 

 

 

Sub-Section 6.3.4 – Objection 4 – It’s a Double-Negative: 

 

 

(118) The atheist may try to claim that the theist’s attempt to use the term ‘weak 

theism’—which is essentially ‘without a belief in God’s non-existence’—is a double-

negative and thus implies that the person thereby has a positive belief in God’s 

existence; yet it can immediately be seen that this reasoning is fallacious, for a person 

can easily be without a belief that there is no God while not having a positive belief that 

there is a God. 
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(119) Indeed, the skeptical agnostic is without a belief that there is no God and yet he is 

also without a belief that there is a God, and so there is no problem with holding both 

these positions at the same time; this, in turn, means that weak theism is not a double-

negative and thus this objection fails. 

 

 

 

Sub-Section 6.3.5 – Objection 5 – It is Absurd: 

 

 

(120) This objection is arguably the most potent one, and this objection notes that since 

both weak atheism and weak theism are compatible with agnosticism, then it is 

theoretically possible for a person to be both a weak atheist and a weak theist at the 

same time, and since such a position is absurd, then there is a problem with the idea of 

weak theism.  

 

 

(121) Now such an objection might seem fatal to the idea of weak theism, but since the 

theistic position has just as much right and legitimacy as atheism does to divide itself 

into a strong and a weak form, then the fact is that this is a problem for both weak 

theism and weak atheism; indeed, there is absolutely no reason why it must be the 

theistic position that drops its weak form rather than the atheistic position, and so there 

is no clear way to arbitrate which position—atheism or theism—needs to drop its weak 

form in order to prevent this absurdity from occurring.  

 

 

(122) At the same time, since the atheist was already willing to conflate weak atheism 

with agnosticism, thereby causing terminological confusion in this sense, the atheist has 

thus weakened any objection that he might have to weak theism’s conflation with either 

weak atheism or agnosticism; after all, since the atheist was already willing to accept the 

strange position of having weak atheism at times mean nothing more than agnosticism, 

then the theist can contend that since it was the atheist who opened Pandora’s box to 

such terminological confusions, the atheist has little right to make complaints about 

terminology now. 

 

 

 

Point 6.3.5.1 – A Reason to Drop “Weak” Atheism / Theism: 
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(123) Additionally, it should be considered that given the fact that a person could 

technically be a weak atheist and a weak theist at the same time, and also given that 

neither theism nor atheism needs to give up its idea of a ‘weak’ position in favor of the 

opposing side, and given that this whole situation does indeed seem absurd, then 

perhaps all this means that the best course of action in this case would be to simply 

toss both weak atheism and weak theism aside and allow anyone who lacks a 

belief in either God’s existence or non-existence to simply be labelled as an 

agnostic (or, for someone who has truly never even thought about God’s existence, to 

be labelled as an ‘igno-theist’, a term which was offered earlier). 

 

 

(124) However, if the atheist is unwilling to drop the idea of weak atheism even in light 

of the aforementioned problem, then, by extension, the theist has no reason to drop his 

appeal to weak theism either, and thus the theist can appeal to weak theism just readily 

as the atheist can regardless of the strange position that doing so might place them both 

in. 

 

 

 

Sub-Section 6.3.6 – Objection 6 – No such thing as Positive Atheism: 

 

 

(125) Finally, we return to the objection that on linguistic grounds, some atheists might 

claim that there is no such thing as “positive atheism”, and thus that there cannot be 

such a thing as ‘weak theism’ given that weak theism is essentially ‘a-positive-atheism’. 

 

 

(126) However, in reply to this objection, it should first be pointed out that, in my 

experience and as articulated in various prominent and representative sources (as noted 

earlier), the denier of positive atheism is in an intellectual minority given that a solid 

majority of atheists will admit to the legitimacy of the idea of positive atheism, and so the 

denial of positive atheism is a fringe position; consequently, there is no reason why the 

theist needs to accept this fringe position, for the theist can simply acknowledge that 

some people reject the idea of positive atheism, but then ignore those individuals and 

specifically address his argument to the large majority of atheists and others who do 

accept the concept of positive atheism. 

 

 

(126.i) Second, it should be noted that what is meant by the term ‘positive atheism’, a 

term which conveys an actual position that people do indeed hold, can simply be 

rebranded as ‘nil-theism’, and thus weak theism can simply be rebranded as ‘a-nil-
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theism’, which might be verbally different from weak theism, but which is exactly the 

same in content and meaning. 

 

 

(127) Thus, even if this linguistic objection against weak theism is admitted as 

legitimate, its only effect is to force the theist to modify the way in which the idea behind 

‘weak theism’ is labeled by making the theist call this idea ‘a-nil-theism’ (or something 

like that) instead of weak theism, but such a change does nothing to the actual thrust 

and power of the theist’s argument in this case, for all the conclusions remain the same 

even if the terms used are different; thus, whether he calls it ‘weak theism’ or ‘a-nil-

theism’, the theist still has a legitimate ‘lack of belief’ position which allows him to avoid 

bearing any burden of proof.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 7 – INVESTIGATIVE ASSESSMENT 

 

 

(128) With both the pertinent arguments and the relevant objections for this investigation 

now considered, our final step requires that a full and complete assessment of all the 

points be made and articulated.  

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION 7.1 – ASSESSMENT FOR PRIMARY INVESTIGATION: 

 

 

(129) Ultimately, this investigation has determined that the theist, if permitted to use 

the same approach and reasoning as the atheist, can indeed meaningfully separate 

theism into what is essentially a weak / negative and a strong / positive form; the theist 

can then accept ‘weak theism’ as simply being a lack of belief in God’s (or gods) non-

existence, thereby allowing the weak theist to avoid bearing any burden of proof for his 

weak theism given that he makes no positive claims. 
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(130) Furthermore, since none of the main objections that an atheist can mount against 

this conclusion can be valid without also being objections against the atheist’s own use 

of the idea of ‘weak atheism’, then if the atheist does indeed object to this idea of weak 

theism, then the atheist essentially removes any justification that he has for his 

employment of the idea of weak atheism (which the weak atheist defines as simply a 

lack of belief in the existence of God).  

 

 

(131) Thus, the atheist is caught in a type of trilemma:  

 

a. If the atheist rejects this new theistic concept of weak theism, and if the atheist is 

intellectually honest, then, by extension, the atheist should also reject the idea of weak 

atheism;  

 

b. If the atheist rejects the idea of weak theism but still holds that weak atheism is a 

legitimate position, then the atheist shows himself to be intellectually dishonest through 

his employment of a clear double-standard; 

 

c. If the atheist accepts the legitimacy of the idea of weak theism, and if the atheist still 

wants to maintain that weak atheism is simply a lack of belief in God (or gods) and thus 

that weak atheists do not have a burden of proof, then, by extension, the atheist must 

accept that the weak theist can claim the very same thing and thus that the weak theist 

has no burden of proof either. 

 

 

(132) Given the above trilemma, it appears that whatever way the atheist turns, he loses 

something significant: either he loses his claim to weak atheism, or he loses his claim to 

intellectual integrity, or he loses his exclusive access to a non-burden bearing position. 

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION 7.2 – DETERMINATION OF THE SECONDARY INVESTIGATION: 

 

 

(133) Although it has been determined that weak theism is a legitimate concept if the 

atheist insists on using the idea of weak atheism, it has also been determined that 

the term ‘weak / negative atheism’ is, ultimately, either nothing more than skeptical 

agnosticism or is actually better described as ‘definitional / conceptual agnosticism’; 

therefore, in light of this determination, there thus seems to be no legitimate way for a 
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person to accurately label himself as a negative atheist, for such a person is either a 

skeptical agnostic or a positive atheist, or is—if negative atheist is meant in the Antony 

Flew sense—a definitional / conceptual agnostic. 

 

 

(134) Furthermore, use of the term ‘weak / negative atheist’ seems, in part, to be little 

more than a prejudicial way for the atheist to gain the argumentative advantages of 

agnosticism while being able to rhetorically label himself as an atheist; this less-than-

honorable motivation thereby taints the idea of ‘weak atheism’ and renders it suspect.  

 

 

(135) Furthermore, if the negative atheist tries to make negative atheism out to be 

something more than agnosticism but less than positive / strong atheism, then the 

negative atheist is indeed making a positive claim of some type (such as there are no 

good grounds to believe in God) and this positive claim must be defended, which means 

that the negative atheist does indeed have a burden of proof that he cannot avoid. 

 

 

(136) Finally, it should be noted that given the various problems that arise from the 

concepts of weak atheism and weak theism, and given that both weak atheism and 

weak theism are little more than agnosticism, and given the disingenuous use of the 

idea of weak atheism as simply a way for the atheist to avoid the burden of proof, it is 

thus recommended that the whole concept of weak atheism and weak theism be 

dropped and that those people that have thought about the God question but neither 

believe nor disbelieve in God’s (or gods) existence be properly labeled as agnostics (or 

definitional / conceptual agnostics), and that those individuals who truly are completely 

ignorant of the idea of God (or gods) be called something like ‘igno-theists’; this, 

ultimately, would be the best outcome for the ideas of ‘weak atheism’ and ‘weak theism’. 

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION 7.3 – TANGENTIAL DETERMINATIONS: 

 

 

(137) In relation to this investigation, there have also been a number of peripheral 

determinations which have been considered, and it is important to articulate these as 

well. 
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Sub-Section 7.3.1 – New Definitions: 

 

 

(138) In addressing the issue of weak atheism and weak theism, a number of new terms 

were articulated and these new terms were assessed as, arguably, being more accurate 

and descriptive than the terms which were previously used to describe the same 

concepts, and although these terms have already been mentioned, it is worth firmly 

defining them one final time for the sake of precision and clarity: 

 

a. Definitional / Conceptual Agnostic:  Meant to replace the ‘Antony Flew’ meaning of 

the term ‘negative atheist’, a definitional / conceptual agnostic is an individual who is 

agnostic about whether a coherent / legitimate definition of God is even possible and 

who will wait until a satisfactory conceptual definition of God is provided before even 

beginning to argue about God’s existence; 

 

b. Igno-Theist:  Literally meaning someone who is ignorant of theism, this is a term 

which is meant to be a more accurate and less prejudicial description that the term 

‘weak / negative atheist’ is for a person who has genuinely never even considered the 

question of God’s (or gods’) existence or non-existence;     

 

c. Nil-theism:  Since certain individuals categorically deny the possibility of atheism 

being labeled as a positive belief, this term is meant to replace the idea of ‘positive 

atheism’ and thus it serves as a label for those individuals who do positively deny that 

any God or gods exist; and 

 

d. A-nil-theism:   In relation to the above definition, this term is simply meant to 

describe a person who lacks a belief in God’s (or gods’) non-existence. 

 

 

 

Sub-Section 7.3.2 – A Rhetorical Counter to Weak Atheism: 

 

 

(139) Although this investigation has provided us with a number of intellectual 

conclusions concerning how to counter the idea of ‘weak atheism’, it is also the case 

that there is a rhetorical method by which it is possible to negate the argumentative 

force and burden-avoidance of the weak atheist’s claim to just lack a belief in God (or 

gods). 
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(140) Indeed, in order to rhetorically defeat this atheistic talking point about weak 

atheism and its avoidance of the burden of proof, the next time that an atheist tells you 

that he just "lacks a belief in God", look this atheist right in the eyes and say "Well, if that 

is the case, then, concerning the topic of the existence of God, you are as dumb as a 

rock, for rocks lack a belief in God too, and since rocks have nothing of value to say 

about the existence or non-existence of God, I guess it is the same with you, so please 

shove off and stop wasting my time"; and then, when the atheist starts stammering that 

"Well, I just do not find the arguments for God's existence compelling" or that "I see no 

evidence for God" or that "I just do not think that the arguments are good either way" or 

that "I'm an atheist agnostic" or that "blah, blah, blah", you can then point out to the 

atheist that 1) not only are all of his new statements positive claims about the God 

question that show that he has thought about the God issue and that he does not just 

lack a belief but actually has positive beliefs about the topic of God that require positive 

substantiation, but also that 2) most of these atheistic responses show the atheist to be 

more of an agnostic than an atheist, and so by claiming to be an atheist, the 'lack of 

belief' atheist is essentially spreading a falsehood by labeling himself as an atheist, 

and so not only is the atheist incompetent in his own self-description, but he is also 

potentially being deceptive with it as well, which is a damning indictment either way. 

 

 

(141) And so the above strategy is a good rhetorical way to shut down the 'atheism is 

just a lack belief' meme that modern atheists love to talk about; and lest the atheist tries 

to claim that rocks cannot have beliefs and so the analogy is not sound, note that the 

analogy works just as well if the term 'rock' is replaced with 'cat', or 'monkey', or 'a 

newborn baby', for nobody would listen to such things either when it came to the 

question of the existence of God. 


