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PH LOSOPHY GYIV

CAN WE HAVE

MORALITY WITHOUT

, rrG0D AND RELIGION?

I t 's  widely  held that  moral i ty  requi res both God and re l ig ion.  Wi thout  God to lay
down moral  ru les,  ta lk  of  ' r ight '  and 'wrong'  can ref lect  noth ing more than our  own
subjective preferences. Without religion to provide us with moral guidance, we are
set  adr i f t ,  moral ly  rudder less,  wi th moral  chaos the inevi table resul t .

Daniel P. Moloney, writ ing in Americon Prospect, provides an example of this
popular  bel ie f :

Rel ig ious people are the f i rs t  to  admit  that  many re l ig ious people s in of ten
and bold ly ,  and that  atheis ts  of ten act  just ly .  They expla in these eth ical
atheis ts  by not ing that  when atheists  re ject  the re l ig ion in  which they have
been ra ised,  they tend to keep the moral i ty  whi le  d iscard ing i ts  theological
foundat ion.  Their  eth ica l  behavior  is  then der ivat ive and parasi t ic ,  borrowing
i ts  conscience f rom a cul ture permeated by re l ig ion; i t  cannot  surv ive i f  the
surrounding re l ig ious cul ture is  not  susta ined.  ln  shor t ,  moral i ty  as we know
i t  cannot  be mainta ined wi thout  Judeo-Chr is t ian re l ig ion. '

ls  the v iew that  moral i ty  as we know i t  is  u l t imate ly  depe ndent  on God and re l ig ion
actual ly  correct? This chapter  in t roduces some of  the key phi losophical  arguments.

An Argument

The scene: Mr ond Mrs Schnopper are orguing obout whether to send their son Tom
to o religious school. Mrs Schnopper believes they should. Mr Schnopper, on otheist,
disogrees.

Tom should go to a re l ig ious school .  A l l  ch i ldren should.  Wi thout
re l ig ion to prov ide us wi th a f i rm foundat ion,  moral i ty  co l lapses.
Whv?
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MrsS:  l f  there 's  no God to lay down what  is  r ight  and what  is  wrong,  then
things ore right or wrong only becouse we soyso. But that makes
morality unacceptably relotive and orbitrory.

1 i4r  5chnapper scratches h is  head.
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Mr  Schnappe r  nods .

Mr5:

Mrs S:

MrS:
Mrs S:

Why relotive?
l f  th ings are r lght  or  wr0ng only because we say so,  then for  those
who say k i l l ing is  wrong,  i t  is ,  and for  those who say i t 's  r ight ,  i t  is .
I  guess that 's  t rue.
But  moral i ty  isn ' t  re lat ive,  is  i t?  Even i f  we said that  k i l l ing is  r ight ,
i t  would st i l /  be wrong.  The fact  is  that  k i l l ing is  wrong onywly,
whatever  we might  have to say about  i t .  Right?

An Argument for the Existence of God

Mr Schnapper is  happy to agree that  moral i ty  cer ta in ly  isn ' t  a  mat ter  of  personal
prefere nce.

Yes.  Though I  s t i l l  don ' t  see why the v iew that  th ings are r ight  or
wrong only because we say so makes moral i ty  orb i t rory.
l f  th ings are r ight  or  wrong only because we say so,  then before we
say so,  noth ing is  r ight  or  wrong.  Right?
Yes.
Bu t  t hen  ou r  dec i s i on  abou t  wha t  t o  ca l l  ' r i gh t ' and  wha t  t o  ca l l
'wrong'  must  be,  f rom a mors lperspect ive,  e nt i re ly  arb i t rary.

0K, l 'm happy to agree that kil l ing reolly rswrong. lt 's not wrong
simply because we say i t  is .
But  then you must  admit  that  the only reason k i l l ing reol ly  is  wrong is
that God says it is.
So you argue l ike th is :  th ings aren ' t  r ight  or  wrong s imply because we
say so;  they are r ight  or  wrong onywoy.  But  that  can only be because
there ex is ts  a God to say what  is  r ight  and what  is  wrong.  So,  as

Mr S:

,y/r5 ):

Mr S:
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lagree that  th ings aren ' t  r ight  or  wrong s imply because we say so,  I
must accept that God exists. ln effect, you're giving me on orgument
for the existence of God.

Exactly.Mrs S:

Plato 's Refutat ion of  the Popular Argument

Mrs  Schnappe r ' s  conc lus ion  tha t  mora l i t y  i s  dependen t  on  God  i s  no t  new.
Fyodor Dostoevsky ( tAZt-At)  is  supposed to have c la imed that  ' l f  there is  no God,
then  a l l  t h i ngs  a re  pe rm i t t ed i  Even  many  a the i s t s ,  i nc lud ing  Jean -Pau l  Sa r t re
(1905-80) ,  have been prepared to accept  the same conclus ion.

Mrs Schnapper 's  argument  is  cer ta in ly  popular .  But  is  i t  cogent?
Let 's  agree,  for  the sake of  argument ,  that  Mr and Mrs Schnapper are correct

when they suppose that  th ings aren ' t  r ight  or  wrong s imply because we say so.  Does
i t  fo l low that  moral i ty  must  come f rom God?

No ,  i t  doesn ' t  f o l l ow .  Mrs  Schnappe r  be l i eves  tha t  i n  t he  absence  o f  God
moral i ty  becomes re lat ive and arb i t rary.  But ,  as we' re about  to d lscover ,  the v iew
that  moral i ty  is  la id down not  by us but  by God actual ly  makes i t  no less re lat ive
and arbitrary.

The f law in Mrs Schnapper 's  argument  was f i rs t  pointed out  by Plato
(c.428-347 sc) in his dialogue the Euthyphro. The diff iculty becomes apparent once
we press the fo l lowing quest lon:

Are th ings wrong because God says so,  or  does God say that  they are wrong
because they are?

This quest ion ra ises a d i lemma for  [ / ] rs  Schnapper,  for  she can g ive nei ther  answer.
Let 's  consider  the second answer f i rs t :  God says that  th ings are wrong because

they are.  God,  being in f in i te ly  knowledgeable and wise,  recognises the wrongness
of  cer ta in courses of  act ion and te l ls  us about  i t .

From Mrs Schnapper 's  point  of  v iew,  the d i f f icu l ty  wi th th is  answer is  that  i t

undermines her  argument .  l f  Mrs Schnapper concedes that  God isn ' t  requi red to
make th ings wrong -  there is  a s tandard of  r ight  or  wrong that  ex is ts  independe nt ly
of  God's wi l l  -  then her  case against  atheism col lapses.  For  an atheist  can then help
him or  hersel f  to  th is  same independent  moral  s tandard.
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Now let's turn to the first answer: things are wrong becouse God says so. That is

to say, God actually mokes certain courses of action wrong by decreeing them to be

so.  Had God decreed that  k i l l ing is  a good th ing to go in  for ,  then i t  would have been.

Unfor tunate ly  for  Mrs Schnapper,  th is  answer a lso undermines her  argument .

Mrs Schnapper argued that  k i l l ing cannot  be wrong merely  because tvesay so: that

would make r ight  and wrong re lat ive and arb i t rary.  But ,  as Mr Schnapper now points

out ,  the suggest ion that  th ings are wrong only because God says so makes moral i ty

no less re lat ive and arb i t rary.

Mr S:
Mrs S:
Mr S:
Mrs S:
MrS:

Mr S:

/y/rs )
Mr S:

In your view, morality is relstive to whatever God says, correct?
Yes.
l f  God had said that  k i l l ing is  r ight ,  then i t  would have been.  True?
I  suppose s0.
But  a minute ago you said that  k i l l ing is  wtong anyway,  whatever  uve
might  have to say about  i t .  Wel l ,  sure ly  the same is  t rue of  God:
k i l l ing is  wrong onyway,  whatever  God might  have to say about  i t .  So
you see,  in  your  v lew,  moral i ty  ls  no less unacceptably re lat ive.

Also your  v iew that  th ings are r ight  or  wrong only because God says
so makes morality orbitrory.
Why do you say that?
You bel ieve that  k i l l ing is  wrong not  because i l /e  say so,  but  because
God says so.
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That 's  r ight .
But  then you must  bel ieve that ,  pr ior to God decreeing that  k i l l ing is
wrong,  i t  wosn' twrong.
Y e s , l s u p p o s e l d o .
But the n, from a morolperspective, God's choice was entirely orbitrory.
Moral ly  speaking,  He might  just  as wel l  have f l ipped a coin.  So you see,
the very same problems that  you had wi th the v iew that  th ings are
r ight  or  wrong only because wesay so are a lso problems for  the theory
that things are right or wrong only because God says so.

Surely  Mr Schnapper is  r ight :  i f  Mrs Schnapper 's  object ions to the v iew that  moral i ty
is  u l t imate ly  la id down by us are good object ions,  then they are just  as ef fect ive
against  her  own v iew that  moral i ty  is  la id down by God.

Mr5: So, byyourown reosoning, we should agree that morality is ult imately
inde pendent of both our own wil l qnd God's too.

The v iew that  th ings are r ight  or  wrong s imply because God says so is  ca l led the
div ine commond theory.  Those who bel ieve in  God are cer ta in ly  not  obl iged to
accep t  t he  d i v i ne  command  theo ry .  I n  f ac t ,  many  impor tan t  t he i s t s ,  i nc lud ing

S t  Thomas  Aqu inas  (1225 -74 )  and  Go t t f r i ed  Le ibn i z  (1646 -17 '16 ) ,  r e j ec t  t he
d i v i ne  command  theo ry  p rec i se l y  because  they  recogn i se  tha t  i t  f a l l s  f ou l  o f
P la to ' s  d i l emma.

The 'But God ls Good'  Reply

In  defence of  the d iv ine command theory Mrs Schnapper might  c la im that  whi le
k i l l ing is  wrong only because God says so,  God never would have said otherwise.
This is  because God is  good.  A good God would never  inst ruct  us to go round
murder ing each other .

One d i f f icu l ty  wi th th is  reply  is  that  by descr ib ing God as 'good' ,  we presumably

mean morolly good. But on the divine command theory to say that God is morally
good is  to say no more than that  He says He is .  But  then that  is  something that
even a God who instructs us to murder each other can say.
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The Com mands-Need-a-Commander Argu ment

Mrs Schnapper 's  f i rs t  argument  for  moral i ty  being dependent  on God fa i ls .  But  she's

not  d isheartened.  She has another  argument  up her  s leeve.

Mrs 5:

MrS:
Mrs 5:
Mr S:
Mrs S:

rwrS ):
MrS:

Mrs S:

M r  S :

Look, moral principles take the form of commonds, don't they? They
say,  'Do not  k i l l ' ,  'Do not  s teal ' ,  and so on.
Yes, they do.
Now, these commands are not simply ourcommands, are theyT
I 've a l ready agreed that  th ings aren ' t  wrong s imply because we say so.
Wel l ,  where there is  a command,  there must  be someone who has
issued that  command.  l f  the command- issuer  is  not  us.  then who is  i t?

Mr5:  God,  you wi l l  no doubt  say.

MrsS: Precisely. So the existence of moral commands requires the existence
of  God.

Again,  th is  is  a wel l -worn l ine of  argument .  Unfor tunate ly  for  Mrs Schnapper,  i t 's
a lso f lawed.

Refutation of the Commands-Need-a-Commander Argument
0ne of  the f laws in Mrs Schnapper 's  second argument  becomes apparent  once we
ask why we ought  to obey God's commands.

Mr5: But why ought  I  to  obey God? The mere fact  that  someone issues
commands does not  enta i l  that  anyone ought  to obey them. l f  I
command you to do the washing-up,  that  does not  put  you under any
moral  obl igat ion to do i t ,  does i t?
De f in  i te  ly  not .
So why ought  we to obey God's commands? You want  to ground a l l
moral  obl igat ions in  God's commands.  But  commands,  by the mselves,
do not  generate moral  obl igat ions.
Xourcommands do not create moral obligations. But God's commands
00 .

Whv?
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This is  a quest ion that  those who wish to ground moral i ty  in  God's commands
to answer.  Mrs Schnappe r  makes the fo l lowing suggest ion.

MrsS:  Because we are a l ready under a generolmoral  obl igat ion to obey
that's why.
But why, in turn, does this general obligation existT
H'm. Good quest ion.
The problem you face is this. You want t0 ground oll moral obligationS
in God's commands.  But  that  ra ises the quest ion of  why we are
moral ly  obl iged to obey God's commands.  So there is  s t i l l  an
obligation that you have yet to account for.
Perhaps th is  ge neral  obl igat ion ex is ts  because God commands us to
obey a l l  His  commands.
l 'm afra id that  won' t  do.  Af ter  a l l ,  /  can command you to obey a l l  my
commands,  but  that  s t i l /  doesn' t  put  you unde r  any moral  obl igat ion
to do the washing-up, does it?
No,  I  guess not .

Mrs S:

Mr S:

Mrs S:

The at tempt to ground moral  obl igat ion in  God's commands is  doomed to fa i l .  For
commands can generate moral obligations only where there already exists a moral obliga-
tion to obey them. So the divine command theory of morai obligation actually ends up
presupposing what it is supposed to account for: the existence of moral obligations.

We have just  looked at  two arguments for  the conclus ion that  only  a theis t
can  a l l ow  fo r  genu ine  mora l  va lue .  we  have  a l so  see  n  t ha t  ne i t he r  a rqumen t  i s
coge nt .

Wil l  We Be Good without God?

Let's turn to a slightly different sort of argument. Mrs Schnapper now suggests, not
that there connot be good without God, but that we wil l not be good without God.

MrsS:  Perhaps you' re r ight .  Perhaps atheists  need be no more or  less
commit ted to moral i ty  being re lat ive and arb i t rary than the is ts .  5t i l l ,
without God we no longer have any real motivotion to be have
moral ly ,  have we? We're unl ike ly  to bother  wi th being good unless we
believe that God exists.

Many agree wi th Mrs Schnapper that  unless people bel ieve in  God they are unl ike ly

to act m0rally. Voltaire (1694-1778), for example, refused to allow his friends to discuss

atheism in front of his servants, saying: ' l  want my lawyer, tailor, valets, even my wife

tobel ieve in  God.  I  th inkthat  i f theydo I  shal l  be robbed lessand cheated less l

But  is  i t  t rue that  unless we bel ieve in  God we are unl ike ly  to behave moral ly?

Many now happi ly  admit  to  being atheists .  Yet  these atheists  do,  for  the most  par t ,

behave PrettY morallY'

Indeed,  as Mr Schnapper now argues,  i t 's  d i f f icu l t  to  defend even the v iew that

theis ts  are more l ike ly  to be moral  than athe is ts . '

Mr5:
Mrs5:

Mr S:

Mrs S:
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Why not?
Because i t 's  our  fear  of  d iv ine d isapproval  and punishment  that  keeps
us in l ine.  Unless we bel ieve that  there is  a God,  any reason we might
have for behaving well evaporates. Thot's why we should send Tom to
a re l ig ious school .

Whi le there have been many sel f less and noble bel ievers,  there have

also been a great  many sel f -serv ing and ignoble ones.  There are

innumerable examples of  d isgust ingly  bruta l  and immoral  th ings
being done in God's name, f rom the Crusades to the Spanish
lnquis i t ion to the destruct ion of  the Wor ld Trade Center .  In  fact ,  i t

seems to me that  re l ig ious bel ie f  is  just  as l ike ly  to promote

immoral i ty  as l t  is  moral i ty .
Perha ps.

As Mr Schnapper a lso points out ,  those who do the r ight  th ing pr imar i ly  out  of  fear
are not  general ly  considered par t icu lar ly  moral ly  worthy.

MrS:  Someone who does the r ight  th ing,  not  out  of  fear  of  punishment ,  but

out  of  respect  and concern for  other  human beings,  is  sure ly  far  more
moral  than is  someone who acts sole ly  out  of  fear  of  punishment .  So

i t  seems to me that  i f ,  as you suggest ,  the re l ig ious do the r ight  th ing
main ly  out  of  fear ,  then they are actual ly  iess moral  than are atheis ts
who do i t  out  of  resoect  and concern for  others.

' lncidentally, 
statistics indicate that, among US citizens, those who believe in God are over forty t;mes

more l ikely to end up in pr ison than are atheists.  See, for  example,  www.freethought. f reeservers.com/
reason/cr imestats.html 0f  course,  these stat is t ics do not  €stabl ish that  re l ig ion is  actual ly  a couse of
unlawful  behaviour.  Bel ief  in God is more prevalent  amonq the less wel l -of f ,  who are also much more
l ikely to end uo in or ison.
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Mrs Schnapper is  prepared to admit  that  someone who acts s imply out  of  fear
not  par t icu lar ly  moral .

Mrs S:

MrS:
Mrs S:

Mrs S:
MrS:

MrS:

Mrs S:
MrS:

Mrs S:
MrS:

Mrs S:
MrS:

You may be r ight .  But  not  o/ /  re l ig ious people do the r ight  th ing out
of fear, do they? lt 's only those who do who fall foul of your crit ici
That's true.
And suppose I concede that most atheists do seem to behave morally,:
perhaps even as moral ly  as those who bel ieve in  God? St i l l ,  that  may :

only  be because they have been brought  up wi th in a cul ture that  has 
'

or ,  unt i l  recent ly ,  had a st rong re l ig ious t radi t ion.  Whether  or  not  they '
real ise i t ,  the atheis t 's  eth ica l  commitments der ive f rom that  re l ig ious

tradi t ion.  But  i f  re l ig ion cont inues to wane,  moral  chaos must  be the
inevi table re sul t .  F i rs t -generat ion atheists  may not  be par t icu lar ly

immoral .  Second- or  th i rd-generat ion atheists  wi l l  be.
An int r lgu ing suggest ion.  But  you haven' t  g iven me the s l ightest
reason to suppose it 's frue, have you?

Wel l ,  not  yet ,  no.
ln fact, not only have you not given me any reason to suppose it 's

true, but it 's very obviously not true.
How do you know?
Because there have been cul tures that  have had a h ighly  developed

moral i ty ,  but  that  have e i ther  not  had re l ig ion,  or  e lse have not  had a

re l ig ion that 's  much concerned wi th lay ing down moral i ty .

For  example?
The ancient Greeks. They weren't perfect, of course. They had slavery.

But  then so d id the h ighly  re l ig ious southern states of  Amer ica.  The

ancient  Greeks were moral lv  sophist icated.  Their  moral  code was very

s imi lar  to  our  own.  They,  too,  thought  i t  wrong to murder ,  s teal ,  and

so on. Ancient Greece was a civil ised place to l ive in. Yet their religion

was not  par t icu lar ly  concerned wi th lay ing down r ight  and wrong in

the way ours is .  You don' t  f ind Zeus and the other  Greek gods handing

down moral  commandments.
I nteresti ng.
ln  ancient  Greece,  re l ig ion and moral i ty  were largely separate

domains.  So there have been ent i re c iv i l isat ions -  moral ly  h ighly

MrsS:
Mr5:
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developed c iv i l isat ions -  that  have done ve ry  we l l  indeed wi thout  a
re l ig iously  based moral i ty .

Perhaps that 's  t rue.

So then why send Tom to a re l ig ious school?Your c la im that ,  wi thout
a re l ig iously  based moral i ty ,  c iv i l isat ion must  inevi tably  col lapse just

doesn' t  hold water .

As most  societ ies that  we would cal l  c iv i l ised a lso have (or ,  unt i l  recent ly ,  had)  a

mora l i z i ng  re l i g i on ,  many  i n fe r  t ha t  a  mora l i s i ng  re l i g i on  mus t  be  a  necessa ry

condl t ion of  both moral i ty  and c iv i l isat ion.  Take away the moral is ing re l ig ion and

moral i ty  and c iv i l isat ion wi l l  inevi tably  col lapse.

But  of  course,  the mere fact  that  c iv i l isat ions tend to have moral is ing re l ig ions

doesn ' t  es tab l i sh  t ha t  such  re l i g i ons  a re  a  necessa ry  cond i t i on  o f  c i v i l i sa t i on .

Af ter  a l l ,  most  successfu l  c iv i l isat ions tend to have swimming pools,  yet  no one

wou ld  sugges t  t ha t  w i t hou t  sw imming  poo l s  c i v i l i sa t i on  w i l l  co l l apse ,  wou ld

they?
True,  there is  no obvious l ink between swimming pools and moral i ty ,  as there

i s  be tween  re l i g i on  and  mora l i t y .  Bu t ,  as  Mr  Schnappe r  po in t s  ou t ,  t he  re l i g rons
o fseve ra l  success fu l  c i v i l i sa t i ons  -  i nc lud ing  those  found  i n  anc ien t  Rome and
Greece -  have been largely unconcerned wi th lay ing down r ight  and wrong.  St i l l
mo re  i n te res t i ng l y ,  when  re l i g i ons  do  go  i n  f o r  mora l i s i ng ,  i t  t u rns  ou t  t o  be
roughly the same moral  code they lay down every t ime,  eve n when the re l ig ions
involved otherwise d i f fe  r  great ly .  A l l  th is  tends to suggest ,  not  that  moral i ty  and
c i v i l i sa t i on  canno t  f l ou r i sh  w i t hou t  a  mora l i s i ng  re l i g i on ,  bu t  t ha t  mora l i s i ng
re l i g i ons  re f l ec t  a  mora l i t y  t ha t  ex i s t s  and  i s  i nc l i ned  to  f l ou r i sh  i n  any  case .
There seems to be a more or  less universal  moral  code -  a code that  inc ludes
p roh ib i t i ons  on  murde r  and  s tea l i ng ,  f o r  examp le  -  t o  wh i ch  human  be ings  a re
drawn anyway.  Where re l ig ion ex is ts ,  i t  tends not  to  chal lenge th is  basic  code
ou t  mere l y  t o  f o rma l i se  i t  and  add  a  f ew  re f i nemen ts  o f  i t s  own  ( such  as
prohib i t ions on eat ing cer ta in foodstuf fs) .

Danie l  P.  Moloney,  quoted at  the beginning of  th is  chapter ,  bold ly  asser ts  that
t he  a the i s t ' s  mora l i t y  i s  pa ras i t i c  upon  re l i g i ous  mora l i t y  (and  Judeo -Chr i s t i an
moral i ty  at  that) .  In  fact ,  Moloney appears to have th ings back to f ront :  i t  seems
that religious morolity is ultimotely porositic upon non-religious morolity.



1 1 4  T H E  P H I L O S O P H Y  G Y M

ls  Moral  Knowledge Dependent on Rel ig ion?

Many bel ieve that ,  wi thout  re l ig ion,  moral  knowledge is  impossib le.  Only a
text and tradition can provide us with the kind of objective yardstick we need if
are to be able to distinguish what u right from what merely seems right to us.
so Mrs Schnapper now argues.
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m0rai ly  pret ty  sophist icated and aware.  yet  thei r  re l ig ion d idn ' t  ray
down moral  commandments.
True.
So i t  seems that  humans have an in-bui l t  sense of  r ight  and wrong
that  operates onywoy,  independent ly  of  thei r  exposure to re l ig ion.
lndeed,  even those who ber ieve in  God need to rery on th is  pr ior  moral
sense in decid ing whether  or  not  to  cont inue to accept  the re l ig ion in
which they were brought  up.  They a lso need to re ly  on i t  when
deciding how to interpret that reJigion's cornmandments.
How do you mean?
Wel l ,  Levi t icus says that  i t  is  s infu l  to  lend money for  in terest ,  to  eat
shel l f ish and to wear jackets made f rom a l inen/wool  mix.  The New
Testament  a lso suggests that  the r ich should g ive away thei r  money.
Yet  you,  a Chr is t ian,  ignore a l l  these b ib l ica l  inst ruct ions.
Y e s , l s u p p o s e l d o .
The Bib le a lso says that  i t  is  wrong to k i i l .  yet  prenty of  chr is t ians
favour the death penal ty .  So these Chr is t ians have a par t icu lar
interpretotion of that commandment, don't they?
Yes.  They in terpret  i t  to  mean something r ike: 'Don' t  k i i l  the innocent l
Right. so christians pick and choose from what it says in the Bibre,
and then go on to interpret those passages they are prepared to
accept  in  somet imes h ighly  id iosyncrat ic  ways.  Now, how do thev do
th is  wi thout  re ly ing on some pr ior  moral  sense?
I 'm  no t  su re .
You see? How to te i l  r ight  f rom wrong is  no less a problem for  the
re l ig ious than i t  is  for  the atheist .  I  admit  there rsa d i f f icu l tv  about
expla in ing how we come by moral  knowledge.  But  re l ig ion doesn, t
so lve that  oroblem.
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Again,  th is  is  a prevalent  I ine of  argument .  But  Mr schnapper is  not  persuaded.

There 's  s t i l l  a  huge problem fac ing atheists  l ike yoursel f ,  a  problem
bel ievers do not  face.  The problem is  to expla in how we come by
moral knowledge.
What's the nroblem?
Moral i ty  is  rooted in  re l ig ious texts such as the Bib le.  There,s the
author i ty  of  a text  and a t radi t ion to which bel ievers can appeal .  l f  I
want  to know whether  something is  wrong,  I  look to the Bib le.  There!
something f i rm and immovable to which I  can turn for  quidance.
L ike a l ighthouse in a stormT
Exactly. But atheists are cast adrift without any means of
d is t inguishing r ight  f rom wrong except  how they feel .  Atheists  lack
the l ighthouse of  an external  author i ty  to  whlch they can turn for  t
help.  Moral ly  soeaking,  there 's  no way for  atheis ts  to d is t inquish how
things seem to them f rom how th inqs reol /yare.

But  i f  you cannot  d is t inguish appearance f rom real i ty ,  then you
cannot  be said to know, can Vou?
I  suppose not .
But  then atheists  can' t  real ly  to  be said to know r ight  f rom wrong,
can they? So you see,  for  moral  knowledge you need re l ig ion.

I  don' t  see that  the re l ig ious have any less of  a problem wi th moral
knowledge.
Why notZ
Wel l ,  as l 've a l ready pointed out ,  i t 's  not  t rue that  moral i ty  is
inseparable f rom and rooted in  re l iq ion.  The ancient  Greeks were

cer ta in ly ,  we are usuai ly  prepared to accept  a rer ig ion onry to the extent  that  i ts
moral code coheres with our existing moral point of view. Thos€ parts that clash
wrth the dominant  morar  perspect ive tend e i ther  to be ignored ( r ike the OrdTtstament  prohib i t ion on eat ing shel l f ish or  the New Testament ,s  ins is tence thar  a
! ' th  

t rn is  no more l ikery to enter  the k ingdom of  heaven than a camer is  r ikery topass through the eye of  a needle)  or  re interoreted.
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Conclusion

My conclus ion is  not  that  we shouldn ' t  a t tempt
moral ly  to  educate our  chi ldren.  In  fact ,  I  can ' t
th ink of  anyth ing more important .  Nor am I
sugges t i ng  t ha t  t h i s  shou ld  neve r  be  done  i n
re l ig ious schools.  My a im has s imply been to
quest ion the increasingly  popular  assumpt ions
that morality is dependent on God and religion,
that  there cannot  be moral  va lue wi thout  God,
and that  we wi l l  not  be good unless re l ig ion is
there to show us the wav.
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What to read next

Chapters 7, Does God Exist?,
and Chapter  t ,  Where  D id  the

Universe Come From?, also
discuss arguments for and

against the existence of God.

Further reading

James Rachels, The Elements

of Morol Philosophy
(S ingapore :  McGraw-Hi l l ,

1999) ,  Chapter4 .
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PHILOSOPHY GYIV CATEGORY

WARIV-UP

I\4ODERATE

T/4ORE CHALLENGING il7

What makes for a good scientif ic theory?The answer to this question isn't as obvious

as you m ight think. Even scientists struggle with it. This chapter examines the claims

and methods of  creat ionis ts  in  order  to br ing out  some of  the d i f f icu l t ies in  p inning

down precisely  what  good sc ience real ly  is .

Creationism v. Orthodox Science

Creat ionis ts  bel ieve that  the b ib l ica l  account  of  the creat ion of  the universe is

l i tera l ly  t rue.  God brought  in to ex is tence the ear th and a l l  i ts  l i fe  forms in just  s ix

days.  According to creat ionis ts ,  th is  event  took p lace less than 10,000 years ago

l they base thei r  ca lculat ion of the age of the universe on the number ofgenerat ions

l is ted in  the Bib le) .  Thev a lso bel ieve that  the b ib l ica l  account  is  at  least  as wel l

supported by the available scientif ic evidence as its rival.
The overwhelming major i ty  of  conte mporary sc ient is ts ,  however,  hold that  the

universe is much, much older.The universe, theysay, started between ten and twenty
b i l l i on  yea rs  ago  w i th  t he  B i9  Bang ,  an  un lmag inab l y  v i o l en t  exp los ion  i n  wh i ch
matter, space and time itself came into being. The earth, according to the orthodox
theory, is approximately four and a half bil l ion years old. The first embryonic l ife forms
emerged some three and a hal f  b i l l ion years ago.  Evolut ion,  v ia the process of  natura l
select ion,  then produced more complex l i fe  forms,  inc luding the f i rs t  mammals about
200 mi l l ion years ago and modern man -  Homosapiens-  some 120,000 years ago.

Creat ionism has i ts  own inst i tu te -  The Inst i tu te of  Creat ion Science -  as wel l
as i ts  own conferences,  publ icat ions and PhD-qual i f ied researchers.  For  many of
these people,  creat ionism isn ' t  just  a sc ient i f ic  crusade,  i t 's  a moral  crusade.
According to H.  M. Morr is ,  a  leading creat ionis t :

Evo lu t i on  i s  t he  roo t  o f  a the i sm,  o f  commun ism,  naz i sm,  behav iou r i sm,
economic imper ia l ism, mi l i tar ism, l iber t in ism, anarchism, and a l l  manner of
ant i -Chr is t ian systems of  bel ie f  and pract ice. '
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H,  M. Morr is ,  The Remorkoble Bir th of  Plonet  Eorth (Sa n D iego:  Creat ion -  L i fe Pu bl  ishers,  1s72),  p.  7 5.


