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HE so-called moral argument 
has many possible formulations. 
Aquinas in his Summa Theologi-

ca, written between 1265 and 1274, 
states that “there must be something 
which is to all beings the cause of their 
being, goodness and every other per-
fection: and this we call God”. Kant, 
who dismissed the three previous ar-
guments, concluded that the only rea-
son we have for believing in God was 
our own morality. For him, it is not 
religion that grounds morality, but 
morality that grounds religion. He 
argues that our moral nature makes it 
necessary for us to believe in God as 
the ultimate good. But Kant avoided 
saying plainly that God actually exists, 
and he rejected the idea that our moral 
sense comes from God. 

This is important, because many for-
mulations of this argument claim that 
without God, there is nothing left of 
morality. In The Brothers Karamazov 
(1880) Dostoevsky has Ivan say: "If 
there is no God,  then everything is 
permitted". In other words, without 
God there are no objective moral val-
ues and there is no binding duty to be 
good. John Locke accepted this kind of 
argument in his Letter Concerning 
Toleration (1689) when he refuses 
toleration to non-believers because 
“promises, covenants and oaths, which 
are the bonds of human society, can 
have no hold upon an atheist”. C.S. 
Lewis also supported this argument. In 
Mere Christianity (1952) he suggests 
that there is something over and above 
our observations of the natural world, 
something “which is directing the uni-
verse, and which appears to me as a 
law urging me to do right and making 
me feel responsible and uncomfortable 
when I do wrong”. 

The major problem with this Karama-
zov defence was posed by Plato in the 
Euthyphro. Socrates asks whether the 
holy is beloved by the gods because it 
is holy or holy because it is beloved by 
the gods. For instance, if the gods were 
to decree that all left-handed people be 
slaughtered, would it be right to do so? 
To put it negatively: is an act forbidden 
by a god because it is wrong, or wrong 

because a god says it is? Bertrand Rus-
sell disposes of this argument as fol-
lows: "If you are quite sure that there is 
a difference between right and wrong, 
you are then in this situation: is that 
difference due to God's fiat or is it not? 
If it is due to God's fiat, then for God 
himself there is no difference between 
right and wrong, and it is no longer a 
significant statement to say that God is 
good. If you are going to say, as the-
ologians do, that God is good, you 
must then say that right and wrong 
have some meaning which is indepen-
dent of God's fiat, because God's fiats 
are good and not bad independently of 
the mere fact that he made them" (Why 
I am not a Christian).  

If we say that the will of God deter-
mines what is good, then we are imply-
ing a tautology that God commands 
what God commands and that if his 
divine whim orders us to kill, burn or 
rape, then we should do it, which is 
precisely what the Jewish people in the 
Old Testament believed. In his Dis-
course on Metaphysics (1686) the 
German philosopher Leibniz said of 
this divine command ethics: “So in 
saying that things are not good by any 
rule of goodness, but merely by the 
will of God, it seems to me that one 
destroys, without realising it, all the 
love of God and all his glory. For why 
praise him for what he has done if he 
would be equally praiseworthy in do-
ing exactly the contrary?” 

If we assume that God commands right 
conduct because it is right, then we are 
implying that there is a standard of 
right and wrong that is independent of 
God’s will. John Stuart Mill was very 
dismissive of the Divine Command 
Theory. In 1865 he wrote: “Whatever 
power such a being may have over me, 
there is one thing which he shall not 
do: he shall not compel me to worship 
him. I will call no being good, who is 
not what I mean when I apply that 
epithet to my fellow creatures, and if 
such a being can sentence me to hell 
for not so calling him, to hell I will 
go”. Humanists would thus reject the 
notion that religion provides an ade-
quate basis for morality. To be an inde-

pendent moral agent implies that we 
are autonomous decision-makers who 
act according to precepts of which we 
intellectually and emotionally approve 
ourselves. And this is the crucial point: 
morality springs from human needs 
and human interests. Humanist ethical 
codes are based on human reason, hu-
man experience and human compas-
sion, not the arbitrary dictates of a deity. 

A great difficulty in suggesting that 
God established morality is that the 
God as depicted in some holy books 
such as the Bible and the Koran did not 
establish what we now recognise to be 
morality at all. The God of the Old 
Testament is a monster who drowned 
nearly everybody including children 
and commanded people to keep slaves, 
mercilessly slaughter their enemies and 
execute blasphemers, homosexuals and 
adulterers. Slavery, torture and ethnic 
cleansing are wrong by our standards, 
yet they were sanctioned by ancient 
deities. And what of the morality of 
atonement in the New Testament? It is 
ethically dubious to argue that justice 
is satisfied by the sacrifice of an inno-
cent person for the sins of the guilty. 

Another form of the moral argument is 
that for the remedying of injustice. The 
existence of a god is said to be neces-
sary in order to establish ultimate jus-
tice. In the world there is often great 
injustice, the good often suffer and the 
less good often triumph. Some experi-
ence unbearable illness, others have 
rude health. So there must be a god 
and there must be heaven and hell so 
that in the long run there will be jus-
tice. This raises the so-called problem 
of evil and theodicy, which is the 
branch of theology that attempts to 
cope with this problem. The term, in-
vented by Leibniz in his 1710 work 
Théodicée, literally means justifying 
God (from the Greek words theos, 
meaning ‘god’, and dikē, meaning 
‘just’). Why does an all-good, all-pow-
erful, all-knowing God permit evil or 
suffering in the world? 

The free will defence is that suffering is 
caused by man’s choice to do evil. But 
much of it is due to natural               ––> 
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causes: floods, earthquakes, hurri-
canes, childhood illnesses. And what 
of animals? The 19th century Ameri-
can agnostic Robert Ingersoll asked: 
“Who can appreciate the mercy of so 
making the world that all animals de-
vour animals; so that every mouth is a 
slaughter house, and every stomach a 
tomb? Is it possible to discover infinite 
intelligence and love in universal and 
eternal carnage?”  

The 19th century Anglican bishop 
Charles Gore even suggested that  “the 
pain of the animal world is the most 
serious of all objections to the Christ-
ian God”. The God of Christianity 
must be either impotent, ignorant or 
wicked to allow all this suffering. 
Could an all-loving God really have 
devised such a cold-blooded competi-
tion of beast with beast, beast with 
man, man with man, species with 
species? In River Out of Eden, Richard 
Dawkins asks: “If there is only one 
Creator who made the tiger and the 
lamb, the cheetah and the gazelle, what 
is He playing at? Is He a sadist who 
enjoys spectator sports?” In short, the 
moral argument, far from being a sup-
port for God, is a convincing case 
against the existence of a God. 
  
In Sean Penn's bleak existential detec-
tive thriller The Pledge, Jack Nichol-
son plays retiring Nevada cop Jerry 
Black who vows to a grieving mother 
to catch a serial murderer who has 
raped and killed her eight-year old 
daughter. Although a mentally retarded 
Indian has confessed and then shot 
himself, Black believes he was inno-
cent and, forgetting about retirement, 
devotes himself to finding the true 
killer. It is as if this obsession can give 
meaning to an existence that seems to 
have run out of purpose. Eventually, he 
follows a strong lead and lays a trap 
with the help of a sceptical police 
team, using ‘live bait’. The twist is 
that, unknown to all, the killer himself 
is killed in a collision with a tanker en 
route to the scene of the sting. The 
officers leave Black, convinced that he 
is senile and that the Indian was guilty 
all along. Black finally turns to drink. 

The point is that if you are looking for 
justice in this world, you may have a  
futile search, as Joseph K. discovers in 
Kafka’s The Trial, a work which clear-
ly influenced Friedrich Dürrenmatt, the 
Swiss writer of the 1958 novel on 
which Penn’s film is based. In Kafka’s 
novel a man is arrested by the state but 
has no redress or argument to make 

because the charge is never stated as 
the officials are only ‘humble subordi-
nates’ who act under orders from a 
higher, impersonal authority. Is that 
higher authority the state? Or is it 
God? Is the ‘trial’ actually a trial given 
to every person by God? If so, then 
God finds Joseph K guilty for his scep-
ticism and search for truth. 

In Dürrenmatt’s novel, of course, we 
might say that since the killer dies 
there is divine retributive justice. There 
may not be human justice but, as the 
Lord allegedly says, ‘Vengeance is 
mine; I will repay’. But does he repay 
in this world or the next? Certainly, not 
here. We look around us and we see 
misery and suffering everywhere. We 
see children dying of starvation or 
disease or killed in war.  And we also 
see pockets of luxury and privilege. 
We see criminals prospering. We see 
some people suffering horrible or 
painful illnesses, while others exude 
rude health. We see people suffer the 
loss of loved ones, perhaps at an early 
age. And we cry out: “Where is the 
justice?” 

Let’s be clear: we are not just talking 
about retributive justice where crime, 
wrongdoing, exploitation  abuse etc., all 
receive their ‘just’ punishment. We are 
also referring to distributive justice - are 
benefits and burdens shared fairly? 
- and corrective justice - where 
losses are compensated and gains 
are appropriated with some good. 
Those who believe in a god and an 
afterlife will say that the justice 
comes later. But what evidence is 
there of such an eventuality? 

Certainly not in a physical sense, 
for our body dies with us. But 
certainly not in a theological 
sense either. For the God of the 
major religions is anything but 

just, if the sacred texts are taken as 
evidence. Take the Bible again. The 
god depicted here - far from being a 
‘just’ god - is frankly a mass murderer 
who should be charged with crimes 
against humanity. The earliest example 
is in Genesis where he becomes angry 
with all of the people on earth and kills 
every living thing, with a few notable 
exceptions (Genesis 6 and 7). Later, he 
heeds the prayers of the Jews and helps 
them to slaughter the Canaanites, fol-
lowed by the subjects of, first, King 
Sihon of Heshbon and then King Og of 
Bashan (Numbers 21 and Deuterono-
my 2 and 3). The Midianites are next 
for the chop (except the virgin girls, of 
course), followed by Joshua’s conquest 
of Jericho and the rest of Palestine.  It 
is clear that the god of the Bible com-
mands the Jews to commit genocide 
against the Palestinians. How can we 
expect such a god to guarantee justice 
in another life in view of his flagrant 
disregard for justice whenever he in-
tervenes in this world? Believers have 
a nerve in suggesting that moral stan-
dards are impossible without a god. On 
the basis of Holy Writ the reverse is 
the case: morality is only possible 
when we reject belief in this mass 
murderer. 

Let’s face it. We would all make a 
better job of creation if we had the 
power. It’s not merely a matter of free 
will. There is what we might call ‘nat-
ural evil’ in the world as well as ‘moral 
evil’. The latter is due to human ac-
tions, but the former arises through no 
fault of man. For example, an excruci-
atingly painful death resulting from an 
incurable disease is a natural evil, as is 
the suffering caused by catastrophic 
natural phenomena such as earth-
quakes, floods and hurricanes. If a god 
exists then he has made a botched job 
and should go back to the drawing 
board. Dürrenmatt himself said that 
humans are a loving God’s failed ex-
periment. There is much evidence of 
failure, but little of love.                       q 
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