
HERE DOES MORALITY 
come from? The relig-
ious answer to this 
question is different 
from the answers of 

philosophers. The Christian account 
does not really provide an answer at all 
but merely states that morality comes 
from God and that we have a duty to 
obey His will. The key to the moral life 
is obedience to God’s commands. This 
is often called the Divine Command 
Theory of ethics. It identifies the good 
with God’s will or with what He com-
mands, so that to be morally good is to 
be as God wills. 
   A major difficulty here is the assump-
tion that God is good - that goodness is 
part and parcel of God in the same way 
that roundness defines a circle. Plato 
put the question well in the Euthyphro: 
“Do the gods love holiness because it is 
holy, or is it holy because they love it”. ( 
this is sometimes called the Socratic or 
Euthyphro Dilemma). So, does God 
command the good because it is good, or 
is it good because He commands it?  If 
the former is the case, then goodness is 
prior to and independent of God’s will. 
If the latter, then God’s will is prior to 
what is good and it is only good because 
He wills it. Both alternatives pose prob-
lems.
     If God commands the good because it 
is good, then He is not omnipotent, be-
cause he is subject to an independent 
moral norm. God’s goodness conflicts 
with his omnipotence. Moreover, He 
becomes redundant in moral matters  
because if goodness is independent of 
God’s will, then there is no reason why 
we should not command ourselves to 
obey its rules. Goodness is actually su-
perior to God and He is just an unneces-
sary intermediary between it and us. 
Or, to put it another way, since good-
ness is independent of a God, a denial of 
His existence does not imply a denial of 
the existence of goodness.
    If, on the other hand, the good is good 
because God wills it, then it becomes an 
arbitrary quality without, as it were, 

any moral authority. Since God can in 
principle will anything, then anything 
can in principle be good. We can think 
immediately of all the actions of cruelty 
that God allegedly wills in the Old Tes-
tament - the murder, rape and pillage he 
commands - and indeed all the cruelties 
that anyone has ever committed in God’s 
name. Were the Holocaust or Hi-
roshima good become some clerics at the 
time claimed that God had willed them? 
We thus reach the position that God’s 
idea of ‘good’ becomes something more 
all-embracing than what we consider 
good - indeed, so all-embracing that it 
includes what we consider bad!
     Leibnitz rejected this second version 
of the Divine Command Theory on the 
grounds that a being whose decisions are 
arbitrary is not a being worthy of wor-
ship: “In saying, therefore, that things 
are not good according to any standard 
of goodness, but simply 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 doing the con-
trary? Where will be his justice and his 
wisdom if he has only a certain despotic 
power, if arbitrary will takes the place 
of reasonableness, and if in accord with 
the definition of tyrants, justice consists 
in that which is pleasing to the most 
powerful? Besides, it seems that every 
act of willing presupposes some reason 
for the willing and this reason, of 
course, must precede the act” (Discourse 
on Metaphysics).
     As we stated before in the first article, 
one of the qualities that distinguishes a 

philosopher from a religious prophet 
or mystic is that the philosopher does 
not accept a belief on the basis of author-
ity alone, without evidence. The point 
was made by Plato and has stood the 
test of time: we are morally bound to 
seek the truth and the person who has 
not used his or her mind to figure out 
things for himself/herself is not really 
living a fully moral life. The clear im-
plication is that we should utterly reject 
the Divine Command Theory for it it 
amounts to blind obedience to the doc-
trine of ‘might is right’, which is not a 
sound basis for morality, at least from 
the philosopher’s perspective.

    
here are those who, while they 
accept that God is not required 
as the author of morality, will 

nevertheless maintain that He is neces-
sary as the moral enforcer. Without the 
threat of divine punishment, people will 
not behave morally. “Without God, 
everything is permissible”, says Ivan 
Karamazov in Dostoevsky’s novel. 
AIDS, teenage pregnancies, crime, drug 
abuse and so on, in this view, are the re-
sult of a breakdown in morality caused 
by a decline in the belief in God. But, 
again, this is merely another version of 
the ‘might is right’ doctrine. Do what 
you are told or the bogey man will get 
you!
    Nor is it supported by empirical evi-
dence. Does it mean that theists are 
more moral than atheists? What per-
centage of criminals are atheists? Why 
is the murder rate in America, which is 
more religious than Britain, six times 
higher? In general, people do good be-
cause they want to, not because of the 
hope of a heavenly reward. The person 
who does good for this second reason is 
not being moral at all, merely greedy, in 
the same way that the person who 
doesn’t steal simply because they fear 
they will be caught is a prudent rather 
than a moral person. The truly moral 
person is the one who has the opportu-
nity to steal without being caught but re-
fuses to do so.        �           ➤                                     
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o, if Nietzsche is right in saying      
that Christianity is a slave morality,      
where does ethics come from, if not 

from religion? Philosophers have offered 
a range of answers to this question and 
we have only space here to consider 
some of them. One common theme from 
the Greeks and Hobbes is to explain 
ethics simply as a device of egoistic pru-
dence. In a pre-ethical society conflict is 
inevitable, and the state of nature is, as 
Hobbes put it, ‘a war of every man 
against every man’ (Leviathan, 1651) in 
which life for most is ‘solitary, poor, 
nasty, brutish and short’.  Survival and 
social order are only possible through 
rules arrived at by a reluctant bargain 
and this social contract is enforced by an 
independent authority, the state. 
    However, in the 18th century the no-
tion of enlightened self-interest was re-
garded as inadequate by many philoso-
phers, who argued that people often act 
from a sense of justice, compassion,  
sympathy, friendship and the like. 
Rousseau and Hume both believed 
that the origins of ethics are to be found 
in certain natural feelings of sympathy. 
Hume, however, dismissed a major role 
for reason, which ‘is and ought only to 
be the slave of the passions’. Indeed, he 
went so far as to say: “‘Tis not contrary 
to reason to prefer the destruction of the 
whole world to the scratching of my fin-
ger” (A Treatise of Human Nature). For 
Hume, the distinction between good and 
evil must derive from our feelings, not 
our capacity to reason.
    Kant, whose ethics remains the most 
influential attempt to vindicate univer-
sal moral principles without a God, 
took up Hume’s challenge to reason, re-
jecting the link between ethics and feel-
ings and arguing instead that the pure 
moral law was indeed given by reason 
alone. To help others because we have 
kindly feelings towards them is, accord-
ing to Kant, of no moral worth. An act 
only has moral worth in so far as it is 
done of out a sense of duty, which is de-
fined as respect for the pure moral law 
or, in Kantian terms, the ‘categorical 
imperative’. 
    And what is that? It is an absolute and 
unconditional duty, which always ap-
plies whatever the consequence. For 
Kant, morality was a system of cate-
gorical imperatives, all governed by a 
basic principle, namely that of
universalisability: “Act only on that 
maxim through which you can at the 

same time will that it should become a 
universal law” (The Foundations of the 
Metaphysics of Morals, 1785). In short, 
only act on a maxim that you would 
want to apply to everybody. Another 
categorical imperative, or another ver-
sion of the same imperative, is: “So act 
that you use humanity, whether in your 
own person or in the person of any other, 
always at the same time as an end, never 
merely as a means”. In other words, we 
should show respect to others and never 
treat them as a means to our own ends.
    Since Hume and Kant, much ethical 
debate has focused on the question of the 
relative roles of feelings and reason. A.J. 
Ayer, the foremost English exponent of 
logical positivism, took Hume’s posi-
tion arguing that since ethical statements 
are neither matters of fact or logic, they 
are therefore expressions of emotion like 
‘hooray’ and ‘boo’ (Language, Truth 
and Logic, 1936). This narrow, restrict-
ing view dominated English philosophy 
for decades after the Second World War, 
and it is only recently that its shortcom-
ings have been fully realised. Philosophy 
since Plato had as one of its main subject 
areas the question of the good life. To 
rule ethics out of the scope of philosophy 
as Ayer, Wittgenstein (“Whereof we 
cannot speak, thereof we must be silent” 
- ‘Boo’ to you, too, Ludwig) and others 
had done was a sickening betrayal of the 
discipline, for which they ought to have 
been ashamed. 
   More recent philosophers have tried to 
retrace the Kantian path, and rightly so. 
In his witty short introduction  to phi-
losophy, What Does It All Mean? 
(1987), Thomas Nagel returns to the 
Golden Rule  (the categorical imperative 
is the Golden Rule with philosophical 
knobs on) found also in Confucius as 
well as Jesus. There is one general argu-
ment against hurting other people, he 
says, which can be given to anybody: 
“How would you like it if someone did 
that to you?” If you would resent it, you 
are admitting that you think he would 
have a reason not to do it to you. And if 
you admit that, you have to consider 
what that reason is.  Once you admit 
that another person would have a reason 
not to harm you in similar
circumstances, and once you admit that 
the reason he would have is very general 
and doesn’t apply only to you, or to him, 
then to be consistent you have to admit 
that the same reason applies to you now.
“The basis for morality is a belief that 

good and harm to particular people (or 
animals) is good or bad not just from 
their point of view, but from a more 
general point of view, which every 
thinking person can understand. That 
means that each person has a reason to 
consider not only his own interests but 
the interests of others in deciding what 
to do”.
   Hume, Ayer and co. were therefore 
wrong to dismiss the role of reason in 
ethics. It means taking into considera-
tion not only the rights of others but also 
all our relevant desires and not just the 
desire that happens to be strongest at the 
moment. In short, it involves us thinking 
about the consequences of our actions. 
As Bertrand Russell put, “A man is 
rational in proportion as his intelligence 
informs and controls his desires” (Can 
Men Be Rational?, 1935). 
    It is also in this sense that Leonard 

Woolf spoke when he remarked: “The 
sordid and savage story of history has 
been written by man’s irrationality, and 
the thin precarious crust of civilisation 
which has from time to time been built 
over the bloody mess has always been 
built by reason” (BBC broadcast, 1949).
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