Morality and Religion
The Definitions of Morality and Religion

As the questions of how best to define each of these terms are themselves subject to much dispute, so a fortiori the question of how best to understand the relationship between morality and religion. Nevertheless, and even if we cannot come up with an uncontroversial characterization of the essence of morality, we may perhaps usefully begin to bring things into focus by suggesting the following. Morality may be taken to be whatever it is that determines the value of actions and states of affairs - which actions are right and which wrong, which states of affairs good and which bad - in a sui generis, ethical, sense, a sense which we may recognize in play in everyday life. Examples of such judgements are as follows. 
· It was good that Adam ended up being rewarded with a knighthood for his lifetime’s charity work. 
· Beth’s declaring that cash-in-hand payment on her tax return was nothing more, nor less, than her doing her duty. 
· Colin’s failing to assist that stranger at the roadside was permissible, but hardly praiseworthy, and of course it was less than ideal that the stranger found himself having to walk several miles for help as a result. 
· Danielle’s work was a disgrace; she should be ashamed of herself and her gross dereliction of duty.

· Edward’s murdering of his successive wives to collect on their life insurance policies was plain evil; he deserves to be sent to prison for life. 
There may be other species of valuation – aesthetic, for example - but moral valuation forms a recognizably distinct (if perhaps related) category and one that we employ in everyday life, and employ, we presume, more or less successfully. Morality then we may say refers to whatever it is that makes us right whenever we are right in such judgements and wrong whenever it is we are wrong. 
We are defining morality then, it will be noted, as referring not to individuals’ or society’s beliefs about what is right, wrong, supererogatory, disgraceful, and the like, but rather to the thing that makes some of these beliefs true (assuming some are) and others false (assuming some are). Obviously morality understood as people’s beliefs about these things is something that is related in all sorts of ways to religion understood as people’s beliefs about the supernatural. But equally obviously these sorts of relationship are primarily the subject matter of Psychology, Sociology and their kin, not Philosophy. As philosophers, we are primarily interested in the relationship between what it is that moral beliefs are about and what it is that religious beliefs are about and thus we shall understand morality to refer to the objects of moral beliefs, and, in due course, religion to the objects of religious belief, or – more precisely – one particular object of religious belief. 
Given that morality is being taken in this sense, it is controversial that morality even exists. It has been suggested that moral propositions such as those in the list above are never true (Mackie, 1977) or not even really propositions (Ayer, 1936). But the belief that morality in this sense does exist, that it exists as something beyond any individual or society’s opinions about it, is almost universal amongst those untouched by Moral Philosophy and even more so amongst those who would describe themselves as religious. For the sake of our discussion then, we shall suppose that it is right: there is an objective morality. (See Shafer-Landau, 2005, 113, and Mawson, 2008, for arguments concerning the rational inescapability of this supposition.) With this supposition made, we may say that one of the relata of our topic, morality, exists. What about the other relatum, religion?
As was the case with morality, the essential nature of religion, and indeed whether or not it has one at all, is a much debated topic, and, to repeat, as philosophers we shall wish to focus on the objects of religious beliefs, not the beliefs themselves. In the context of our current concerns, we can justify narrowing our focus yet further to the object of religious belief in a particular type of religion. This is classical theism, the hypothesis which holds that, in addition to the natural order, there is an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good person, God, whose existence is necessary and who, by His free choice, has created and sustains that natural order and indeed every contingent thing, whether it be natural or supernatural. (I take it that no issues of philosophical substance turn on choosing to refer to God as a ‘He’, rather than a ‘She’; see Mawson 2005, 19-20 for a defence of this presumption.) The justification for narrowing our focus to the theistic hypothesis is that it is the most mainstream religious view which, at least prima facie, locates the second relatum in morality and religion a sufficient distance away from the first for the relationship between them to be worthy of philosophical investigation. 
We have, in morality and religion, understood as the things which our moral and theistic beliefs are about, two things then that are - at least initially - quite separate from one another. One is a set of truth-makers or principles concerning a species of valuation and another is a necessary non-natural person of a particular sort. The relationship between these two things may hence form a focus for substantive philosophical inquiry. We may ask, ‘Can the two actually be indentified with one another on further reflection?’ ‘Does one in some way explain the other?’ ‘For example, is something good simply because it is commanded by God?’ ‘Or is it rather that God commands things because he recognizes them as being good?’ ‘Can the existence of God be inferred from the existence of morality or from certain of its most general features?’ The investigation of these questions forms then the centre of the philosophical topic of morality and religion. 
The Euthyphro Dilemma
Having staked out our subject, the first question for us to address goes back at least to Socrates:-  Is the good good because it is loved by the gods, or do they love it because it is good? (See Plato, ‘Euthyphro’ in e.g. Jowett, 1875 [vol. I, 307ff]) This question constitutes a prima facie dilemma for the theist in that it seems unacceptable to say either that things get to be good solely by virtue of being willed or commanded by God, or that things get to be good in some manner which is independent of God’s will or commands. 
If one follows Ockham and takes the first horn of the Euthyphro dilemma, one appears to face what might be called the ‘problem of arbitrariness’. It seems that ultimately, it is arbitrary that murder and theft, for example, are bad. On one’s theory, it seems that God could leave all the non-moral properties of the universe as they are; lift off the moral ones and invert them; and drop them back down again, leaving murder and theft as good and such things as kindness and truth-telling as bad. But this, a strong intuition tells us, is impossible, impossible even for God: the moral properties of murder supervene (non-contingently) on the non-moral ones. It looks as if there’s no possible world in which murder is a permissible past-time. 
If all this is so, then one might be tempted by the second horn of the dilemma. Socrates/Plato himself was drawn to this view: morality stands metaphysically prior to God and His commands. When God wills or commands, for example, that we not take up murder as a hobby, He does so because He recognizes murder as a bad thing; His commanding that we refrain from it does not generate its badness but is responsive to it. However, taking this horn of the dilemma lands one with what might be called ‘the problem of sovereignty’. On this Platonic view, there is something, indeed something which is a good contender for being the thing of overwhelming importance, morality, which is ontologically independent from and in a significant sense prior to God; indeed ontologically independent is arguably too weak; on Platonism, the good is beyond being altogether. God then is not the only metaphysical ‘ultimate’ or even, it might seem, the most ultimate ultimate.
Whilst neither horn of the dilemma is an obviously comfortable one for the theist, historically theists have been willing to impale themselves squarely on each and the damage they have suffered does not in either case seem to have been immediately fatal to them. 
So, considering the first horn, one might follow what we may call (pace M. M. Adams, 1999) the standard Ockhamist line and maintain that there are indeed, contrary to strong intuitions of ours, possible worlds in which murder is an acceptable hobby. It may be conceded that of course we cannot really imagine what such worlds are like, but then that sort of unimaginability is precisely what we should expect on the theory, us having had our consciences shaped in a world where murder is universally a terrible evil. This generates in turn a hyperbolic sceptical problem: how do we know that the actual world is not one which we see through an ‘inverted moral spectrum’? If ours were a world in which deception were good, then the good (i.e. deceiving) God would have given us consciences which would have made us believe that it, murder, et al., were bad, just as we do, even though these things would be good. (This in fact is why Descartes, who extends his voluntarism into areas even Ockham would have feared to tread, does not extend it to the divine essence.) There is then no doubt a price to be paid in taking this path and this price has in fact been judged high enough to discourage most contemporary philosophical theists to take it. But the traditional Ockamist path remains open to any theists willing so to pay.
Considering the second horn, some contemporary philosophical theists have been willing to impale themselves more or less squarely on this too. Swinburne (1974, 1989, 1993) and Mawson (2002), for example, downplay the ontological status of pure morality (pure in that it is being considered before it interacts with anything contingent that God creates): this is an abstractum, a set of necessary moral truths or principles akin perhaps to the truths and principles of logic and the like. Whilst morality in this sense is indeed prior to and independent of God’s creative will, in no way can it be said to constrain that will or the contingent moral truths that He may bring into existence. God is the most ultimate concretum. That he does not create that which it is logically impossible to create, abstracta, and that they are in that sense independent of Him, is no restriction on his sovereignty and He does freely create a contingent world and thus freely create all the contingent moral truths that it contains. 

The most fertile ground in recent decades has however proved to be that on which new variants of divine command theories have sprung up, ones which seek to avoid the price of traditional Ockhamism. There are many subtle variations between the views of Quinn (1978,1979,1990,1997), R. M. Adams (1987,1999,2002), and Zagzebski (1987,1997,2004), who are the most notable leaders in this field, variations which we do not have time even to adumbrate here. But we may perhaps trace the common impulse as springing from what we could call the ‘neo-Platonist intuition’, ‘neo-Platonist’ in that it suggests that it is by identifying the good with God’s nature that the horns of the dilemma may best be split. 
On Platonism, it was always problematic to understand how goodness as an abstractum could itself be good; duty itself be dutiful; and so on. Abstracta are not, it seems, bearers of moral value, moral value being something which it is plausible to suggest is located primarily in a particular type of concrete object: persons. So, the neo-Platonist intuition suggests, to give us a unitary object of proper worship and allegiance let us say that the good simply is God’s nature and the general character of God’s commands flows of necessity from that; because God is in His nature loving, for example, thus He commands that we love one another. A distinction may be drawn then between values, which concern moral worth (roughly, whether something is good, bad or indifferent) and duties, which concern the obligatoriness of actions (roughly, whether something is our duty, merely permissible, or impermissible). Values exist in the nature of God; our duties spring from His commands. Going down this path, we avoid both the problem of arbitrariness and the problem of sovereignty. The good is not arbitrary: given that God could not have failed to exist and could not have failed to have the nature that He does, there is indeed, as our intuitions would suggest and contra the traditional Ockhamist line, no possible world in which values are different, e.g. in which murder is an acceptable hobby. But neither is the good something outside and prior to God, contra the traditional Platonist line; it is God’s own nature. 
An analogy was introduced early to the debate by Alston (1989), which is helpful in understanding these theories. This analogy is helpful only to those who are happy to eschew both the Wittgensteinian and Kripkean way of conceiving of the standard metre rule (Wittgenstein, 1988, Section 50, and Kripke, 1990, passim) and for those unfazed by the fact that the metre is no longer defined by reference to it. On neo-Platonic divine command theories, God is good in the same way that the standard metre rule – as reportedly kept in the Institute of Weights and Measures in Paris - is a metre in length. Of everything that is a metre in length other than the standard metre rule, it may truly be said of it that it gets to be a metre in length only because it resembles in length the standard metre rule. But the standard metre rule itself does not get to be a metre in length by resembling itself in length (after all, everything with length has the property of resembling itself in length). Nor, plausibly does it get to be a metre in length by resembling in length some Platonic form of the metre. Rather, the standard metre rule just is the standard. If we were in the room in the institute where it is kept, we might point to it and truly say, ‘That just is what being a metre in length is.’ Similarly then, everything other than God gets to be good or bad by its resembling or failing to resemble God’s moral nature, but of God we may truly say, ‘He just is what being good is.’ 
If the real essence of goodness is conformity to God’s nature and duty conformity to the commands that the God with that nature gives us, or motives from which he acts and wishes us to act, why isn’t all of this obvious? Indeed, why might it all seem obviously false to an atheist? Because we are talking here about the real essences (in the manner of Kripke and Putnam) of goodness and duty, and these are things that we characteristically don’t have in mind and may well not even know about when we secure reference to goodness and duty in everyday life, just as someone might use the metric system with no thoughts whatsoever about the relevant institute in Paris. Thus we may defuse a certain Moore-type worry with the theory and gain a ready explanation of the apparent plausibility of alternative identifications of the standard, e.g. the Classical Utilitarian one. According to Classical Utilitarianism, whatever other than maximizing utility is good gets to be good only insofar as it approximates the maximization of utility. If one asked the Classical Utilitarian, ‘In virtue of what is it good to maximize utility?’, he or she could legitimately reply that, on his or her theory, ‘That just is what goodness is’, and the fact that one can always raise Moorean Open Question-type arguments against any such claim reveals merely that such claims are not semantic but metaethical. Obviously then one must be willing to allow a categorical difference between semantics and metaethics in order to make this move. But that having been done, one may say that as it is with Classical Utilitarianism, so it is, mutatis mutandis, with the ‘neo-Platonic’ divine command theories.
Overall, in surveying responses to the Euthyphro dilemma, one might with reason conclude that the theist has an embarrassment of riches on his or her hands. Even if the extreme Voluntarism of Ockham comes at a prohibitive price, Platonism and neo-Platonic Divine Command Theories avoid that price. There are a number of horses up and running in this race; none of them has three legs; each has backers; each has been argued to have cleared at least the first fences that atheists pressing the Euthyphro dilemma have erected. The most recent comers to the field, neo-Platonic divine command theories, are sophisticated beasts that are still evolving. But as one looks back over the early steps in their evolution, these seem less ad hoc adaptation and more organic extrapolation (even, for the most part, to their critics, e.g. Chandler, 1985, Westmoreland, 1996, and Mawson, 2006). If there is to be a good argument from morality to the non-existence of God through pressing the Euthyphro dilemma as one unsolvable within the bounds of Classical Theism, then much more work needs to be done to construct it than Atheists could hitherto be forgiven for thinking was necessary (Brink, 2007).
Moral Arguments for the Existence of God
In looking at the Euthyphro Dilemma, we have in effect been looking at the question, ‘Are there any good arguments from morality against the existence of God?’ for the Euthyphro Dilemma is prima facie a dilemma precisely because it seems initially that there is no satisfactory way of relating morality and God. Having briefly considered the current state of the debate, we provisionally concluded at the end of the previous section that in fact there are several ways of relating the two which pass the threshold of satisfactoriness. We now turn to consider the issue ‘from the other direction’ as it were as we ask, ‘Are there any good arguments from morality in favour of the existence of God?’

Again, to narrow the focus to matters of more purely philosophical interest, we need to bracket off some things; arguments which depend on either contentious moral claims or on matters which are more of interest to psychologists and sociologists. For one example: from the premise that we all have a moral duty to worship God, an argument for that God’s existence could readily be made. But such a premise is hardly likely to be accepted by the atheist. We are therefore not going to consider such arguments here. For another example: there may be some empirical evidence that, without a belief in God, people are, in a literal sense, demoralised, less likely to lead as good lives as they would otherwise have led. To the extent that such an empirical claim could be established (and, from Epicurus onwards, people have called it into question), then theism may be pragmatically justified and, for pragmatists about truth, there is no gap between these sorts of considerations and the ones on which we shall concentrate below. But, assuming we are not pragmatists about truth, we may demarcate an area of argumentation from morality to God which is of more purely philosophical interest in that it does not rely either on contentious particular moral claims or on empirical premises. We may look at whether there are good arguments from morality as such directly to God. Does morality per se, supposing as we are that it exists as something objective, give us reason to suppose that God exists?
Historically, the most prominent people to answer this question in the affirmative have been Kant and Newman. Of these, Kant was the most ambitious. He seems to have thought that there were good arguments from morality as such to the existence of freedom, God, and immortality as what he called ‘postulates of pure practical reason’: to preserve ourselves in the moral life without rational instability, we must believe in all of these things. The word  ‘rational’ is crucial here, for the ‘must’ is not, according to Kant, one of empirical psychology; it is the very structure of moral reasoning as such that requires these postulates, not necessarily the motivational structure of any individual as he or she goes about leading what we may wish to call a moral life. 
Whilst Kant’s argument is still discussed and still has defenders, both in its original form (Wainwright, 2005) and in some new variations (Zagzebski, 1986, and Hare, 1996), it seems to many that, whatever its other weaknesses, Kant’s argument rests on particular and highly-contestable moral premises. For example, it is by no means obvious to all that we are under obligations (of a categorical/universal sort) both to fulfil our duties and to pursue our own happiness, these thus needing to be guaranteed by reality not to come into ultimate conflict with one another. And if we merely do pursue our own happiness (whilst not being universally obliged to do so), then moral reality need not be supposed to do anything to ensure that it is always achievable. Surely, a perfectly ordinary piece of moral education for children involves their being told that sometimes they need to sacrifice their individual happiness in order to do what they ought to do. ‘Never mind that you’ll be less happy if your sister gets her turn playing on the computer; it is her turn, so let her play,’ one says to one’s young son. His raising doubts about whether this sort of ante-mortem self-sacrifice will work out for him post-mortem does not seem to the point. (Byrne, 1998 and 2007) And perhaps we are not under an obligation to do anything the doing of which would require God’s help, merely to try to approximate to its end insofar as it is in our unaided ability to do so. We might ask Kant, ‘What difference in the phenomenology of our moral lives would there be were merely this to be the case?’, and not expect a satisfactory reply.
Newman argued that an inspection of the phenomenology of moral judgement pointed to God: our conscience is best interpreted as a faculty and, as such, one it is reasonable to trust; the phenomenology of certain moral judgements, e.g. one’s standing ashamed of some action even as one realizes that no earthly person other than oneself will ever learn of it, points then, in an argument-to-best-explanation way, to a ‘Supreme Ruler and Judge’ (Newman, 1979, 97). 
Again this argument is not without contemporary defenders (Wainwright, 2005), but again there seem to be perfectly acceptable explanations of the phenomena to which Newman adverts that avoid implying Theism. Plausibly, one develops a capacity for shame, for example, from certain situations in which other earthly people are present; one internalizes this capacity so that it makes itself manifest in situations where they are not. Voilà! There is no need to deny with such naturalistic explanations of the development of the conscience that it is a faculty and is to be trusted; it’s just a faculty the presumed more-or-less-successful operation of which does not in and of itself require us to posit God. 
Each of the arguments of Kant and Newman has supposed  – as we have been supposing – that there are objective moral principles or facts and that the best explanation of this takes one beyond Naturalism, indeed to Theism. Kant considered putative principles pertaining to our particular obligations; Newman, putative facts about the phenomenology of conscience. What if we consider the most general fact about morality as we have been supposing it to exist - the mere fact that it is objective, transcending all human beliefs concerning it? Does this constitute a reason to posit God?
Arguments to the effect that this objective morality must exist in some way ‘in something’ and that the best contender for this something is a supreme mind of the classical theistic sort have been around for quite a while (e.g. Sorley, 1918). But more recently (Adams, 1979, 1987) they have received a new breath of life. According to Adams, in everyday life we recognize things as more or less excellent; the nature of this property is plausibly degree of resemblance to the Good. The Good must be personal however, since excellences are fundamentally ‘excellences of persons, or of qualities of actions or works or lives or stories of persons’ (Adams, 1987, 42). And thus the classical theistic God is the best candidate for the Good. 
However, it is not obvious that naturalists need concede much, if any, of this, even accepting the objectivity of morality. Classical Utilitarians, for example, might assert that excellence is primarily a property of actions, and consists in their degree of resemblance to the action that would have produced the greatest happiness for the greatest number. Human nature is another potential locus for the objectivity of morality; why not stop there? And then there are alternative metaphysics which mean that even if one allows arguments of this sort to push one to Supernaturalism, one can prevent them pushing one all the way to Theism (although if there is a good argument against Naturalism from the objectivity of morality, then that argument could of course form part of a good cumulative case argument for Theism). 
Finally, it should be acknowledged that throughout this discussion we have been supposing that morality exists as something transcending any human’s or humanity’s judgements concerning it, that morality is objective. But arguments from morality so understood to the existence of God are arguments from something which by no means all philosophers are agreed exists. Some are sceptical about the objectivity of morality on grounds quite separate from any grounds they have for their religious beliefs or lack of them; others are neutral about the objectivity of morality, but believe themselves to have good arguments for Atheism (although it would be hard for such people to press the Problem of Evil in this context if they really are to remain neutral on the objectivity of such things). Obviously atheists who start from questioning the assumption of objectivity would be rational in finding these arguments less convincing than others, and those sceptical or neutral on the objectivity premise but starting from supposing themselves to have detected some incoherence in Theism, would be rational in running any good argument from the objectivity of morality to the existence of God in reverse, taking it as a reductio of the objectivity premise. And so entirely new areas of debate would open up.
Overall then, as one looks over the battlefield of morality and religion, one finds a number of old and new positions occupied and contested by contemporary thinkers. The literature for and against each of these positions is growing with each year. I end then with a bibliography, which, whilst incomplete, will serve to refer interested readers to the main works which push the discussion further than I have had time to do here.
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