Critically Asses the argument from morality

Where morality comes from and how we derive our everyday sense of right and wrong is a discussion that encompasses a range of perspectives. Many of these perspectives may seemingly contradict each other and only raise other, maybe bigger questions particularly when God is brought into it. This makes for a very challenging and difficult topic when we attempt to paint God with his traditional theological divine attributes – omnipotence, omnibenevolence etc. The argument from morality to prove the existence of God is often still put forth by theologians today who want to emphasise and account for how good, secular people who may act morally and in accordance with the Bible cannot refute the main force of the challenge they try to put forward. Still, it is important to take a step back and examine how the argument has historically been formulated so that clarifications to such current, reformulated arguments can also be scrutinised. 
The argument from morality has part of its genesis in Aquinas who writing in…. identified gradations of “good, true and noble”[footnoteRef:1]. Because we know such gradation exist, there has to be something that posseses these qualities and these qualities must be entailed to the maximum extent. This is because if we know such gradations, we have this knowledge, there has to be something from which it originated, a source of such knowledge[footnoteRef:2]. The moral argument has continuously been worked upon in various forms. One significant distinction in some of the ways they have been constructed are in their theoretical and practical usage. Adams notes that the Kant school of thought are steeped in both of these distinctive sides[footnoteRef:3]. Since Kant was interested in the final end of things, he believed we are incentivised in a moral sense to believe the actuality of such moral values since only the highest good can serve morally as such a final end, which clearly show a practical argument[footnoteRef:4]. Nevertheless, debate around the pragmatics of morality in relation to the concept of the theistic God I will inevitably be touching upon later. For now, this discussion will start from the point of the theoretical argument which at its most simple form is as follows: There is an objective moral reality – the existence of God provides the explanation for their being an objective moral reality – therefore, God probably exists[footnoteRef:5]. At least in its most simple form, it should be fairly evident that the first premise should not even be taken for granted. An “objective moral reality” is surely a grandiose statement and one would need to clarify the means by which this premise has be deduced. This is an issue for meta-ethicists who can question the grounds on what we know to objective and even what we think we mean when we say “moral reality”. [1:  C Stephen Evans “Moral Arguments for the Existence of God” Stanford Encylopedia of Philosophy 12th June 2014 Stanford University https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/moral-arguments-god> substantive revision> 29th June 2018]  [2:  C Stephen Evans “Moral Arguments for the Existence of God” Stanford Encylopedia of Philosophy 12th June 2014 Stanford University https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/moral-arguments-god> substantive revision> 29th June 2018]  [3:  Robert Merrihew Andrews, Moral Arguments for God’s Existence (Oxford University Press Inc, Oxford: 2007)]  [4:  POR Robert Merrihew Andrews, Moral Arguments for God’s Existence (Oxford University Press Inc, Oxford: 2007)]  [5:  C Stephen Evans “Moral Arguments for the Existence of God” Stanford Encylopedia of Philosophy 12th June 2014 Stanford University https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/moral-arguments-god> substantive revision> 29th June 2018] 

The Divine Command Theory (DCT), an accompaniment theory to support the conclusion of the Moral Argument has also many formulations and variations – it has roots in Augustine, William of Ockham and Soren Kierkegaard. The most relevant for discussion and much more modern is the reformed DCT by Robert Adams.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  C Stephen Evans “Moral Arguments for the Existence of God” Stanford Encylopedia of Philosophy 12th June 2014 Stanford University https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/moral-arguments-god> substantive revision> 29th June 2018] 

Robert Adams, writing in 1937 believed the D C T to be the most adequate possible theory whilst also willing to emphasise what he considered to be of an important pragmatic nature of positing God as that which entails moral order[footnoteRef:7].  Facts of moral and rightness under this theory are non natural and objective. We cannot depend upon any of the sciences to render their rightness and wrongness as true, hence non natural. Irrespective of what humans believe about the rightness and wrongness, they still uphold, hence objective according to Adams. Adams wants to claim that just because our conceptions of objectivity in the non natural sense seem obscure and leads us to the only kind of truth we can trust in depends on what is natural and verified by the laws of physics, chemistry etc, this should not and does not undermine them[footnoteRef:8].  [7:   Robert Merrihew Andrews, Moral Arguments for God’s Existence (Oxford University Press Inc, Oxford: 2007)]  [8:  Robert Merrihew Andrews, Moral Arguments for God’s Existence (Oxford University Press Inc, Oxford: 2007)] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In his paper Rationality and Religious Belief, Adams is keen to address the typical criticisms levelled at DCT in a more modified, less extreme version of it.[footnoteRef:9] Yet it is very telling when in his essay he writes “If God does not exist, my theory is false”. We can clearly see that Adams is assuming his conclusion in order to make his argument. This is despite his own admission that when we come to believe in anything it is because the theory that seems to account most adequately for some subject matter implicates the existence of the thing in question. It seems that Adams cannot help but be unaware of the presuppositions he holds and the extent to which they have a bearing on the formulation of his essay. As Armstrong writes, conclusions are drawn from premises which we can all unanimously agree upon[footnoteRef:10]. What is required is an argument that people who are not personally obligated to take a leaning in either direction can feel convinced by and yet, to concede with Armstrong, his arguments are not convincing if you are necessarily convincing if you are not lenient either way and certainly not if already predisposed to atheism[footnoteRef:11]. What is seemingly ironic is that Adams at points of his essay does seems to acknowledge this as I previously alluded to – he certainly did not believe himself to be working backwards from his conclusions in any sense, but he may very well have failed to live up the standards he set for himself. What I wish to allude to in this observation is that we sometimes are unaware of how pre-formed beliefs and suppositions can still influence arguments from deductive reasoning, a priori principles. So any traditionally constructed  argument for morality, even though derived from a form of logical reasoning can still, when explained and clarified by a defender may still fall back upon assumptions that have no relation to the a priori principles and premises at stake. [9:  Robert Merrihew Andrews, Moral Arguments for God’s Existence (Oxford University Press Inc, Oxford: 2007)]  [10:  William Lane Craig, Walter Sinnott-Armstrong God? A Debate between a Christian and an Atheist (Oxford University Press, Oxford: 2004)]  [11:  Robert Merrihew Andrews, Moral Arguments for God’s Existence (Oxford University Press Inc, Oxford: 2007)] 

In God: A debate between a Christian and an Atheist, Walter Sinnott-Armstrong draws upon Taylors belief that duties don’t exist intrinsically or in isolation, they are tied to persons[footnoteRef:12]. He also believes that they cannot possibly exist as separate from God either. Our obligations are tied to our duties, and without the conception of a God, we can have no obligations. He therefore concludes as a non theist that obligations don’t in fact exist because we would need a God to prove them. William Craig utilises this observation to further his argument for God’s existence, assuming the reality of moral values. For if moral values are real, this leads to obligations and duties. Sinnot-Armstrong is happy to concede to Craig that he does not know exactly what he means by values such as justice but this not undermine our duties and obligations. He rejects Craig’s point that actions, in the case he is describing – rape, is immoral because of the objective status of justice as a moral value. As for the hypothetical question Armstrong imagines Craig asking him “What’s immoral about causing serious harms to other people without justification”, Armstrong implies it is a useless question, it is simply the wrong question to ask. We just know that the action in question, rape, is objectively wrong and that we owe it to other humans to uphold duties not to inflict certain actions upon others. Armstrong concedes with Taylor and Craig in that duties are real because they are tied to persons and it makes no sense to think of them in isolation. This seems coherent if we also imagine that moral values like justice are also not real in the sense that they cannot exist intrinsically and independently. But duties are. We have a duty not to rape because to do so would inflict pain, subordination and restrict freedom of the victim. And we need not ask the question “What’s immoral about causing serious harms to other people without justification?” which Armstrong imagines Craig asking hypothetically. We just know it is. Some may find this unsatisfactory a response but what Armstrong seems to be appealing to is that certain feelings are intrinsically bad because we recognise them as bad. There is a strong intuitive appeal here. And the pleasure of the perpetrator no matter how great cannot neutralise this because pain is felt individually to humans and such feelings have personal and intrinsic significance. If they have personal and intrinsic significance, in the sense that such feelings are felt independently to humans powerfully and intuitively then it does not seems necessary to posit an external source to explain where such internal sources of pain, pleasure amongst other feelings aride. The genetic fallacy is worth examining here since it now becomes relevant in this stage of the discussion. The idea of the genetic fallacy is that when proponents of the Divine Command Theory such as Craig ask the question of “where could it have all come from?” they are escaping from the fact that we all experience what is positive and negative. In other words, we “clearly apprehend” certain values. Even if moral values don’t exist, our intuition on what is good and bad helps us to conceptualise and form such values[footnoteRef:13].  [12:  Robert Merrihew Andrews, Moral Arguments for God’s Existence (Oxford University Press Inc, Oxford: 2007)]  [13:  William Lane Craig, Walter Sinnott-Armstrong God? A Debate between a Christian and an Atheist (Oxford University Press, Oxford: 2004)] 

If we have to posit God as the ultimate reason to explain away morality, we have to account for the objective nature of moral actions themselves as separate from God himself even if He nevertheless determined the moral status of any act. It seems that according to the theologian, what makes acts wrong is that God commands them to be, not that they are wrong in and of themselves. What we have here then is what is known as The Euthypro Dilemna[footnoteRef:14]. This dilemma therefore allows that certain acts pertain moral status irrespective of such qualities as pleasure and pain and values such as justice. In fact, such qualities are completely irrelevant to the discussion. We de do not even have to allude them to explain the rightness and wrongness. It’s easy to see how such an argument falls short – it is completely devoid of how we all experience morality in our everyday lives. Such experience is of course subjective and perhaps the theist would point this out but it is not irrelevant to point out that most of us experience shared values that as I explained earlier, make for a meaningful shared experience whereby morality is easily accessible. But under the theist account, the Divine Command Theory, His reasons rather than His commands are what makes acts immoral[footnoteRef:15]. This has the fatal consequence of rendering God’s commands as arbitrary. Craig attempts to get around this major flaw the way that most theologians do – as articulated  by Adams, Quinn, Alston and others, by positing the grounding of our moral duties. He accounts for the grounding of our duties by emphasising the loving nature of God which are duties are commanded to[footnoteRef:16]. So on this common view in theological circles, is therefore useless entirely to ask the question of what would render something such as murder bad if God has not made it so. It becomes a ridiculous question because God’s character is synomonous with the Good in the first place. He is Good by definition.  [14: William Lane Craig, Walter Sinnott-Armstrong God? A Debate between a Christian and an Atheist (Oxford University Press, Oxford: 2004)]  [15:  William Lane Craig, Walter Sinnott-Armstrong God? A Debate between a Christian and an Atheist (Oxford University Press, Oxford: 2004)]  [16:  l Robert Merrihew Andrews, Moral Arguments for God’s Existence (Oxford University Press Inc, Oxford: 2007)] 

Adams, even further back in 1937 also found a way to construct a response to the dilemna. On his newer more refined DCT, the less we try to understand such arguments using analytical analysis, the meaning of terms and “the nature of conceptual analysis and of circularity in argument”, we can instead understand it differently by proposing an answer “to a question left open by the meaning of “right and “wrong” “[footnoteRef:17]. On one hand, Adams is suspiciously, or conveniently, keen to reject the methods by which most philosophers would examine an argument such as this which decreases it’s ability to convince. It also seems questionable if Adams is even saying much of anything at all here in his solution by simply rejecting an analysis of meaning. He seems to rely upon the pragmatic use of proposing such an easy answer in the first place which perhaps suggests an overestimation of the need to find a pragmatic use. Or perhaps the problem is not necessarily identifying the need for an easy answer that perhaps bears some pragmatic use but his solution to do so within the framework of positing an external source, again committing the genetic fallacy. He clearly would never have considered an intersubjectivist approach as this would have further complicated matters as with traditionally minded theologians.  [17:  Robert Merrihew Andrews, Moral Arguments for God’s Existence (Oxford University Press Inc, Oxford: 2007)
] 

Overall, the argument from morality does appear to me to unsuccessfully prove God’s existence especially when considering the assumptions and presuppositions that are apparent the further they are examined. The Euthypro Dilemma also cannot be resolved without alluding to a kind of ontological belief that depends on the assumption of what the argument sets out to prove. It may not be ever determinative whether an atheistic account for morality that firmly excludes God could even hold up to scrutiny in the same way they do appear more intuitively and pragmatically successful considering how we live our lives and how we feel emotions in relation to others that help form our concepts of value and duty to others without a sense of source residing in anything external to ourselves.
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