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Abstract
The prevalent belief amongst theist is that it is impossible to be a moral human being without belief in God or religious affiliation. This is because they believe that moral laws come from God and a person can only be moral by following his laws. The common belief is that without belief in God people, ultimately, have no reason to be moral because moral accountability comes from God. Furthermore, without religious belief people have no incentive to be moral as they do not believe that they will face rewards or punishments for their actions in the afterlife. However, as this report shows, it is actually possible to be moral without belief in God. One theory suggests that human beings have evolved to be moral people; it is a natural part of their genetics. This is Richard Dawkins’ Selfish Gene Theory. As well as this, there have been suggestions that moral code is independent of God and does not reply on him. Human beings know what is good because it is good of itself, and not because God decided it was good. Furthermore, it could be argued that those who behave morally and do not have a belief in God are more moral than those who behave morally as a result of their beliefs. This is because, they behave morally because they want to and not because they have been commanded to. Also, non-believers tend to have a more person-centred approach to ethics and are not bound by rules. Moreover, many atrocities are carried out in the name of religion that are not carried out in the name of atheism or non-belief.
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Atheism and Morality: Is it Possible to be Moral Without Belief in God?

Introduction: Background
Morality is defined as the correct standard of behaviour that should guide one’s conduct.[footnoteRef:2] Theists primarily believe that a belief in God is necessary for morality as without God humans would have no objective moral standards (i.e. divine commands). They believe that atheists have no basis for morality because they reject God.[footnoteRef:3] Moreover, in a survey by the Pew Research Centre in 2014, in twenty-two of the thirty-nine countries that were surveyed the majority of people held the opinion that in order to be moral and have good values belief in God is necessary. This position was mainly held in countries in Africa and the Middle East. However, the opinion that it is possible to be a moral person without religion or a belief in God was more prominent in North America and European Countries. For example, in Britain 78% of people held the opinion that belief in God was not necessary in order to be a moral person.[footnoteRef:4] This difference is more than likely because Middle Eastern and African countries tend to be more religious countries, with the majority of the population indentifying as religious. However, the so-called ‘Western’ countries are becoming more secular, with less people in these countries identifying as religious. For example, in Britain in the 2011 census 25.1% of the population reported as having no religion. This was an increase from 14.8% of the population identifying as having no religion in the 2001 census.[footnoteRef:5]  [2:  Julian Baggini, Atheism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), p.149.]  [3:  Atheist Alliance International, ‘Can Atheists Be Moral?, <https://www.atheistalliance.org/about-atheism/can-atheists-moral/> [accessed 6 November 2018].]  [4:  Pew Research Centre, ‘Worldwide, Many See Belief in God as Essential to Morality’, (2014) <http://www.pewglobal.org/2014/03/13/worldwide-many-see-belief-in-god-as-essential-to-morality> [accessed 6 November 2018]. ]  [5:  Office For National Statistics, ‘Religion in England and Wales 2011’, (2012) <https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/religion/articles/religioninenglandandwales2011/2012-12-11> [accessed 7 November 2018]. 
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Introduction: Aims
The main aim of this report is to examine whether religious belief and belief in God is necessary for morality. To begin with, there will be a discussion of the arguments, mainly from theists, outlining why belief in God is necessary for morality. Following this the arguments outlining that one can be moral without a belief in God will be presented. The final section of the report will examine the arguments as to whether non-believers can actually be more moral than those who are religious. Finally, I will come to a conclusion as to whether the theistic belief that religious belief is necessary for morality is correct, or whether people can be moral without belief in God. It is important to note that this report will mainly focus on the arguments from the perspective of monotheistic religions.
Section 1:  Arguments that God is Necessary for Morality
1.1. God Makes Moral Laws
· Julian Baggini explains that “in order for there to be moral law there has to be some kind of law giver, and, ultimately, a judge.”5 Therefore, without God “law is impossible.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Julian Baggini, Atheism: A Short Introduction, pp.37-38.] 

· Belief in God is seen to be necessary for morality because he makes the moral laws. 
· What is moral and what is sinful is believed to be determined by God; without him humankind would not know correct moral behaviour and morality would not exist.
· In order to understand why belief in God is considered necessary for morality consider the following concepts which are upheld by most monotheistic religions: 
1) God is all-good. 
2) God commands humankind to do what is good. 
3) God is the basis of morality.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Robin Le Poidevin, Arguing for Atheism: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion (London: Routledge, 1996), p.73.] 

· Therefore, most theists believe that the nature of morality comes from God as he is the supreme, omnibenevolent being. He is the only one qualified to decide what is good or bad and right or wrong. 
· As a result, they believe that one can only be moral by following his laws.

1.2. Without God People have no Reason to be moral
· The theist’s main worry about a godless morality is the amount of personal choice it leaves individuals with. 
· As Kerry Walters states, “one of the most common challenges to atheism [is] that the denial of God breeds moral nihilism.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Kerry Walters, Atheism: A Guide for the Perplexed (London: Continuum International Publishing, 2010), p.117.] 

· The reason for this worry is that theists generally believe that moral accountability comes from God. 
· If moral accountability is eliminated then humans have no reason to behave in a morally appropriate way. They are free to sin however they wish. 

1.3. Fear of Punishment and Promise of Reward
· God plays a key role in morality as he provides humankind with the incentive to behave morally.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  David O. Brink, ‘The Autonomy of Ethics’, in The Cambridge Companion to Atheism, ed. by Michael Martin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp.149-165 (p.150).
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· The worldly benefits of being virtuous do not obviously show that it is better to behave morally. However, the potential afterlife rewards or punishments for moral behaviour provide a greater reason to behave morally.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  David O. Brink, ‘The Autonomy of Ethics’, p.150.] 

· The widespread belief amongst religious believers that without belief in God any sin is permitted comes from the psychological view of religious followers that one must follow rules in order to be rewarded and to avoid punishment.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Julian Baggini, Atheism: A Very Short Introduction, p.40.] 

· The belief that one is being watched by God and that any wrongdoings will be punished is a very effective means of encouraging people to avoid doing anything that is against the teachings of their religion.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Julian Baggini, Atheism: A Very Short Introduction, p.40.] 

· Furthermore, the fear of eternal damnation or rewards in the afterlife provides religious believers with the necessary motivation to behave morally.

Section Two: Arguments that God is Not Necessary for Morality
· Atheism UK provides an informative summary as to why atheists think that a belief in God or religious belief is not necessary for morality. The quote goes as follows:[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Atheism UK, ‘Morality’, (2017) <https://www.atheismuk.com/about/positions/morality/> [accessed 6 November 2018]. ] 

“Our position on morality, at its most simple, is that morality is a biological phenomenon not imposed on us by ‘supernatural’ authority.”
· The theory that morality is a biological phenomenon and part of a human beings genetic make-up will be outlined in this section, with particular focus on Richard Dawkins’ ‘Selfish Gene’ theory. 
· Following this, there will be a discussion of the Euthyphro Dilemma and what this may disclose about the source of morality. 

2.1. Richard Dawkins’ Selfish Gene Theory: Function with Morality
· Richard Dawkins, and some other atheists, believe that evolution has programmed human beings to behave morally.
· Dawkins admits that “natural selection seems ill-suited to explain such goodness as we possess, or our feelings of morality, decency, empathy and pity.”[footnoteRef:14] However, our “selfish genes” do precisely these things as part of their attempt to ensure their survival relative to other genes.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion, p.255.]  [15:  Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (London: Transworld Publishers, 2006), pp.245-246.
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· Dawkins states that this is accomplished in four different ways; each focuses on the ‘selfish’ survival of certain genes.
2.1.1.   Richard Dawkins’ Selfish Gene Theory: Explained
1) During the evolutionary process genes ensure their own selfish survival by influencing organisms to behave altruistically.
· Such a gene is likely to benefit from copies of itself. Therefore, these genes can increase in number and develop in the gene pool to the point that behaving altruistically becomes the norm.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion, pp.246-247.] 

2) The second way in which the selfish gene ensures its survival is what Dawkins calls “reciprocal altruism.”16 
· An example given is that of the asymmetric deal between bees and flowers. This is that, the flower is in need of pollinating and the bee is in need of nectar. As flowers cannot fly they give payment to the bee, through the giving of nectar, for the use of the bee’s winds. 
· This can also be applied to humans who also have asymmetries in needs. Human beings give help and support to others when they are able, and when they are in need of help others will then give support back to them.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion, pp.247-248.] 

3) The third aspect of this theory is that reputation is important for survival. Having a reputation for kindness and generosity has survival value.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion, pp.249-250.] 

4) The final aspect of the selfish gene theory is that altruistic giving is a display of superiority. 
· Dawkins uses an example of a bird feeding a companion to demonstrate this idea. He states that when a bird does this they are essentially saying “look how superior I am to you, I can afford to give you food.”18 
· He compares this example to humans helping others, stating that what they are essentially doing is showing off their superiority over those whom they are helping.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion, pp.250-251.
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2.1.2.   Richard Dawkins’ Selfish Gene Theory: Conclusion
· Richard Dawkins’ theory, therefore, suggests that one does not need God or religion to behave morally and do the right thing. 
· Human beings, through the evolutionary process, have developed in order that behaving well is a natural part of their genetics. 

2.2.       Euthyphro Dilemma
· In the Socratic dialogue Euthyphro, Socrates essentially poses the question “do the gods choose what is good because it is good, or is the good good because the gods chose it?”[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Julian Baggini, Atheism: A Very Short Introduction, p.38.] 

· Both pose concern for atheists in terms of the lack of necessity of God for morality. 
2.2.1.   Euthyphro Dilemma: Morality Existed Without God
1) If the first option of the question posed is true then this suggests that ‘the good’ is independent of God and his will. 
· Therefore, even if God (or the idea of God) had never existed moral values would still be present.[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Robin Le Poidevin, Arguing for Atheism: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion, pp.74-75.] 

· It suggests that moral values were not invented by God but that they already existed outside of God.
2.2.2    Euthyphro Dilemma: Morality is Instructed by God
2) If the second option is true then this equally poses problems for atheists. This is because it suggests that the only reason why religious believers act moral is because it has been commanded by God, and not because they want to be good people.
· Another issue is that, if an act is thought to be moral purely because God decided that it was, then there is no reason why God could not one day decide that everything that is now seen as sinful could become moral.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Kerry Walters, Atheism: A Guide for the Perplexed, p.123-124. ] 

· To many theists this idea is not a problem, as they believe that even though God may have the power to do this, it is not something that he would do. 
· For atheists this response is not good enough. They argue that even if God does exist his nature is not known. It cannot categorically be said that he would not do this. 
· Moreover, for atheists the mere possibility that this would happen is seen to be a terrible foundation on which to base one’s ethics and morality.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Kerry Walters, Atheism: A Guide for the Perplexed, p.124.] 

· More importantly, for a religious believer to think that the idea that God would make something that is considered immoral currently moral in the future means that they are essentially acknowledging that moral values are independent of God.
· For example, religious believers know that murder is wrong which is why God would never make it moral. One does not need God to realise wrong from right. Murder is not wrong because God does not choose it, it is just wrong in itself, and humankind (and religious believers) knows this.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Julian Baggini, Atheism: A Very Short Introduction, p.39.
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Section 3: Are Atheists more Moral than Theists?
3.1. No Incentive for Behaving morally
· As mentioned earlier religious believers have an incentive to be moral in that they behave ethically out of fear of punishment or promise of reward.
· A person who refrains from stealing because they are worried that they will be caught and punished is not a truly moral person. The truly moral person is the one who refrains from stealing, even though they know that if they did they would not get caught, because they know that stealing is wrong.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Julian Baggini, Atheism: A Very Short Introduction, p.40.] 

· Atheists and non-believers who behave morally are more moral than those who believe in God and behave morally because, as Julian Baggini said, “religion, with its threat of punishment and promise of reward, introduces a non-moral incentive to be moral that is absent in atheism.”[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Julian Baggini, Atheism: A Very Short Introduction, p.41.] 


3.2. Atheists have the use of Human Reason
· Another argument that atheists use in the debate about morality is their issue with the divine command model. 
· The prime example of this is the near sacrifice of Isaac by his father Abraham in Genesis 22:1-24, due to the command of God. 
· Members of monotheistic religions believe that they must obey anything that God commands. 
· They believe that the word of God is final; there is no need for human rationality or reasoning. To the majority of atheists, this is an issue.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Kerry Walters, Atheism: A Guide for the Perplexed, p.125. ] 

· One of the key criticisms of religion by many atheists is that theists follow ‘moral’ laws that are harsh and inhumane, simply because they believe God commanded them to. 
· For example, they reject euthanasia and as a result leave people to die slowly and in pain; and some religions condemn divorce, which leads couples to be trapped in unhappy marriages and lifelong misery.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Basil Mitchell, ‘What Difference, if any, does Religion Make to Morals?’, in Law Morality and Religion in Secular Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), pp.103-118 (p.109).
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· It is important to note that being a non-believer does not always equate with being pro-euthanasia or pro-divorce.
· However, being a non-believer does allow one the freedom to use human reason where necessary, for the greater good of people, and does not leave them bound by restricted laws which may cause suffering and pain.
3.3. Religion Causes Atrocities
· Another of the main arguments used by atheists is that religious belief can cause people to perform terrible acts in the name of their God and their religion.
· Suicide bombings, wars, human sacrifice, murder, and bigotry have all been carried out in the name of God and religion.
· This is not to say that immoral acts such as murder and bigotry are not also carried out by non-believers; just that in these cases these actions are not generally carried out because of their atheistic beliefs. 
· To put it bluntly, for centuries religious believers have carried out horrific acts purely in the name of their religion, atheists have not. 
· As is often said by atheists ‘faith has been used as a bludgeon against non-believers’ for many years. Non-belief has not been used as a bludgeon against believers to the same extent as this.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Kerry Walters, Atheism: A Guide for the Perplexed, p.120.] 

· In response to this, some could argue that this hostility and violence is only caused by fundamentalist religious believers and not by general belief in God. 
· However, research has shown that even being exposed to religious words or being in a member of a certain church causes people to have hostile attitudes towards certain groups of people; for example, homosexuals and non-believers.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Azim F. Shariff, Jared Piazza, Stephanie R. Kramer, ‘Morality and the Religious Mind: Why Theists and Non-Theists Differ, in Trends in Cognitive Science, 18 (2014), 439-441<https://www-sciencedirect-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/science/article/pii/S1364661314001107> [accessed 6 November 2018], p.439.

7] 

· Therefore, even if religious belief does not cause extreme acts of violence, it does still cause hostility towards certain groups of people.










Conclusion
In conclusion, based on the evidence presented it is clear that morality is possible without belief in God. The main verification for this is the indication that moral laws are independent of God. Even if God (or the idea of God) had never existed moral laws would still exist; human beings would still be aware of right from wrong. Furthermore, Richard Dawkins’ Selfish Gene Theory suggests that human beings behave morally as it is part of their genetics and human nature; evolution has made human beings moral. Moreover, there are potentially some cases in which it could be argued that atheists behave more morally than religious believers. These include, the idea that religious believers only behave morally to avoid punishment and to gain rewards; non-believers are able to use human reason in certain circumstances and have a more person-centred rather than rule based approach to morality; and religious belief can cause terrible atrocities against certain groups, something which non-belief tends not to cause. People often think that if a person is religious or has a belief in God then they are automatically a moral person, and having no belief in God equates with being immoral; however, this is a misconception. Atheists are just as likely as religious believers to behave morally, if not more so.
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