Traditional Arguments Lesson Five – 

Criticisms of the Moral Argument

Why do some say that morality has nothing at all to do with God?

1. Criticisms of Kant

· Morality is asymptotic, something we can get ever closer to but can never reach perfection.

· We therefore cannot be judged against an absolute morality and so Kant’s argument for an afterlife falls down.

· Brian Davies: Does “ought” imply “can”? Just because something is not a logical contradiction doesn’t mean that thing is true.
· Just because Kant argues that “God” must bring about the “highest good” (summum bonum) it does not follow that “God” is the same as the God of Christian theology.
· The argument that there is a universal moral law is not conclusive (as we shall see). If there is no moral law there is no “summum bonum”.
2. Cultural Relativism
· The increasing awareness of global issues makes us aware of “cultural relativism”. Different societies have different standards of what is acceptable. Eg. In some societies it is acceptable for a man to have more than one wife; in some societies hunting for sport is fine.
· If there is cultural relativism (values and standards differ between societies) then there are no moral absolutes. Therefore  we cannot say that “God” instils morality.
· However, does morality relate to general principles, or specific instances? Does there have to be an absolute in every situation?
3. Evolution of Morality

· Some argue that our morality has “evolved” over time. Just as certain physical attributes add benefit to an organism, so a society benefits through morality. A moral society lives together more effectively than those who steal, cheat and kill.

· However, does this make morality inherently utilitarian? Plenty of societal moral norms are not utilitarian…

4. Freud’s criticisms of the Moral Argument
· Freud believed that the human mind is made of 3 parts:
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The Id: This is with us at birth. It is the part of our mind that looks after number one. You can see it at work in babies who scream for milk and to be changed at all hours with no concern for their parents.
2. The Ego: Our sense of self. As we grow up we start to be aware of other people. The ego tries to balance the needs of the Id with the reality of the wider situation. We realise it might not always be prudent to demand things.
3. The Super-Ego: This is the bit of us that takes on ideas about ethics from our situation (parents etc). We learn about shared moral values.

· The role of the ego is to mediate between the id and the superego (where our conscience lives).

· As such, our “conscience” is not the “voice of God”, but the voice of our super-ego telling our ego that we need to remember the morals we were taught.

· If the conscience were the voice of God, we’d expect it to be consistent. However, different people hear their conscience say different things, which suggests the conscience is in some way learned.

· However, Freud has been criticised for being over-simplistic.

5. Criticism of Aquinas
· Aquinas argued that there must be a maximum of something in order to make a meaningful judgement about its relevance. Is this true?
· We can judge how tall a building is relative to other buildings, particularly the tallest. We do not need an “absolutely tall” building to judge all the others.
· There is no “biggest” or “smallest” number. However, we can make meaningful comparisons between numbers all the same.

· However, is the concept of morality fundamentally different to numbers and buildings?

6. Other problems for the moral argument
· Solveychik – secular explanation for objective morality. A common knowledge about truth has been defined over millions of years; we obtain our conscience through language – “same source of common knowledge of the truth.” 
· Macnamara - “it is not so much that I have a conscience, as that I am a conscience,” it is the revelation of our entire upbringing etc. and everything about us. 
· Fletcher – we don’t actually ‘have’ a conscience, it is just a word to describe the ethical reasoning process. 

· Hobbes – we have morality to avoid the state of nature, “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short.” 
· Pavlov – social conditioning in what we do morally e.g. disgust at rape (however we aren’t animals, we can override our conditioning). 
· Skinner – how we behave becomes habitual, rejected the idea of moral autonomy. 
· Piaget – morals are the result of cognitive development before the age of ten. 
· Fromm – authority congratulates or rejects us according to how we behave, we internalise these laws and aren’t evaluating for ourselves. Humanist conscience is “the reaction of ourselves to ourselves” which is the real us. 
· Jung – “collective unconscious,” explains why we all have similar morality; however we can’t move from this psychological explanation to a proof of God. 
· Nietzsche – “morality is the herd-instinct in the individual.” People follow religion and morality in order to fit in, but this isn’t a good thing. 
All of these attempt to explain the existence of “morality” in a way that does not appeal to God. This leaves us with some questions to consider.

· If morality is “learned” or “developed” or “evolved” then where does its authority come from? Do moral codes get authority simply from their nature as accepted by society?

· If the answer to the previous question is “Yes” then does that mean all morality is therefore fundamentally subjective? We can refer to moral absolutes, but all we are really saying is “this is what is morally accepted in our society at this time”.

· If the answer is “Yes”, then are we happy to leave morality as a subjective thing? If so, all claims to morality actually claims to societal norms. They have no weight to them other than the weight given by society.
