THE MORAL ARGUMENT

How do we explain the fact that people often refrain from immoral acts even when there is no risk of  their being caught?

There are many formulations of the moral argument but they all have as their starting point the phenomenon (fact) of moral conscience. In essence the moral argument poses the question: where does our conscience, our sense of morality come from if not from God? It also asserts that if we accept the existence of objective moral laws we must accept the existence of a divine law-giver. It is an argument therefore which infers the existence of God from the empirical evidence of a psychological phenomenon. This is the observable fact that human beings sometimes appear to act from a sense of moral duty in which there is no self-interest or thought for the consequences of that act.  

Cardinal Newman, for example, deduces God’s existence from the fact of conscience rather than from objective moral law: If, as is the case, we feel responsibility,... are frightened at transgressing the voice of conscience, this implies there is One to whom we are responsible... If the cause of these emotions does not belong to this visible world, the object to which our perception is directed must be Supernatural and Divine.’ 

Dom Trethowan’s version of the moral argument rejects the use of logic and instead interprets morality as a religious experience, which points towards the existence of God. When we make a moral decision, that is to say when we are guided by our conscience, a sense of obligation dictates our choice. According to Trethowan, underlying this sense of obligation is the conviction that each person has value. If we accept that other people have intrinsic value then we have to ask what the source of this value is. Trethowan’s answer is God: We have value because we receive it from a source of value. That is what I mean...by God.

HP Owen argues that objective moral laws exist and that there must therefore be a divine law-giver: ...it is impossible to think of a command without also thinking of a commander. 

It is Kant’s version of the moral argument, however, which is the best known and which requires closer examination. He drew an important distinction between hypothetical and categorical imperatives. A hypothetical imperative is a directive such as: If you want x, do y. For example: Be considerate to others if you want to get on in life When we obey a hypothetical imperative we do so as a means to an end and the benefit to us is evident. According to Kant, obedience to a hypothetical imperative is not truly moral behaviour. Only when we obey categorical imperatives are we behaving in a truly moral fashion. It is wrong to break a promise, according to Kant, not because in doing so we may lose the trust of others but because in making a promise we have incurred a moral obligation and thus are ‘duty-bound’ to keep it.

One of the best known formulations of the categorical imperative is: So act as to treat humanity, whether in thine own person or in that of any other as an end withal, never as a means only. Like Trethowan, the essence of moral behaviour for Kant lies in an appreciation of the intrinsic value of other people and also in the fact that the act is not a means to an end. There can be no room for self-interest or consideration of the consequences in truly moral behaviour. If we resist the temptation to steal only because we don’t want to get caught we are not behaving morally. We are behaving morally, on the other hand, if we desist because we believe it is wrong to steal and that by stealing we would be treating someone else as a means to an end (e.g for our own enrichment).

Kant then goes on to argue that in an ideal world (one in which virtue was always rewarded and vice punished) moral behaviour (that which is in accordance with the categorical imperative) would always lead to happiness. In the real world, however, this does not necessarily happen. Therefore there must be something other than the promise of earthly happiness which motivates us to behave morally. 

What assumptions, Kant then went on to ask , do we make when we heed our conscience? What do we implicitly believe about the world when we agree to be bound by objective moral laws such as the categorical imperative? When we make a moral choice between two or more possible courses of action  without taking into account the benefit to us in this world of our moral behaviour, what does this imply about the way we believe the world to be? 

For Kant  it makes no sense to talk about making moral choices unless we are free. Secondly, if there is to be no reward in this life then we must believe that by acting morally we will be rewarded in the next life. Thirdly, If our moral behaviour is to be rewarded after death there must be an agent who is responsible for guaranteeing that reward. By this line of argument Kant arrives at his three postulates of morality:

1. Freedom 

2. Immortality 

3. God

· For a moral choice to be real we must be free to choose otherwise

· If there is no guarantee of reward for moral behaviour in this life there must be a future life in which the exact coincidence of happiness and morality can be brought about.

· The existence of these laws presupposes the existence of a law-giver and an agent to help us achieve what we cannot achieve on our own in this world : the exact coincidence of happiness and morality,

How convincing are these arguments? 

As far as the argument from conscience is concerned modern critics argue that Freud’s explanation of the phenomenon of conscience (internalised parental authority) is more plausible than either Newman’s or Kant’s.
The moral argument is built upon certain assumptions, which are by no means universally accepted. Firstly, the existence of objective moral laws is denied by many moral philosophers. According to them, morality can be explained in non-religious terms. Morality, they argue, is a human invention rather than God-given. Moral values are culturally determined, and differ from one society to another (cf. Durkheim’s theory of morality). There are too many variations between the moral codes of different societies and  between  individuals’ consciences for the concept of objective moral law to be acceptable. Furthermore, even if Kant is right about conscience and objective moral law it is not legitimate to infer the existence of anything more than a law-giver (which need not be God).

Alternatively there are those who argue that objective moral laws can be derived from an assessment of what promotes ‘universal’ human happiness. By studying human beings scientifically (that is, primarily, through the science of psychology) we can discover  the laws which govern behaviour and the conditions which promote happiness. These can  then provide the basis for objective moral laws. An example of this approach is utilitarianism. Advocates of this approach to the discovery of objective moral laws would concede that Kant’s argument above may be valid but not that it requires  the existence of God to validate it.

Kant’s version of the moral argument is built upon a distinction (between the hypothetical and the categorical imperative) which many consider to be a false one. Mackie, for example, in Ethics – Inventing Right and Wrong asserts that all imperatives are essentially hypothetical: So far as ethics is concerned my thesis that there are no objective values is specifically the denial that any such categorically imperative element is objectively valid. The objective values which I am denying would be action–directing absolutely, not contingently upon the agent’s desires and inclinations. According to Mackie and others Kant always introduces some element of consideration for the consequences of moral acts. For example, when he formulates the categorical imperative as the need to act only on that maxim whereby thou canst at the same time will that it should become a universal law he is in fact talking about the wider (social) consequences of our actions. It is wrong to break promises precisely because if everyone did, no one would be able to trust anyone else and all social relations would break down. Similarly, how can actions be counted as truly moral (by Kant’s own definition) when our motive for performing them, if only subconsciously, is the promise of reward in the afterlife?

In generating his three postulates Kant makes the philosophical error of mistaking beliefs for facts. Just because acting out of a sense of duty implies that we have certain beliefs about the world dos not mean that these beliefs correspond to the way the world really is. Kant’s version of the moral argument is really an act of faith dressed up as a philosophical argument, which does not stand up to scrutiny.

In conclusion it must be said that that the moral argument in any of its forms fails to prove the existence of God. Freud provides a perfectly plausible alternative explanation of where  conscience comes from whilst Durkheim’s  theory of morality as a social construct, accounts convincingly for the differences between one society’s moral code and another’s (even if neither proves the non-existence of God). Others would argue for objectively valid moral laws based on a ‘scientific’ understanding of man’s nature. However to argue from this to a divine or supernatural law-giver is unjustified. As is pointed out in Philosophy of Religion (Anne Jordan): For while the existence of a moral God would indeed suggest the existence of moral laws, the existence of moral laws in one form or another cannot point us back to the existence of God.

Someone who already believes in God, therefore, may find their faith strengthened by the moral argument but sceptics are unlikely to find much in it to persuade them of God’s existence.
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