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John Arthur is associate professor of  philosophy and director of the Program in Law and Society 
at State  University of New York, Binghampton. Arthur considers the commonly  held belief that 
morality somehow depends on religion. Against  this he first argues that religion is unnecessary in 
order either  to act morally or to attain moral understanding . After rejecting  the idea that God is 
necessary in order to make sense of  morality's being objective, Arthur considers the divine 
command  theory, according to which morality depends on God's will. As  Arthur points out, this 
theory implies that morality is arbitrary  ( it just so happens that God forbids cruelty; He has no 
reason  for doing so). Furthermore, if we accept the divine command  theory, we cannot make 
sense of the idea that God is good. But if  morality is independent of God's will, so that God 
discovers  rather than creates morality, then God's powers are limited. So  either way-whether 
morality is dependent on or independent of  God-there are difficulties. (We find expression of this 
dilemma in  Plato's dialogue Euthyphro.) Having examined the various claims  about the 
connection between morality and religion, Arthur  concludes by suggesting how theists and 
atheists might agree on  which moral rules should be adopted by society.

The issue which I address in this paper is the nature of the connection, if any, between morality 
and religion. I will argue that although there are a variety of ways the two could be connected, in 
fact morality is in- dependent of religion, both logically and psychologically. First, however , it 
will be necessary to say something about the subjects: just what are we referring to when we 
speak of morality and of religion?

A useful way to approach the first question-the nature of morality-is to ask what it would mean 
for a society to exist without a moral code. What would such a society look like? How would 
people think? And behave? The most obvious thing to say is that its members would never feel 
any moral responsibilities or any guilt. Words like duty, rights, fairness, and justice would never 
be used, except in the legal sense. Feelings such as that I ought to remember my parents' 
anniversary, that he has a moral responsibility to help care for his children after the divorce, that 
she has a right to equal pay for equal work, and that discrimination on the basis of race is unfair 
would be absent in such a society .In short, people would have no tendency to evaluate or 
criticize the behavior of others, nor to feel remorse about their own behavior. Children would not 
be taught to be ashamed when they steal or hurt others, nor would they be allowed to complain 
when others treat them badly.

Such a society lacks a moral code. What, then, of religion? Is it possible that a society such as the 
one I have described would have religious beliefs? It seems clear that it is possible. Suppose 
every day these same people file into their place of worship to pay homage to God {they may 
believe in many gods or in one all-powerful creator of heaven and earth). Often they can be heard 
praying to God for help in dealing with their problems and thanking Him for their good fortune. 
Whenever a disaster befalls them, the people assume that God is angry with them; when things 
go well they believe He is pleased. Frequently they give sacrifices to God, usually in the form of 
money spent to build beautiful temples and, churches.



To have a moral code, then, is to tend to evaluate (perhaps without even expressing it) the 
behavior of others and to feel guilt at certain actions when we perform them. Religion, on the 
other hand, involves beliefs in supernatural power(s) that created and perhaps also control 
nature, along with the tendency to worship and pray to those supernatural forces or beings. The 
two - religion and morality - are thus very different. One involves our attitudes toward various 
forms of behavior (lying and killing, for example), typically expressed using the notions of rules, 
rights, and obligations. The other, religion, typically involves a different set of activities (prayer, 
worship) together with beliefs about the supernatural.

We come, then, to the central question: What is the connection, if any, between a society's moral 
code and its religious beliefs? Many people have felt that there must be a link of some sort 
between religious beliefs and morality. But is that so? What sort of connection might there be? In 
what follows I distinguish various ways in which one might claim that religion is necessary for a 
moral code to function in society. I argue, however, that such connections are not necessary, and 
indeed that often religion is detrimental to society's attempt to encourage moral conduct among 
its members.

One possible role which religion might play in morality relates to motives people have. Can 
people be expected to behave in any sort of decent way towards one another without religious 
faith? Religion, it is often said, is necessary so that people will DO right. Why might some- body 
think that? Often, we know, doing what is right has costs: you don't cheat on the test, so you 
flunk the course; you return the lost billfold, so you don't get the contents. Religion can provide 
motivation to do the right thing. God rewards those who follow His commands by providing for 
them a place in heaven and by insuring that they prosper and are happy on earth. He also 
punishes with damnation those who disobey. Other people emphasize less selfish ways in which 
religious motives may encourage people to act rightly. God is the creator of the universe and has 
ordained that His plan should be followed. How better to live one's life than to participate in this 
divinely ordained plan? Only by living a moral life, it is said, can people live in harmony with the 
larger, divinely created order.

But how are we to assess the relative strength of these various motives for acting morally, some 
of which are religious, others not? How important is the fear of hell or the desire to live as God 
wishes in motivating people? Think about the last time you were tempted to do something you 
knew to be wrong. Surely your decision not to do so (if that was your decision) was made for a 
variety of reasons: "What if I get caught? What if somebody sees me--what will he or she think? 
How will I feel afterwards? Will I regret it?" Or maybe the thought of cheating just doesn't occur 
to you. You were raised to be an honest person, and that's what you want to be - period. There 
are thus many motives for doing the right thing which have nothing whatsoever to do with 
religion. Most of us in fact do worry about getting caught, about being blamed and looked down 
on by others. We also may do what is right just for that reason, because it's our duty, or because 
we don't want to hurt others. So to say that we need religion to act morally is mistaken; indeed it 
seems to me that most of us, when it really gets down to it, don't give much of a thought to 
religion when making moral decisions. All those other reasons are the ones which we tend to 



consider, or else we just don't consider cheating and stealing at all. So far, then, there seems to be 
no reason to suppose that people can't be moral yet irreligious at the same time.

Another oft-heard argument that religion is necessary for people to do right questions whether 
people would know how to do the right thing without the guidance of religion. In other words, 
however much people may want to do the right thing, it is only with the help of God that true 
moral understanding can be achieved. People's own intellect is simply inadequate to this task; we 
must consult revelation for help.

Again, however, this argument fails. Just consider what we would need to know in order for 
religion to provide moral guidance. First we must be sure that there is a God. And then there's the 
question of which of the many religions is true. How can anybody be sure his or her religion is 
the right one? After all, if you had been born in China or India or Iran your religious views would 
almost certainly not have been the ones you now hold. And even if we can somehow convince 
ourselves that the Judeo- Christian God is the real one, we still need to find out just what it is He 
wants us to do. Revelation comes in at least two forms, according to theists, and not even 
Christians agree which form is real. Some hold that God tells us what He wants by providing us 
with His words: the Ten Commandments are an example. Many even believe, as Billy Graham 
once said, that the entire Bible was written by God using 39 secretaries. Others doubt that every 
word of the Bible is literally true, believing instead that it is merely an historical account of the 
events in history whereby God revealed Himself. So on this view revelation is not understood as 
statements made by God but, instead, as His intervening into historical events, such as leading 
His people from Egypt, testing Job, and sending His son as an example of the ideal life. But if we 
are to use revelation as a guide we must know what is to count as revelation-words given us by 
God, events, or both? Supposing that we could somehow solve all those puzzles, the problems 
of relying on revelation are still not over. Even if we can agree on who God is and on how and 
when He reveals Himself, we still must interpret that revelation. Some feel that the Bible justifies 
various forms of killing, including war and capital punishment, on the basis of such statements as 
"An eye for an eye." Others, emphasizing such sayings as "Judge not lest ye be judged" and 
"Thou shalt not kill," believe the Bible demands absolute pacifism. How are we to know which 
interpretation is correct?

Far from providing a short-cut to moral understanding, looking to revelation for guidance just 
creates more questions and problems. It is much simpler to address problems such as abortion, 
capital punishment, and war directly than to seek answers in revelation. In fact, not only is 
religion unnecessary to provide moral understanding, it is actually a hindrance. (My own hunch is 
that often those who are most likely to appeal to Scripture as justification for their moral beliefs 
are really just ! rationalizing positions they already believe.)

Far from religion being necessary for people to do the right thing, it often gets in the way. People 
do not need the motivation of religion; they for the most part are not motivated by religion as 
much as by other factors; and religion is of no help in discovering what our moral obligations are. 
But others give a different reason for claiming morality depends on religion. They think religion, 



and especially God, is necessary for morality because without God there could BE no right or 
wrong. The idea was expressed by Bishop R. C. Mortimer: "God made us and all the world. 
Because of that He has an absolute claim on our obedience. ... From [this] it follows that a thing 
is not right simply because we think it is. ...It is right because God commands it.(l )

hat Mortimer has in mind can best be seen by comparing moral rules with legal ones. Legal 
statutes, we know, are created by legislatures. So if there had been no law passed requiring that 
people limit the speed they travel then there would be no such legal obligation. Without the 
commands of the legislature statutes simply would not exist. The view de- fended by Mortimer, 
often called the divine command theory, is that God has the same relation to moral law as the 
legislature does to statutes. Without God's commands there would be no moral rules.

Another tenet of the divine command theory, besides the belief that God is the author of 
morality, is that only the divine command theory is able to explain the objective difference 
between right and wrong. This point was forcefully argued by F. C. Copleston in a 1948 British 
Broadcasting Corporation radio debate with Bertrand Russell.
RUSSELL. But  aren't you now saying in effect "1 mean by God whatever is good or  the sum 
total of what is good-the system of what is good, and,  therefore, when a young man loves 
anything that is good he is  loving God." Is that what you're saying, because if so, it wants a  bit 
of arguing. 

COPLESTON. I don't say,  of course, that God is the sum total or system of what is good.  ..but 
I do think that all goodness reflects God in some way and  proceeds from Him, so that in a sense 
the man who loves what is  truly good, loves God even if he doesn't advert to God. But still  I 
agree that the validity of such an interpretation of man's  conduct depends on the recognition of 
God's existence, obviously.  ...Let's take a look at the Commandant of the [Nazi] concentration 
camp at Belsen. That appears to you as undesirable  and evil and to me too. To Adolph Hitler we 
suppose it appeared as  something good and desirable. I suppose you'd have to admit that  for 
Hitler it was good and for you it is evil.

RUSSELL. No, I shouldn't  go so far as that. I mean, I think people can make mistakes in  that as 
they can in other things. If you have jaundice you see !  things yellow that are not yellow. You're 
making a mistake.  COPLESTON. Yes, one can make mistakes, but can you make a mistake  if 
it's I simply a question of reference to a feeling or emotion?  Surely Hitler would be the only 
possible judge of what appealed to  his emotions.

RUSSELL. ...you can say  various things about that; among others, that if that sort of  thing 
makes that sort of appeal to Hitler's emotions, then Hitler  makes quite a different appeal to my 
emotions.

COPLESTON. Granted. But  there's no objective criterion outside feeling then for condemning  
the conduct of the Commandant of Belsen, in your view. ...The  human being's idea of the content 
of the moral law depends  certainly to a large extent on education and environment, and a  man 



has to use his reason in assessing the validity of the actual  moral ideas of his social group. But 
the possibility of  criticizing the accepted moral code presupposes that there is an objective 
standard, that there is an ideal moral order, which  imposes itself. ...It implies the existence of a 
real foundation  of God.(2 )

God, according to Copleston, is able to provide the basis for the distinction, which we all know 
to exist, between right and wrong. With- out that objective basis for defining human obligation we 
would have no real reason for condemning the behavior of anybody, even Nazis. Morality would 
be little more than an expression of personal feeling.

Before assessing the divine command theory, let's first consider this last point. Is it really true 
that only the commands of God can provide an objective basis for moral judgments? Certainly 
many philosophers . . . have felt that morality rests on its own, perfectly sound footing; to 
prejudge those efforts or others which may be made in the future as unsuccessful seems 
mistaken. And, second, if it were true that there is no non-religious basis for claiming moral 
objectivity, then perhaps that means there simply is no such basis. Why suppose that there must 
be such a foundation?

What of the divine command theory itself? Is it reasonable, even though we need not do so, to 
equate something's being right with its being commanded by God? Certainly the expressions "is 
commanded by God" and "is morally required" do not mean the same thing; atheists and 
agnostics use moral words without understanding them to make any reference to God. And while 
it is of course true that God (or any other moral being for that matter) would tend to want others 
to do the right thing, this hardly shows that being right and being commanded by God are the 
same thing. Parents want their children to do the right thing, too, but that doesn't mean they, or 
anybody else, can make a thing right just by commanding it!

I think that, in fact, theists themselves if they thought about it would reject the divine command 
theory. One reason is because of what it implies. Suppose we grant (just for the sake of 
argument) that the divine command theory is correct. Notice what we have now said: Actions are 
right just because they are commanded by God. And the same, of course, can be said about those 
deeds which we believe are wrong. If God hadn't commanded us not to do them, they would not 
be wrong. (Recall the comparison made with the commands of the legislature, which would not be 
law except for the legislature having passed a statute.)

But now notice this. Since God is all-powerful, and since right is determined solely by His 
commands, is it not possible that He might change the rules and make what we now think of as 
wrong into right? It would seem that according to the divine command theory it is possible that 
tomorrow God will decree that virtues such as kindness and courage have become vices while 
actions which show cruelty and cowardice are the right actions. Rather than it being right for 
people to help each other out and prevent innocent people from suffering unnecessarily, it would 
be right to create as much pain among innocent children as we possibly can! To adopt the divine 
command theory commits its advocate to the seemingly absurd position that even the greatest 



atrocities might be not only acceptable but morally required if God were to command them.

Plato made a similar point in the dialogue Euthyphro. Socrates is asking Euthyphro what it is 
that makes the virtue of holiness a virtue, just as we have been asking what makes kindness and 
courage virtues. Euthyphro has suggested that holiness is just whatever all the gods love.
SOCRATES. Well,  then, Euthyphro, what do we say about holiness? Is it not loved by  all the 
gods, according to your definition? 

EUTHYPHRO.  Yes.

SOCRATES. Because it is  holy, or for some other reason? EUTHYPHRO. No, because it is  
holy.

SOCRATES. Then it is  loved by the gods because it is holy: it is not holy because it is  loved by 
them?

EUTHYPHRO. It seems  so.

SOCRATES. ...Then  holiness is not what is pleasing to the gods, and what is pleasing  to the 
gods is not holy as you say, Euthyphro. They are different  things.

EUTHYPHRO. And why,  Socrates?

SOCRATES. Because we are  agreed that the gods love holiness because it is holy: and that it  is 
not holy because they love it.(3)

Having claimed that virtues are what is loved by the gods why does Euthyphro so readily agree 
that the gods love holiness because it's holy? One possibility is that he is assuming whenever the 
gods love something they do so with good reason, not just arbitrarily. If something is pleasing to 
gods, there must be a reason. To deny this and say that it is simply the gods' love which makes 
holiness a virtue would mean that the gods have no basis for their opinions, that they are 
arbitrary. Or to put it another way, if we say that it is simply God's loving something that makes 
it right, then what sense does it make to say God wants us to do right? All that could mean is 
that God wants us to do what He wants us to do. He would have no reason for wanting it. 
Similarly "God is good" would mean little more than "God does what He pleases." Religious 
people who find this an unacceptable consequence will reject the divine command theory.

But doesn't this now raise another problem? If God approves kindness because it is a virtue, then 
it seems that God discovers morality rather than inventing it. And haven't we then suggested a 
limitation on God's power, since He now, being a good God, must love kindness and command us 
not to be cruel? What is left of God's omnipotence?

But why should such a limitation on God be unacceptable for a theist? Because there is nothing 



God cannot do? But is it true to say that God can do absolutely anything? Can He, for example, 
destroy Himself? Can God make a rock so heavy that He cannot lift it? Or create a universe 
which was never created by Him? Many have thought that God's inability to do these sorts of 
things does not constitute a genuine limitation on His power because these are things which 
cannot logically be done. Thomas Aquinas, for example, wrote that, "whatever implies 
contradiction does not come within the scope of divine omnipotence, because it cannot have the 
aspect of possibility. Hence it is more appropriate to say that such things cannot be done than 
that God cannot do them."(4) Many theists reject the view that there is nothing which God 
cannot do.

But how, then, ought we to understand God's relationship to morality if we reject the divine 
command theory? Can religious people consistently maintain their faith in God the Creator and 
yet deny that what is right is right because He commands it? I think the answer to this is "yes." 
First, note that there is still a sense in which God could change morality (assuming, of course, 
there is a God). Whatever moral code we decide is best (most justified), that choice will in part 
depend on such factors as how we reason, what we desire and need, and the circumstances in 
which we find ourselves. Presumably, however, God could have constructed us or our 
environment very differently, so that we didn't care about freedom, weren't curious about nature, 
and weren't influenced by others' suffering;!" Or perhaps our natural environment could be 
altered so that it is less hostile to our needs and desires. If He had created either nature or us that 
way, then it seems likely that the most justified moral code might be different in important ways 
from the one it is now rational for us to support. In that sense, then, morality depends on God 
whether or not one supports the divine command theory.

In fact, it seems to me that it makes little difference for ethical questions whether a person is 
religious. The atheist will treat human nature simply as a given, a fact of nature, while the theist 
may regard it as the product of divine intention. But in any case the right thing to do is to follow 
the best moral code, the one that is most justified. Instead of relying on revelation to discover 
morality, religious and nonreligious people alike can inquire into which system is best.

In sum, I have argued first that religion is neither necessary nor useful in providing moral 
motivation or guidance. My objections to the claim that without God there would be no morality 
are somewhat more complex. First, it is wrong to say that only if God's will is at its base can 
morality be objective. The idea of the best moral code - the one fully rational persons would 
support - may prove to provide sound means to evaluate one's own code as well as those of 
other societies. Furthermore, the divine command theory should not be accepted even by those 
who are religious. This is because it implies what clearly seems absurd, namely that God might 
tomorrow change the moral rules and make performing the most extreme acts of cruelty an 
obligation we all should meet. And, finally, I discussed how the theist and atheist might hope to 
find common ground about the sorts of moral rules to teach our children and how we should 
evaluate each other's behavior. Far from helping resolve moral disputes, religion does little more 
than sow confusion. Morality does not need religion and religion does not need morality .
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