
Resolved: Religious belief is a prerequisite 

for morality. 
 
 

 

About the Topic Analysis 

This document aims to provide a brief introduction to the new topic to students and coaches. 
The provided analysis is not intended to be used to limit topic interpretation. We encourage all 
students to conduct additional independent research to explore additional viewpoints, 
arguments and strategies. 

All participants are expected to create an environment conducive to open discourse, where all 
points of view are considered, and interactions are conducted with respect. Students, as always, 
should uphold the Code of Honor and rules set forth in the Unified Manual when developing 
and presenting their arguments on this topic.   

 How We Choose Our Topics 

In August, NSDA students and coaches voted between two resolutions to determine the 
resolution. 

A total of 500 coaches and 1,706 students voted for the resolution. The winning resolution 
received 51% of the coach vote and 55% of the student vote. 

In 2026-2027, a wording committee will be created to develop potential topics. If you are 
interested, please apply to be part of that committee and suggest potential topics for the next 
school year at the NSDA topic creation hub! 
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Topic Analysis 
 

In many ancient civilizations, religious institutions served as the primary keepers of moral principles. 

Commandments, divine laws, and religious narratives provided clear guidelines for moral conduct. These 

doctrines often promised divine rewards for adherence and punishment for disobedience. The idea that 

morality must come from a divine source was the dominant view in many cultures for eons. Challenges 

to this view often arose during periods of significant intellectual or social change, such as the 

Enlightenment, which saw the rise of secular philosophy and a greater emphasis on human reason. As 

we entered the modern age, traditionally held religious views were shaped and changed by new thinking 

and current events. Today, the debate over the roots of morality is a hotly contested issue. 

The year's Big Questions resolution, “Resolved: Religious belief is a prerequisite for morality,” sets us into 

one of humanity’s oldest and most profound philosophical debates. It puts us at the center of an 

examination of the very foundations of right and wrong and the role that faith plays in their 

construction. This guide will explore the intellectual background, historical changes, current relevance, 

and the critical nuances of the resolution's wording. It will also offer strategic considerations for students 

and coaches as they explore the resolution.  

It is important to note that the resolution is not intended as a judgment about the personal morality of 

individual debaters or members of any belief community. Many people, both religious and non-religious, 

lead moral lives and contribute positively to society. Instead, this resolution should be understood as a 

philosophical claim about the origins and foundations of morality in general. Framing the topic this way 

keeps the debate focused on systems and philosophical frameworks rather than personal identities. The 

central question is not “Can an atheist be moral?” That would not be a fruitful debate because there is 

overwhelming evidence that the answer is yes! Instead, this topic is a question of "Does morality, as a 

concept or system, require religious belief to exist or to function effectively in society?" 

At its core, this resolution grapples with fundamental questions about the origin and nature of morality. 

What compels us to act kindly, to seek justice, to condemn cruelty, or to fight injustice? Is it an innate 

human capacity, a product of societal conditioning, or a directive from a higher power? The affirmative 

side of this debate typically maintains that religious belief provides essential components for morality. 

This often encompasses Divine Command Theory, where moral rules are seen as God's commands. This 

implies that without a divine commander, there is no ultimate authority for these rules. Furthermore, 

proponents suggest that religious systems offer ultimate accountability through constructs like 

heaven/hell or karma, thus providing a powerful incentive for moral behavior that secular systems might 

lack. Many also argue that religious texts and traditions offer objective moral standards through 

universal, unchanging truths transcending human opinion and that religious belief provides a framework 

for understanding human purpose, within which moral action gains deeper meaning. 

Conversely, the negative side contends that morality can exist independently of religious belief. Their 

arguments frequently highlight human reason and empathy as sufficient foundations for ethical 

behavior. They assert that we can deduce right from wrong through rational thought and feel the impact 

of our actions on others. Some argue for evolutionary ethics, proposing that morality is an evolved trait 
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beneficial for social cohesion and survival. In this, behaviors like cooperation and altruism promote a 

group’s well-being.  

Philosophers throughout history have also developed comprehensive secular ethical systems such as 

utilitarianism, deontology, and virtue ethics, that do not rely on divine revelation. Crucially, the existence 

of millions of atheists, agnostics, and humanists who lead moral and ethical lives and contribute 

positively to society without adhering to religious doctrines serves as empirical evidence against the 

necessity of faith for morals and ethics. The classic Euthyphro Dilemma, posed by Plato, further 

challenges the idea of divine command as the sole source of goodness. This dilemma asks whether 

something is good because God commands it, or whether God commands it because it is good. If the 

latter, then goodness exists independently of God; if the former, then morality becomes arbitrary. This 

ongoing philosophical tension underscores that the debate is not merely academic but touches on 

deeply held convictions about human nature, societal structure, and the very meaning of existence. 

The relationship between religion and morality has been a central theme in philosophical and societal 

discourse since ancient times. In ancient civilizations, particularly in the West, morality was often 

inextricably linked with divine will, with early codes like the Code of Hammurabi or the Ten 

Commandments presented as divinely ordained. Even as early as ancient Greece, Plato’s Euthyphro 

dialog directly confronted the idea of divine command as the sole source of goodness. This laid the 

groundwork for arguments that morality might exist independent of religion.  

In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle focused on virtue and human success as the path to a good life that 

was largely separate from theological mandates. During the Medieval period, particularly within the 

Abrahamic based religions, religious institutions became the primary deciders of moral conduct. Thinkers 

like Thomas Aquinas sought to reconcile faith and reason, arguing for Natural Law, the idea that God's 

moral order is discernible through human reason and observation. This concept suggested that some 

moral truths could be known without direct revelation, though still originating from a divine source. 

A significant shift occurred during the Enlightenment, as philosophers began to emphasize human 

reason and individual autonomy as the foundation for morality, rather than solely relying on divine 

command. Immanuel Kant’s Categorical Imperative proposed a universal moral law derived from reason. 

He stated that moral duties are binding regardless of personal desires or religious beliefs. David Hume 

explored the role of moral sentiments (empathy and sympathy) in shaping our ethical judgments.  

The Enlightenment saw the rise of secular humanism. Humanism states that humans can be ethical and 

moral without religion or belief in a god. In the 19th and 20th centuries, figures like Friedrich Nietzsche 

challenged traditional religious morality, and existentialists like Jean-Paul Sartre emphasized human 

freedom and responsibility in creating their own values in a godless universe. More recently, the “New 

Atheist” movement from the likes of Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens, Sam Harris have actively 

argued that religion is not only unnecessary for morality but can even be detrimental. They advocate for 

a morality based on scientific understanding, empathy, and human flourishing.  

Despite these intellectual shifts, a significant portion of the global population continues to believe that 

religion is the essential bedrock of morality, making this an enduring and perpetually relevant debate. 

The question of whether religious belief is a prerequisite for morality is far from an abstract discussion 

question. It has profound implications for modern society. It influences everything from global politics to 
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personal ethics. In increasingly diverse and secular societies, the debate impacts how we discuss public 

ethics. If morality requires religious belief, then societies with declining religious adherence might be 

perceived as facing a moral crisis. This could fuel arguments for maintaining religious influence in public 

life. Conversely, if morality is independent of religion, then a secular state can still be a moral state, and 

public ethics can be built on shared human values.  

The universality of human rights is often debated through the following question: Are human rights 

divinely endowed or are they a product of international consensus and evolving moral understanding? 

This impacts how different nations approach justice, equality, human rights, and human dignity. This is 

especially true when religious doctrines clash with secular human rights norms. In many countries, 

“culture wars” over moral issues like abortion, euthanasia, or marriage equality often become proxy 

battles between religious and secular worlds. These directly tap into the underlying assumption about 

the source of moral authority. While religion has been associated with both peace and conflict, its dual 

role highlights the complexity of directly linking religious belief to moral outcomes. Finally, rapid 

advancements in fields like artificial intelligence and biotechnology present novel ethical challenges that 

traditional religious texts may not directly address, necessitating a broader ethical discourse capable of 

engaging both religious and secular perspectives. 
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Advice Before Starting This Topic 
 

For Students: 
 

Master the "Prerequisite" Burden: The term "prerequisite" can be interpreted creatively and contested. 

The affirmative may argue that morality requires religious belief in the strict sense: that without belief in 

a higher power, morality cannot exist. Alternatively, they might argue in a more historical or practical 

sense, claiming that religious traditions have historically been the primary foundation of moral systems, 

and that morality is less stable or compelling without that grounding. The negative can challenge both 

interpretations, showing how secular systems of ethics, evolutionary biology, and reason provide 

sufficient or even better alternatives. Counterexamples like demonstrably moral atheistic societies can 

be strong arguments under either interpretation. 

 

Avoid Anecdotal Evidence: While personal stories can be compelling, they may not answer the central 

question of the topic. Instead of “My religious neighbor is moral” or “My atheist friend is moral.” try 

relying on philosophical arguments, psychological studies, sociological data, and historical examples that 

speak to morality as a concept or system. 

 

Understand Different Moral Theories: Familiarize yourself with Divine Command Theory, Natural Law, 

Virtue Ethics, Deontology, Consequentialism (Utilitarianism), and Secular Humanism. Knowing the 

strengths and weaknesses of each will be invaluable. 

 

Distinguish Between “Knowing” and “Doing”: The resolution asks about morality as a prerequisite. Is 

religious belief a prerequisite for knowing right from wrong, or for doing the right thing? The affirmative 

might argue it provides the motivation or the objective standard. The negative might argue that we can 

know right from wrong through reason/empathy and be motivated by secular concerns like reputation, 

self-interest, or societal well-being. 

 

Be Wary of Straw Man Arguments: Don’t misrepresent the opposing side. For example, the affirmative 

shouldn’t argue that all non-religious people are immoral (which is easily disproven). The negative 

shouldn’t argue that all religious people are immoral (which is also easily disproven). Focus on the core 

philosophical claim about the origins and foundations of morality in general. 

 

Embrace Nuance: This topic is complex. Acknowledge that religion has inspired both great good and 

great harm, and that non-religious people are capable of both. Your arguments will be stronger if they 

reflect this complexity rather than resorting to oversimplification. 
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Research Specific Examples: Look for examples of societies or groups where morality flourished (or 

floundered) with or without dominant religious belief. Consider humanitarian movements, ethical 

philosophers, or even examples from the animal kingdom (i.e., altruism in primates) for the negative. 

 

 For Coaches: 
 

Foster Respectful Dialogue: This topic can touch on deeply held personal beliefs. Emphasize that the 

debate is an intellectual exercise on a philosophical claim, not a judgment of anyone's personal faith or 

lack thereof. Create a safe space for open discussion. 

 

Focus on the “Why”: Encourage students to always ask “Why?” If religious belief is a prerequisite, why? 

What specific mechanism does it provide that nothing else can? If not, why can morality exist without it? 

What alternative mechanisms are there? 

 

Deconstruct the Wording: Spend significant time on the nuances of “prerequisite” and “religious belief.” 

Lead drills where students must defend or attack only this specific aspect of the resolution. 

 

Explore Counterarguments: Challenge students to brainstorm and directly address the strongest 

arguments from the opposing side. This strengthens their own case and prepares them for rebuttal. 

 

Interdisciplinary Connections: Guide students to research not just philosophy, but also sociology (i.e., 

Emile Durkheim on the social functions of religion), psychology (i.e., moral development theories like 

Kohlberg's), and even evolutionary biology. 

 

Case Study Approach: Present students with various historical or contemporary case studies (i.e., the 

Enlightenment, the rise of human rights, specific charitable organizations, figures like Gandhi or secular 

humanists) and ask them how these examples interact with the resolution. 
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The Resolution’s Wording and Definitions 
 

Religious Belief 
 

“Religious belief”: This phrase is narrower than simply “religion” or “religious institutions.” This means 

the affirmative must argue that the belief itself is necessary, not merely the presence of religious 

structures or traditions in society. This also opens the question of what constitutes “religious belief.” 

Does it strictly imply a deity, or can it include spiritual but non-theistic frameworks (like certain 

interpretations of Buddhism)? The breadth or narrowness of this interpretation can significantly impact 

the debate. 

 

Broad based: “Belief in a god or gods or devotion to religious faith or observance.” 

Merriam-Webster.com. Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed. (Springfield, MA: 

Merriam-Webster, Inc., 2003), s.v. “religious belief.” 

 

Religious: “A conviction, especially one that is accepted on faith or as a dogma, about the nature of a 

transcendent reality, often involving a personal God or gods, or a principle of ultimate cosmic order. 

Religious beliefs often inform a comprehensive worldview and a system of moral or ethical values.” 

 

Adapted from various academic sources on the sociology of religion and philosophy of religion, i.e., 

Ninian Smart’s The World's Religions or the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy's entry on “Religion and 

Morality.”  

 

Philosophical: “A set of cognitive attitudes (beliefs, trusts, hopes, fears) that concern a transcendent or 

ultimate reality and often involve a commitment to a particular way of life informed by those attitudes.” 

Robert Audi, The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, 2nd ed. (Cambridge University Press, 1999), s.v. 

“religious belief.” 
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Is and Prerequisite 
 

“Is a prerequisite”: This is the most critical and challenging phrase that debaters should approach 

carefully. In the strictest sense, a “prerequisite” means an absolute necessity, a dependent condition that 

must be met for something else to exist or occur. If A is a prerequisite for B, then B cannot happen 

without A. This sets a very high bar for the affirmative. They must demonstrate that morality cannot exist 

in the absence of religious belief, not just that religious belief helps with morality, or that it’s a common 

source of morality.  

However, debaters may also frame “prerequisite” more broadly as a foundational condition. A 

prerequisite course in school is one that gives a student building blocks of knowledge and skills before 

they can advance. In the same way, this definition would allow debaters to argue that throughout 

history, religious belief has served as the foundational condition that gives morality coherence, authority, 

or staying power. This does not deny the existence of moral individuals who are non-religious, but 

instead claims that the larger systems of morality on which societies depend tend to originate from, or 

rely upon, religious frameworks. The negative can argue that secular systems of ethics are fully capable 

of generating moral order, either independently of religion or even more effectively than religion. 

 

Is 
 

Factual: “Exists; obtains; lives.” 

American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 5th ed. (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2011), s.v. 

“is.” 

 

Assertion of truth: “Used to indicate identity or to state a fact or truth.” 

Lexico.com (Oxford University Press/Google), s.v. “is.”  

 

A condition of Grammer: “Something that is necessary to an end or to the carrying out of a function.” 

Merriam-Webster.com. Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed. (Springfield, MA: 

Merriam-Webster, Inc., 2003), s.v. “prerequisite.” 

 

Traditional: “Required as a prior condition; necessary for a specified end.” 

The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 5th ed. (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2011), 

s.v. “prerequisite.” 
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Morality 
 

“Morality”: This term, used in the singular, implies a universal concept of right and wrong, rather than 

merely diverse moral codes. Does it refer to the concept of morality (the understanding of right and 

wrong), the capacity for moral judgment, or the practice of moral behavior (acting ethically)? The 

resolution doesn't specify “objective morality,” leaving room for different interpretations. However, the 

“prerequisite” claim often nudges the affirmative towards arguing for objective morality derived from a 

religious source, as purely subjective morality would hardly require a prerequisite. The negative can 

argue that “morality” simply refers to ethical behavior or a coherent ethical system, which can 

demonstrably exist outside of religious frameworks. 

 

Right and Wrong: “Principles concerning the distinction between right and wrong or good and bad 

behavior.” 

Oxford English Dictionary (OED.com), s.v. “morality.” 

 

Value System: “A code of conduct, whether religious, philosophical, or otherwise, that distinguishes 

between good and bad, or right and wrong.” 

Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, “Utilitarianism” 
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Affirmative Argument Ideas 
 

1. Securing Objective Morality 
 

Without a divine entity, moral commands lack an objective basis, reducing morality to mere human 

opinion or preference. Religious belief provides an ultimate, unchanging, and authoritative source for 

moral truth, making it truly objective. If there’s no God, who’s to say what’s truly right or wrong, beyond 

what we simply “feel” or “agree” upon? 

This argument posits that true morality cannot be subjective or relative; it must be universally binding 

and grounded in something beyond human convention. Religious belief, specifically in a God who issues 

moral commands (Divine Command Theory), offers this objective foundation. If morality is just a human 

construct, it can change arbitrarily, leading to potential chaos or the justification of heinous acts by 

changing social norms. Only a transcendent source can provide enduring moral truths. 

 

Start by establishing the need for objective morality to avoid moral relativism. 

Introduce the concept of a divine lawgiver as the only source capable of providing such 

objectivity. 

Explain how, in the absence of this divine source, moral statements become mere expressions of 

preference, akin to liking ice cream, rather than profound truths about right and wrong. 

 

2. Driving Moral Action 
 

Religious belief offers ultimate accountability for moral actions through concepts like divine judgment, 

karma, or an afterlife, providing a powerful and necessary motivation to act morally even when no one is 

watching or when doing so is difficult. Without this ultimate incentive or consequence, human beings 

lack a sufficient reason to consistently choose the harder right over the easier wrong. 

This argument focuses on the motivation for moral behavior. While secular ethics might offer societal 

consequences (laws, reputation) or internal motivators (empathy), these are argued to be insufficient or 

easily circumvented. Religious belief, by positing an all-knowing divine observer and eternal rewards or 

punishments, provides an inescapable framework for accountability that truly compels moral action, 

even in private or self-sacrificial situations. The argument isn’t that secular people never act morally, but 

that religious belief uniquely secures consistent accountability and long-term adherence to morality. 

Secular motivations may work situationally, but religious belief supplies a stronger, more universal 

incentive framework. 
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Begin by questioning the sufficiency of secular motivations for morality (i.e., “Why be good when 

it hurts, and no one will know?”). 

Introduce religious concepts of divine judgment or karma as providing a robust answer to this 

question. 

Contrast the temporal, limited consequences of secular law with the eternal, inescapable 

consequences promised by religious belief. 

Emphasize that a prerequisite isn't just about knowing what's right, but having the fundamental 

drive to do what's right, which religious belief uniquely provides. 

 

3. Grounding Human Dignity 
 

The concept of inherent, universal human dignity and rights, which underpins much of modern morality, 

finds its most coherent and robust foundation in religious belief. If humans are merely products of 

random chance or biological evolution, then there's no inherent reason for their unique value, making 

“right" a matter of convenience or power rather than fundamental truth.  While secular frameworks 

endorse human rights, they ultimately rest on a shaky foundation to justify human worth.  

This argument delves into the philosophical grounding of human value. Many religious traditions posit 

that humans are created in a divine image, possess an eternal soul, or are otherwise endowed with 

sacred worth by a transcendent power. This imbues every individual with inherent dignity that cannot be 

revoked by any human authority. Without such a sacred origin, human value could be arbitrary, leading 

to the subjugation or dehumanization of certain groups if it serves a perceived greater good or simply 

the will of the powerful. 

 

Start by highlighting the widespread acceptance of universal human rights and dignity. 

Challenge the audience to consider where this universal value truly comes from without a 

religious underpinning. 

Explain how religious narratives provide a compelling reason for why every human life is sacred 

and inviolable. 

Argue that secular attempts to ground human rights often fall back on unproven assumptions 

about human value, whereas religious belief provides a definitive source. 

 

4.  Fostering True Altruism 
 

Religious belief, through its emphasis on divine love, compassion for all creation, and the command to 

love one's neighbor, uniquely provides the framework and impetus for consistently transcending 
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self-interest and tribalism in moral action. Without this transcendent perspective, morality risks 

devolving into mere enlightened self-interest or narrow group favoritism, failing to reach truly altruistic 

heights. 

This argument focuses on the expansive nature of religious ethics. Many religious traditions command 

believers to care for the poor, the stranger, and even one's enemies, often emphasizing universal love 

and compassion. This is argued to be a more powerful motivator for true altruism than purely secular 

frameworks. Secular explanations of altruism, such as kinship and enlightened self-interest, can explain 

some behavior, but they often struggle to explain why one should make significant sacrifices for those 

outside their immediate group or without any tangible benefit. Religious belief fosters a worldview 

where all humanity (or even all life) is connected under a divine plan or creation, encouraging selfless 

action. 

 

Discuss the challenge of motivating true altruism and universal compassion. 

Introduce religious doctrines of universal love, charity, and self-sacrifice. 

Contrast this with purely humanistic or evolutionary explanations, which might reduce altruism 

to reciprocal altruism or kin selection, limited by self-interest. 

Argue that the prerequisite for genuinely expansive, non-self-interested morality comes from a 

divinely inspired command to love all. 

 

5.  Validating Conscience 
 

The human moral conscience, that inner voice distinguishing right from wrong, is often understood in 

religious traditions as a divinely implanted faculty or a reflection of divine law within us. Without 

religious belief, the conscience is reduced to a mere biological byproduct or social conditioning, losing its 

inherent authority and moral weight, thus undermining its foundational role in morality. 

This argument addresses the internal compass of morality. Many religions believe that God has instilled 

within humanity an innate sense of right and wrong, a moral intuition that guides individuals even 

without explicit instruction. This conscience is seen as a direct link to a divine moral order. If, however, 

the conscience is merely a result of evolution or societal norms, its “voice” can be dismissed as just a 

feeling or a learned response, rather than a genuine indicator of objective moral truth. Religious belief 

provides the necessary explanation for the authority and universality of this inner moral guide. 

 

Start by appealing to the common experience of conscience. 

Present the religious explanation of conscience as a divinely implanted faculty. 

Critique secular explanations as reducing conscience to something less authoritative or 

dismissible. 
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Conclude that for conscience to have true moral weight and be a reliable guide, it requires the 

grounding that religious belief provides, making that belief a prerequisite for understanding and 

trusting our own moral intuition. 
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Negative Arguments 
 

1.  Empathy and Reason as Guides 
 

Morality is a natural outgrowth of human empathy - our innate capacity to understand and share the 

feelings of others - combined with rational thought, which allows us to deduce principles for harmonious 

coexistence. We don't need divine commands to know that causing suffering is wrong, because we can 

feel it ourselves and logically understand its detrimental effects on individuals and society. 

This argument grounds morality in intrinsic human capacities. Empathy allows us to put ourselves in 

another’s shoes and recognize the impact of our actions, fostering compassion and a desire to avoid 

harm. Reason enables us to generalize from these empathetic insights, forming universal principles like 

fairness, justice, and non-aggression that are beneficial for social living. These capacities are universal to 

humanity, regardless of religious affiliation, and demonstrably drive moral behavior. 

 

Start by highlighting the universality of empathy across cultures and individuals. 

Explain how empathy, coupled with reason, naturally leads to moral conclusions (i.e., “If I don’t 

want to be stolen from, I shouldn't steal”). 

Point out that children exhibit early signs of empathy and fairness before formal religious 

instruction. 

Argue that this innate, human-centered foundation is more reliable and inclusive than one 

dependent on a specific belief system. 

 

2. Morality's Evolutionary Roots 
 

Morality primarily evolved as a necessary mechanism for social cohesion and the survival of cooperative 

groups. Behaviors like altruism, fairness, and adherence to social norms provided an evolutionary 

advantage, leading to their ingrained status as “moral.” Societies developed ethical codes out of practical 

necessity, not divine decree. 

This argument presents morality as a product of natural selection and social development. Cooperation 

and pro-social behaviors enhance group survival and reproduction. Over time, these behaviors become 

internalized and codified as moral principles. From this perspective, morality is a highly adaptive strategy 

that allows complex societies to function. Religious beliefs might then be seen as reinforcing or codifying 

these pre-existing social moralities, rather than being their origin. 
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Introduce the concept of evolutionary ethics and its focus on how pro-social behaviors benefit 

species survival. 

Provide examples of rudimentary moral behaviors in non-human primates or early human 

societies that precede organized religion. 

Explain how laws and social contracts emerge from practical needs for order and cooperation, 

demonstrating that society can generate moral rules independently. 

Conclude that morality is a functional tool for living together, not something dependent on a 

supernatural source. 

 

3.  Religious Justification for Immorality 
 

Historically and currently, religious belief has often been used to justify and perpetuate immense 

suffering, persecution, and injustice (i.e., religious wars, inquisitions, discrimination). If religious belief 

were a prerequisite for morality, we would expect consistently moral outcomes from religious individuals 

and groups, which is demonstrably not the case. This shows that religious belief can be separate from, 

and sometimes even detrimental to, true morality. 

This argument directly challenges the affirmative's premise by pointing to the dark side of religious 

history. If religious belief is a prerequisite for morality, then religious people and systems should always 

be moral. The fact that heinous acts have been committed in the name of religion, or that religious texts 

can be interpreted to support immoral actions, undermines the claim of necessity. This suggests that the 

interpretation and application of religious belief, rather than the belief itself, determines moral 

outcomes, and that ethical judgment must come from a source independent of the religious texts. 

 

Begin by acknowledging the good that religion has inspired, but immediately pivot to the 

counterexamples of religiously motivated harm. 

Emphasize that if it were a prerequisite, such widespread immorality within religious frameworks 

should not exist. 

Argue that an independent moral compass is often necessary to critique religiously sanctioned 

injustices. 

Conclude that since religious belief can lead to immorality, it cannot be a prerequisite for 

morality. 
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4. Secular Ethical Systems 
 

Robust and comprehensive ethical systems, such as utilitarianism, deontology, and virtue ethics, have 

been developed by secular philosophers entirely independent of religious belief. These systems provide 

rational frameworks for determining right and wrong based on human well-being, duty, or character, 

proving that morality can be built on purely humanistic principles aimed at human flourishing. 

This argument directly presents alternatives to religious foundations for morality. It highlights that 

philosophers have long conceived of and articulated moral systems based on reason, empathy, and a 

desire to maximize human happiness or fulfill human duties, without recourse to divine command. These 

systems demonstrate that intellectual and practical frameworks for morality are entirely possible and 

functional in a secular context, thereby disproving the “prerequisite” claim. 

 

Introduce a few key secular ethical theories (i.e., Kant's Categorical Imperative, Mill’s 

Utilitarianism, Aristotle’s Virtue Ethics). 

Briefly explain how each provides a rational basis for moral decision-making without referencing 

God. 

Point to the numerous secular humanitarian organizations, ethical societies, and moral thinkers 

who operate effectively without religious belief. 

Conclude that the existence of such fully developed secular moral frameworks disproves the 

necessity of religious belief. 

 

5. Questioning Divine Commands 
 

If morality is only good because a divine being commands it, then morality becomes arbitrary. God could, 

in principle, command cruelty or injustice, and these acts would then be considered “moral” by 

definition. This makes morality contingent and undermines its inherent goodness. Therefore, true 

morality must exist independently, and religious belief, in this sense, hinders rather than prerequisites 

genuine moral understanding. 

This argument is a direct counterattack on the Divine Command Theory often favored by the affirmative. 

It highlights the logical problem: if God's commands are the sole source of morality, then "good" simply 

means "what God commands." This implies that there is no independent reason for something to be 

good. If God commanded torture, then torture would be good, which many would find morally 

repugnant. This suggests that our intuitive sense of right and wrong must come from a source outside of 

mere divine fiat, thereby demonstrating that religious belief (at least in this form) is not a prerequisite 

and can even make morality seem arbitrary. 
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Clearly state the Euthyphro Dilemma: “Is X good because God commands it, or does God 

command X because it is good?” 

Focus on the implication of the first half: if God's command makes it good, then goodness is 

arbitrary. 

Argue that our own inherent moral judgment recognizes that some things are intrinsically good 

or bad, regardless of command. 

Conclude that true morality, with its inherent goodness, cannot be dependent on the arbitrary 

will of any being, divine or otherwise, thus it exists independently of religious belief. 
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Topic Analysis 
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How Religious Belief Shapes Morality 
 

The question of how “religion” forms the foundations of morality is a deep issue to say the least. It 

reveals a diverse tapestry of thought across global spiritual traditions. While specific doctrines and 

practices vary wildly from one faith to another, general patterns emerge regarding how religious 

frameworks often underpin moral behavior. 

One of the most prevalent ways religions address the foundation of morality is through the concept of 

Divine Command Theory. In this theory, moral laws are understood as originating directly from a divine 

being or an ultimate, transcendent reality. In this view, actions are not inherently good or bad. Rather, 

their moral status is determined by whether they are commanded or forbidden by a supreme authority. 

This perspective offers a profound sense of objectivity and universality to morality. If a principle is 

decreed by the divine, it transcends mere human opinion or cultural preference, and it establishes itself 

as a fundamental truth of the human condition.  

Such divine revelation often manifests through sacred texts. These are shown as direct communications 

that relay ethical principles and moral laws to its followers. Additionally, the guidance of prophets or 

spiritual leaders is frequently considered inspired by the divine. These offer living interpretations and 

applications of moral law. For some, even personal spiritual experiences or inner guidance are seen as 

avenues to discern divine will and moral truth. The compelling appeal of this approach lies in its 

provision of an unquestionable standard for ethical conduct, alleviating concerns about moral relativism 

by offering a clear blueprint for living derived from a source believed to be infallible and just. This divine 

grounding means that moral obligations aren't contingent on human agreement or shifting social norms; 

instead, they possess an inherent authority and permanence that human-derived systems are seen to 

lack. 

Beyond merely defining what is moral, religious frameworks often provide a powerful motivational 

mechanism for adhering to ethical precepts, primarily through the concept of ultimate accountability. 

Many faiths teach that individuals will face judgment for their actions in this life, with profound 

consequences, positive or negative, extending into an afterlife or across cycles of existence. This system 

of cosmic justice serves as a potent incentive: the promise of spiritual rewards or the threat of adverse 

spiritual consequences can compel individuals to choose moral paths, even when those paths are 

difficult, unpopular, or seem to offer no immediate worldly benefit. In some Eastern traditions, the 

concept of karma suggests that every action, thought, and word has repercussions that will eventually 

affect the individual's future, providing an impersonal yet inescapable form of accountability that 

encourages ethical conduct.  

For countless believers, the motivation to act morally also stems from a deeply personal desire to please 

or honor their deity, driven by love, devotion, or profound gratitude for creation. This internal spiritual 

connection transcends external societal pressures. For these individuals, they address the perennial 

question of “Why be good when I can get away with being bad?” by positing inescapable and, in some 

cases, terrifying consequences. Furthermore, the notion of divine omniscience, all-seeing entity means 

that even private thoughts and intentions are subject to scrutiny, which can foster a deeper, more 

pervasive commitment to moral integrity. Secular systems can also encourage moral behavior, but 
religious frameworks add another uniquely powerful dimension of accountability. 
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Another significant perspective in religious thought is that morality is deeply embedded within human 

nature itself. This is often perceived as a direct reflection of the divine. This view suggests that humans 

are inherently capable of recognizing and pursuing good because they are created in a divine image and 

possess an eternal soul. The human moral conscience is frequently interpreted as a divinely implanted 

faculty and is seen as a direct link to a higher moral order guiding individuals even without explicit 

instruction. This internal compass is seen as a universal constant accessible to all humanity. Its 

promptings are understood as reflections of a transcendent moral truth. Similarly, some traditions 

articulate the concept of Natural Law, positing that fundamental moral principles are discernible through 

human reason by observing the natural order of the world, which itself is understood as God’s creation. 

This implies that even in the absence of direct revelation, humanity can intuit what is good and just. 

These principles are woven into the fabric of existence. Alternatively, secular thinkers describe 

conscience as a product of evolution or social conditioning, highlighting how the same human 

experience of conscience can be explained through very different frameworks. 

Furthermore, many spiritual philosophies emphasize the cultivation of innate virtues like compassion, 

wisdom, and benevolence, viewing them not just as external commands but as internal qualities to be 

developed. These reflect a fundamental spiritual truth about human potential and their connection to 

the divine. This collective perspective implies that while religious belief might clarify or reinforce moral 

understanding, the basic capacity for morality is an intrinsic part of human existence. 

Finally, religion profoundly discusses the foundations of morality through its crucial role in shaping moral 

communities and identities. Religions offer frameworks for collective living. Religious communities 

establish communal moral codes that foster social cohesion and cooperation among believers, offering a 

common language for discussing ethical issues and resolving conflicts. These codes often provide 

detailed guidance on interpersonal relationships, economic fairness, care for the vulnerable, and 

environmental stewardship, creating a comprehensive ethical system for the entire community.  

While secular communities can also form ethical norms, religious rituals and practices such as communal 

worship, meditation, or acts of charity are often meticulously designed to reinforce moral values. For 

instance, collective prayer can foster humility and gratitude, while fasting can cultivate self-control and 

empathy for the hungry. Religious stories, myths, and the lives of revered figures like saints, prophets, 

sages serve as powerful moral guides. They illustrate behavior and demonstrate the consequences of 

moral choices, providing concrete examples for believers to emulate. The designation of certain spaces 

(temples, mosques, churches) and times (holy days, sabbaths) as sacred often encourages reflection on 

moral duties and a renewed, collective commitment to ethical principles, reinforcing moral norms 

through shared experience and tradition. In this sense, religious communities function as crucial 

environments for moral formation.  

Religion’s discussion of the foundations of morality is multifaceted and deeply ingrained in the concept 

of faith. It provides mechanisms for ultimate accountability. It offers powerful motivations for ethical 

adherence that extend beyond earthly consequences. Many traditions also assert an inherent human 

capacity for morality, seeing it as divinely implanted or naturally discernible through reason. 

Furthermore, religions foster moral communities through divine experience, which collectively reinforce 

and cultivate ethical living. While the specific theological and philosophical nuances vary greatly from 

one faith to another, these overarching themes illustrate how religion profoundly shapes the 
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understanding and practice of morality for billions worldwide. It offers a rich tapestry of thought on 

humanity’s ethical landscape and continues to serve as a primary source for moral guidance and 

meaning. 
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How World Religions Ground Morality 
 

The question of morality’s origin and basis is a timeless philosophical inquiry, with religious traditions 

across the globe offering diverse and often profound answers. For many faiths, morality is not a human 

construct but a divine imperative, a reflection of cosmic order or the will of a transcendent being. 

However, the specific ways in which this divine foundation translates into daily ethical conduct, and the 

emphasis placed on internal conviction versus external adherence, vary significantly across cultures and 

spiritual paths.  

Major Monotheistic Traditions: Divine Commands and Spiritual Relationships 
 

Major monotheistic religions like Judaism, Christianity, and Islam predominantly derive their moral codes 

from divine revelation, but with distinct emphases. 

Judaism grounds its morality in the concept of a covenantal relationship with God. The Torah is not 

merely a set of rules but a divine blueprint for righteous living, reflecting God’s character and 

expectations for humanity. This morality is fundamentally obligatory; it is a response to God’s grace and 

liberation. Beyond the explicit commandments, Jewish ethics extends into the vast body of Halakha 

(Jewish law), which interprets and applies these principles to every facet of life from dietary laws 

(kashrut) that foster discipline and mindfulness, to civil laws governing justice and charity (tzedakah). 

The emphasis is on mitzvot (commandments) as actions that sanctify life and bring individuals closer to 

God, viewing ethical behavior not just as avoiding wrongdoing but actively pursuing holiness and 

contributing to the betterment of the world (tikkun olam). The Mishnah and Talmud provide rich 

discussions on ethical dilemmas, demonstrating a dynamic and interpretive tradition of moral reasoning. 

At the same time, those following the Jewish faith believe in constant study and adaptation as society 

and time changes.  

In Christianity, morality is intricately linked to the nature of God, who is understood as the embodiment 

of love. While the Hebrew Scriptures remain foundational, the teachings of Jesus Christ, particularly the 

Sermon on the Mount, introduce a profound emphasis on internal disposition and transformative love as 

the core of morality. It’s not just about avoiding sin, but cultivating virtues like compassion, humility, 

forgiveness, and selfless service (agape love). The concept of grace plays a significant role; morality is not 

solely a human striving but a response to God's unmerited favor, empowering believers to live ethically. 

The Holy Spirit is believed to guide and enable moral action. Ethical frameworks in Christianity often 

involve Natural Law theory (God’s moral order discernible through reason), and Situation Ethics (applying 

love in specific contexts), leading to diverse interpretations on issues like social justice, war, and personal 

conduct. 

Islam similarly positions morality as fundamentally divine, derived from the will of Allah as revealed in 

the Quran and the Sunnah (the traditions of Prophet Muhammad). The concept of Tawhid (the oneness 

of God) underpins Islamic ethics, fostering a sense of accountability to the Creator in all actions. Islamic 

morality is comprehensive, encompassing ibadah (worship) and mu’amalat (social interactions). Sharia 

law, while often reduced to strict legal codes in public discourse, is fundamentally an ethical framework 

encompassing personal conduct and spirituality aimed at achieving justice (adl), mercy (rahma), and 
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benevolence (ihsan) in society. Key virtues include honesty, trustworthiness, humility, generosity (zakat), 

and patience. The goal is to live in submission to God’s will, recognizing that every action, no matter how 

small, carries weight and contributes to one’s ultimate destiny. The concept of Ummah (global Muslim 

community) also fosters a sense of collective moral responsibility. 

 

Eastern Traditions: Cosmic Harmony and Spiritual Liberation 
 

Moving to the Indian subcontinent and East Asia, ethical frameworks often emphasize cosmic order, 

karmic law, and the path to spiritual liberation rather than explicit divine commands. 

Hinduism understands morality (Dharma) as an inherent cosmic law that governs the universe and 

human conduct. It is less about a personal God dictating rules and more about living in harmony with the 

natural order of existence and one’s own intrinsic nature (svadharma). Dharma encompasses 

righteousness, duty, ethics, and virtue, which can vary based on an individual's caste (varna) (though this 

is contested in modern Hindu practice), stage of life (ashrama), and personal circumstances. The concept 

of Karma is a powerful ethical driver: every action, thought, and word creates consequences, good or 

bad, that will inevitably manifest in this life or future rebirths. Ethical living is thus crucial for spiritual 

progress (moksha), purifying the soul and breaking the cycle of reincarnation (samsara). Virtues like 

Ahimsa (non-violence), Satya (truthfulness), Asteya (non-stealing), and Dana (charity) are widely 

emphasized, rooted in the understanding that all beings are interconnected. 

Buddhism, while non-theistic in its traditional sense (not centered on a creator God), places profound 

emphasis on ethical conduct as essential for spiritual awakening and the cessation of suffering. Morality 

is not a set of external rules but arises from wisdom and compassion. The Noble Eightfold Path, 

particularly “Right Speech,” “Right Action,” and “Right Livelihood,” outlines a practical moral framework 

aimed at transforming the mind and cultivating inner peace. The core of Buddhist ethics lies in 

understanding the interconnectedness of all phenomena and recognizing that harmful actions (rooted in 

greed, hatred, and ignorance) lead to suffering, while wholesome actions (rooted in generosity, kindness, 

and wisdom) lead to well-being. Metta (loving-kindness) and Karuna (compassion) are central virtues, 

extending to all sentient beings. The absence of a divine judge means morality is deeply internalized, 

driven by the desire to alleviate suffering and achieve enlightenment. 

 

 

Global Traditions: Communal Well-being and Ecological Harmony 
 

Beyond the major global faiths, a rich tapestry of other traditions demonstrates distinct approaches to 

grounding morality. 
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Sikhism, a monotheistic religion originating in Punjab, integrates spiritual devotion with active ethical 

living. Its morality is rooted in the teachings of the Gurus, enshrined in the Guru Granth Sahib, 

emphasizing Naam Simran (remembrance of God’s name) coupled with Kirat Karni (honest labor) and 

Vand Chakna (sharing earnings). Morality is seen to achieve spiritual liberation and to establish a just 

society. Key tenets include universal equality, social justice, selfless service (seva), and truthful living. The 

concept of Miri-Piri (temporal and spiritual authority combined) highlights the Sikh belief that spiritual 

life cannot be separated from active engagement in worldly affairs, particularly in fighting injustice and 

upholding righteousness. 

Jainism, an old Indian religion, is perhaps the most extreme example of morality centered on the 

principle of Ahimsa (non-violence) towards all living beings. This core ethical imperative extends to 

thoughts, words, and actions, and is practiced with meticulous and extraordinary rigor by Jain monks and 

nuns, such as sweeping the path before walking to avoid harming insects. For Jains, every living entity 

possesses a soul (jiva), and harming any being accumulates negative karma, hindering the soul’s 

liberation (moksha). Morality is thus about purifying the soul by minimizing harm and maximizing 

compassion, leading to strict vegetarianism, mindful living, and rigorous self-control. 

Native American religions are highly diverse across tribes, often ground morality in a profound sense of 

interconnectedness with nature, community, and the spiritual world. There is typically no centralized 

doctrine, but rather a shared understanding of sacred reciprocity and respect for all life expressed 

through oral tradition, ceremonies, and community practices. Moral actions are those that maintain 

balance and harmony within the ecosystem and foster the well-being of the collective. Humility, 

generosity, honesty, and courage are highly valued. Elders and spiritual leaders often serve as moral 

guides, passing down traditional stories, ceremonies, and taboos that reinforce ethical behavior and 

wisdom. The concept of “Mother Earth” as a living entity instills a deep moral obligation to care for the 

environment. Morality here is inherently relational and contextual, emphasizing duties to one’s family, 

tribe, and the natural world. 
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Contemporary Movements: Personal Growth and Universal Principles 
 

Even more modern or less widespread spiritual movements engage with the question of morality’s basis, 

often blending traditional insights with modern philosophical thought. 

Zoroastrianism, one of the world's oldest monotheistic faiths, centers its morality on the cosmic struggle 

between Asha (truth, order, righteousness) and Druj (falsehood, disorder, evil). Followers are believed to 

have free will to choose between these two opposing forces. Morality is thus an active and conscious 

choice for “good thoughts, good words, and good deeds,” aligning oneself with the divine wisdom of 

Ahura Mazda. This choice is not just for personal salvation but contributes to the ultimate triumph of 

good in the world, emphasizing individual responsibility and active participation in improving existence. 

The Baha’i Faith, a relatively new global religion, posits that morality is rooted in the divine oneness of 

God and the fundamental unity of humanity. Its ethical teachings emphasize principles such as the 

independent investigation of truth, the equality of men and women, the elimination of all forms of 

prejudice, and the harmony of science and religion. Morality is seen as essential for both individual 

spiritual progress and the establishment of a peaceful, just, and unified global society. Followers are 

called to develop virtues like trustworthiness, honesty, and compassion, viewing ethical conduct as an 

expression of love for God and humanity. 

Finally, while some scholars debate whether to classify them as a “religion” in the traditional sense, 

movements like Scientology offer structured ethical systems. Scientology’s “The Way to Happiness” is a 

non-religious moral code based on common-sense principles aimed at improving individual and societal 

conditions like “Try to be industrious,” “Respect the religious beliefs of others,” and “Do not murder”. 

While it doesn’t invoke a divine being as the source of morality, it posits that adherence to these ethical 

guidelines is crucial for personal spiritual progression and for creating a more rational and humane 

world.  

Similarly, Wicca, a modern pagan religion, typically adheres to the Wiccan Rede: “An’ ye harm none, do 

what ye will.” This principle emphasizes personal responsibility, autonomy, and non-maleficence, 

suggesting that individual freedom should not infringe upon the well-being of others. Morality in Wicca 

often stems from a deep reverence for nature and a belief in the interconnectedness of all life. 

The belief that religion serves as a fundamental basis for moral thought and action is a pervasive theme 

across global spiritual traditions. Whether through divinely revealed commandments, intricate karmic 

laws, cosmic harmony, or the pursuit of spiritual liberation, religions provide comprehensive frameworks 

for ethical living. These frameworks not only offer prescriptive rules but also cultivate virtues, provide 

narratives, establish communal bonds, and articulate ultimate purposes that give meaning and 

motivation to moral behavior. The diverse approaches highlight humanity’s shared quest for ethical 

guidance, demonstrating that while the sources and expressions of morality may vary, the profound 

human impulse to distinguish between right and wrong remains a cornerstone of religious experience 

worldwide. 
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Divine Command Theory 
 

Divine Command Theory (referred to as DCT from hereon) stands as a foundational meta-ethical theory. 

It offers a distinct and profound explanation for the origin and nature of morality. At its core, DCT asserts 

whether something is right or wrong entirely dependent on the will of a divine being. The theory’s 

central claim is that an act is morally obligatory because God commands it, and it is morally forbidden 

because God forbids it. This is not to say that God commands an action because it is already good. 

Rather, the command itself is what makes the action good. In this framework, moral truth is not an 

independent and timeless reality that God recognizes, but it is instead created and defined by divine will. 

For billions of people across various monotheistic faiths, this theory provides a coherent and complete 

system for understanding and navigating the moral landscape of the world. 

The philosophical weight of DCT lies in its solution to a fundamental problem of ethics: the source of 

objective morality. In a world without a divine standard, morality risks becoming a matter of opinion, 

cultural relativism, or a utilitarian calculation of consequences. DCT eliminates this by rooting all moral 

authority in a transcendent, all-powerful, and all-knowing being. Moral principles are therefore not 

subject to human whim or social evolution. They are eternal and universal decrees. For example, 

obligation to be honest is not a social contract that can be renegotiated, but a binding duty established 

by God. This provides a stable and authoritative moral anchor for believers, giving their ethical principles 

a permanence and weight that they believe purely secular systems cannot match. In this sense, moral 

duties are viewed as religious duties, and the pursuit of a virtuous life becomes synonymous with an act 

of faithful obedience to God. 

The application of DCT in daily life is both practical and pervasive. It shapes not only individual decisions 

but also the ethical fabric of entire communities. For a believer operating under this framework, the 

process of moral decision-making is often a quest to discern divine will. When faced with an ethical 

dilemma, the first and most crucial question is not “What feels right?” or “What are the consequences?” 

but rather, “What does my God command?” The answer is typically sought through a combination of 

sources, including sacred scriptures, the teachings of spiritual leaders, and personal prayer or 

contemplation. A person might choose not to lie, not because of a fear of social consequences, but out 

of a conviction that God has forbidden deceit. This provides a clear, decisive, and authoritative guide for 

action in moments of uncertainty. 

DCT provides a powerful and indispensable motivation for moral behavior. While secular ethics might 

rely on internal feelings like empathy or external incentives like legal punishment or social reputation, 

DCT introduces a level of ultimate accountability. The promise of divine reward and the threat of divine 

punishment are seen as inescapable forces that compel moral conduct even when no one else is 

watching. The belief that one’s actions and intentions are known to an omniscient being is a constant 

motivator for integrity, even in private matters. This extends beyond simple self-interest, fostering a 

deep-seated commitment to moral virtues that is rooted in a desire to please and honor the divine. In 

this way, religious belief serves as the engine that drives moral action. Consequently, for many, the very 

act of living a moral life is a public and personal testament to their faith and their obedience to a higher 

power. 

29 

 



The Origins of Morality Through Philosophical Thought 

 

The fundamental question of where morality and moral thought originate has captivated philosophers 

for millennia. This discussion yields a kaleidoscope of theories that span across the spectrum of through 

from divine commands to social contracts. From the ancient academies of Greece and the imperial 

courts of China to the intellectual salons of Enlightenment Europe and the modern scientific 

laboratories, thinkers have grappled with whether morality is discovered or created, absolute or relative, 

universal or culturally specific.  

 

Ancient Foundations: The Good, Virtue, and Cosmic Order 
 

In Ancient Greece, Plato and Aristotle offered foundational insights into morality's genesis. Plato 

believed that true morality resided in the transcendent realm of Forms, a perfect and unchanging reality 

accessible only through intellect. For him, “The Good” was the ultimate, objective source of all reality 

and value. Moral thought, therefore, involved the arduous intellectual ascent to apprehend this Form of 

Goodness, and virtuous action was the natural consequence of this profound knowledge. Vice was 

fundamentally a product of ignorance or an imperfect grasp of this ultimate truth.  

His student, Aristotle, took a more empirical and practical approach. While acknowledging a teleological 

universe where everything has a purpose, Aristotle argued that morality was not about grasping abstract 

Forms but about achieving eudaimonia (human flourishing or living well) through the cultivation of 

virtues. These virtues such as courage, temperance, justice, practical wisdom were not innate but 

developed through habituation and rational choice. For Aristotle, morality arose from the rational 

pursuit of human excellence, actualizing our unique capacities as rational beings within a social context. 

At the same time in Ancient China, Confucius laid the groundwork for a morality deeply rooted in human 

relationships and social harmony. For Confucius, morality was not divinely ordained in an Abrahamic 

sense but inherent in human nature, albeit requiring diligent cultivation. He emphasized Ren 

(benevolence, humaneness, compassion) as the highest virtue, manifested through Li (propriety, ritual, 

correct conduct), and refined by Yi (righteousness or moral appropriateness). Moral thought emerged 

from the careful observation of human interactions, self-reflection, and the cultivation of character 

through education and adherence to social roles.  

His successor, Mencius, further developed this by explicitly arguing for the inherent goodness of human 

nature, proposing “four beginnings” of morality: the feeling of compassion, the feeling of shame and 

dislike, the feeling of respect and deference, and the feeling of right and wrong. For Mencius, morality 

comes from within, a natural endowment that simply needs nurturing and cultivation to blossom into 

full virtuous conduct. 

The Stoics, spanning ancient Greece and Rome, located morality within the universal Reason (Logos) that 

pervades the cosmos and human beings. Morality, for them, meant living “in accordance with Nature” - 

which implied living according to reason and virtue. Virtue was the sole good, and external 

circumstances like wealth, health, and pain were morally indifferent. Moral thought was the rigorous 
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process of discerning what is rational and within one's control and cultivating equanimity towards what 

is not.  

This natural law perspective saw morality as universally accessible through human reason. This was later 

integrated into Christian thought by figures like Thomas Aquinas. Aquinas merged Aristotelian 

philosophy with Christian theology and argued that morality derived from “Natural Law”, or God’s 

eternal law implanted in human reason. Humans, through their rational faculties, could discern basic 

moral principles like “do good and avoid evil” that are universally binding. Divine scripture 

complemented natural law, guiding humans to higher moral truths necessary for salvation. 

From the rich intellectual tradition of Islamic Philosophy in the medieval era, thinkers like Avicenna (Ibn 

Sina) and Averroes (Ibn Rushd) extensively debated the interplay of divine command and human reason 

in establishing morality. While ultimately acknowledging divine revelation as supreme, many Islamic 

philosophers argued that human reason could, to a significant extent, discern moral truths independent 

of specific revelation. Morality was often seen as intrinsically good or bad and not just good because God 

commanded it, with human intellect capable of grasping these inherent qualities. The emphasis was on 

human free will and the individual's responsibility to choose the good. Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh) 

exemplifies this, as it involves not just adhering to literal divine commands but also employing reason 

(ijtihad) and consensus (ijma) to derive moral principles applicable to new situations. 

 

The Enlightenment: Reason, Sentiment, Contract, and Duty 
 

The Enlightenment ushered in new ways of conceiving morality, shifting emphasis from divine decree to 

human reason, sentiment, or utility. Thomas Hobbes, reacting to the chaos of civil war in England, 

argued that morality arose not from innate goodness but from the pragmatic necessity of 

self-preservation. In his “state of nature,” life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short,” a war of all 

against all. Therefore, morality is a purely utilitarian invention and a social contract where individuals 

rationally agree to abide by rules and relinquish some freedoms to avoid universal conflict. For Hobbes, 

moral thought is rational egoism, collectively leading to laws and conventions that secure peace.  

John Locke, while also a social contract theorist, offered a more optimistic view. He contended that 

morality stemmed from natural rights (life, liberty, property) inherent in humanity, which were either 

endowed by a benevolent God or discernible by reason. Moral duties, for Locke, are reciprocal to these 

natural rights, discoverable by human reason operating within the natural order. 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, a pivotal figure in French Enlightenment thought, offered yet another 

perspective. He famously asserted that “Man (sic) is born free, and everywhere he is in chains.” 

Rousseau believed that humans in their “state of nature” possessed an innate goodness (amour de soi - 

self-love without egoism, leading to compassion) which was corrupted by society and civilization. True 

morality, therefore, was not about adhering to external laws or even individual rational choice but about 

aligning with the general will of the collective. The general will, distinct from the sum of individual 

desires, always aims for the common good. Morality for Rousseau emerges from the collective's pursuit 

of a just and equitable society, where individuals achieve true freedom by obeying laws they themselves 

have collectively willed. 
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David Hume, a Scottish empiricist, famously challenged the notion that reason alone could be the source 

of morality. He argued that “reason is and ought only to be the slave of the passions.” For Hume, moral 

distinctions are ultimately rooted in moral sentiment, feelings of approval or disapproval, sympathy, and 

empathy. When we call an action good or bad, we are expressing our feelings about it, often driven by its 

perceived utility to society or its capacity to evoke our sympathy for others. Moral thought, then, is less a 

process of logical deduction and more an exercise in refining our sentiments and expanding our 

sympathetic imagination. 

Directly opposing Hume, Immanuel Kant, the preeminent enlightenment philosopher, championed a 

rigorous deontological (duty-based) ethics. For Kant, morality must be grounded in pure practical reason, 

independent of empirical desires, emotions, or consequences. He argued that a truly moral act is one 

performed solely out of duty to the moral law, not merely in accordance with duty for some desired 

outcome. His core concept, the Categorical Imperative, provides the test for moral actions: 

Universalizability: Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it 

should become a universal law. 

Humanity as an End in Itself: Treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any 

other, always at the same time as an end, never merely as a means. 

Kingdom of Ends: Act as though you were a legislating member in the universal kingdom of ends. 

For Kant, morality originates not from an external authority or from our inclinations, but from the 

autonomous rational will itself. It is the self-legislating capacity of reason that gives us the moral law, 

making morality a product of our own inherent rationality. 

A truly moral act is one performed solely out of a sense of duty to the moral law, and not for any other 

reason, such as personal gain, emotional satisfaction, or a favorable outcome. He rejected the idea that 

morality could be based on a posteriori (experience-based) factors, as this would make it contingent and 

not universal. Instead, he proposed the Categorical Imperative as the supreme principle of morality, a 

moral law that is a priori (known independently of experience) and thus universally binding on all 

rational beings. The Categorical Imperative has several formulations, but its core idea is that one should 

only act according to rules that one could rationally will to become a universal law, and that one must 

always treat humanity, in oneself and others, as an end in itself and never merely as a means. By 

grounding morality in the self-legislating capacity of reason, Kant concluded that we are not merely 

subjects of a moral law, but its authors, which is what gives us our dignity and makes morality a matter 

of pure rationality and human autonomy. 

Building on the Enlightenment’s emphasis on human agency, Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill 

developed Utilitarianism. Under this system, morality is fundamentally determined by its consequences, 

specifically by its ability to maximize overall happiness or pleasure and minimize suffering for the 

greatest number of people. Moral thought is a calculation of utility, aiming for the “greatest good for the 

greatest number.” While Bentham focused on the quantitative sum of pleasures and pains, Mill later 

refined it by distinguishing between higher (intellectual, moral) and lower (sensory) pleasures, arguing 
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that the pursuit of qualitative well-being was essential. The origin of morality here lies in human capacity 

for pleasure and pain, and our rational ability to calculate and promote general welfare. 

 

19th and 20th Centuries: Evolution, Psychology, and Radical Freedom 
 

The 19th and 20th centuries witnessed further radical departures from earlier conceptions of morality’s 

origin. Friedrich Nietzsche, a German philosopher, launched a scathing critique of traditional Western 

morality, arguing that it was largely a “slave morality”, a system created by the weak and resentful to 

control the strong. For Nietzsche, morality was not objective, divine, or universally rational, but rather a 

human invention, a symptom of underlying psychological drives, particularly the “will to power.” He 

called for a “revaluation of all values” and the creation of a “master morality” by self-overcoming 

individuals strong enough to define their own values beyond conventional good and evil. For Nietzsche, 

morality's origin is historical, psychological, and ultimately a matter of human creation, not discovery. 

Karl Marx, the German economist and philosopher, viewed morality as part of the “superstructure” of 

society, which fundamentally reflects the economic “base” and the interests of the dominant class. 

Moral ideas, therefore, are largely determined by prevailing modes of production and serve to justify 

existing power structures and class relations. True, unalienated morality, for Marx, would only emerge 

with the advent of a classless communist society. 

Existentialist thinkers like Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir, reacting to the perceived absence of 

inherent meaning in a godless universe, asserted that “existence precedes essence.” This means there is 

no pregiven human nature or inherent moral blueprint. Humans are “condemned to be free,” meaning 

we are radically free to choose our values, create our own meaning, and define who we are through our 

actions. Therefore, morality originates not from external laws or divine commands, but from this radical 

freedom and the immense anguish and responsibility that comes with it. We must choose our actions 

and take full responsibility for them, creating our own moral code in a world without inherent meaning. 

The growing field of science also began to weigh in. Evolutionary ethics, stemming from the work of 

Charles Darwin suggested that morality, or at least pro-social behaviors like altruism and cooperation, 

could be explained as evolved traits that confer survival advantages for individuals, kin groups, or larger 

populations. Morality, from this perspective, has a biological and adaptive basis, rooted in our shared 

evolutionary history. 

 

Ubuntu and Relational Philosophies 
 

Beyond the well-trodden paths of Western and East Asian thought, diverse global philosophies offer 

unique insights into morality’s origins. In African Philosophy, particularly prevalent in Sub-Saharan Africa, 

the concept of Ubuntu stands out as a profound wellspring of morality. Often translated as “I am 

because we are,” Ubuntu emphasizes the fundamental interconnectedness and relationality of human 

existence. Morality in this context is not primarily about adherence to individual rights or abstract duties, 
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but about fostering harmony, compassion, empathy, and interconnectedness within the community. An 

action is moral if it builds community, strengthens relationships, and contributes to human flourishing 

within the collective. Its origin lies in the very fabric of human social existence and interdependence, 

asserting that personhood and moral being are constituted through relationships with others. 

The philosophical quest for the origin of morality reveals a contested tapestry of thought devoid of a 

single, universally accepted answer. From ancient notions of divine commands and cosmic reason to 

Enlightenment ideas of innate reason, human sentiments, social contracts, and duties, and finally to 

modern conceptions of biological evolution, psychological drives, and radical human freedom, each 

philosophical school has offered compelling arguments.  

The diverse answers highlight the multifaceted nature of morality itself, demonstrating that its roots are 

likely complex, intertwining elements of innate human capacity, rational reflection, emotional response, 

cultural conditioning, and communal relationality. The enduring inquiry into where morality comes from 

continues to shape our understanding of human nature, our societies, and our place in the world, 

reminding us that the “where” often profoundly dictates the “what” and “why” of our ethical lives. 
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Social Contract Theory and Morality 
 

Social Contract Theory is a foundational concept in political philosophy and ethics that explains the origin 

of both government and morality. Instead of grounding moral principles in divine commands or intrinsic 

human nature, this theory posits that morality arises from a rational agreement, or “contract,” among 

individuals to form a society. In this view, people are not inherently moral, but they choose to be moral 

as a matter of practical necessity and self-interest. The theory functions as a powerful tool for 

understanding why individuals, who might otherwise act selfishly, choose to cooperate and abide by a 

shared code of conduct for the benefit of all. 

The theory begins with a thought experiment in a hypothetical “state of nature.” Philosophers such as 

Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau all imagined this pre-societal state, though they 

differed on its specific details. Hobbes famously described it as a “war of all against all,” where life is 

“solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” In this state, there are no laws, no government, and no 

objective morality. Individuals are free to do as they please, but this freedom comes at a steep price: 

constant fear and insecurity. The motivation for forming a society, therefore, is to escape this perilous 

condition. Rational individuals recognize that their freedom is of little value if their life, liberty, and 

property are constantly at risk. 

This recognition leads to the formation of the social contract itself. The contract is an implicit or explicit 

agreement to give up some individual freedoms in exchange for the security and benefits of a 

functioning society. It is from this agreement that morality and laws emerge. The principles of morality, 

such as prohibitions against stealing, murder, and deceit, are not arbitrary. Rather they are the very rules 

that rational people would agree to make society work. For instance, individuals agree not to steal from 

others, on the condition that others also agree not to steal from them. This mutual commitment creates 

a stable environment where trust is possible, and cooperation can flourish. Morality, in this sense, is not 

an external force or a divine decree, but a logical and self-interested solution to the problems posed by 

the state of nature. 

In daily life, social contract theory functions as a continuous and practical explanation for moral behavior. 

People act morally and follow rules not out of a fear of eternal punishment or an innate sense of 

goodness, but because they understand that their own well-being is tied to the well-being of the 

collective. When an individual refrains from cheating on a test, they do so not only to avoid being caught 

but because they recognize that if everyone cheated, the integrity of the educational system would 

collapse, devaluing their own achievements. When a person pays taxes, they do so because they accept 

their part of the bargain that funds public services like roads, police, and schools, all of which they 

benefit from. 

The theory also explains how societies can enforce and evolve their moral codes. The authority of the 

state and its laws are legitimate because they are seen as an extension of the original social contract. If a 

law is deemed unfair or no longer serves the common good, it can be changed, reflecting the dynamic 

nature of the social agreement. Social Contract Theory posits that humans are fundamentally rational 

agents who recognize that the greatest good for themselves is achieved by cooperating within a 
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structured, rule-bound society. Therefore, morality is the essential framework that makes that 

cooperation possible. 
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The Categorical Imperative and Morality 
 

Immanuel Kant’s moral philosophy, centered on the Categorical Imperative, provides a powerful 

framework for understanding morality that stands in stark contrast to theories based on consequences, 

divine commands, or social contracts. Kant believes that morality is not about achieving a desired 

outcome or obeying an external authority. Instead, it is a matter of pure reason and the fulfillment of 

one’s rational duty.  

The Categorical Imperative serves as a universal law of reason, a single, objective principle that 

determines whether an action is morally right or wrong, regardless of the individual’s desires, feelings, or 

the specific results of the action. It is a moral command that is always binding for all rational beings, 

functioning as the ultimate test for the moral validity of any action. 

Kant articulated the Categorical Imperative in several formulations, with the two most prominent being 

the Formula of Universal Law and the Formula of Humanity. The Formula of Universal Law states, “Act 

only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it should become a universal 

law.” This formulation asks us to imagine if the principle behind our action could be applied to everyone 

in all situations without contradiction. If a principle, such as “I will lie to get what I want,” were to 

become a universal law, lying would become so common that no one would trust promises or 

statements anymore. This would make lying itself ineffective, creating a logical contradiction. Therefore, 

according to Kant, lying is a moral wrong because it cannot be universalized.  

The Formula of Humanity, on the other hand, commands, “Act in such a way that you treat humanity, 

whether in your own person or in the person of any other, never merely as a means to an end, but 

always at the same time as an end.” This means we must recognize the intrinsic value and dignity of 

every rational being. We should never use people as mere tools to achieve our goals but must always 

respect their autonomy, their capacity to make rational choices for themselves. 

Kant’s Categorical Imperative functions to explain morality by shifting the focus from the consequences 

of an action to the intentions and universal principles behind it. A person acts morally not because it 

brings them happiness or serves their self-interest, but because they are acting out of a sense of duty to 

the moral law. A person who returns a lost wallet acts morally because they recognize it as a universal 

duty, not because they hope to be rewarded or to feel good about themselves. If they returned the 

wallet only for a reward, their action would lack genuine moral worth. This emphasis on duty for duty’s 

sake is central to Kantian ethics. The moral worth of an action is determined by the purity of the will 

behind it. The extent to which the action is performed from a respect for the moral law itself. 

The Categorical Imperative explains the universality of moral obligations. It provides a rational basis for 

rules that apply to everyone, regardless of culture, religion, or personal background. Our moral instincts 

and actions are not arbitrary feelings, but rather reflections of our shared rationality. When we condemn 

a murderer, we do so not because we are afraid of being murdered ourselves, but because we recognize 

that the maxim of killing for personal gain cannot be universalized without fundamentally destroying the 

possibility of a rational society. By providing a logical framework for deriving moral truths from reason, 

Kant’s theory offers a compelling explanation for why people act morally and feel a universal obligation 

to do so. 

37 

 



The Biological Origins of Morality 
 

For centuries, philosophers and theologians have debated the origins of morality. They often attributed it 

to divine law, pure reason, or innate spiritual essence. However, in the last 200 years, the field of biology, 

spurred by the theory of evolution, has offered a radically different and compelling explanation. From a 

biological perspective, morality is not a transcendent truth but an adaptive suite of instincts, emotions, 

and behaviors that have evolved to facilitate cooperation and social cohesion. This view, known as 

evolutionary ethics, posits that the “moral sense” is a product of natural selection, and its roots can be 

traced deep into our evolutionary past and observed in the behaviors of other social species.  

 

Kin Selection and Reciprocal Altruism 
 

The greatest challenge for any biological theory of morality is explaining altruism, the act of helping 

another at a cost to oneself. At first glance, this seems to contradict the very principle of natural 

selection which favors the survival and reproduction of the individual. Biologists have proposed two 

primary mechanisms to solve this paradox: kin selection and reciprocal altruism. 

Kin selection, a theory pioneered by W. D. Hamilton, suggests that an organism’s genes can be passed on 

not only through its own direct offspring but also through the survival and reproduction of its relatives, 

who share a portion of those genes. This means that a gene for altruism could spread through a 

population if the altruistic act, while may be costly to the individual, provides a significant fitness benefit 

to a close relative. Hamilton’s Rule mathematically formalizes this. It states that altruism is favored when 

the genetic relatedness of a recipient to an altruist multiplied by the benefit to the recipient is greater 

than the reproductive cost to the altruist. This explains why parental care is a near-universal biological 

trait and why, for instance, a social insect like a bee may sacrifice its life to protect its colony. In this 

example, it is defending the genes it shares with its queen and siblings. For early humans, kin selection 

would have driven the evolution of strong prosocial behaviors toward family members, fostering a sense 

of loyalty and duty to one’s clan. 

Reciprocal altruism, a concept developed by Robert Trivers, extends this logic to unrelated individuals. 

This theory explains that altruistic acts can evolve if there is a reasonable expectation that the favor will 

be returned in the future. In social groups where individuals frequently interact, a helpful act can 

increase the individual’s chances of receiving help when they need it, thereby increasing their long-term 

fitness. This “you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours” mechanism is a foundation of cooperation and trust. 

It requires a cognitive capacity for memory via remembering who helped you and who cheated, 

recognition of individuals, and the ability to detect and punish cheaters. The emotions of gratitude, guilt, 

and indignation are seen as biological tools that evolved to regulate reciprocal altruism, promoting 

cooperation and punishing free riders. 

The Debate on Group Selection 
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While kin selection and reciprocal altruism focus on selection at the individual and gene level, the theory 

of group selection offers a different perspective that has recently gained renewed attention. This theory, 

championed by thinkers like E. O. Wilson and David Sloan Wilson (when researching, these two are not 

related), posits that natural selection can operate at multiple levels, including the level of the group. The 

core argument is that while selfish individuals may outperform altruistic individuals within a group, 

groups with a higher proportion of altruists may outcompete and out-reproduce groups composed of 

selfish individuals.  

An altruistic group might be more cohesive, cooperative, and effective at hunting, warfare, or resource 

management, giving it an advantage in competition with other groups. Over time, selection at this higher 

level could favor the spread of genes that promote group-beneficial behaviors, even if those behaviors 

are costly to the individual. This multi-level selection theory suggests that morality may have evolved not 

just to benefit kin or future reciprocators, but to ensure the survival of the social group itself, fostering a 

sense of tribal loyalty and in-group bias. 

 

The Neurobiology of Morality: Hormones, Empathy, and the “Moral Brain” 
 

Beyond these theoretical frameworks, modern neuroscience has identified the biological “building 

blocks” of morality within the human brain. Empathy, the ability to understand and share the feelings of 

another, is a crucial precursor to moral action. Neurological research has shown that empathy is a 

complex process involving multiple brain regions, including the anterior insula, which processes 

emotional states, and the temporoparietal junction, which is critical for “theory of mind”, the ability to 

understand others’ perspectives. A key discovery is the existence of mirror neurons, which fire both 

when an individual performs an action and when they observe another performing that same action, 

providing a neurological basis for compassion. 

The neural mechanisms of morality are also influenced by hormones and neurotransmitters. Oxytocin, 

often called the “love hormone,” plays a significant role in social bonding, trust, and empathy. Released 

during positive social interactions, it reinforces prosocial behaviors and strengthens group ties. 

Conversely, the absence or dysregulation of these neurological systems can impair moral functioning. 

Damage to the prefrontal cortex can lead to a severe deficit in emotional regulation and moral judgment, 

as seen in patients who can reason about right and wrong in abstract terms but fail to apply those 

principles in real-life situations. This suggests that morality is not just a cognitive function but is deeply 

intertwined with our emotional and social neurobiology. 

 

Morality in the Animal Kingdom and Gene-Culture Co-evolution 
 

Evidence for the biological origins of morality is not limited to humans. Primatologists like Frans de Waal 

have documented a range of what he terms “proto-moral” behaviors in non-human primates. 

Chimpanzees, our closest relatives, exhibit clear examples of empathy, a sense of fairness, and 

reconciliation. These behaviors suggest that the evolutionary pressures that led to human morality were 
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already at work in our primate ancestors. Similarly, studies have shown that capuchin monkeys will show 

a strong aversion to inequity, refusing a cucumber when a companion receives a more desirable grape 

for the same effort. 

The interplay between biology and culture is a crucial final piece of the puzzle. The most advanced 

biological models recognize that human morality is not a purely genetic program, but a product of 

gene-culture co-evolution. Our genes provided the foundational moral toolkit which created the 

conditions for complex cultural systems to emerge. These cultural systems, such as moral codes, religious 

commandments, and legal frameworks, are cultural adaptations that work to formalize and stabilize our 

biologically evolved instincts for cooperation on a larger, more complex scale. These cultural norms, in 

turn, create new selective pressures on our genes, creating a dynamic feedback loop that has shaped 

both our biology and our culture throughout history. 

Biology offers a powerful and comprehensive framework for understanding the origins of morality. It 

views our ethical sense not as a unique, non-physical endowment but as a finely tuned set of 

adaptations that have evolved over millions of years to solve the fundamental problems of social living. 

Through mechanisms like kin selection, reciprocal altruism, and multi-level group selection, our 

ancestors developed a biological basis for cooperation, while neurological structures for empathy and 

social emotions provided the psychological foundation. This biological toolkit, refined and formalized 

through the process of gene-culture co-evolution, gave rise to the complex moral systems we see today. 

The biological view does not diminish the importance of morality but rather re-frames it as a remarkable 

and essential product of the evolutionary process, a testament to the power of cooperation in the 

ongoing saga of life. 
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Evolutionary Psychology and Morality 
 

The cornerstone of this perspective is the concept of pro-social behavior, which is any action intended to 

help others. Evolutionary psychologists argue that pro-sociality is driven by a few key mechanisms. The 

first is kin selection, which explains why we are more likely to act morally or selflessly toward our close 

relatives. The logic is simple, by helping a relative, even at a cost to us, we are promoting the survival of 

shared genes. An individual might risk their life to save a sibling because the genes for altruistic behavior 

in that context are passed on through the sibling's survival. This "altruism for relatives" is an essential 

building block of a biological basis for morality. 

The second key mechanism is reciprocal altruism, which extends moral behavior beyond the family unit. 

This theory, famously summarized as “I’ll scratch your back if you scratch mine,” explains cooperation 

among non-relatives. A sense of fairness and a drive to punish cheaters are seen as evolved psychological 

traits that enforce this reciprocity. We are inclined to help others because we subconsciously expect 

them to help us in the future. This requires a sophisticated cognitive ability to remember who is 

trustworthy and who is a “freeloader.” The emotions of gratitude, guilt, and outrage are the 

psychological tools that enforce this system. Gratitude encourages reciprocation, guilt prevents one from 

cheating, and outrage motivates us to punish those who violate the social contract of reciprocity. 

Beyond these individual-level interactions, evolutionary psychology also points to the importance of 

group selection and social reputation. In our ancestral past, groups that were more cohesive, 

cooperative, and willing to defend themselves from external threats were more likely to survive. Morality 

serves as the glue that binds a group together. Our moral intuitions can be understood as evolved 

responses to the needs of the group. Furthermore, our concern with reputation is a powerful motivator. 

We are deeply concerned with how others perceive our moral character because a good reputation 

makes us a more desirable partner for cooperation, increasing our chances of survival and finding a 

mate. The fear of social ostracism is a potent enforcement mechanism for moral norms, proving that 

morality functions not only on an internal, biological level but also on a societal level as a form of social 

currency. 

Evolutionary psychology presents a compelling case for a biologically grounded morality. It argues that 

our sense of right and wrong, our capacity for empathy, and our desire for fairness are not accidental 

features of the human psyche but are the result of an adaptive process. Acting “good” is, from this 

perspective, a deeply ingrained strategy for survival and reproduction that manifests in complex social 

behaviors like altruism, cooperation, and the enforcement of social norms. While it doesn't diminish the 

human experience of morality, it reframes it as a functional system for social living, rooted in our very 

biology. 
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The Paradox of Altruism: Is Real Selflessness Possible? 
 

The concept of altruism (the selfless concern for the well-being of others) is a cornerstone of many moral 

systems and is celebrated as one of humanity's noblest virtues. From a firefighter rushing into a burning 

building to an anonymous donor financially supporting a stranger in need, acts of altruism are often held 

up as proof of our capacity for genuine goodness. However, the idea of pure, selfless altruism has been a 

source of intense debate across philosophy, biology, and psychology. Critics argue that all seemingly 

altruistic acts are, upon closer inspection, motivated by some form of self-interest, whether conscious or 

unconscious.  

 

Defining and Defending Altruism 
 

To understand the debate, it is crucial to distinguish between different forms of altruism. Biological 

altruism refers to an action that benefits another organism at a cost to the actor's fitness (its ability to 

survive and reproduce). This is an objective, observable phenomenon in the natural world. In contrast, 

psychological altruism refers to the motivation behind an action. The claim that an individual is 

motivated by the ultimate desire to increase another's welfare, with no ulterior self-interested motive. 

The debate centers on whether the latter, psychological altruism, is possible. 

The most powerful argument for the existence of psychological altruism is the empathy-altruism 

hypothesis, primarily championed by psychologist C. Daniel Batson. This hypothesis states that 

experiencing empathy for a person in need evokes a genuinely altruistic motivation to help them, and 

this motivation is aimed at reducing the other person’s distress, not one’s own. In a series of classic 

experiments, Batson created scenarios where participants had the option to help someone in distress. 

Critically, he manipulated the ease with which participants could “escape” from the situation without 

helping. The results consistently showed that when participants felt a strong empathic connection, they 

were just as likely to help even when the “costly escape” option was available. This suggests that their 

motivation was not to relieve their own distress (which they could have done by leaving) but to 

genuinely help the other person. Proponents of this view argue that the warm, satisfying feeling one gets 

from helping is not the goal of the action, but a byproduct of having achieved the altruistic goal of 

improving another’s well-being. 

Philosophically, defenders of altruism also mount a logical critique of psychological egoism’s claims. 

Psychological egoism, in its strongest form, asserts that because all human actions are motivated by 

some desire, and the fulfillment of any desire brings a sense of pleasure or satisfaction, all actions are 

therefore ultimately self-interested. Philosophers like Joseph Butler and Elliott Sober have countered 

that this argument is circular and commits a logical fallacy. They argue that it conflates the satisfaction of 

achieving a goal with the goal itself. The pleasure one derives from saving a drowning child, for example, 

is the result of achieving the primary goal, the child's safety, not the reason for undertaking the action in 

the first place. This distinction between a goal and a subsequent feeling of satisfaction is central to the 

philosophical defense of psychological altruism. 
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The Counterargument to Self-Interest 
 

Critics of altruism, particularly proponents of psychological egoism, maintain that all human actions are 

ultimately motivated by self-interest. They argue that even the most heroic or selfless-seeming acts are 

driven by a deeper, often subconscious, desire for personal gain. This gain might not be monetary or 

tangible; it could be the reduction of one’s own empathic distress, the anticipation of social praise, the 

avoidance of guilt or shame, or the satisfaction of upholding a principle that a person has come to value. 

For example, a person who donates a kidney to a stranger might be motivated by the desire to live up to 

their own self-image as a good person, thus deriving a powerful, intrinsic reward. In this view, the “warm 

glow” of giving is not a byproduct but the very goal of the action. 

Biological and evolutionary theories also provide powerful counterarguments, framing seemingly 

altruistic behavior as a mechanism for genetic self-interest. Kin selection is one of the most robust 

explanations. This theory suggests that an organism’s apparent altruism towards a family member is not 

selfless at all. Rather, it is a way to ensure that the genes they share with that relative are passed on. 

From the perspective of the “selfish gene,” the organism is simply a vehicle for genetic propagation, and 

an act that benefits a relative's survival is an act that benefits one's own genetic legacy. 

Similarly, reciprocal altruism explains cooperation among non-relatives as a form of long-term 

self-interest. An individual is motivated to help a non-relative because there is an unspoken social 

contract and a strong expectation that the favor will be returned in the future. This tit-for-tat dynamic 

creates a system of mutual benefit, and the underlying motivation is a calculated, strategic form of 

self-interest. The emotions of gratitude and guilt are seen as biological tools to enforce this system: 

gratitude encourages reciprocity, while guilt punishes a failure to reciprocate, thereby maintaining the 

cooperative structure. Expanding on this, the theory of indirect reciprocity suggests that individuals can 

gain benefits by being seen as a helpful person. By building a reputation for altruism, they increase their 

chances of receiving help from a third party in the future, even if the original recipient never 

reciprocates. This adds a reputational layer to the self-interested motivation. 

Sociological and reputational explanations add another layer to the argument against pure altruism. 

They contend that people often perform altruistic acts to enhance their reputation and status within a 

group. A reputation for generosity or heroism can lead to social rewards, increased cooperation from 

others, and improved reproductive prospects. This is closely related to the idea of costly signaling, where 

an altruistic act is so costly to the individual that it serves as an honest signal of their high quality In this 

context, an altruistic act, even if it feels selfless to the actor, is a form of social signaling that ultimately 

benefits the individual by improving their social standing and desirability as a mate or cooperator. 

The debate over altruism is not a simple matter of whether people are “good” or “bad.” It is a 

sophisticated inquiry into the nature of our motivations, shaped by competing theories from different 

fields. While proponents of altruism point to the role of empathy and a genuine desire to help others, 

their arguments are met with strong counterclaims rooted in the pervasive influence of self-interest. 

From the psychological egoist’s view that all actions are ultimately for personal gratification, to the 

evolutionary biologist's assertion that we are vehicles for “selfish genes” and strategic cooperators, the 

counterarguments suggest that selflessness may be an illusion. Ultimately, the question of whether true 
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altruism exists may remain unanswerable, as it is nearly impossible to definitively prove an actor’s 

motivation is free from any hidden benefit. The legacy of this debate, however, is a richer understanding 

of human behavior, revealing a complex interplay of motivations where the line between self-interest 

and concern for others is often blurred and dynamic. 
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Objectivism and the Virtue of Selfishness 
 

Ayn Rand is a Russian-American novelist and philosopher who developed a comprehensive philosophical 

system she called “Objectivism”. Emerging in the mid-20th century, Objectivism offers a starkly 

individualistic perspective on metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, politics, and aesthetics. At the heart of 

her philosophy, and perhaps its most controversial tenet, is the assertion that true morality lies in 

rational self-interest, a concept she famously defended in her book The Virtue of Selfishness.  

 

The Philosophical Foundation of Reason and Reality 
 

Rand’s ethical framework is not presented in a vacuum. It is a direct consequence of her views on 

metaphysics and epistemology. Objectivism holds that reality is an absolute, objective fact that exists 

independently of human consciousness. This means that facts are facts, regardless of anyone’s beliefs, 

feelings, or wishes. Complementing this, Rand’s epistemology asserts that reason is humanity’s sole 

means of acquiring knowledge.  

She believed that sensory perception, validated by a process of logical deduction and induction, is the 

only reliable way to understand the universe. She was a fierce opponent of faith, mysticism, and 

emotionalism, which she saw as antithetical to reason and a denial of objective reality. For Rand, 

accepting reality as it is and using reason to navigate it is the fundamental precondition for a moral life. 

 

The Virtue of Selfishness and the Rejection of Altruism 
 

With these foundations in place, Rand’s ethics present a radical departure from traditional moral 

thought. Her central ethical principle is that the highest moral purpose of a person’s life is the 

achievement of their own happiness. She defined “selfishness” not in the conventional sense of mindless 

cruelty or exploitation, but as a commitment to one’s own rational self-interest. To be selfish, in her view, 

is to act to sustain and advance one’s own life, to pursue one’s own values, and to live by the guidance of 

one’s own reason. This rational pursuit of one’s own happiness is, in her philosophy, the ultimate moral 

good. She saw this as the only logical conclusion for a being whose primary value is its own life. 

A central part of this ethical system is the explicit and forceful rejection of altruism as a moral ideal. Rand 

defined altruism as the belief that an individual is morally obligated to live for the sake of others, placing 

the interests of others above one’s own. She viewed this as a profoundly destructive and immoral 

doctrine. For Rand, altruism demands the sacrifice of one’s own values, happiness, and even one’s life 

for the benefit of others. She argued that this sacrifice leads to a society of self-immolating victims and 

unearned beneficiaries, a system that fundamentally contradicts the value of human life itself. Instead, 

she states that a moral society is one where individuals interact as independent traders, exchanging 

value for value, neither giving nor receiving unearned sacrifices. Productive work, therefore, is not 

merely an economic activity but a moral virtue. This is why she celebrated characters like Howard Roark 
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in The Fountainhead and John Galt in Atlas Shrugged, who refuse to compromise their creative visions 

for the sake of others. 

 

The Moral Case for Laissez-Faire Capitalism 
 

Rand’s ethics of rational self-interest serves as the direct moral justification for her political philosophy: 

laissez-faire capitalism. She argued that capitalism is not merely a practical or efficient economic system, 

but the only moral system because it is the only one that fully protects individual rights. In her view, the 

fundamental right of every person is the right to their own life, which entails the right to think, to act, 

and to own the product of their own effort. The protection of these rights requires a government with a 

very specific, limited function: to protect individuals from physical force and fraud. This includes 

maintaining a police force, an army, and a legal system. 

Rand was adamantly opposed to any form of government intervention that she considered an 

infringement on individual rights including taxation for social welfare, economic regulation, and public 

education. She viewed these as forms of legalized sacrifice, forcing productive individuals to give up their 

earnings for the “common good.” In an Objectivist society, individuals are free to pursue their own 

happiness without being coerced to serve the interests of others. This freedom of action, guided by 

reason and a commitment to honest exchange, creates a society where everyone benefits not through 

collective sacrifice, but through individual achievement and voluntary interaction. The role of 

government is not to redistribute wealth or manage the economy, but to act as a night-watchman state, 

ensuring that the rights of every individual, the right to life, liberty, and property, are held indivisible. 

Ayn Rand’s Objectivism presents a cohesive philosophical system where ethics is the foundational 

element. Rejecting all forms of collectivism, mysticism, and faith, she championed a morality of rational 

egoism, asserting that the pursuit of one's own happiness is the highest moral purpose. This ethical 

framework provides the moral basis for a political system of pure, laissez-faire capitalism, which she saw 

as the only system capable of protecting individual rights and allowing human flourishing. Rand’s work 

remains a powerful and provocative defense of individualism, challenging conventional notions of 

selflessness and sacrifice, and demanding a re-examination of the very nature of morality. Her 

philosophy, while often criticized for its unyielding stance on self-interest, continues to influence 

libertarian thought and offers a compelling vision of a society built on reason, individualism, and 

voluntary cooperation. 
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The Tragedy of the Commons: What Can Cows Teach Us About 

Morality? 
 

The tragedy of the commons, a concept popularized by Garrett Hardin in 1968, serves as a powerful 

illustration of the interplay between individual self-interest and collective well-being. It highlights how a 

shared resource, when accessible to all without regulation, is inevitably overexploited by individuals 

acting rationally in their own best interest. This dynamic, while seemingly a purely economic or 

ecological problem, has profound implications for understanding morality and duty, or the absence of 

them. 

The core of the tragedy lies in the logic of individual actors. Imagine a shared pasture open to all 

ranchers. Each rancher, seeking to maximize their own gain, considers adding an extra animal to their 

herd. The benefit of this extra animal is enjoyed solely by the individual rancher. However, the cost of the 

extra grazing, the slight degradation of the pasture, is shared among all herdsmen. From the individual’s 

perspective, the personal benefit of adding another animal always outweighs the minuscule, shared cost. 

Now, let’s go one step further. Pretend that in this shared common pasture, a rancher decides to take 

advantage of the free grazing. They move their entire herd into this pasture. Their field is kept green and 

tall, while the shared pasture is quickly eaten. Other ranchers, upon seeing this, also move their herds 

into the field to take advantage of the dwindling opportunity. In both situations, as each rancher follows 

this same rational, self-interested logic, the pasture is eventually overgrazed and destroyed, to the 

detriment of all. 

This scenario reveals a fundamental disconnect in logic and practice. What is rational for the individual is 

collectively disastrous. It shows that in the absence of a governing force or social contract, individual 

morality, based on personal gain, can lead to a tragic outcome for the community. The tragedy isn’t 

caused by malicious intent, but by a lack of a framework that aligns individual actions with the collective 

good. 

 

Morality and Duty in the Pasture 
 

The tragedy of the commons is not a story of evil people. It’s a story of a system that fails to incentivize 

moral behavior. Morality can be defined as an individual's sense of right and wrong, and duty as their 

obligation to act for the good of others. The tragedy suggests that in a pure “commons” scenario, these 

concepts are often overridden by self-interest. The herdsman’s primary duty is to their own family and 

economic survival, not to the long-term health of the communal pasture. Their morality is bound by 

what is personally beneficial. 

The lack of duty is particularly evident. There is no social or legal mechanism compelling any herdsman 

to reduce their herd for the good of the group. Without a shared sense of duty to protect the common 

resource, everyone is incentivized to “defect” from any informal cooperative arrangement. Hardin argues 

that an “invisible hand” does not guide individuals to an optimal outcome in this case; instead, it guides 

them to ruin. This highlights a key failure of a purely laissez-faire approach to shared resources. 
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The tragedy demonstrates that relying on a sense of collective duty is not an innate human trait that 

automatically emerges to protect a shared resource. Instead, it must be cultivated, enforced, or 

structured into a system. Without it, the default human response is to prioritize personal gain, leading to 

a breakdown of the social fabric that underpins sustainable resource management. 

Hardin also suggests solutions that, by their nature, involve creating mechanisms to compel duty and 

moral behavior. The two primary solutions he presents are privatization and regulation. 

Privatization: By dividing the commons into private plots, everyone becomes the sole beneficiary 

and the sole bearer of the costs of their actions. The ranchers who overgraze their private plot 

only harms themselves. This system aligns individual self-interest with collective well-being by 

removing the “commons” aspect entirely. In this model, the moral decision to conserve the land 

is no longer a choice between personal gain and collective good, but a choice between 

immediate profit and long-term personal gain. The system itself enforces a moral alignment. 

Regulation: Hardin’s second solution is “mutual coercion, mutually agreed upon.” This refers to 

government regulation and enforcement. Through laws, taxes, or quotas, a governing body can 

limit access to the commons and prevent its overuse. For example, a government might impose 

a limit on the number of animals each herdsman can graze or charge a fee for each animal. This 

creates a new set of rules that transform the individual’s calculation of self-interest. The 

herdsman is now faced with a choice: follow the regulations (duty) or face penalties (moral 

enforcement). This is a top-down approach that directly imposes a collective duty on individuals 

for the good of the commons. 

In both solutions, the key is the removal of the incentive structure that allows for the tragedy. Therefore, 

the tragedy of the commons is not a sign to the inherent immorality of humanity, but rather a cautionary 

tale about the conditions under which human morality and duty fail to prevent a collective disaster. It 

demonstrates that without a system that either privatizes the resource or enforces a collective duty, the 

default human tendency to prioritize individual gain will lead to the destruction of the very resources 

upon which the community depends. The tragedy is a powerful reminder that our social structures and 

institutions play a crucial role in shaping and sometimes even compelling our moral and dutiful 

behaviors. 

The Tragedy’s Premise and the Failure of Inherent Morality 
 

This tragedy highlights the limitations of an intuitive, uncodified morality. In the absence of a governing 

body or a strong social contract, a rancher’s primary duty is not to the collective, but to their economic 

survival. Their morality is thus narrowly defined by what is personally beneficial. The tragedy isn't caused 

by inherently evil people, but by a system that fails to align individual self-interest with the collective 

good. It suggests that a robust sense of collective duty isn't an innate human trait that automatically 

emerges. It must be cultivated and enforced. 
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Philosophical Perspectives on Morality and Duty 
 

The tragedy of the commons can be analyzed through several philosophical frameworks that offer 

different explanations for the origin and nature of morality and duty. 

Social Contract Theory: Philosophers like Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

argued that morality and duty arise from a “social contract.” As we discussed earlier, individuals willingly 

surrender some of their freedoms to a governing authority in exchange for protection and social order. 

The tragedy of the commons is a perfect illustration of a state of nature without such a contract. In this 

“pre-social” state, individuals' unchecked self-interest leads to a “war of all against all” (Hobbes), or in 

this case, the destruction of the commons. The solutions to the tragedy, privatization and regulation, are 

essentially forms of a social contract. By creating laws, a society establishes a collective duty to preserve 

the commons, making it a moral obligation to not over-exploit the resource. This perspective argues that 

morality and duty are not natural but are constructs of a functioning society. 

Utilitarianism: Utilitarianism, as proposed by Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, holds that the most 

moral action is the one that maximizes overall happiness or “utility” for the greatest number of people. 

From a utilitarian standpoint, the rancher’s individual act of adding an extra animal is immoral because it 

leads to a net decrease in utility for the entire community when the pasture is destroyed. The collective 

suffering of all herdsmen outweighs the short-term gain of one. Utilitarianism would demand a system of 

rules or laws that prevent individuals from making choices that harm the collective good. In this view, the 

duty is to the greater good, and the tragedy of the commons demonstrates the failure of a system to 

promote this duty. 

Deontology: Immanuel Kant’s deontological ethics focuses on moral duties and rules, independent of the 

consequences. For Kant, an action is moral if it can be universalized into a rule that everyone must 

follow. This is famously expressed in his “Categorical Imperative.” Applying this to the tragedy of the 

commons, the herdsman's action of adding an extra animal could not be universalized without leading to 

a contradiction. If everyone adds an extra animal, the pasture is destroyed, making the act of adding an 

animal impossible in the future. The very act itself is self-defeating and thus, according to Kant, morally 

impermissible. This theory suggests a strong, inherent duty to not over-exploit a shared resource, a duty 

that exists regardless of personal gain. The tragedy shows what happens when individuals ignore this 

universal moral law. 

 

Religious and Theological Perspectives 
 

Religious theories often ground morality and duty in a divine source, contrasting with secular 

philosophical views. 

Divine Command Theory: This theory posits that an action is moral because God commands it. In this 

framework, moral duties, such as stewardship of the Earth and care for one’s community, are derived 

directly from divine commands found in scripture or religious tradition. The tragedy of the commons 

would be seen as a sin, a violation of a divine command to be a good steward of creation. The duty to 

49 

 



the commons is not just a social obligation but a religious one. Religious law or teachings would provide 

the necessary rules to prevent the tragedy, creating a moral framework that is enforced by both 

communal pressure and the fear of divine punishment. 

Natural Law Theory: Associated with figures like Thomas Aquinas, natural law theory holds that morality 

is inherent in the natural order of the world, created by God. Human reason can discern these moral 

principles. A “natural duty” to preserve the resources necessary for human flourishing would be 

considered a key principle of this law. The destruction of the commons is not just a bad outcome, but a 

violation of this natural order. A herdsman who over-exploits the pasture is acting against their own 

nature as a social being dependent on the community's well-being. This theory suggests that morality 

and duty are not arbitrary but are an intrinsic part of a rational and divinely ordered universe. 

The tragedy of the commons serves as a powerful illustration of how the conditions for human behavior 

can override innate morality or duty. The failure to preserve a shared resource is not necessarily a failure 

of human character, but a failure of the system to align individual incentives with the collective good. 

The proposed solutions, privatization and regulation, are essentially mechanisms to create a new moral 

landscape where duty is no longer an optional virtue but a necessary condition for survival. 
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Affirmative Evidence 
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Religion forms the basis for sound ethical values 
 

Dr. William Lane Craig, Notre Dame, “Is the Foundation of Morality Natural or Supernatural? The 

Craig-Harris Debate”, 

https://www.reasonablefaith.org/media/debates/is-the-foundation-of-morality-natural-or-supernatural-

the-craig-harris-deba/) 

 

First, theism provides a sound foundation for objective moral values. Moral values have to do with what 

is good or evil. On the theistic view objective moral values are grounded in God. As St. Anselm saw, God 

is by definition the greatest conceivable being and therefore the highest Good. Indeed, He is not merely 

perfectly good, He is the locus and paradigm of moral value. God’s own holy and loving nature provides 

the absolute standard against which all actions are measured. He is by nature loving, generous, faithful, 

kind, and so forth. Thus if God exists, objective moral values exist, wholly independent of human beings. 
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Morality is too complex for it to not be guided by God 
 

Michael W. Austin, former president of the Evangelical Philosophical Society, "Divine Command Theory", 

https://iep.utm.edu/divine-command-theory/ 

 

In his Critique of Practical Reason, Immanuel Kant, who has traditionally not been seen as an advocate of 

Divine Command Theory (for an opposing view see Nuyen, 1998), claims that morality requires faith in 

God and an afterlife. According to Kant, we must believe that God exists because the requirements of 

morality are too much for us to bear. We must believe that there is a God who will help us satisfy the 

demands of the moral law. With such a belief, we have the hope that we will be able to live moral lives. 

Moreover, Kant argues that “there is not the slightest ground in the moral law for a necessary connection 

between the morality and proportionate happiness of a being who belongs to the world as one of its 

parts and is thus dependent on it” (p. 131). However, if there is a God and an afterlife where the 

righteous are rewarded with happiness and justice obtains, this problem goes away. That is, being moral 

does not guarantee happiness, so we must believe in a God who will reward the morally righteous with 

happiness. Kant does not employ the concept of moral faith as an argument for Divine Command Theory, 

but a contemporary advocate could argue along Kantian lines that these advantages do accrue to this 

view of morality. 
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Morality must be based on a higher power because how can morality come about 

from a non-moral source 
 

Michael W. Austin, former president of the Evangelical Philosophical Society, "Divine Command Theory", 

https://iep.utm.edu/divine-command-theory/ 

 

Another possible advantage of Divine Command Theory is that it provides an objective metaphysical 

foundation for morality. For those committed to the existence of objective moral truths, such truths 

seem to fit well within a theistic framework. That is, if the origin of the universe is a personal moral 

being, then the existence of objective moral truths are at home, so to speak, in the universe. By contrast, 

if the origin of the universe is non-moral, then the existence of such truths becomes philosophically 

perplexing, because it is unclear how moral properties can come into existence via non-moral origins. 

Given the metaphysical insight that ex nihilo, nihilo fit, the resulting claim is that out of the non-moral, 

nothing moral comes. Objective moral properties stick out due to a lack of naturalness of fit in an 

entirely naturalistic universe. This perspective assumes that objective moral properties exist, which is of 

course highly controversial. 

 

Not only does Divine Command Theory provide a metaphysical basis for morality, but according to many 

it also gives us a good answer to the question, why be moral? William Lane Craig argues that this is an 

advantage of a view of ethics that is grounded in God. On theism, we are held accountable for our 

actions by God. Those who do evil will be punished, and those who live morally upstanding lives will be 

vindicated and even rewarded. Good, in the end, triumphs over evil. Justice will win out. Moreover, on a 

theistic view of ethics, we have a reason to act in ways that run counter to our self-interest, because such 

actions of self-sacrifice have deep significance and merit within a theistic framework. On Divine 

Command Theory it is therefore rational to sacrifice my own well-being for the well-being of my children, 

my friends, and even complete strangers, because God approves of and even commands such acts of 

self-sacrifice. 
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Religion provides an objective basis for evaluating ethics 
 

Dr. William Lane Craig, Notre Dame, "Is the Foundation of Morality Natural or Supernatural? The 

Craig-Harris Debate", 

https://www.reasonablefaith.org/media/debates/is-the-foundation-of-morality-natural-or-supernatural-

the-craig-harris-deba/) 

 

Second, theism provides a sound foundation for objective moral duties. On a theistic view objective 

moral duties are constituted by God’s commands. God’s moral nature is expressed in relation to us in the 

form of divine commandments which constitute our moral duties or obligations. Far from being arbitrary, 

God’s commandments must be consistent with His holy and loving nature. Our duties, then, are 

constituted by God’s commandments and these in turn reflect his essential character. In the 

Judeo-Christian tradition, the whole moral duty of man can be summed up in the two great 

commandments: First, you shall love the Lord your God with all your strength and with all your soul and 

with all your heart and with all your mind, and, second, you shall love your neighbor as yourself. On this 

foundation we can affirm the objective rightness of love, generosity, self-sacrifice, and equality, and 

condemn as objectively wrong selfishness, hatred, abuse, discrimination, and oppression. 
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Morality is too complex to not be guided by God 
 

C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, Book Two, Chapter 1, “The Rival Conceptions of God.” 

https://www.cslewis.com/ 

 

My argument against God was that the universe seemed so cruel and unjust. But how had I got this idea 

of just and unjust? A man does not call a line crooked unless he has some idea of a straight line. What 

was I comparing this universe with when I called it unjust? If the whole show was bad from A to Z, so 

that not only an infinite God but even a good God could not make it better, then how did I come to be so 

very much annoyed about it? A man feels wet when he falls into water because water is not his natural 

element: a fish would not feel wet. Of course I could have given up my idea of justice by saying it was 

nothing but a private idea of my own. But if I did that, then my argument against God collapsed too—for 

the argument depended on saying that the world was really unjust, not simply that it did not happen to 

please my private fancies. Thus in the very act of trying to prove that God did not exist—in other words, 

that the whole of reality was senseless—I found I was assuming that one part of reality—namely my idea 

of justice—was full of sense. Consequently atheism turns out to be too simple. If the whole universe has 

no meaning, we should never have found out that it has no meaning: just as, if there were no light in the 

universe and therefore no eyes, we should never know that it was dark. Dark would be without meaning. 
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Immoral acts are impossible under God because God would never command them 
 

Michael W. Austin, former president of the Evangelical Philosophical Society, "Divine Command Theory", 

https://iep.utm.edu/divine-command-theory/ 

 

One possible response to the Euthyphro Dilemma is to simply accept that if God does command cruelty, 

then inflicting it upon others would be morally obligatory. In Super 4 Libros Sententiarum, William of 

Ockham states that the actions which we call “theft” and “adultery” would be obligatory for us if God 

commanded us to do them. Most people find this to be an unacceptable view of moral obligation, on the 

grounds that any theory of ethics that leaves open the possibility that such actions are morally 

praiseworthy is fatally flawed. However, as Robert Adams (1987) points out, a full understanding of 

Ockham’s view here would emphasize that it is a mere logical possibility that God could command 

adultery or cruelty, and not a real possibility. That is, even if it is logically possible that God could 

command cruelty, it is not something that God will do, given his character in the actual world. Given this, 

Ockham himself was surely not prepared to inflict suffering on others if God commanded it. Even with 

this proviso, however, many reject this type of response to the Euthyphro Dilemma. 
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Hinduism prescribes both a context driven and a universal set of ethics 
 

Chara Scroope, 2022 "Hinduism", 

https://culturalatlas.sbs.com.au/religions/hinduism/resources/hinduism-law-and-ethics 

 

Ethical Approach 

In Hinduism, there are different understandings and approaches to ethics. On the one hand, there is a 

context-sensitive approach related to the principle of duty (dharma). This approach is one’s personal 

duty (svadharma) and refers to the idea that an individual’s moral behaviour depends on one’s age, life 

station, gender and caste. The smṛti (remembered) texts are often seen as examples of how to follow 

one's personal duty and the possible karmic consequences in the cases where one does not. On the 

other hand, there is a universal or ‘common to all' ethical approach known as sādhāraṇa dharma. This 

universal system presents ethical principles that one should follow regardless of their context. Such 

principles include non-violence (ahiṃsā) and truthfulness (satya). 
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God commands us to love one another because that is what we ought to do 
 

Michael W. Austin, former president of the Evangelical Philosophical Society, "Divine Command Theory", 

https://iep.utm.edu/divine-command-theory/ 

 

Alston’s argument is that if we interpret these statements correctly, a theist can in fact grasp both horns 

of this putative dilemma. One problem with opting for number 1 in the above dilemma is that it 

becomes difficult if not impossible to conceive of God as morally good, because if the standards of moral 

goodness are set by God’s commands, then the claim “God is morally good” is equivalent to “God obeys 

His own commands”. But this trivialization is not what we mean when we assert that God is morally 

good. Alston argues that a divine command theorist can avoid this problem by conceiving of God’s moral 

goodness as something distinct from conformity to moral obligations, and so as something distinct from 

conformity to divine commands. Alston summarizes his argument for this claim as follows: 

 

…a necessary condition of the truth that ‘S ought to do A’ is at least the metaphysical possibility that S 

does not do A. On this view, moral obligations attach to all human beings, even those so saintly as to 

totally lack any tendency, in the ordinary sense of that term, to do other than what it is morally good to 

do. And no moral obligations attach to God, assuming, as we are here, that God is essentially perfectly 

good. Thus divine commands can be constitutive of moral obligations for those beings who have them 

without it being the case that God’s goodness consists in His obeying His own commands, or, indeed, 

consists in any relation whatsoever of God to His commands (p. 315). 

 

Alston concludes that Divine Command Theory survives the first horn of the dilemma. However, in so 

doing, perhaps the theory is delivered a fatal blow by the dilemma’s second horn. If the divine command 

theorist holds that “God commands us to love our neighbor because it is morally good that we should do 

so,” then moral goodness is independent of God’s will and moral facts stand over God, so to speak, 

insofar as God is now subject to such facts. Hence, God is no longer absolutely sovereign. One response 

is to say that God is subject to moral principles in the same way that he is subject to logical principles, 

which nearly all agree does not compromise his sovereignty (See The Omnipotence Objection below). 

Alston prefers a different option, however, and argues that we can think of God himself as the supreme 

standard of goodness. God does not consult some independent Platonic realm where the objective 

principles of goodness exist, but rather God just acts according to his necessarily good character. But is 

not arbitrariness still present, insofar as it seems that it is arbitrary to take a particular individual as the 

standard of goodness, without reference to the individual’s conformity to general principles of 

goodness? In response, Alston points out that there must be a stopping point for any explanation. That 

is, sooner or later, when we are seeking an answer to the question “By virtue of what does good 

supervene on these characteristics?” we ultimately reach either a general principle or an individual 

paradigm. And Alston’s view is that it is no more arbitrary to invoke God as the supreme moral standard 

than it is to invoke some supreme moral principle. That is, the claim that good supervenes on God is no 

more arbitrary than the claim that it supervenes on some Platonic principle. 
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Hinduism’s core is that of non-violence 
 

Chara Scroope, 2022"Hinduism", 

https://culturalatlas.sbs.com.au/religions/hinduism/resources/hinduism-law-and-ethics 

 

Non-violence (Ahiṃsā) 

In Hinduism, ahiṃsā (‘non-injury’, ‘non-killing’ or ‘non-violence’) refers to the concept of not causing or 

wishing to cause physical, mental or emotional harm to other living things. Adherence to the principle of 

non-violence is thought to generate positive karma while defying the principle is believed to bring about 

negative karma. The concept of non-violence forms the basis of vegetarianism for many Hindus, as well 

as the tolerance towards all forms of life. 
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The ideas of Karma and Dharma drives a human centered focus on ethics 
 

Pathos Ethics in Community,"Principles Of Moral Thought And Action", 

https://www.patheos.com/library/hinduism/ethics-morality-community/principles-of-moral-thought-an

d-action 

 

Dharma is one of the most complex and all-encompassing terms in all of Hinduism: it can mean religion, 

law, duty, order, proper conduct, morality, righteousness, justice, norm. As such, dharma fundamentally 

underlies conceptions of morality and ethics in Hinduism. Dharma puts things in their proper place, 

creates and maintains order and balance. In the vast compendium of literature known as the 

Dharmashastras, dharma is examined from virtually every imaginable angle, from the proper 

performance of sacrifice, kingly duties, cultural norms, sexual relations, and everyday social rules such as 

manners. 

To act dharmically is, in essence, to act appropriately; what is appropriate is determined by the context 

in which the action is to be performed and who is performing it. Different people have different 

dharmas; one's caste, one's position in life (ashrama), one's gender, all determine what is dharmic in a 

particular instance. The ethical and moral guidelines for a Kshatriya are different than those for a 

Brahmin, which are in turn different from those for a Shudra. This is sometimes called "svadharma," or 

one's own, personal dharma. The specifics of these guidelines are discussed in great detail in the 

Dharmashastras and their commentaries. 

 

Thus in Hinduism specific ethical and moral guidelines vary; the general ethical and moral principle does 

not, however. That amounts to a simple moral and ethical imperative: act properly (dharmically). 

 

Karma is intimately associated with dharma in this regard. Karma is understood in Hinduism as a 

universal law of cause and effect. Positive actions produce positive effects; negative actions produce 

negative effects. To act dharmically is to act in a karmically positive manner, therefore. When one acts 

dharmically, one necessarily produces positive karma. This karma is cumulative: one accrues karma, 

positive and negative, not only throughout the course of one's life, but throughout the course of one's 

multiple rebirths. It is karma that determines one's rebirths. 
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A core belief in Islam states that God is necessary for morality 
 

Benjamin Wormald, 4-30-2013, "Chapter 3: Morality", Pew Research Center, 

https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2013/04/30/the-worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society-moralit

y/ 

 

Muslims widely hold the view that it is necessary to believe in God to be moral and have good values. In 

nearly every country surveyed, at least half of Muslims say an individual’s morality is linked to belief in 

God. This is true especially in the countries surveyed in Southeast Asia, where more than nine-in-ten 

Muslims say it is necessary to believe in God to be a moral person. At least eight-in-ten say the same in 

most countries surveyed in South Asia and the Middle East-North Africa region; only in Lebanon does a 

smaller majority (64%) share this view. 

At least half of Muslims in all the countries surveyed in sub-Saharan Africa accept that personal morality 

is based on belief in God. This view is most widely held in Niger (88%) and Tanzania (87%), followed by 

Djibouti and Kenya (75% each). 

Most Muslims in Central Asia as well as Southern and Eastern Europe also agree that belief in God is 

necessary to be moral, including 88% in Azerbaijan and 76% in Kosovo. Only in Albania (45%) and 

Kazakhstan (41%) do fewer than half share this opinion. 

In many countries, Muslims who pray several times a day are more likely than those who pray less often 

to say it is necessary to believe in God to be moral. The differences are particularly large in Russia (+40 

percentage points), Lebanon (+39), Kosovo (+23) and Bosnia-Herzegovina (+22). On this question, there 

are no consistent differences by age or gender across the countries surveyed. 
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Islamic belief states that divine powers have given the humans the ability to channel 

good 
 

Abul 'Ala Al-Mawdudi, Islamic scholar "The Moral System Of Islam", No Publication, 

https://www.iium.edu.my/deed/articles/themoralsystem.html 

 

MAN (sic) has been blessed with an innate sense of morality, which has served to guide him through the 

age, enabling him to distinguish between right and wrong and good and evil. Although the degree to 

which a certain quality is interpreted as being either good or evil may vary from person to person, there 

is more or less a universal consensus regarding the classification of what constitutes a moral deed or 

attribute and what does not. Thus, virtues such as bravery and truthfulness have always elicited praise. 

In contrast to this, we find that at no time in the history of man have qualities such as dishonesty and 

breach of trust ever been upheld or regarded as worthy of praise. Fidelity, magnanimity and integrity 

have always been valued, whilst selfishness, cruelty, miserliness and bigot, have never received the 

approbation of society at large. Perseverance, determination and courage are qualities that are much 

admired and appreciated by man, whereas impatience, fickleness and cowardice are given little 

consideration. Dignity, restraint, politeness and amiability have always been regarded as virtues as 

opposed to snobbery, arrogance and discourteousness, which have never been recognized as good moral 

qualities. A person who possesses a sense of responsibility and devotion to duty has always been high 

regarded and respected whilst he who is lazy, negligent of his duties and undisciplined is largely ignored 

and looked down upon. 

 

Similarly, a society that is founded upon and actively promotes equality, justice and freedom is looked 

upon a positive light. A society in which injustice, disorganization, disunity and social imbalance manifest 

themselves is considered to be on the verge of collapse, having allowed itself to decay over time through 

the implementation of policies destructive to the very core upon which it is based. Robbery, larceny, 

murder, adultery and fraud have always been condemned. Slander, blackmail and bribery have never 

been regarded as wholesome social activities. Contrary to this, we of the aged, loyalty to friends, helping 

one's kith and kin in times of need, concern for neighbours, assisting the week and oppressed and 

nursing the sick are all activities that have been highly valued since the dawn of civilization. 

People who are polite, sincere, upright, dependable, who are prompt in discharging their obligations to 

others, who live in peace and allow others to do likewise have always formed the core of any healthy 

society. Good and evil are not myths awaiting resurrection, they are a real part of our everyday lives and 

hence, Allah has blessed mankind with an inherent sense of right and wrong. Allah says in the Qur'an: 

"(Allah) has revealed to human nature the consciousness and the cognition of good and evil. " (Surah 

as-Shams: 8) The questions that now arise are: If the basic values of good and evil are universally 

recognized, why then, do varying patterns of moral behavior exist in the world? Why are there so many 

conflicting moral philosophies? Where does the root of these differences lie? What is the position of 

Islam with respect to other ethical systems? How can we justify the claim that Islam provides us with a 
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perfectly balanced moral system? What is the distinctive contribution that Islam has made in the realm 

of ethics? 

 

 

Christian morality guides us to discover who we are 
 

Michael Pennock, The Seeker’s Catechism: The Basics of Catholicism, Notre Dame Ind.: Ave Maria Press, 

1994,  p 43-44, 

https://www.sandhurst.catholic.org.au/faith-in-action-living-the-christian-life/the-human-person-christia

n-morality 

 

Every human person is a being of immeasurable dignity because each is created in the image and 

likeness of God, with a spiritual and immortal soul (or spirit), intelligence and free will. God wants 

everyone to find eternal beatitude (happiness) and has placed this desire deep within every heart. 

Speaking of all dimensions of life in this world and beyond, Jesus said, “I came that they may have life, 

and have it to the full” (John 10:10). Only God alone can satisfy the human desire for fullness of life and 

enduring happiness. When St Augustine discovered this, he wrote: “You have made us for yourself O 

God, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you.” (St Augustine, Confessions, Chapter 1). 

Humanity is faced with ‘big questions’; How should we live? What is goodness? Why should we act 

morally? How do we know what is right or wrong? What kind of life leads to real, and eternal, 

happiness? For Catholic Christians, faith in Jesus Christ is expressed in lives of loving service as his 

disciples. 

 

“Christian morality helps us discover how we should live our lives as a result of our faith in God’s word 

which has been revealed to us. Christian Morality can be summarized in the word responsibility. There 

are two components to this term: response and ability. To what do we respond? Christian life is a 

response to God’s freely given love and gift of salvation offered to us through Jesus Christ. ‘Following 

Christ is thus the essential and primordial foundation of Christian morality’ (Pope John Paul II, The 

Splendour of Truth, #19). Christian morality comes to the forefront when people say yes to God, when 

they freely respond to God’s love. The essence of Christian morality is, simply, love. Reflect on the words 

of Jesus: ‘You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your sould, and with all your 

mind. This is the greatest and the first commandment. The second resembles it: you must love your 

neighbour as yourself’ (Mt 22:37-39). 

 

The second aspect of Christian morality is the ability to respond to God, the ability to love, the ability to 

say to say yes to God. This is also a gift, also freely bestowed on us. It is part of what it means to be a 

human being. Human persons have basic dignity which flows from our being created in God’s image 
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(with a soul); this implies that we can think and love and be in relationship to others in community. Our 

conscience aids us in a life directed to God and other people.” 
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Human nature is naturally harmful, yet we act good, thus a higher power drives our 

moral compass 
 

Karen Armstrong, The Case for God, Chapter 14, "The Eclipse of God." 

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/7839352-the-case-for-god 

 

Even if we have rejected the notion of God and a supernatural dimension, our humanism will still be in 

thrall to these ancient religious values. The very term 'humanism' is inadequate; it suggests that our 

values are simply 'human.' Yet there is nothing intrinsically human about compassion, for example. We 

have to learn it. We have acquired it from those traditions which for millennia have been showing us that 

unless we are prepared to feel with others, to weep with those who weep, and to mourn with those who 

mourn, we will be unable to live a fully human life. 
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The human connection to God is what sets up apart from nature. This concept is our 

morality 
 

Alvin Plantinga, Where the Conflict Really Lies: Science, Religion, and Naturalism, Chapter 11, "Evolution 

and Christian Belief." https://www.calvin.edu/library/archive/plantinga/ 

 

Suppose for a moment, that naturalism is true, and there is no God, no being whose creative activity is 

responsible for the existence of human beings. Then human beings have not been created in the image 

of God. There is no such image. Then, perhaps, the most important property of human beings is that 

they are organisms, that they are parts of the animal kingdom. Their most important properties are 

biological. But then what is the basis for the thought that human beings have rights, or are intrinsically 

valuable, or ought not to be tortured, or are such that it is wrong to kill them? If we are, as naturalism 

implies, just very complicated organisms, then it is hard to see a basis for the claim that it is wrong to kill 

a human being but perfectly all right to kill an animal, or that it is wrong to torture a human being but all 

right to torture an animal. The natural world contains an enormous amount of pain and suffering; if we 

are just part of that world, why should we expect anything else for ourselves? 
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To be moral and to do good is intrinsic to all world religions 
 

Huston Smith, The World's Religions: Our Great Wisdom Traditions, various chapters discussing 

individual religions. https://www.harpercollins.com/blogs/authors/huston-smith-books-biography 

 

The Golden Rule, 'Do unto others as you would have them do unto you,' is perhaps the most widely 

recognized ethical principle across cultures and religions. It is found, often in nearly identical 

formulations, in Confucianism, Taoism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and many 

indigenous spiritual traditions. This remarkable convergence suggests a deeply embedded moral 

intuition, often articulated and reinforced through religious teachings, that recognizes the 

interconnectedness of humanity and the necessity of empathy for harmonious social existence." 
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Negative Evidence 
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Morality is done through duty to others and the desired end goal of our own actions 
 

Oklahoma State Department of Philosophy "An Introduction to Kant’s Moral Theory – Philosophical 

Thought", Philosophical Thought, 

https://open.library.okstate.edu/introphilosophy/chapter/a-brief-overview-of-kants-moral-theory/ 

 

According to Kant the only thing that is good in itself is the “good will.” The will is what drives our actions 

and grounds the intention of our act. It is good when it acts from duty. To clarify, Kant thinks the good 

will is the only thing that is intrinsically valuable. If we think about the other goods and things that we 

value, such are not good without qualification. For example, we value knowledge, but such can be used 

to commit atrocities in the world, so knowledge is good sometimes. The same can be said of courage. 

We value courage, but a suicide bomber also exhibits courage. So, courage can only be good sometimes. 

We can think of other examples as well. This leads Kant to claim that the good will is the only thing good 

without qualification–or the only thing that is intrinsically good. Accordingly, the will is a good will 

provided it acts from duty. 

Kant recognizes that it is difficult to determine one’s intentions, so he makes a distinction between acting 

in conformity with duty and acting from duty. To illustrate this distinction, let’s take the example of three 

young men who see an elderly woman needing help across the street. Man A decides he will help the 

woman across the street because if he didn’t he would feel guilty all day. Man B decides he will help the 

woman across the street because he recognizes her as his neighbor, Mrs. Wilson and Mrs. Wilson makes 

the best cookies in the neighborhood. So, Man B helps her because he reasons that he will be rewarded. 

Man C decides he will help the woman across the street because it is the right thing to do; he 

understands that he has a moral obligation to help others in need when he can. 

The results of all three individuals are the same–the woman is helped across the street. If we were 

looking at this from a utilitarian perspective, all three of the young men would be morally praiseworthy 

because in all three cases, happiness or well-being is increased (or pain is relieved). However, for Kant, 

only one of the young men’s actions have moral worth and it is Man C; he understands what his moral 

duty is and he acts from it. The other two act only in conformity with duty–they are driven by some 

other goal or desire aside from duty itself. 

 

70 

 



The duties we experience every day are not all driven by morals 
 

Oklahoma State Department of Philosophy "An Introduction to Kant’s Moral Theory – Philosophical 

Thought", Philosophical Thought, 

https://open.library.okstate.edu/introphilosophy/chapter/a-brief-overview-of-kants-moral-theory/ 

 

Duties are principles that guide our actions. Duties are imperatives in the sense that they tell us what to 

do. Kant recognizes that there are different types of imperatives in his distinction between a hypothetical 

and a categorical imperative. An imperative is essentially a ought; something I ought to do. Hypothetical 

imperatives are the oughts that direct my actions provided I have certain goals or interests. In fact, these 

oughts are entirely dependent upon my goals or interests. For example, if I want to be a good basketball 

player I ought to practice free throws or if I want to go to law school I ought to take a logic class. If I 

change my goal and decide to be a baseball player or a welder instead then my oughts may also change. 

Hypothetical imperatives have nothing to do with morality. However a categorical imperative does not 

depend upon my desires or wants. These are necessary and always binding and are the oughts that 

determine what our moral duties are. Even if I don’t want to help the elderly person across the street, if I 

have a duty to do so, my ought is binding. We should all be familiar enough with feeling we must do 

something even if we’d rather do something else. 
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Kant’s categorical imperative is driven by three 3 questions not a belief system 
 

Oklahoma State Department of Philosophy "An Introduction to Kant’s Moral Theory – Philosophical 

Thought", Philosophical Thought, 

https://open.library.okstate.edu/introphilosophy/chapter/a-brief-overview-of-kants-moral-theory/ 

 

Kant’s moral theory has three formulas for the categorical imperative. So, if you’re facing a moral 

dilemma you must determine whether or not your action is permissible according to the formulas. 

Simply put, think of the formulas as tests that have to be passed in order for a principle or act to be 

moral. 

Formula one states that we ought to act in a way such that the maxim, or principle, of our act can be 

willed a universal law. If your maxim cannot be universalized then that act is morally off limits. For 

example, if I am considering stealing a loaf of bread, I have to ask myself if my maxim can be made a 

universal law. This would look something like this: Is it okay for all people to steal all the time? The 

answer is no; the maxim itself would be self-defeating because if everyone stole all the time there would 

be no private property and stealing would no longer be possible. 

The second formula states that we ought to treat humanity (self and others) as an end and never as a 

mere means. Essentially, this entails that I treat all persons with respect and dignity; I help others 

achieve their goals when possible, and I avoid using them as tools or objects to further my own goals. 

For Kant, since humans have the capacity for autonomy and rationality, it is crucial that we treat humans 

with respect and dignity. 

The third formula states that we act on principles that could be accepted within a community of other 

rational agents. The third formula, “the kingdom of ends,” moves us from the individual level to the 

social level. 

In brief, Kant’s moral philosophy focuses on fairness and the value of the individual. His method rests on 

our ability to reason, our autonomy (i.e. our ability to give ourselves moral law and govern our own 

lives), and logical consistency. He also offers an objective sense of morality in the form of absolute 

duties–duties that are binding regardless of our desires, goals, or outcomes. 
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Morality is social contract based 
 
Alexander Wendt 2000 (Professor of International Security, Dept. of Political Science at Ohio 
State University) International Relations: Critical Concepts in Political Science, edited by 
Andrew Linklater, p. 629.) 
 
Let us assume that processes of identity- and interest-formation have created a world in 
which states do not recognize rights to territory or existence-a war of all against all. In this world, 
anarchy has a "realist" meaning for state action: be insecure and concerned with relative power. 
Anarchy has this meaning only in virtue of collective, insecurity-producing practices, but if those 
practices are relatively stable; they do constitute a system that may resist change. The fact that 
worlds of power politics are socially constructed, in other words, does not guarantee they are 
malleable, for at least two reasons. The first reason is that once constituted, any social system 
confronts each of its members as an objective social fact that reinforces certain behaviors and 
discourages others. Self-help systems, for example, tend to reward competition and punish 
altruism. The possibility of change depends on whether the exigencies of such competition leave 
room for actions that deviate from the prescribed script. If they do not, the system will be 
reproduced and deviant actors will not. The second reason is that systemic change may also be 
inhibited by actors' interests in maintaining relatively stable role identities. Such interests are 
rooted not only in the desire to minimize uncertainty and anxiety, manifested in efforts to 
confirm existing beliefs about the social world, but also in the desire to avoid the expected costs 
of breaking commitments made to others-notably domestic constituencies and foreign allies in 
the case of states-as part of past practices. The level of resistance that these commitments induce 
will depend on the "salience" of particular role identities to the actor. The United States, for 
example, is more likely to resist threats to its identity as "leader of anticommunist crusades" than 
to its identity as "promoter of human rights." But for almost any role identity, practices and 
information that challenges it are likely to create cognitive dissonance and even perceptions of 
threat, and these may cause resistance to transformations of the self and thus to social change. 
For both systemic and "psychological" reasons, then, intersubjective understandings and 
expectations may have a self-perpetuating quality, constituting path-dependencies that new ideas 
about self and other must transcend. This does not change the fact that through practice agents 
are continuously producing and reproducing identities and interests, continuously "choosing now 
the preferences [they] will have later." But it does mean that choices may not be experienced 
with meaningful degrees of freedom. This could be a constructivist justification for the realist 
position that only simple learning is possible in self-help systems. The realist might concede that 
such systems are socially constructed and still argue that after the corresponding identities and 
interests have become institutionalized; they are almost impossible to transform. 
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Human good nature is rooted in the human condition not religion 
 

Kohn 1988 (Alfie, writes and speaks widely on human behavior, education, and parenting, “Human 

Nature Isn’t Inherently Violent,” http://salsa.net/peace/conv/8weekconv1-4.html) 

Peace activists can tell when it's coming. Tipped off by a helpless shrug or a patronizing smile, they 

brace themselves to hear the phrase once again. "Sure, I'm in favor of stopping the arms race. But 

aren't you being idealistic? After all, aggression is just" - here it comes - "part of human nature." Like 

the animals, -- "red in tooth and claw," as Tennyson put it - human beings are thought to be unavoidably 

violent creatures. Surveys of adults, undergraduates, and high school students have found that about 60 

percent agree with this statement. "Human nature being what it is, there will always be war." It may be 

part of our society's folk wisdom, but it sets most of the expert's heads to shaking. Take the belief, 

popularized by Sigmund Freud and animal researcher Konrad Lorenz, that we have within us, naturally 

and spontaneously, a reservoir of aggressive energy. This force, which builds by itself, must be 

periodically drained off - by participating in competitive sports, for instance - lest we explode into 

violence. It is an appealing model because it is easy to visualize. It is also false. John Paul Scott, 

professor emeritus at Bowling Green State University in Bowling Green, Ohio, has written: "All of our 

present data indicate that fighting behavior among higher mammals, including man, originates in 

external stimulation and that there is no evidence of spontaneous internal stimulation." Clearly, many 

individuals - and whole cultures - manage quite well without behaving aggressively, and there is no 

evidence of the inexorable buildup of pressure this "hydraulic" model would predict. The theory also 

predicts that venting aggressive energy should make us less aggressive - an effect known as 

"catharsis," which follows Aristotle's idea that we can be purged of unpleasant emotions by watching 

tragic dramas. But one study after another has shown that we are likely to become more violent after 

watching or participating in such pastimes. Although the hydraulic model has been discredited, the 

more general belief in an innate human propensity for violence has not been so easily shaken. Among 

the arguments one hears is these: Animals are aggressive, and we cannot escape the legacy of our 

evolutionary ancestors; human history is dominated by takes of war and cruelty, and certain areas of the 

brain and particular hormones are linked to aggression, proving a biological basis for such behavior. First, 

we should be cautious in drawing lessons from other species to explain our own behavior, given the 

mediating force of culture and our capacity for reflection. But even animals are not as aggressive as 

some people think - unless the term "aggression" includes killing to eat. Organized group aggression is 

rare in other species, and the aggression that does exist is typically a function of the environment in 

which animals find themselves. Scientists have discovered that altering animals' environment, or the way 

they are reared, can have a profound impact on the level of aggression found in virtually all species. 

Furthermore, animals cooperate both within and among species far more than many of us may assume 

on the basis of watching nature documentaries. When we turn to human history, we find an alarming 

number of aggressive behaviors, but we do not find reason to believe the problem is innate. Here are 

some of the points made by critics of biological determinism: Even if a given behavior is universal, we 

cannot automatically conclude that it is part of our biological nature. All known cultures may produce 

pottery, but that does not mean that there is a gene for pottery-making. Aggression is nowhere near 

universal. Many hunter-gatherer societies in particular are entirely peaceful. And the cultures that are 

"closer to nature" would be expected to be the most warlike if the proclivity for war were really part of 
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that nature. Just the reverse seems to be true. While it is indisputable that wars have been fought, the 

fact that they seem to dominate our history may say more about how history is presented than about 

what actually happened. Many people have claimed that human nature is aggressive after having 

lumped together a wide range of emotions and behavior under the label of aggression. While 

cannibalism, for example, is sometimes perceived as aggression, it might represent a religious ritual 

rather than an expression of hostility. It is true that the presence of some hormones or the stimulation of 

certain sections of the brain has been experimentally linked with aggression. But after describing these 

mechanisms in some detail, K.E. Moyer, a physiologist at Carnegie-Mellon University in Pittsburgh, 

emphasizes that "aggressive behavior is stimulus-bound. That is, even though the neural system specific 

to a particular kind of aggression is well activated, the behavior does not occur unless an appropriate 

target is available (and even then) it can be inhibited." Regardless of the evolutionary or neurological 

factors said to underlie aggression, "biological" simply does not mean "unavoidable." The fact that 

people voluntarily fast or remain celibate shows that even hunger and sex drives can be overridden. All 

this concerns the matter of aggressiveness in general. The idea that war in particular is biologically 

determined is even more far-fetched. To begin with, we tend to make generalizations about the whole 

species on the basis of our own experience. "People in a highly warlike society are likely to overestimate 

the propensity toward war in human nature," says Donald Greenberg, a sociologist at the University of 

Missouri. The historical record, according to the Congressional Research Service, shows the United States 

is one of the most warlike societies on the planet, having intervened militarily around the world more 

than 150 times since 1850. Within such a society, not surprisingly, the intellectual traditions supporting 

the view that aggression is more a function of nature than nurture have found a ready audience. The 

mass media also play a significant role in perpetuating outdated views on violence, according to Jeffrey 

Goldstein, a psychologist at Temple University. Because it is relatively easy to describe and makes for a 

snappier news story, reporters seem to prefer explanations of aggression that invoke biological necessity, 

he says. An international conference of experts concluded in 1986 that war is not an inevitable part of 

human nature. When one member tried to convince reporters that this finding was newsworthy, few 

news organizations in the United States were interested. One reporter told him, "Call us back when you 

find a gene for war." Leonard Eron, a psychologist at the University of Illinois in Chicago, observes, "TV 

teaches people that aggressive behavior is normative, that the world around you are a jungle when it is 

actually not so." In fact, research at the University of Pennsylvania's Annenberg School of 

Communications has shown that the more television an individual watches, the more likely he or she is 

to believe that "most people would take advantage of you if they got the chance." The belief that 

violence in unavoidable, while disturbing at first glance, actually holds a curious attraction for some 

people. It also allows individuals to excuse their own acts of aggression by suggesting that they have 

little choice. "In order to justify, accept, and live with war, we have created a psychology that makes it 

inevitable," says Dr. Bernard Lown, co-chairman of International Physicians for th4e Prevention of 

Nuclear War, which received the Nobel peace Prize in 1985. "It is a rationalization for accepting war as a 

system of resolving human conflict." To understand these explanations for the war-is-inevitable belief is 

to realize its consequences. Treating any behavior as inevitable sets up a self-fulfilling prophecy: By 

assuming we are bound to be aggressive; we are more likely to act that way and provide evidence for the 

assumption. People who believe that humans are naturally aggressive may also be unlikely to oppose 

particular wars. The evidence suggests, then, that humans do have a choice with respect to aggression 

and war. To an extent, such destructiveness is due to the mistaken assumption that we are helpless to 
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control an essentially violent nature. "We live in a time," says Lown, "when accepting this as inevitable is 

no longer possible without courting extinction."   

 

As more studies have taken place, human nature is more kind than we realized. People 

need less incentives than previously thought 
 

Stephanie Pappas, 2-23-2017, "Conflicts of Interest: Are Humans Inherently Selfish?," livescience, 

https://www.livescience.com/57991-conflicts-of-interest-science-humans-selfish-cooperation.html 

 

President Donald Trump signed an executive order withdrawing the U.S. from the Trans-Pacific 

Partnership on Jan. 23, 2017. 

President Donald Trump signed an executive order withdrawing the U.S. from the Trans-Pacific 

Partnership on Jan. 23, 2017. (Image credit: Ron Sachs - Pool/Getty Images) 

President Donald Trump has been dogged by questions about conflicts of interest. He has declined to 

divest himself of his assets or put them in a blind trust, as is customary for presidents, news reports say. 

He has tweeted in defense of his daughter's clothing line. And taxpayer money may go toward the 

Department of Defense leasing space in Trump Tower — the president's property — to remain close to 

the president when he is in Manhattan, CNN recently reported. 

At the heart of any conflict-of-interest situation is the question of whether to act in your own best 

interest or do what is best for the greater good. Trump's issues might make a cynic shrug. After all, don't 

we all look out only for ourselves? 

Psychological research suggests the opposite: that self-interest is far from people's primary motivation. 

In fact, humans are prone to act for the good of the group, many studies have found. 

"In the past 20 years, we have discovered that people — all around the world — are a lot more moral 

and a lot less selfish than economists and evolutionary biologists had previously assumed, and that our 

moral commitments are surprisingly similar: to reciprocity, fairness and helping people in need, even if 

acting on these motives can be personally costly for a person," Samuel Bowles, an economist at the 

Santa Fe Institute and author of "The Moral Economy: Why Good Incentives Are No Substitute for Good 

Citizens" (Yale University Press, 2016), wrote in an email to Live Science. [No 'I' in Team: 5 Key 

Cooperation Findings] 

Philosophers have been arguing about whether people are inherently selfish since there has been such a 

thing as philosophers. In Plato's "Republic," Socrates has a discussion with his older brother Glaucon in 

which Glaucon insists that people's good behavior actually only exists for self-interest: People only do 

the right thing because they fear being punished if they get caught. If human actions were invisible to 

others, Glaucon says, even the most "just" man would act purely for himself and not care if he harmed 

anyone in the process. 
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It's the sort of argument that might have appealed to Thomas Hobbes, the 17th-century English 

philosopher famous for saying that the natural state of man's life would be "nasty, brutish and short." 

According to Hobbes, humans must form social contracts and governments to prevent their selfish, 

violent tendencies from taking over. 

Not all philosophers have agreed with this dour point of view, however. Philosopher John Locke, for 

example, thought that humans were inherently tolerant and reasonable, though he acknowledged 

humanity's capacity for selfishness. 

So, what does the science say? In fact, people are quite willing to act for the good of the group, even if 

it's against their own interests, studies show. But paradoxically, social structures that attempt to give 

people incentives for good behavior can actually make people more selfish. 

Perverse incentives 

Take a classic example: In 2000, a study in the Journal of Legal Studies found that trying to punish bad 

behavior with a fine backfired spectacularly. The study took place at 10-day care centers in Haifa, Israel. 

First, researchers observed the centers for four weeks, tracking how many parents arrived late to pick up 

their children, inconveniencing the day care staff. Next, six of the centers introduced a fine for parents 

who arrived more than 10 minutes late. The four other centers served as a control, for comparison. (The 

fine was small but not insignificant, similar to what a parent might have to pay a babysitter for an hour.) 

After the introduction of the fine, the rate of late pickups didn't drop. Instead, it nearly doubled. By 

introducing an incentive structure, the day cares apparently turned the after-school hours into a 

commodity, the researchers wrote. Parents who might have felt vaguely guilty for imposing on teachers' 

patience before the fine now felt that a late pickup was just something they could buy. [Understanding 

the 10 Most Destructive Human Behaviors] 

The Haifa day care study isn't the only one to find that trying to induce moral behavior with material 

incentives can make people less considerate of others. In a 2008 review in the journal Science, Bowles 

examined 41 studies of incentives and moral behavior. He found that, in most cases, incentives and 

punishments undermined moral behavior. 

For example, in one study, published in 2000 in the journal World Development, researchers asked 

people in rural Colombia to play a game in which they had to decide how much firewood to take from a 

forest, with the consideration that deforestation would result in poor water quality. This game was 

analogous to real life for the people of the village. In some cases, people played the games in small 

groups but couldn't communicate about their decisions with players outside their group. In other cases, 

they could communicate. In a third condition, the players couldn't communicate but were given rules 

specifying how much firewood they could gather. 

When allowed to communicate, the people in the small groups set aside self-interest and gathered less 

firewood for themselves, preserving water quality in the forest for the larger group as a whole. 

Regulations, on the other hand, had a perverse result over time: People gradually began to gather more 

and more firewood for themselves, risking a fine but ultimately putting their self-interest first. 

"People look for situational cues of 'acceptable behavior,'" Bowles said. "Literally dozens of experiments 

show that if you offer someone a money incentive to perform a task (even one that she would have 
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happily done without pay), this will 'turn on' the 'What's in it for me?' way of thinking, often to such an 

extent that the person will perform less with the incentive than without." 

Though cooperation is ingrained in the human psyche to some extent, it's also obvious to anyone who 

has worked on a team that not everyone approaches group activities with the same attitude. An 

increasing focus on individual differences in humans reveals that some people tend to cooperate more 

than others. 

"It has been known for quite a while that people differ quite a lot, and they differ in all kinds of 

behavioral tendencies," said F.J. Weissing, a theoretical biologist at the University of Groningen in the 

Netherlands. "But when people conducted experiments, they typically looked at the average behavior 

and not so much at the variation between subjects." [Top 10 Things that Make Humans Special] 

That variation among subjects turns out to be quite important. In 2015, Weissing and his colleagues 

published a paper in the journal PNAS in which they allowed people to play a game where they could 

choose to seek out either information about the choices of other players, or information about how 

successful those other players were. People were remarkably consistent about the kind of information 

they sought, the researchers found: Two-thirds always asked for the same kind of information, whether 

they preferred information about choices or success. 

 

Then, the researchers split people into groups based on which information they preferred, with some 

groups comprising only people who liked choice information, some groups made up of only people who 

liked success information, and some mixed. These groups then played games in which cooperation 

benefited everyone, but a selfish strategy could elevate an individual's fortunes while hurting the group. 

People who fixated on the success of their teammates were more likely to behave selfishly in these 

games, the researchers found. This finding shows that this strategy — comparing others' successes and 

failures — prompts people to engage in behaviors focused on their own gain, the researchers said. 

In contrast, people who focus on how the rest of the group is acting, regardless of individual successes, 

might be more prone to working together, the researchers said. 

Both cooperation and selfishness may be important behaviors, meaning that species may be most 

successful if they have some individuals that exhibit each behavior, Weissing told Live Science. In 

follow-up experiments that have not yet been published, he and his colleagues have found that in some 

economic games, mixed groups perform far better than groups made up only of conformists or only of 

those who look out for themselves. [7 Thoughts That Are Bad for You] 

Very fundamental physiological differences between people may be at the root of these different social 

strategies, Weissing said, including differences in hormone levels and organization of the central nervous 

system. However, he agreed that situational factors can subtly push people toward cooperation or 

self-interest. More realistic studies of cooperative and selfish behavior are needed, he said. 

"In real life, cooperation looks very, very different from these very, very simplified lab contexts," Weissing 

said. "And the dominant factor is not really money, but something else. I think that makes quite a 

difference." 
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Our sense of duty drives morality  
 
Peter Singer 1972 [Prof. Bioethics at Princeton] “Famine, Affluence, and Morality” Philosophy and 
Public Affairs, vol. 1, no. 1 Spring 1972 
 
My next point is this: if it is in our power to prevent something bad from happening, without 
thereby sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance, we ought, morally, to do it. By 
"Without sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance" I mean without causing anything 
else comparably bad to happen, or doing something that is wrong in itself, or failing to promote 
some moral good, comparable in significance to the bad thing that we can prevent. This principle 
seems almost as uncontroversial as the last one. It requires us only to prevent what is bad, and to 
promote what is good, and it requires this of us only when we can do it without sacrificing 
anything that is, from the moral point of view, comparably important. I could even, as far as the 
application of my argument to the Bengal emergency is concerned, qualify the point so as to 
make it: if it is in our power to prevent something very bad from happening, without thereby 
sacrificing anything morally significant, we ought, morally, to do it. An application of this principle 
would be as follows: if I am walking past a shallow pond and see a child drowning in it, I ought to 
wade in and pull the child out. This will mean getting my clothes muddy, but this is insignificant, 
while the death of the child would presumably be a very bad thing. The uncontroversial 
appearance of the principle just stated is deceptive. If it were acted upon, even in its qualified 
form, our lives, our society, and our world would be fundamentally changed. For the principle 
takes, firstly, no account of proximity or distance. It makes no moral difference whether the 
person I can help is a neighbor's child ten yards from me or a Bengali whose name I shall never 
know, ten thousand miles away. Secondly, the principle makes no distinction between cases in 
which I am the only person who could possibly do anything and cases in which I am just one 
among millions in the same position. 
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A duty to assist the other drives utility 
 

Peter Singer 1972[Prof. Bioethics at Princeton] “Famine, Affluence, and Morality” Philosophy and 
Public Affairs, vol. 1, no. 1 Spring 1972 
 
A third point raised by the conclusion reached earlier relates to the question of just how much we 
all ought to be giving away. One possibility, which has already been mentioned, is that we ought 
to give until we reach the level of marginal utility - that is, the level at which, by giving more, I 
would cause as much suffering to myself or my dependents as I would relieve by my gift. This 
would mean, of course, that one would reduce oneself to very near the material circumstances of 
a Bengali refugee. It will be recalled that earlier I put forward both a strong and a moderate 
version of the principle of preventing bad occurrences. The strong version, which required us to 
prevent bad things from happening unless in doing so we would be sacrificing something of 
comparable moral significance, does seem to require reducing ourselves to the level of marginal 
utility. I should also say that the strong version seems to me to be the correct one. I proposed the 
more moderate version - that we should prevent bad occurrences unless, to do so, we had to 
sacrifice something morally significant -only in order to show that, even on this surely undeniable 
principle, a great change in our way of life is required. On the more moderate principle, it may not 
follow that we ought to reduce ourselves to the level of marginal utility, for one might hold that to 
reduce oneself and one's family to this level is to cause something significantly bad to happen. 
Whether this is so I shall not discuss, since, as I have said, I can see no good reason for holding 
the moderate version of the principle rather than the strong version. Even if we accepted the 
principle only in its moderate form, however, it should be clear that we would have to give away 
enough to ensure that the consumer society, dependent as it is on people spending on trivia 
rather than giving to famine relief, would slow down and perhaps disappear entirely. There are 
several reasons why this would be desirable in itself. The value and necessity of economic 
growth is now being questioned not only by conservationists, but by economists as well. [5] 
There is no doubt, too, that the consumer society has had a distorting effect on the goals and 
purposes of its members. Yet looking at the matter purely from the point of view of overseas aid, 
there must be a limit to the extent to which we should deliberately slow down our economy; for it 
might be the case that if we gave away, say, 40 percent of our Gross National Product, we would 
slow down the economy so much that in absolute terms we would be giving less than if we gave 
25 percent of the much larger GNP that we would have if we limited our contribution to this 
smaller percentage. 
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The obligation to assist the other is a prerequisite to other concerns of value 
 
Peter Singer 1972 [Professor of Bioethics, Princeton University], “Famine, Affluence, and Morality,” 
Philosophy and Public Affairs, vol. 1, no. 1 (Spring 1972), pp. 229-243 [revised edition] 
 
There may be a greater need to defend the second implication of my principle - that the fact that 
there are millions of other people in the same position, in respect to the Bengali refugees, as I 
am, does not make the situation significantly different from a situation in which I am the only 
person who can prevent something very bad from occurring. Again, of course, I admit that there is 
a psychological difference between the cases; one feels less guilty about doing nothing if one can 
point to others, similarly placed, who have also done nothing. Yet this can make no real 
difference to our moral obligations. [2] Should I consider that I am less obliged to pull the 
drowning child out of the pond if on looking around I see other people, no further away than I am, 
who have also noticed the child but are doing nothing? One has only to ask this question to see 
the absurdity of the view that numbers lessen obligation. It is a view that is an ideal excuse for 
inactivity: unfortunately, most of the major evils - poverty, overpopulation, pollution - are problems 
in which everyone is almost equally involved. 
The view that numbers do make a difference can be made plausible if stated in this way: if 
everyone in circumstances like mine gave ￡5 to the Bengal Relief Fund, there would be enough 
to provide food, shelter, and medical care for the refugees; there is no reason why I should give 
more than anyone else in the same circumstances as I am; therefore, I have no obligation to give 
more than ￡5. Each premise in this argument is true, and the argument looks sound. It may 
convince us, unless we notice that it is based on a hypothetical premise, although the conclusion 
is not stated hypothetically. The argument would be sound if the conclusion were: if everyone in 
circumstances like mine were to give ￡5, I would have no obligation to give more than ￡5. If the 
conclusion was so stated; however, it would be obvious that the argument has no bearing on a 
situation in which it is not the case that everyone else gives ￡5. This, of course, is the actual 
situation. It is more or less certain that not everyone in circumstances like mine will give ￡5. So 
there will not be enough to provide the needed food, shelter, and medical care. Therefore by 
giving more than ￡5 I will prevent more suffering than I would if I gave just ￡5. 
It might be thought that this argument has an absurd consequence. Since the situation appears to 
be that very few people are likely to give substantial amounts, it follows that I and everyone else 
in similar circumstances ought to give as much as possible, that is, at least up to the point at 
which by giving more one would begin to cause serious suffering for oneself and one's 
dependents - perhaps even beyond this point to the point of marginal utility, at which by giving 
more one would cause oneself and one's dependents as much suffering as one would prevent in 
Bengal. If everyone does this, however, there will be more than can be used for the benefit of the 
refugees, and some of the sacrifice will have been unnecessary. Thus, if everyone does what he 
ought to do, the result will not be as good as it would be if everyone did a little less than he ought 
to do, or if only some do all that they ought to do.”  
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The obligation to assist is the driver in society 
 
Peter Singer 1972 [Professor of Bioethics, Princeton University], “Famine, Affluence, and Morality,” 
Philosophy and Public Affairs, vol. 1, no. 1 (Spring 1972), pp. 229-243 [revised edition] 
 
One objection to the position I have taken might be simply that it is too drastic a revision of us 
moral scheme. People do not ordinarily judge in the way I have suggested they should. Most 
people reserve their moral condemnation for those who violate some moral norm, such as the 
norm against taking another person's property. They do not condemn those who indulge in luxury 
instead of giving to famine relief. But given that I did not set out to present a morally neutral 
description of the way people makes moral judgments; the way people do in fact judge has nothing 
to do with the validity of my conclusion. My conclusion follows from the principle which I advanced 
earlier, and unless that principle is rejected, or the arguments are shown to be unsound, I think 
the conclusion must stand, however strange it appears. It might, nevertheless, be interesting to 
consider why our society, and most other societies, do judge differently from the way I have 
suggested they should. In a wellknown article, J. O. Urmson suggests that the imperatives of 
duty, which tell us what we must do, as distinct from what it would be good to do but not wrong 
not to do, function so as to prohibit behavior that is intolerable if men are to live together in 
society. [3] This may explain the origin and continued existence of the present division between 
acts of duty and acts of charity. Moral attitudes are shaped by the needs of society, and no doubt 
society needs people who will observe the rules that make social existence tolerable. From the 
point of view of a particular society, it is essential to prevent violations of norms against killing, 
stealing, and so on. It is quite inessential, however, to help people outside one's own society.  
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The assumption that humans are self-interested guarantees extinction and is 

disproven by recent scientific evidence - the communications revolution enables the 

creation of a cosmopolitan identity 
 

Rifkin 2010 (a senior lecturer at the Wharton School’s Executive Education Program at the University of 

Pennsylvania—the world’s #1 ranked business school, author, an advisor to the European Union since 

2002, the founder and chairperson of the Third Industrial Revolution Global CEO Business Roundtable 

[January 11, 2010, Jeremy Rifkin, “‘The Empathic Civilization’: Rethinking Human Nature in the Biosphere 

Era,” http://www.huffingtonpost.com/jeremy-rifkin/the-empathic-civilization_b_416589.html) 

 

The problem runs deeper than the issue of finding new ways to regulate the market or imposing legally 

binding global greenhouse gas emission reduction targets. The real crisis lies in the set of assumptions 

about human nature that governs the behavior of world leaders--assumptions that were spawned during 

the Enlightenment more than 200 years ago at the dawn of the modern market economy and the 

emergence of the nation state era. The Enlightenment thinkers--John Locke, Adam Smith, Marquis de 

Condorcet et. al.--took umbrage with the Medieval Christian world view that saw human nature as fallen 

and depraved and that looked to salvation in the next world through God’s grace. They preferred to cast 

their lot with the idea that human beings’ essential nature is rational, detached, autonomous, acquisitive 

and utilitarian and argued that individual salvation lies in unlimited material progress here on Earth. The 

Enlightenment notions about human nature were reflected in the newly minted nation-state whose 

raison d’être was to protect private property relations and stimulate market forces as well as act as a 

surrogate of the collective self-interest of the citizenry in the international arena. Like individuals, 

nation-states were considered to be autonomous agents embroiled in a relentless battle with other 

sovereign nations in the pursuit of material gains. It was these very assumptions that provided the 

philosophical underpinnings for a geopolitical frame of reference that accompanied the first and second 

industrial revolutions in the 19th and 20th centuries. These beliefs about human nature came to the fore 

in the aftermath of the global economic meltdown and in the boisterous and acrimonious confrontations 

in the meeting rooms in Copenhagen, with potentially disastrous consequences for the future of 

humanity and the planet. 

If human nature is as the Enlightenment philosophers claimed, then we are likely doomed. It is 

impossible to imagine how we might create a sustainable global economy and restore the biosphere to 

health if each and every one of us is, at the core of our biology, an autonomous agent and a 

self-centered and materialistic being. Recent discoveries in brain science and child development, 

however, are forcing us to rethink these long-held shibboleths about human nature. Biologists and 

cognitive neuroscientists are discovering mirror-neurons--the so-called empathy neurons--that allow 

human beings and other species to feel and experience another’s situation as if it were one’s own. We 

are, it appears, the most social of animals and seek intimate participation and companionship with our 

fellows. 

Social scientists, in turn, are beginning to reexamine human history from an empathic lens and, in the 

process, discovering previously hidden strands of the human narrative which suggests that human 
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evolution is measured not only by the expansion of power over nature, but also by the intensification 

and extension of empathy to more diverse others across broader temporal and spatial domains. The 

growing scientific evidence that we are a fundamentally empathic species has profound and far-reaching 

consequences for society and may well determine our fate as a species. What is required now is nothing 

less than a leap to global empathic consciousness and in less than a generation if we are to resurrect the 

global economy and revitalize the biosphere. The question becomes this: what is the mechanism that 

allows empathic sensitivity to mature and consciousness to expand through history? The pivotal turning 

points in human consciousness occur when new energy regimes converge with new communications 

revolutions, creating new economic eras. The new communications revolutions become the command 

and control mechanisms for structuring, organizing and managing more complex civilizations that the 

new energy regimes make possible. For example, in the early modern age, print communication became 

the means to organize and manage the technologies, organizations, and infrastructure of the coal, 

steam, and rail revolution. It would have been impossible to administer the first industrial revolution 

using script and codex. Communication revolutions not only manage new, more complex energy regimes, 

but also change human consciousness in the process. Forager/hunter societies relied on oral 

communications and their consciousness was mythologically constructed. The great hydraulic 

agricultural civilizations were, for the most part, organized around script communication and steeped in 

theological consciousness. The first industrial revolution of the 19th century was managed by print 

communication and ushered in ideological consciousness. Electronic communication became the 

command and control mechanism for arranging the second industrial revolution in the 20th century and 

spawned psychological consciousness. Each more sophisticated communication revolution brings 

together more diverse people in increasingly more expansive and varied social networks. Oral 

communication has only limited temporal and spatial reach while script, print and electronic 

communications each extend the range and depth of human social interaction. By extending the central 

nervous system of each individual and the society as a whole, communication revolutions provide an 

ever more inclusive playing field for empathy to mature and consciousness to expand. For example, 

during the period of the great hydraulic agricultural civilizations characterized by script and theological 

consciousness, empathic sensitivity broadened from tribal blood ties to associational ties based on 

common religious affiliation. Jews came to empathize with Jews, Christians with Christians, Muslims with 

Muslims, etc. In the first industrial revolution characterized by print and ideological consciousness, 

empathic sensibility extended to national borders, with Americans empathizing with Americans, 

Germans with Germans, Japanese with Japanese and so on. In the second industrial revolution, 

characterized by electronic communication and psychological consciousness, individuals began to 

identify with like-minded others. Today, we are on the cusp of another historic convergence of energy 

and communication--a third industrial revolution--that could extend empathic sensibility to the 

biosphere itself and all of life on Earth. The distributed Internet revolution is coming together with 

distributed renewable energies, making possible a sustainable, post-carbon economy that is both 

globally connected and locally managed. In the 21st century, hundreds of millions--and eventually 

billions--of human beings will transform their buildings into power plants to harvest renewable energies 

on site, store those energies in the form of hydrogen and share electricity, peer-to-peer, across local, 

regional, national and continental inter-grids that act much like the Internet. The open source sharing of 

energy, like open source sharing of information, will give rise to collaborative energy spaces--not unlike 

the collaborative social spaces that currently exist on the Internet. When every family and business 

comes to take responsibility for its own small swath of the biosphere by harnessing renewable energy 
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and sharing it with millions of others on smart power grids that stretch across continents, we become 

intimately interconnected at the most basic level of earthly existence by jointly stewarding the energy 

that bathes the planet and sustains all of life. The new distributed communication revolution not only 

organizes distributed renewable energies, but also changes human consciousness. The information 

communication technologies (ICT) revolution is quickly extending the central nervous system of billions 

of human beings and connecting the human race across time and space, allowing empathy to flourish on 

a global scale, for the first time in history. Whether in fact we will begin to empathize as a species will 

depend on how we use the new distributed communication medium. While distributed communications 

technologies-and soon, distributed renewable energies - are connecting the human race, what is so 

shocking is that no one has offered much of a reason as to why we ought to be connected. We talk 

breathlessly about access and inclusion in a global communications network but speak little of exactly 

why we want to communicate with one another on such a planetary scale. What’s sorely missing is an 

overarching reason that billions of human beings should be increasingly connected. Toward what end? 

The only feeble explanations thus far offered are to share information, be entertained, advance 

commercial exchange and speed the globalization of the economy. All the above, while relevant, 

nonetheless seem insufficient to justify why nearly seven billion human beings should be connected and 

mutually embedded in a globalized society. The idea of even billion individual connections, absent any 

overall unifying purpose, seems a colossal waste of human energy. More important, making global 

connections without any real transcendent purpose risks a narrowing rather than an expanding of 

human consciousness. But what if our distributed global communication networks were put to the task 

of helping us re-participate in deep communion with the common biosphere that sustains all of our 

lives? The biosphere is the narrow band that extends some forty miles from the ocean floor to outer 

space where living creatures and the Earth’s geochemical processes interact to sustain each other. We 

are learning that the biosphere functions like an indivisible organism. It is the continuous symbiotic 

relationships between every living creature and between living creatures and the geochemical processes 

that ensure the survival of the planetary organism and the individual species that live within its 

biospheric envelope. If every human life, the species as a whole, and all other life-forms are entwined 

with one another and with the geochemistry of the planet in a rich and complex choreography that 

sustains life itself, then we are all dependent on and responsible for the health of the whole organism. 

Carrying out that responsibility means living out our individual lives in our neighborhoods and 

communities in ways that promote the general well-being of the larger biosphere within which we dwell. 

The Third Industrial Revolution offers just such an opportunity. If we can harness our empathic sensibility 

to establish a new global ethic that recognizes and acts to harmonize the many relationships that make 

up the life-sustaining forces of the planet, we will have moved beyond the detached, self-interested and 

utilitarian philosophical assumptions that accompanied national markets and nation state governance 

and into a new era of biosphere consciousness. We leave the old world of geopolitics behind and enter 

into a new world of biosphere politics, with new forms of governance emerging to accompany our new 

biosphere awareness. The Third Industrial Revolution and the new era of distributed capitalism allow us 

to sculpt a new approach to globalization, this time emphasizing continentalization from the bottom up. 

Because renewable energies are more or less equally distributed around the world, every region is 

potentially amply endowed with the power it needs to be relatively self-sufficient and sustainable in its 

lifestyle, while at the same time interconnected via smart grids to other regions across countries and 

continents. When every community is locally empowered, both figuratively and literally, it can engage 
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directly in regional, transnational, continental, and limited global trade without the severe restrictions 

that are imposed by the geopolitics that oversee elite fossil fuels and uranium energy distribution. 

Continentalization is already bringing with it a new form of governance. The nation-state, which grew up 

alongside the First and Second Industrial Revolutions and provided the regulatory mechanism for 

managing an energy regime whose reach was the geosphere, is ill suited for a Third Industrial Revolution 

whose domain is the biosphere. Distributed renewable energies generated locally and regionally and 

shared openly--peer to peer--across vast contiguous land masses connected by intelligent utility 

networks and smart logistics and supply chains favor a seamless network of governing institutions that 

span entire continents. The European Union is the first continental governing institution of the Third 

Industrial Revolution era. The EU is already beginning to put in place the infrastructure for a 

European-wide energy regime, along with the codes, regulations, and standards to effectively operate a 

seamless transport, communications, and energy grid that will stretch from the Irish Sea to the 

doorsteps of Russia by midcentury. Asian, African, and Latin American continental political unions are 

also in the making and will likely be the premier governing institutions on their respective continents by 

2050. In this new era of distributed energy, governing institutions will more resemble the workings of the 

ecosystems they manage. Just as habitats function within ecosystems, and ecosystems within the 

biosphere in a web of interrelationships, governing institutions will similarly function in a collaborative 

network of relationships with localities, regions, and nations all embedded within the continent as a 

whole. This new complex political organism operates like the biosphere it attends, synergistically and 

reciprocally. This is biosphere politics. The new biosphere politics transcends traditional right/left 

distinctions so characteristic of the geopolitics of the modern market economy and nation-state era. The 

new divide is generational and contrasts the traditional top-down model of structuring family life, 

education, commerce, and governance with a younger generation whose thinking is more relational and 

distributed, whose nature is more collaborative and cosmopolitan, and whose work and social spaces 

favor open-source commons. For the Internet generation, "quality of life" becomes as important as 

individual opportunity in fashioning a new dream for the 21st century. The transition to biosphere 

consciousness has already begun. All over the world, a younger generation is beginning to realize that 

one’s daily consumption of energy and other resources ultimately affects the lives of every other human 

being and every other creature that inhabits the Earth. The Empathic Civilization is emerging. A younger 

generation is fast extending its empathic embrace beyond religious affiliations and national identification 

to include the whole of humanity and the vast project of life that envelops the Earth. But our rush to 

universal empathic connectivity is running up against a rapidly accelerating entropic juggernaut in the 

form of climate change. Can we reach biosphere consciousness and global empathy in time to avert 

planetary collapse? 
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More individuals worldwide say that morality does not need religion 
 

Janell Fetterolf and Sarah Austin, 4-20-2023, "Many people in U.S., other advanced economies say it’s 

not necessary to believe in God to be moral", Pew Research Center, 

https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2023/04/20/many-people-in-u-s-other-advanced-economies-

say-its-not-necessary-to-believe-in-god-to-be-moral/ 

 

Most Americans say it’s not necessary to believe in God in order to be moral and have good values, 

according to a spring 2022 Pew Research Center survey. About two-thirds of Americans say this, while 

about a third say belief in God is an essential component of morality (65% vs. 34%). 

A chart showing that most Americans say it’s not necessary to believe in God to be moral, but views 

differ by religion. 

However, responses to this question differ dramatically depending on whether Americans see religion as 

important in their lives. Roughly nine-in-ten who say religion is not too or not at all important to them 

believe it is possible to be moral without believing in God, compared with only about half of Americans 

to whom religion is very or somewhat important (92% vs. 51%). Catholics are also more likely than 

Protestants to hold this view (63% vs. 49%), though views vary across Protestant groups. 

There are also divisions along political lines: Democrats and those who lean Democratic are more likely 

than Republicans and Republican leaners to say it is not necessary to believe in God to be moral (71% vs. 

59%). Liberal Democrats are particularly likely to say this (84%), whereas only about half of conservative 

Republicans (53%) say the same. 

In addition, Americans under 50 are somewhat more likely than older adults to say that believing in God 

is not necessary to have good values (71% vs. 59%). Those with a college degree or higher are also more 

likely to believe this than those with a high school education or less (76% vs. 58%). 

A chart showing that Majorities in most countries say belief in God is not necessary to be moral. 

Views of the link between religion and morality differ along similar lines in 16 other countries surveyed. 

Across those countries, a median of about two-in-three adults say that people can be moral without 

believing in God, just slightly higher than the share in the United States. 

Views of religion and morality in other countries 

In European and North American countries, at least six-in-ten respondents believe that it is not 

necessary to believe in God in order to be moral. That includes nine-in-ten Swedes, the highest share of 

any country surveyed. 

In contrast, Israelis are nearly evenly split over whether belief in God is necessary to be moral: 47% say 

such a belief is necessary, while 50% say it is not. 
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On the other end of the scale, roughly one-in-five Malaysians believe that people can be moral without 

believing in God. In every other country surveyed, at least half of people hold this view. 

As in the U.S., differences exist in other countries by religion and demographic factors. For example, 

people who identify as atheist, agnostic or “nothing in particular” are much more likely than the 

religiously affiliated to separate belief in God from morality. 

A chart that shows even among those affiliated with a religion, most say it’s not necessary to believe in 

God to be moral. 

Still, even among people who are religiously affiliated, most do not think it is necessary to believe in God 

to have good values. In most countries surveyed, half or more of people who say they belong to a 

religion also say it is not necessary to believe in God to be moral, including 86% of religiously affiliated 

Swedes and 75% of religiously affiliated Australians. 

Large differences also sometimes appear within countries and religions, as is the case in Israel. Nearly 

eight-in-ten Israeli Muslims say morality is tied to a belief in God, while a majority of Israeli Jews say it is 

not. However, views vary widely among Israeli Jews: Nearly nine-in-ten who are Haredi 

(“ultra-Orthodox”) and Dati (“religious”) – both generally considered Orthodox – say you need to believe 

in God to have good values (86%). But half of Jews who are Masorti (“traditional”) and only 7% of Hiloni 

(“secular,” the largest group) agree. 
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Our good actions drive us to be moral for the feeling of accomplishment 
 

Ryan Pollock, Prof of Philosophy, Penn State, "David Hume: Moral Philosophy", 

https://iep.utm.edu/humemora/ 

 

Hume’s claim is not that virtue is an inherent quality of certain characters or actions, and that when we 

encounter a virtuous character we feel a pleasurable sensation that constitutes evidence of that inherent 

quality. If that were true, then the moral status of some character trait would be inferred from the fact 

that we are experiencing a pleasurable sensation. This would conflict with Hume’s anti-rationalism. 

Hume reiterates this point, stating that spectators “do not infer a character to be virtuous, because it 

pleases: But in feeling that it pleases [they] in effect feel that it is virtuous” (T 3.1.2.3). Because moral 

distinctions are not made through a comparison of ideas, Hume believes it is more accurate to say that 

morality is a matter of feeling rather than judgment (T 3.1.2.1). Since virtue and vice are not inherent 

properties of actions or persons, what constitutes the virtuousness (or viciousness) of some action or 

character must be found within the observer or spectator. When, for example, someone determines that 

some action or character trait is vicious, this just means that your (human) nature is constituted such 

that you respond to that action or character trait with a feeling of disapproval (T 3.1.1.26). One’s ability 

to see the act of murder, not merely as a cause of suffering and misery, but as morally wrong, depends 

upon the emotional capacity to feel a painful sentiment in response to this phenomenon. Thus, Hume 

claims that the quality of “vice entirely escapes you, as long as you consider the object” (T 3.1.1.26). 

Virtue and vice exist, in some sense, through the sentimental reactions that human observers toward 

various “objects.” 
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There are three issues with morality being based in religion 
 

Marc Hauser and Peter Singer 2005, "Morality without Religion", No Publication, 

https://www.qcc.cuny.edu/socialSciences/ppecorino/INTRO_TEXT/Chapter%208%20Ethics/Reading-Mor

ality-without-Religion.htm 

 

Is religion necessary for morality? Many people think it is outrageous, or even blasphemous, to deny that 

morality is of divine origin. Either some divine being crafted our moral sense during the period of 

creation or we picked it up from the teachings of organized religion. Both views see the same endpoint: 

we need religion to curb nature’s vices. Paraphrasing Katherine Hepburn in The African Queen, religion 

allows us to rise above that wicked old mother nature, handing us a moral compass. 

In the United States, where the conservative right argues that we should turn to religion for moral 

insights and inspiration, the gap between government and religion is rapidly diminishing,. Abortion and 

the withdrawal of life-support . as in the case of Terri Schiavo .are increasingly being challenged by the 

view that these acts are strictly against God’s word . thou shalt not kill [note: originally translated as 

"murder"]. And religion has once again begun to make its way back into public-schools, seeking equal 

status alongside a scientific theory of human nature. 

Yet problems abound for the view that morality comes from God. One problem is that we cannot, 

without lapsing into tautology, simultaneously say that God is good, and that he gave us our sense of 

good and bad. For then we are simply saying that God is in accordance with God’s standards. That lacks 

the resonance of "Praise the Lord!" or "Allah is great!" 

A second problem is that there are no moral principles shared by all religious people (disregarding their 

specific religious membership) but no agnostics and atheists. This observation leads to a second: atheists 

and agnostics do not behave less morally than religious believers, even if their virtuous acts are 

mediated by different principles. They often have as strong and sound a sense of right and wrong as 

anyone, including involvement in movements to abolish slavery and contribute to relief efforts 

associated with human suffering. The converse is also true: religion has led people to commit a long 

litany of horrendous crimes, from God’s command to Moses to slaughter the Midianites, men, women, 

boys and non-virginal girls, through the Crusades, the Inquisition, theThirty Years War, innumerable 

conflicts between Sunni and Shiite Moslems, and terrorists who blow themselves up in the confident 

belief that they are going straight to paradise. 

The third difficulty for the view that morality has its origin in religion is that despite the sharp doctrinal 

differences between the world’s major religions, and for that matter cultures like ancient China in which 

religion has been less significant than philosophical outlooks like Confucianism, some elements of 

morality seem to be universal. One view is that a divine creator handed us the universal bits at the 

moment of creation. The alternative, consistent with the facts of biology and geology, is that we have 

evolved, over millions of years, a moral faculty that generates intuitions about right and wrong. For the 

first time, research in the cognitive sciences, building on theoretical arguments emerging from moral 

philosophy, has made it possible to resolve the ancient dispute about the origin and nature of morality. 

91 

 



Consider the following three scenarios. For each, fill in the blank with morally "obligatory", "permissible" 

or "forbidden." 

1. A runaway trolley is about to run over five people walking on the tracks. A railroad worker is standing 

next to a switch that can turn the trolley onto a side track, killing one person, but allowing the five to 

survive. Flipping the switch is ______. 

2. You pass by a small child drowning in a shallow pond, and you are the only one around. If you pick up 

the child, she will survive, and your pants will be ruined. Picking up the child is _______. 

3. Five people have just been rushed into a hospital in critical care, each requiring an organ to survive. 

There is not enough time to request organs from outside the hospital. There is, however, a healthy 

person in the hospital’s waiting room. If the surgeon takes this person’s organs, he will die but the five in 

critical care will survive. Taking the healthy person’s organs is _______. 

 

If you judged case 1 as permissible, case 2 as obligatory, and case 3 as forbidden, then you are like the 

1500 subjects around the world who responded to these dilemmas on our web-based moral sense test 

[http://moral.wjh.edu]. On the view that morality is God’s word, atheists should judge these cases 

differently from people with religious background and beliefs, and when asked to justify their responses, 

should bring forward different explanations. For example, since atheists lack a moral compass, they 

should go with pure self-interest and walk by the drowning baby. Results show something completely 

different. There were no statistically significant differences between subjects with or without religious 

backgrounds, with approximately 90% of subjects saying that it is permissible to flip the switch on the 

boxcar, 97% saying that it is obligatory to rescue the baby, and 97% saying that is forbidden to remove 

the healthy man’s organs. When asked to justify why some cases are permissible and others forbidden, 

subjects are either clueless or offer explanations that cannot account for the differences in play. 

Importantly, those with a religious background are as clueless or incoherent as atheists. 

 

These studies begin to provide empirical support for the idea that like other psychological faculties of the 

mind, including language and mathematics, we are endowed with a moral faculty that guides our 

intuitive judgments of right and wrong, interacting in interesting ways with the local culture. These 

intuitions reflect the outcome of millions of years in which our ancestors have lived as social mammals, 

and are part of our common inheritance, as much as our opposable thumbs are. 

 

These facts are incompatible with the story of divine creation. Our evolved intuitions do not necessarily 

give us the right or consistent answers to moral dilemmas. What was good for our ancestors may not be 

good for human beings as a whole today, let alone for our planet and all the other beings living on it. But 

insights into the changing moral landscape [i.e., animal rights, abortion, euthanasia, international aid] 

have not come from religion, but from careful reflection on humanity and what we consider a life well 

lived. In this respect, it is important for us to be aware of the universal set of moral intuitions so that we 

can reflect on them and, if we choose, act contrary to them. We can do  this without blasphemy, because 
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it is our own nature, not God, that is the source of our species morality. Hopefully, governments that 

equate morality with religion are listening. 
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The constant conflict between differing religious beliefs, the change in beliefs over 

time, and statistical data on charity and human rights shows that religion has no ties 

to morality 
 

Dimitris Xygalatas, Anthropologist at U Conn, "Are Religious People More Moral?", SAPIENS, 

https://www.sapiens.org/culture/religious-people-moral/ 

 

For one thing, the ethical ideals of one religion might seem immoral to members of another. For 

instance, in the 19th century, Mormons considered polygamy a moral imperative, while Catholics saw it 

as a mortal sin. 

Moreover, religious ideals of moral behavior are often limited to group members and might even be 

accompanied by outright hatred against other groups. In 1543, for example, Martin Luther, one of the 

fathers of Protestantism, published a treatise titled “On the Jews and Their Lies,” echoing anti-Semitic 

sentiments that have been common among various religious groups for centuries. 

These examples also reveal that religious morality can and does change with the ebb and flow of the 

surrounding culture. In recent years, several Anglican churches have revised their moral views to allow 

contraception, the ordination of women, and the blessing of same-sex unions. 

Discrepancy between beliefs and behavior 

In any case, religiosity is only loosely related to theology. That is, the beliefs and behaviors of religious 

people are not always in accordance with official religious doctrines. Instead, popular religiosity tends to 

be much more practical and intuitive. This is what religious studies scholars call “theological 

incorrectness.” 

Religious people's beliefs and actions often differ from the doctrines and teachings of their religion. 

Religious people’s beliefs and actions often differ from the doctrines and teachings of their religion. 

Buddhism, for example, may officially be a religion without gods, but most Buddhists still treat Buddha as 

a deity. Similarly, the Catholic Church vehemently opposes birth control, but the vast majority of 

Catholics practice it anyway. In fact, theological incorrectness is the norm rather than the exception 

among believers. 

For this reason, sociologist Mark Chaves called the idea that people behave in accordance with religious 

beliefs and commandments the “religious congruence fallacy.” 

This discrepancy among beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors is a much broader phenomenon. After all, 

communism is an egalitarian ideology, but communists do not behave any less selfishly. 

So what is the actual evidence on the relationship between religion and morality? 

Do people practice what they preach? 

Social scientific research on the topic offers some intriguing results. 
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When researchers ask people to report on their own behaviors and attitudes, religious individuals claim 

to be more altruistic, compassionate, honest, civic, and charitable than nonreligious ones. Even among 

twins, more religious siblings describe themselves are being more generous. 

But when we look at actual behavior, these differences are nowhere to be found. 

Researchers have now looked at multiple aspects of moral conduct, from charitable giving and cheating 

on exams to helping strangers in need and cooperating with anonymous others. 

In a classical experiment known as the “good Samaritan study,” researchers monitored who would stop 

to help an injured person lying in an alley. They found that religiosity played no role in helping behavior, 

even when participants were on their way to deliver a talk on the parable of the good Samaritan. 

 

This finding has now been confirmed in numerous laboratory and field studies. Overall, the results are 

clear: No matter how we define morality, religious people do not behave more morally than atheists, 

although they often say (and likely believe) that they do. 

When and where religion has an impact 

On the other hand, religious reminders do have a documented effect on moral behavior. 

Studies conducted among American Christians, for example, have found that participants donated more 

money to charity and even watched less porn on Sundays. However, they compensated on both accounts 

during the rest of the week. As a result, there were no differences between religious and nonreligious 

participants on average. 

Likewise, a study conducted in Morocco found that whenever the Islamic call to prayer was publicly 

audible, locals contributed more money to charity. However, these effects were short-lived: Donations 

increased only within a few minutes of each call and then dropped again. 
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Sample Affirmative Case 
 

The ancient Greek philosopher Socrates once asked a question that has echoed through the ages: “Is 

something good because the gods command it, or do the gods command it because it is good?” This is 

the very heart of today’s debate. I stand in firm affirmation of the resolution: “Religious belief is a 

prerequisite for morality.” I believe that while individuals may perform good acts without religious faith, 

a robust, universal, and defensible system of morality, a true prerequisite for a just society, is impossible 

to establish without the foundation of religious belief. My case will be based on three central points: 

first, that religious frameworks provide a foundation for objective moral truths; second, that religious 

community and practice reinforce moral behavior; and third, that a belief in a higher power provides a 

powerful moral incentive and ultimate justification. 

 

Contention 1: Religious frameworks provide a foundation for objective moral truths. 

My first point is that for morality to be more than just a matter of personal opinion, it must be grounded 

in an objective, external reality. Religious beliefs provide this necessary foundation. When we look at 

many of the world’s major religions, from Judaism and Christianity to Islam and Hinduism, we find 

foundational texts and divine commands that establish a set of universal, non-negotiable moral 

principles. These are not suggestions; they are timeless truths. 

Philosophers refer to this concept as “Divine Command Theory,” the idea that a moral action is one that 

God commands. Think of the Ten Commandments. “Thou shalt not steal.” “Thou shalt not kill.” These are 

not cultural conventions that can be changed on a whim. They are presented as moral laws from a 

transcendent source. The Christian theologian C.S. Lewis, in his work Mere Christianity, makes a 
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compelling case for this. He argues that if a supernatural, objective standard of right and wrong does not 

exist, then our preferences for one moral standard over another are as arbitrary and indefensible as 

preferring a certain flavor of food. Without a divine, unchanging reference point, morality devolves into a 

subjective game of opinion. As a result, religious belief is necessary to provide an “infinite reference 

point which is absolutely good” (Rhodes, 2012), giving us a basis for a moral code that applies to all 

people, always. While individuals may act ethically without religious belief, these frameworks provide 

the structural basis for a coherent, consistent, and universally applicable system of morality, which is a 

prerequisite for large-scale social order and justice. 

 

Contention 2: Religious community and practice reinforce moral behavior. 

My second contention is that morality is not just about abstract principles; it’s about real-world action. 

Religious belief is a prerequisite for a system of morality that reinforces moral behavior and fosters 

pro-social action. 

Sociological research consistently demonstrates a strong link between religious participation and positive 

social outcomes. For many, a place of worship, whether a church, mosque, or synagogue, is the primary 

place they engage in community service, charitable giving, and volunteer work. A 2017 study published 

in the Journal of Religion and Health explored this relationship, finding that religious attendance is a 

powerful predictor of prosocial behaviors, such as donating blood, giving to charity, and volunteering 

(Norenzayan and Shariff, 2008). This is because religious communities are what sociologists call a 

“high-commitment group.” They provide a system of social accountability and peer reinforcement that 

encourages members to live up to a shared moral code. When you are a member of a community that 

values charity, kindness, and generosity, you are more likely to exhibit those behaviors yourself. This is 

not simply a coincidence; it is a direct result of the social framework that religious belief creates, making 
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religious community a vital component of a moral society. While secular groups can and do foster similar 

behaviors, religious communities historically provide a stable, organized, and wide-reaching mechanism 

to embed moral practices in society. This systemic reinforcement is a prerequisite for maintaining moral 

norms consistently at the community level. 

 

Contention 3: A belief in a higher power provides a moral incentive and ultimate justification. 

Finally, a truly moral individual will do the right thing even when no one is watching. My third and final 

point is that religious belief provides this essential moral incentive. The concept of divine judgment, 

eternal reward, or cosmic karma acts as an ultimate arbiter of right and wrong. 

A recent study published by Cambridge University Press in 2023 explored this idea, finding that 

individuals who believe that morality is rooted in “inviolable divine commands” are more likely to make 

moral judgments that are not based on situational outcomes (Piazza, et al., 2023). This is known as 

deontological ethics, or a rule-based approach to morality. In other words, religious belief helps people 

act morally because it removes the temptation to do the wrong thing when it's convenient. When you 

believe your actions are being judged by an omniscient power, there is no escape. The belief in a divine 

judge provides a psychological and spiritual motivation to do good, not for applause, not for social 

acceptance, but because it is the right thing to do. As the Catholic Encyclopedia puts it, the doctrine of 

divine judgment, which has been prevalent across many pre-Christian and Christian civilizations, serves 

as a “forensic judgment” that ultimately rectifies the contrast between a person’s conduct and their 

fortune, providing a final and certain justice. This belief is the ultimate safeguard against moral relativism 

and selfish behavior. Religious belief provides a built-in system of ultimate accountability, reinforcing 

behaviors that uphold moral standards at both personal and societal levels. 
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In conclusion, I urge you to vote aff. Religious belief is a prerequisite for morality in the sense that it 

provides the philosophical foundation, systemic reinforcement, and ultimate justification necessary for a 

coherent and consistent moral framework. It ensures that morality is not only aspirational but 

sustainable and applicable across society. While individuals can act morally without religious belief, the 

structures and incentives that make morality universally and reliably effective have historically depended 

on religious systems, making religious belief a prerequisite for morality. For these reasons, we stand in 

firm affirmation of the resolution. Thank you. 
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Sample Negative Case 
 

“A man’s (sic) ethical behavior should be based effectually on sympathy, education, and social ties; no 

religious basis is necessary. Man (sic) would indeed be in a poor way if he had to be restrained by fear of 

punishment and hope of reward after death.” This timeless observation from Albert Einstein perfectly 

encapsulates our stance today. I stand in firm opposition to the resolution. To suggest that religious 

belief is required for moral behavior is to deny the ethical capacity of billions of people throughout 

history and today who do not subscribe to a particular faith. It also ignores the deep philosophical and 

scientific foundations of morality that exist entirely outside of religious doctrine. Our case will prove that 

morality is not dependent on religion. We will argue, first, that morality has an evolutionary and social 

basis; second, that the philosophical dilemma of Divine Command Theory renders it an insufficient 

foundation for morality; and third, that secular ethical frameworks are both robust and sufficient. 

 

Contention 1: Morality is a product of evolution and social cooperation, not divine command. 

My first point is that the origins of human morality can be traced not to a divine decree, but to the 

natural process of evolution and the human need for social cooperation. The instinct to care for one 

another and to build a fair society is deeply ingrained in our biology. Primatologists like Frans de Waal 

have spent decades studying our closest relatives and have observed a sophisticated sense of empathy, 

fairness, and reciprocal altruism in chimpanzees and other primates. This research demonstrates that the 

building blocks of morality predate organized religion by millions of years. 

Furthermore, sociology and anthropology confirm that moral systems are a natural outcome of human 

social living. As societies grew in complexity, they developed rules to ensure stability and cooperation. 
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The desire for social harmony and the avoidance of conflict are powerful motivators for prosocial 

behavior. In his book The Moral Landscape, Sam Harris argues that the goal of morality is to maximize 

well-being for conscious creatures. This is a framework that does not require religious belief but instead 

relies on empirical evidence and reason. Therefore, morality is not a top-down mandate from a divine 

source, but a bottom-up system that evolved to ensure the survival and flourishing of the human 

species. 

 

Contention 2: The Euthyphro Dilemma demonstrates the insufficiency of Divine Command Theory. 

My opponent may argue that religion provides an objective moral code, but this argument crumbles 

when faced with a timeless philosophical problem: the Euthyphro Dilemma. This problem, first raised by 

Plato in the dialogue Euthyphro, asks whether something is morally good because a god commands it, or 

if a god commands it because it is morally good. 

This presents a devastating challenge to the affirmative’s case. If something is good because a god 

commands it, then morality is arbitrary. Lying, stealing, or murder could be considered “good” if a deity 

decided to command it. This makes morality subjective and indefensible, based on the whims of a 

powerful being rather than on any inherent principle. On the other hand, if a god commands something 

because it is good, then morality must exist independently of the god. The “good” is a separate, 

objective standard that the deity is simply acknowledging. In this case, the moral standard is not 

provided by religion, but simply recognized by it. Either way, religious belief is not a prerequisite for 

morality. Morality is either arbitrary and unreliable, or it exists on its own, making religion unnecessary. 
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Contention 3: Secular ethical frameworks are robust and sufficient. 

Throughout history, philosophers have developed comprehensive systems for moral reasoning that do 

not require any appeal to supernatural authority. Two key examples are utilitarianism and Kantian 

deontology. 

Utilitarianism, as advanced by thinkers like John Stuart Mill, proposes that the most moral action is the 

one that produces the greatest good for the greatest number of people. It is a system based on 

consequences and the reduction of suffering, making it inherently compassionate and focused on human 

well-being. Kantian deontology, from Immanuel Kant, argues that morality is based on universal duties 

and rules. Kant’s “Categorical Imperative” states that you should “act only according to that maxim 

whereby you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law.” This provides a powerful, 

rational basis for moral action that is not dependent on a specific deity. Studies have shown that 

non-religious people are often driven by these very principles, valuing fairness, social justice, and the 

well-being of others (Piazza, et al., 2023). These frameworks prove that we do not need religious belief 

to create a moral and just society; we only need reason and empathy. 

 

Today, I have shown that morality is not a divine gift, but a natural, evolved component of human 

existence. The Euthyphro Dilemma demonstrates the fatal flaw in the idea of a divinely commanded 

morality, showing it to be either arbitrary or redundant. And finally, we have provided robust secular 

frameworks that prove morality can be effectively and compassionately practiced without religious 

belief. For these reasons, we stand in firm opposition to the resolution. Thank you. 

 

103 

 



 

104 

 



Citations 
 

De Waal, F. (2014). The Bonobo and the Atheist: In Search of Humanism Among the Primates. W. W. 

Norton and Company. 

 

Harris, S. (2010). The Moral Landscape: How Science Can Determine Human Values. Free Press. 

 

Kant, I. (1785). Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals. Cambridge University Press. 

 

Mill, J.S. (1863). Utilitarianism. Dover Publications. 

 

Norenzayan, A., and Shariff, A.F. (2008). “The Origin and Evolution of Religious Prosociality.” Science, 

322(5898), 58–62. 

 

Piazza, J., Landy, J.F., and Goodwin, G.P. (2023). “Lean not on your own understanding: Belief that 

morality is founded on divine authority and non-utilitarian moral judgments.” Judgment and Decision 

Making, 18, 1–25. 

 

Plato. (2002). Five Dialogues: Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, Meno, Phaedo. Hackett Publishing Company. 

 

105 

 



Classroom Resources 
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Common Core Standards for the Big Questions Unit 
 

Topic Research 
 

W.9-10.8 and W.11-12.8: Gather relevant information from multiple authoritative print and digital 

sources, using advanced searches effectively; assess the usefulness of each source in answering the 

research question. 

 

SL. 9-10.5 and SL.11-12.5: Make strategic use of digital media (i.e., textual, graphical, audio, visual, and 

interactive elements) in presentations to enhance understanding of findings, reasoning, and evidence 

and to add interest. 

 

RI.9-10.2 and RI.11-12.2: Determine a central idea of a text and analyze its development over the course 

of the text, including how it emerges and is shaped and refined by specific details. Provide an objective 

summary of the text. This standard applies to the analysis of both primary and secondary sources. 

 

RH.9-10.8 and RH.11-12.8: Assess the extent to which the reasoning and evidence in a text support the 

author’s claim. 

 

Case Writing 
 

W.9-10.1 and W.11-12.1: Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts, 

using valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence. 

 

RI.9-10.1 and RI.11-12.1: Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text 

says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text. 

 

RI.9-10.8 and RI.11-12.8: Delineate and evaluate the argument and specific claims in a text, assessing 

whether the reasoning is valid, and the evidence is relevant and sufficient. 

 

RH.9-10.8 and RH.11-12.8: Assess the extent to which the reasoning and evidence in a text support the 

author’s claim. 
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Researching 

 

RI.9-10.2 and RI.11-12.2: Determine a central idea of a text and analyze its development over the course 

of the text, including how it emerges and is shaped and refined by specific details. 

 

RH.9-10.1 and RH.11-12.1: Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary 

sources, connecting insights gained from specific details to an understanding of the text as a whole. 

 

W.9-10.8 and W.11-12.8: Gather relevant information from multiple authoritative print and digital 

sources, using advanced searches effectively; assess the usefulness of each source in answering the 

research question. 

 

Flowing/Student Judging 
 

SL.9-10.3 and SL.11-12.3: Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of evidence and rhetoric, 

identifying any fallacious reasoning or exaggerated or distorted evidence. 

 

SL.9-10.1 and SL.11-12.1: Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative discussions 

(one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse partners on grades 9-10 and 11-12 topics, texts, 

and issues, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively. 

 

SL.9-10.4 and SL.11-12.4: Present information, findings, and supporting evidence clearly, concisely, and 

logically such that listeners can follow the line of reasoning. 

 

General Public Speaking 
 

SL.9-10.6 and SL.11-12.6: Adapt speech to a variety of contexts and tasks, demonstrating command of 

formal English when indicated or appropriate. 
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Practice Rounds 
 

SL.9-10.4 and SL.11-12.4: Present information, findings, and supporting evidence clearly, concisely, and 

logically such that listeners can follow the line of reasoning. 

 

RI.9-10.8 and RI.11-12.8: Delineate and evaluate the argument and specific claims in a text, assessing 

whether the reasoning is valid, and the evidence is relevant and sufficient. 

 

W.9-10.7 and W.11-12.7: Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects to answer a question 

(including a self-generated question) or solve a problem. 

 

SL.9-10.1 and SL.11-12.1: Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative discussions 

(one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse partners on grades 9-10 and 11-12 topics, texts, 

and issues, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively. 
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Worksheet: Ethics in Action 
 

Instructions:  

1. Go to the website https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/tests/personality/values-profile and 

complete the test. There is no right or wrong answer. They are designed to get you thinking about where 

your moral compass is set. 

2. After completing the test, go to https://www.idrlabs.com/moral-alignment/test.php and complete the 

test. Again, there are no right or wrong answers.  

3. Please write down the result from both tests. 

4. Complete the following reflection questionnaire. Again, there are no wrong answers.  

5. As a group, your instructor will debrief the class on the questions in the test and in the end results.  

6. Next, following the instructions of your instructor, please complete the following scenarios. Your 

instructor will guide you through this process.  

7. Be ready to discuss your answers in class.  

 

Post Test Reflection 

 

1. During the online test, what questions did you have the hardest time answering? Why? 

 

 

2. During the online test, what questions did you find the easiest to answer? Why? 

 

 

3. What guided your decisions?  

 

 

4. Where did this decision-making ability come from? 

 

 

5. How do you use this decision-making ability in your daily life? 
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Scenario 1: Stranded Astronauts 

A small group of astronauts are stranded on a newly discovered, uninhabited planet. They 

find resources are incredibly scarce. One of their members is severely injured and will require 

a disproportionate share of the remaining supplies, jeopardizing the survival of the others. 

What should they do? 

 

 

Initial Decision and Justification 

 

What did you decide the astronauts should do regarding the injured member? Why?  

 

 

What was the most important factor you considered when making your decision? 

 

 

 

Source of Moral Authority 

 

If there are no established laws or religious texts, where did you draw your moral guidance from in this 

situation? 

 

 

Ethical Frameworks 

 

Did your decision lean more towards an outcome-based ethic (i.e., what produces the most survivors) or 

a duty-based ethic (i.e., a universal obligation to protect life, regardless of outcome)? 

 

How does this scenario challenge the idea that morality requires an external, divine authority? 
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Scenario 2: The Found Wallet 

You are walking down the street, and you find a wallet full of cash. There's no one around and 

no way to identify the owner. What should they do and why? 

 

 

Initial Decision and Justification 

 

What did you decide the person should do with the wallet? Why?  

 

 

What was your primary motivation for that choice?  

 

 

Moral Intuition vs. External Rules 

 

In a society without religious rules about stealing or honesty, how do you think people would develop a 

sense of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ regarding property? What would be the basis for it? 

 

 

Would the absence of religious punishment (like divine retribution) make it ‘easier’ or ‘harder’ for people 

to choose the ‘moral’ action in this situation? Why? 

 

 

Societal Impact 

 

Is there a societal norm that we are supposed to use in this situation? Why is this a societal norm? 
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Scenario 3: The Cure Requiring Sacrifice 

A highly infectious, incurable disease breaks out. A scientist discovers a cure, but it requires 

sacrificing the life of one healthy individual to create enough antidote for 100 others. There's 

no religious dogma on this specific situation. What moral choice should the scientist make? 

 

 

The Hard Choice and Reasoning 

 

What moral choice did you decide the scientist should make? Was this an easy or difficult decision for 

you personally? Why? 

 

 

What fundamental moral principle did you prioritize when making your decision? 

 

 

The Role of Conscience 

 

With so many religious beliefs, how do we determine which one the scientist should use? 

 

What if the scientist is not religious? Will this change their decision? 

 

 

Moral Absolutes vs. Relativism 

 

Does this scenario suggest that some moral principles are ‘absolute’ (something is always wrong or right) 

or that morality can be ‘relative’ (changes based on the situations) to the situation and consequences? 

 

How does the concept of ‘human dignity’ play into your decision, regardless of religious belief? 
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Activity: Shared Moral Values 
 

Objective: Students will collaboratively design a “moral compass” (a set of guiding principles) for a 

hypothetical society, then justify their choices by identifying potential religious and/or secular origins for 

each principle. 

Common Core Standards: 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.9-10.2 / RI.11-12.2: Determine a central idea of a text and analyze its 

development over the course of the text, including how it emerges and is shaped by specific 

details; provide an objective summary of the text. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.9-10.6 / RI.11-12.6: Determine an author's point of view or purpose in a 

text and analyze how an author uses rhetoric to advance that point of view or purpose. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.1 / SL.11-12.1: Initiate and participate effectively in a range of 

collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse partners on 

grades 9-10/11-12 topics, texts, and issues, building on others' ideas and expressing their own 

clearly and persuasively. 

Materials: 

●​ Large sheets of butcher paper or poster board 

●​ Markers or colored pencils 

●​ Index cards or sticky notes 

●​ The value handout: This has various ethical values and common moral principles from different 

religious traditions (i.e., the Golden Rule, the Ten Commandments, the Five Precepts of 

Buddhism, secular human rights documents – ensure these are presented as examples for study, 

not endorsement). 

Time Allotment: 45-60 minutes (can be extended with deeper research) 

Procedure: 

1.​ Introduction (5-10 minutes): 

o​ Review Ground Rules: Reiterate the rules for respectful discussion, neutrality, and 

academic focus. Emphasize that this is about understanding different moral frameworks, 

not judging personal beliefs. 

o​ Define “Moral Compass”: Explain that a moral compass is a set of principles that guides 

an individual or a society in making ethical decisions and determining right from wrong. 

o​ The Hypothetical Scenario: “Imagine you are designing a brand new, ideal society from 

scratch. You have the task of creating the fundamental moral rules – the ‘moral compass’ 
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– that everyone in this society will ideally follow to ensure peace, justice, and well-being. 

These rules shouldn't be about specific laws, but about underlying principles.” 

2.​ Brainstorming Moral Principles (15-20 minutes, small groups): 

o​ Divide the class into small groups (3-4 students per group). 

o​ Give each group a large sheet of paper and markers. 

o​ Task: “As a group, brainstorm at least 5-7 core moral principles that you believe are 

essential for your ideal society to thrive. Think broadly – what would make people treat 

each other well? What would ensure fairness? What would create a good quality of life 

for everyone?” 

o​ Encourage them to think beyond just “don't steal” to principles like “compassion,” 

“respect for autonomy,” “honesty,” “justice,” “environmental stewardship,” 

“forgiveness,” “personal responsibility,” etc. 

o​ Have them write each principle clearly on their poster. 

3.​ Justification and Origin (15-20 minutes, small groups): 

o​ Task: “Now, for each moral principle you've listed, discuss why it's important and, more 

importantly, where such a principle might originate from. Does it seem to come from a 

religious teaching, a secular ethical idea, or potentially both?” 

o​ For each principle, have them write brief notes or use sticky notes next to it, categorizing 

and explaining its potential origin. 

▪​ Examples: 

▪​ Principle: “Treat others as you wish to be treated.” 

▪​ Origin: “Often found in religious texts (Golden Rule), but also 

makes practical, secular sense for a harmonious society 

(reciprocity, empathy).” 

▪​ Principle: “Protect the vulnerable.” 

▪​ Origin: “Many religious traditions emphasize care for the 

poor/weak; also, a secular humanistic principle based on 

empathy and social justice.” 

▪​ Principle: “Respect for individual freedom.” 

▪​ Origin: “Core of many modern secular democracies; can also be 

interpreted through certain religious concepts of free will.” 

115 

 



 

▪​ Principle: “Truthfulness/Honesty.” 

▪​ Origin: “Explicitly commanded in many religions (i.e., Ten 

Commandments); also essential for trust and functionality in 

any society.” 

o​ Circulate among groups, providing prompts and clarifying questions. Remind them to 

think broadly about sources of morality. 

4.​ Group Presentations and Discussion (10-15 minutes, whole class): 

o​ Each group briefly presents their “Moral Compass” poster, explaining their chosen 

principles and their proposed origins. 

o​ Facilitated Discussion Questions: 

▪​ “Are there any principles that appeared on multiple groups’ posters? What 

might that suggest about their universality?” 

▪​ “Were there any principles that your group identified as solely religious in origin, 

or solely secular? Can another group offer a counterargument for a different 

origin?” 

▪​ “Did any principles seem impossible to justify without either a religious or a 

secular basis?” 

▪​ “What was challenging about assigning origins to these principles? Did you find 

that many could have both religious and secular justifications?” 

▪​ “Does this activity suggest that people from different backgrounds (religious, 

non-religious) might still agree on many cores moral principles, even if they 

justify them differently?” 

▪​ “How does this exercise help us understand the complex relationship between 

morality and religion in society?” 
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Core Values and Ethical Principles 
 

Use this list as a guide for the Shared Moral Values activity. It is not the final list. If there is a value or rule 

that you follow, please write it down. This is only a starting point and a guide to help your group get 

started. 

 

●​ Treat others as you would want to be treated (The Golden Rule): This foundational principle 

encourages empathy and reciprocal respect. It's about putting yourself in someone else's shoes 

before you act. 

●​ Be honest/Tell the truth: Integrity and trustworthiness are crucial for building strong 

relationships and a functioning society. It's about being truthful in your words and actions. 

●​ Share/Be generous: This teaches the importance of not being selfish, contributing to the 

well-being of others, and understanding that resources can be distributed. 

●​ Be kind/Show compassion: Demonstrating empathy, caring for others, and responding to their 

suffering with warmth and concern. 

●​ Respect others and their property: Valuing individuals for who they are, regardless of 

differences, and recognizing boundaries around personal belongings and space. 

●​ Take responsibility for your actions: Owning up to your choices, both good and bad, and 

understanding the consequences they have. 

●​ Be fair/Play by the rules: Ensuring equitable treatment, upholding established guidelines, and 

making decisions that are just and unbiased. 

●​ Forgive others: Letting go of resentment or anger when someone has wronged you, allowing for 

reconciliation and healing. 

●​ Don't steal: Respecting others' ownership and the idea that property is earned or rightfully 

belongs to someone else. 

●​ Don't lie: Avoiding falsehoods or deception, which erodes trust and can cause harm. 

●​ Clean up your messes: Taking accountability for disorder or problems you create, whether 

physical or metaphorical. 

●​ Be polite/Use manners: Employing courteous language and behavior (i.e., "please," "thank you," 

"excuse me") to show consideration for others. 

●​ Be patient: Cultivating the ability to wait calmly or endure difficulties without frustration. 

●​ Help those in need: Extending assistance to individuals who are struggling or vulnerable, 

demonstrating altruism and community spirit. 
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●​ Work hard: Understanding the value of effort, dedication, and diligence in achieving goals and 

contributing to society. 

●​ Keep your promises/Be dependable: Upholding commitments and being reliable so that others 

can count on you. 

●​ Be grateful/Show appreciation: Recognizing and valuing the good things in your life and the 

efforts of others. 

●​ Listen actively: Paying full attention to what others are saying, both verbally and non-verbally, to 

understand their perspective. 

●​ Control your temper/Manage emotions: Learning to regulate strong feelings like anger, 

frustration, or sadness in constructive ways. 

●​ Respect authority: Acknowledging and adhering to the legitimate guidance of parents, teachers, 

law enforcement, and other figures in positions of responsibility. 

●​ Protect the environment: Understanding the importance of caring for the natural world and 

ensuring its sustainability for future generations. 

●​ Don't cheat: Upholding academic and personal integrity by engaging honestly in tasks and 

competitions. 

●​ Think before you act: Considering the potential consequences of your words and actions before 

you make them. 
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Activity: The Trolley Problem. Utility vs. Duty 
 

Objective: Students will understand the core differences between Consequentialism (specifically 

Utilitarianism) and Deontology by applying both frameworks to a dilemma and articulating the reasoning 

behind each. 

Common Core Standards: 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.9-10.8 / RI.11-12.8: Delineate and evaluate the argument and specific 

claims in a text, assessing whether the reasoning is valid, and the evidence is relevant and 

sufficient; identify false statements and fallacious reasoning. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.9-10.2 / W.11-12.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine and 

convey complex ideas, concepts, and information clearly and accurately through the effective 

selection, organization, and analysis of content. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.1 / SL.11-12.1: Initiate and participate effectively in a range of 

collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse partners on 

grades 9-10/11-12 topics, texts, and issues, building on others' ideas and expressing their own 

clearly and persuasively. 

Materials: 

●​ Worksheet: “Two Ways to Decide: Utility vs. Duty” (provided below) 

●​ Pens/pencils 

●​ Optional: Whiteboard or projector for drawing the trolley problem or for group sharing. 

Time Allotment: 40-50 minutes 

Procedure: 

1.​ Introduction to Utility and Deontology (10-15 minutes): 

o​ Review Ground Rules: Emphasize respectful discussion and focusing on the ideas of the 

ethical systems. 

o​ Introduce Two Core Ideas: 

▪​ Utility / Utilitarianism (The “Good Results” Rule): 

▪​ Simplified Explanation: “This way of thinking says the right action is the 

one that produces the best (like happiness, safety, or well-being) and the 

least harm for the greatest number of people involved. It’s all about 

maximizing the positive consequences.” 
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▪​ Key Question: “What action creates the greatest good for the greatest 

number?” 

▪​ Analogy: Think of a calculator trying to get the highest score or the best 

overall outcome. 

▪​ Deontology (The “Duty and Rules” Rule): 

▪​ Simplified Explanation: “This way of thinking says that certain actions 

are inherently right or wrong, no matter what the consequences are. It’s 

about following universal moral duties or unbreakable rules. For 

example, ‘It’s always wrong to lie,’ or ‘You should never intentionally 

harm an innocent person.’” 

▪​ Key Question: “What is my duty here? What is the universal rule I must 

follow, even if the outcome isn’t ideal?” 

▪​ Analogy: Think of a strict rulebook you must always follow. 

o​ Crucial Point: Emphasize that these two systems can sometimes lead to different 

conclusions about what the "right" thing to do is. 

2.​ Individual Worksheet Completion (15-20 minutes): 

o​ Distribute the” Utility vs. Duty” worksheet. 

o​ Explain that students will read a classic ethical dilemma (a simplified “trolley problem” 

variant) and then, for each ethical system, describe what action might be taken and why, 

applying only that system's logic. 

o​ Encourage individual thought before group discussion. 

3.​ Small Group Discussion (10-15 minutes): 

o​ Divide students into small groups (3-4 students). 

o​ Task: “Share your answers for each section. Did you come up with similar or different 

ideas for each system? Discuss which way of thinking felt more difficult or easier to 

apply, and why.” 

o​ Circulate among groups, listening, clarifying, and prompting deeper thought. “Why is it 

hard to stick to the ‘rules’ in this situation?” or “What’s uncomfortable about the 

‘greatest good' here?” 

4.​ Whole Class Debrief and Discussion (10-15 minutes): 

o​ Bring the class back together. 
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o​ For each ethical system: 

▪​ “What did groups suggest should be done if applying Utilitarianism? What was 

the reasoning?” (Focus on consequences: saving more lives). 

▪​ “What did groups suggest should be done if applying Deontology? What was the 

reasoning?” (Focus on duty/rules: not directly causing harm, no killing). 

▪​ “What are the main differences between the actions suggested by each system 

in this scenario?” 

o​ Discussion Questions: 

▪​ “Which system's recommendation felt ‘more right’ to you personally in this 

specific scenario? Why?” 

▪​ “What are the strengths of using Utilitarianism to make moral decisions?” (i.e., 

focuses on positive outcomes, considers everyone). 

▪​ “What are the weaknesses or potential problems with Utilitarianism?” (i.e., 

might require sacrificing an individual, hard to predict all consequences). 

▪​ “What are the strengths of using Deontology to make moral decisions?” (i.e., 

clear rules, protects individual rights, actions are intrinsically good/bad). 

▪​ “What are the weaknesses or potential problems with Deontology?” (i.e., can be 

rigid, might lead to worse outcomes, what if duties conflict?). 

▪​ “Do you think real-life moral dilemmas are usually clear-cut, or are they a mix of 

these ideas?” 

▪​ “How might understanding these two ways of thinking help us understand why 

people have different opinions on complex moral issues in the world?” 
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Worksheet for: The Trolley Problem. Utility vs. Duty 
 

Introduction: When we face difficult choices, especially ones where people's well-being is at stake, we 

can think about them in different ways. Today, we'll explore two important ways philosophers guide 

moral decisions: 

●​ Utility / Utilitarianism (The “Good Results” Rule): This way says the best action is the one that 

creates the most good (like happiness or safety) and the least harm for the greatest number of 

people. It focuses on the consequences of an action. 

o​ Question to ask: “What choice will bring about the best overall outcome for the most 

people?” 

●​ Deontology (The “Duty” Rule): This way says certain actions are always right or always wrong, 

no matter the outcome. It's about following universal duties or clear rules, like “Don’t lie” or 

“Don't kill innocent people.” 

o​ Question to ask: "What is my moral duty here? What is the universal rule I must follow?" 
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The Scenario: The Runaway Train 
 

Imagine you are standing next to a train track. You see a runaway train barreling down the tracks. Ahead, 

on the main track, there are five people tied up and unable to move. They will certainly be hit and killed 

by the train. 

You are standing next to a lever. If you pull the lever, the train will switch to a different sidetrack. 

However, on that sidetrack, there is one person tied up and unable to move. If you pull the lever, that 

one person will be hit and killed instead of the five. 

You have only a few seconds to decide. 

 

 

Now, let's think about what you might do, using each ethical "lens": 

1. Using the “Good Results” Rule (Utility / Utilitarianism): 

●​ Remember: This rule focuses on creating the greatest good for the greatest number. 

●​ What action would you take if you were thinking only about Utilitarianism? (Pull the lever OR 

do nothing?) 

 

 

 

 

 

●​ Why would a Utilitarian choose this action? Explain your reasoning based on maximizing good 

outcomes. 

 

 

 

 

2. Using the “Duty and Rules” Rule (Deontology): 

●​ Remember: This rule focuses on following universal duties and rules, even if the outcome isn't 

ideal. One common deontological rule is “Do not intentionally cause harm to an innocent 

person.” 
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●​ What action would you take if you were thinking only about Deontology? (Pull the lever OR do 

nothing?) 

 

 

 

●​ Why would a Deontologist choose this action? Explain your reasoning based on duties or 

universal rules. 

 

 

 

 

Reflection Questions: 

1.​ Did the two ethical systems lead you to the same decision, or different decisions, in this 

scenario? 

 

 

2.​ Which system’s approach (Utility or Duty) felt “more right” or “more comfortable” to you in this 

specific situation? Why? 

 

 

 

3.​ What are some good things about using the “Good Results” rule to make decisions? What are 

some potential problems? 

 

 

 

4.​ What are some good things about using the “Duty and Rules” rule to make decisions? What are 

some potential problems? 
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Activity: Nature vs. Nurture - The Moral Brain 
 

This activity uses a hands-on, collaborative approach to help students understand the interplay between 

biological predispositions and environmental factors in shaping morality. 

Objective: Students will identify and analyze biological factors (i.e., empathy, brain regions, hormones) 

and social factors (i.e., family, culture, education) that influence human morality, then use this 

understanding to construct an argument about their interaction. 

Common Core Standards: 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.6 / RH.11-12.6: Compare the point of view of two or more authors 

for how they treat the same or similar topics, including which details they include and emphasize 

in their respective accounts. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.WHST.9-10.1 / WHST.11-12.1: Write arguments focused on 

discipline-specific content. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.8 / RH.11-12.8: Assess the extent to which the reasoning and 

evidence in a text support the author's claims. 

Materials: 

●​ Worksheet: “The Moral Brain: Biology and Society” (provided below) 

●​ Pens/pencils 

●​ Optional: Whiteboard or large paper for group brainstorming. 

●​ Optional: Brief articles or videos on topics like mirror neurons, oxytocin, and the role of the 

prefrontal cortex. 

Time Allotment: 45-60 minutes 

Procedure: 

1.​ Introduction (10 minutes): 

o​ Review Ground Rules: Emphasize that we are exploring a complex topic academically. 

The goal is not to prove that we are just our biology, but to understand its role. 

o​ Introduce the “Moral Brain”: Start with the idea that our brains and bodies are not 

blank slates. They have evolved over millions of years to help us survive and cooperate. 

Morality isn't just about abstract ideas; it's also connected to our physical being. 

o​ Frame the Debate: Present the activity as exploring the classic “nature vs. nurture” 

question, but specifically for morality. Does our sense of right and wrong come from our 

genes and brain chemistry, or from our families and society? The answer is likely both. 

2.​ Worksheet - Section 1: Biological Influences (15 minutes): 
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o​ Distribute the worksheet. 

o​ Have students work in pairs or small groups to complete the first section, which asks 

them to brainstorm and describe biological factors. 

o​ The links for the YouTube clips are below: 

●​ “What Do Mirror Neurons Really Do?” by SciShow Psych (6:45 minutes) 

o​ Link:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pGYKcqzG_7M 

●​ “How Empathy and Mirror Neurons Work in Real Life” by CavallaroMedia (3:28 minutes) 

o​ Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fLLevQ_h6rQ 

●​ “Dopamine and Oxytocin: The Chemicals of Love” by Hashem Al-Ghaili (4:18 minutes) 

o​ Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JBg9Oq7wnE0 

3. Brain Regions (Prefrontal Cortex and Amygdala): 

●​ “The Amygdala in 5 Minutes” by Big Think (5:37 minutes) 

o​ Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fDD5wvFMH6U&t=2s 

●​ “2-Minute Neuroscience: Prefrontal Cortex” by Neuroscientifically Challenged (1:58 Minutes) 

o​ Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i47_jiCsBMs 

●​ “The Brain” by Bozeman Science (13:55 minutes - more comprehensive, but can be used for 

specific sections) 

o​ Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kMKc8nfPATI 

 

3.​ Worksheet - Section 2: Social/Cultural Influences (15 minutes): 

o​ Students continue in their groups, now focusing on the second section. 

o​ Task: “Now, think about all the things you learned outside of your biology. What social, 

cultural, and environmental factors influence your sense of right and wrong?” 

o​ Prompts could include family rules, religious teachings, school education, laws, stories 

and media, peer influence, cultural norms, and historical events. 

4.​ Worksheet - Section 3: Synthesis and Argument (10-15 minutes): 

o​ Have the groups synthesize their findings from the first two sections. 

o​ Task: “Based on your brainstorming, write a paragraph or a few bullet points that explain 

how you think these two sets of influences—biological and social—work together. Is one 

more important? Do they influence each other? Give an example.” 
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o​ This is the core of the activity, forcing students to move beyond a simple list to a 

nuanced argument. 

5.​ Whole Class Discussion (10 minutes): 

o​ Invite groups to share their conclusions from the synthesis section. 

o​ Discussion Questions: 

▪​ “Did any group’s argument favor one side (biology or society) more than the 

other? Why?” 

▪​ “How does a factor like empathy (a biological capacity) get shaped by a social 

factor like a parent's teachings?” 

▪​ “Can a person's biology predispose them to certain behaviors, but their social 

environment teaches them to act differently?” (i.e., an aggressive nature 

channeled into a positive, competitive sport). 

▪​ “Why is it important to consider both biology and society when we discuss 

morality?” 
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Worksheet for: Nature vs. Nurture - The Moral Brain 
 

Introduction: Where does our sense of right and wrong come from? Is it something we are born with, or 

something we learn? The truth is, it’s a mix of both. In this activity, we will explore some of the biological 

and social factors that influence our morality. 

 

Part 1: The Biology of Morality 

Our brains and bodies play a role in how we feel and act morally. Think about how we respond to the 

emotions of others or why we feel a need to cooperate. 

Brainstorm with your group and list some biological factors that you think influence morality. For each, 

write a brief description of how it works. 

●​ Example: Empathy (via Mirror Neurons): These are special brain cells that fire when we see 

someone else doing something or feeling an emotion. This allows us to “feel” what they are 

feeling, which is a key part of compassion. 

1.​ Hormones (i.e., Oxytocin): 

 

 

2.​ Brain Regions (i.e., Prefrontal Cortex, Amygdala): 

 

 

3.​ Survival/Evolutionary Traits: 

 

 

Part 2: The Society of Morality 

We are also heavily influenced by our environment, the people around us, and the lessons we are 

taught. These factors shape our biological predispositions into specific moral beliefs. 

Brainstorm with your group and list some social or cultural factors that you think influence morality. 

For each, write a brief description of how it works. 

●​ Example: Family Rules: As children, we learn a sense of right and wrong from our parents and 

family members. Rules like “don’t hit your brother” teach us about kindness and respect. 

 

1.​ Education/Schooling: 
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2.​ Religion/Community Beliefs: 

 

 

3.​ Laws and Government: 

 

 

 

Part 3: Synthesis - Putting It All Together 

 

Now, reflect on the two lists you just created. 

In the space below, write a short paragraph that explains how you think the biological factors and the 

social factors work together to create our moral sense. Use one or more examples from your lists to 

support your argument. 
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Supplemental Video Guide 
 

Title URL 

“All religions explained in 10 minutes” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FTDXlIw8i20 

“Biological Bases of Morality” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f3VbE-NDkL4 

“Does Morality Exist Without God? Professor and 

Student Battle it Out” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yH21bfU2Y_I 

“Evolution and Morality: Does Our Biology Make 

Us Moral?” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UeGiNQabRKA 

“Kill 1 to Save 5? Consequentialism vs. 

Deontology” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NT3VU4B5Dsc 

“Metaethics: Crash Course Philosophy #32” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FOoffXFpAlU 

“Morals vs Ethics Explained in 2 Minutes 

w/Memes” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VqfWt2OS4rI 

“Nietzsche: Master and Slaves” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eWqO-V02IzQ 

“Richard Dawkins: Letting Science Inform 

Morality” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2I2UazlMoNo 

“The evolution of human morality” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e6L6WxwRBnM 

“The Moral Argument” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OxiAikEk2vU 

“The ONE RULE for LIFE - Immanuel Kant's Moral 

Philosophy - Mark Manson” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0nz0iaNvVpE 

“Utilitarianism: Crash Course Philosophy #36” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-a739VjqdSI 

“Virtue Ethics | Ethics Defined” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NMblKpkKYao 

“What is Morality?” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qIZmSO2TVuw 
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Supplemental Reading Guide 
 

Title URL  

“The Biology of Ethics: Genetics, Evolution and 

Moral Behavior” 

https://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/article/biolo

gy-ethics-genetics-evolution-and-moral-behavior/

2000-07  

“The Biological Foundations of Morality: 

Evolutionary and Neurochemical Mechanisms 

Shaping Ethical Behavior” 

https://medium.com/global-science-news/the-bi

ological-foundations-of-morality-evolutionary-and

-neurochemical-mechanisms-shaping-ethical-ac5

5655ed5fb  

“The Biological Roots of Morality” 

https://escholarship.org/content/qt85j4s12p/qt8

5j4s12p_noSplash_26c6b71b15d7efc776f22b6d9

e700fed.pdf  

“The Difference of Being Human: Morality - In the 

Light of Evolution” 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK210003

/  

“Ethics vs. Morality” 

https://philosophynow.org/issues/26/Ethics_vers

us_Morality  

“The Evolution of Morality” 

https://www.snsociety.org/the-evolution-of-mora

lity/  

“The Evolution of Morality and Its Rollback” 

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC58629

22/  

“Evolutionary Origins of Morality: Insights From 

Non-human Primates” 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc

.2018.00017/full  

“Modern Morality and Ancient Ethics” 

https://iep.utm.edu/modern-morality-ancient-eth

ics/  

“Morality in World Religions” 

https://www.numberanalytics.com/blog/morality

-in-world-religions  

“Moral Philosophy & Being Good” 

https://philosophynow.org/issues/146/Moral_Phi

losophy_and_Being_Good  

“The Origins of Morality” 

https://digitalcommons.acu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.

cgi?article=1053&context=dialogue  
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https://escholarship.org/content/qt85j4s12p/qt85j4s12p_noSplash_26c6b71b15d7efc776f22b6d9e700fed.pdf
https://escholarship.org/content/qt85j4s12p/qt85j4s12p_noSplash_26c6b71b15d7efc776f22b6d9e700fed.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK210003/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK210003/
https://philosophynow.org/issues/26/Ethics_versus_Morality
https://philosophynow.org/issues/26/Ethics_versus_Morality
https://www.snsociety.org/the-evolution-of-morality/
https://www.snsociety.org/the-evolution-of-morality/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5862922/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5862922/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc.2018.00017/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc.2018.00017/full
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https://iep.utm.edu/modern-morality-ancient-ethics/
https://www.numberanalytics.com/blog/morality-in-world-religions
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“Origins and Development of Morality” 

https://www.sas.rochester.edu/psy/people/facult

y/smetana_judith/assets/pdf/KillenSmetana_201

5_Origins.pdf  

“Religion, Morality, Evolution” 

https://minddevlab.yale.edu/sites/default/files/fil

es/religion-morality-evolution.pdf  

“WHAT Is THE GOVERNMENT'S ROLE IN 

PROMOTING MORALS? ... SERIOUSLY?” 

https://scholarship.law.nd.edu/law_faculty_schol

arship/1386/  
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https://minddevlab.yale.edu/sites/default/files/files/religion-morality-evolution.pdf
https://minddevlab.yale.edu/sites/default/files/files/religion-morality-evolution.pdf


Big Questions Time Sheet 
 

Speech Name Time Purpose 

Affirmative Constructive 5 minutes The affirmative presents their case. 

Negative Constructive 5 minutes The negative presents their case. 

Question Segment 3 minutes The affirmative asks the 1st question and 

then the debaters trade questions.  

Affirmative Rebuttal 4 minutes The affirmative will provide counter 

arguments to the negative case. 

Negative Rebuttal 4 minutes The negative will provide counter 

arguments to the affirmative case. 

Question Segment 3 minutes The affirmative asks the 1st question and 

then the debaters trade questions. 

Affirmative Consolation 3 minutes The affirmative should reduce the debate 

to central elements and identify 

arguments they are winning. They should 

strengthen these arguments with logical 

analysis. They should also extend 

arguments against the negative case. 

Negative Consolation 3 minutes The negative should reduce the debate to 

central elements and identify arguments 

they are winning. They should strengthen 

these arguments with logical analysis. 

They should also extend arguments against 

the affirmative case. 

Affirmative Rationale 3 minutes The affirmative will present the voting 

issues from the debate that they feel will 

win them the round. . 

Negative Rationale 3 minutes 

 

The negative will present the voting issues 

from the debate that they feel will win 

them the round. 

Prep Time 3 Minutes Both debaters will receive 3 minutes of 

prep time to be used at any time in the 

debate before they have started speaking.  
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