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Introduction
Given that there is no accompanying text book for this A2 8 unit, the author has 
endeavoured to provide an overview of the content. Inevitably this means that some 
development of content in various areas will be required from teachers which is the reason 
for the various references listed throughout. Teachers are of course encouraged to find 
their own references which they deem suitable for candidates of this age group. It is also 
important for teachers and students to remember that part (a) (AO1) is worth 40% (20 
marks) which may require roughly 15 minutes of writing. 

The author has also endeavoured to provide some pointers by way of critical evaluation 
(CE) which can be developed throughout the delivery of this unit. It is important to note 
that the skills of CE now command a weighting of 60% (30marks) which should take 
roughly 25 minutes of writing. Examiners expect candidates to be aware of various 
arguments that support different points of view. Also as part of CE, candidates can provide 
a conclusion in which they are at liberty to offer their own point of view, provided their 
arguments are supported. 

One final point: examination questions are based solely on the content provided in the 
specification unit and not on an e-book or text book.

1. Content – Religious language, science and 
religious belief

Learning objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and critically evaluate 
problems with a critique of religious language in medieval philosophy as understood by 
the terms equivocal, univocal and analogical. 
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Some background knowledge will be useful by way of an understanding of the problems 
and issues that medieval philosophers considered. One philosopher St Thomas Aquinas 
(1224-74) is of central importance here. First of all he understood that language and 
more particularly religious language was problematic and he sought to address the 
issue. Philosophically he borrowed considerably from and added to the philosophy of 
Aristotle, which became the basis of his thinking and had been lost to the West and then 
rediscovered through Moorish Spain. Aquinas also laid the foundations for a tradition of 
philosophy, namely Scholastic Philosophy, which is still studied and practiced by mainly 
Roman Catholic and some Anglican thinkers. 

Univocal language: Univocal language is used in exactly the same way regardless of 
the situation or the description or the motives and ideas. For example, to speak of God’s 
love or God’s anger and then to speak of a person’s love or a person’s anger is to speak 
of the same kind of love or anger shown by God and by a person. There is of course an 
immediate problem; language seems to be used in two very different senses here. We 
would expect that God’s love to be different from human love as God’s love we are told is 
without limit. Similarly we would consider that God’s anger is different from human anger 
as God’s anger is not tainted by sin or selfishness and even the most righteous of human 
anger is not like God’s anger. Further there may be aspects of God’s love and anger that 
may beyond human knowing or understanding, so in a very real sense univocal language 
must be limited in what it is trying to achieve. 

The use of language in this way is perfectly natural as we are using the only language 
we have and transferring human experience and expression on to God as best we can. 
To use language in this way makes God accessible, immanent and easier to understand; 
we can understand the nature and characteristics of God by comparing them to how 
we understand these words in terms of our human relations. The danger of univocal 
language is that by making God easier to understand and using language associated with 
human beings to express aspects of God, we are in danger of limiting God and making 
him anthropomorphic; i.e. more human and less divine. In some very fundamental ways 
we are distorting the nature of God. Aquinas was against the use of univocal language in 
relation to God for he argued that there are no characteristics in God that are replicated 
directly in human beings.
 
Equivocal language: The second approach is to use language equivocally; which is to 
say that the use of the same word can mean very different things in a different context. 
Therefore, if we take the characteristics of love and anger and apply then both to God and 
to human beings, we are saying that they are very different when we use them of God 
and when we use them of human beings i.e. human love and anger are very different to 
God’s love and anger. In this way we are stressing the very different characteristics of God 
and human beings. The problem is that such language potentially causes God to become 
so different, indeed possibly so alien to human beings that he cannot be understood by 
them. We may not even be able to understand what the use of these terms in relation 
to God is trying to communicate. God becomes a transcendent being who is so beyond 
human knowing and understanding and further that knowing God in any meaningful 
sense is impossible and worship possibly meaningless. Still, the strength of this position 
is that this form of language makes it clear that any application of language to God 
also points to different senses of meaning and further that there are aspects of God that 
may lie outside human understanding. This position was indeed taken seriously by 
some thinkers and led to negative theology which held the view that we can say nothing 
meaningful about God.
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Analogical language: A compromise between the two forms of language described 
above has been suggested and this is analogical language. Aquinas interestingly argued 
that this compromise pointed to the unquestionable existence of God, because when 
characteristics are found in humans that are good and right, these ultimately find their 
fullest expression in God. To use the same examples of love and anger, we can speak of 
God and humans using the term love, because God causes humans to love, therefore, the 
love that comes from God and is displayed through humans is the same love; however, 
because God causes humans to love, his love must be greater than ours. We can e.g. call 
a person’s complexion healthy and also we can speak of a healthy diet. Now, the diet is 
healthy, because it causes the man (complexion) to be healthy. The causal relationship 
is evident here as it was intended to be by Aquinas. Aquinas says both terms are used 
analogically, because of the relationship between God and creatures. This allows the use 
of the same word to refer to the same quality in humans and God, but at the same time 
it recognises the greater nature, indeed the infinity of God’s love over that of human 
beings. Analogical language is extremely useful in allowing humans to speak about a 
transcendent God in terms we understand, while at the same time making clear the 
difference of God who gives humans the qualities he possesses, but in a lesser form. In a 
sense we can understand God by means of comparison, we have words of correspondence 
between God and humans i.e. words and terms of analogy.

Activities

http://www.iep.utm.edu/rel-lang/#SSH2b.i
http://www.iep.utm.edu/rel-lang/#SSH2b.ii
http://www.iep.utm.edu/rel-lang/#SSH2b.iii
http://www.philosophyzer.com/univocal-and-equivocal-language/

1. Using the links above complete the following table:
 

Description and 
examples of this 
language

Value and reason 
for this language

Limits and drawbacks 
of such language

Univocal language

Equivocal language

Analogical 
language

  

http://www.iep.utm.edu/rel-lang/#SSH2b.i
http://www.iep.utm.edu/rel-lang/#SSH2b.ii
http://www.iep.utm.edu/rel-lang/#SSH2b.iii
http://www.philosophyzer.com/univocal-and-equivocal-language/
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2.  Create a PowerPoint to present to the class on why language and its use in religion 
is so important. Think about (1) what this language tells you about what someone 
believes about God (2) why such language is used and other language is not used (3) 
the dangers of human language to describe God.

3.  Using the following links explain Wittgenstein’s theory of ‘language games’.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pQ33gAyhg2c
http://postmoderntherapies.com/word.html
http://www.philosophypages.com/hy/6s.htm

Learning Objective – dLearning objective – demonstrate knowledge and 
understanding of, and critically evaluate problems and critiques of religious 
language including Logical Positivism and the Verification Principle

Logical Positivism: With Logical Positivism we move from the medieval period and from 
Aquinas to the 20th century. Logical Positivism was a movement which had an enormous 
influence in the way that many people thought about religious, ethical and aesthetic 
issues. Initially Logical Positivists were a group of philosophers who gathered in Vienna 
in the 1920s. One of their number who later came to study and settle in England was 
Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951). He was to develop two different, though connected 
philosophies in a lifetime and to influence generations of thinkers and philosophers 
after him. The ideas of the Logical Positivists were not entirely new and it is possible to 
see some similarities in their ideas with the thinking of the Scottish philosopher David 
Hume (1711-1776). The Verification Principle focused on the idea that only propositions 
or statements which can be verified by observation or sense experience can actually 
be regarded as meaningful because they contain factual information which can be 
verified. A proposition contained no factual information is, according to this view, literally 
meaningless. The group argued that meaningful propositions can be divided into three 
groups:

• There are analytical propositions which are propositions that contain all the 
information to verify them in the statement (e.g. a triangle has three sides) which is 
tautologous statement (i.e. saying the same thing over again). The statement gives 
us no new information, i.e. it is verified by repetition. Such statements cannot be false 
because they verify themselves.
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• Linked to the first are mathematical propositions i.e. they provide and verify 
themselves e.g. 1+1=2

• Finally, there are synthetic propositions which are propositions that require testing to 
verify them as true. Such statements must be observed and thus proved or verified to 
show them to be true. 

In light of the above, the Verification Principle expects linguistic or propositional 
statements to be proven by experience, unless they can be theoretically verified as 
illustrated above. For example, if someone claims to weigh 70kg, this can be verified by 
placing the person on scales to prove that this is or is not the case. Whether true or false, 
the proposition is still meaningful. We can see right away that this method of the search 
for truth and meaning is very congenial to science and indeed science using this method 
has been extremely successful in providing a very clear, comprehensive and explanatory 
view of the world. This immediately begs the question; does science offer us the only 
meaningful and comprehensive explanation for the world, which indeed some, like the 
Logical Positivists would claim for it?

It is easy to see that according to this view religious statements are in difficulty. 
Statements about God cannot be analysed as true or be verified by observation. If a 
person says ‘God loves you;’ how could this be verified? One might look at evidence for 
God’s love in their life, perhaps a miraculous healing or some sort of religious experience, 
but someone else might point to the suffering they have experienced as a contradiction 
to the claim. Also someone from another religion, e.g. Hinduism, also arguing from his/
her experience might want to refer to many gods. As a result, Logical Positivists like the 
Oxford philosopher A.J. Ayer in his book Language, Truth and Logic (1936) argued that 
statements about God are literally meaningless. Furthermore, claims to have experienced 
God do not constitute verification since they are obviously subjective and are not open for 
everybody to experience. Indeed this is precisely part of the problem; many people claim 
that any verifiable access to God is by its very nature impossible. For the Logical Positivist 
then, all religious statements are literally meaningless. As a consequence of this view 
taking hold, among thinkers and intellectuals in the 1930s and 40s, it wasn’t just a case 
of people denying the existence of God. This view went very much further and suggested 
that indeed all talk of God was redundant, since all talk of God was literally meaningless. 

The verification principle, though initially popular has fallen out of fashion in philosophy 
due to particular problems. Below are listed a few of the central issues that have dogged 
the verification principle:

1. One immediate, but potentially very serious problem is that the verification principle 
does not even satisfy its own criterion of meaning. If one accepts it, one would have 
to say that a statement is only factual and meaningful if some sense experience or 
observational proposition makes it probable or counts in its favour. But one cannot 
say that of the verification principle itself. This means that one of the cardinal rules 
of philosophy has been broken in that the verification principle is self-contradictory. 
Worse, it would seem that the verification principle is itself literally meaningless. 

2. Another problem for the Verification Principle is that it is impossible to verify things 
that have happened in the past and yet we know that there were events in the past 
that did happen and indeed it would seem foolish to deny that such events did 
happen. For the verificationist one cannot travel backwards in time to prove that 
something has or has not occurred and as a result, all religious claims based on the 
historical past must be rejected. 
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3. It is obvious that enormous swathes of human experience are excluded from 
meaningful discourse; areas like aesthetics, ethics, religion and indeed the 
verification principle itself are all literally meaningless. Yet it is all too obvious, as the 
‘later Wittgenstein’ was to show, we have to somehow argue for human discourse in 
these important areas of human life, otherwise life itself would become impoverished 
and meaningless. Statements in these areas of human life may not be subject to 
the strict canons of the verification principle, but this does not exclude them from 
being meaningful and indeed if statements in these areas weren’t meaningful, all 
conversation in these areas was for centuries literally nonsensical and that seems 
hard to believe.

4. Brian Davies asks us to look at the statement that ‘all men spend part of their lives 
asleep’ He argues that, so far as we know this statement is true and indeed it would 
seem foolish to deny the statement, but there is no way that we could verify the 
statement and prove the statement to be true from sense experience. It is possible, 
though hardly likely, that one day we might come across a man who needs no sleep at 
all. 

Activities

http://www.philosophybasics.com/branch_verificationism.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Qq24KpPcbA
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Logical_positivism

1. Outline and explain the concepts of Logical Positivism and the Verification Principle.

2. How and why did such concepts come into existence?

3. What are the positives and negatives of such an approach to religion and philosophy 
and indeed to all experience?

Learning objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate Wittgenstein’s theory of ‘language games’ and the 
implications of his views for religious language and belief. 

As mentioned earlier in his first philosophy which is contained in his 
Tractatus Logico Philosophicus (1922), Wittgenstein seems to have held many of the 
central principles of Logical Positivism, though he doesn’t dismiss religion, but he seems 
rather to have been of the view that religious propositions lie outside what could be 
meaningfully said and therefore outside normal propositional and meaningful discourse. 
Further he seems to believe that a spiritual or religious attitude to life; which he seems 
to have held himself, was something that was essentially private and thus couldn’t be 
linguistically communicated, but could only be communicated by the actions of one’s 
life.

This meant that he was remaining true to his belief as expressed in the Tractatus that all 
religious discourse could not be talked about, though this did not exclude one from having 
a religious or spiritual beliefs or a religious attitude to life.

http://www.philosophybasics.com/branch_verificationism.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Qq24KpPcbA
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Logical_positivism
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Religious Language as Noncognitive:
Cognitive language (also referred to as indicative or informative language) provides 
statements that are either true or false, e.g. ‘the hen crossed the road’ is either true or 
false. In religious terms this would mean that religious statements are describing states 
of affairs or relationships that in some important sense are either true or false or that 
could be checked and verified. In other words religious language here is not just providing 
instructive or comforting or challenging parables, stories or myths; real information is 
being provided in using such language. Of course the problem is how is the verification of 
such statements possible? 

Noncognitive Language by contrast is neither true nor false, nor does it pretend 
to be. Statements like ‘I order you to....’ or ‘I baptise you...’ or someone who uses a 
swear word, all fulfil very different functions. Someone might say ‘God loves you’, but 
is this a cognitive or noncognitive statement? It is important to realise that in the 
past philosophers and theologians approached religious language in cognitive terms. 
Religious language was seen as referring to real happenings in heavenly realms and 
real descriptions of interactions between people in this world and the next. Wittgenstein 
disagrees, as we shall see, and argued that all religious language is noncognitive. It is at 
least true of Wittgenstein’s view that viewing all religious language as noncognitive gets 
over the difficulty of verifiability, since in checking any religious statement there doesn’t 
seem to be a true or false state of affairs to which one could refer in searching for an 
answer in a similar way to that of science. 

In his posthumous work, The Philosophical Investigations (1953) Wittgenstein seems 
to have had second thoughts about his earlier position which he had expressed so clearly 
in the Tractatus (1922). In his second philosophy Wittgenstein describes what he refers 
to as ‘language games’ and this was of importance for religious language. Wittgenstein 
compared the whole of language to the full gamut of games that people play. He doesn’t 
mean this in any trivial sense for he is trying to make a serious philosophical point. If we 
look at board games like tiddlywinks, drafts, chess or monopoly; these games all share the 
character of being board games that people play according to very different, but strictly 
agreed rules. Some games are similar in some respects and very different in other respects 
and indeed there are certain family resemblances between different games. Also there 
are many different types of game, like rugby, soccer, gaelic, hurling, cricket and croquet 
all of which are played on a field or grass and yet there are other games that are played 
on water, e.g. water polo. With all of them the game can only function if precise rules are 
followed, because games are rule governed activities. Of course the rules in one game can 
never be applied to a different game.

Wittgenstein saw important similarities between the activities of different games and 
the operation and function of language. Language, he argued, is really a plethora of 
different ‘games’ that people play and each has its own rules and just as the rules in a 
game of tiddlywinks could never apply in a game of soccer, so also language has different 
rules for different activities that human beings carry on. The rules of promise keeping, 
worshipping, telling lies, praying, making deals, writing up scientific data, telling jokes 
and explanation etc all operate according to very different rules. ‘Language games’ he 
believed are the expressions of different ‘forms of life’, or the expressions of different 
activities in which human beings engage. Thus Wittgenstein would have argued that 
science is governed by a very different set of rules and criteria from religion and if 
one wishes to avoid confusion in one’s thinking, the only thing to do is to keep these 
language games apart from one another and it would be vital for people to be aware of the 
boundaries and the very different rules of each. In one of his lectures given in the 1930s, 
he attacks a Catholic theologian for using scientific criteria (and language) in attempting 
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to prove the existence of God. This for Wittgenstein was entirely illegitimate and could 
only lead to confusion, since it is simply impossible to employ the criteria or rules from 
one discipline (science); one language game and try to employ it in another (religion). 
Wittgenstein would have held that terms like ‘God’ or ‘miracle’ quite simply cannot 
function in scientific discourse and the only thing to do is to avoid the use of these terms 
in science. An important outcome of the Wittgensteinian view was that religious discourse 
wasn’t consigned to the dustbin of nonsense as it had been in Logical Positivism. In 
this view religious language has its own rules of operation which are quite different to 
other language games, but crucially it is meaningful and has a truth function in the 
‘form of life’ in which it is operated. Russell it should be pointed out, strongly objected to 
Wittgenstein’s second philosophy.

Though strictly speaking D.Z. Phillips is not listed on the specification, he does represent 
an attempt to work out and develop Wittgenstein’s ideas on religion and to that extent 
he might be worth considering. Wittgenstein’s ideas were taken up by a number of 
his disciples, including the Welsh philosopher D.Z. Phillips. Following Wittgenstein’s 
principles Phillips provides an example of religious discourse; namely immortality or ‘life 
everlasting’. Traditionally people have almost always seen discussion about immortality 
as being cognitive; it is about the future of human life or the soul after death and most 
discussions have centred on the issue of the nature of what life after death might be 
like and then for philosophers the question was, in what sense is the Christian claim to 
immortality factually true or false or are the ideas in connection with life after death true 
or coherent. According to Phillips such an approach is certainly mistaken. He says: 

“Eternal life is the reality of goodness that in terms of which human life is be assessed..... 
Eternity is not an extension of this present life, but a mode of judging it. Eternity is 
not more life, but this life seen under certain moral and religious modes of thought.....
Questions about the immortality of the soul are seen not to be questions concerning 
the extent of a man’s life, and in particular concerning whether that life can extend 
beyond the grave, but questions concerning the kind of life a man is living” (Death and 
immortality, p. 48 - 49)

Some criticisms of the noncognitive view: 

John Hick in his assessment of this view adds that if we are to hold that it is a mistake 
to believe that religious language is quasi-factual or cognitive, then most of the great 
religious founders and teachers of the past seem to have believed that is precisely what it 
is!  (Philosophy of Religion, p. 91)

If we look at the practise of religious discourse, even recently, we can see that in its 
expression it is far from non-cognitive as Wittgenstein and Phillips would hold: 

If we take the example of homosexuality in the discourse of the church; it is immediately 
obvious that recent scientific and other relevant facts are important in the whole debate. 
Historically homosexuality in the church was widely condemned; in part because of 
biblical teaching and for Roman Catholics the teaching of Natural Law. The penalty for 
homosexual acts in previous centuries, supported by the church was often death as it still 
is in many Islamic states. Change in the west in the last half century is also evident in 
the change of Christian attitudes and this has led to a greater tolerance and inclusivity 
towards homosexual individuals which is now evident even in many of the mainstream 
Christian denominations. One quite important reason for the change is the fact that 
homosexually is now viewed by medical science and psychology as part of the biological, 
genetic and psychological makeup of some human beings. If medical science is right, 
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then homosexuality is not a sin in the way that it was traditionally understood. Neither 
is it a form of chosen or deliberate moral self-corruption by individuals, as was believed 
in the past; homosexual orientation is now commonly viewed as just the way some 
human beings are. The human sciences have shown us that we can no more blame a 
homosexual for his/her sexual orientation any more than we can blame someone for the 
colour of their skin. Thus many Christians now hold the view that homosexuals are not 
in position to be otherwise than they are. This view coupled with the ‘love ethic’ which is 
so central to the teaching of Jesus in the New Testament has led to a greater acceptance 
of homosexuality by mainstream Christians. An important example like this shows that 
‘language games’ do not exist in isolation from one another. It is perfectly natural to ‘play’ 
both ‘language games’ of science and religion and to borrow thinking and ideas and move 
and interchange these ideas from one ‘language game’ to another.

Also, in the case of life after death, the majority of those who believe it, do not understand 
it in some non-cognitive sense in the way described by Phillips. For believers life after 
death is literally what it says; belief in life in some form beyond the grave and if it is 
not that, then what would be the point of discourse that is conceived non-cognitively? 
Of course one could talk about life after death non-cognitively as Phillips suggests, but 
the language as he understands it is really about something else and one might well 
ask, why camouflage and use a form of language which is referring to something quite 
different? One might also add that religious language as Philips understands it, has been 
so emasculated and trivialised as to be rendered meaningless.

Candidates and teachers should be aware that a number of useful texts are available, 
including the following:

*Hick, John. Philosophy of Religion. Chapters 6 and 7, p. 90 – 102.
*Davies, Brian. An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion. Chapters 1 and 2
*Ahluwalia, Libby. Understanding Philosophy of Religion. p 193ff 

Learning objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate religious language, including: religious truth and meaning 
and the continuing challenge of the scientific method and scientific world 
view. 

The above topic should be studied alongside:

Learning objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate religious language including: the continuing challenge of 
evolution, creationism and intelligent design.

The Enlightenment and the rise of Science:
Prior to the European Enlightenment, which began in the 18th century, explanation for 
almost everything was based on Biblical and philosophical foundations, the latter going 
back to the Greeks and mainly the works of Aristotle. For the Church and intellectuals 
alike this information was sacrosanct and could not be questioned. Crucially there was no 
growth in knowledge, which for centuries had remained essentially static. As early as the 
16th century a more dynamic movement began to appear when people like Copernicus, 
Galileo and Giordano Bruno began to question one particular view which was held by the 
church, namely the geocentric theory which said the Earth was the centre of the Universe 
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and immobile. The emerging scientific view held that the sun was the centre of our solar 
system and that the Earth was a planet among many others that circled the sun. The 
Church at this time was in a powerful position and was thus able to suppress those who 
were speculating contrary to the currently accepted explanations. Those who questioned 
the accepted orthodoxy did so at some considerable risk and indeed Giordano Bruno paid 
the ultimate price with his life, by being burnt at the stake for heresy at in the Campo de 
Fiori in Rome in 1600. Biblical accounts were regarded as literally inspired and couldn’t be 
questioned. On top of that no other accounts were readily available to compete with the 
prevailing views which were largely based on unquestioned tradition. There was a sense 
in which, because certain beliefs had been believed for centuries, such beliefs were more 
likely to be true and beyond question. On reflection, this is unlikely to be a sufficient 
guide to truth! Truth up until the Enlightenment had a powerful ally in inspiration, e.g. 
the biblical accounts of creation were regarded as the literally inspired word of God and 
so we can see why it would have been difficult to question these views. Science on the 
other hand had been developing slowly, but it had a very different set of criteria and a 
very different modus operandi from the beliefs and opinions that it was leaving behind. 
The claims of science could be tested to ensure its veracity and this was important. On 
the other hand religious claims could not submit themselves to the same rigorous testing. 
Scientific investigation, both then and now, has a number of stages which begins with 
observation and moves through hypothesis, experiment, law and finally an accepted and 
workable theory; a model which continues to the present day.

The Origin of Species – 1859
Up until the 19th century the biblical view held in the literally inspired truth of the 
creation stories in Genesis and this when coupled with the work of the Anglican 
Archbishop of Armagh and noted biblical scholar, James Ussher (1581-1656), who 
calculated the earth as being 6000 years old. As he says: 

“this work took place and man was created by the Trinity (God) on October 23, 
4004 B.C., at nine o’clock in the morning.”

You can’t get more precise than that! Would that modern science could be as precise more 
than four hundred years on from Ussher! 

Early geology by the late 18th century had shown that the earth was much older than 
6000 years. Uniformitarianism in geology was to a considerable extent accepted by the 
public and the churches; still, and most importantly, the creation of life and the beginning 
of the human race were not seen as being open to scientific investigation. This it was 
argued was where God’s direct creative intervention was obvious. Religious truth here was 
firmly rooted in the inspired biblical accounts and the philosophical support of thinkers 
like Aristotle, Aquinas and Ussher. The creation of life and human kind was eventually 
challenged in the 19th century in the early scientific work of Charles Darwin and Alfred 
Russell Wallace. Darwin and Wallace had both travelled to the New World and had carried 
out extensive scientific studies on the development of life. In 1859 Darwin published On 
the origin of the Species. In it, through detailed scientific investigation, analysis and 
argument, Darwin showed that life on the planet had come from primitive beginnings and 
the driving force of all life was evolution by natural selection. In all of this it was clear that 
God’s creative presence was markedly absent in Darwin’s explanation. In England where 
the book was published, many people were quick to see the significance of the work. 
The book’s impact was all the greater since its results were based on detailed scientific 
inquiry. The problem for 19th century theology was that a literal understanding of the 
Genesis account lacked scientific evidence and was thus seen as suspect. The search for 
truth had moved from a reliance on inspiration and respect for the speculations of the 
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past to detailed empirical and scientific investigation. Science had come of age. Darwin’s 
book initially caused uproar in theological circles and there was much discussion, some of 
it quite fractious. Some theologians were though, quick to accept the book’s conclusions 
and develop an ‘accomodationist’ view which didn’t rely on a literal understanding of the 
Genesis creation stories. The majority, who were the more conservative in their theological 
outlook were implacably opposed to Darwin’s conclusions and saw the work as a direct 
attack on the central doctrines of Christianity. 

Since Darwin’s time much development and clarification of his ideas has taken place in 
biology. One of these developments has been a sub-science of biology, namely genetics, 
which for many practitioners has become a science of its own right. Genetics for its 
part has provided further evidence for the mechanisms of evolutionary theory. Thus 
for many Christians today the evidence for the theory of evolution looks unassailable 
and further evidence for the truth of the scientific account has grown exponentially 
since Darwin’s time. For many Christians after Darwin, it seemed as though there was 
a fundamental contradiction between the Genesis creation account and evolutionary 
theory. But ironically the consequence of this has not been a wholesale rejection of the 
biblical account; rather for accomodationists, it has been the employment of a different 
hermeneutic to understand the ‘truth’ of the Genesis story. Many Christians no longer 
see Genesis as a quasi-scientific account of creation, rather they regard it as a hymn; a 
parable, indeed a myth containing religious truth (not scientific truth) about the creation. 
The creation account is now seen as an early attempt to describe a theologically true 
event, namely the creation of the world in a form that was comprehensible to the early 
Hebrew communities. According to this view God had used and continues to use the 
laws of nature to create and sustain the Universe. Thus, as some have put it, the how or 
the mechanism of creation is described by science and the why of creation is described 
in a different language; by theology. It is immediately evident that the hermeneutics 
employed have shifted from the tight literalism that was such a prominent feature of 
interpretations of the Genesis creation accounts.

Biblical Fundamentalism: 
In spite of the acceptance of the Darwinian view and its continuing success as an 
explanatory theory for the development of life over the last three billion years, there are 
still a considerable number of Christians who refuse to accept the theory of evolution 
by natural selection. Creationists as they are now called still hold to a literal view of the 
creation stories. Those who take this view are generally fundamentalist or evangelical 
Christians who are mostly, though not exclusively to be found in the USA. Indeed some 
of their number can be found in the various Christian traditions of Northern Ireland. 
Creationists argue that God did not get it wrong and the creation accounts that He 
vouchsafed to us are historically accurate and factually true. Creationists would also 
argue that undermining the literal truth of Genesis is merely the thin edge of the wedge, 
for if the Genesis creation accounts are no longer literally true, then the central truths 
of the whole Bible, like the Incarnation and Resurrection of Jesus are open to challenge 
and this for Christians would be a step too far. Further, fundamentalists argue that the 
Bible offers better science than Darwinian science, which many creationists view as a 
dangerous hoax. Some creationists even argue that dinosaur fossils were deliberately 
inserted into the rock strata by God to mislead those of weak faith and for those of strong 
faith, the discovery of such fossils will only increase their faith! Creationists have their 
own science which differs particularly from orthodox science in those areas where the 
creation narratives come into conflict with post-Darwinian science. They claim that it is 
understandable that so many people believe in evolutionary theory, since the godless will 
always be blind to the truth. In their attempt to protect biblical inerrancy, in the United 
States some school boards prohibit the teaching of evolutionary theory in biology classes 
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in schools and colleges and as a consequence numerous court cases have resulted which 
have made it illegal to teach the theory of evolution. The first very widely publicised court 
case was in 1925 when a high school biology teacher, named John Thomas Scopes was 
found guilty of teaching evolution which was contrary to state law of Tennessee. One 
argument used by fundamentalists in court cases is that evolution is merely a theory 
which has not and never can be proven. Some states do permit the teaching of evolution 
alongside the teaching of biblical creationism; thus students are taught both points of 
view in biology classes. 

Intelligent Design: 
Another interesting variation of the attack on evolutionary theory from creationists 
in more recent times is Intelligent Design. This view, which is not only proposed as a 
religious belief, but also as a scientific theory, first came to prominence in Michael 
Behe’s book, Darwin’s Black Box (1996). In it, Behe argues that an explanation for the 
highly complex, coherent and ordered world is not adequately explained by blind chance, 
which is the only explanation possible if there is no God. The book is driven by particular 
examples, mainly from biology where Behe argues that some complex biological 
structures could not have come into existence by chance, unless (which is impossible in 
evolutionary terms) they were already aware of their final complex biological outcome. In 
other words blind evolution could not have known the nature of the complexity that would 
be needed in advance to create the vast array of highly complex biological structures 
that exist. Intelligent Design operates in the argument of ‘irreducible complexity’ and in 
order to explain this, Behe gives the example of a mouse trap which consists of number 
of items, like springs, a solid base, a metal hammer and a sensitive catch etc. Now, no 
matter how many times one might throw all these parts in the air, they will never fall to 
the ground as a working mouse trap. Design on the part of someone with intelligence is 
required to construct the final article of a working of something as simple as a mouse trap 
and the argument goes, it is exactly the same for the complex structures of the Universe. 
Behe uses the examples of blood clotting and the functioning of the eye to make his 
point. First of all both of these biological phenomena are complex to an extraordinary 
degree and both fulfil important and highly complex functions in the bodies of creatures. 
The question Behe poses is, how is it possible for blind evolution to produce both of these 
phenomena, if there wasn’t some intelligence and intention to produce the final biological 
structure which has a particular function? It should be mentioned that the evolution of 
the eye was even a problem for Darwin, who made reference to it in the Origin of Species. 
Behe suggests that instead of evolutionists inventing ever more complex and convoluted 
explanations for complex biological organisms, why not accept that there is an easier and 
more obvious explanation for the complexity and order of the Universe, which is of course 
God.

Those who support Intelligent Design also argue that both the cosmological and 
teleological arguments for God’s existence make an important and valuable explanatory 
contribution for the present state of the Universe, since other explanations, like the 
Big Bang theory remove God’s creative agency and leave a number of important issues 
unresolved. Once again those who support Intelligent Design are of the opinion that blind 
chance could not produce the Universe as it exists.

Behe’s conclusions have, as might be expected, been widely attacked by mainstream 
scientists on the grounds that the hypothesis of the existence of God as an explanation 
for phenomena could never be tested. Further some critics argue that Behe is reverting to 
a ‘God of the gaps’ argument, which has long ago been discredited and they might add all 
‘good’ science has to do is continue to investigate and discover natural explanations which 
it has always done. Some have sought to make fun of the Intelligent Design argument by 
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using the analogy of the ‘Flying Spaghetti Monster’ or the ‘Invisible Pink Unicorn’ each of 
which they suggest might be cited as a possible alternative to God. The point being made 
is that Intelligent Design is putting forward a supernatural and importantly unfalsifiable 
cause which it could be argued is a lazy alternative to the hard work of scientific 
investigation, which always yields scientific results.

*A very comprehensive description of the issues here is to be found in: 
  Libby Ahluwalia’s book Understanding Philosophy of Religion (2008) p116ff.

*Hick, John. Philosophy of Religion (1983) p36ff
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2. Content – The afterlife: body, soul and personal 
identity

Learning objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate belief in the afterlife, including:

- dualism in Plato’s analogy of the cave and its continuing legacy in Christianity;
-the nature of body and soul; and
-materialism, epiphenomenalism, philosophical behaviourism and the identity thesis;

Body and soul:

In the Phaedo Socrates has been sentenced to death by the democracy Athens for 
corrupting the minds of the youth and impiety (‘not believing in the gods or the state’). 
The death sentence pronounced on Socrates is something for which Plato can never 
forgive either democracy or Athens. To Plato this was an act which destroyed one of the 
greatest philosophical minds that had ever lived. Plato’s old teacher Socrates has to carry 
out the death sentence on himself as he drinks the poison hemlock that will end his life; 
he seems in good form and he is in no doubt that he will survive death. As he discusses 
what lies ahead, Socrates distinguishes himself, his real self, from his body which he 
knows quite soon will lie lifeless before those gathered around him. The essence of 
dualism asserts that the real self (soul/psyche) is different from the body (soma) and this 
is what Socrates seems to be suggesting. According to this view people will survive death 
in non-bodily form. There is indeed considerable evidence for the continued existence 
of the dualist view which many people still hold in various forms. To support dualism, 
different arguments and evidence have been cited, e.g. I can refer to my leg or my hand 
or my hair as though these items were appended or are in some sense an attachment 
to some other part of me. So in ordinary language people do seem to make a distinction 
between parts of themselves and this is precisely what dualism asserts; that the ‘I’ or ‘me’ 
is that part which constitutes the mind or the soul and something like my leg is not me, 
but it is something that is attached or belongs to me. Another part of experience that is 
important in lending support to the existence of the soul is consciousness. We have this 
experience of an extraordinary stream of continued awareness which in our waking lives is 
constantly open to the world. This conscious world is very different from the experience of 
my leg or my hair both of which, so far as we know, have no experience or self-awareness 
of themselves in the way that consciousness does. Also so far as we are aware nothing else 
in the world has anything like consciousness, even animals; though intelligent; they seem 
to be governed by instinct and very limited levels of intelligence. Consciousness allows 
us to direct our attention or think in whatever way we wish. I alone e.g. am the only one 
who is really privy to my own thoughts and no one else. Concomitant with consciousness 
is my awareness of free-will, which is contrary to everything else in the world which is 
contingent and operates causally and predictably. Morality and the legal system are still 
built on this belief, so that I could not be sent to prison for a crime over which I had no 
control. Thus normally, I am able to do otherwise. By contrast, what happens to my leg, 
like a feeling of pain or an injury is not something that has in any sense some form of 
conscious awareness.
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In spite of all arguments to the contrary, which we will consider later, the dualist may wish 
to insist that at death there is a part of a human being that leaves the body; the immortal 
soul, which is not subject to any form of empirical investigation or rational argument. 
This for some is simply accepted as a matter of faith and at that point philosophy may 
have nothing to add. 

*Davis, Brian. An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion Teachers and students 
should go to Davis p 119ff for further discussion on the dualist case.

Immortality:
Immortality is a topic that runs throughout this section of the unit. The whole notion of 
an afterlife, if there is one, presupposes immortality which is the belief that though a 
part of us (the physical body) dies, still according to believers, something lives on into 
eternity and in that sense, defies death. All creatures on the planet, including ourselves 
at some stage succumb to death; therefore, immortality is denied to all of us at least in 
the sense of the death of the physical body. Death in the natural world is assiduously 
avoided, so that in the wild, animals will do almost anything to avoid becoming dinner for 
another animal. Humans also avoid and mostly fear death, but even though medicine has 
improved greatly, in the end biologically we are not built to last much beyond the ‘three 
score years and ten’ mentioned in the Bible. The discussion on dualism and resurrection 
and a philosophical assessment of both is essentially a discussion on immortality. We will 
also look at reincarnation, which is again offers a promise of immortality.

Plato’s allegory of the cave:
In this analogy or as it is sometimes called, the allegory of the cave, Plato (428/7-348/7 
B.C.) through the mouthpiece of his old teacher Socrates in Book 7 of The Republic asks 
us to imagine prisoners who for the duration of their lives have been chained to the wall 
of a cave, so that all they see is the wall opposite. Behind them and elevated is a fire 
that lights the cavern; between the fire and the prisoners there is a path on the edge of 
which is another wall. This second wall is like a screen which you could imagine being 
used in a puppet theatre; puppets are raised over it to be shown to the public. People walk 
along the path talking and carrying sculptures and other objects that represent different 
objects (animals, trees, artificial objects etc.). Since there is this second wall between 
the prisoners and the people walking, all that is seen in the reflections or shadows before 
the prisoners are the objects people carry and that protrude above the wall. Obviously, 
the prisoners think the shadows they see are reality, for they have known nothing else. 
Sounds of people beyond the cave are also heard and the prisoners believe these to be 
coming from the shadows as well. This then for the prisoners is their reality. Of course 
Plato is aware that the reader like the prisoners will believe that they live in the real world 
and that they know better than the chained prisoners, for the reality of the prisoners is 
obviously quite partial and stunted because of their limited experience from birth, but 
they don’t know that! We know that the shadows the prisoners see reflected on the wall 
are not truly representative of the real world. We by contrast with the prisoners think that 
we have the ‘right take’ on reality. For Plato the world of human beings without the benefit 
of the philosophical mind is limited by misleading perceptions and to that extent we 
resemble the prisoners. Plato’s point in the allegory is that human beings are in exactly 
the same position as the prisoners. We are deluded by our perceptions and what’s more we 
may even think that that our perceptions are the only reliable information we have about 
reality. Plato’s point in the allegory is to enable us to see that the perceptual and sensual 
world is not all that there is. There is a real world, another world, the world of the Forms, 
but our world is not it. It is certainly interesting that in contrast to Plato, 18th century 
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empiricism under the driving force of David Hume was of the view that sense experience is 
our only route to the world that is reliable. 

 

The allegory of the cave is probably the most important of Plato’s allegories or analogies 
as it embraces some of the central points of his philosophy. For Plato it is a metaphor for 
our nature regarding education or indeed the lack of it. The allegory serves to illustrate 
issues regarding Plato’s theory of knowledge. He is also aware that this myth has 
important consequences for other fields of philosophy such as ontology, anthropology 
and even political and social policy and ethics and certainly religious philosophers are 
acutely aware of the religious implications of the allegory as we shall see.  

Plato elsewhere in his philosophy refers to the world of the Forms and indeed it is obvious 
that the world of the Forms is not far from his mind in the allegory of the cave. Existing 
in the world of the Forms is infinite perfection. This metaphysical world is the real world, 
unlike the world of sense perception which is merely the world of the shadows which is all 
that the prisoners could see in the allegory. This shadow world of the prisoners is similar 
to the world of our perceptions. The world of shadows has only the faintest resemblances 
to the world of the Forms, because it is a reflection or an imperfect copy of that perfect 
world. For Plato, properly educated philosophers will become aware of this world through 
better education and thus the shadows and silhouettes disappear and reality comes 
into view and we see the world as it is. Plato’s dualism posits both a soma and psyche 
(body and mind/soul), as well as an earthly, partial, finite and sensual world (the present 
world) which as we’ve said is contrasted with the metaphysical world of the Forms. An 
illustration of this is Goodness or Justice: We might have some ideas; vague though they 
are about what we mean by good or just, but knowing what true Goodness or Justice are 
in themselves is the goal of the philosophy and the path to knowing the Forms of these 
things is correct reason. The Forms of Justice and Goodness exist in an extra-terrestrial 
world which is the natural abode of the soul and the Forms. Indeed Plato insists it is from 
this world that our immortal soul comes and eventually returns at death. For Plato and 
the Greeks, the soul or psuche/psyche (anima in Latin) meaning life, spirit, consciousness, 
including the faculty of reasoning which is incorporeal. Reasoning was for Plato the most 
divine of human activities and is of course the skill used in philosophy. These ideas of the 
Greeks were important and they filtered into Christianity, which already, through the Old 
Testament had a concept of the soul in the form of nephesh, meaning life or vital breath.
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Obviously Christianity in the early centuries found the ideas of Plato very congenial 
and it was quite easy to amend the Platonic narrative and borrow its arguments, so that 
it was in tandem with Christian theology. Indeed there has been much debate among 
New Testament scholars as to the influence of Platonism on the Gospels and the Pauline 
Epistles. Plato’s notion of an immortal soul that survived death, matched Christian belief 
in survival after death. There is also a deep mysticism in the philosophy of Plato, for a 
vision of the world of the Forms is a vision and an awareness of eternity. Indeed Neo-
Platonists took the view that the theological as well as the moral virtues found their 
perfection in this Eternity. Also the notion of an extra-terrestrial abode for immortal 
souls easily became Heaven. The influence of Plato is also evident in the church and the 
unquestioned belief of many people today who hold in the survival of the soul after death; 
the idea being that the very essence of a person in the form of an immortal soul survives 
death. Plato’s philosophical architecture, though pagan was nevertheless enthusiastically 
embraced by a number of early thinkers like Augustine of Hippo and many others. Before 
his conversion to Christianity Augustine was an enthusiastic Neo-Platonist, but what’s 
interesting is that Plato’s ideas are still with us after two and a half thousand years!

Rene Descartes in the 16th century in his Meditations VI also expressed similar dualist 
ideas to those of  Plato: 

“My essence consists solely in the fact that I am a thinking thing (or a substance 
whose essence or nature is to think) ..... I possess a body with which I am very 
intimately conjoined....... and it is certain that this (that is to say, my soul by 
which I am what I am), is entirely and absolutely distinct from my body and can 
exist without it”

Plato had used the argument that only ‘things’ can suffer destruction and not the soul 
which is simple and imperishable; things or items in the physical world are composite 
and that is obvious as when they are destroyed, for they break down into their constituent 
parts. Aquinas in the 13th century adopted this view which became important in Catholic 
theology and this Platonic view was still being reflected in the work of thinkers like the 
eminent French and Catholic theologian, Jacques Maritain who writes in a similar vain to 
Plato:

“A spiritual soul cannot be corrupted, since it possesses no matter......it has no 
substantial parts and cannot lose its individual unity, since it is self-subsisting..... 
The human soul cannot die.....it will necessarily exist forever.....thus a great 
metaphysician like Thomas Aquinas is able to prove the immortality of the soul” 
(The Range of Reason, 1953)

Conceptual difficulties for Dualism:
Since the Enlightenment in the 18th century, thinking about the mind/soul has shifted 
from philosophy and theology to science and especially psychiatry and psychology. The 
Church and the philosophical tradition from the Greeks had previously defined and had 
authority in all matters in this area. Now areas like neurology, psychiatry and psychology 
take centre stage in defining the nature and operation of the mind or the brain. We have 
already said that the function of the mind or soul for the Greeks contains consciousness 
as well as having the faculty of reasoning. An important feature of the soul, we are told 
is its incorporeal nature. If something is incorporeal then it has nothing of a material 
nature to it, at least nothing that is measurable in scientific terms. If the soul has no 



pg 19

RELIGIOUS STUDIES

pg 19

substance, someone might ask what is the difference between incorporeality and nothing 
at all? Perhaps they are one and the same? Some philosophers would argue that there is 
a contradiction in referring to some thing (a soul) as incorporeal for a thing cannot both 
exist and not exist. Of course the believer might continue to argue that some things may 
‘exist’ but lie beyond what physics can measure and describe and that such things as 
souls, inhabit a non-material, incorporeal realm. Physics at this stage may have nothing 
more to say on the matter!

The idea of life after death also has its critics from those who claim it is impossible 
because God does not exist. Now if it true that there is no God then the argument is 
compelling. Of course the difficulty is that many people still believe in God and neither 
science nor philosophy have delivered what might be described as the fatal blow to 
arguments for theism. Also religious faith does not depend on reasoning alone.

Dualism has also faced opposition from the modern assertion of the mind-body identity 
thesis which states that minds/brains cannot exist separately from bodies, since for one 
thing mind and body are inseparable. Brains are according this view material biological 
machines and thinking or consciousness are mental activities that go on within and 
because of the brain’s biological structure. This is the view of materialism. The science 
of neurology and clinical psychology support the view that as science advances there 
is every reason to believe that it is coming ever closer to unlocking the secrets and 
mechanisms of the brain, including that most prized of human possessions, namely 
consciousness. It should be immediately obvious that even though the brain is more 
complex, it nevertheless has some of the characteristics of the modern computer and 
indeed it is easily seen that as computers continue to advance, many activities that could 
only previously be carried out by the brain can now be done more efficiently carried out 
by a computer. Eventually the argument runs, science will demonstrate comprehensively 
how all mental activity works. If this view is right then contrary to dualism, souls/minds 
cannot survive death, because the death of the body is also the death of the mind or the 
soul. We already know that when the brain is deprived of oxygen, even for a short time, 
immeasurable damage is done and anyone who suffers this fate; e.g. if someone suffers 
a stroke, they may well be left in a vegetative state where brain activity is negligible 
or non-existent. One of the arguments that is often used to defend the existence of a 
soul is the stream of consciousness which pervades our every waking moment. There 
is also the very genuine awareness of free will; i.e. this very distinct awareness that a 
part of us is in control of our actions and that indeed our actions are not just random or 
caused in the same way that the actions of an automaton or a machine may be caused. 
From the 19th century thinkers like Darwin’s friend T.H. Huxley held a view referred to 
as Epiphenomenalism. This view says that basic physical events (sense organs, neural 
impulses, and muscle contractions) are causal with respect to mental events (thought, 
consciousness, and cognition). Mental events are viewed as completely dependent on 
physical functions of the machine (i.e. the brain) and, as such, have no independent 
existence or causal value; it is a mere appearance. Fear e.g. makes the heart beat faster; 
though, according to epiphenomenalism, the state of the nervous system causes the 
heart to beat faster. This is similar to the view of the Oxford philosopher Gilbert Ryle 
(1949) who referred to consciousness as the ‘ghost in the machine’. This again is a 
rejection of Cartesian dualist rationalism and states that consciousness isn’t some 
separate entity in the way dualism suggests. Just as the bell in a clock makes a sound on 
the hour; it plays no part in the operation of the clock or just as the engine of a car makes 
noise; it plays no part and has no function in the operation of the engine, so it with the 
consciousness. Ryle is also well aware of the religious implications of dualism, which he 
rejects, as can been seen in the following quotation:
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“There is a doctrine about the nature and place of the mind which is prevalent 
among theorists to which most philosophers, psychologists and religious teachers 
subscribe with minor reservations. Although they admit certain theoretical 
difficulties in it, they tend to assume that these can be overcome without serious 
modifications being made to the architecture of the theory.... [the doctrine states 
that] with the doubtful exceptions of the mentally-incompetent and infants-in-
arms, every human being has both a body and a mind. ... The body and the mind 
are ordinarily harnessed together, but after the death of the body the mind may 
continue to exist and function.”

Of course the question is: is the soul identical with activity on the part of a brain? Some 
may wish to say they are not the same, but if this is the case then what is a soul and 
what is its function or does it have a function?  For the religious the soul is primarily that 
part of a person that survives death and which contains in some sense the essence of the 
individual.

Ryle admits that his position is close to Behaviourism though he is wary of the 
implications and the limits of that label. Behaviourism initially was a branch of 
psychology. It can be defined as the systematic approach to the understanding of human 
and animal behaviour. It assumes that all behaviours are either reflexes produced by 
a response to certain stimuli in the environment, or a consequence of that individual’s 
history, including reinforcement and punishment, together with the individual’s current 
motivational state and controlling stimuli. A behaviourist is someone who demands 
behavioural evidence for any psychological hypothesis. For such a person, there is 
no knowable difference between two states of mind, e.g. motives or emotions etc. 
unless there is a demonstrable difference in the behaviour associated with each state. 
Fundamentally, Behaviourism was a rejection of introspection and mentalism of any sort 
in psychology. The problem was that in the emerging science of psychology introspection 
of any sort could not be measured in any way, so that psychology couldn’t move forward 
as a science. The only thing that could be measured was behaviour of an animal or 
human. Thus behaviourism began with the Russian Ivan Pavlov in the 19th century and 
grew in importance in the work of J.B. Watson and especially B.F. Skinner in America in 
the 20th century. Behaviourists generally accept the important role of inheritance in 
determining behaviour, but they focus primarily on environmental factors. Philosophical 
behaviourism is important for some philosophers because it removes any discussion of 
mental events which is going down a well-trodden path of introspection, subjectivity and 
mentalism which was so important to the philosophers in the past. This approach yielded 
very mixed and often contradictory results. To avoid this, a new approach; the approach 
of behaviourism was deemed necessary.  For empirical philosophers, behaviourism 
is important because like psychology, any discussion of mentalism is removed and 
only observable behaviours become the subject of discussion. Behaviourism has been 
criticised because it is quite simply a denial that people have mental lives with streams 
of consciousness, thoughts, reasons, intentions, emotions, feelings, motives, moral, 
religious and non-religious judgements and ideas, which people see as justification for 
their actions. These ‘mentalistic’ reasons are not just seen as centrally important, they 
are often given as a cause, when it comes to the reasons people give for their actions. 
E.g. I may have done something (behavioural) which on the surface people may not 
approve of. But I may have complicated and altogether honourable reasons for doing this 
action and when this is explained, those who were initially critical changed their minds. 
The actions alone (behaviour) does not sufficiently explain my actions. Is it sufficient 
that in the interests of science, behaviourists ignore this central aspect of our mental 
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and cognitive lives? Also are human beings to be reduced to the learned repertoires of 
level of stimulus – response - reinforcement of Skinner’s rats? Critics would argue that 
humans are thus reduced to the level of automata and that is itself the enemy of the open 
society, democracy and an invitation to totalitarianism of every sort. Certainly Free Will 
is an immediate casualty of the behaviourist model which is largely deterministic in its 
outlook. Further, such determinism has important ramifications for ethics and the legal 
system to name just but two areas of concern. Finally it is worth pointing out that central 
to dualism is the importance of consciousness, the exercise of free will and a belief that 
humans are far from being mindless automata, but are as Christians would argue children 
of God.

Ryle admits that his approach to the theory of mind is behaviouristic in being opposed 
to the theory that there are hidden mental processes that are distinct from observable 
behaviours. As already mentioned a major problem with behaviourism is that it reduces 
humans to automata that react to stimuli in a way similar to that of Pavlov’s dogs 
or Skinner’s rats. Ryle’s approach is based on the view that actions such as thinking, 
remembering, feeling, and willing are revealed by modes of behaviour or as dispositions 
to modes of behaviour. He is of course critical of both Cartesian dualist theory and to a 
lesser extent behaviourist theory for being overly mechanistic. While Cartesian theory 
may insist that hidden mental events produce the behavioural responses of the conscious 
individual, behaviourism may insist that stimulus-response mechanisms produce the 
behavioural responses of the conscious individual. Ryle concludes that both Cartesian 
theory and behaviourist theory may be too rigid and mechanistic to provide us with an 
adequate understanding of the concept of mind.
       

Learning objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate philosophical problems of life after death including: 

-  personal identity and human existence after death;
-  immortality, resurrection,  reincarnation;
-  Hick’s replica theory; and
-  the value of evidence in the form of near death 
 experiences.
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Personal Identity and human existence after death: 
One argument mentioned already has been that most minds or the souls have the 
benefit of a rich array of experiences that are built up through the senses over a lifetime. 
Indeed the without the senses these experiences would have been impossible. It has also 
been argued that personal identity is extraordinarily enriched through this interaction 
with the world, but a disembodied soul/mind like the prisoners in Plato’s cave is a very 
impoverished individual indeed. A personal identity which is the product of a disembodied 
soul would, we presume have a very minimal level of personal identity.

If a person in some sense can exist in a disembodied state as dualists suggest then what 
is the nature of that existence? The Oxford philosopher Bernard Williams believes that 
the existence of a person necessitates the existence of their bodies and to highlight the 
difficulties of existence without bodily continuity, Williams cites the imaginary case of 
Charles who claims to be Guy Fawkes:  Charles knows things and seems privy to various 
aspects of the gunpowder plot that only Guy Fawkes could have known. Presumably a 
dualist, after consideration of the evidence could accept that this is Guy Fawkes, since 
he rejects the necessity of bodily continuity. According to this view personal identity, 
presumably in the form of a soul does not require bodily continuity. But now says 
Williams if someone else turns up who also claims to be Guy Fawkes, then the same logic 
must inevitably follow? In other words since bodily continuity is unnecessary for the 
dualist, we could have two claimants to be Guy Fawkes and the fact that two people are 
making the same simultaneous claim should be of no importance. An immediate problem 
as Davies points out is that Guy Fawkes can not be in two places at once which is absurd. 
The dualist could reply that one of them is an imposter, but why should he want to say 
that (since dualism insists that bodies are not necessary for existence) and how would 
he be able to distinguish between the two of them to discover the imposter? Could they 
not both be Guy Fawkes? Thus it would seem that personal identity as well as bodily 
continuity are important for survival after death and this is one of the reasons why many 
Christians cite the doctrine of the resurrection as their preferred state of existence after 
death. One important reason also is that the Christian doctrine of the resurrection, unlike 
dualism, necessitates both body and soul for the continued existence of an individual.

The necessity of personal continuity seems incontestable and in this regard Brian 
Davies, himself a priest of the Dominican order, asks us to consider ‘seeing’. Presumably 
in a state of human existence an embodied soul/mind would have had multiple 
experiences of seeing, but as Peter Geach adds words like ‘see’, ‘hear’, and ‘feel’ all require 
reference to activities on the part of the body. We need bodies with senses in order to have 
these experiences and then to be able to reflect on them. Presumably a soul/mind in a 
disembodied state would be pretty impoverished and could literally experience nothing 
if it was disembodied. Further, communication with anything outside the soul would be 
impossible for the only vehicle that an individual soul has to communicate is the body 
through e.g. speech and action etc. The question now is what kind of individual is the 
soul? It would seem that what we are as individuals is intimately bound up with the body 
and the body’s outreach and contact with the world. Even Thomas Aquinas, though 
holding that in some sense a disembodied existence is possible was nonetheless quite 
clear that human existence depends on the unity of body and soul. He accepts that at 
death something important has gone (the body), but if existence of the soul is to mean 
anything, it must be reunited with the body. He adds:

“No part is perfect in its nature unless it exists as a whole. Therefore man’s final 
happiness requires the soul to be again united with the body” (Compendium of 
Theology, p160)
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*Davies, Brian. An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion (1982) ch12, p119ff

Activities

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/afterlife/#PosSur
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/afterlife/#ObjPosSurMat
https://hgsrs.wordpress.com/about/immortality/dualism-and-materialism/

1. Using the links above explain the concepts of Dualism and Materialism when 
examining the issue of life after death.

2. What are the strengths and weakness in the theories of Dualism and Materialism?

3. Why is the concept of Dualism, linked to the issue of life after death, desirable but 
problematic for the religious believer?

4. Prepare for a class debate on the motion, ‘This house believes there is life after death.’ 
The following links may help you:

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/science/science-news/11144442/First-hint-of-life-after-
death-in-biggest-ever-scientific-study.html
http://worldnewsdailyreport.com/german-scientists-prove-there-is-life-after-death/
http://www.express.co.uk/life-style/life/574362/Late-man-stays-in-touch-with-family-
after-death
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pR7e0fmfXGw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4_bb2etuVzI

Resurrection:
The New Atheists like Richard Dawkins would say that the physical, material world is 
all that there is. From a biological point of view, Dawkins would argue that organisms or 
bodies are merely biological carriers of DNA and once the healthy biological body has 
passed on its DNA its purpose has been fulfilled. An aging organism is not a healthy 
carrier of good DNA and so when it has fulfilled its biological purpose it dies in the same 
way that the healthy drone, which has only one purpose; to mate with the queen, passes 
on his DNA, and then immediately dies. Humans on the other hand, because of the time 
it takes to bring up their hapless, intelligent young are required to be around somewhat 
longer. Curiously biology has its own version of immortality; our DNA lives on in those 
we leave behind, in our children, but that’s our only immortal legacy according to the 
Dawkins view. As for individuals, no matter how long we live, we eventually die like all 
other organisms on the planet. There are many different versions of the atheist position, 
but all of them would hold that belief in any form of immortality or belief in life after 
death is fiction and make believe and probably an attempt to ward off the unpalatable 
truth about our own finite existence. Dawkins and the ‘new atheists’ are almost 
‘evangelistic’ in their views, but the gospel they preach offers no hope of eternity or a 
hereafter. They want people to realise that human beings like all organisms have only one 
purpose and when that purpose is done, they are surplus to biological requirements!

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/afterlife/#PosSur
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/afterlife/#ObjPosSurMat
https://hgsrs.wordpress.com/about/immortality/dualism-and-materialism/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/science/science-news/11144442/First-hint-of-life-after-death-in-biggest-ever-scientific-study.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/science/science-news/11144442/First-hint-of-life-after-death-in-biggest-ever-scientific-study.html
http://worldnewsdailyreport.com/german-scientists-prove-there-is-life-after-death/
http://www.express.co.uk/life-style/life/574362/Late-man-stays-in-touch-with-family-after-death
http://www.express.co.uk/life-style/life/574362/Late-man-stays-in-touch-with-family-after-death
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pR7e0fmfXGw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4_bb2etuVzI
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Belief in the resurrection is central to Christian belief and is a fundamental article of faith; 
“And if Christ has not been raised, our own preaching is worthless and so is your faith” 
(1 Cor 15:14). Historically it is based on the final days of Jesus who was crucified, died 
and was buried, but on the third day his disciples discovered that his body was missing 
from the tomb, only to be told by a heavenly messenger that he had been “raised from 
the dead”. It is not the remit of this work to go into the nature, intentions, historicity 
or the hermeneutical issues surrounding the intentions of the biblical authors on this 
matter. We shall as we have done so far, concern ourselves with the philosophical issues 
connected with resurrection. It will be obvious enough that the issues already raised such 
as materialism, behaviourism, epiphenomenalism and the mind-body identity thesis are 
important in relation to the concept of resurrection and should be read again in relation 
to this theme.  

We have already noted some of the grave limitations of dualism and one of them is that 
the senses of the body are vitally necessary for the development of the mind/soul. As 
we’ve said, a mind so deprived is a very deprived mind indeed. Brian Davies suggests in 
this context “that whatever a disembodied soul is, it can hardly be human” (p.125)

John Hick’s replica theory: 
John Hick when dealing with the issue of resurrection asks us to consider the theoretical 
case of John Smith who inexplicably disappears from the US only to mysteriously 
reappear as a replica in India. The replica is exactly the same including memories, 
DNA, fingerprints, beliefs, habits, in fact everything. Eventually after the shocks of the 
mysterious disappearance and reappearance have passed, we may indeed conclude 
that this is John Smith. Now says Hick, suppose this time John Smith dies and again 
mysteriously a replica appears with all the features of the dead John Smith when he was 
alive; again if all the features of John Smith are present, we would have to conclude that 
this is indeed John Smith. Finally, says Hick, suppose this time John Smith dies and a 
replica reappears not in India, but this time as a resurrected John Smith in a metaphysical 
world of resurrected persons. Again if we were satisfied that all the features of John Smith 
were present as in the three examples, we would have to conclude that this indeed is John 
Smith. Crucially in the three examples there is no logical difficulty in conceiving of such 
a situation. Importantly in all three examples personal identity has been maintained 
and if that is so then, according to Hick, resurrection is a possible model for survival after 
death in a way that dualism’s disembodied soul is not.

The sceptic as well as the believer might want to argue that for dualism or resurrection 
to occur we would in each case require a series of miraculous events of quite an 
extraordinary kind to occur. The dead would have to miraculously survive death and 
be alive as either disembodied souls or as resurrected persons and this is certainly not 
something that can be conceived within the operation of the known laws of nature as they 
are presently defined. Believers would certainly argue that nothing is beyond both the 
will and power of God and if this judgement of faith is correct, then these events could be 
expected. If miraculous activity is involved, then there is no reason why a disembodied 
soul should not survive death, any more than a resurrected person. In fact both such 
events would require a suspension of the laws of nature in either case. It now turns out 
that the issue of survival after death turns on whether miraculous events occur and if they 
do, then both of the above are certainly possible. Obviously for those of religious faith, God 
is seen as both creator and sustainer of the world. According to Christian theology, God’s 
final purpose for the world and the human race would require human survival beyond the 
grave and in the fullness time, nothing can prevent His intentions being worked out, but in 
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order for His purposes to be achieved, miraculous intervention would certainly be required. 

One final point is worth mentioning here and indeed it is a point that covers the course; 
the arguments as outlined so far have been based on evidence, reason and logical 
argument, but does an omniscient deity have the same canons of judgement as we 
humans? Seen from the omniscience of a God’s eye view, human arguments on this or 
that aspect of logic, evidence or reason may seem limited, even feeble minded, biased 
and paltry. Our attempts at understanding God and may fall far short of the omniscient 
intelligence that undergirds the universe and everything in it. That master of reason; 
perhaps the greatest theologian and philosopher of the medieval period, Thomas Aquinas, 
is said to have had a beatific vision (visio beatifica - the ultimate self-communication of 
God to an individual) towards the end of his life. 

“On the feast of St. Nicholas in 1273, Aquinas was celebrating Mass in the church 
of St Nicolas in Naples when he received a revelation that so affected him that 
he wrote and dictated no more, leaving his great work the Summa Theologiae 
unfinished. His secretary and friend Brother Reginald implored him to continue, 
but Aquinas replied ‘The end of my labours has come. All that I have written 
appears to be as so much straw after the things that have been revealed to me.’ 
When again asked by Reginald to return to writing, Aquinas said, ‘I can write no 
more. I have seen things that make my writings like straw.”

Like Aquinas, perhaps we also have to ask, what is the purpose and what are the limits of 
the philosophical enterprise in which we are engaged? 

*Students are advised to follow more detailed accounts of the relevant arguments as they 
appear in Hick, p.124ff; Davies, p.125ff and Ahluwalia, p.252ff.

Activities

1. Using the links below explain what Christians believe about resurrection.

http://www.doesgodexist.org/JanFeb11/Bible.Teach.Resurretion.html
http://www.bethinking.org/did-jesus-rise-from-the-dead/impossible-and-unproven
http://www.bethinking.org/did-jesus-rise-from-the-dead/q-is-there-really-solid-evidence-
for-the-resurrection-of-jesus 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rZC6tbgpsl4 
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+28
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=i+corinthians+15&version=NIV

2. Examine the passage in 1 Corinthians 15 and, using the links below, explain:
• What Paul teaches on Jesus’s resurrection and the evidence for it
• What he believes on resurrection for Christians
• The nature of the resurrection body

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=i+corinthians+15&version=NIV 
http://www.christnotes.org/commentary.php?com=mhc&b=46&c=15

http://www.doesgodexist.org/JanFeb11/Bible.Teach.Resurretion.html
http://www.bethinking.org/did-jesus-rise-from-the-dead/impossible-and-unproven
https://www.bethinking.org/did-jesus-rise-from-the-dead/q-is-there-really-solid-evidence-for-the-resurrection-of-jesus
https://www.bethinking.org/did-jesus-rise-from-the-dead/q-is-there-really-solid-evidence-for-the-resurrection-of-jesus
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rZC6tbgpsl4
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+28
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=i+corinthians+15&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=i+corinthians+15&version=NIV
http://www.christnotes.org/commentary.php?com=mhc&b=46&c=15
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http://www.biblestudytools.com/commentaries/jamieson-fausset-brown/1-corinthians/1-
corinthians-15.html

3. What is reincarnation and why does it offer hope to people in the face of death?

http://personalityspirituality.net/2009/07/10/10-things-everyone-should-know-about-
reincarnation/
http://www.comparativereligion.com/reincarnation.html

Reincarnation:
This is not a view that is normally associated with Christianity. It is found mainly in the 
great Indian religions of Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism, though the view was 
also held by Socrates, Plato and Pythagoras. It was called metempsychosis by the Greeks 
which meant ‘to put a soul into’. Reincarnation is also called rebirth or transmigration and 
is part of the samsara doctrine of cyclic existence. Hindus believe the self or soul (atman) 
repeatedly takes on a physical body until moksha which is liberation and release from the 
cycle of life, death and rebirth (samsara). The Bhagavad Gita says of reincarnation: 

“Just as a person casts off worn-out garments and puts on others that are new, even 
so does the embodied soul cast off worn-out bodies and takes on others that are 
new.” 

Not alone can one be reborn as a human, but one can also be reborn as an animal 
depending on one’s karma. Those who support reincarnation will refer to reports of people 
who remember past lives who are able to remember past ages and past lives. Hypnosis is 
sometimes employed by therapists to bring people back to past lives and provide details 
of their earlier existence. 

Whatever about the problems have been in relation to dualism and resurrection, the 
difficulties get much worse with reincarnation. For personal identity, continuity of the 
psychophysical person is required; and that includes continuity of memory. We are 
referring here to the putative memory from one person to the next and the next and 
so on. Only a very small number of people remember their past lives and even those 
examples are disputed, but it has to be said there are some remarkable reports of people, 
normally children who seem to remember past lives. Of course, sceptics would regard such 
reports as nonsense. Still we have to accept that for the vast majority of people there are 
no such memories and that the continuity of memory is absent. Bodily continuity is 
also missing for certainly it is one of the features of reincarnation that each time one is 
reborn it is with a different body and that could even be the body of another sex or even 
the body of an animal. It could be argued that the body of a human being changes very 
much over a lifetime to such an extent that physically it is not the same body, still from 
a young until one is an old person there is continuity and certainly continuity of memory 
is retained from youth until old age, but as we’ve discussed that is also missing. Finally, 
psychological continuity which we could describe as traits or similarities of mental 
disposition from reincarnated person to person is missing. We might also add how would 
we recognise the psychological disposition of someone who lived many centuries ago? If 
indeed it was argued that these traits or dispositions are passed on from one reincarnated 
person to person and are to be seen as evidence of reincarnation, surely the truth is that 
psychological traits and dispositions are extremely subjective and people can exhibit an 
extraordinary number of the same traits. Also it would seem that dispositions from one 

http://www.biblestudytools.com/commentaries/jamieson-fausset-brown/1-corinthians/1-corinthians-15.ht
http://www.biblestudytools.com/commentaries/jamieson-fausset-brown/1-corinthians/1-corinthians-15.ht
http://personalityspirituality.net/2009/07/10/10-things-everyone-should-know-about-reincarnation/
http://personalityspirituality.net/2009/07/10/10-things-everyone-should-know-about-reincarnation/
http://www.comparativereligion.com/reincarnation.html
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culture to the next will take on and exhibit very different forms. On top of that similar 
dispositions between two people, given that one of them is dead proves nothing for 
different people often share similar dispositions, so that to point to similar dispositions as 
some sort of evidence that these were in fact the same person, though inhabiting different 
bodies, seems to be no evidence at all. As John Hick adds:

“Thus, this criterion of character similarities is far too broad and permissive; if it 
establishes anything, it establishes much too much and becomes self-defeating. 
Thus the idea if reincarnation......from death in one body to birth in another is 
beset with conceptual difficulties of the gravest kind” (p.137)

*Students should refer to Hick, p.133ff and Ahluwalia p.241ff for more in depth discussion 
of the issues discussed above.

The value of evidence in the form of near death experiences:

 

John Hick is not alone in believing that near death experiences may be of importance in 
suggesting evidence for life after death. Reports of NDEs have taken place in acute areas 
of hospitals where people may have been close to death, e.g. recovery and cardiac arrest 
specialist areas of hospitals. People who testify to having such experiences describe 
looking down on their bodies from above; seeing a white light, often at the end of a tunnel 
and accompanied by a sensation of peace. There have also been descriptions of seeing 
relatives and friends that are long dead. Medical studies would suggest that up to 12% 
of patients who have been resuscitated after having a cardiac arrest have reported such 
experiences. Further, reports of such experiences are not just confined to the religious; 
even atheists and people of no religious outlook have reported such phenomena. What 
is interesting is that irrespective of culture, religious belief or background very similar 
near death experiences have been reported by many people which some commentators 
suggest points to their veracity. This is important, since if all the experiences were 
confused and different or culture bound, it could be argued that they are merely the 
product of hallucinating minds starved of oxygen running to the end of life. Also those 
who report the experiences often say that their lives have been profoundly changed; they 
no longer fear death and they now believe that worldly goods of materialism no longer 
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seem important. On the face of it, it would seem that NDEs lend some evidence for life 
after death. 

Contra NDE:

Dr.Eben Alexander, is a Harvard neurosurgeon who suffered an NDE due to a coma brought 
about by viral meningitis. His experience was so vivid that it prompted a book which was 
called Proof of Heaven. For the media, this was something of a sensation, because he was 
an Ivy League professor and a scientist, he had, some thought more credibility than most 
in making such claims to having had a supernatural experience. But does his position 
provide him with more objectivity and greater access to the truth than anybody else?

1. One point of criticism is that these experiences are experiences of living bodies/
people, since they are later revived and don’t go on to die as expected. Thus, NDEs are 
likely to be hallucinations of some sort, changes in the brain chemistry brought about 
by a trauma or coma of some kind. Using Occam’s razor; if two explanations are 
available for something, then says William of Ockham (c. 1287–1347) choose the one 
that is simpler, since it is more likely to be true. Or to use another Latin tag sometimes 
used in science and philosophy: simplex sigillum veri ‘the simple is the sign of the 
true’ or to put another way, the simple explanation is more likely to be right.

2. Some critics point to the fact that similar experiences can be induced by the use 
of drugs and if this is so then it is more likely that NDEs are perfectly natural brain 
phenomena.

3. It would of course be wonderful if the experiences recounted give us an indication 
of the heavenly fate that awaits us, but unfortunately wishful thinking is proof of 
nothing.

4. One major problem is that it is difficult to know how the veracity of such reports could 
be tested. People in theory could be telling lies or they could just be deluded in some 
way. A number of alternative explanations are possible.

5. It has been argued that only a very small percentage of people report these 
experiences – not enough to make the case for NDEs compelling, alternatively 
one could argue that even the low percentage of cases that have been reported is 
significant, especially given that the contents of the reports all seem so similar and 
across cultures and religious groups. 

6. A reply to (5) is possible by saying that the reason for such similar experiences is that 
the structure, composition and operation of the brain are the same for everybody no 
matter who the person is or what part of the globe they are from.

7. Madelaine Lawrence in Connecticut put an electronic screen in a cardiac rehabilitation 
ward in a position well up from the floor, but facing up to the ceiling where patients 
having out of body experiences could read a sentence on the screen. Those who had 
an out of body experience did not later report seeing a screen with a written massage. 
In reply it could be argued that because patients didn’t see the screen doesn’t rule out 
the validity of the experience. Of course, in relation to (5) and (6) it has to be said that 
further experimental work would have to be carried out to ensure that these results 
are more scientifically conclusive.

*Students should refer to Ahluwalia p.268ff for more in depth discussion of the issues 
discussed above.
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3: Content – Religion and Morality
Learning objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate the relationship between religion and morality including:

- the implications of the Euthyphro dilemma in Plato; 
- Kant’s categorical imperative;
- the argument for the moral necessity of God;
- morality as pointless without religion and morality as opposed to religion in Rachels; and
- Dawkins and the point of morality for the atheist.

 

The Euthyphro dilemma:
The English philosopher and mathematician A.N. Whitehead (1861-1947) noted that:

 “The safest general characterization of the European philosophical tradition is that 
it consists of a series of footnotes to Plato”. 

Indeed, it is perfectly true that Plato raised all the major issues that have dominated 
philosophy for that last two and half thousand years and one of these issues which is 
quite important in the philosophy of religion and theology is the famous Euthyphro 
dilemma.

The Euthyphro dilemma is found in Plato’s dialogue Euthyphro where Socrates asks his 
interlocutor Euthyphro, “Is the pious loved by the gods because it is pious, or is it pious 
because it is loved by the gods?” 
The dilemma can be stated at its simplest in a contemporary form: 

“Is what is morally good commanded by God because it is morally good, or is it 
morally good because it is commanded by God?”

It is possible to see immediately that if the first proposal is correct, then there seems 
to be something in the universe to which God (or the gods in Greece) has no control and 
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to which God is subject, namely that which is ‘morally good’, so for theists, including 
Christian theists, this then would mean that there is a higher authority than God who 
sets the moral agenda defining what is morally good. There is also the possibility that 
God is not wholly good; he may just conform to the standard of goodness that is already 
exists and passes it on to humankind. Now if God is omniscient, surely God is in control of 
everything, including what is defined as morally good. On the other horn of the dilemma 
there is still a problem, because if something is good because God commands it, then 
theoretically God (or the gods in Greece) could define anything as good and because God 
thus defines it, it would be so. So if we asked the question what is good, the answer must 
be what God commands. So if God commanded that something that society defines as 
evil, e.g. murder, which God, let’s say, defined as good then because God commanded it, 
it would be so. Surely this runs completely contrary to what Christians believe about God; 
that God could never define anything that is evil as good. Further, we have to consider the 
view that is held by Judaeo-Christians (unlike the Greeks) that God could not be or act 
capriciously in relation to ethical/moral values. In other words, Christians have always 
conceived of God in His very being as always eternally good, but would this still commit 
us to saying that there is a good which lies outside God’s omniscience and those moral 
values are predefined? Is one way out of the dilemma to suggest that God by His very 
nature is perfectly good? From a classical theistic perspective, therefore, the Euthyphro 
dilemma is false. Anselm, Augustine and Aquinas all reject both horns of the Euthyphro 
dilemma. God neither conforms to, nor invents the moral order. Rather His very nature is 
the standard for value. This then would mean that God’s nature as perfect goodness and 
his existence are one. Presumably such a move would mean that goodness is part of God’s 
eternal nature – akin to the Forms in Plato?

Kierkegaard and the sacrifice of Isaac:
The Euthyrpho dilemma is not just a philosophical issue; it has its corollary in the Bible, 
where in Genesis 22:1-2 we have what is for us moderns, the rather odd biblical story of 
God commanding the patriarch Abraham to sacrifice his only son Isaac. This was not 
something inconsiderable to ask Abraham, because his wife Sarah was very old when 
she had her only child and further, on this child lay all the promises that God had made 
to Abraham. Abraham does as commanded, until the moment when he is about to bring 
the knife down on Isaac. Just at that moment God intervenes and stops the patriarch. 
Abraham had done as God had commanded and conveniently a ram was found in a 
thicket nearby, which was then sacrificed instead. Presumably God could have asked 
Abraham to go ahead and carry out his command, though it could be argued that God, 
who is perfectly good, could never have permitted an immoral action to be carried out 
in his name. (Students should also consider Judges 11:30 and Job 1:10-11, Job 16:19-21 
where similar issues are raised)

The Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard (1813 – 1855) in Fear and Trembling was 
brought up on a literal Lutheran understanding of the Bible; and so, coming with this 
hermeneutic he considers the philosophical issues raised by the Abraham story. Was it 
ethically justified for God to ask Abraham to sacrifice his only son? The choice is obviously 
between faith and ethics or to put it another way; could it ever be right to do what might 
be considered immoral for reasons of religious faith. Kierkegaard’s answer was that faith 
always trumps ethics, because faith is the highest virtue and this for Kierkegaard was 
exemplified by Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son. Also, considering this story the 
former archbishop of York, John Habgood has his doubts: 

“If morality is supposed to be universal, can it really be discounted, even under such 



pg 31

RELIGIOUS STUDIES

pg 31

extreme pressure from God?” (Varieties of Unbelief, 2000)

Is Habgood suggesting that morality is more important than faith; and irrespective of 
what faith might demand, do the demands of morality come first? Many people today do 
not start from the literalist hermeneutic used by Kierkegaard. One such theologian from 
the University of St Andrew’s is Daphne Hampson: Her view is quite unlike Kierkegaard in 
that she views the Bible from a non-literalist and feminist angle. As might be expected she 
considers the narrative from the point of view of Sarah. Sarah, she says, seems to be privy 
to the intentions of God in a way that Abraham is not, which seems surprising! Sarah, 
she says would have known that God was not going to permit the death of Isaac, but, this 
was an opportunity for Abraham to enter a moral debate and possibly to learn from the 
experience. ‘What kind of God would want you to kill your own son to prove how religious 
you are?’ ‘Don’t be so stupid!’ Hampson’s point from this story seems to be that the 
highest authority should be constantly challenged. Abraham refuses to listen and at the 
last-minute God has to act by sending an angel to prevent the unthinkable. (ref: Habgood, 
Varieties of Unbelief)

*Students should also examine a more detailed commentary on these issues in AS 
Religious Studies by Sarah Tyler and Gordon Reid (2008) p. 69ff
*Davies, Brian. An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion (1982) p.92ff adds useful 
commentary.

Kant’s categorical imperative:

The categorical imperative is a central philosophical concept in the deontological moral 
philosophy (from the Greek δέον, deon, “obligation, duty”) of Immanuel Kant which he 
introduced in his Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785). Kant was of the view 
that moral philosophy in the 18th century was in a poor state and something needed to 
replace what had gone before. Utilitarianism in the 18th century was the new kid on the 
block, but Kant felt that its ideas were too subjective, relying on hypothetical imperatives. 
Something more was needed and this was the Categorical Imperative. Kant reasoned that 
people need to evaluate human intentions and motivations for action and thus provide a 
deontological moral system; something that was obviously missing in utilitarianism.  

Imperatives are something we feel impelled to do and for Kant they can be divided 
into two types: (1) Hypothetical imperatives can be defined as attaining certain 
ends; somewhat like utilitarianism, so e.g. if I am hungry, I must eat. (2) Categorical 
imperatives are absolute, unconditional requirements which are known to everyone and 
must be obeyed. Kant defined the categorical imperatives as:

“Act only according to that maxim whereby you can, at the same time, will that it 
should become a universal law”.

Within the optimistic tradition of European rationalism, Kant believed that reason is 
central to human progress, including morality. Arising from reason is the imperative or 
commandment from which all duties and obligations derive. 

Kant also argued that the existence of the moral law is the only indisputable fact and this 
moral law only fulfils its goal if God exists. Another way of putting the position is that 
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Kant is arguing for the moral necessity of God. He argued that all people can know and 
discern the moral law and this moral law people feel as moral obligation, therefore each 
person has a duty to seek the highest form of good, the summum bonum. Kant argued 
that to choose what was moral was an ultimate command or imperative. This categorical 
imperative must be pursued not based on hypothetical ideas, but rather for the sake 
of doing what is good. In other words, all people can know the moral duties which they 
must follow. This moral duty is revealed through reason and must be fulfilled regardless 
of personal preference or desire. Therefore, this has its basis in a deontological approach 
to ethical decisions i.e. it is based on a moral law which guides all decisions rather than 
based on the consequences (e.g. utilitarianism) of actions as a determining factor in 
moral decisions.

Kant in all that we read about him doesn’t seem to have been very religious, but in this 
one crucial area, he claims that morality points to God. It really amounts to a moral 
argument for God’s existence. Kant says that there is a driving force, a duty within us 
towards moral obligation and the freedom to act in accordance with that obligation 
and this is something that is central to morality for all human beings he claims. This 
obligation assumes the intention of bringing about a perfect state of affairs which he 
calls the summum bonum (the highest good). If this state was reached, virtue would 
be achieved and happiness would accompany it. But unfortunately, we realise that the 
summum bonum cannot be achieved and for this reason that Kant invokes God. Thus, for 
Kant there has to be something else other than man which can satisfy this yearning for a 
perfect state of affairs in the world. Kant says in his Critique of Practical Reason:

“the existence of a cause of all nature, distinct from nature itself, and containing 
the principle of this connection, namely, of the exact harmony of happiness with 
morality is also postulated.......Therefore, the summum bonum is possible in the 
world on the supposition of a Supreme Being having the causality corresponding to 
moral character......it inseparably connects the supposition of this with duty; that 
is, it is morally necessary to assume the existence of God.”

It can be difficult to appreciate the 18th century mind that produced this argument, 
but we must remember that for Kant, given that we feel this strong sense of moral 
responsibility and further, given that we fail to achieve the moral ideal, Kant’s argument 
is quite impressive and consequently it has had an enormous influence on philosophy, 
influencing Human rights legislation and much else. Since human agents try to achieve 
the summum bonum, but fail to achieve it, we might be inclined to say that it would be 
absurd if God didn’t exist.

The following is a summary of Kant’s position and the connection between the categorical 
imperative and religion:

• He begins from the view that the universe is fundamentally ‘good’. If it were not, then 
morality would be impossible and make no sense. 

• It is obvious that life in the world seems unfair and the good doesn’t always prosper. 
Indeed it would seem that quite the opposite is the case and those who do evil, get 
away with it and go unpunished. 

• There is a necessity for some restoration of the balance, so that justice provides the 
opportunity for the good to be done, if need be in the next life. It is also necessary for 
the evil doers to be punished. 
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• For this reason, there must be life after death. 
• If there is life after death, God must exist in order to facilitate and guarantee the 

restoration of the moral order. 

The argument for the moral necessity of God:

Kant’s argument as outlined above in relation to the categorical imperative is an 
example of an argument which necessitates God. H.P. Owen in his The Moral Argument 
for Christian Theism (1965) argues that since there is a moral law, one can infer the 
existence of God. To quote Owen:

“It is impossible to think of a command without also thinking of a commander......a 
clear choice faces us. Either we take moral claims to be self-explanatory modes of 
impersonal existence or we explain them in terms of a personal God”

Some writers have also mentioned guilt; the fact that we feel guilty if we fall short and fail 
to do the right thing, all of which indicates that there is a strong feeling and awareness of 
the moral law within us which we simply cannot escape. Added to this is a similar feeling 
of responsibility about our actions and how we morally interact, affect others and the 
world we live in. According to the argument, it is precisely because there is a moral law 
deep within us, which brings about guilt and responsibility that provides the basis for a 
personal God who is the author of these moral inclinations. A similar thinker in this same 
vein is John Henry Newman (1801 – 1890). In his A Grammar of Assent, he says:

“If, as is the case, we feel responsibility, are ashamed, are frightened, at 
transgressing the voice of conscience, this implies that there is One to whom we 
are responsible, before whom we are ashamed, whose claim upon us we fear” 

It is assumed that moral values cannot have a naturalistic explanation in terms of social 
or psychological needs or desires or self-interest. At this point it is assumed that the 
supernatural has to be invoked as the only explanation.

Some counter considerations: 
It is interesting that Adolf Eichmann, who was one of the main architects and perpetrators 
of the ‘final solution’ claimed at his trial that he was acting from a sense of duty along the 
lines prescribed by Kant; which seems extraordinary! One problem with these arguments 
is that not everybody seems to have the moral law or conscience planted deep within 
them, if at all. Some consciences seem particularly elastic! Many criminals who commit 
ghastly crimes often show very little remorse and this has often been commented on 
by judges at trials. We now know that psychopaths have none of the feelings of guilt, 
responsibility or empathy, all of which are important. In fact psychologists say that 
psychopaths are born like this, so obviously they can’t be blamed for their lack of ‘fellow 
feeling’ which is so vital in ethics etc. On the face of it, there seems to be very different 
levels of moral awareness between individuals. Added to this there are major cultural 
differences that show themselves as ethical differences over the globe. To take just 
one fairly contemporary example, homosexuality is viewed very differently in Islamic 
countries to such an extent that homosexual practise, if discovered, is punishable by 
death. In western countries by contrast homosexuality is regarded as morally acceptable, 
respectable and legal. The moral law which is spoken of by Kant, Owen and Newman now 
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seems absent as any sort of monolithic moral standard guiding individuals and society. 
Some have even argued that such a situation amounts to a moral collapse in society! It 
would seem in the society in which we find ourselves there is a very definite plurality of 
moral points of view. It also seems, at least in western countries that people are perfectly 
free to do what they wish as long as it is within the law of the country. 

Another problem, not unrelated to the above is that not everyone believes in the moral 
law. One could e.g. be a consequentialist (utilitarian) or a situation ethicist and what 
constitutes a right action can change considerably from one situation to the next. The 
moral law by contrast proposes very similar rules and outcomes in all situations. Kant e.g. 
asserted that irrespective of the situation one could never tell a lie. He even had difficulty 
dealing with the theoretical situation of telling a lie to a potential murderer who wished to 
know the whereabouts of his victim. 

European Imperialism in the 19th century ruled not vast empires overseas, but ideas. 
Thus, Kant and Newman could certainly talk quite confidently about the moral law, but 
in the 21st century many people are indifferent to religious belief and many consider 
themselves atheists and certainly it is difficult to talk about a moral law which was always 
considered as God given, if one no longer believes in God. There now seems to be a very 
definite sense in which reference to the moral law can only be understood by those who 
believe in God. 

Aquinas had noted and indeed Newman would have agreed that (informed) conscience 
was to be the final guide to moral decision making, but e.g. the consciences of 
many Catholics, no matter how well ‘informed’ seem to differ considerably in their 
interpretations as to what constitutes the moral law. This is seen in relation to sexual 
ethics and indeed the encyclical Humani Vitae (1968) on contraception and birth control, 
though defining the natural moral law position on contraception saw a plethora of 
interpretations of the encyclical, all based on the rights of conscience. The consequence 
was that the encyclical which is supposed to guide Catholics has been widely ignored.

A foundation for morality in Kant, Owen, Newman and many others is essential otherwise 
good order in society and morality would collapse. It wasn’t just for strategic reasons 
that they believed in these foundations. In some ways the churches saw themselves 
and were seen as providing the foundations for morality otherwise morality and society 
would disintegrate into chaos. In interviews and polls even today among the public, 
many people say they’d like the retention of RE in schools, because it provides a basis for 
morality, so the view is still strong.

The philosopher Wittgenstein said towards the end of his life in his book Uncertainty, 
that “at the foundation of well-founded belief, lies belief that is not founded”. What he 
seems to be saying is that foundations are not to be found, because they don’t exist. 
Some of the philosophers we have looked at have suggested that religious foundations are 
vital for morality, but Wittgenstein might have argued that forms of life are sufficient in 
themselves.

Activities

1. Explain the concept of categorical imperative as presented by Kant.



pg 35

RELIGIOUS STUDIES

pg 35

http://www.britannica.com/topic/categorical-imperative
http://www.philosophypages.com/hy/5i.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eKgIwfl4MBk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nsgAsw4XGvU

2. Explain the link between Kant’s categorical imperative and a deontological approach to 
morality.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/ethics/introduction/duty_1.shtml
http://sevenpillarsinstitute.org/morality-101/kantian-duty-based-deontological-ethics

3. Draw up a table of positives and negatives of the categorical imperative as an approach 
to morality. The links above will help you.

Morality as pointless withou religion 

“If God is dead then everything is permitted.” Fyodor Dostoyevsky (1821 –1881)

“Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player 
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage 
And then is heard no more: it is a tale 
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, 
Signifying nothing.” (Macbeth, Act V, Scene V)

On the face of it there seems to be some considerable sense to the Dostoyevskyian 
position as the above remark from his book The Brothers Karamazov suggests: Ivan 
Karamazov claims that ‘if God does not exist, then everything is permitted.’ If there is no 
God, then there is no moral law, no rules imposed from without to live by; we are then free 
to do what we want.  What is left are merely the traditions and conventions of society, but 
of course these are changeable and contain nothing of a permanent value. The French 
Existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre and a number of other philosophers assumed 
that Ivan was right and that without God there is no moral law and no rules that tells us 
what we ought to do. For Sartre, as an atheistical Existentialist, this was something to be 
celebrated. Sartre’s great emphasis on freedom stems from his belief in the emancipation 
that has come, now that God no longer controls the consciences of human beings. Of 
course, for Sartre there is no sense in which God ever existed; he only existed in the minds 
of human beings, but now even that has disappeared.

If we live in a universe in which we are merely ‘bit players’ as Shakespeare suggests and 
if our existence is of no greater importance than the existence of any other animal or 
insect on the planet, then all the energy we waste on differentiating right from wrong has 
been a waste of time. Even that great scourge of the French church, Voltaire who was a 
considerable sceptic on religious matters said that he would want his gardener, his baker 
and his farm hands all to believe in God, otherwise nothing would be safe in his house 
from the potentially thieving hands of his staff and indeed even his very life might be 

http://www.britannica.com/topic/categorical-imperative
http://www.philosophypages.com/hy/5i.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eKgIwfl4MBk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nsgAsw4XGvU
http://www.bbc.co.uk/ethics/introduction/duty_1.shtml
http://sevenpillarsinstitute.org/morality-101/kantian-duty-based-deontological-ethics
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in danger, he said. So, for Voltaire religion, even while probably untrue, was nevertheless 
practically valuable in that it preserved a modicum of moral decency and order in society, 
especially, he might have argued, in the ‘lower orders’! Voltaire thought that religion was 
an important institution in society because people lived in fear of the eternal punishment 
of Hell and because of this they tended to act morally.

With the German philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche (1844 –1900) emerges a view which 
suggests that far from God being morally necessary, Nietzsche suggests it is important to 
get rid of him. A new morality; a natural morality will arise and far from being pessimistic, 
Nietzsche suggests, we should rejoice at the proclamation of the ‘death of God’ and the 
morality that will emerge as a result. For Nietzsche who proclaimed the ‘new gospel’ 
of the death of God, morality without the Judaeo-Christian God is liberation. Mankind 
can be whatever he wants to be and for Nietzsche it is in the nature of man to seek ‘the 
will to power’. Nietzsche has no time for Christian morality which he views as decadent, 
weakening and dehumanising. As he says:

“Christianity is called the religion of pity. Pity stands opposed to the tonic 
emotions which heighten our vitality: it has a depressing effect. We are deprived 
of strength when we feel pity. That loss of strength which suffering as such inflicts 
on life is still further increased and multiplied by pity. Pity makes suffering 
contagious” (The Antichrist)

Nietzsche views Christianity as merely providing a slave-morality which he associates with 
the Christian and especially the Jewish religious and moral traditions. This morality he 
suggests is born out of ressentiment (resentment or hostility) of the slave to his position 
in society. Nietzsche was well aware of the subjugated nature of the Jewish people and 
the fact that the early Christians came from the lower orders of Roman society. The values 
(or morality) of Europe have been turned on their head from where they should be and 
Nietzsche believes that it his task to begin the ‘re-evaluation of all values’. Nietzsche is 
essentially an elitist; he is on the side of the ubermensch (superman). Nietzsche is writing 
for an elitist class of individuals who are unafraid of death and strong enough to break 
away from their Christian roots and are no longer ashamed of their uniqueness in the 
face of a supposed morality-for-all, which merely dumbs down what is best. In spite of 
what he says about Christian morality, morality he believes is not bad; it is good for the 
masses, and should be left to them. We presume that Nietzsche, like Voltaire believes that 
morality keeps the masses in subjection. The Ubermensch should follow his own “inner 
law.” Nietzsche is fond of quoting from Pindar, the 6th century ancient Greek lyric poet 
who says: “Become what you are.”

It is finally perhaps worth reflecting on societies like Nazi Germany, Stalinist Russia, 
Mao’s China or Paul-Pot’s Cambodia where for those in power God had no existence. Far 
from emancipation and utopia the results for the population were pretty brutal with 
death, starvation and suffering on massive scales.

Morality as opposed to religion in the ideas of James Rachels:

James Rachels (1941 –2003) was born in Columbus, Georgia, and taught philosophy 
and ethics for twenty-six years at the University of Alabama at Birmingham. He was a 
utilitarian and argued for moral vegetarianism, animal rights and euthanasia. His view is 
that religion is no guide to morality and any guidance that there is, is likely to be wrong. 
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He begins from a scientific view of the world quoting Bertrand Russell who at the end 
of his essay ‘A Freeman’s Worship’ (1901) says that humankind is not part of any grand 
scheme or Divine purpose. We humans are simply the products or accidents of a universe 
that makes no distinction between us and any other part of the animal kingdom. As 
Russell says:

“All these things, if not quite beyond dispute, are yet so nearly certain, that no 
philosophy which rejects them can hope to stand. Only within the scaffolding 
of these truths, only on the firm foundation of unyielding despair, can the soul’s 
habitation henceforth be safely built.”

In keeping with this view, Rachels says that morality should be based on the principles 
of utilitarianism which is the only rational and practical alternative to religious 
morality which as well as being ambiguous has little or nothing to say to an advanced 
technological world where there is a myriad of problems that were never dreamt of in the 
Bible or the churches. 

Rachels maintains that people very often take up a particular point of view and then scour 
the scriptures for support for a particular moral view. As he says:

“Thus, when people say that their moral views are derived from their religious 
commitments, they are often mistaken. In reality, something very different is 
going on. They are making up their minds about the moral issues first and then 
interpreting the Scriptures, or church tradition, in such a way as to support the 
moral conclusion they have already reached. Of course, this does not happen in 
every case, but it seems fair to say that it happens often.”

He then goes on to cite the issues of riches and abortion as examples of this view. But in 
opposition to Rachels it might be pointed out that those who hold religious principles 
often get their moral ideas initially from a particular religious tradition which bases 
its   moral views on the Bible. Also, while it is certainly true that the Bible knows nothing 
about issues like in-vitro -fertilization or nuclear war, it does though provide guiding 
moral principles that can be applied to the issues that were not directly confronted by the 
Biblical authors.

At another point, he says:
“I only want to make a point about the relation between religious authority 
and moral judgment. Church tradition, like Scripture, is reinterpreted by every 
generation to support its favoured moral views. Abortion is just an example of 
this. We could just as easily have used shifting moral and religious views about 
slavery, or the status of women, or capital punishment, as our example. In each 
instance, peoples’ moral convictions are not so much derived from their religion as 
superimposed on it.”

Rachels reaches the following conclusion:

“Right and wrong are not to be defined in terms of God’s will; morality is a 
matter of reason and conscience, not religious faith; and in any case, religious 
considerations do not provide definitive solutions to the specific moral problems 
that confront us. Morality and religion are, in a word, different. Because this 
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conclusion is contrary to conventional wisdom, it may strike some readers as 
anti-religious. Therefore, it should be emphasized that this conclusion has not been 
reached by questioning the validity of religion. The arguments we have considered 
do not assume that Christianity or any other theological system is false; these 
arguments merely show that even if such a system is true, morality remains an 
independent matter.”

There is one particular ethical area in which Rachels has made a significant and 
controversial contribution and that is in the area of medical ethics. The nub of his 
argument is that there is no difference between letting someone die and actually 
intervening to take their life which is usually defined as murder or at least manslaughter. 
Rachel’s actually says that it is exceedingly more ethical to do the latter. The vast 
majority of legal systems throughout the world regard such acts as illegal. It is apparent 
that Rachels is an advocate of ‘mercy killing’. If a person is in the final stages of a 
terminal illness, it would, according to Rachels, be morally wrong to prolong that life 
with its accompanying suffering, since the person is going to die anyway. Life according 
to Rachels is not worth extending at any price. It is just an unargued feature of all 
human life that at some stage we are all going to die and we should be able to do that as 
painlessly and as effortlessly as possible. Now of course there are problems with this view 
and students could discuss some of the arguments that have been advanced against the 
Rachels position.

*A good summary of Rachels position is to be found in: Does Morality Depend on 
Religion? by James Rachels (Chapter 4 of Rachels The Elements of Morality 4th ed). A 
copy of this article is to be found on the internet. 

*Also, a PowerPoint summary is to be seen in Does Morality Depend on Religion? James 
Rachels & Stuart Rachels.

Dawkins and the point of morality for the atheist:

Richard Dawkins (b.1941) is an English ethologist and evolutionary biologist. He is 
without doubt one of the most vocal exponents of the ‘new atheism’. His best-known 
books are The Selfish Gene (1976), The Blind Watchmaker (1986) and The God Delusion 
(2006) among others. Dawkins pays particular attention to morality in his book, The God 
Delusion. Like his biology, which is evolutionary in character, his concept of morality is the 
same. For Dawkins, ethics and moral practice have never stood still; they have constantly 
been evolving over historical time. His central thesis is that in today’s world, and to 
considerable extent in the past, people don’t get their ‘moral compass’ from religion; 
they may think they do, but their morality is instead derived from the ever evolving and 
prevailing values of society.  Morality is as he says a ‘shifting moral zeitgeist’. Thinking of 
Christianity in particular, Dawkins says that it is obvious that if people took their ethics 
from the Bible. If they did, they would be stoning adulteresses to death, following the 
injunction of Leviticus 20:10 where it says:

“If a man commits adultery with another man’s wife…...the adulterer and the 
adulteress are to be put to death”.

And the same is true of breaking the Sabbath, where again the penalty is death (Exodus 
31:14); death is also the punishment for apostasy, witchcraft and a number of other, what 
to us would seem today, to be minor infractions or possibly not infractions at all. So, in 
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this way according to Dawkins, Christians ignore the direct teaching of the Bible. They 
scour and cherry pick the ethics of the Bible to find the most suitable set of values that 
accommodate the prevailing ‘moral zeitgeist’. Thus, for example, we no longer believe in 
slavery, which the Bible certainly accepts, nor in the west do we punish homosexuals with 
death as the Bible also advises. 

For Dawkins if we require moral guidance, the Bible or religion is not the place to start. 
Religious values he would argue are too contradictory, even within the same religion. The 
way forward for Dawkins is to refer to the thinking and ideas of moral philosophers and 
current public discourse and debate. As we would expect there is for Dawkins no absolute 
morality.

Dawkins does admit that religion can influence moral outlook, all be it rather negatively. 
He takes the example of people who are frightened by the threat of God’s punishment and 
damnation where such people only behave in a morally acceptable way in order to gain 
God’s approval and the reward of eternity. As Dawkins adds ‘I’d rather meet somebody 
who is good for the sake of being good, rather than sucking up to an imaginary friend’.

Morality and Religion continued:

Learning objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate the moral arguments for God’s existence including:

The moral argument in Aquinas:
In the 13th century Aquinas offered, what amounts to a moral argument for the existence 
of God. This is an argument from value that can be found in the fourth of Thomas 
Aquinas’s “Five Ways” (I, 1, 3). His argument is that among those beings; human beings, 
who possess qualities such as “good, true, and noble;” that these values are always 
understood in gradations. Feudal society was exceptionally stratified; with the King, pope 
and nobles at the top and serfs and slaves at the bottom. Everything in society including 
moral values were seen through a similar lens. Aquinas believed that some things that 
are good, are better than other good things and he goes on to explain, that some noble 
people are nobler than others who are also noble. As far as Aquinas is concerned, the 
socio-politico and religious world in which he lived has a stratification and gradation 
which applies to everything and is just a feature of life and the world as we experience it 
and it is from this supposed fact of experience that the argument derives. The nub of the 
argument for Aquinas is: when we “grade” things, we are, at least implicitly, comparing 
them against some absolute standard. This standard Aquinas suggests is not just “ideal” 
or “hypothetical”. It is an absolute standard which is only possible if there is a being who 
has this quality or these qualities to a “maximum” extent. As Aquinas says: 

“The fourth way is taken from the gradation to be found in things. Among beings 
there are some more and some less good, true, noble and the like. But “more” 
and “less” are predicated of different things, according as they resemble in their 
different ways something which is the maximum, as a thing is said to be hotter 
according as it more nearly resembles that which is hottest; so, that there is 
something which is truest, something best, something noblest and, consequently, 
something which is uttermost being; for those things that are greatest in truth are 
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greatest in being, as it is written in (Aristotle’s) Metaphysics. ii. Now the maximum 
in any genus is the cause of all in that genus; as fire, which is the maximum heat, 
is the cause of all hot things. Therefore, there must also be something which is to 
all beings the cause of their being, goodness, and every other perfection; and this 
we call God.”

For Aquinas, the foregoing also applies to morality and just as we have moral gradations, 
so also there must be an absolute or highest level to the moral gradation. This final 
and absolute moral level of perfection is of course God. As well as what seemed to be 
the permanently fixed nature of the feudal system, Aquinas’s argument is steeped in 
philosophical Platonic and Aristotelian assumptions which are no longer held by most 
philosophers today. For Aquinas’s argument to work these underlying assumptions would 
have to be defended. Alternatively, it might be possible to reformulate the argument in a 
way which could free it from its roots in Platonic and especially Aristotelian metaphysics.

Those who use morality as evidence for the existence of God take it for granted that there 
is an objective moral law. If one suggests there is no objective moral law, then one cannot 
use this argument for the existence of God.

Aquinas used his belief in an moral law to justify or prove the existence of God. While 
recognising that there were levels of moral behaviour he said that ultimately the 
acceptance of moral behaviour points to the need for a source of that morality which must 
be God. In other words, our sense of what is moral is only a pale reflection of the morality 
that exists in the divine and therefore our virtues are a linked to the morality of a divine 
being who necessarily exists. 

Activities

1. Summarise Aquinas’s fourth way using the following link: 
http://web.mnstate.edu/gracyk/courses/web%20publishing/aquinasFiveWays_
ArgumentAnalysis.htm

2. Explain how Aquinas used the moral argument as evidence for the existence of God.

3. Do you think this is good or bad argument for the existence of God. Explain your point 
of view.

A critical evaluation of the argument in Freud and Russell:

Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) was a secular Viennese Jew who was a very influential 
Austrian neurologist and the founder of the psychoanalytic school of psychology and 
psychiatry. Put quite simply, Freud holds that the human mind can be best understood in 
relation to the pressures of sexual desire. Freud held that the unconscious mind represses 
wishes (of a sexual and/or aggressive nature). These unconscious conflicts may express 
themselves in dreams and “Freudian slips”. Further these unconscious conflicts are also 
the source of neuroses and such neurosis can be treated through bringing unconscious 
wishes and repressed memories to consciousness in the psychoanalytic ‘talking’ 
treatment. 

http://web.mnstate.edu/gracyk/courses/web%20publishing/aquinasFiveWays_ArgumentAnalysis.htm
http://web.mnstate.edu/gracyk/courses/web%20publishing/aquinasFiveWays_ArgumentAnalysis.htm
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Morally, Freud believed that the conscience is the product of the unconscious mind. 
Feelings of Kantian duty are a product of human nature and social engineering. Freud 
was much influenced in his understanding of the mind and human personality by the 
work of Darwin, Nietzsche and Schopenhauer who believed that the human mind has 
its roots in very ancient foundations that have their origins in the first species that 
appeared on the planet. Obviously, survival, sexuality and defence/aggressiveness were 
central strategies if a species is to survive. As in the case of Freud these thinkers had 
major difficulties with religion and in the case of Nietzsche this was especially evident. 
For Freud, religion is merely an obsessional neurosis and religious influences can be 
attributed to obsessive neurotic behaviour. For Freud, as for Nietzsche, religion contradicts 
our natural inclinations, so that our emotions, especially sexuality and aggressiveness are 
repressed. This builds up psychological pressures within us which cause various neurotic 
symptoms. It should be obvious that religious morality sets fairly rigid parameters on 
moral behaviour which may be contrary to our natural emotional inclinations and indeed 
sexuality is one area where this is fairly obvious. Religion, which supports a certain view of 
morality is for Freud a neurosis from which we must free ourselves if we are to be well.

In opposition to Freud it might of course be argued that a society which has no control 
over the inhibitions and natural inclinations of its citizens; such a society would be 
completely unlike the societies of our present world and a form of chaos would be the 
result. Arguably it is only in a relatively settled, ordered and morally rule bound society 
that cultural, scientific and technological progress are possible. Religious morality will 
always support such a society. Also, so far as we are aware the vast majority of religious 
people are not neurotic; some may be, but that is to be expected in any statistical 
population whether religious or not. It doesn’t therefore seem to follow that because one 
is religious, that one is also neurotic. 

Freud divided the mind into three parts: 

• The conscious – that part of our mental life where we are aware of both ourselves and 
what is going on around us. 

• The pre-conscious – are memories that we cannot remember just now, but which we 
can normally recollect 

• The unconscious – these are memories, perhaps from our youth that maybe too 
traumatic or embarrassing to remember.

Hence, a person’s moral sense comes from the ‘super ego’ – an ‘inner parent’ which 
rewards good behaviour and punishes bad. The conscience is in fact the action of the 
super-ego. Actions that are normally thought of as being a matter of conscience are really 
determined by unconscious influences. 
(Further research on Freud’s position on morality may be necessary)

Aquinas’s moral argument in the work of Bertrand Russell:

Philosophy continued to develop after Aquinas for another 700 years until we reach 
Russell in the 20th century. Russell was a towering intellectual figure, becoming professor 
of philosophy at Cambridge at a young age. He was also part of the English nobility, being 
the grandson of Lord John Russell, a British Prime-minister in the 19th century; the same 
indeed, who was Prime-minister of Great Britain and Ireland during the great potato 
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famine. In a famous debate on the BBC in 1948 between Russell and the eminent Jesuit 
Fr. Frederick Copleston, the two men went head to head over the moral argument for God’s 
existence. It is difficult to imagine such a debate taking place today! Below Copleston sets 
out the case.

“The vast majority of the human race will make, and always have made, some 
distinction between right and wrong. The vast majority I think have some 
consciousness of an obligation in the moral sphere. It’s my opinion that the 
perception of values and the consciousness of moral law and obligation are best 
explained through the hypothesis of a transcendent ground and an author of the 
moral law” (Seckel, p. 141).

Looking back nearly seventy years, this argument from Copleston is interesting, but, 
whatever its weaknesses, it is at least a clear statement of the moral argument. At the 
end of the quotation Copleston refers to ‘a transcendant ground and an author of the 
moral law’ and this for Copleston is God. The most, it would seem, that Copleston is 
arguing from, is inference, and for an argument to be compelling, one requires more 
than inference. If one uses an argument from inference, the door is left open and some 
other explanation for the existence of morality might be correct. It is also a feature of 
philosophical argument that if there is an accessible rational explanation for something, 
why look beyond experience for  a supernatural explanation which is less likely. Russell 
now goes on to suggest that the moral argument is problematic for if one moves from one 
country or from one culture to another, one finds that what constitutes the moral law is 
very different from place to place. Russell cites the example of cannibalism which was 
accepted in many cultures. His suggestion seems to be that if there is an existing moral 
law one of the things that it would exclude, would be cannibalism and yet it has been 
firmly entrenched in some cultures for thousands of years. Copleston’s reply to Russell’s 
argument of moral relativism is that the argument does not end here. There might, says 
Copleston be an existing moral law which is only vouchsafed to a small group of the 
human race.  In other words, the moral law may well only be known by a few cultures 
or individuals. Russell joked that it was fortunate that Copleston was among those few 
who were in possession of the moral law! One gets the feeling that Copleston is clutching 
at straws here in order to defend his argument. Copleston moves on to stronger ground 
when he says that in any society, moral norms are constantly challenged and deemed 
as immoral and he contends that the standard being referred to is the moral law that he 
Copleston (and Aquinas) have been arguing for. There is some truth to this for we know in 
the case of slavery, for example; it was held to be perfectly moral up until the 19th century 
and a major part of society endorsed it. Such an institution could only be challenged 
since those who were arguing for its abolition were doing so from higher standard of moral 
obligation which we refer to as the moral law. Copleston goes on to assert that in order 
to attack existing moral positions, one does so from some perceived objective standard 
and that objective moral standard is the moral law that Copleston and Aquinas have been 
referring too.

Russell now puts forward his own position on the reasons for the existence of a sense of 
moral obligation. Moral obligation is just something we pick up from our parents and as 
might be expected from Lord Russell he mentions “our nurses”; obviously, a reference to 
the privileged background he came from. So, Russell’s contention is, we learn morality 
at our mother’s knee (or our nurse’s knee) and approval and disapproval is the method of 
transmission.
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Fr Copleston cannot concede this position to Russell; to do so would be to concede his 
argument entirely. He says that moral obligation is a unique and basic concept and is not 
reducible to anything else. He mentions Kant’s view that we are all born with this deep 
sense of moral obligation or the ‘categorical imperative’ which stipulates universal and 
unconditional moral duties. Our sense of moral obligation is not says Copleston reducible 
to anything else.

Copleston’s argument does have strengths: he is right when he says that some brave 
individuals stand above the crowd and shout that certain acts are clearly wrong and to 
do so they appeal to a higher level of moral authority. What can that be, only the moral 
law? He also makes the point that even though certain atrocities, like those committed 
by the Nazis may be supported by many people, that doesn’t make them right or moral; 
in order to say that, we are appealing once again to some higher level of moral authority 
or the moral law. Copleston holds that there are some trans-cultural moral standards, 
even if cultures differ significantly from other cultures in relation to their own morality, 
so clearly, he accepts part of Russell’s argument. This is something that Russell doesn’t 
reply too. Russell seems not to comprehend that Copleston is not just talking about guilt 
or shame, but rather the recognition of something quite different, which is pure and 
unconditional; duties akin to Kant’s categorical imperative.
* Seckel, A., ed., Bertrand Russell on God and Religion, NY: Prometheus Books, (1986).

Morality as the result of social conditioning:

Conditioning is a term that has been used by a group of psychologists called 
‘Behaviourists’. Their work initially began with the clinical testing and observation of 
animals, such as dogs in the cases of Pavlov and Skinner. The principles of how learning 
responses and behaviours develop were then extrapolated to humans. The argument runs 
that as with all mammals, like dogs and cats and thus the principles of how behaviour is 
learned can be applied to humans as well as animals. Behaviourism as an explanatory 
tool that has been used since the 19th century in areas like psychology, anthropology 
and sociology, among others. The argument is that certain behaviours are ‘reinforced’ by 
reward such as food (in the case of animals) praise, social acceptance and other forms 
of pleasure for humans. Since they are rewarded, these behaviours tend to be repeated 
in similar situations in the future. The opposite of these behaviours are punished by 
ostracism, pain and unhappiness. Thus, conditionality of rewards and punishments tends 
to support the decline of certain unacceptable behaviours and reinforce their opposite. 
Behaviourists would argue that moral and religious positions are not arrived at rationally, 
rather they are the product of the behaviouristic conditions of the environment in which 
we find ourselves. This is a very deterministic model of learning and Behaviourists 
like B.F. Skinner make no secret of their deterministic view of human life. What we 
know, it is argued and how we behave is not a matter of choice at any point, rather it 
is just a matter of the conditioning circumstances of our inhabited environment. So, 
it is obvious according to this model that there are no choices. For example, according 
to this model, if instead of being brought up in Northern Ireland, we were brought up 
and conditioned or nurtured in societies where human sacrifice or head hunting were 
deemed normal and indeed necessary then in such a society with positive and negative 
conditioning/reinforcing, such behaviours would be deemed normal and indeed entirely 
moral. There is some truth to this argument for when Christian missionaries went to 
parts of the world where these practices were carried on, the natives did not suffer from 
guilt for what seemed to the missionaries, barbaric practices. It should be obvious that 
morality according to this view is simply the result of our social, economic and cultural 
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environment and these are matters over which we have no control. At the same time, 
we notice that in many societies, especially democratic societies there is leverage or 
room for social and moral experimentation. We also notice that the morality of society 
does evolve over time, so that practices that were once deemed reprehensible may 
eventually be accepted as normal. This is certainly the case with homosexuality which 
was up until the middle of the 20th century punishable by terms of imprisonment and 
in the process destroyed the careers of well-known people like Oscar Wilde and Alan 
Turing. The same might also be said of co-habitation. Examples like this do show that the 
behaviourist/deterministic model is not entirely accurate.  The very fact that the morality 
of societies evolves over time also shows that a deterministic model is not accurate. The 
fact that morality is discussed and debated in the media, schools and universities etc. 
indicates that it is also a rational activity which depends on argument and evidence for 
its continued existence. If the deterministic model was correct there would be no point 
in discussing moral issues with a view to moral change. If the behaviouristic model 
was accurate, then social and moral change would not be possible. We would remain 
permanently stuck. 
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4: Content – Synoptic Assessment 
Theme:

Faith, Freedom and Atheism 

Part (a) AO1 of the question is roughly a 15-minute response which represents 40% 
weighting (20 marks) of the question.  The skills of knowledge and understanding will 
be tested and will be based on some aspect or aspects of the theme listed. There is 
some flexibility, permitting both teachers and students a chance to offer their own 
interpretation of the theme, so long as the question requirements are fulfilled. 

In SA candidates should provide some evidence that they are aware of a connection(s) 
with another unit(s) of study. These connection(s) should however, not be exhaustive. 
A minimum of one link is necessary in order to fulfil the requirements of synoptic 
assessment and in order to access the higher Bands. It should also be noted that 
examiners will be principally concerned with the ability of the candidate to answer the 
question in AO1. 

Part (b) AO2 of the question is roughly a 25-minute response which represents 60% 
weighting (30marks). The skills of critical evaluation based on ‘other aspects of human 
experience’ will be tested. Thus, this question will require the evaluation of issues that 
lie outside the AS/A2 content (or taught course) for this unit.  It should be noted that 
content cited in part (a) should not be repeated in part (b) and vice versa, since the same 
content cannot be credited twice. Furthermore, at AO2, it is not necessary for candidates 
to make connections with another unit(s) of study.
 

Learning objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate the relationship between faith and human freedom, 
including a consideration of atheistic and theistic responses:

(For those students who take the Ethics unit, the following might be an area worth 
pursuing in terms of a link to another unit of study. Though considerable detail is 
provided below, it would only be possible to provide a short summary in a written 
answer)

One consideration that is important right at the outset is the issue of Free-will and 
Determinism. Determinists would deny that human beings have freedom and that faith 
is not, as in the case of Kierkegaard a matter of choice. The determinist would argue 
that the faith or religious outlook that we have is a matter of the culture and society in 
which we are brought up. If one is born in India, one is statistically considerably more 
likely to be born a Hindu or if someone happens to be born in Iran the likelihood is these 
children will be nurtured in the Islamic faith. It is worth noting that determinism from 
the 19th century to the present has been dominated by atheists and the reason for this 
is the dominance of the scientific paradigm which is regarded as providing the only 
reliable knowledge and for many is ultimately the only route to truth. Thus, the universe; 
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including the minds and consciences of humans, are governed by the laws of physics 
which are governed by probability and predictability.

The form of determinism which ‘conditions’ and fills young and impressionable minds 
with religious ideas is something that the atheist Richard Dawkins objects to. He refers to 
ideas and world views that get passed on in this way as ‘memes’. Memes are the cultural 
equivalent to genes and according to Dawkins are passed on in an analogously similar 
way to genes. The idea is that if one grows up and is part of the religious culture of the 
home and surrounding culture, then one simply imbibes, accepts whatever the dominant 
religious outlook happens to be; thus, it becomes the truth for the child. The problem says 
Dawkins is that any nonsensical set of ideas could easily get passed on as the truth and 
would be believed as such by the child. He argues that children are so susceptible to their 
home and family background, that they almost unconsciously imbibe the religion or world 
view of their parents. This then becomes locked in the psyche to such an extent that there 
is no escape, so if a child is brought up in a Christian home the child will be a Christian and 
if brought up in an Islamic home, the product of that upbringing will be Muslim. Dawkins 
considers this an abuse by parenthood of their responsibilities towards their children. 
Children, he believes should be permitted the freedom not to be indoctrinated when they 
are young and then when older given the task of choosing their own path in life, whether 
that is religious or not. Interestingly he has even argued that he would permit his child to 
attend religious classes in school in order to educate the child as to the nature and beliefs 
of the religious outlook. Of course the opposite position to the religious position should 
also be offered.

Predestination: There is one further form of Determinism that is worth considering and 
that is Divine Determinism, alternatively referred to as predestination. Freedom of the 
will is assumed by most of the world’s great religions, but this is not the case in one pocket 
of Christianity founded by John Calvin of Geneva. He is arguably the European Reformer, 
from whom Irish Presbyterianism springs. The idea of Predestination was by no means 
new; weaker forms of it had been advanced in Catholic doctrine by Augustine of Hippo 
who agrees with it, against the ‘heretic’ Pelagius. Thomas Aquinas held a version of it and 
as might be expected, also Martin Luther. But Calvin went much further than any of the 
earlier versions and predestination really became a form of Divine determinism in the 
thinking of Calvin. This is evident from the following quote from Calvin: 

“All are not created on equal terms, but some are preordained to eternal life, while 
others to eternal damnation; and accordingly, as each has been created for one or 
other of these ends, we say that he has been predestined to life or to death.”

Although most Presbyterians today no longer hold in the predestination of Calvin, it is in 
the context of this A2 work worth considering. There is certainly evidence for it in the Bible; 
God, according to this view, has already chosen His elect, those who in advance, even of 
their existence will be saved, though it might just be an unfortunate matter about those 
outside the elect, but for God’s own inscrutable reasons, from eternity, those who were 
to be saved were already chosen and those who were not will be damned. One obvious 
problem at the outset is, why would God condemn the majority of humanity to eternal 
damnation? What could the purpose of the lives of these unfortunate individuals have 
been who were lost from all eternity? For many non-Calvinists, predestination seems 
contrary to what we know about God’s respect for human freedom and also his mercy and 
love. It was for problematic reasons like these that most Presbyterians no longer hold in 
the strict predestinatory view.
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The notion of a predestined elect has a long history. The Jewish people saw themselves 
as God’s elect from among all the peoples of the Earth. The Jewish historian Josephus 
writing in the first century, provides us with a mixed picture of the issue in New Testament 
times. The Essenes argued that God’s providence orders all human events and presumably 
that includes predestination. The Pharisees by contrast held a libertarian view, believing 
that people are able to choose between right and wrong. The following passages from 
the NT illustrate the evidence of predestination in early Christianity which is so explicit 
in Calvinism. In the Book of Romans 8–11 we have a statement on predestination and in 
Romans 8:28–30, Paul says,

“We know that in everything God works for good with those who love him, who are 
called according to his purpose. For those whom he foreknew, he also predestined 
to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the first-born 
among many brethren. And those whom he predestined he also called; and those 
whom he called he also justified; and those whom he justified he also glorified.”

The one thing that recent biblical scholarship makes clear is that it is not easy to interpret 
this passage. Some scholars have suggested that this passage has only to do with service 
and whom God chose for service and is thus this passage is not about salvation. The 
Catholic biblical commentator Brendan Byrne thinks that the predestination mentioned 
in this passage should be applied to the Christian community as a whole rather than 
individuals. Alternatively, the evangelical biblical scholar Douglas J. Moo, takes a 
traditional evangelical and quite literal view and sees the passage as teaching that God 
has predestined only a certain elect group of people for salvation which is very much in 
line with Calvinist doctrine. The former Anglican bishop and New Testament scholar N.T. 
Wright suggests that in this passage Paul is teaching that God will save those whom he 
has chosen, but Paul,  he believes does not suggest that God has eliminated human free 
will or responsibility. Wright also suggests that God’s will works through all humans to 
achieve salvation.

If the doctrine of predestination is correct, then one has to ask what is the purpose of 
faith if some of us; the elect; the chosen were predestined to have it from the beginning? 
We normally think of faith as a gift and a choice. In predestination, it is neither. Also, 
presumably no credit can fall on those who are predestined for salvation. It was not their 
choice and it is just their good fortune that they are one of the elect, but rather more 
unfortunate for the vast majority of humanity who were born outside it! There is also the 
question of one’s actions. If I am already predestined for salvation, does anything that I 
do matter or does personal sin cancel out salvation? Certainly judgement by God on my 
actions is of no consequence, since what matters is if I am chosen (the elect or not).
This religious form of Divine determinism is interesting in that today’s determinists tend 
in the main to be atheists, many of them philosophers and scientists who hold to a form 
of scientism which says that the only explanations there are, are empirical and scientific 
ones. By contrast it tends to be the religious; Christians and others, who hold to the 
libertarian view, that each human being is responsible for his/her actions freely before God 
and their own salvation. Human freedom is central here. 

Soren Kierkegaard: This enigmatic Danish philosopher who confronts the issue of faith 
and freedom came up with a philosophy which ran counter to the current religious and 
philosophical ideas of a whole generation. The question of whether we are free or not is 
something that Kierkegaard doesn’t think is worth pursuing. He is a libertarian and just 
accepts, as the major part of Christianity had long taught that we are free beings to make 
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the choices in life that we choose. As a boy, he had been brought up in an especially 
guilt-ridden Lutheranism of his father. The dominant philosophy of his time was that of 
Friedrich Hegel and it was that philosophy that he was to study as a young man in Berlin. 
Christianity meant a lot to him, but in the philosophy of Hegel, religion was subsumed 
into the state and history and importantly reason has a superior place to faith in Hegel’s 
philosophy. For Hegel, religion was ultimately subordinate to reason. Kierkegaard believed 
that Hegel attached too much emphasis to speculation and reason and further denigrated 
the existing individual who was of less important than the state. The philosophy of 
Existentialism is sure of one thing and that is ‘existence precedes essence’; that is, the 
individual is central and it is the concrete experience of the individual that ultimately 
matters.

Kierkegaard asks the question in Fear and Trembling, ‘how should I live as an authentic 
individual?’ He answers this in three stages: In the aesthetic stage the principle of 
organisation is personal satisfaction. Philanderers and hedonists like Don Juan or Albert 
Camus’s Meursault in The Outsider are good examples. In the ethical stage, the principle 
is the common good which is mediated by the law. The example Kierkegaard gives is 
Socrates, the tragic hero who respected the law of Athens, so much that he refused to 
take up the offer of escape from his death sentence from the court of Athens. The other 
example he gives is taken from the Euripidean drama of Agamemnon at Aulis who at the 
instigation of the seer Calchas has to sacrifice his daughter Iphigenia in order to appease 
the goddess Artemis who refuses to permit the fleet of Agamemnon to sail for Troy. 
Kierkegaard’s final stage is the religious stage: The principle here is my commitment 
to God as he reveals himself to me as an existing individual. The example he gives is 
Abraham who would sacrifice his own son as God had asked of him. In Fear and Trembling 
he says of the biblical story:

“The ethical expression of what Abraham did is that he would murder Isaac; the 
religious expression is that he would sacrifice Isaac” (p41)

“Faith is a paradox which is capable of transforming a murder into a holy act well 
pleasing to God… because faith begins precisely where thinking leaves off.” (p69)

One can see both faith and freedom in this quote from The Last Years:

“There is not a single man who has a task in common with me; and among the millions 
there is again not a single one – as I see it – who has a task in common with any other – 
and this is precisely what I have come to proclaim… And my task is, being myself as an 
individuality and preserving myself as such, to proclaim the infinite reality which each 
man has in himself, when he remains himself before God. But in this way, I do not have 
a scrap of doctrine – and doctrine is what is wanted. (for it makes copies of men, not 
individuals). Doctrine means lazy imitation for the student, and the way of material power 
for the teacher, for doctrine gathers men” (pp189–190)

“But before God, the infinite spirit, all the millions who have lived and who live now 
do not form a mass; he sees only individuals” (Journals and Papers p506)

“The crowd is the lie”.
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Truth:
Kierkegaard divides truth into two parts: (a) scientific and mathematical truths (b) 
existential truths – i.e. truths which affect me as an existing individual where subjectivity 
becomes the criterion.

“Here then is a definition of truth: an objective uncertainty held fast in an 
appropriation process of the most passionate inwardness is the truth, the highest 
truth attainable to an existing individual…… The truth is precisely the venture which 
chooses an objective uncertainty with the passion of the infinite. I contemplate the 
order of nature in the hope of finding God, and I see omnipotence and wisdom; but 
I also see much that disturbs my mind and excites anxiety. The sum of all of this is 
objective uncertainty. But it is for this very reason that the inwardness becomes as 
intense as it is, because it embraces these objective uncertainties with the entire 
passion of the infinite. In the case of mathematical propositions the objectivity is 
given, but for this reason the truth of such a proposition is an indifferent truth.

But the above definition of truth is an equivalent expression of faith. Without risk, 
there is no faith. Faith is precisely the contradiction between the infinite passion 
of the individual’s inwardness and the objective uncertainty. If I am capable of 
grasping God objectively, I do not believe. If I wish to preserve myself in faith I 
must constantly be intent upon holding fast the objective uncertainty, so as to 
remain upon the deep, over seven thousand fathoms of water, still preserving my 
faith” (Concluding the Unscientific Postscript p182)

In an evaluation of the above we have to ask does Kierkegaard draw impossibly rigid lines 
of distinction between objective and existential truth? After all many people in Germany 
in the 1930s believed in the possibility of the ‘objective uncertainty’ of a thousand year 
Reich which would bring Germany prosperity and greatness, and in the meantime ‘total 
war’ was required where whole populations (including the Jews) would be sacrificed. 
Also in the case of Abraham, we have to ask if God had permitted Abraham to kill Isaac, 
would that have been the right outcome religiously and ethically? In a sense, we are let 
off the hook, since the killing of Isaac did not take place, but if it had taken place, could 
we commend it as a morally or religiously good act? Would the fact that Abraham killed 
Isaac for religious reasons make the act an acceptable or reputable one? Also, Kierkegaard 
might be committing us to accepting any cult or fantasy, no matter how mad as being 
acceptable, because it is an ‘objective uncertainty’ and it is ‘held in an appropriation 
process of the most passionate inwardness’. Of course Kierkegaard, no matter how he 
wishes to distance himself from it, is Lutheran and thus the definition of faith in Galatians 
(3:24) as “justification through grace by faith” is probably uppermost in his mind at this 
stage. 

Jean Paul Sartre: (1905-1980) This French atheistic philosopher is worthy of 
consideration in relation to faith and freedom. Like Kierkegaard he is an Existentialist, 
but unlike Kierkegaard, Sartre is an atheist or perhaps more specifically an anti-theist. 
Sartre along with Simone de Beauvoir invokes the notion of ‘bad faith’ (from the French 
mauvaise foi). This is a philosophical concept used by existentialist philosophers which 
describes the phenomenon where human beings under pressure from social forces 
adopt false values and disown their innate freedom, hence acting inauthentically. 
Sartre never married, but lived openly with Simone de Beauvoir; also, a writer, feminist 
and philosopher. As the whim took both of them, they would openly engage in other 
relationships and sometimes bring partners back to their apartment that they both 
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shared. Marriage would have been viewed as both conformity and a trap. Both of them 
challenged a fairly conservative French cultural and respectable bourgeois lifestyle. Sartre 
saw social and cultural conformity as both oppressive and spiritually destructive. This 
was to be a major theme of his early work and is accurately described well as mauvaise 
foi. The literature of Sartre where one sees it, is in his principal philosophical work Being 
and Nothingness (L’Être et le Néant, 1943). It is also to be found, in what for Sartre was 
a relatively clearly written and much shorter lecture, reportedly delivered when he was 
drunk. This was his Existentialism and Humanism (L’existentialisme est un humanisme, 
1946).

Comments and Questions:
In light of the above we might ask those with strong religious beliefs, if their religious 
beliefs imprisons them in an inauthentic lifestyle? Most religious people, so far as we 
know, are not unhappy, if they were, why would they remain religious? It has to be said 
though, that religion is not lived for reasons of happiness (sometimes quite the opposite!); 
people are religious because normally, though not always, it is the lifestyle that brings 
them closer to a higher truth which they believe exists. 

One important feature of religious societies is that they take family life quite seriously, 
but for anyone who enters into either a marriage, civil partnership or long term 
cohabitation, the couple accept limits to freedom. So far as we are aware, Sartre had no 
children with Simone de Beauvoir, but we know from experience and the human sciences 
like psychology and sociology that stable family life is important for the upbringing of 
children. That is not to say that monogamous families and relationships always get it 
right and don’t make mistakes, for they clearly do. But one might ask if an open lifestyle 
which permitted multiple partners and relationships would be the most suitable for 
stable family life and the upbringing of children? Now there is an argument that is worth 
having and that is that the Sartrian philosophy of total freedom and authenticity could 
permit stable and perfectly normal family life within such a state? On the other hand one 
might also argue that in such a lifestyle there is nothing to stop one of the partners going 
off with someone else they have just met and waving good by to family responsibility! 
Sartrian philosophy could easily see responsibility to one’s children as bourgeois, petty 
and limiting and being faithful to one’s partner because it is the responsible thing to 
do as mauvaise fio? But then perhaps every sense of responsibility is a failure to live 
authentically and mauvaise foi? Another example of responsibility is towards ourselves, 
and our upbringing and education is a preparation for a job or a career: Society would 
come to a complete stop if we didn’t look after the mundane. We have to keep a roof over 
our heads and put food on the table each day. There is also a certain repetitiveness about 
the world of work, perhaps a repetitiveness that lasts for decades, but most people have 
no option and many enjoy such a structured lifestyle, so are they living inauthentically? 
Is such a lifestyle a failure to live; mauvaise foi? The implications for the wider society of 
Sartrian philosophy would also have to be explored. Sartre believed in unlimited freedom. 
Is such freedom either advisable or possible and as humans do we have responsibilities 
that we shouldn’t shirk? We can well imagine a couple who are in love, who have a family 
and practice monogamy because fidelity is a sign of their love for one another and their 
children. Can Sartre argue with that?

We notice that faith takes an extraordinary turn in the work of Sartre as can be seen from 
what has been said above. In Sartre, we have a very different and novel view of faith which 
is completely contrary to the Christian notion. Sartre though may be making a useful 
point. Whatever choices we make in life, we do so as a matter of faith. The Christian faith, 
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is for Sartre, just another option among many. For Sartre as an existentialist, the Christian 
faith is not an authentic option, for by becoming a Christian, one shuts off whole areas 
of spontaneity, human experience, exploration and behaviour, which if one is to live 
authentically, should always be left open and possible. One might also wonder if it is not 
gross arrogance on Sartre’s part to say of someone’s beliefs that because of them, their 
lives are mauvaise foi? These individuals might find their religious lives quite fulfilling. 
If existentialists believe in anything, they believe in the authentic exercise of freedom. 
By Sartre’s reasoning, Christianity is mauvaise foi. This is also closely connected to other 
concepts in Sartre’s work, namely self-deception and ressentiment. Religious faith for 
Sartre certainly comes into this category, since the religious adopt a whole set of limiting 
and constraining ideas; values and moral practices in relation to life and the world, where 
in reality the only existential truths are those we, in total freedom, discover for ourselves. 
Of course, at the simplest level, Sartre rejects the notion that religion is true in any sense, 
it is just a failure of nerve to embrace the world in all its experiential rainbow of colours. 
For Sartre taking on a religious belief would be like asking someone to freely spend 
their life in a jail and obeying the dictatorial and arbitrary rules of someone we disliked 
intensely. Life for Sartre in these circumstances would be literally intolerable, certainly 
unendurable and possibly more absurd than normal!

The values of atheism are obvious enough in all of Sartre’s work and quite a lot follows 
when we begin from this premise. The French writer Paul Fouliquie says: 

“Our principal criticism of Sartre’s philosophy will consist in saying: I don’t 
understand. To which Monsieur Sartre will reply: that is not surprising, the real is 
absurd”. 

The existential problem for Sartre is intimately connected with his atheism. The problem 
is that life makes no sense; it is absurd. The universe may make limited intellectual or 
scientific sense, but our existence in its midst makes no sense at all. We humans have 
neither meaning nor purpose. Of course, if God did exist, that would change everything, 
since this God may have some preordained purpose or providence in mind for us and we 
would have to respect his choices and the form of life that would be deemed a suitable 
response to the Deity’s existence. Sartre’s position in relation to God for those who believe 
in him/her; is mauvaise foi. Sartre was quoted as saying that: “if God did exist, I should 
choose not to believe in him”. The reason for Sartre’s response is obvious; God ‘cramps our 
style’. We cannot be who we want to be. We have to act and behave in an inauthentic way 
which is most often contrary to the choices a godless life would naturally present. 

For Sartre freedom is the only source of moral value; consequently, there is no moral value 
in observing a law which would impose itself upon us and still less obedience to a law that 
is imposed by God.

Albert Camus and Friedrich Nietzsche: Both of these thinkers have important things 
to say about faith and freedom. Nietzsche is interesting since he was an implacable 
atheist and not just atheist, but anti-theist. Coming from a deeply religious background 
and having a profound awareness of the influence of Christian culture in Europe, he was 
also aware of the cataclysmic nature of the ‘death of God’ and the birth of nihilism. The 
French writer and philosopher Camus was a reluctant and critical agnostic. It is also worth 
assessing the Christian Existentialism of Gabriel Marcel and the mutual antagonism 
between Marcel and Sartre.  
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There are many interesting areas of content that could be developed, but it has to be 
remembered that no matter how interesting some areas of study may be, candidates only 
have a 40-minute slot to answer a question. It is inevitable that choices about content 
have to be made. 
 
*Six Existentialist Thinkers by H.J.Blackham (1952 & 1994) This is useful book 
which has four very good chapters on Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Sartre and the Christian 
Existentialism of Gabriel Marcel.

Part B, Other Aspects of Human Experience: 

The content in an answer here should diverge significantly from part (a) of the question. 
Once again, the choice of content is up to the teacher and pupils. One approach might 
be to look at freedom and faith from a sociological point of view in the contemporary 
western world. Societies in the Western world tend to be democratic, urban with a strong 
tendency to be profoundly secular. Mainstream religion is in radical decline, but smaller 
evangelical and fundamentalist groups tend to be on the rise. Candidates could also 
examine freedom as it is experienced in the west, which is very different from Islamic 
cultures where the encroachment of secularization has been less marked. In theocratic 
states like Iran, freedom as we understand it is severely curtailed and even the freedom 
to leave the religion of Islam or ethical infringements could be punished by death. For 
groups like Isis and other Islamist groups, freedom is only freedom to stay and obey the 
rules of the group. Candidates could also examine the role of freedom and faith in e.g. 
the Catholic Church as expressed in the documents of the Second Vatican Council or the 
role of freedom and faith in any of the reformed traditions. Candidates are also perfectly 
at liberty to look at atheism and theism in a way that is different from Part A. Candidates 
could also look at freedom and conscience as it is understood in the philosophical 
thinking of Aquinas or 16th Reformers like Calvin. Set against this thinking is the question 
of what is meant by faith; whether e.g. faith can be precisely defined theologically and 
whether or not difference can be accommodated. It should also be noted that aspects 
of areas of study mentioned in Part A above which were not alluded to in an answer 
to part (a) of the question, could be used in part (b).

Learning objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate the assertion that religion is world evading, perpetuating 
humanity’s oppression and alienation.
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Karl Marx (1818-1883):

The leading figure in this section is Karl Marx who was born into a Jewish family in 
Prussia, though for political reasons the family converted to Christianity. Students should 
notice how Marxism (the doctrine, teaching and ideas of Marx) has been seen by some 
as a secular form of Christianity. Perhaps he took more of the Bible with him than 
he thought! For Marx the stage for the drama of life was on this earth. There is neither 
Heaven nor Hell and life’s drama is here and now. The great attraction of Marxism for 
many people was that it promised liberation and an end to every form of alienation in 
a world where the working class were virtually impoverished and squeezed dry, while the 
rich who did little of the work walked off with huge rewards. It was no wonder that with 
promises like these that Marxism prompted a major revolution in Russia in 1917, ended a 
feudal autocracy and ushered in the Soviet Union. Large tracts of the world were to follow, 
especially after World War II, but by 1990, it had all come to a disastrous end and today 
only two countries; North Korea and Cuba still call themselves Marxist or Communist. 

Our story begins with 19th century European Capitalism where the Industrial Revolution 
had begun. Society at that time suffered from widespread alienation and this was 
especially so for the working classes who had come in from the country to fill the 
burgeoning factories. Very little could be done democratically to ameliorate the plight 
of the new urban poor, since the vote was generally restricted to those who had property 
rights. Huge fortunes were made on the backs of the working classes, though it has to be 
said, capitalism did produce a highly organised and well educated middle class, but this 
was generally a service class whose job it was to act as the technocrats and the class in 
the middle between factory owners and the working classes (proletariat as Marx preferred 
to call them). Contrary to Christianity which Marx said had promised ‘pie in the sky when 
you die’, Marx promised ‘pie now’. Salvation for Marx was something that didn’t happen 
after death as some sort of reward in a metaphysical heaven; if it happened at all, it 
would happen here on this earth. Marx wanted to expose the fallacy of religion, because 
it blocked progress in society; it prevented the proletariat from escaping their awful 
impoverished condition and taking the action that was needed to resolve it

“Man makes religion, religion does not make man… Religion is the sigh of the 
oppressed creature, the feeling of a heartless world and the soul of soulless 
circumstances. It is the opium of the people”

Marx also says that:

“The criticism of religion dissolutions man to make him think and act and shape 
his reality like a man who has been disillusioned and has come to reason so 
he will resolve round himself and therefore round his true sun. Religion is only 
the illusory sun which revolves round man as long as he does not revolve round 
himself”.

So, religion is the “premise of all criticism” for as soon as the proletariat have the correct 
Marxian perspective on religion, they will then embark on the revolutionary changes that 
are required to establish a communist and utopian society (which according to Peter 
Hebblewaithe is heaven upon earth for according to Marx we have no other home.

So, in this quote, man is alienated by of his socio-economic circumstances and where do 
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people go for some comfort; they seek the protecting arms of God. But experience should 
tell them that this does nothing to alleviate their pain and that’s because religion is the 
‘opium of the people’, the drug they self-administer to deaden their pain.

Marx had studied under the great Idealist German philosopher Hegel and it was Hegel 
who taught him that history is not just a jumble of past events. Hegel believed that 
philosophy, religion, history and society are closely connected. There is according to 
Hegel a certain predictability about history and this could be discovered using Hegel’s 
dialectical method of thesis, antithesis and finally synthesis. Marx put this knowledge 
to good use: He says that ‘philosophers have only interpreted the world; the point is 
to change it’ Marx believed he knew where history was going and the proletariat were 
to be the harbingers of revolutionary change. Some, like the Catholic scholar Peter 
Hebblethwaite see in the proletariat, a Marxist form of Christ who brought about his 
own revolution and ushered in the eschatological era of salvation, just as proletariat was 
doing. The proletariat was the Marxist tool to usher in a revolution and a utopian future. 
This future would at last usher in the missing achievements promised by the French 
Revolution (1789), namely; liberty, equality and fraternity. The Marxist utopia would 
be a time of happiness, peace, prosperity and the removal of every form of alienation. 
According to Marx the proletariat would lead the bloody revolution that would eventually 
topple the capitalist regimes of Europe and usher in this new order via the initial stage 
of the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’, which would spread the gospel of communism 
throughout the world. Alienation according to Hebblethwaite has to be seen alternatively 
in Christianity as sin and indeed there are considerable number of similarities between sin 
and alienation. The state in the new society would take over all forms of private ownership 
like factories (‘the means of production’), shops, housing and farms which like everything 
else in a communist society would become the property of the state.

It has been said that Marx ‘turned the Idealism of Hegel on its head’ and the reason 
for this was Ludwig Feuerbach. It was largely from Feuerbach that Marx received his 
atheism and his materialism. “Man, is what he eats” says Feuerbach. There is nothing 
beyond this material world, so salvation is something that we have to find in life and not 
after death. This is one of the reasons that all forms of religion are viewed by Marx and 
his followers as world evading. Knowledge and things of the spirit are only secondary to 
man’s striving to live and be happy. The urge for happiness is realisable in this world and 
it is the only principle of morality. Feuerbach was also concerned about man living in a 
community. “Our urge” he says “for happiness takes into account the urge for happiness 
of our fellow countrymen”. 

Liberation Theology:
The influence of Marxist ideas in the 20th century cannot be underestimated. In the 
Capitalist western world in the 20th century, there was a constant fear of revolution 
with the installation of undemocratic and totalitarian communist regimes in various 
countries throughout the globe, which did happen. Even the churches were not immune 
from Marxist influence. Marxist ideas began to creep into theology, especially in the 
Catholic Church in third world and especially in Latin America. Cuba in 1959 under Fidel 
Castro had, much to the annoyance of the United States, become a communist state 
which was now actively exporting its communist ideas. It now seemed Catholicism had 
a major rival. Many young people saw in Marxism a way to change the distribution of 
wealth and bring about equality and a very different society from the present one. Many 
Catholic theologians and clergy were also listening to communist propaganda and were 
also reading and discussing its literature and they began to notice similarities between 
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the ideas of Marx and the teachings of the Bible. There could be little doubt that Marxist 
ideas were like manna from Heaven among the poor and marginalised. Thus, was born 
a revolutionary clergy (by no means all) and a highly-motivated laity who felt that 
preaching passive sermons about personal sin and salvation to the poor which essentially 
told them to accept the impoverished lot that God had given them in life, was a waste 
of time. The new theology which emerged was called Liberation Theology and it was 
a radically different interpretation of Christian theology which emphasised a concern 
for the liberation of the oppressed peoples throughout the world. This movement had a 
strong political, social message and praxis and that’s what made it different. Important 
figures who were conversant both with revolutionary Marxism theory and Christian 
theology were Catholic priests like Gustavo Gutiérrez of Peru; one of the most important, 
and indeed it was he who coined the term LT and it was he that wrote one of the central 
books that defined the movement; A Theology of Liberation (1971 & 1973). There was also 
Leonardo Boff of Brazil, Juan Luis Segundo of Uruguay and Jon Sobrino of Spain. Men like 
these developed and popularized the new theology. Jon Sobrino taking his lead from the 
words of Jesus: “I came to bring good news to the poor” (Lk 4:18 and the OT, Isaiah 61:1) 
developed the phrase “preferential option for the poor”. Also, joining the LT struggle were 
Protestant Evangelicals like C. René Padilla of Ecuador and Samuel Escobar of Peru both 
of whom called for an ‘integral mission’, which brought together evangelism and social 
responsibility. 

Traditionally the church had emphasised personal sin, but LT introduces the important 
concept of “structural sin”, though the idea has biblical roots, and there is strong evidence 
for it in e.g. the book of Amos and other prophets, but LT introduced the concept with a 
new vigour and a new analysis. Gutierrez explains the background to poverty in South 
America thus: “I come from a continent in which more than 60% of the population lives 
in a state of poverty, and 82% of those find themselves in extreme poverty”. There was 
enormous wealth, but this was distributed very thinly and further the ruling regimes were 
normally from this class. The cure for “structural sin” had to be in Jesus’ injunction to 
‘love our neighbour’ which was absolutely central to Jesus’ teaching. After Vatical II the 
Catholic Church was ceding responsibility from the centre to its local churches and it was 
from this that in 1968 at the Medellin conference of Latin American Bishops took place. 
Gutierrez spoke there of ‘unjust social structures’ and his solution was to emphasise the 
dignity of the poor and prioritizing the glory of God present in the poor. He also makes a 
distinction between poverty of a ‘scandalous state’ and a ‘spiritual poverty’. The first was 
detested by God whereas the second is valued. Deep commitment to the Christian faith 
prioritizes the gift of life and understands the purposes and intentions of God, regardless 
of colour, creed or social class. The biblical foundation for this praxis lies in the incarnation 
of Christ. That striking event in human history where God had become human in Christ. 
To Gutiérrez, the ministry of Christ among the rejected and despised of his time is a clear 
example to the contemporary Church. Furthermore, 

“the incarnation is an act of love. Christ becomes man, dies and rises to liberate us 
and make us enjoy freedom. To die and be resurrected with Christ is to overcome 
death and enter into a new life. The cross and the resurrection seal our freedom.” 

The freedom of Christ is seen by Gutiérrez as the giver of spiritual and economic freedom.

The last thing that a new movement required was endless talk; what was required was 
action (praxis). Thus, Gutierrez uses the term ‘liberating praxis’ which is working out of 
the new social and political awareness in Christianity. This is now the moment when 
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Christians endeavour to rectify the social sin and inequalities that lie all around. Old social 
and political structures; economic, spiritual, and intellectual need to be rebuilt to liberate 
the marginalised who are oppressed and establish the Kingdom of God on earth. All this 
establishes a solidarity among the children of God all over South America. What arose out 
of this were ‘Base Communities’ which operated a bit like cooperatives, but with a strong 
radically political bent. Communities were taking back power from the rich and giving it 
to themselves. There was considerable political agitation for change. All this worried the 
U.S. government and local administrations in Latin America. It has to be remembered that 
the US was fighting an ongoing cold war with communism. Pope John Paul II who was a 
native of Communist Poland and himself acutely aware of communist totalitarianism and 
oppression of the Church was very concerned about this ‘turn around’ in Catholic theology 
throughout the Americas. Over a period of time the church marshalled its forces in the 
form of censures and encyclicals to counter the movement. One of these documents 
was Libertatis Nuntius (1984) which was largely penned by the then Joseph Ratzinger, 
the future Pope Benedict. After opposition from the Vatican, priests of a more traditional 
mind-set were moved into positions of power, like bishoprics and parishes.

From the beginning, Marxism/Communism had viewed religion as a rival ideology; so 
much so that as soon as communist governments came to power the first thing they 
did was to outlaw and suppress religion. Religion was a rival ideology, because those 
who supported it were not likely to support the revolution. They e.g. supported private 
property, which communism didn’t and crucially they were giving their allegiance to 
something completely different to and probably in opposition to the communist state. 
Religion was seen as a dangerous drug that anesthetized those who believed it, so that 
they were very much more likely to be out of sympathy with the ideals of communism. 
In Albania, e.g. when the first communist government came to power after the Second 
World War, the first move was to shoot all the clergy; a least those who didn’t escape. 
Communism accused religion of world evading and offering nothing but charity, doled 
out in insufficient amounts and supporting the existing socio-political order. Crucially 
religion was seen as not dealing with the central economic and social problems, namely 
the abuse of power, corruption, endemic poverty and the distribution of land and wealth. 
The communists in South America pointed to the mission of the church over a five-
hundred-year period where, they alleged, it had done nothing! Nothing, they argued, had 
changed since the Catholic church had arrived in Latin America, via its imperial masters, 
Spain and Portugal. Liberation Theology was to change the perception of inaction on the 
part of the religious. This new perception of Marxists and Christians coming together 
on the face of it looked to be an unbeatable combination. In sections of Latin American 
society to this day LT was left an indelible mark on the teaching and operation of the 
church. One can also see in the present Pope Francis who is a very different Pope from 
those that have gone before him, especially in relation to social and political issues and 
his emphasis on the centrality of love and mercy in the lives of Christians. The type of 
church he envisages is not going to be allied to the big battalions of capitalism and power.
* Hebblethwaite, P. The Christian-Marxist dialogue: beginnings, present status, and 
beyond. (1977) DLT

http://www.cnbc.com/2016/01/09/gunman-shoots-philadelphia-police-officer-in-the-
name-of-islam.html
https://newhumanist.org.uk/articles/4190/president-obama-criticises-faith-schools-in-
northern-ireland-speech
http://oppressionhumannature.weebly.com/religious-oppression.html

http://www.cnbc.com/2016/01/09/gunman-shoots-philadelphia-police-officer-in-the-name-of-islam.html
http://www.cnbc.com/2016/01/09/gunman-shoots-philadelphia-police-officer-in-the-name-of-islam.html
https://newhumanist.org.uk/articles/4190/president-obama-criticises-faith-schools-in-northern-irelan
https://newhumanist.org.uk/articles/4190/president-obama-criticises-faith-schools-in-northern-irelan
http://oppressionhumannature.weebly.com/religious-oppression.html
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However, it could be argued that religion is often at the forefront of ending oppression and 
bring reconciliation:

Part B, Other Aspects of Human Experience: 

Candidates should note that they must provide content to part (b) of the answer 
which is significantly different from the content offered in part (a). As stated before, 
the same content cannot be credited twice. 

A number of approaches are possible; e.g. religion has been described as world evading, 
but psychoanalysists like C. G. Jung would argue that religion answers the deepest 
psychological needs of human beings. The truth of this contention might be examined. 
Of course, by contrast Sigmund Freud would see religion as a form of neurosis and a 
failure to face the world and oneself. Another approach might be to look at the collapse 
of Marxist-Communism and the re-emergence of the Orthodox Church in Russia since the 
fall of Communism. Why was the almost total suppression of Christianity over a period 
of seventy years not successful? What were the human needs that Communism failed to 
address or is a large segment of humanity prone to religious belief? Students could also 
examine the contention that religion is a mistaken psychological response to alienation 
or whether it offers a form of emancipation and liberation. Examples might be cited. 
In this regard, religious cults might be examined and comparisons could be made with 
mainstream religious faiths and denominations.

http://www.corrymeela.org
http://www.britannica.com/topic/Truth-and-Reconciliation-Commission-South-Africa 
(focus on the role of Archbishop Desmond Tutu)
http://www.sahistory.org.za/article/his-role-truth-reconciliation-commission
https://ctbi.org.uk/week-of-prayer-for-christian-unity-2016/
http://www.thekingcenter.org/king-philosophy (reconciliation of the races in America)
http://request.org.uk/issues/social-issues/case-study-apartheid/ 

Learning objective – demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and 
critically evaluate humanist principles and ideas found both inside and 
outside religion

A phrase from Protagoras in the fifth century’s golden age of the Greeks, but translated 
into Latin that well describes Humanism is homo mensura i.e. man - measure (of all 
things). This sums up the humanist position accurately; the gods do not enter (if there 
are any?) and man takes centre stage. Everything is to be judged from man’s perspective. 
Greek philosophers who took this position were people like Protagoras, Epicurus and 
Aristotle. Russell would want us to mention in this group, the Roman philosopher 
Lucretius who, like Russell was a humanist and atheist. Humanism didn’t surface again 
in any strength until the Renaissance which lasted roughly from the fourteenth to the 
sixteenth century and it was at that stage that the term was coined. One of the most 
famous and influential humanists who was writing in this period was Desiderius Erasmus 

http://www.corrymeela.org
http://www.britannica.com/topic/Truth-and-Reconciliation-Commission-South-Africa
http://www.sahistory.org.za/article/his-role-truth-reconciliation-commission
https://ctbi.org.uk/week-of-prayer-for-christian-unity-2016/
http://www.thekingcenter.org/king-philosophy
http://request.org.uk/issues/social-issues/case-study-apartheid/ 
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(1466-1536). He was the illegitimate son of a Dutch priest; he had been thoroughly 
schooled in the classics, but he loathed Scholasticism (a form of late medieval theology 
that fused reason and revelation) He was extremely critical of the practises of the Catholic 
Church, though he was ordained a priest and died a Catholic. He wrote works critical of 
corruption in the Church, the scandalous lives of the clergy and the appalling state of the 
monasteries.

“Perhaps it would be better to pass silently over theologians…. They attack me with 
six hundred arguments and force me to retract what I hold, for if I refuse, they will 
immediately declare me a heretic…. Those who are closest to them in happiness are 
generally called ‘the religious’ or ‘monks’, both of which are deceiving names, since 
for the most part they stay as far away from religion as possible”.

Erasmus also provided the first published edition of the Greek New Testament, followed by 
his own Latin translation. Erasmus wanted the Bible to be available to everyone. He was 
also accused of writing a scurrilous work, which for obvious reasons he denied, entitled: 
‘Julius Excluded from Heaven’ which described the raddled old Pope Julius II who when 
he arrived at the gates of heaven, is told, he had been refused entry. Erasmus wanted 
peaceful reform in the Church, but his works were  condemned and put on the Papal 
Index of Forbidden Books (1527). A few years before in 1517 Martin Luther had begun the 
Reformation at Wittenberg in Germany, but in some ways Erasmus had prepared the way 
for Luther much earlier. It has been said that “Erasmus laid the egg, but it was Luther that 
hatched it”
 
Throughout this period there had been a rediscovery and a renewed enthusiasm for 
Greek art, thought and literature. Humanists at this stage saw no conflict between their 
Christian faith and their newly embraced humanist ideas. Modern secular humanism has 
its origins in this period. This was a period of celebration of all things human as well as 
the beginnings of ‘criticism’ which was seen as dangerous before. This new attempted 
‘critical objectivity’ was the beginning of the Enlightenment which of course was to lay 
the foundations for a new critical philosophy, in history, literature, in religion and also the 
birth of modern science and technology. So, humanism has quite a pedigree! Out of this 
also came empiricism (from the Greek for ‘experience’) The empiricists, best exemplified 
in the work of David Hume (d. 1776), asserted that all knowledge of reality comes from 
observational experience and they were sceptical about all arguments for the existence of 
God. Humanists at this time didn’t see themselves as atheists, but rather ‘Deists’. Deism 
held that there was a God, though Deism didn’t accept Christian revelation, i.e. the ideas 
contained in the Old and New Testaments.

In the 18th century the gap had widened between the ancient regime; the ideas of which 
were based on the state in the form of the king and his nobility, religion and the static 
authority of Aristotle and revelation and the new order of ideas based on optimism and 
enthusiasm for change, freedom and the authority of reason, and the importance of 
evidence and a future built on science and technology. The first casualty of the ancient 
regime was the French monarchy which was guillotined in 1789 followed by suppression 
of the French Church. Scepticism in the 18th century left no God to obey and therefore 
on what authority is morality to be based, if anything? Man, was alone and had the final 
authority over every aspect of his destiny. The term humanism was now more widely 
used to describe this phenomenon. The moral question was answered in England by 
utilitarianism, though there had been a form of it in ancient Greece in the teaching of the 
philosopher Epicurus (341-270BCE). He is sometime seen as an unbridled hedonist, but in 
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fact he believed that discipline was important for a happy life. He believed in moderation 
in all things. In the 18th century utilitarianism was the clarion call of people like Jeremy 
Bentham, J.S. Mill and Henry Sidgwick. Utilitarianism had been formulated by Bentham, 
but it was Mill who was to set his prodigious mind to the task at working out a more 
coherent version. Mill sums up utilitarianism as follows: 

“The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility or the Greatest 
Happiness Principle, holds that actions are right in proportion as the tend to 
promote happiness. By happiness is intended pleasure and the absence of pain; by 
unhappiness, pain and the privation of pleasure”

Actions are to be based on consequences and not the teaching of the Church or 
Divine revelation. The aim is to be the greatest happiness for the greatest number. Act 
Utilitarianism holds that in an individual action we take should be assessed alone on 
the results that action produces, thus one should try and work out in advance e.g. if you 
give money to charity, you have to ask the question and estimate how much happiness 
your money provides to the donors on that occasion. Rule Utilitarianism is not concerned 
with individual acts but the usefulness of an action, so e.g. everyone should give to good 
causes. So, in this example one does what is best for the greatest number, remembering 
that there are occasions when less happiness may be the result for some actions. 
Utilitarianism as a theory is far from perfect and has some quite insuperable problems 
which are likely to be case for any attempt to construct a moral theory, though in some 
ways it was perhaps the best that could be done in the absence of God and with reason as 
the only tool available. Three major problems of utilitarianism are as follows:

1. It is just not possible to make any accurate assessment of the amounts of happiness 
that are felt to be forthcoming. 

2. The rule of the majority is not always a good one, since one can visualise situations 
where the majority are morally quite happy to have a subservient slave class to look 
after them and this conforms to the rules of utilitarianism Surely this can’t be right? 

3. Utilitarianism has no place for intentions or motives, but what are the origins or the 
impetus for even utilitarian acts to be? Even utilitarian acts are not mindless! If one 
didn’t have intentions or motives, then one presumably wouldn’t have a utilitarian act 
either? 

In the last century, scientific evidence and explanation for everything seems have grown 
exponentially and religious answers seem to be less relevant. In the U.K., the number 
of people who claim no religious affiliation has grown. Life is becoming ever more 
secular, especially in the west. After 1990, Communism suffered a humiliating collapse 
throughout much of the world. All this has given humanism something of a boost. Even 
in Northern Ireland we have humanist weddings and funerals. Humanism has also been 
helped by a number of important thinkers with a prominent public profile like Lord 
Bertrand Russell who was in his own right one of the most important philosophers of his 
generation. During the First World War he adopted the passivist position and for refusing 
to fight; he lost his job in Cambridge and was also jailed for time. After the Second World 
War he was one of the leaders of the nuclear disarmament movement and was in jail on 
a number of times for his opposition. He was also ‘a card carrying’ humanist and in more 
recent times Richard Dawkins

What follows is a section from a blurb on the British Humanist Association’s website 
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describing the Humanist credentials of Richard Dawkins:
 

“I care passionately about the truth because it’s a beautiful thing and enables us to 
live a better life.”

A supporter of the Darwin Day campaign to honour Charles Darwin, Richard Dawkins 
is Honorary Chair of the BHA Darwin Day lecture series, which he has chaired since the 
second lecture in 2004. He also chaired a session of the 2001 Humanist Philosophers’ 
Conference “Is Nothing Sacred?” and extracts from his The Alabama Insert appear in the 
Humanist Philosophers’ “Countering Creationism”. He was one of the signatories to a letter 
supporting a holiday on Charles’ Darwin’s birthday, published in The Times on February 
12, 2003, and also sent to the Prime Minister and the Home Secretary. In July 2009 he 
joined other eminent scientists and educators in calling for vital changes to the proposed 
science curriculum for primary schools in England in a letter to Secretary of State for 
Children, Schools and Families. He is also an Honorary Associate of the Rationalist 
Association.

 Richard Dawkins is well respected by humanists for his brilliant and accessible writing 
on science and evolution and for his consistent and courageous defence of truth, science 
and scientific method against superstition and unreason. He has said, “I care passionately 
about the truth because it’s a beautiful thing and enables us to live a better life.” 
(Daily Mail, November 1996). In The God Delusion, he presents a typically hard-hitting, 
impassioned rebuttal of religion of all types, denouncing its faulty logic and the suffering 
it causes. In March 2007, he was named “Reader’s Digest Author of the Year” for the The 
God Delusion. “It is immensely gratifying to me that The God Delusion seems to have 
struck a chord with so many people across the country who cast their vote in its favour,” 
he said. In May 2007, the USA magazine Time included him in its 100 most influential 
people of the year, and an August 2007 survey of MPs’ summer reading habits found The 
God Delusion a must-read for labour MPs

Though he has been criticised by opponents as a dogmatically anti-religious “bleak 
materialist”, his books belie that description and reveal his awe and wonder at the beauty 
and intricacies of the natural world:

“Isn’t it a noble, an enlightened way of spending our brief time in the sun,” he wrote 
in Unweaving the Rainbow (1998) “to work at understanding the universe and how 
we have come to wake up in it?  This is how I answer when I am asked – as I am 
surprisingly often – why I bother to get up in the mornings. To put it the other way 
around, isn’t it sad to go to your grave without wondering why you were born? Who, 
with such a thought, would not spring from bed eager to resume discovering the 
world and rejoicing to be part of it?”

He has also consistently opposed the existence and expansion of faith schools, arguing 
that it is an abuse of children’s rights to label them as Muslim, Christian, atheist etc until 
they have had the opportunity to think about these things and choose for themselves, or 
to submit them to the anti-scientific ideas of creationists, for example, in an article in the 
TES (Feb 23 2001) and “Creationism is Bad Science and Bad Theology” in The Times, co-
authored with the then Bishop of Oxford. He was one of the 43 scientists and philosophers 
who in March 2002 signed a letter to Tony Blair and relevant Government departments, 
deploring the teaching of Creationism in schools

https://humanism.org.uk/education/darwin-day/lectures
http://www.world-of-dawkins.com/Dawkins/Work/Articles/alabama/1996-04-01alabama.htm
https://humanism.org.uk/about/philosophers/faq/countering-creationism
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/letters/article874384.ece
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/letters/article874384.ece
http://letter to Secretary of State for Children, Schools and Families
http://letter to Secretary of State for Children, Schools and Families
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*https://humanism.org.uk/about/our-people/patrons/professor-richard-dawkins-frs/
https://humanism.org.uk/humanism/
http://humanistni.org/dynamic_news.php?id=145
https://humanism.org.uk/humanism/humanism-today/humanists-talking/humanist-
discussion-on-abortion/

Understanding Christian humanism and its outworking:

http://www.theosthinktank.co.uk/files/files/Christian%20Humanism%20FINAL%20
combined.pdf
https://www.secularhumanism.org/index.php/12 (which humanist principles can be seen 
in religion?)

Christian Humanism: Early humanism like that of Erasmus was theistical in origin 
and orientation. Alternatively, humanism since the Enlightenment has been mainly 
atheistical. Some like Richard Dawkins are anti-theistical in orientation and there has 
been a conscious effort by some humanists to view their system as a rival to the thinking 
of Christianity. Humanists, today think of themselves as being free from all forms of 
religious superstition and thinking. Knowledge of the world, they add is to be found only 
in science and reason. In humanism, there is also a sense of emancipation; the world is 
all there is and we ought to get on with the business of living as happily and painlessly as 
possible. Christian humanism shares some of the features of atheistical humanism and 
that is not surprising for historically, the humanist movement took many of its ideas and 
energy from Christianity. Some Christians might even want to add that Christianity is the 
true home of humanism. 

The great Christian 2nd century writer Irenaeus says that “the glory of God is man fully 
alive” and that is quite succinctly the Christian humanist argument. To begin with we 
humans are made in the imago dei, (Genesis 1:27); we are born in the image and likeness 
of God and of course, for Christians that brings with it certain responsibilities and duties 
that we have to one another and the world around us. Further, man is only fully and 
completely human when he is in and living through Christ, who in John’s Gospel says ‘I 
am the way, the truth and the life’ (John,14:6). The Christian humanist argument is that 
human kind is only completely fulfilled when he/she is in Christ. In the Christian narrative 
(revelation), the supreme act of God is the incarnation, when God, in a sense, gets his 
hands dirty and ‘puts on human flesh’ and becomes completely human, even to the 
point of suffering a criminal’s death. The teachings of this God-man Jesus are also inter-
relational and social. Christian humanism views the dignity of man, the freedom of the 
individual and the search for fulfilment and happiness as being completely at one with 
the highest goals of humanism. So, the argument runs, the Christian ethics of the New 
Testament are philosophically at one with the principles of humanism.  

For the last seventy years or so Christian humanism has been much affected by the 
convulsions that affected Europe in the two Great World Wars which led to the deaths of 
millions and untold destruction and suffering. It was clear that the amount of human 
evil that abounds in the world cannot be underestimated and even worse in situations of 
all-out war, the rules of civilization go to the wall and every type of cruelty and brutality 
seems normal. One is reminded of the words of the Jewish German born philosopher 
and political theorist Hannah Arendt (1906-1975) who looking back at the events of the 
Second World War, talks about the ‘banality of evil’. The optimism of humanism, Christian 

https://humanism.org.uk/about/our-people/patrons/professor-richard-dawkins-frs/
https://humanism.org.uk/humanism/
http://humanistni.org/dynamic_news.php?id=145
https://humanism.org.uk/humanism/humanism-today/humanists-talking/humanist-discussion-on-abortion/
https://humanism.org.uk/humanism/humanism-today/humanists-talking/humanist-discussion-on-abortion/
http://www.theosthinktank.co.uk/files/files/Christian%20Humanism%20FINAL%20combined.pdf
http://www.theosthinktank.co.uk/files/files/Christian%20Humanism%20FINAL%20combined.pdf
https://www.secularhumanism.org/index.php/12
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or otherwise, about the future of human-kind seemed to have been smashed by the 
horrors of both wars and the evils of Auschwitz. Neo-Orthodox Protestant theologians 
like Reinhold Niebuhr and Karl Barth felt that the events of the first half of the twentieth 
century only betrayed the true significance and depth of Original Sin which Christians had 
to appreciate and understand. What was needed was a theology of redemption rooted in 
complete dependence on God. The emphasis of course was on the failure of human kind 
to address his own fallen, tainted and corrupt nature – Original Sin. Clearly, we are not 
capable of ‘pulling ourselves up by our own bootstraps’ and the optimism of humanism 
seems ill advised, if not downright fool-hardy. We simply don’t have control over our own 
very destructive and at times criminal nature. What was required was an admission of our 
fallen nature and return to the infinite mercy and love of God.  

In spite of the evils of the twentieth century, after 1968 in Medellin in Colombia, there 
was new optimism and a new emphasis on social Christianity which had been emerging, 
especially in Catholicism. This was in the form of Liberation Theology which we have 
already discussed. What LT was aiming for, was building a world that is fit for all human 
beings. The new world order in LT would be one where dignity, equality and social justice 
would be fundamental and if necessary would be brought about by violent revolution. And 
there lies the rub, with the mention of revolution; from experience we know that revolution 
brings out the worst in people and usually leads to a massive amount of suffering and 
a huge and probably needless death toll. Marxist revolutions throughout the world have 
nearly always been bloody affairs, but bloody revolution is not in keeping with the aims of 
humanism, though it is fair to say that humanism has always had difficulties with violent 
revolution as a way of establishing new political and social orders.  

Christian humanism has faced very particular problems with the advent of 
postmodernism. Humanist values seem to be holding, but the problem is that Christian 
theology seems to be in free-fall. Postmodern Christians are arguing for a ‘religionless, 
non-theistic form of Christianity’. In this post-modern humanism, Jesus is an inspiration, 
an important leader, but he is not the Christ of the Church who was raised from the dead 
on Easter morn. According to this view Jesus was fully human, because he was human, 
and thus there is no need for further discussion about his Divinity; he was not divine. One 
figure who occupies a space in this camp is the retired American Episcopalian Bishop John 
Shelby Spong who has been widely attacked by the orthodox. What is interesting about 
Spong’s views is that he is arguing for a form of Christian humanism, but without ‘the 
risen Christ of the Church’. Spong does not believe in a Christ who has been raised from 
the dead. One author A. G. Broadhurst has written a book championing the new Christian 
humanism entitled: ‘The possibility of Christian humanism’.

Post-modern Christianity is representative of only a small number of people. Those of 
a more traditional Christian persuasion have also endeavoured to keep the flame of 
Christian humanism alive as is the case with the Centre for Christian Humanism in Seattle 
in the US. Below is a sample of the thinking of these Christian Humanists provided by the 
editor of the magazine. Their web address is provided below.

“What do I mean by religious humanism? The theologian Max Stackhouse recently 
provided a simple but suggestive definition. “Humanity,” Stackhouse wrote, “cannot 
be understood without reference to God; and neither God nor God’s revelation can be 
understood except through the lens of thought and experience.”

On the face of it, the term “religious humanism” seems to suggest a tension between 
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two opposed terms—between heaven and earth. But it is a creative, rather than a 
deconstructive, tension. Perhaps the best analogy for understanding religious humanism 
comes from the Christian doctrine of the Incarnation, which holds that Jesus was both 
human and divine. This paradoxical meeting of these two natures is the pattern by which 
we can begin to understand the many dualities we experience in life: flesh and spirit, 
nature and grace, God and Caesar, faith and reason, justice and mercy.
When emphasis is placed on the divine at the expense of the human (the conservative 
fault), Jesus becomes an ethereal authority figure who is remote from earthly life and 
experience. When he is thought of as merely human (the liberal error), he becomes 
nothing more than a superior social worker or popular guru”.

*https://web.archive.org/web/20140217023022/http://imagejournal.org/page/journal/
editorial-statements/religious-

Part B, Other Aspects of Human Experience: 

Candidates should note that they must provide content to part (b) of the answer 
which is significantly different from the content offered in part (a). As stated before, 
the same content cannot be credited twice. 

Students could examine the contention that the history of religion offers quite contrasting 
values to those of Humanism: Humanists often point to historical events which show that 
religion was instrumental in endeavouring to suppress freedom of expression, thought and 
ideas; ideas which have always been very much part of the humanist agenda. One aspect 
of this was the attempt to suppress science which emerged during the Enlightenment. 
Examples of individuals caught up in the drama were Copernicus, Galileo, Bruno, Charles 
Darwin and others. Humanists also point to the awful results of religious fanaticism both 
past and present (e.g. Isis) and the lack of respect and tolerance for the beliefs of others 
which has been often been shown by the religious, e.g. during the Crusades in southern 
France and the Middle East and the history and the catastrophic wars of religion in Europe. 
Even Northern Ireland has not escaped the ravages and harm of religious intolerance and 
rivalry!  

Candidates should also be aware of religious responses to these accusations. They could 
point to the birth of Humanism from Christianity, especially if this has not been discussed 
in part (a) of the question. It could also be replied that Christianity should not all be tarred 
with the same brush and that indeed humanist values are intrinsic to Christian belief. By 
contrast the perceived deficiencies of modern secular Humanism could be examined. It 
could also be pointed out that many of the great secular movements of the 20th century, 
such as Communism and Nazism claimed strong humanist credentials, but were in 
reality anything but humanist and one has only to point to massive destruction and the 
deaths of countless millions who were sacrificed as part of these great human and secular 
experiments. Perhaps after all the problem lies much deeper than humanism or religion, 
but rather in the vagaries and the evils which exist within the human condition itself!

https://web.archive.org/web/20140217023022/http://imagejournal.org/page/journal/editorial-statements
https://web.archive.org/web/20140217023022/http://imagejournal.org/page/journal/editorial-statements
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Glossary

Alienation – to be separate from
Aquinas – monk, wrote of Five Proofs for the existence of God
Atheist – someone who does not believe in God
Behaviourism – behaviour is controlled by conditioning
Creationism – belief that the world exists by divine design
Epiphenomenalism – the link of mental and physical events
Evolution – the belief that living things gradually developed
Freud – Austrian neurologist
Humanist – emphasises human value over dogma
Identity – who we claim to be
Immortality – to live forever
Intelligent design – theory that the world is here by design not chance
Logical positivism – meaningful philosophical problems can be solved by logical analysis
Medieval – period of the Middle Ages
Materialism – a focus on possessions and things
Moral – referring to what is believed to be right
Near Death Experience – an experience taking people beyond death from which they 
recover
Philosophy – study of knowledge
Plato – philosopher 
Reincarnation – the belief that the soul goes on to live in something else after physical 
death
Religion – belief in a controlling power 
Resurrection – to return from the dead
Scientific – based on scientific principles
Social conditioning – training to respond in line with the societal norms
Theist – one who believes in God
Verification Principle – a statement which cannot be verified is meaningless
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