Responding to an Argument

God and Morality

Overview: This assignment asks you to interpret and respond to an argument. In this case, you will be analyzing a text from the philosopher, William Lane Craig. You will interpret the argument and then respond to it, first by telling us how Socrates (in “The Euthyphro”) would respond to the argument, then by telling us how Nietzsche (in Beyond Good and Evil) would respond to it. Finally, you will offer your own assessment regarding the validity of Craig’s argument.

Length: 3-5 pages, typed and double-spaced

Assignment: Your essay should be controlled by a clear, sophisticated, and arguable thesis, and should include the following:

1. An interpretation of the following argument: (This text is taken from William Lane Craig’s opening statement in a debate regarding the existence of God. You may find the entire text of his opening statement at: http://www.origins.org/articles/craig_tooley_1.html BUT DO NOT RESPOND TO THIS TEXT; RESPOND ONLY TO THE EXCERPT PRINTED BELOW.

If you are interested in reading a more developed statement on this topic, you can read Craig’s article, “No God? No Good” at: http://www.lewissociety.org/god.php, BUT DO NOT RESPOND TO THIS TEXT; RESPOND ONLY TO THE EXCERPT PRINTED BELOW.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

For the purposes of this essay, you should focus on interpreting the following excerpt:

. . . God provides the best explanation for objective moral values in the world. If God does not exist, then objective moral values do not exist. Many theists and atheists alike concur on this point. For example, the late J.L. Mackie of Oxford University, one of the most influential atheists of our time, admitted,

If ... there are ... objective values, they make the existence of a god more probable than it would have been without them. Thus we have ... a defensible argument from morality to the existence of a god.{7}
But in order to avoid God's existence, Mackie therefore denied that objective moral values exist. He wrote, "It is easy to explain this moral sense as a natural product of biological and social evolution."{8} Professor Michael Ruse, a philosopher of science at the University of Guelph, agrees. He explains,

Morality is a biological adaptation no less than are hands and feet and teeth . . .. Considered as a rationally justifiable set of claims about an objective something, [ethics] is illusory. I appreciate that when somebody says, 'Love thy neighbor as thyself,’ they think they, are referring above and beyond themselves, . . . Nevertheless, . . . such reference is truly without foundation, Morality is just an aid to survival and reproduction, and any deeper meaning is illusory . . . .{9}
Friedrich Nietzsche, the great atheist of the last century who proclaimed the death of God, understood that the death of God meant the destruction of all meaning and value in life '{10}I think that Friedrich Nietzsche was right. But we've got to be very careful here. The question here is not: Must we believe in God in order to live a moral life? I'm not claiming that we must. Nor is the question: Can we recognize objective moral values without believing in God? I think we can. Rather, the question is: If God does not exist, do objective moral values exist?

Like Mackie and Ruse, I just don’t see any reason to think that in the absence of God the morality evolved by Homo sapiens is objective. After all, if there is no God, then what's so special about human beings? They're just accidental by-products of nature which have evolved relatively recently on an infinitesimal speck of dust called the planet Earth, lost somewhere in a hostile and mindless universe, and which are doomed to perish individually and collectively in a relatively short time. On the atheistic view, some action, say, rape, may not be socially advantageous and so in the course of human development has became taboo. But that does absolutely nothing to prove that rape is really morally wrong. On the atheistic view, if you can escape the social consequences, there’s nothing really wrong with your raping someone. And thus without God there is no absolute right and wrong which imposes itself on our conscience.

But the fact is that objective values do exist, and we all know it. There is no more reason to deny the objective reality of moral values than the objective reality of physical objects. Actions like rape, torture, child abuse-aren't just socially unacceptable behavior. They're moral abominations. Even Ruse himself admits, "The man who says it is morally acceptable to rape little children is just as mistaken as the man who says 2+2=5,"{11} Some things are really wrong. Similarly, love, equality, self-sacrifice are really good. But if objective values cannot exist without God and objective values do exist, then it follows logically and inescapably that God exists.

{7}J.L. Mackie, The Miracle of Theism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982), pp. 115-6.

{8}Ibid., pp., 117-8.

{9}Micahael Ruse, "Evolutionary Theory and Christian Ethics," in The Darwinian Paradigm (London: Routledge, 1989), pp. 262-9.

{10}Friedrich Nietzsche, "The Gay Science," in The Portable Nietzsche, trans. and ed. W. Kaufmann (New York: Viking, 1954), p. 95.

{11}Michael Ruse, Darwinism Defended (London: Addison-Wesley, 1982), p. 2715.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2. Explain how Plato and Nietzsche’s arguments would critique and/or support Craig’s argument.

3. Finally, you should develop your own response to this argument. Do you agree with it? Do you agree with its conclusion, but find problems with the argument as it is written? Do find some merit in some of the claims made in the argument, but feel the argument leads to a different conclusion?
