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irtue ethics sounds rather dry and boring, 
but it’s based on very sound psychology, 
and you can use it in your own life to 
become a stronger, happier and better 

person. Let me tell you a bit about how virtue 
ethics helped me, when I suffered from emotional 
problems in my late teens and early 20s. 

When I was at school in the 1990s, my friends 
and I started experimenting with drugs like LSD, 
amphetamine and magic mushrooms. It’s interesting 
how habits spread in schools. They’re contagious. 
Well, the habit of messing around with drugs spread 
through our school like athlete’s foot. 

At times it was very good fun but, needless to 
say, we were way out of our depth, regularly taking 
very strong mind-altering chemicals before our 
personalities had really matured. Several raver 
friends of mine developed psychological problems 
– I don’t know if they would have anyway, but they 
certainly did now. Two people in my year went to 
prison for drug-dealing. One of my best friends died 
of an overdose. 

My own psychological problems began after I 
had a bad trip on LSD when I was 18. It was a very 
frightening experience, and I didn’t tell anyone 
about it for years. I just buried it, and then the 
trauma from the experience emerged in my first year 
at university. 

I started to get panic attacks. I had no idea what a 
panic attack was, and wondered if I was going mad. 
The panic undermined my confidence and made me 
socially anxious. I was also plagued by nightmares 
and mood swings. My personality totally altered, 
from the happy extrovert I was as a teenager, to an 
anxious, distrustful and angst-ridden young man. 

V
My worst fear was that I had permanently 

damaged my brain, and there was nothing I could do 
about it. I had blown my life before I was 21, and 
was condemned to be an unhappy failure for the rest 
of my life. 

This situation got slowly worse all the way 
through university and on into my early 20s. I got a 
job as a financial journalist, writing about German 
mortgage bonds. It was hardly my dream job. I 
hated it, and hated office life. I was very bad at 
getting on with other people, because of my social 
anxiety. 

Finally, I turned to a type of therapy called 
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) for help. I 
went to a CBT support group for people who suffer 
from social anxiety. There was no therapist present, 
we just supported each other, and followed a CBT 
audio course that one of us had downloaded from 
the internet. We practised the exercises, repeated the 
handouts. And for me at least, it was very helpful. 
I stopped having panic attacks after a few weeks, 
and realized it was possible to change my character, 
with practice. 

I started to research CBT, and interviewed the 
founders of it – two American psychologists called 
Albert Ellis and Aaron Beck. I did what turned out 
to be the last ever interview with Albert Ellis in 
2007, before he died. I got to thank both of them 
for inventing this therapy which has helped me, 
and millions of other people, overcome emotional 
problems. 

And I asked them both: where did you get the 
inspiration for CBT? They both told me they were 
inspired principally by ancient Greek philosophy. 
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Virtue ethics as a way of life
I was very surprised to hear this. I thought of 
philosophy as something rather dry, abstract and 
not much use in everyday life. And yet it turns out 
that the most popular and evidence-based therapy 
for emotional disorders, the therapy the British 
government has put over £1 billion into funding, 
comes directly from Greek philosophy. 

I started reading Greek and Roman philosophy 
in my 20s – Plato, Aristotle, Stoic philosophers 
like Epictetus, Marcus Aurelius and Seneca – and I 
was amazed how fresh, accessible and wise it was. 
The Greeks thought philosophy should be a way of 
life, and a therapy for the emotions. Socrates, the 

father of Greek philosophy, said: ‘I teach students 
how to take care of their souls’. The modern word 
‘psychotherapy’ means care (therapeia in Greek) of 
the soul (psyche). The Greeks claimed that if you 
lived a philosophical life, you’d attain eudaimonia, 
or flourishing. 

Eudaimonia means the fulfilment of your nature 
as a human being. Virtue ethics traditions rest on 

biological and psychological theories of human 
nature. They suggest humans share a basic nature – 
we’re rational, ethical, civic and spiritual animals. 
Philosophy helps us develop the raw material of 
human nature to its highest potential, so that we 
become wise, flourishing, mature human beings, 
rather than immature and deluded fools. 

You find a similar idea in other wisdom 
traditions, in Buddhism, Christianity, Judaism, 
Islam and Hinduism. All the great religious 
traditions have books of wisdom which make the 
same claim: the daily practice of wisdom helps you 
to find flourishing in this life (and maybe in the 
afterlife too).  

I’m going to describe three key insights from 
ancient Greek philosophy, and how evidence from 
modern psychology suggests it’s true. 

1.  Our thoughts and beliefs shape our 
world 

Albert Ellis told me he was inspired to invent CBT 
by a line from the Stoic philosopher Epictetus, who 
lived in Rome in the first century AD. Epictetus 
said: ‘It’s not events, but our opinion about events, 
that cause us suffering.’ 

This inspired what Ellis called his ABC theory of 
the emotions. Something happens to us (A) and we 
interpret that event through our thoughts and beliefs 
(B), and this leads to a consequent emotion (C). 

Often it feels like our emotions happen to us 
involuntarily and automatically in response to 
external events. You walk past someone, they give 
you a dirty look, and you instantly feel annoyed, 
offended and angry. It feels like you go straight 
from A to C. 

But Epictetus would say ‘don’t forget B’. You 
interpreted A a certain way. You thought ‘that 
person is frowning at me, how dare they!  What a 
horrible person. I hate them!’ 

When you understand the role of B in your 
emotions, you can examine your thoughts and 
beliefs and think, ‘is this interpretation definitely 
true? Is it definitely wise? Are there other ways of 
seeing this event?’

Maybe that person wasn’t frowning at you. 
Maybe they were having a bad day. And if they 
were definitely frowning at you, so what? Is their 
fleeting opinion so important? Do they know you 
well? You can choose to shrug and not take their 
bad mood with you through the rest of your day. 

So this is the basic idea at the heart of Greek 
philosophy, and of Buddhism and other wisdom 
traditions. Our thoughts, beliefs and values create 
our emotions, and our whole experience of reality. 
And we can change our thoughts. 

Of course, sometimes it’s not that easy. Our 
thoughts, beliefs and values are often subconscious. 
We’ve been repeating them to ourselves over and 
over, for years or decades, so they’ve become very 
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ingrained and habitual. They can be like a pair of 
glasses we have worn for so long, we forget we’re 
wearing them. 

In CBT, there’s an idea called ‘self-talk’. This is 
basically the running commentary that’s going on in 
your head the whole time, making rapid automatic 
judgements about everything that happens to you. 
Many of those judgements are physical – you feel 
attracted to this person, you feel a sense of aversion 
to that person. 

We’re barely aware of this self-talk, this stream of 
constant judgements about the external world. And 
we rarely stop to ask ourselves if our judgements are 
wise or true. We just assume they are 100% reliable 
and accurate. After all, they feel true! 

In fact, our mind can jump to automatic 
judgements about the world which are totally 
wrong. In CBT, these are known as cognitive biases, 
or ‘mind traps’. These biases can cause us needless 
emotional suffering. Here are some of them: 

Catastrophizing: focusing on one negative detail 
and turning it into the end of the world 

Personalizing: assuming that everything is your 
fault 

Black and white thinking: having very rigid 
categories in your thinking. For example, 
someone is either a friend or a total enemy. 

Maximizing and minimizing: everyone else’s 
life seems perfect, while yours is completely 
lacking in blessings. 

Fortune teller’s error: Because something is 
difficult now, it will ALWAYS be that difficult. 

Mind-reader’s error: Assuming you know what 
other people are thinking, based on very little 
evidence. 

Musturbating: Having very rigid beliefs such as 
‘I MUST be liked by everyone, and if I’m not, it’s 
a disaster’

Do you recognise any of these habitual tendencies 
in your own thinking? These biases can often lead 
to depression and anxiety. Of course, there are other 
types of biases which can be equally dangerous, 
such as thinking it’s never your fault and always 
someone else’s! 

Socrates, the father of Greek virtue ethics, taught 
that we can learn to know ourselves by learning to 
ask ourselves questions. Then, we can examine our 
automatic and unexamined assumptions, and ask if 
they’re definitely true. 

CBT uses this ‘Socratic method’. If you go to a 
cognitive therapist and say your life is a catastrophe, 
they will try to help you examine the beliefs 
underlying this negative feeling, to see if those 
beliefs are true or wise, and to see what you can do 
about it. 

Our thoughts, beliefs and 
values create our emotions, 
and our whole experience 
of reality. And we can 
change our thoughts.

D I A L O G U E



6

2.  We can’t control the universe but we 
can control our beliefs

Epictetus was a slave in the Roman Empire. That 
meant he had very little control over his external 
environment – his owner could beat him up or kill 
him with impunity. And yet Epictetus did not let 
this crush his spirit. Instead, he taught a philosophy 
of resilience and inner freedom that we can still 
practise today. 

The first line of his handbook reads: ‘Some things 
are up to us, some things are not.’ 

He divided life into two zones. Zone 2 are the 
things in life over which we don’t have full control. 

We do not have full control over the weather, the 
economy, politics, other people, or even our own 
bodies. We have some control over these things. We 
can vote, for example, or try to be nice to people, or 
eat healthily. But all these things are still subject to 
fortune. Someone might hate us for no good reason. 
Or we might fall sick out of the blue. 

However, Epictetus insisted we do have control 
over things in Zone 1. What’s in Zone 1? Only our 
own beliefs, the perspective we take on things. 

He thought that a lot of human suffering comes 
from two mistakes people make. Firstly, they try to 
exert complete control over things in Zone 2. They 
insist they must be a certain way. I must be rich, 
handsome, popular, healthy, and if I’m not, it’s a 
total catastrophe. This is to forget that humans aren’t 
gods. We’re humans, we’re subject to change and to 
fortune. 

Secondly, we fail to take responsibility for Zone 
1, for our own beliefs. We blame our mental state 
entirely on the unjust world we’re in, and not on our 
own beliefs. 

The Buddhist philosopher Santideva said: ‘You 
can try to cover the world in leather, or you can 
wear leather shoes’. The world is, to a large extent, 
beyond our control. But our thoughts and beliefs are 
always in our control. 

When I had social anxiety, I thought everyone 
in the world must like me, otherwise it was a 
disaster. This was focusing very much on Zone 2. 
It was a recipe for anxiety and paranoia. Instead, 
I learned to focus on Zone 1, on my own beliefs. 
This immediately made me feel stronger and more 
centred. 

3.  We create good characters, and good 
lives, by creating good habits

Greek philosophers, like Buddhists, recognized that 
humans are very much creatures of habit. We are on 
auto-pilot most of the time. That means that if you 
want to truly change your life and your character, 
you have to make your philosophy habitual. You 
have to practise it, every day. 

Both Greek philosophy and Buddhism offer us 
daily practices to create good habits. Here are four 
techniques they used. 

a) Repetition of maxims
All the great wisdom traditions create short, 
pithy maxims or proverbs, which the student is 
encouraged to memorise and repeat so that they 
become part of their automatic self-talk. That 
doesn’t have to be brain-washing: you just find the 
quotes that really mean a lot to you, write them 
down, and then re-read them when you’re in a 
difficult moment. CBT uses a similar method. We 
would read out certain phrases over and over, listen 
to them on our phones, until they became ingrained. 

D I A L O G U E



b) Visualization and other meditative practices
One of the most useful practices I have come 

across is Buddhist loving-kindness meditation. 
You imagine someone you like in front of you, and 
you wish them well. Then you imagine someone 
you feel neutral about, and wish them well. Then 
you imagine someone you have difficulties with, 
and wish them well. Finally, you send out loving-
kindness to all beings. This builds up the habit 
of loving-kindness, even towards people you 
automatically dislike. When we habitually cultivate 
a certain attitude or emotion, we build it up and turn 
it into a strong habit. 

c) Role models and friendships
Greek philosophers thought we often learn our 
ethics by observing and imitating others. We pick 
up habits off the people around us, sometimes for 
good and sometimes for ill. We should be conscious 
and wise in our heroes and heroines, choosing who 
we want to emulate. We should also be careful in 
picking our friends, as we will naturally become like 
them. Aristotle thought choosing your friends wisely 
was a central part of the good life. A good friend 
reflects your character back to you like a mirror, 
showing you both your virtues and your faults. 
In Buddhism, Christianity, Hindusim and other 
wisdom traditions, you may also have a spiritual 
teacher, priest or guru, who can show you how to 
walk the path to the good life. 

The revival of virtue ethics
Virtue ethics enjoyed an enormous revival in the 
last three decades. In philosophy, it was revived 
by philosophers like Philippa Foot and Alasdair 
MacIntyre, who returned to an Aristotelian ethics as 
a response to scepticism and moral relativism. 

In addition, ancient virtue ethics had a major 
influence on the psychology of happiness and well-
being. As we’ve seen, Stoic philosophy inspired 
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy. Both Stoicism 
and Aristotelianism also influenced a related field 
of psychology called Positive Psychology, which 
attempts to measure and teach practices that lead to 
eudaimonia, or flourishing. Finally, Buddhist virtue 
ethics had a direct influence on the fast-growing 
science of mindfulness. 

In the last two decades, this new science of 
well-being started to influence public policy. 
Governments became more optimistic that they 
knew what helps their citizens to flourish. The 
British government, for example, started to measure 
‘national well-being’, put over £1 billion into 
making CBT available, and also called for well-
being and character to be taught in schools. As one 
opinion piece in The Telegraph put it: ‘We are all 
Aristotelians now.’

But what criticisms can one make of virtue ethics, 
and of this new politics of flourishing? 

One criticism is that a person could be very 
developed in a particular virtue or character 
strength, and yet still not lead an entirely good 
life. You could have a very brave bank-robber, 
for example. You might be ‘generous to a 
fault’ – so generous you end up bankrupt. The 
Aristotelian response to this would be ‘everything 
in moderation’. Aristotle argued there is a ‘golden 
mean’ between extremes – wise courage is the 
golden mean between cowardice and recklessness.

Another criticism of Aristotelianism and Stoicism 
is that it’s over-rationalistic and rather boring. It 
ignores the transcendent, the ecstatic, the sort of 
religious experiences that the philosopher William 
James explored so well. But one could point to other 
virtue ethics traditions – Buddhism, Christianity – 
which do find a place for the ecstatic. 

A criticism of the ‘science of flourishing’ might 
be: can you really measure flourishing? Can you 
measure the meaning of a person’s life on a scale 
from one to ten? Can you measure virtues like 
humility? There is in fact a humility scale, which 
asks people questions to try and gauge how humble 
they are. Donald Trump would score high on such 
a scale – he once said ‘I’m much more humble than 
you know.’ 

Aristotle once said: ‘It is the mark of an educated 
person to look for precision in things only so far as 
the subject admits.’ In other words, while we can 
draw on scientific evidence to try and understand 
what helps people flourish, we are unlikely ever to 
have a precise science of flourishing. 

And it’s dangerous to think we do, particularly if 
politicians are seizing on this science and imposing 
it on their populations, and saying ‘this will make 
you flourish, we know for sure, it’s science’. 

Aristotle did think the good society would be one 
which supported its citizens’ flourishing. But he also 
understood there was more than one way to find 
flourishing. He distinguished, for example, between 
the active life and the contemplative life. 

In fact, there are many different forms of 
flourishing, many different ways to find meaning 
in your life. You might find meaning serving your 
society, or serving God, or serving some higher 
creative project, or taking care of your family, 
or building a business, or trying to protect the 
environment. No parent, priest or politician can tell 
you precisely what the meaning of your life is, it’s 
up to you to find that out. 

If I’m honest with you, my idea of the ‘meaning 
of life’ has changed over time, and I’m still not quite 
sure what the meaning is, or indeed if there is a 
grand cosmic meaning to it all. But the methods and 
practices of virtue ethics – Stoicism and Buddhism 
in particular – have been truly helpful to me in my 
life. They provide me with a set of daily practices 
which I follow, and which, day by day, shape my 
character and change my reality. 
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What – we may ask – has 
it done to women and to 

gender relations that God 
has exclusively been seen as 

‘male’? 

As you are likely to know, a recent music-video by 
Ariana Grande proclaims: ‘God is a Woman!’. I 
propose to think this through. 

Is God a Man?
To consider this initially is enlightening. What – 
we may ask – has it done to women and to gender 
relations that God has exclusively been seen as 
‘male’? We may say we know that God isn’t 
‘actually male’ but language is powerful, shaping 
reality for us. As it has been said in Continental 
philosophy, ‘language goes all the way down’. By 
‘language’ is intended here specification: colour, 
form, not just verbal language but concretion 
more widely. To say it goes ‘all the way down’ 
is to indicate that it is not that we experience 
(for example God) and then, subsequently, find 
language, but that imagery and language are part 
and parcel of the experience. Even dreams take 
concrete form. If you doubt this remember the joke. 
A person came back from the dead and was asked 
what God is like. They replied: ‘She’s Black.’ 

So then what effect has it had that in the 
Abrahamic traditions (Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam) God has been described using male 
metaphors or, when care has been taken not to be 
anthropomorphic (note the prohibition in some 
periods and traditions on the use of images for the 
divine), the metaphors used for God still reflect 
positions occupied by men? God is designated 
Lord, King, Master, Judge (in a society in which 
all judges were male), Father; metaphors moreover 
which suggest that ‘He’ is transcendent, powerful, 
and rightly to be obeyed and worshipped. In 
consequence woman, or the ‘feminine’, comes to 
designate that which is the opposite of, or contrary 
to, the divine. In both the Greek and Hebrew 
traditions she has been associated with the earth, 
nature, the body, and often with sexuality. Given it 
is a moral axiom today that human beings are equal 
this is a profoundly unhelpful heritage.

This hierarchical gender-polarity is very clear 
for example in a book like Hosea in the Hebrew 
scriptures. The moral of the book is that the people 

Is God a
Woman?

Daphne Hampson

Religious Language and 
The Concept Of God
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of Israel have gone astray; whereas they should be 
obedient to JHWH, to God. So the book proceeds to 
compare JHWH to the male prophet Hosea, while 
the people of Israel are compared to his wayward 
wife Gomer. Gomer is associated with the earth 
and with sexuality; it being suggested that she has 
prostituted herself. While it is taken for granted that 
Gomer ‘should’ be obedient to Hosea, as Israel to 
JHWH. Male is norm; woman rightly subordinate 
- and problematic. Such imagery promotes the idea 
(often held at a subconscious level) that it is ‘only 
natural’ that men should be super-ordinate over 
women.

Furthermore, it is essentially the case that one 
half of humanity – men – have ‘named’ the world, 
designating its structures and what is acceptable and 
normal. In this at least Genesis has it exactly right! 
It is Adam and he alone who names all the creatures 
that God brings to him, and furthermore also the 
woman and her reality, designating her in relation 
to himself. In Hebrew of course a name tells us the 
nature of something. What is operating may well 
be called a gender politics, in which the male says 
what’s what, and in which man limits and defines 
what woman should be. 

Gender Politics
The extent to which religion acts as a ‘gender 
politics’ readily becomes apparent through looking 
at its symbolic practices. Consider this. All men are 
born of woman. Yet in religion, or male mythology, 
this is reversed. In the biblical story Eve is taken 
out of Adam, formed from his rib. While in Greek 
mythology the axeman chops open Zeus’s head 
(painlessly it is said) and out springs Athena. 
Giving birth has commonly been held to make a 
woman unclean (such that in my youth the Anglican 

prayer book had a service for the ‘churching’ of 
women, cleansing them after giving birth). Again, 
the wonder of birth which many women feel to be 
a kind of ‘creation’ is symbolically undermined 
through the need to ‘cleanse’ a child through 
baptism. Joining the community of Christians is 
referred to as ‘second’ birth, belittling the first. In 
all known societies it is women who prepare food 
on an everyday basis; yet when it comes to the 
sacred meal, that instrumental role is taken from 
them. Still today in the vast majority of churches 
women are forbidden to preside at the eucharist. It 
is women who commonly do the work of cleaning 
up mess, looking after children, or caring for the 
sick and elderly. Yet it is normally men who baptise. 
Thus religion acts for men to trump women, taking 
authority away from them by overturning the natural 
or the social order, while legitimising male authority 
over women. 

It has apparently seemed only natural to men to 
see themselves in the image of God. At the centre of 
Christendom in the Sistine Chapel in Rome, where 
the new pope is chosen by an all-male assembly 
of cardinals (and they cannot choose a woman), 
high above them we find Michelangelo’s fresco of 
Adam created in the image of God the Father; a 
younger and an older male almost touching. No one 
questions it. But such imagery excludes others; it 
creates that which is ‘other’ to the presumption as 
to what is the norm. This is true in regard to race, 
not only sex. I vividly recall the impact it made on 
me when, in 1970 (not long after the civil rights 
movement in the States), I saw in the church hall 
of a Black church in the American south a picture 
of a Black man on the cross, simply called ‘Black 
Christ’. Those people needed to see themselves as 
created in the image of their God. Who can blame Michelangelo, The Creation of 

Adam, c.1512 - Sistine Chapel

The extent to which religion 
acts as a ‘gender politics’ 
readily becomes apparent 
through looking at its 
symbolic practices.
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them? Such an image makes a statement as to their 
worth. But can one do this in the case of women? 
Sex is the great cutting or division of humanity into 
two; the Latin ‘se’ root connotes to cut or divide (as 
in section, secateurs etc.). Symbolically at least, the 
division of sex is profound. 

To question the normativity of men and ‘the male’ 
is disruptive, never more so than in the sphere of 
religion which is the ‘glue’ and reflection of society. 
But that such questioning is seen as threatening 
simply points to the role that religions have fulfilled 
as the arbiter as to who should be in control and 
what the role of women in society shall be. Now 
that our societies have radically changed in their 
understanding of gender relations, no wonder 
religions appear out of sync and problematic. For 
– particularly among the younger generation – it is 
considered a moral imperative that human beings in 
all our diversity, female and male, gay and straight, 
black and white, should be counted equal and find 
representation; respected, each of us, for who we are 
in our embodied selves. A religion which, through 
its imagery and language, proclaims a gendered, 
hierarchical ordering of reality strikes many as 
offensive, or minimally has lost its relevance. 
Allowing it to disempower us no longer, we prefer 
a secular world in which we can flourish. Hence the 
statement of one like Mary Daly that on becoming a 
feminist the first thing she did was to throw out the 
male God.

Is God a Woman?
It is scarcely to be wondered at that of recent 
years women have wanted to reclaim their power, 
seeing themselves in God’s image. But what are 
the problems? In 1984, famously, Edwina Sandys’ 
‘Christa’, a sculpture of a woman crucified, was 
placed in the cathedral of St John the Divine in New 
York. (Sandys is actually British, a granddaughter 
of Winston Churchill.) This was then declared by 
the bishop, Walter Dennis, to be ‘theologically and 
historically indefensible’. So, you can put a black 
man on the cross (in that Christ was no more Black 
than White, but Semitic), but not a woman. In terms 
of history, this cuts across the gender divide in 
that Jesus was male; but to say it is ‘theologically’ 
indefensible speaks worlds. Classically it has 
been said that women stand in relation to Jesus as 
the Christ as do men, for God in Christ took on 
humanity (it is not that Christians proclaim a male 
human being to be ‘a little god’). Condemned the 
Christa may have been, but it remains the case that 
many women, particularly those who have been 
abused by men, have the greatest difficulty with the 
idea of a male God, or Christ. Significantly Sandys 
said of her sculpture that she wanted ‘to portray the 
suffering of women’. 

Black women are faced with overcoming the 
double bind of disempowerment on account of both 
race and sex. In Ntozake Shange’s choro-poem 
‘For Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide/
When the Rainbow is Enuf’ (performed on the 
stage in New York in 1976 and elsewhere), a Black 
woman, taking centre stage, declares: ‘I was missing 
something, something so important, something 
promised, a laying on of hands’. She craves healing; 
note also the religious language as she continues 
‘the holiness of myself released’. And she concludes 
in well-known words: ‘I found God in myself and 
I loved her, I loved her fiercely.’ After what they 
have been through women need healing not least 
in relation to their bodies. It was at the Lambeth 
conference of Anglican bishops (all male) in 1978 
that one man, the Black South African Desmond 
Tutu, commented that ‘a child of God subjected to 
this kind of discrimination’ (primary discrimination 
we may say, on account of one’s colour or sexuality) 
‘may actually get to doubt that he is or she is a child 
of God’.

Given the sexist nature of the Abrahamic religions 
some women have moved outside. In a powerful 
essay published in 1978 ‘Why Women Need the 
Goddess’ Carol Christ argued that, just as men have 
come into their own in their relation to their God, 
so too women need the construct of a Goddess in 
relation to whom they can pit themselves and in 
whose image see themselves. It is notable however 
that Christ doesn’t want to re-create the male God 
in female form; JHWH in a skirt as had been said. 

Edwina Sandys, Christa. 
Photograph: Helena 

Kubicka de Brangaça, 
courtesy of the Cathedral 

of St. John the Divine, 
New York

The tradition simply lacks a 
symbolic image of man and 

woman present, the one to the 
other, as equal adults.

D I A L O G U E



11

Rather is the concept of ‘Goddess’ deliberately 
left fluid. Christ is interested in the Goddess in the 
ancient world; for today she wants a Goddess who 
can be seen as over-against us as well as abiding 
within us. Better known perhaps is the revelatory 

passage in Alice Walker’s The Color Purple in 
which - again a Black woman, Celie – announces 
that she is going to chase that old white man out of 
her head; the image, which as she discovers, she has 
always held of God. Henceforth she will see God in 
the wonder of the world of nature and also as within 
her.

We should distinguish all such moves from 
the age-old attempt to give the ‘male’ God a 
‘female’ face. The God who is Lord and Father 
has frequently been depicted as having what men 
designate ‘feminine’ qualities: he is ‘merciful’, has 
‘everlasting arms’, and comforts his people. God 
becomes a ‘motherly Father’. The Middle Ages took 
this a step further in referring to Christ as ‘mother’, 
symbolically giving him breasts which succoured 
the disciple, his ‘milk’ being compared to the wine 
of the eucharist. But a ‘male’ God who has now 
accrued female characteristics scarcely helps the 
situation of women. In response to Phyllis Trible’s 
pointing out that a word used to describe God in 
Genesis has, at its root, the word for a womb, a 
student of mine remarked: ‘if men now have wombs 
where does this leave women?’. The ‘female’ male 
is simply an evasion of the fact that there are two 
sexes. While the male God now has it all, women 
are left standing. In the world in which eminent 

Ntozake Shange

Creation of Eve (probably Maitani). 
Orvieto Cathedral.
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male theologians (Augustine or Anselm) lauded 
Christ as ‘mother’, the lot of actual women was 
often horrific. 

The tradition simply lacks a symbolic image 
of man and woman present, the one to the other, 
as equal adults. Images of Adam and Eve before 
the Fall are the closest we come. But they depict 
woman as temptress as she offers him the apple, 
a ‘sin’ for which her punishment was to be 
subordinate to him. Or else Eve is shown as formed 
from Adam. Otherwise – the most common image 
in Christendom in which both male and female are 
represented – what we have is a little boy seated on 
his mother’s knee, cared for by a virgin mother – a 

projection if ever there were of male needs and 
desires lacking any historical basis. Woman as an 
adult, articulate person in her own right is simply 
absent. 

Ariana’s Song
Ariana’s song takes us no further; indeed it is 
simply retrogressive – and highly problematic. 
She is not saying that women should see God in 
their image or find God within. She proclaims 
that, experiencing sexual intercourse, men should 
conclude that ‘God is a Woman’! This is something 
very different. It astonishes me that, when women 
have – since ever – been associated by men with 
sexuality and held to be ‘temptress’, woman should 
now advertise her availability through what is 
scarcely less than pornographic imagery.

Look at the wording, seeing it for what it is. Using 
quasi-religious language Ariana says: 

My one, it lingers when we’re done 
You’ll believe God is a woman

Have it any way you like, yuh…

Baby, lay me down and let’s pray 
I’m tellin’ you the way I like it, how I want it

So, baby, take my hand, save your soul.

Is this really what we want young women scarcely 
into their teens among whom Ariana has such a 
following to be imbibing? What today is lauded as 
having supposedly liberated sexual relations can 
only too easily end up with people feeling ‘rubbish’; 
ashamed of how they have behaved, which far 
from being bliss left them bewildered. Young 
women in particular, having lost all sense of their 
dignity and worth, can come to despise their bodies, 
succumbing to self-harm or anorexia. A situation 
is created which is the precise opposite of what 
women so desperately need, namely to attain to a 
sense of their self-integrity.

What is so problematic with this lyric is surely 
the lack of respect for persons which it conveys. 
Woman does not exist for man. Rather does each 
person deserve respect, within an inter-relational 
dynamic. In a book on the nature of love the Danish 
nineteenth-century thinker Søren Kierkegaard 
remarks that relations between persons should 
always pass through a third, which he names as 
God. Whether or not we use this language the truth 
of what he was saying is surely profound: namely 
that we should not appropriate others for ourselves, 
nor allow ourselves to be absorbed by them. Neither 
making them our ‘god’, nor allowing them to be 
‘god’ for us. 

The Concept ‘God’
How then should we think of ‘God’? What does 
‘God’ have to do with these considerations? It will 

Painting of Adam and Eve by 
Lucas Cranach, c.1528. Uffizi, 

Florence. 
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be clear that the God we have inherited can be of 
little help. Throughout generations such a concept 
of God has been used to foster and consolidate 
hierarchical gender relationships. ‘He’ has been 
toxic for women, and ultimately has not aided men 
in coming into their own. Yet ‘He’ still holds sway.  

I believe that any talk of ‘God’ must ultimately 
be grounded in our experience, such that we find it 
incumbent upon us to say: ‘that is what I mean by 
God’. There would seem to be abundant evidence 
that, in all societies and ages, persons have been 
open to what we may call a further dimension of 
reality. There is more than meets the eye; more than 
our everyday selves. Thus I do not myself doubt 
that there is that which we may name as ‘God’. 
People are aware of one another in a way we do 
not understand; something akin to extra-sensory 
perception, or prayer, which inter-connects us. As 
when I hold someone in mind (or she me) when she 
(or I) are in trouble and the other knows perfectly 
well that her friend has been present. People are 
healed, or strangely aware of that love which flows 
towards them. 

The problem is that God has been conceptualised 
in terms of a world picture which we no longer 
hold, so that God is up there and out there, ‘male’ 
on a grand scale. In rejecting the mythologies which 
have captured us we may however credit that they 

have acted as ‘vehicles’ (the term is Kant’s from 
the eighteenth century) which have carried human 
religious awareness. Of course we shall need 
images or words to express this, for language goes 
‘all the way down’ and is fundamental to thought. 
Peculiarly appropriate I think is the naming of 
God as spirit. For spirit is within each of us and in 
a dynamic sense passes between us. I note that in 
Greek, Hebrew and also Arabic the word for spirit 
(Greek pneuma, Hebrew ruach, Arabic ruh) also 
connotes breath, which gives us life. It is surely with 
this kind of language that we can play as we seek to 
speak of God. 

You know the old joke: ‘What is the difference 
between a philosopher and a theologian?’ Answer: 
‘A philosopher is a blind man in a dark room 
looking for a black cat; whereas the theologian 
thinks he’s found the cat.’ Too much theology has 
consisted in looking for ‘cats’ (which improbably 
exist). God is scarcely an object set over against 
us, which does or doesn’t ‘exist’. Rather is God 
that in which we live and move and have our 
being, allowing us most fully to be ourselves. It 
is in recognition of this that we shall be healed. 
Furthermore, it is in placing others in their true 
context, which is God, that we shall neither be 
tempted to exploit nor deify them. 

Bibliography
Christ, Carol, ‘Why women need 
the Goddess’ in eds. Christ and 
Plaskow, Womanspirit Rising.

Daly, Mary, Beyond God the 
Father: Toward a Philosophy of 
Women’s Liberation

Hampson, Daphne, Theology and 
Feminism, ch.3 ‘Concretion’. 

Haney, Eleanor, ‘What is 
Feminist Ethics?’ in The Journal 
of Religious Ethics, 8 (1980).

Setel, Drorah, ‘Prophets and 
Pornography’ in ed. Letty Russell, 
Feminist Interpretation of the 
Bible. 

Professor Daphne 
Hampson held a chair in 
Post-Christian Thought at the 
University of St Andrews 
and is now an Associate of 
the Department of Theology 
and Religion at Oxford. She 
is the author of Theology 
and Feminism and After 
Christianity. She is at present 
working on a book Religion as 
Gender Politics.

D I A L O G U E



14

T

Bentham, Mill and 
the Trolley Problem

he aim of this article is to explore a 
well-known utilitarian dilemma, usually 
referred to as the trolley problem, through 
the contrasting arguments of Bentham and 

Mill, noting that Mill has a number of trenchant 
criticisms of Bentham’s view, mentioned in his 
Notes on Bentham’s Philosophy, but also worked 
out in his Essay on Utilitarianism. My argument 
here is that moral theories can yield different 
decisions based not just on applying two different 
versions of the theory, but also by different people 
making decisions as it were ‘on the ground’, using 
the same moral theory. This is because a number 
of circles of interest exist: the person’s immediate 
interest, the wider social interest, and those 
immediately affected by the unique context of the 
moral dilemma itself.

What then is the trolley problem? Originally 
introduced by the philosopher Philippa Foot in 
1967, it has gone through different incarnations. 
Foot wrote: “Suppose that a judge or magistrate is 
faced with rioters demanding that a culprit be found 
for a certain crime and threatening otherwise to take 
their own bloody revenge on a particular section of 
the community. The real culprit being unknown, the 
judge sees himself as able to prevent the bloodshed 
only by framing some innocent person and having 
him executed. Beside this example is placed another 
in which a pilot whose airplane is about to crash 
is deciding whether to steer from a more to a less 
inhabited area. To make the parallel as close as 
possible it may rather be supposed that he is the 
driver of a runaway tram which he can only steer 
from one narrow track on to another; five men are 
working on one track and one man on the other; 
anyone on the track he enters is bound to be killed. 
In the case of the riots the mob have five hostages, 
so that in both examples the exchange is supposed 
to be one man’s life for the lives of five.” 1 

In case we think it rather obscure, we need to be 
aware that in public policy trolley decisions occur 
fairly regularly. For example, in September 2019 
the BBC broadcast a documentary on the proposal, 
considered by Prime Minister Winston Churchill, 
to bomb Auschwitz concentration camp in 1944 
to destroy the gas chambers. Two prisoners had 
escaped and provided final and incontrovertible 
evidence that the gas chambers existed and mass 
murder was happening on an industrial scale. The 
probable risk of the bombing was that some bombs 
would miss and maybe several hundred inmates 
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accordingly.  Morality, says Bentham, is about 
finding this ‘external standard’ and then rigorously 
sticking to it. Feelings are simply not a reliable 
standard to apply.

Mill objects in his Notes on Bentham’s 
Philosophy to a number of features of Bentham’s 
utilitarian argument. Firstly, character is neglected. 
Secondly, Bentham puts too great a faith in one 
general principle without considering important 
‘secondary principles’ necessary for a good 
utilitarian outcome. Thirdly Mill says (a bit 
mysteriously) we should consider the lovableness 
of an action - its tendency to inspire love, pity or 
dislike in other people and Bentham ignores the 
inspirational effects of such feelings. How does 
the trolley problem fare when we consider Mill’s 
objections?

The first argument about character and character 
formation is echoed much later by Bernard 
Williams’ objection to utilitarianism, which also 
rests upon a version of the trolley problem. Jim 
finds himself in a central square of some South 
American town. Twenty rebellious indians are lined 
up to be shot as an example to deter other protesters. 
But Jim, as an honoured guest, is invited to shoot 
just one: if he does the other nineteen will go free.4 

Should Jim accept?
Williams argues that from a Benthamite act 

utilitarian perspective it is obviously right that Jim 
should shoot the one indian. But what about my 
feelings of revulsion? Williams argues that from a 
utilitarian standpoint, such feelings are irrational. 

All truth-claims necessarily 
have a contradictory claim 
which they deny.

would be killed. Yet the transportation of Hungarian 
Jews was about to begin, and eventually we now 
know 424,000 were transported after May 1944 
and murdered in just eight weeks. The trolley here 
is a bomber diverted quite deliberately to bomb 
Auschwitz with the unwanted effect that several 
hundred innocent prisoners would very likely 
die, but with a predicted consequence that many 
Hungarian Jews were made safe. We didn’t divert 
the trolley. Perhaps we should have.

Bentham did discuss the role of feelings in the 
context of his rather cold-hearted calculation of 
utility. The feelings that interested him were those 
of sympathy and antipathy - feelings for someone, 
such as love or pity,  and feelings against, such 
as loathing or vengeance. According to Bentham 
we should apply the general happiness principle 
paying strict attention to the equality principle: 
everyone to count as one and no-one to count as 
more than one. Assuming in the trolley example 
that no-one involved has a special claim (such as 
being a leading heart surgeon who might go on 
to save thousands) then we should do a simple 
calculation. If five are spared and one dies, then the 
one unfortunately has to die.

Feelings of sympathy, however, operate in this 
way, says Bentham “By the principle of sympathy 
and antipathy, I mean that principle which approves 
or disapproves of certain actions, not on account of 
their tending to augment the happiness, nor yet on 
account of their tending to diminish the happiness 
of the party whose interest is in question, but merely 
because a man finds himself disposed to approve or 
disapprove of them: holding up that approbation or 
disapprobation as a sufficient reason for itself.” 2

Bentham goes on to argue against such a view 
that feelings can ever be a ‘sufficient reason’. 
Feelings of sympathy and antipathy are unreliable, 
he says, and should never be used as a ‘sufficient 
reason’. They are like a thermometer that 
consistently reads too hot or too cold. There is 
only one external standard that is consistent and 
constantly reliable: utility. Feelings, he concludes, 
“consist all of them in so many contrivances for 
avoiding the obligation of appealing to any external 
standard”,3 and while acknowledging they exist, 
Bentham would encourage us to pull the lever with 
as cool a heart as possible and divert the trolley 
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Secondly, says Williams, we should consider the 
effect on society more widely if a precedent is 
established. Here we are moving closer to Mill’s 
concern to establish principles of rights and justice 
as foundation blocks to utility. However, Williams 
argues that if this is truly a one-off calculation 
then we may ignore the precedent problem. 
Nonetheless there is unease that persists. The unease 
is there because of the problem of integrity: I am 
responsible for my actions and there are some things 
I simply cannot do. We can call this the integrity 
objection to the trolley problem.

The integrity problem may be linked to another 
issue: whether what Peter Singer calls the universal 

viewpoint is a practical way of reaching a moral 
decision. In the trolley problem the universal 
viewpoint involves standing back and making a 
calculation based simply on a calculation of the  
consequences for the happiness of all the individuals 
involved. Imagine I throw a pebble into a pond. The 
rings spread out as concentric circles. If the first 
circle represents those closest to me - my parents or 
children - then the Syrian refugee is many metres 
away in the distance. Yet I am supposed from the 
universal viewpoint to assess the happiness of each 
equally. It’s as if my own children and the Syrian 
orphan are in exactly the same circle: this moral 
requirement to stand back from our own circles of 
interest and treat everyone equally is something that 
few human beings will consistently act upon.  As 
J.L. Mackie points out, “to identify morality with 
something that certainly will not be followed is a 
sure way to bring it into contempt”.5

Now the practicality problem as we can call it 
connects with the integrity problem in the following 
way: an act utilitarianism of a Benthamite kind fails 
to recognise that I always weight my own feelings 
and happiness above anyone else’s.  I do this for the 
very obvious reason that I can calculate it accurately 
because I am experiencing it now. I might not pull 
the lever, therefore, not because I don’t care about 
other people, but because I can’t live with the pain 
of deliberately, consciously, causing a death even 
though I might also be seen by some as a hero. I 
cannot escape the conclusion that I and I alone am 
responsible for the death of an innocent person in a 
way that I might not feel if I simply do nothing and 
let the lever alone. In the circle of interest described 
above there is someone at the centre. That someone is 
me. In utilitarian ethics it’s almost as if “I” don’t exit.

Driving down into the heart of the trolley 
problem therefore exposes a paradox at the centre of 
utilitarian ethics not often considered by textbooks. 
Utilitarian ethics has a sensation at the heart of its 
philosophy – pleasure – and at the same time asks 
the moral agent to take a heroic perspective (the 
universal viewpoint) which evacuates personal 
pleasure and self-interest, or personal pain and 
disgust at the thought of killing an innocent person. 
As Hume observed, ‘reason is and ought only to be 
the slave of the passions’,6 so in this sense Hume 
is the father of the utilitarians, but at the same time 
Hume also notes ‘“tis not unreasonable for me to 
prefer the destruction of the whole world to the 
scratching of my finger.” For Hume then, the idea of 
a universal viewpoint goes against the grain of what 
it means to be a feeling human being, and it is not 
unreasonable to prefer the destruction of five people 
to the death of one, if the pulling of the lever causes 
me sufficient pain and distress.

The second argument Mill produces against 
Bentham in his Notes on Bentham, the argument 
about secondary principles, Mill considers at length 
in his essay on utilitarianism. The most important 
secondary principle or principles are those of 
justice. Now Mill’s view of justice is very different 
from Bentham’s. Bentham sees justice in terms of 
distribution (everyone to count as one) whereas 
Mill sees justice in terms of process and rights. So 
when Mill argues that justice is among the most 
significant secondary principles because without 
rights established widely none of us will feel secure 
and happy, he is talking about fundamental human 
rights such as the right to liberty, property and life. 
If the right to life is inalienable then no-one can 
deliberately take a life without due process of law 
(usually in self-defence, in war or after a court case 
in such societies as maintain the death penalty).

So for Mill there are some preconditions that 
must be established before we make any decision 
that invokes the utility calculation. When faced 
with the trolley problem I could therefore ask 

Reasonable people disagree 
about what they think are good 
reasons, and this is part of the 

human condition.

According to Bentham we 
should apply the general 

happiness principle paying 
strict attention to the equality 

principle: everyone to count 
as one and no-one to count as 

more than one.
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Mill argues that we need 
inalienable rights and 
justice because otherwise 
society won’t be happy, 
and that social utility is 
necessary for individual 
utility to be maximised.

this question: what would be the overall effect on 
people’s happiness if they knew for sure that the 
right to life was not inalienable and that at any time 
they might be the one, so to speak, on the end of 
the trolley? What if it’s my house that’s going to 
be bulldozed, my community that will be bombed, 
my child that is going to be sacrificed for some 
‘greater good’? What effect would such a thought 
have on the underlying happiness of society, if we 
all become pragmatic pullers of consequentialist 
levers? Mill is surely right to force the question 
back to a more fundamental issue: what sort of 
society do I wish to live in and what is going to be 
the relationship between an individual choice and 
the social good? We could call this the social utility 
objection to the trolley problem. In a sense it could 
be argued that we sacrifice the few by not pulling 
the lever in order to preserve a non-negotiable right 
- we choose chance over decision, and we do so for 
a wider utilitarian reason.

To sum up: Mill argues that we need inalienable 
rights and justice because otherwise society won’t 
be happy, and that social utility is necessary for 
individual utility to be maximised. We need certain 
preconditions for happiness to be established - our 
own security, the rule of law and an impartial 
judiciary for example. These are not negotiable. 
We cannot argue that it’s okay to kill some people 
today (suspending their right to life) because utility 
demands it. Mill’s argument is simple: this form 
of dogmatism destroys social utility, and because 
social utility is a precondition for individual utility 
we thereby diminish individual happiness as well. 
If I’m right, Mill might not pull the trolley lever, 
not because of integrity, but because it destroys 
the secondary principles necessary for utility to 
be maximised. Inalienable rights such as the right 
to life can be snatched away by chance but not by 
choice - be it the decision of the state or the operator 
of a lever. It is these very secondary principles that 
Mill argues Bentham neglects to mention. “We 

think utility, or happiness, much too complex and 
indefinite an end to be sought except through the 
medium of various secondary ends”, argues Mill in 
his Notes on Bentham (1833).

Our decision in the trolley problem may depend 
on whether the trolley issue is a regular occurrence 
or a one-off event. If a regular occurrence it may 
cause people a general sense of unease that the 
trolley might one day be diverted to kill them. If a 
one-off event it may be another example of a moral 
dilemma which needs to be resolved somehow: the 
failure to act is as much a decision as the decision 
to divert. However, if the pain of pulling the lever 
is too great it may be unlikely the individual will 
pull it. After all he or she has to live with lifelong 
pain and guilt and the immediate presence of 
this pain may well prove overwhelming. Both 
Bentham and Singer may not like it, but we do 
tend to give priority to intense feelings of misery 
over cold-hearted calculations. It is here perhaps 
that William’s integrity objection finds a utilitarian 
rationale. This of course would be a denial of one 
of Bentham’s fundamental maxims - everyone to 
count as one - because the calculation we make is 
always (as Mill concedes) more complicated than 
just adding up units of pleasure and pain and then 
proceeding with dispassionate rationality. I am, after 
all, a fully functioning feeling moral animal, and not 
just a rational, calculating machine.
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he prosecution case is that, being all-
powerful, all-knowing and present 
everywhere, the defendant, had he so 
wished, could have prevented all this 

suffering and evil.  The fact that he did not do so 
renders him guilty on two counts: 

1)  Gross negligence in the creation of the world. 
Contrary to all health and safety legislation, 
and in spite of being all-powerful, he 
deliberately created a world whose very design 
renders pain and suffering inevitable.

2)  By choosing not to intervene and override 
human freedom, even in circumstances that 
– being all-knowing – he was aware would 
result in the most terrible acts, he becomes 
jointly responsible, with the human individuals 
concerned, for those acts.

The case for the defence is that, contrary to our 
common perception, this is the best possible world, 
and that the removal of suffering and evil would 
entail the loss of human free-will, and would fail 
to provide the challenges that enable people to 
develop. It is therefore better to live in a world that 
contains suffering and evil than one that does not. 

Whether you are more persuaded by the 
prosecution or the defence, there are three other 
logical possibilities, all of which are contrary to 
theistic belief:

1) That the creator of the world is impersonal, 

Mel Thompson

an abstract ‘uncaused cause’ uninvolved with and 
unconcerned about issues of suffering and evil. 

2)  That there is no single creative force, but that 
the world reflects a battle between forces of 
good and evil. This implies, of course, that 
God is not all-powerful.

3)  Since God is invisible, his very existence 
is open to doubt. In the light of the 
incompatibility of his supposed qualities 
with the fact of suffering and evil, it might be 
reasonable to conclude that he does not exist, 
but is simply a projection of human wishes.

The following pre-trial notes seek to provide 
you with the context for understanding the various 
attempts at ‘theodicy’ (the defence argument that 
God is just,) in the light of the ‘problem of evil’ 
(the case presented by the prosecution).  The actual 
details of the defence case cannot be adequately 
included here, but are set out in many textbooks on 
the Philosophy of Religion.

The case for the prosecution
At its simplest the ‘problem of evil’ amounts to this:

■ If God is omnipotent, he can destroy evil.
■  If God is benevolent, he will want to destroy 

evil.
■ But evil exists.
■  Therefore, God is either not omnipotent or not 

benevolent.

T

God – the all-powerful, all-knowing and all-loving God – is on 
trial. He stands accused of deliberately creating a world that is 
less than perfect: a world whose whole evolution depends on 
suffering and death, and in which people are free to commit 
the most terrible acts of cruelty and moral evil.
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The problem of evil 
cannot therefore be 
answered adequately in 
terms of human life and 
development alone; it 
involves all species.

However, traditional theism claims that he is 
both; that is the core issue in the logical argument.

The problem of evil can also be posed as an 
experiential problem, namely:

■  Is it reasonable to believe that a world in which 
there is both natural suffering and moral evil is 
the creation of an omnipotent and loving God?

This is often presented as the greatest threat to 
theistic belief, since we cannot avoid the fact that, in 
spite of modern medicine, the mortality rate for human 
beings (and all other species) remains at 100%!  

Nor are suffering and evil limited to the human 
species. An example used by Charles Darwin, is the 
hugely successful Ichneumon wasp. This species 
injects its eggs into the immature bodies of insects, 
so that, when they hatch out, they have living flesh 
to feed on, eating their host alive.  Darwin could not 
imagine how a pattern of behaviour so ingeniously 
contrived to maximise gain and pain, could have 
been designed by a loving God. Even though he 
claimed, at the end of On the Origin of Species, 
that every flowing bank proclaimed the creativity 
of God, there is no denying that evolution is highly 
competitive and works only on the basis of early 
death for the majority of members of a species. 

The problem of evil cannot therefore be answered 
adequately in terms of human life and development 
alone; it involves all species. But even among 
humankind, there are those who see ruthlessness as 
a route to success (e.g. Machiavelli, or neo-liberal 
capitalism) and human compassion for the weak as 
a moral strategy for slaves (e.g. Nietzsche). Moral 
evil may be an interpretation rather than a fact, but it 
reflects previously held values. But who implanted 
those ideas and values, if not the very God who 
stands trial?

The case against God is therefore both logical 
and well evidenced. However, if logic and evidence 
were all there was to the matter, belief in God would 
long since have died out. The fact that many people 
still claim to believe in God, suggests that – at some 
level – they have found their way round the problem 
of evil.

So what has the logic of the argument missed? 
What, if any, is the flaw in the prosecution case? To 
appreciate this, we need to look very briefly at some 
main features of ‘theodicy’.

God
[on Trial]

Gottlieb Leibniz

Mel Thompson
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‘Theodicy’: the case for the defence
The term ‘theodicy’ (showing God to be just) comes 
from the title of a book by the mathematician and 
philosopher Gottlieb Leibniz (1646-1716), who 
argued for the vindication of God on the grounds 
that this is the best possible world. His view 
was attacked by Voltaire, who gave the terrible 
earthquake in Lisbon, which killed thousands of 
innocent people, as proof that we do not live in the 
best possible world, and therefore that Leibniz’ 
‘theodicy’ fails. In his novel Candide, Voltaire has a 
character, Professor Pangloss, who indoctrinates the 
young Candide with Leibniz’ optimism; hence the 
term ‘panglossian’ for someone who takes a naïvely 
optimistic view of the world. While not going as 
far as Professor Pangloss, the defence case needs to 
show that God has good reason to allow suffering 
and evil to exist. 

As you consider the various attempts at theodicy, 
ask yourself: Are they logical? Are they persuasive? 
Do they fit in with my other ideas about life? Do 
they ring true to my experience?

The key book for anyone studying the problem 
of evil is John Hick’s Evil and the God of Love, 
published in 1966. In it, he outlines various 
approaches to the problem, including:

From St Augustine, two lines of argument: 

1)  That the fault lies not with God but with 
humanity, which was created perfect, but then 
‘fell’. The original act of disobedience, as 
described in Genesis, renders people liable 
to and deserving of suffering. This biblical 
argument is little used today, partly because of 
the psychological damage done by the sense of 
guilt it has engendered. 

2)  Augustine’s other argument, taken up later by 
Aquinas, is that evil is simply a privation of 
good. But this leaves us with a ‘problem of 
the lack of goodness’. So the prosecution case 
remains the same. 

From Irenaeus there comes the idea that people 
are originally created in the ‘image’ of God, but are 
challenged to grow into his ‘likeness’ through the 
challenges they meet in life, including suffering and 
evil.  Suffering and evil are therefore a necessary 
but unfortunate feature of the world in which we 
live. They are allowed by God in order to bring 
about a greater good.  However, even if that justifies 
suffering from a human perspective, it does nothing 
to explain the suffering of other animal species. 

Hick’s own ‘vale of soul-making’ view is a 
version of Irenaeus’ approach. It suggests that we Ruin of Gothic Church of Our Lady of Mount 

Carmel, destroyed by the Lisbon earthquake

The term ‘theodicy’ (showing 
God to be just) comes from 

the title of a book by the 
mathematician and philosopher 

Gottlieb Leibniz (1646-1716), 
who argued for the vindication 
of God on the grounds that this 

is the best possible world.
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grow through the challenges that life presents. Our 
aim is to come through it, refined and strengthened 
by our suffering.  We are bound for heaven, and 
this present life enables us to transcend ourselves 
and become fit for it. He also suggests that without 
knowledge of both good and evil, we could not 
make moral choices.

Hick explains this in An Interpretation of Religion 
(1989, p119):

‘For a paradise, in the sense of a world from 
which all pain and suffering have been eliminated 
and in which there are accordingly no problems 
and challenges, would not be a person-making 
environment. Although it might from a hedonistic 
point of view be the best of all possible worlds, 
from the point of view of allowing growth in 
freedom towards full human maturity it might 
well be the worst of all possible worlds. For 
in it there could be no morally wrong actions 
– since wrong actions entail hurt to someone 
– nor therefore any morally right actions; and 
accordingly no ethical choices and no possibility 
of moral growth.’

And he concludes his argument (p121) by saying:

‘Theism can by no means be inferred from the 
grim facts of suffering and wickedness, but 
it can, I think, be shown not to be necessarily 
incompatible with them.’

This last point is important. Theodicy does 
not need to show that suffering and evil point 
to the existence of God, merely that God is not 
incompatible with them.

Alvin Plantinga’s ‘free will defence’, addresses 
the logical problem of evil by arguing that moral 
evil can be justified. If God wants us to be moral, he 
must allow us to be free. But if we did not have the 
ability to do evil, we could not choose to do good 
either.  In any system that gives individuals free 
will, evil will have to remain a possibility. 

Richard Swinburne similarly argued that, in 
order to be free, people must know how to bring 
about good or evil, and that God chooses not to 
overwhelm us or determine what we do. 

An entirely different approach is to argue that 
God is not omnipotent in the sense that the ‘problem 
of evil’ assumes. Examples of this would include 
A N Whitehead’s ‘process theology’, Teilhard 
de Chardin’s evolution towards Omega, and 
Bonhoeffer’s famous claim that ‘Only a suffering 
God can help.’

Here we are merely listing them, but these and 
other arguments deserve careful study and are 
presented in core textbooks in the Philosophy of 
Religion. 

The problem with any answer
Theodicy is one of the most pointless own-goals 
that religious thinkers have ever scored, although, to 
be fair, they did so with the very best of intentions.  

There is a general principle that, if every answer 
seems wrong, there is a good chance the fault lies 
with the question you’re asking. Is this the case with 
theodicy as an answer to the problem of evil? 

The attempt to argue that God is just and good 
seems a bit presumptuous. After all, if ‘God’ is God, 

A stained glass panel of St Augustine in an Episcopal church in New York city

From Irenaeus there comes 
the idea that people are 
originally created in the 
‘image’ of God, but are 
challenged to grow into 
his ‘likeness’ through the 
challenges they meet in 
life, including suffering and 
evil. 
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then what he does becomes the definition of what 
is right or just, and to see the need to argue for it, 
places human reason and morality in a superior 
position to God.  In ethics, this is known as the 
Euthyphro dilemma, named after a dialogue by 
Plato. The problem is that any attempt to argue 
that God is just, assumes that your idea of justice 
takes priority over your belief in God, which rather 
defeats the object.

There is a danger that the question will not simply 
yield an inadequate answer, but an inadequate idea 
of ‘God.’

Perhaps we should simply conclude that this cruel 
world does not make sense.  ‘As flies to wanton 
boys are we to th’ gods, They kill us for their sport’ 
as the Duke of Gloucester complains in King Lear.

How does the problem of evil relate to 
other religious ideas?
The problem of evil may be seen as an antidote 
to the arguments for the existence of God.  The 
Cosmological and Design arguments present 
God as the fundamental creative process, causing 
everything to be, the unmoved mover and the 
uncaused cause, and designing it for a purpose, only 
to end up facing the fact that this wonderful creation 
of his is not so wonderful after all. So, just as every 
wonderful sight and miraculous ingenuity of nature 
seems to suggest a loving designer, so every cancer 
and war seems to suggest the opposite – either no 
god at all, or one that is certainly not loving and 
just.

If you accept the argument for design, consider 
this: Could any but a sadistic god have deliberately 
designed the Ichneumon wasp? 

Might it not be kinder and simpler to identify God 
with values people hold dear – love, forgiveness, 
generosity – values that are essential for the good 
life in a world where suffering and evil are so 

prevalent? Why try to explain it all in terms of 
the problematic design of an omnipotent creator?  
This might suggest a move away from traditional 
supernatural and metaphysical beliefs towards 
an appreciation of religion based on values and 
qualities and a vision of what a good life should be 
about.

Three real-life examples
In June 1916, by an amazing coincidence, two great 
religious thinkers found themselves on opposite 
sides of the Battle of Verdun, in which hundreds of 
thousands of men were blown apart by the constant 
shelling of their trenches. Pierre Teilhard de 
Chardin, a French Jesuit stretcher-bearer, and Paul 
Tillich, a German Protestant chaplain, responded 
very differently to those scenes of horror, and their 
story formed the basis of my recent book Through 
Mud and Barbed Wire. In brief:

1)  Teilhard de Chardin was determined to see 
even the brutality of war, as directed by God. 
For him, the Front Line was a leading edge 
of human evolution, moving towards the 
unification of humanity in the person of Christ 
Omega. In other words, everything, however 
horrific, would eventually be revealed as part 
of God’s plan.  That view enabled him to get 
through the war – and the rest of his trauma-
strewn life – with his faith intact. But does the 
end justify the means?

2)  Faced with the same nightmare of exploding 
mud and body parts, Paul Tillich found that he 
could no longer believe in a ‘God who would 
make everything come right’, had a nervous 
breakdown, and gradually came to shape an 
entirely new way of understanding ‘God’ in 
terms of our ultimate values and concerns – 
God as existential guide, rather than external 
explanation. 

There is a general principle 
that, if every answer seems 

wrong, there is a good chance 
the fault lies with the question 

you’re asking.
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So the same experience can produce very 
different theological responses.

Fifty years later, I found myself as chaplain in a 
specialist cancer hospital. People were struggling 
to come to terms with their illness and make sense 
of their life. They found courage with the help of 
the care and support they received from family, 
friends and the medical professions.  If ‘God’ is 
simply a way of saying that love, care and healing 
are of supreme importance, we can accept suffering 
as a natural part of life. It is not a punishment, nor 
something that can be justified in terms of future 
benefit. Belief in God is then a matter of affirming 
the priority of love, seeking to alleviate suffering 

and establish justice. 
There was no way 
that I could believe 
that some external 
God had decided to 
present them with 
challenges in the form 
of malignant cells, nor 
that he had a cunning 
plan that would explain 
their cancer in terms 
of some greater good. 
The only God that 
made sense in those 
circumstances was the 
reality of ‘love’.  

The arguments in 
John Hick’s book did 

not seem to match my experience. Hence my first 
book was defiantly named Cancer and the God of 
Love, to try to bring the nonsense of theodicy down 
to the level of fragile human lives and what made 
them worthwhile.

Cognitive dissonance
The pattern of things we believe is more like 
a spider’s web than a shopping list. We accept 
something because it fits in with all our other 
beliefs, and when a whole range of beliefs and 
ideas fit together in their web, they reinforce one 
another. It is hard to accept something if it appears 
to contradict everything else that you believe.
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The term for this mismatch is ‘cognitive 
dissonance’.  To retain your integrity, your 
acceptance of an idea or a belief should ‘fit’ with 
everything else of which you are convinced.  If it 
doesn’t, you need not reject it outright, but should 
at least be cautious and gradually explore ways in 
which it can be integrated into your view of the 
world. If it can’t, you either reject it, or lose your 
integrity.

Theodicy is not really about justifying God, it’s 
about justifying your religious beliefs and finding 
a way of integrating them with everything else you 
accept as true. 

The fundamental choice 
There are two ways of dealing with life – analysis 
and engagement. 

If you go for analysis, you strive to understand 
before making a decision or committing yourself. 
You might be tempted to make a list of the qualities 
you are looking for in a partner, or agonise over 
the pros and cons of a particular career.  But would 
you be happy for your date to know that you had 
been drawing up a list of his or her qualities before 
deciding to ask them out? 

Analysis leaves room for ambiguity. John Hick 
(An Interpretation of Religion, 1989, p124.) says:

‘It seems, then, that the universe maintains its 
inscrutable ambiguity. In some aspects it invites 
whilst in others it repels a religious response. It 
permits both a religious and a naturalistic faith, 
but haunted in each case by a contrary possibility 
that can never be exorcised. Any realistic analysis 
of religious belief and experience, and any 
realistic defence of the rationality of religious 
conviction, must therefore start from this situation 
of systematic ambiguity.’

Hopefully, in matters of the heart, the family 
and society, you mostly go for engagement.  You 
find out if you like a particular kind of music by 
listening to it. You discover whether this partner is 
for you by going out with them and seeing if the 
chemistry is right.  You get a gut feeling about what 
career you’d like to follow, and perhaps go for a bit 
of work experience.

Analysis is risk averse, but cold and detached. 
Engagement is more risky, prone to disappointment, 

more fun. And that’s why theodicy is so ineffective. 
Based on analysis, it is looking for a logical 
explanation before getting involved.

Life can be ‘nasty, brutal and short’, as Thomas 
Hobbes suggested.  The question is, do you still 
want to say ‘yes’ to it?  The philosopher and writer 
Albert Camus said that the only genuine question 
was whether one should commit suicide.  Nietzsche 
argued for saying ‘Yes’ to life, even if that same 
life were offered to us over and over again for ever.  
You don’t have to like or agree with either Camus 
of Nietzsche to recognise the importance of what 
they were saying.  The fundamental question is how 
you engage with life, not whether you can always 
make intellectual sense of it.

Is the world fundamentally good, with suffering 
and evil a by-product of our fallibility and fragility? 
Or is it fundamentally cruel and competitive, with 
kindness and love a strategy adopted by losers? The 
problem of evil is not just about religious belief. 
It is about a strategy for understanding the world 
and our place within it. Where we stand on it will 
determine how we see ourselves and what we want 
to do with our lives.  

The trial?
We started with the idea that God was on trial.  But 
the attempt to justify him only works on the prior 
assumption that he exists and is all-powerful, all-
knowing and all-loving. Once that is challenged, it 
is no longer God who is on trial, but ‘belief in God’, 
which is a very different thing.

As the arguments for prosecution and defence 
wing across the courtroom, you look up and see that 
the dock is empty. Either there is an omnipresent 
and invisible defendant or there is no defendant at 
all. How do you decide the matter?  

Listen to the arguments, for and against why an 
omnipotent and loving God might create this sort 
of world. Consider how you respond to suffering 
and evil, how it fits in with your scientific and 
other beliefs, and whether you experience cognitive 
dissonance in accepting the arguments that are 
presented in court.

Then it is down to you to give your verdict.

Suggested reading:
The key text is John Hick’s Evil 
and the God of Love, 1966. Many 
editions of this are available, 
and his main arguments are 
summarised in most textbooks on 
Philosophy of Religion. 

There is a very useful section on 
‘The Problem of Evil’ by Michael 
Peterson, in A Companion to 
Philosophy of Religion ed Quinn 
and Taliaferro (Blackwell, 1997)

The Problem of Evil: a reader 
ed. Mark Larrimore (Blackwell, 
2001) provides a wide historical 
overview of the issue.

For my ‘Notes for Students’ 
on this subject, visit: bit.ly/
MelTNotes and scroll down to 
the ‘Problem of Evil’ in the range 
of topics on the Philosophy of 
Religion.

For information about Through 
Mud and Barbed Wire, my book 
on Teilhard and Tillich’s response 
to the horrors of Verdun, visit: 
bit.ly/Mudand

Analysis is risk averse, but cold 
and detached. Engagement 

is more risky, prone to 
disappointment, more fun. 

And that’s why theodicy is so 
ineffective.
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oral relativism typically gets a bad press. 
Pope Francis has called it a kind of 
“spiritual poverty” that “makes everyone 
his own criterion and endangers the 

coexistence of peoples.”  The renowned scholar 
Allan Bloom held it responsible for what he called 
“the closing of the American mind,” by which he 
meant, among other things, a lack of curiosity and 
critical thinking. Paul Ryan, former Speaker of the 
US House of Representatives, identified it as “the 
biggest problem in America.”

Such criticisms rest on a fairly loose notion 
of what moral relativism is. Roughly speaking, 
its critics usually have in mind the view that if 

Moral

someone thinks something is right, then it is right 
for them, and there’s nothing much more to be said. 
They are correct in thinking that this view does not 
stand up very well as a moral theory. But as we will 
see, moral relativism can be given a more precise, 
and more plausible, formulation which at least some 
philosophers believe can be defended. 

Historical background
Most people who have ever lived have probably 
believed that moral claims are objectively true or 
false. Take statements like, “Murder is wrong,” 
or “Courage is a virtue.” There has never been 
much debate about such matters in any society. 

Relativism
M Emrys Westacott

D I A L O G U E



26

These claims have typically been 
viewed as self-evidently correct, 
just like “Trees are made of wood,” 
or “Snow is cold.” Anyone who 
believes otherwise is thought to be 
obviously wrong.

This view was first challenged by 
certain thinkers in ancient Greece 
known as sophists. The sophists 
were travelling intellectuals who 
noticed how people in different 
societies operated with very 
different beliefs, practices, and 
traditions.  In some places, the 
dead were honoured by being 
cremated; in other places this would 
be considered sacrilegious. The 
sophists concluded that there was 
no single, universally valid moral code, but, instead, 
just sets of social conventions that were valid only 
for the particular societies in which they prevailed. 
This outlook became quite influential in the fifth and 
fourth centuries BCE. Consequently, in dialogues 
like the Republic and the Gorgias, Plato felt the 
need to vigorously defend the idea of an objective 
moral order against this relativistic challenge.

After Christianity came to dominate European 
thinking, relativism inevitably disappeared from 
the scene since monotheistic religions see God’s 
will as representing the only legitimate basis for 
morality. But the Age of Exploration, beginning in 
the fifteenth century, drew attention once again to 

the diversity of customs in different cultures around 
the world, and revived a relativistic outlook.  The 
French thinker Montaigne, for instance, wrote that 
“each man calls barbarism whatever is not his own 
practice; for indeed it seems we have no other test 
of truth and reason than the example and pattern of 
the opinions and customs of the country we live in.1 

Anthropological research in the 19th and 20th 
centuries lent support to this way of thinking 
as anthropologists stressed the importance of 
understanding a culture from the inside–that 
is, on its own terms and according to its own 
values–rather than judging it according to beliefs 
and values alien to it. Other aspects of modernity 
also created an intellectual environment more 

The sophists concluded that 
there was no single, universally 
valid moral code, but, instead, 
just sets of social conventions 

that were valid only for the 
particular societies in which 

they prevailed.
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receptive to relativism. The decline in religious belief, 
especially among intellectuals–sometimes described 
as “the death of God”–was one important factor. For 
loss of faith in God removes the main traditional 
justification for the objective truth of moral claims. 
Also influential was Hume’s famous argument 
that statements about how we ought to act cannot 
logically be deduced from statements about the way 
the world is. This paved the way for wide acceptance 
by philosophers and others of the so-called fact-
value gap. According to this way of thinking, which 
remains popular today, objective knowledge, as 
exemplified by science, deals with facts; value 
judgements, by contrast (and that includes all moral 
claims), don’t describe objective reality but express 
people’s preferences or emotions. Such a view does 
not necessarily entail moral relativism, but it makes 
it more plausible by undermining belief in any sort of 
objective moral truth.

Different kinds of relativism
One thing that often clouds discussions of moral 
relativism is that there are several different doctrines 
to which this label gets applied. It is therefore 
necessary to distinguish between the most important 
of these. To help clarify matters, we will give 
different names to the different doctrines. 

Descriptive relativism   This is the view that, 
as a matter of empirical fact, moral beliefs and 
practices vary between cultures, and sometimes 
also between subcultures within a single society. In 
its strongest form it denies that there are any moral 
beliefs or values shared by every human culture. 
But this position is not very plausible. Some norms 
seem to be necessary for any society to survive or 
thrive: e.g. a taboo against murder. In a weaker form, 
though, which recognizes some cultural universals 
but insists that societies can and do have different 
(albeit overlapping), moral codes, it seems to be well 
supported by anthropological evidence. For example, 
in some places children are severely beaten by their 
parents and teachers; in other places, this practice is 
viewed with horror. Critics point out, though, that 
what look like major differences in moral codes may 
actually be superficial. For instance, both those who 
favour the severe disciplining of children and those 
who “spare the rod” may agree on the basic principle 
that children should be raised in a way that will 
produce psychologically healthy and socially useful 
adults. So their underlying values are similar. Where 
they differ is in their beliefs about the best way to 
achieve their common goal.

Cultural relativism   This is a methodological 
principle adopted by most modern anthropologists. 
It holds that the beliefs and practices found in any 
culture can be properly understood only within 
that particular cultural context. E.g. An act such 
as the ritualistic killing of a person could be a 
legal punishment, a religious sacrifice, a purging 

of communal impurity, an entertainment, a 
celebration, or an act of revenge. Trying to interpret 
it in relation to alien norms–such as those of the 
anthropologist’s own culture–is likely to lead to 
serious misunderstandings.

Normative relativism   This is a prescriptive 
position. It asserts that one ought not to judge the 
moral beliefs and practices of a culture according 
to norms external to it.  The morality of a society, 
and the way its members behave, should thus be 
judged only by that society’s own lights.  Normative 
relativism often presents itself as supporting a 
principle of tolerance, and perhaps even posits this 
as a universal principle.2 

Ethical non-realism   This is the view that moral 
claims cannot be objectively true since there is no 
sort of objective moral order to which they can 
correspond. (“Objective” here means independent 
of human beliefs, feelings, desires, or intentions.) 
In its simplest form, it holds that all moral claims 
are, strictly speaking, false. It sees the statement, 
“Hitler was a wicked man,” as no more true than 
the statement, “Venus is a wicked planet.” Both 
claims are false because they ascribe a property to 
something that it does not actually possess. This 
doctrine is not itself a form of relativism, but its 
central thesis–the denial of objective moral truth–is  
typically presupposed by most moral relativists. 

Moral relativism  When people use the term 
loosely, moral relativism may get identified with 
any of the above views. But a philosophically 
precise definition that captures what most of those 
who would call themselves moral relativists endorse 
is available. It consists of two claims:

i)  moral judgements are true or false only 
relative to some particular point of view (e.g. 
the standpoint characteristic of a certain time, 
place, or community);

ii)  no point of view can be conclusively proved to 
be superior to all others.

According to this, a statement such as 
“homosexuality is wicked” will be true relative to 
the moral framework of ancient Israel and false 
relative to that of twenty-first century New York. 
It’s truth or falsity can even be demonstrated by 
appeal to these frameworks. In ancient Israel, where 
the Hebrew bible is taken to be an authoritative 
moral guide, the wickedness of homosexuality 
could be proved by citing Leviticus 18:22 (“You 
shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an 
abomination.”). In New York today, its acceptability 
might be demonstrated by appealing to a number 
of widely shared principles that affirm the value of 
such things as happiness, freedom, love, and equal 
treatment. 

The reasoning behind clause (ii) in the definition 
is fairly simple. One can certainly argue for the 
superiority of one moral standpoint over another. 
But every argument must rest on premises, and 

It does not follow from the 
fact that different cultures 
have different moral codes 
that there is no moral 
outlook that is objectively 
true or universally valid.
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for the argument to be persuasive, the person one 
seeks to persuade must accept these premises. The 
premises themselves, however, will typically be part 
of the standpoint in question. In the above example, 
for instance, an appeal to the authority of the bible 
rests on faith in the bible as the word of God. This 
appeal will make sense to orthodox believers, but 
it is unlikely to sway someone who doesn’t already 
share their faith. 

Moral relativists, on this account, are perfectly 
free to take sides on moral issues and to champion 
the moral standpoint they prefer, giving reasons 
that they consider cogent. But they acknowledge 
their limits. They recognize that they may not be 
able to prove that their point of view is objectively 
better than others to anyone who doesn’t already 
accept their basic beliefs and values. A liberal 
will not be able to persuade a die-hard Nazi that 
racial discrimination is wrong, or that liberalism is 
preferable to fascism.

Arguments for moral relativism
The argument from cultural diversity
A very simple argument for moral relativism goes 
like this. Different cultures have different moral 
codes. Therefore there is no single, objectively 
correct moral code. So moral objectivism is false, 
and moral relativism is true.

Although something like this argument is often 
encountered, the reasoning is poor since both 
inferences are invalid. It does not follow from 
the fact that different cultures have different 
moral codes that there is no moral outlook that 
is objectively true or universally valid. After all, 
people can have different views on the age of the 
earth, or the origin of life, but that does not mean 
there is no objective truth about these matters. Some 
people can be just wrong. Nor does the truth of 
relativism follow from the falsity of objectivism. 
Moral relativism asserts the relative truth of moral 
claims. If objectivism is false, then this certainly 
makes room for relativism.  But it makes room for 
other possibilities too, such as the view that there 
are no moral truths of any kind, either objective or 
relative.

The argument from the difficulty of proving 
any moral claims to be objectively true
In the minds of many people today, the idea that 
any moral judgements can be conclusively proved 
true has been thoroughly discredited. The decline in 
religious belief, our awareness of cultural diversity, 
and the logical difference between statements of 
fact and expressions of value, all encourage this 
skeptical standpoint. So, too, does the widely-held 
assumption that genuinely scientific claims must be 
value-free, especially if one identifies knowledge 
with whatever can be scientifically proven. As 
indicated above, these considerations do not logically 

entail moral relativism, but they have undoubtedly 
made many people more receptive to it.
The argument from cognitive relativism
This is a fairly sophisticated argument for moral 
relativism. What moral relativism asserts about 
moral statements, cognitive relativism asserts 
about all statements whatsoever. Truth of any kind, 
on this view, is relative to some standpoint, and 
no standpoint can be proved uniquely superior to 
all others. Thus, “the earth orbits the sun” is true 
relative to the standpoint of Copernican astronomy, 
and “the sun orbits the earth” is true relative to a 
Ptolemaic standpoint. 

This position has the merit of offering some 
account of what is meant when relativists say that 
some claim is “true relative to a certain culture.” 
In everyday speech, when we say that a statement 
is true, we mean that it accurately describes the 
way things are: in other words, it corresponds to 
objective reality. According to cognitive relativism, 
that notion of truth is fine for everyday purposes, 
but it is philosophically inadequate. We can’t ever 
compare our view of the world with how the world 
is “in itself”–that is, entirely independent of our 
cognitive relation to it. So, ultimately, we decide 
whether claims are true or false by seeing how 
well they cohere with the rest of our beliefs and 
experiences. And we can do this with moral claims 
like “Slavery is unjust,” just as much as with non-
moral claims like “The earth is round.” 

The difficulty many have with this line of 
argument is that, to their way of thinking, it takes 
the relativistic point of view too far. As mentioned 
above, recognizing a difference between facts and 
values has been an important factor responsible for 
the growing appeal of moral relativism. But this 
thoroughgoing form of relativism seems to erase 
that distinction. Many moral relativists, however, 
still see the fact-value distinction as fundamental.

The argument from tolerance
This, it should be noted, is not an argument which 
aims to prove that moral relativism is true. Rather, 
it seeks to show that it would be good if more of 
us embraced moral relativism because we would 
then be more accepting of cultural differences. Thus 
Ruth Benedict, at the end of her well-known book 
Patterns of Culture, hopes that as her relativistic 
outlook spreads, “we shall arrive at a more realistic 
social faith, accepting as grounds of hope and as 
new bases for tolerance the coexisting and equally 
valid patterns of life which mankind has created for 
itself from the raw materials of existence.” 3

Objections to moral relativism
Some moral values are universal
As mentioned earlier, critics of relativism often 
argue that claims about cultural diversity are 
exaggerated. Underlying apparent differences, one 

critics of relativism often argue 
that claims about cultural 

diversity are exaggerated.
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often finds fundamental agreement over values. 
Moreover, there is considerable overlap among most 
moral codes. Just about every known culture values 
kindness over cruelty, loyalty over treacherousness, 
courage over cowardice, generosity over meanness, 
and so on. The golden rule–treat others as you’d 
want to be treated–is a moral principle found almost 
everywhere. Nor is it surprising that there should be 
such a core of moral wisdom. These shared values 
are those without which no society could expect to 
flourish, the kind that evolutionary ethics sees as 
“hardwired” into human nature.

This is a powerful argument against those who 
deny that there are moral universals. But moral 
relativists can respond that they aren’t necessarily 
doing this. Rather, they are claiming that even those 
universal values can’t be conclusively proved to be 
objectively superior to all others, since that proof 
will rest on a particular idea of human flourishing, 
and it won’t persuade anyone who doesn’t share 
this idea. To bolster their position, they might also 
point out that there clearly are different conceptions 
of human flourishing. Spartan soldiers, Confucian 
scholars, 19th century industrialists, and Californian 
surf bums have wildly different notions of what 
constitutes the good life for a human being.

Cultures contain diverse moral outlooks
In Patterns of Culture, Ruth Benedict treats 
the cultures she examines–viz. the Zuni, Dobu 
and Kwakiutl cultures–as more or less uniform, 
internally coherent wholes. Yet many cultures, 
especially today when societies tend to be far 
less static than in earlier times, contain plenty of 
moral diversity and disagreement. Individuals in 
contemporary Australia, for instance, can hold very 
different views on issues such as animal rights, 

same-sex marriage, or euthanasia. But what, in such 
cases, are we supposed to make of the statement that 
a claim is “true relative to” some particular culture? 
Which norms and values are the relevant ones?

One answer relativists can give to this objection is 
to say that moral claims don’t have to be relativized 
to entire cultures. They only have to be relativized 
to some normative standpoint¬–i.e. some particular 
moral point of view–and this needn’t be shared by 
every member of a society. It could be the view 
characteristic of some subculture within that society, 
such as evangelical Christians, or Hasidic Jews. A 
problem with this line of defense, though, is that 
it possibly puts relativism on the slippery slope to 
subjectivism. What is to stop every individual’s 
moral perspective being considered a specific 
normative standpoint to which moral claims have to 
be relativized?

Moral relativism implies that what is 
obviously wrong can be right, and what is 
obviously right can be wrong.
This is one of the most common objections to moral 
relativism, and many see it as the most serious. 
Take the issue of slavery. If anything is a moral 
no-brainer, surely this is. Most people today would 
say that slavery is wrong, period.  Yet according 
to moral relativism, slavery is wrong relative to a 
modern liberal standpoint but morally acceptable 
relative to the outlook of eighteenth-century slave-
owners. 

This looks like a strong argument against what 
we called normative relativism, the view that a 
person’s actions and beliefs should be judged only 
according to the norms prevailing within their own 
culture. Against moral relativism (as defined above) 
however, it is not so persuasive, since relativists 
are perfectly free to embrace some particular moral 

Ruth Benedict
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standpoint and express their views accordingly.  
They can thus, without inconsistency, condemn 
slavery on the grounds that it contradicts values 
that they affirm, such as the right of each individual 
to self-determination. And they can, with equal 
consistency, hold that this standpoint is preferable to 
one which defends slavery. Their position remains 
relativistic, though, so long as they deny that there 
is any sort of ultimate, objective proof, resting on 
morally neutral assumptions, that their view is 
superior to alternative possible standpoints.

Relativists are inconsistent when they affirm 
the value of tolerance
As noted earlier, one argument for relativism is that 
it expresses and promotes a tolerant attitude toward 
cultures different to one’s own. Some critics claim 
that in making this argument relativists are affirming 
the principle of tolerance as one that is universally 
valid, which contradicts their central thesis.

Relativists could, of course, say that all moral 
claims are only relatively true except for one: viz. 
the claim that we should be tolerant. But that is not 
a very appealing position. Why this one exception? 
It seems more consistent, therefore, for relativists 
to accept that even the principle of tolerance enjoys 
only a relative validity. Anyone, relativists included, 
whose moral outlook affirms the value of tolerance 
is under an obligation to be tolerant. But they 
won’t be able to prove that even bigots ought to be 
tolerant, except by making assumptions that bigots 
are likely to reject.

Some critics also argue from the opposite 
direction that relativism implies that we should be 
excessively tolerant, accepting even intolerance 
when it is an integral part of a particular society’s 
moral code. Relativists, they say, encourage an 
“anything goes” attitude. So if in a particular 
culture, certain beliefs are denounced as heretical 
and those who hold them are put to death, relativists 
aren’t in a position to criticize.

But this argument only tells against those who 
treat the principle of tolerance as an absolute rule, 
and moral relativists don’t have to do this. They 
can adopt a standpoint that advocates tolerance 
and condemns intolerance while recognizing, as 
always, the impossibility of proving conclusively 
that everyone is obliged to share this point of view. 
And they can still, with some plausibility, argue 

that a relativistic outlook can help to make us less 
arrogant or dogmatic with respect to our own moral 
code, and more willing to understand other cultures 
on their own terms.

Conclusion
If moral relativism is taken to be the view that 
one cannot rationally criticize another person’s 
moral beliefs or another society’s code, or if it is 
identified as the view that one ought to refrain from 
any such criticism, then there are probably very 
few true moral relativists around. Passing moral 
judgements is something nearly all of us do all the 
time. We also believe that these judgements can 
be given justifications. If I read about a culture in 
which husbands are allowed to beat up their wives, 
for instance, I will immediately criticize it on the 
grounds that this moral code treats women unjustly 
and produces a lot of unnecessary unhappiness. 
Remaining neutral, or refusing to pass judgement 
on serious moral matters is virtually impossible for 
most of us. Nor would it be desirable.

But if moral relativism is understood to be, 
essentially, a philosophical position about the status 
of our moral judgements and the limitations that 
necessarily accompany the justifications we offer 
for them, it is not a doctrine that can be easily 
dismissed.  Of course, if someone were to prove 
to everyone’s satisfaction that a particular moral 
outlook was the One True Morality, universally 
valid and objectively correct, then moral relativism 
would be refuted. But in spite of many heroic 
efforts by philosophers from Plato to the present, 
this has not yet been achieved. Consequently, moral 
relativism remains, for some, a plausible account of 
how to best understand and evaluate both particular 
moral claims and entire forms of moral life.
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eterminism is the doctrine that every 
event has a cause. Applied to what are 
held to be freely willed human actions, it 
suggests they are not actually free:

If everything that happens has a cause, then we 
live in a deterministic universe … if determinism 
is true … there is no room for human freedom.1

This article briefly considers the three main 
philosophical responses to the issue, as discussed 
by John Hospers and Jonathan Edwards (hard 
determinism and hard theological determinism), 
David Hume (soft determinism) and Immanuel Kant 
(libertarianism). I conclude by agreeing with Kant – 
freedom of the will is unprovable, but it must exist, 
otherwise human beings cannot be held responsible 
for their actions.  

Hard determinism
Hospers maintains that people should not be held 
responsible for acts that originate in their character:

The deed … may spring from the agent’s 
character … it may be … he could have done 
differently if he had wanted to; nonetheless his 
behavior was brought about by unconscious 
conflicts developed in infancy, over which he had 
no control …2

Ignorant of these factors, we hold people 

responsible for their actions, even though their 
behaviour cannot be changed by reasoning, 
exhortation or threats. 

What is the criterion of moral 
responsibility?
It cannot be premeditation. A battered wife may 
consciously choose to remain with her husband, 
but due to an ‘unconscious masochistic “will to 
punishment”’ . What about an agent’s ability to find 
reasons for his action? They may be rationalizations, 
disguising the unconscious motives, like those 
Hamlet gave for not doing his duty. This exposes the 
inadequacy of the soft determinist view, that agents 
are responsible for their actions, unless they are 
externally coerced. Someone compelled to wash his 
hands continually by unconscious mental conflicts 
has no more control over his actions than someone 
whose hands are forced under a tap. Such people fail 
another test of responsibility: giving them reasons 
for changing their behaviour has no effect.3

Can the effects of heredity and early 
environment be overcome?
How (Hospers asks) can people be held responsible 
for their actions, when they derive from their 
character, which is determined by their heredity and 
early environment? A criminal will be unaware of 
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the inner forces that cause his violent crimes: he 
harms others by acts of aggression, but they are 
‘the wriggling of a worm on a fisherman’s hook’. 
Though we may imprison him, for our and his 
protection, we put the way he has turned out down 
to his background:

… we could hardly expect him to have developed 
moral feelings … We no longer want to say that 
he is personally responsible; we … blame nature 
or his parents for having given him an unfortunate 
constitution or temperament.4

Some people become responsible and law-abiding 
citizens, despite their disadvantages, but, as their 
ability to do so comes from their heredity or early 
environment, no one should ‘be blamed for not 
having it’. Moral exhortation may elicit a hitherto 
untapped capacity for improvement, but will be 
pointless, if ‘the ability is not there’. A desire can 
only be conquered by a stronger contrary desire, and 
many people lack the means of creating one; those 
possessing it are simply fortunate.5

Two levels of moral discourse 
So, our characters and desires result from ‘the 
influences that made us what we are’, and over 
which we had ‘no control’. We are what we are; 
did not choose to be so; and any ability we have to 
change ourselves is itself the product of heredity 
and/or environment:

… the only meaningful context of ‘can’ and 
‘could have’ is that of action. ‘Could have acted 
differently’ makes sense; ‘could have desired 
differently’… does not.

Moral discourse operates on two levels: an 
upper level of actions, and a lower one of the 
springs of action, of which we may not be aware. 
‘Can’ and ‘could’ are only meaningful at the upper 
level, which, as our springs of action, that is, our 
desires, determine what we do, rules out moral 
responsibility.6

Assessment
Hospers focuses on the behaviour, and the reasons 
for it, of the psychologically disturbed, and the 
criminally inclined, whose heredity and upbringing 
have been bad, but implies that what is true of this 
minority is true of everyone: that we are all helpless 
products of heredity and environment. But, is he 
right? 

The fact that we designate certain people as 
psychologically disturbed or mentally incapable, 
and not responsible for their actions, indicates that 
we regard the majority as rational and responsible. 
The minority’s abnormal and irresponsible 
behaviour is defined and identified in relation to 
the majority’s normal and responsible behaviour. 
Indeed, Hospers seems to undermine his own 
argument when he says that compulsive behaviour 

is typical of all people some of the time and of some 
people most of the time: therefore, it is not typical 
of most people most of the time.

Hard theological determinism
Jonathan Edwards provides a robust statement of 
hard theological determinism. If God is omniscient, 
he knows, infallibly, every event that will take 
place, including voluntary human actions. 

So, can human beings be free moral 
agents?
What is known with absolute certainty, in advance 
of its occurrence, is necessary, not contingent; 
and human choices and actions are indissolubly 
connected with God’s foreknowledge. Their 
occurrence is inevitable; those who think that they 
are not necessary events do not understand what 
God’s omniscience means:

To suppose the future volitions of moral agents 
not to be necessary events; or … events which 
it is not impossible but that they may not come 
to pass; and yet to suppose that God certainly 
foreknows them … is to suppose God’s 
knowledge to be inconsistent with itself. 

Indeed, God’s absolute foreknowledge of an event 
makes its occurrence as certain as it would be if he 
had decreed that it should happen: 

… it is no more impossible, that the event and 
decree should not agree together, than that the 
event and absolute knowledge should disagree …

God’s omniscience is incompatible with human 
liberty, as it imposes necessity on events.7

God’s being eternal makes no difference
Edwards rejects the argument that, as God is 
eternal, and therefore outside time, and sees things 
in a perfect, unchangeable overview, not as a 
succession of events in time, his foreknowledge 
does not impose necessity on events which 
occur in time. God’s seeing things ‘perfectly and 

Jonathan Edwards, 1703-1758
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unchangeably’ does not alter the fact that he has 
certain foreknowledge of human actions, so ‘it is 
now impossible these moral actions should not 
come to pass’.8  

Assessment
If God foreknows human choices and actions, 
infallibly, then it is impossible for them not to 
occur. However, is God’s omniscience incompatible 
with human freedom? If a human being were able 
to foretell the future, including our choices and 
actions, with total accuracy, we would not regard 
that as imposing a necessity on them, in the sense of 
actually determining those choices and actions. 

Similarly, if God is omniscient, he knows, 
infallibly, what we will choose, and what we will 
do; but that does not mean that he predetermines our 
moral choices. We can still regard ourselves as free, 
because God allows us to be; because he created us 
as free, and morally responsible, human beings, and 
so does not interfere with our choices and actions. 
However, amongst the things that God infallibly 
foreknows are our freely made moral choices and 
actions. As we confront a moral decision, we can 
believe that God already knows (infallibly) what we 
will decide and do, but that the choices we make are 
nonetheless entirely our own.  

Soft determinism
David Hume believes that the issue of causation or 
determinism, in relation to human actions, has been 
bogged down in confusion. We know that, in nature, 
everything has a cause, which can produce only one 
possible effect:

It is universally allowed … that every natural 
effect is so precisely determined by … its cause, 
that no other effect … could possibly have 
resulted from it … if all the scenes of nature were 
continually shifted in such a manner, that no two 
events bore any resemblance to each other … we 
should never … have attained the least idea of 
necessity … The relation of cause and effect must 
be utterly unknown to mankind …

Further, we accept that causal necessity applies to 
the ‘voluntary actions of men’, agreeing that human 
nature remains the same down the ages. Human 
motives operate uniformly, with motives like 
ambition and avarice, but also generosity and public 
spirit, invariably producing the same actions: 

… these passions … distributed through society, 
have been … and still are, the source of all the 
actions and enterprizes, which have ever been 
observed among mankind.

The inferences we draw between human actions 
and motives are only possible because experience 
shows us the causal connection between the two. 
These observations give us our understanding 
of human nature, and ‘teach us to unravel all its 

intricacies’. However, people are reluctant to 
acknowledge this causal connection openly, fearing 
it will undermine belief in free will, and damage 
religion and morality.9

The nature of free will
Hume argues that reconciling freedom and 
necessity, in relation to human actions, is a ‘merely 
verbal’ question: actions are undeniably connected 
with motives. Human freedom, or free will, simply 
means individuals being free to act, or not to act, 
according to the determination of their will, in 
contrast to being subject to external coercion. There 
is no such thing as human freedom, when it is 
opposed to causal necessity, not external constraint:

 For what is meant by liberty, when applied to 
voluntary actions? We cannot … mean, that 
actions have so little connexion with motives, 
inclinations, and circumstances, that one does not 
follow with a certain degree of uniformity from 
the other … By liberty, then, we can only mean 
a power of acting or not acting, according to the 
determinations of the will …10

Religious and moral concerns
Hume dismisses religious and moral concerns. The 
causal connection between motives and actions is 
essential to morality. Unless human actions result 
from causes within the human character, people 
cannot be held responsible for them. Laws are based 
on the effects of rewards and punishments, which 
encourage good, and deter evil actions:

All laws being founded on rewards and 
punishments, it is … a fundamental principle, 
that these motives have a regular and uniform 
influence on the mind … According to the 
principle, therefore, which denies necessity, and 
consequently causes, a man is pure and untainted, 
after having committed the most horrid crime … 

David Hume
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The claim that applying causal necessity to 
voluntary human actions involves a chain of 
necessary causes, which traces human volitions 
back to God’s will, and makes him responsible for 
them, is just idle philosophical speculation:

These are mysteries, which mere … reason 
is very unfit to handle … To reconcile the 
indifference and contingency of human actions 
with prescience; or to defend absolute decrees, 
and yet free the Deity from being the author of 
sin, has been found … to exceed all the power of 
philosophy.11

Assessment
Unlike Hospers, Hume insists that the causal 
connection between motive and action is  essential 
to human freedom and responsibility. Unless 
human actions flow from causes within the human 
character, they would be random, and people could 
not be held accountable for them. Despite our 
frequent denials, we presuppose a causal connection 
between action and motive, as we constantly draw 
inferences from one to the other. Our expectations 
of others’ behaviour and interpretation of historical 
events depend upon the stable and predictable 
operation of human nature, and individuals 
behaving in accordance with their character, as it 
has developed over the years. If an individual’s 
heredity is good and/or he has been taught to be 
law-abiding and honest, (we know that) he will 
(always) do the right thing; if his heredity is bad 
and/or he has been brought up badly, (we know that) 
he will (always) do the wrong thing. In both cases, 
unless externally coerced, these actions are free and 

responsible.
Hume’s argument is subtle and 

persuasive, but is it convincing? Human 
freedom and moral responsibility seem 
to involve the possibility that, when 
sane and rational people face a choice 
between two courses of action, they 
should, through the exercise of their 
reason, or the conjunction of reason 
and sympathy, be able genuinely to 
choose, and to perform, either action; 
that, for example, if someone comes 
across a wallet full of money lying on 
the pavement, he should be genuinely 
capable of choosing whether to keep 
it, or (perhaps after overcoming his 
inclination to keep it) hand it in to the 
police. 

Libertarianism 
For Immanuel Kant, the arguments of 
the soft determinists are equivocations. 
He maintains that, to be moral beings, 
able to adopt as our rules of conduct the 

universal categorical imperatives of the moral law, 
and to be held responsible for our actions, we must 
be free:

… how a categorical imperative is possible, can 
indeed be answered to the extent that one can 
furnish the sole presupposition on which it alone 
is possible, namely the idea of freedom.12

Two worlds
Kant accepts that we cannot prove our freedom. 
However, he accounts for it by invoking his 
distinction between the world of sense, the empirical 
world, of which our senses give us knowledge, and 
within which our actions are determined by desires 
and inclinations, and the world of understanding, 
the intelligible or noumenal world (things as they 
are in themselves), to which, as rational beings, 
human beings belong. As well as an ‘empirical self’, 
which is part of the world of sense and subject to the 
causality of laws of nature, there is also a ‘noumenal 
or metaphysical self’, which is part of the world of 
understanding.13   Thus, we are able freely to subject 
ourselves to moral laws, which come from the 
reason and are independent of nature:

… the human being claims for himself a will 
which lets nothing be put to his account that 
belongs merely to his desires and inclinations, 
and … thinks as possible by means of it … 
actions that can be done only by disregarding all 
desires and sensible incitements. 

As a rational being, a human being is able to 
perform ‘actions in accordance with principles of an 
intelligible world’, and to recognize that these moral 
laws ‘apply to him immediately and categorically’, 
so that: 

what inclinations … (hence the whole nature of 
the world of sense) incite him to cannot infringe 
upon the laws of his volition as intelligence ….14

However, because, as part of the world of 
sense, our actions are determined by desires and 
inclinations, moral laws have to be expressed as 
imperatives. 

The problem of reconciling freedom 
with natural necessity
Kant acknowledges the difficulties of his analysis. 
Human freedom is a ‘mere idea’. As its ‘objective 
reality’ cannot be proved, or even explained, we 
find ourselves at the ‘limit of all moral inquiry’. 
But freedom is essential, if there is going to be 
moral responsibility. We just have to accept that 
there actually is no contradiction between holding 
that beings, who are subject to the laws of nature, 
are also independent of them, and capable of freely 
obeying moral laws given by pure reason:

… the idea of a pure world of understanding … 
to which we ourselves belong as rational beings 

Immanuel Kant

As well as an ‘empirical self’, 
which is part of the world 

of sense and subject to the 
causality of laws of nature, 

there is also a ‘noumenal 
or metaphysical self’, which 

is part of the world of 
understanding

D I A L O G U E



35

Briefly: Revision 
Guide - Ethics and 
Religious Ethics

(ISBN 978-0-9930254-0-2; 

ASIN B00N670ZKY)

Published on Amazon Kindle 
(David Mills Daniel (E-Books)) 

By the author of SCM AS/A2 Ethics and Moral Philosophy, the SCM Briefly series and Briefly: 25 
Great Philosophers from Plato to Sartre, these revision guides are designed to help students prepare 
for:

>  the Ethics/Religious Ethics and Philosophy of Religion modules in the A level Religious  
Studies Specifications offered by all the examination boards in England and Wales

>  those aspects of A level Philosophy concerned with Ethics/Moral Philosophy and Philosophy 
of Religion.

In 10 chapters, Briefly:  Revision Guide – Philosophy of 
Religion will cover: religion, reason and faith; God and 
God’s nature; ontological arguments for the existence 
of God; cosmological arguments for the existence of 
God; design/teleological arguments for the existence of 
God; moral arguments for the existence of God; religious 
experience and miracles; the problem of evil; religious 
language; body, soul and questions of life after death.

In 14 chapters, Briefly: Revision Guide - Ethics and Religious 
Ethics covers: metaethics; consequentialist and utilitar-
ian ethics; deontological and Kantian ethics; virtue ethics; 
natural law ethics, conscience and justice;  situation ethics; 
religious and Christian ethics;  determinism and free will;  
abortion and euthanasia; infertility, assisted conception 
and embryo research; human and sexual relationships; is-
sues of equality and human rights; war and peace; animal 
welfare and the environment.

Briefly: Revision 
Guide – 
Philosophy of 
Religion
Awaiting publication  
(Amazon Kindle)

A Level Revision Guides by David Mills Daniel

>>>

Through the use of bullet points and bold type, the books are structured so as to aid revision of the key points 
students need to know and understand in order to answer examination questions.

Each chapter includes: 

■  one or more examination  
type questions, which 
students can use to test  
their knowledge and 
understanding of the   
content of each chapter 

■ a Bibliography 
■  a list of Useful Internet 

Resources. 

The Briefly guides to 
key texts in philosophy, 
philosophy of religion 
and ethics, and Briefly: 25 
Great Philosophers from 
Plato to Sartre, are also 
available on Amazon 
Kindle.

D I A L O G U E



36

(though … members of the world of sense), 
remains always a useful and permitted idea … 
for producing in us a lively interest in the moral 
law…15 

Assessment and conclusion
Kant’s libertarianism might be called ‘hard 
freedom’. It is not enough that we should be free 
of external coercion, and able to act in accordance 
with our desires and inclinations; we must also be 
able to overcome them, so that we have a genuine 
choice as to whether we perform or do not perform 
an action. Only then can we be held responsible for 
our actions. Kant does not minimize the difficulties. 
We are part of the world of sense, and how we 
function, as physical beings, is wholly determined 
by the causality of laws of nature, which are 
outside our control. But, unlike other members of 
the physical world, we are also rational beings and 
part of the world of understanding. Through our 

faculty of reason, we are able to 
understand and freely to obey 
moral laws, which prescribe 
conduct that is contrary to our 
desires and inclinations. 

I believe that Kant’s 
‘conception of man’s 
membership of the two worlds’ 
shows how we can reconcile 
determinism and free will.16   I 
would also maintain that, even 
if there is no objective proof of 
freedom of the human will, we 
have intuitive certainty of its 
existence, when making moral 
choices, through what John 
Mackie describes as our ‘direct 
experience of freedom’, our 
immediate awareness ‘that we 
could have done otherwise’?17   
And, I do not think it is 

necessary to sign up to Kant’s two-worlds approach 
in every respect, in order to find it useful. Sir 
David Ross, for example, treats it as a vivid way of 
depicting the conflicting sides of human nature:

We are … in a sense members of two worlds … 
equally real, the world of rational beings and the 
world of animals; and the moral life is a result 
of the tension … arising in us from this double 
membership.

We are aware of desires and inclinations which 
impel us to behave in ways that are wrong and 
which harm others; but we are also aware of our 
ability to reason, which provides us with reasons 
or moral laws for not giving in to them. The extent 
to which we obey the moral laws of reason, or 
succumb to our desires and inclinations, could be 
regarded as the measure of the extent to which 
we are (fully) rational members of the world of 
understanding.18 
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n this article, I will be discussing a long-
established ethical principle, that is often 
used in the discussion of complex and 
important issues in debates concerning 

subjects such as medical issues, war, terrorism and 
politics. I will be focussing here on three medical 
issues: abortion, euthanasia and stem cell research. 

A couple of different names have been given to 
this theory: the Doctrine of Double Effect (DDE) 
and the Principle of Double Effect (PDE). It is 
generally recognised that St. Thomas Aquinas 
(1225-1274) was the first Christian scholar to 
develop the idea, and, as he was Christian, it 

became part of the official teaching of the Christian 
church, so it is a doctrine. In more recent times, 
it has been widely discussed and used by non-
Christian scholars, so the name ‘principle’ has 
been used instead. Essentially, the two terms are 
interchangeable. In this article, I will use PDE.

Aquinas on Natural Law
We will begin with Aquinas, whose discussion 
of ‘killing’ is the first real use of Double Effect 
in a Christian context. One of his most important 
discussions appears in volume 2, part 2, question 
64, article 7 of his Summa Theologica. Here, he 
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answers a question concerning whether it is morally 
permissible to kill someone in self-defence. Aquinas 
answers that it is justifiable to kill someone who 
attacks you, as long as your primary intention is not 
to kill your attacker. He says: ‘Nothing hinders one 
act from having two effects, only one of which is 
intended, while the other is beside the intention… 
The act of self-defence may have two effects: one, 
the saving of one’s life; the other, the slaying of the 
aggressor.’ So, for instance, if someone attacked a 
woman in the street, Aquinas would say that she 
would be morally justified in defending herself, 
even if it resulted in the death of the attacker. 
There would be a double effect of her action – she 
would save her life, but her attacker would die. 
Aquinas argued strongly against murder because 
of the 6th Commandment: ‘You shall not murder’ 
(Ex.20: 15). In the example above, Aquinas argues 
that killing the attacker may be permitted because 
his death is not the intention; it is self-defence. 
Aquinas also taught that the attacker’s death must 
be in proportion to the end. If the person who was 
attacked used more force than was strictly necessary 
to defend herself, Aquinas would argue that the 
death of the attacker would not be justified. It would 
be the equivalent of murder. Aquinas’ views on 
Double Effect are grounded in his general theory 
of Natural Law. Aquinas was heavily influenced by 
Aristotle (384-322 BCE). 

Aristotle on Natural Law
Aristotle had a particular view about the universe, 
arguing that there is a natural order that works to 
achieve a purpose (telos). He cited many examples 
of the order, purpose and direction of things in 
nature. Human beings are part of the purpose of the 
universe. There is a natural law by which humans 
act, so that they can achieve their proper purpose or 

aim in life. For Aristotle, the purpose of all humans 
is eudaimonia (living a happy and fulfilled life.)

Aquinas’ development of Aristotle
Aquinas developed Aristotle’s Natural Law ideas for 
a Christian context. He believed that God was the 
source of natural law, who created humans, in his 
own image, with the ability to reason. When humans 
are reasoning correctly about moral issues, this will 
coincide with the natural law. He taught that there 
were God-given Primary and Secondary Precepts 
that humans are to live by.

The Primary Precepts applied to every human 
being without exception. They are absolute and 
universal principles that are self-evident, expressing 
natural human inclinations. The fundamental aim 
of the Primary Precepts is to act in such a way that 
you achieve good and avoid evil. All humans need 
to follow the Primary Precepts if they are to be 
properly human:

■ preserve innocent life
■ maintain orderly living in society
■ worship God
■ educate children
■ reproduce, so that the species continues.

Aquinas developed Secondary Precepts from 
each of the five primary ones. They help people to 
consider what should be done in a more specific 
way. Whereas Primary Precepts describe natural 
inclinations, Secondary ones are prescriptive and 
have the force of a duty or a command. Where 
Primary Precepts are universal and absolute, 
Secondary ones can vary widely based on the 
circumstances of time or place. For example, how in 
practice we educate children or look after our health 
has varied greatly according to time and place. 
Some other examples of Secondary Precepts are:

Do not waste your education by being lazy
Obey just laws and authorities
Work for the common good of your community
Do not legalise euthanasia

Double Effect
The Principle of Double Effect teaches that 

■  some ethical actions or decisions will have 
both good and bad effects. 

■  The bad effects are allowable so long as they 
were not intended, even though they may be 
foreseeable. 

■  The good effects must not be achieved as a 
result of the bad effects.

■  There must be a proportionately grave reason 
for permitting the bad effect.

 To give a brief example of how the PDE 
might work, think about a war situation. In a war, 
combatants must try hard not to injure civilians. 
The target must be the enemy soldiers, or aircraft 
or navy ships or other legitimate and justified strike 
target. There may be some circumstances, however, 

Aristotle
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where, (say) a bombing attack will hit some civilian 
housing which is close to the military target. It is not 
the intention to kill civilians, but it may be foreseen 
that some civilians will be killed. This is usually 
now called ‘collateral damage’. Killing civilians is 
not the means of defeating the enemy in a morally 
justifiable attack, but it will be calculated to be an 
unfortunate consequence of war.

You may wish to find out about the Allied 
forces’ decision to bomb the German city 
of Dresden in February, 1945, resulting in 
up to 25,000 deaths, mostly civilians. Do 
you think this qualifies as an example of 
the PDE? 

Double Effect and Abortion
There is a great deal of literature on how Double Effect 
might affect abortion. In 1971, American philosopher, 
Judith Jarvis Thomson, published an article, ‘In 
Defense of Abortion’, arguing for a woman’s right 
to abortion. The key question in the USA at the time 
was whether a foetus was a person, and therefore 
had rights. Thomson side-stepped this question and 
instead argued that it did not matter whether the foetus 

Thomson says: 
‘A great deal for women turns on whether 

abortion is or is not available. If abortion rights are 
denied, then a constraint is imposed on women’s 
freedom to act in a way that is of great importance 
to them, both for its own sake and for the sake of 
achievement of equality; and if the constraint is 
imposed on the ground that the foetus has a right 
to life from the moment of conception, then it is 
imposed on a ground that neither reason nor the rest 
of morality requires women to accept, or even to 
give any weight  at all.’
(J. J. Thomson: ‘A Defense of Abortion’, Philosophy 
and Public Affairs 1:1 (1971) pp 130-150)

Thomson’s stance is now called ‘pro-choice’, 
meaning that the choice whether to have an 
abortion is the woman’s choice absolutely, as her 
rights outweigh any that the foetus may have. The 
opposite of this view is ‘pro-life’, arguing that the 
foetus does have a right to life and that abortion is 
morally wrong.

This example relates to the PDE because, 
whichever way the woman chooses, there is a 
double effect for the woman and for the foetus:

is a person. What matters is whether the pregnant 
woman had a right to defend her body against 
intrusion, regardless of whether the foetus had a right 
to personhood. She constructs an imaginary scenario, 
where a woman wakes up in a hospital bed, linked by 
intravenous tubes to another person in the next bed. 
This person happens to be a very famous violinist. The 
woman is told that, if the tubes are disconnected, the 
violinist will die. To avoid his death, the woman must 
remain connected to him for nine months. During the 
nine months, the woman’s body will undergo change, 
she will not be able to do some of the things she 
would like to, and she will suffer pain in the process. 
All these things will be necessary to keep the famous 
violinist alive. After that, he will be able to sustain 
himself. Thomson’s question is: does the woman have 
a moral obligation to stay plugged in for nine months? 
Thomson argues that the woman has no moral 
obligation to keep the violinist alive, but she does have 
a right to disconnect herself. Her right to do what she 
wishes to her body overrides any rights the violinist 
may have to life. 

a)  If the woman decides to have an abortion, the 
foetus dies

 b)  if the woman decides to keep the foetus, she 
will have a baby after nine months and it will 
develop as a person

The violinist analogy to the abortion debate 
rests on the thought that death is foreseen, but not 
intended; it is allowed but not chosen. In these 
circumstances, the ‘unplugging’/ abortion may be 
justified by the PDE. The death of the violinist is 
caused by his illness rather than by the effect of the 
woman’s choice. If the woman unplugs herself from 
the violinist, he will die from his illness, not from the 
woman’s choice. His death is foreseen by the doctors, 
but his death was not planned or intended by them.

In a different scenario, if a pregnant woman needs 
a life-saving operation, for example because she 
has an ectopic pregnancy, the foetus will die. This 
would mean that the death of the foetus would be 
an unfortunate side-effect of saving the life of the 
woman. 
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Double Effect and Euthanasia
Euthanasia is a Greek word that, perhaps ironically, 
means a ‘good death’. It is a difficult topic for many 
people, both religious and non-religious, because 
it concerns people who have to make ultimate 
decisions about their loved-one who typically 
has a terminal illness or serious brain injury. A 
decision about whether to try to keep the person 
alive may have to be made by family members, 
in conversation with medical professionals and, 
sometimes, legal professionals. 

A famous case in Britain was that of Tony Bland. 
Tony, a Liverpool FC supporter, attended the match 
against Sheffield Wednesday in April 1989. A crush 
of supporters during the match resulted in the death 
of 95 people. Bland sustained severe brain damage 
and finally died on 3rd March, 1993, after being 
in a Persistent Vegetative State for nearly four 
years. Tony was not able to give his opinion on 
whether medical treatment should be withdrawn, 
so the Law Lords finally ruled that treatment 
should be discontinued because there was no hope 
that he would ever make any recovery. This was a 
significant change in British legal rulings, because, 
as Peter Vardy comments:

‘It goes to the heart of many cases in modern 
medicine where doctors and ethics committees 
need to distinguish between ordinary means 
and extraordinary means of keeping someone 
alive. The law and most moral codes make the 
former obligatory, but it seems reasonable to most 
people that doctors should not use extraordinary 
and heroic measures to save a life which will be 
burdensome.’ (Peter & Charlotte Vardy: Ethics 
Matters (SCM Press 2012 p200)

In practice, many (most?) doctors will treat end-
stage terminally ill patients in a humane way, by 

prescribing increasingly strong doses of morphine 
so the patient is not in pain. The Double Effect of 
this practice is clear in the Tony Bland case – he was 
in a Persistent Vegetative State, so could do nothing 
for himself and was kept alive by a ventilator 
and nutrients. Lawyers decided that withholding 
nutrients and ventilation did not constitute unlawful 
killing and this was ratified by the House of Lords. 
Tony Bland’s death had been foreseen for four 
years, but not intended and thus fulfilled the key 
requirements of the PDE.

One well-known case of where this practice 
went badly wrong was that of Dr Jack Kevorkian 
(1928-2011). Kevorkian, or ‘Doctor Death’ or ‘Jack 
the Dripper’, as he was commonly known, was a 
pathologist who came to fame when he admitted on 
live television that he had assisted 130 terminally 
or chronically ill patients to end their lives. These 
include people suffering from diseases such as 
cancer, arthritis, heart disease, emphysema and 
multiple sclerosis. He developed a ‘suicide machine, 
which he called a ‘Thanatron’, to help people take 
their own lives. He was imprisoned in 1999 for 
second degree murder. After Kevorkian’s death 
in 2011, his supporters saw him as a pioneering 
reformer who liberated sick people from their 
suffering. It later transpired that some of those 
he had euthanised were not, in fact, terminally 
ill. Had they been properly treated, they may not 
have wanted to die. The courts finally decided that 
Kevorkian had progressed from assisted suicide to 
active euthanasia.

You may wish to find out about two recent 
cases concerning legal judgements on 
patients’ wish for euthanasia. These are 
Diane Pretty, who suffered from Motor 
Neurone Disease, and Tony Nicklinson, 

D I A L O G U E



42

who had Locked-in Syndrome. Both 
campaigned for the legalisation of 
euthanasia in Britain. 

You might also wish to find out about 
British author, Terry Pratchett’s battle to 
change the law on euthanasia.

Double Effect and Stem cell research
Stem cell research is a relatively recent medical 
development, which involves taking cells from an 
embryo five days after its formation (the blastocyte 
stage). These are totipotent and have the possibility 
of becoming any kind of cell in the body. As they 
continue to divide, they become pluripotent, so can 
develop into most, but not all, cell types. These two 
kinds of cell have the ability to help patients with 
diseases like Parkinson’s (dopamine-producing 
neurons) and diabetes (producing insulin). The 
ethical dilemma for some people is that the embryo 
is destroyed in the process. If the embryo is thought 
of as a potential human life, then experimenting on 
the many thousands of left-over embryos used in 
IVF treatment is ethically problematic. If embryos 
are just cells, there is no real ethical problem, except 
that they may be considered wasteful. Embryonic 
stem cells are sourced from left-over cells produced 
in IVF treatment, or from foetal tissue obtained 
from terminated pregnancies. Embryonic stem 
cell research is licensed in the UK by the Human 
Fertilisation and Embryology Authority (HFEA). 
Those in favour of using stem cell research cite 
potential benefits, such as: 

■  advances in treating infertility
■  greater understanding of the causes of 

miscarriage or congenital diseases
■  more effective techniques of contraception
■  better methods for detecting gene or 

chromosome abnormalities
■  increased knowledge about how embryos 

develop.

Not all stem cell research is new. One example of 
an ‘older’ stem cell based treatment is bone marrow 
transplantation for the treatment of leukemia 
and some other blood disorders. This has been 
successfully practised since the 1950s. Since then, 
stem cells have been taken from many other organs 
and tissues, e.g. umbilical cord blood, placental 
tissue, the brain, gum tissue, cornea, retina, liver, 
teeth and testes, and from the tissues and organs 
from aborted foetuses.

Proponents say that advances in stem cell 
research could open up new ways of treating 
currently untreatable diseases, disorders and 
injuries. Instead of treating a disease or illness with 
drugs, which only treat or delay symptoms, stem 

cells could repair or replace damaged tissue or 
organs. Using stem cells could be a very promising 
tool for regenerative medicine.

The other side of this debate raises a number of 
criticisms and objections. A major objector is the 
Roman Catholic Church. In the encyclical, Dignitas 
Personae (2008), it says

‘The human being is to be respected and treated 
as a person from the moment of conception; and 
therefore from that same moment his rights as a 
person must be recognized, among which, in the 
first place, is the inviolable right of every innocent 
human being to life.’

This view is often called the ‘full moral status’ 
position, which is the official position of the 
Roman Catholic Church, but is also supported by 
many Eastern Orthodox  Christians, Evangelical 
Protestants and a number of pro-life supporters. The 
key belief by these groups is that an embryo is a 
human being and all human beings have full moral 
status. This means that an embryo should not be 
used for experiments or destroyed in research. They 
also argue that God created all life and humans 
should not play God. Scientists should not conduct 
research on embryos because that will entail the 
death of the embryos. For the full moral status 
group, this would be the equivalent to murder.

American Philosopher Dan Brock has argued that 
the PDE could help to justify embryo research. He 
says:

‘Defenders of the Doctrine of Double Effect 
might argue that all [IVF embryos] are created for 
the purpose of reproduction, but with a possible 
foreseen consequence that not all will be needed for 
that purpose; the creation of excess embryos that 
might be used in research is foreseen as a possible 
consequence, but is not intended.’   (Dan W. Brock: 
‘Creating Embryos for Use in. Stem Cell Research’, 
Journal of Medical Ethics 38 (2010), pp.229-237).

Brock’s point here applies the first and second 
points of the PDE, that some ethical actions or 
decisions will have both good and bad effects, and 
the bad effects are allowable if they are not intended 
but are foreseeable.

Where Brock may fail to convince is that it is not 
clear that he satisfies the other two elements of the 
PDE, that the good effects must not be achieved as 
a result of the bad effects, and that there must be a 
proportionately grave reason for permitting the bad 
effect.

Brock’s argument will not satisfy the ‘full moral 
status’ adherents, as harm will occur to the embryos, 
i.e. they will be destroyed. For the adherents of the 
view that an embryo has low moral status, there 
seems no reason why embryos should not be used in 
research. 

If you wish to explore the PDE 
further, here are a number of 
resources:
Mark Coffey & Dennis Brown, 
Religion and Ethics for OCR 
(Polity Press 2016)

Philippa Foot, ‘The Problem of 
Abortion and the Doctrine of 
Double Effect’ (in Russ Schafer-
Landau (ed.), Ethical Theory: An 
Anthology (Blackwell 2007) pp 
582-589

Jonathan Glover, Causing death 
and Saving Lives (Penguin 1986)

Peter & Charlotte Vardy, Ethics 
Matters (SCM Press 2012)
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