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Abstract
The study deals with the definition of morality. The first part offers descriptive definitions of
morality and the second part says about normative definitions of morality. Morality is unusual
word. People do sometimes about Christian morality, Nazi morality, or about the morality of
Greeks, but they seldom talk simply about morality by itself. The last chapter describes relationship
between morality and religion, but the autor briefly glosses religious diversity.Religious diversity
of this sort can be fruitfully explored in many ways - for instance, from psychological,
antropological, or historical perspectives.The current discussion, however, will concern itself
primaly with those key issues surrounding religious diversity with which philosophers, especially
analytic philosophers of religion, are most concern at present.
Key words: Ethics. Morality. Normative definitions. Descriptive definitions. Religion.
Introduction
How morality is defined plays a crucial, although often unacknowledged, role in formulating
ethical theories. To take morality to refer ta an actually existing code of conduct is quite likely to
lead to some form of relativism. Among those who use morality normatively, different
specifications under which all rational persons would put forward a code of conduct result in
different kind of moral theories. To claim that morality in the normative sense dosen not have any
referent, that is, to claim tah there is no code of conduct that, under anay plausible specified
conditions, would be put forvard by all rational persóna, results in moral skepticism. Thus,
although, not widely discussed, the definition of morality has great significance for moral theory.
Cite this article: Kyseľová, J. (2020). Morality and religion. International Journal of Liberal Arts and Social Science, 8(8),
1-13.
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THE DEFINITION OF MORALITY
The term morality can be used either
1. descriptively to refer to a code of conduct put forward by a society or,
a. some other group, such as a religion, or
b. accepted by an individual for her own behavior or
2. normatively to refer to a code of conduct that, given specified conditions, would be put forward
by all rational persons.
1. Descriptive definitions of morality
Morality is an unusual word. It is not used very much, at least not without some
qualification. People do sometimes talk about Christian morality, Nazi morality, or about the
morality of the Greeks, but they seldom talk simply about morality all by itself. Anthropologists
used to claim that morality, like law, applied only within a society. They claimed that morality
referred to that code of conduct that is put forward by a society. This account seems to fit best those
societies that have no written language, where often no distinctions are made among morality,
etiquette, law, and religion. But even for anthropologists morality does not often mean simply code
of conduct put forward by a society. Often, morality is distinguished from etiquette, law, and
religion, all of which provide codes of conduct put forward by a society.
Etiquette is sometimes included as a part of morality, but it applies to behavior that is
considered less serious than the kinds of actions to which morality usually applies. Law is
distinguished from morality by having explicit rules, penalties, and officials who interpret the laws
and apply the penalties, but there is often considerable overlap in the conduct governed by morality
and that governed by law. Religion differs from morality in that it includes stories, usually about
supernatural beings, that are used to explain or justify the behavior that it requires. Although there
is often a considerable overlap in the conduct required by religion and that required by morality,
morality provides only a guide to conduct, whereas religion always contains more than this. When
morality is used simply to refer to a code of conduct put forward by a society, whether or not it is
distinguished from etiquette, law, and religion, then it is being used in a completely descriptive
sense.
When morality is used in this descriptive way, moralities can differ from each other in their
content and in the foundation that members of the society claim their morality to have.
A society might have a morality that is primarily concerned with practices not related to other
persons, e.g., which days must be devoted to certain rituals, and might claim that their morality,
which is concerned primarily with ritual, is based on the commands of God. Or a society might
have a morality that is concerned primarily with sexual practices, and claim that their morality,
which has this concern, is based on human nature. Or a society might regard morality as being
concerned primarily with practices that minimize the harms that people suffer and claim that their
morality, which has this concern, is based on reason. Many societies have moralities that are
concerned with all of the above and that are claimed to have all three of the above foundations. But,
in this sense of morality, regardless of its content, or the justification that those who accept the
morality claim for it, the only universal features that all moralities have is that they are put forward
by a society and they provide a guide for the behavior of the people in that society. In this sense of
morality, morality might allow slavery or might allow some people with one skin color to behave in
ways that those with a different skin color are not allowed to behave. In this sense of morality, it is
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not even essential that morality incorporate impartiality with regard to all moral agents, those
people whose behavior is subject to moral judgments, or that it be universalizable in any significant
way.
Although most philosophers do not use morality in this purely descriptive sense, some
philosophers do. Ethical relativists are interested in these different moralities and claim that they
are only kind of morality there is. (Edward Westermarck, Ethical Relativity) They deny that there is
any universal normative morality. Ethical relativists are not merely, or even primarily, making a
linguistic claim about the proper use of the English word, morality. However, they hold that only
when the term morality is used in this descriptive sense is there something that it actually refers to,
namely, a code of conduct put forward by a society. They claim that if morality is taken to refer to a
universal code of conduct that would be endorsed by all rational persons, then there is no referent
for the term morality. Although ethical relativists admit that many speakers of English use morality
to refer to such a universal code of conduct, they claim such persons are mistaken in thinking that
there is anything that is the referent of that sense of the word. Ethical relativists are primarily
concerned with denying that there is any universal morality that should be used by people in all
societies to guide their own conduct and to make judgments about the conduct of others.
When morality refers to the codes of conduct of different societies, the features that are
essential are that morality is a code of conduct that is put forward by a society and that it is used as
a guide to behavior by the members of that society. In this descriptive sense, morality can refer to
codes of conduct of different societies with widely differing content, and still be used
unambiguously. However, there are now other descriptive senses of morality. In the sense most
closely related to the original descriptive sense, morality refers to a guide to behavior put forward
by some group other than a society, for example, a religious group. When the guide to conduct put
forward by a religious group conflicts with the guide to conduct put forward by a society, it is not
clear whether to say that there are conflicting moralities, or that the code of the religious group
conflicts with morality. People who are members of that society and also members of the religious
group, might differ with regard to the guide that they accept. They are likely to regard the guide
they accept as the true morality.
In small homogeneous societies people do not belong to groups which put forward guides to
behavior that conflict with the guide put forward by their society. There is only one guide to
behavior that is accepted by all members of the society and that is the code of conduct that is put
forward by the society. For such societies there is no ambiguity about which guide morality refers
to. However, in those large societies where people often belong to groups that put forward guides to
behavior that conflict with the guide put forward by their society, they do not always accept the
guide put forward by their society. If they accept the conflicting guide of some other group to
which they belong, often a religious group, rather than the guide put forward by their society, they
will not regard the guide put forward by their society as a true or genuine morality.
This reveals an ambiguity in the original descriptive sense of morality that has two essential
features: that morality is a code of conduct that is put forward by a society and that it is used as a
guide to behavior by the members of that society. This ambiguity was not recognized because of
the concentration on small homogeneous societies. Does morality refer only to those guides to
conduct put forward by a society, or does it refer to guides to conduct put forward by other groups
as well? There is another related ambiguity if the code of conduct put forward by a society is not
used as a guide to behavior by the members of that society. Which of these essential features is
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most essential? The recognition that people in a society do not always accept the code of conduct
that is put forward by their society presents problems for the descriptive sense of morality as the
code of conduct put forward by a society and which used as a guide to behavior by the members of
that society.
However, it is not useful to adopt a definition of morality as meaning the code of conduct
accepted by the members of a society because in many large societies, not all members of the
society accept the same code of conduct. Nor is it useful to adopt a somewhat more general
definition of morality as the code of conduct accepted by the members of a group because it is not
only always possible, it is often the case, that not all members of any group accept the same code.
A natural outcome of these problems is to switch attention from groups to individuals. If what is
important is what code of conduct people accept, and members of a group do not always accept the
same code of conduct, then why be concerned with groups at all?
This consideration leads to a new descriptive sense of morality. Morality is taken to mean
that guide to behavior that is regarded by an individual as overriding and that he wants to be
universally adopted. (See R. M. Hare, Moral Thinking) In this sense of morality, it refers to a guide
to behavior accepted by an individual rather than that put forward by a society or any other group.
But morality does not refer to just any guide to behavior accepted by an individual, it is that guide
to behavior that the individual adopts as his overriding guide, and wants everyone else to adopt as
their overriding guide as well. This sense of morality is a descriptive sense, because a person can
refer to an individual's morality without endorsing it. In this sense, like the original descriptive
sense, morality has no limitations on content. Whatever guide to behavior an individual regards as
overriding and wants to be universally adopted is that individual's morality.
When people explicitly talk about the morality of a group other than their own or of a
person other than themselves, it is usually clear that they are using morality in a descriptive sense.
However, when a person simply claims that morality prohibits or requires a given action, then the
term morality is genuinely ambiguous. It is not clear whether it refers to (1) a guide to behavior that
is put forward by a society, either his own or some other society; (1a) a guide that is put forward by
a group, either one to which he belongs or another; or (1b) a guide that a person, perhaps himself,
regards as overriding and wants adopted by everyone else, or (2) is a universal guide that all
rational persons would put forward for governing the behavior of all moral agents. When a person
uses morality to refer to a guide to conduct put forward by a group, unless it is his own group, it is
usually only being used in its descriptive sense. No one referring to morality in that sense of
morality need be endorsing it. When morality refers to a guide to conduct accepted by an
individual, unless that individual is himself, it is usually being used in its descriptive sense.
However, if the individual is referring to his own morality, he is endorsing it. Only (2) is always the
normative sense of morality, but a person might hold that the morality referred to in (1), (1a), or
(1b) is also the morality referred to in (2).
Some philosophers have put forward a sense of morality that seems to be a simple variation
of (1b). In this sense, morality is a guide that a person, perhaps himself, regards as overriding, but
need not want adopted by everyone else. In this technical philosophical sense of morality, ethical
egoism, the view that one ought to take as one's own self-interest as the overriding guide to
behavior, is a morality. Sidgwick regarded egoism as one of the methods of ethics and, following
Plato and Aristotle, ethics is sometimes taken as referring to a guide to behavior that an individual
adopts as his own guide to life. However, in any normal sense of morality, morality cannot be a
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guide to behavior that a person wants others not to adopt. There is a sense of morality such that it
does refer to a code of conduct adopted by an individual for his own use, but which he does not
claim should be adopted by anyone else. However, this is correctly referred to as morality only
when the individual would be willing for everyone else to adopt that code of conduct, but does not
require that they do so, nor does he judge them to be immoral if they do not adopt it.
2. Normative definitions of morality
When morality is used in its universal normative sense, it need not have either of the two
features that are essential to moralities referred to by the original descriptive sense: that it be a code
of conduct that is put forward by a society and that it be used as a guide to behavior by the
members of that society. Indeed, it is possible that morality in the normative sense has never been
put forward by any particular society, by any group at all, or even by any individual who regards it
as overriding. Morality is thus an ambiguous term, the features that account for what it refers to in
any of the descriptive senses are not the features that account for what it refers to in its normative
sense. The only feature that the descriptive and normative senses of morality have in common is
that they refer to guides to behavior.
Those people who claim that there is a universal morality claim that it is a code of conduct
that all rational persons would put forward for governing the behavior of all moral agents. They
need not hold that every society has a code of conduct that has those features that they claim
morality must have. They can admit that the guides to behavior of some societies lack so many of
the essential features of morality that these societies do not even have a morality. They can also
admit that many, perhaps most, societies have defective moralities, that although their guides to
behavior have enough of the features of morality to be classified as moralities, they also lacks some
essential features. Although those who hold that morality is universal do not claim that any actual
society has or has ever had a guide to conduct that has all of the essential features of morality, they
do not deny it either. They do claim that it is possible for any normal adult in any society to know
what kinds of actions morality prohibits, requires, discourages, encourages, and allows. They also
claim that morality applies to all of these persons, not only those now living, but also those who
lived in the past. These are not empirical claims about morality, they are claims about what is
essential to morality, or about what is meant by morality when it is used normatively.
On all accounts of morality, it is a code of conduct. However, on ethical or group relativist
accounts or on individualistic accounts, morality has no special content or features that
distinguishes it from nonmoral codes of conduct, such as law or religion. Just as a legal code of
conduct can have almost any content, as long as it is capable of guiding behavior, and a religious
code of conduct has no limits on content, all of the relativist and individualist accounts of morality,
have no limit on the content of a moral code. However, for those, such as Hobbes, Kant, and Mill,
who hold that morality is a code of conduct that all rational persons would put forward for
governing the behavior of all moral agents, it has a fairly definite content. Although Kant, in
accordance with the German word used to translate the English word morality, regards morality as
applying to behavior that affects no one but the agent, he recognizes that it is commonly related to
behavior that affects other people. Hobbes, Bentham, Mill, and most other philosophers writing in
English limit morality to behavior that, directly or indirectly, affect others.
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Although there are other significant differences between those philosophers who use
morality to refer to a universal guide that all rational persons would put forward for governing the
behavior of all moral agents, there are significant similarities. For all of these philosophers, such as
Kurt Baier, Phillipa Foot, and Geoffrey Warnock, morality prohibits actions such as killing,
causing pain, deceiving, and breaking promises. For some, morality also requires charitable actions,
but it does not require a justification for not being charitable on every possible occasion in the same
way that it requires a justification for any act of killing, causing pain, deceiving, and breaking
promises. For others, morality only encourages charitable actions, and no justification is ever
needed for not being charitable. Rather, being charitable is supererogatory: it is always morally
good to be charitable, but it is not morally required to be charitable.
On all of the accounts of morality as a universal guide that all rational persons would put
forward for governing the behavior of all moral agents, it is concerned with promoting people
living together in peace and harmony, not causing harm to others, and helping them. For most
philosophers, the prohibitions against causing harm, directly or indirectly, are not taken as absolute.
However, unlike most kinds of actions, a justification is needed for violating the prohibitions in
order to avoid acting immorally. Some philosophers who hold a strict deontology, such as Kant,
hold that it is never justified to do some of these kinds of actions. Those who hold that the principle
of utility provides the foundation of morality, such as Mill, hold that it is justified to violate moral
rules only when the overall direct and indirect consequences would be better. However, all those
who use morality in its normative sense agree that the kinds of actions that directly or indirectly
harm other people are the kinds of action with which morality is concerned.
The Natural Law tradition, from the Greeks to the present day, explicitly holds that all
rational persons know what kinds of actions morality prohibits, requires, discourages, encourages,
and allows. They also hold that reason endorses acting morally. Some hold that it is irrational to act
immorally, but all hold that it is never irrational to act morally. Even religious thinkers in this
tradition, such as Aquinas, hold that morality is known to all those whose behavior is subject to
moral judgment, whether or not they know of the revelations of Christianity. Hobbes, who is in the
natural law tradition, accepts all of the standard moral virtues, but complains that “the writers of
moral philosophy, though they acknowledge the same virtues and vices, yet not seeing wherein
consisted their goodness, nor that they come to be praised as the means of peaceable, sociable,
comfortable living, place them in the mediocrity of the passions.” (Leviathan, Chapter 15,
paragraph 40) The differences between those philosophers who hold that there is a universal
morality is primarily about the foundation of morality, not about its content.
Neither Kant nor Mill regarded themselves as inventing or creating a new morality. Rather
both of them, like Hobbes, regarded themselves as providing a justification for the morality that is
accepted by all. Mill explicitly says: The intuitive, no less than what may be termed the inductive
school of ethics, insists on the necessity of general laws. They both accept that the morality of an
individual action is not a question of direct perception, but of the application of a law to an
individual case. They recognize also, to a great extent, the same moral laws; but differ as to their
evidence, and the source from which they derive their authority. (Utilitarianism, Chapter 1,
paragraph 3)
According to Mill, Utilitarianism provides the foundation for morality. It explains and
justifies the moral rules that are accepted by all. Kant also regards himself as performing the same
task, explaining and justifying a universal moral consciousness.
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Some contemporary consequentialists claim that morality requires doing that act that would
result in the best overall consequences. Others claim that morality requires following that rule that
would result in the best overall consequences if everyone followed or accepted it. Since different
consequentialists differ in their views about what consequences count as best, consequentialism
does not provide a guide to conduct such that everyone knows what kinds of actions morality
prohibits, requires, discourages, encourages, and allows. Of course, consequentialists think that
there is a correct answer to the question about what counts as the best consequences, but they may
not realize the importance of the fact that until that correct answer is found no one knows the kinds
of actions morality prohibits, requires, discourages, encourages, and allows. Most consequentialists
also hold that morality is universal, that it applies to all normal adult human beings. However, since
not all normal adult human beings agree on what counts as the best consequences, morality no
longer has an essential feature, namely, that all those who are subject to moral judgment know what
kinds of actions morality prohibits, requires, discourages, encourages, and allows. Some
consequentialists are not concerned with this normative sense of morality, but only with that guide
to conduct that results in the best overall consequences. Others claim that morality does not have as
an essential feature that all those subject to it know all of the kinds of actions it prohibits, etc. For
them it is sufficient for morality to be that guide to behavior that leads to the best overall
consequences.
In trying to provide a definition of the traditional normative sense of morality, I find it
useful to regard morality as a public system. I use the phrase, public system to refer to a guide to
conduct such that (1) all persons to whom it applies, all those whose behavior is to be guided and
judged by that system, know what behavior the system prohibits, requires, discourages, encourages,
and allows; and (2) it is not irrational for any of these persons to accept being guided and judged by
that system. The paradigm examples of public systems are card games such as bridge or poker, or
athletic games such as baseball, football, and basketball. Although a game is a public system, it
applies only to those playing the game. Although, occasionally, someone may participate in a game
without knowing its point or all of the rules that apply to those playing the game, the standard case
is that all do know the point of the game as well as all of the relevant rules. If a person does not
care enough about the game to abide by the rules, she can usually quit. Morality is the one public
system that no rational person can quit. This is the point that Kant, without completely realizing it,
captured by saying that morality is categorical. Morality applies to people simply by virtue of their
being rational persons.
Since the normative sense of morality refers to a universal guide to behavior that all rational
persons would put forward for governing the behavior of all moral agents, it is important to provide
at least a brief account of what is meant by rational person. In this context, rational person is
synonymous with moral agent and refers to those persons to whom morality applies. This includes
all normal adults with sufficient knowledge and intelligence to understand what kinds of actions
morality prohibits, requires, discourages, encourages, and allows, and with sufficient volitional
ability to use morality as a guide for their behavior. Such persons must also seek to avoid any harm
to themselves unless they believe that their action will result in someone, themselves or others,
avoiding a comparable harm, or gaining a compensating good. People lacking these characteristics
are not subject to moral judgment. If they lack them only temporarily, they might be excused from
moral judgments in those cases.
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The following definition of morality incorporates all of the essential features of morality as
a guide to behavior that all rational persons would put forward for governing the behavior of all
moral agents. Morality is an informal public system applying to all rational persons, governing
behavior that affects others, and has the lessening of evil or harm as its goal. In order to show that
this definition incorporates all of the essential features of morality, I shall explain how the various
parts of the definition incorporate these features.
To say that morality is a public system incorporates the essential feature that everyone who
is subject to moral judgment knows what kinds of actions it prohibits, requires, discourages,
encourages, and allows. It also guarantees that it is never irrational to act morally. That morality
applies to all rational persons makes clear that the sense of morality being defined is that guide to
conduct that applies to all rational persons. It would take considerably more space than is
appropriate here to show that defining morality as a public system that applies to all rational
persons also results in morality being a universal guide to behavior that all rational persons would
put forward for governing the behavior of all moral agents. I should make clear that the claim that
all rational persons would put forward this system only follows if limitations are put on the beliefs
that rational persons can use and if they are attempting to reach agreement with similarly limited
rational persons.
To say that morality is an informal system means that it has no authoritative judges and no
decision procedure that provides unique answers to all moral questions. When it is important that
disagreements be settled, societies use political and legal systems to supplement morality. These
formal systems have the means to provide unique answers, but they do not provide a moral answer
to the question. Rather, the question, being regarded as morally unresolvable, is transferred to the
political or legal system. An important example of such a moral question is whether, and if so
under what conditions, to allow abortion. There is continuing disagreement about this moral
question, even though the legal and political system in the United States has provided fairly clear
guidelines about the conditions under which abortion is allowed. Despite this important and
controversial issue, morality, like all informal public systems, presupposes overwhelming
agreement on most moral questions. No one thinks it is morally justified to cheat, deceive, injure,
or kill simply in order to gain sufficient money to take a fantastic vacation. In the vast majority of
moral situations, given agreement on the facts, no one disagrees, but for this very reason, these
situations are never discussed. Thus, the overwhelming agreement on most moral matters is often
overlooked.
The claim that morality governs behavior that affects others is somewhat controversial.
Some have claimed that morality governs behavior that affects only the agent herself. Examples of
behavior that supposedly affects only oneself, often include taking recreational drugs, masturbation,
and developing one's talents. The German word for morality does include behavior that affects only
the agent herself, and Kant may provide an accurate account of the German concept of morality.
This concept of morality is more closely tied to its religious origin. However, the English concept
of morality is more completely secular and almost all who distinguish morality from religion regard
morality as governing only that behavior that directly or indirectly affects others. It is likely that
regarding self-affecting behavior as governed by morality is a holdover from the time when
morality was not clearly distinguished from religion. This religious holdover might also affect the
claim that some sexual practices such as homosexuality are immoral, but those who distinguish
morality from religion do not regard homosexuality, per se, as a moral matter. Almost all American
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colleges and universities prohibit discrimination against homosexuals, which strongly suggests that
they agree that only behavior that adversely affects others counts as immoral.
The final characteristic of morality - that it has the lessening of evil or harm as its goal - is
also somewhat controversial. The Utilitarians talk about producing the greatest good as the goal of
morality. However they include the lessening of harm as essential to producing the greatest good
and almost all of their examples involve the avoiding or preventing of harm. The paradigm cases of
moral precepts involve rules which prohibit causing harm directly or indirectly, such as rules
prohibiting killing, causing pain, deceiving, and breaking promises. Even those precepts that
require or encourage positive action, such as helping the needy, are almost always related to
preventing or relieving harms. An examination of the paradigm examples of moral precepts make it
clear that all of them involve the lessening of harms. It would be possible to include these paradigm
examples of moral precepts in the definition of morality. This addition would make explicit that the
normative sense of morality refers to that guide to behavior that we all regard as morality, but it not
necessary to do so, because the proposed definition is sufficient to guarantee that these paradigm
moral precepts will be part of the moral system.
Dictionary definitions of referring terms are usually just descriptions of the essential
features of the referents of those terms. Insofar as all the referents of a term share the features that
account for why that term refers to those referents, the term is not regarded as ambiguous. morality
is an ambiguous term. Unlike the descriptive definitions of morality discussed earlier, which do not
have any implications about how a person should behave, this normative definition of morality
does have such implications. Hence it is not surprising that it is controversial. Agreeing to this
definition commits a person to regarding some behavior as immoral, perhaps even behavior that he
is tempted to perform. Although this definition allows as meaningful the question, “Why should I
be moral?”, it guarantees that there is an answer that shows that it is not irrational to be moral, even
though it may not show that it is irrational to be immoral. This definition also explains why we
want others to act morally and why others want us to act morally. It thus does what definitions of
referring terms are supposed to do: it clarifies this term's relationship to other terms with which it is
related, and explains why we use the word in the way that we do.
MORALITY AND RELIGION
For thousands of years many philosophers and theologians have tied moral principles to the
existence of God. There is some rationale for this approach. Moral principles seem to be absolute
and eternal, and to gain this status they must rest on the nature of God, which is also absolute and
eternal. Also, moral behavior is required of everyone, and one way of reinforcing the impotance of
moral behavior is to note that God mandates moral principles. In a famous passage from his dialog
The Euthyphro, Plato exposes a dilemma with linking morality with God. Known as "the
Euthyphro dilemma" in the dialog Socrates asks a young man named Euthyphro the following
question:
The point which I should first wish to understand is whether the pious or holy is beloved by
the gods because it is holy, or holy because it is beloved of the gods.
The two options in question are whether (1) God endorses a previously existing standard of
morality that is external to him, or (2) God independently creates the standards of morality. The
two options appear to be mutually exclusive, and, in the dialog, Socrates tries to explain this point
to Euthyphro.
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During the middle ages, religious philosophers who linked morality with God's existence
indeed did choose between one of two options presented in the Euthyphro dilemma. Thomas
Aquinas (1225-1274) offered a specific version of natural law theory by which God endorses a
rational set of moral guidelines; Aquinas, then, goes with the first option of the Euthyphro
dilemma. The theory of natural law involves three main contentions: (1) God prescribes a set of
moral values and makes them law by instilling them in our human nature; (2) there is one ultimate
rule of natural law, which we discover through an intuitive mental faculty; (3) from this ultimate
rule, we deduce more specific moral rules that that carry the authority of natural law.
In the centuries following Aquinas, some natural law philosophers, such as Hugo Grotius,
followed Aquinas's lead by going with the first option of the Euthyphro dilemma - that God
endorses an independent and previously existing moral standard. However, other philosophers,
such as William of Ockham and Samuel Pufendorf, went with the second option of the Euthyphro
dilemma, namely that God independently creates the standards of morality. This position is called
both divine command theory and voluntarism. On this view, God invents moral rules as a matter of
his unconstrained and free will. By the 18th century, the concept of God's will played a key roll in
many moral theories. Some writers, such as William King, argued that the existence of moral
principles is completely dependent on God's will. Others, such as William Warburton, argued that
God's will is an essential motivation for why we should adopt moral principles, although moral
principles themselves are eternal and independent of God.
David Hume was the first philosopher since the middle ages to drive a wedge between
religion and morality, separating the two completely, regardless of the stand that one takes on the
Euthyphro dilemma. In two works, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (1779) and The Natural
History of Religion (1757), Hume addresses the issue from several perspectives. First, he argues
that our purely philosophical conceptions of God do not entitle us to ascribe to God the moral
attributes that we see in human nature. Human moral sentiments are linked to our biological nature
and our survival. Since, God's nature - as traditionally understood -- infinitely surpasses that of
human nature, then our human notions of morality cannot apply to him. Second, setting aside our
philosophical conceptions of God, Hume argues that in our more popular conceptions of God we
actually see God as an immoral being. He is cruel and spiteful. Finally, Hume argues that in our
attempts to gain God's favor, we are not content to simply be moral, but we fall back on absurd
religions rituals. That is, a religious person who aims at pleasing God will not have morality on his
mind. Hume was so suspicious of the behavior of religious people that, as James Boswell reports,
"when he heard a man was religious, he concluded he was a rascal."
In time, mainstream British moral philosophers adopted Hume's secualr approach to
morality and eliminated references to God or religion in their theories. We see this especially in the
theories offered by Bentham, Mill, Sidgwick, Moore, Ross, and Stevenson. In recent years, some
philosophers of religion have revived divine command theory, most notably University of Notre
Dame philosophy professor Philip L. Quinn. In reaction to this revived interest in divine command
theory, Canadian philosopher Kai Nielsen argues in a series of publication that that the divine
command theory is conceptually flawed and morality is in no way dependent upon religion.
Belief is the acceptance of something as true, or thinking that something could be true.
There are two distinct notions of belief: belief in x, and belief that x. Regarding belief in, we can
believe in the existence, truth, or value of something, or believe in something that we think ought to
be. The notion of believe in is usually used to designate believe in good things. For example, we
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believe in Jones's cheery attitude but not his selfishness. Philosophers are principally concerned
with belief that, and describe this as doxastic belief. This kind of belief is one of several types
propositional attitudes; others are thinking that x, wishing that x, and feeling that x.
There are limits to propositions in which we can believe. It is questionable as to whether an
individual can believe contradictions, such as "that p exists and also that p does not exist at the
same time." It is also uncertain whether a person can believe something that she knows is false or
thinks is improbable. To study belief is to study its connections with long-term dispositions,
actions, and inner experiences, not just the short - term idea that a person claims to accept. Other
issues with belief concern how far belief is voluntary, and whether a person has a moral duty to
believe certain things. William James argued that acceptance of truth sometimes requires an act of
the will which goes beyond what the facts present and is based on feelings. Belief in divine
revelation is an example of this type. Ortega y Gasset thought of belief as the power behind ideas
insofar as ideas need to be founded in pre-rational belief. Together, ideas and belief make vital
reason. In contrast to this approach, William Crawford argues that one must not accept something
unless all evidence supports it.
The theological use of the term belief is the closest to its common usage. A theologian
distinguishes between two different meanings. The first is more like an opinion, which is belief in
the probably of something. The second is the belief in the certainty of something. Catholic
theologians distinguish between explicit and implicit belief. When someone believes a truth that
she knows, the belief is explicit; when she believes the consequences of a truth which she cannot
know, the belief becomes implicit. With respect to many, if not most issues, there exist significant
differences of opinion among individuals who seem to be equally knowledgeable and sincere.
Individuals who apparently have access to the same information and are equally interested in the
truth affirm incompatible perspectives on, for instance, significant social, political, and economic
issues. Such diversity of opinion, though, is nowhere more evident than in the area of religious
thought. On almost every religious issue, honest, knowledgeable people hold significantly diverse,
often incompatible beliefs.
Religious diversity of this sort can fruitfully be explored in many ways - for instance, from
psychological, anthropological, or historical perspectives. The current discussion, however, will
concern itself primarily with those key issues surrounding religious diversity with which
philosophers, especially analytic philosophers of religion, are most concerned at present.
Specifically, our discussion will focus primarily on the following questions: How pervasive is
religious diversity? Does the reality of this diversity require a response? Can a person who
acknowledges religious diversity remain justified in claiming just one perspective to be correct? If
so, is it morally justifiable to attempt to convert others to a different perspective? Can it justifiably
be claimed that only one religion offers a path into the eternal presence of God? The answers to
such questions are not simply academic. They increasingly have great impact on how we treat
others, both personally and corporately.
Conclusion
As we have seen, discussions of religious diversity lend themselves to no easy answers. The
issues are many, the arguments complex, and the responses varied. It would be hard, though, to
overstate the practical significance of this topic. While some (many) issues that philosophers
discuss have practical implications for how we view ourselves and treat others, none is more
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relevant today than the question of religious diversity. Exclusivistic religious convictions have not
only motivated impassioned behavior in the past - behavior that has affected significantly the lives
of many - such convictions clearly continue to do so today. So to the extent that such exclusivistic
behavior is based on inadequate conceptual tools and/or fallacious reasoning, the continuing
philosophical discussions of religious diversity that clarify issues and assess arguments may well be
of great practical value.
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