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Presentation summary

Some theologians claim that if God did not exist, there would be no grounding for our
moral judgments. Leslie Allan presents a humanist view that challenges the presumption
that moral objectivity consists in tapping into a realm of human-independent facts. He
endeavours to show that moral judgments are expressions of human preferences taken
from an impartial standpoint, leaving no room for a deity.

Please note: The views expressed by the speaker are their own and may not necessarily reflect the official
position of Humanists Australia.
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Humanists Australia and Ethics

Humanists Australia is a national organisation which launched in December 2020 in
response to the growing number of Australians who don’t identify as religious, and the
emerging need to represent this group’s interests and priorities on a broader scale.

We are dedicated to helping people live ethical and meaningful lives through humanism.
Through our ceremonies, educational resources and awareness-raising, we help non-
religious people discover humanism and humanist values, so that they can live an ethical
life full of meaning and fulfilment.

Through our campaigns work, we advocate for positive social change. We advocate for
rational, evidence-based policies that reduce societal inequalities, advance secularism,
advance human rights and improve quality of life.



Where Do You Stand?

4.

Morality is an illusion. (True/False) [If ‘True’, stop here.]

We can only be objective in our moral judgments if
God or some supernatural realm exists. (True/False)

The truth of moral judgments does not depend on God
or a supernatural realm. (True/False)

| don’t have a view either way or | don’t want to say.
(True/False)



Key Ideas

1.  Anessential part of the humanist moral outlook is that there are universal
human values.

2. Inthe face of religious polemics, counting ourselves as ‘subjectivists’ or
‘relativists’ puts us at a significant social and political disadvantage.

3. Trying to ground ethics in God’s commands or our god-given nature is a
failed enterprise.

4. The essence of morality rests in our ability to think impartially; beyond our
parochial concerns.

5. Humanism provides a rich source of ideas on how to be morally objective.

Followed by questions and discussion



Basis of Morality for Humanists

“Humanists ground values in human welfare shaped by human circumstances,
interests, and concerns and extended to the global ecosystem and beyond.”

Humanist Manifesto Ill (American Humanist Association)

“We accept that morality is inherent to the human condition, grounded in the ability
of living things to suffer and flourish, motivated by the benefits of helping and not
harming, enabled by reason and compassion, and needing no source outside of
humanity.”

The Amsterdam Declaration 2022 (Humanists International)

“Humanism is ethical and rational, and supports democracy and human rights.
Humanism recognises that humans have naturally evolved value sets as well as
cultural ones. Ethics is the process of refining our values and determining how to act
in line with those values.”

What is Humanism? (Humanists Australia)
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How the Religious Cast the Godless to the Flames

“In a world without God, there can be no objective
right and wrong, only our culturally and personally
relative, subjective judgments. This means that it
is impossible to condemn war, oppression, or crime
as evil. Nor can one praise brotherhood, equality,
and love as good. For in a universe without God,
good and evil do not exist—there is only the bare
valueless fact of existence, and there is no one to
say you are right and I am wrong.” hpsiorsatvecommons orgheensesibyrs

0>, via Wikimedia Commons

[William Lane Craig, ‘The Absurdity of Life without God’, TheHuffingtonPost.com, 18 Dec 2013,

https:/ /www.reasonablefaith.org/writings/popular-writings/existence-nature-of-god/the-
absurdity-of-life-without-god/]
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How the Religious Cast the Godless to the Flames

“...this indignation is perfectly groundless if we
ourselves regard morality as a subjective
sentiment to be altered at will. Unless there is
some objective standard of good, overarching
Germans, Japanese, and ourselves alike whether
any of us obey it or no, then of course the
Germans are as competent to create their
ideology as we are to create ours.”

Attributio ublic domain

[C. s. Lewis, ‘The Poison of Subjectivism’, Christian Reflections]
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How the Religious Cast the Godless to the Flames

“A good atheist — that is, a consistent atheist —
recognizes this dilemmma. His only reasonable
conclusion is to reject objective meaning and
morality. Thus, calling him “good” in the moral
sense is nonsensical. There is no morally good
atheist, because there really is no objective
morality. At best, morality is the mass delusion
shared by humanity, protecting us from the cold o e soen poic
sting of despair.” o Wiinedia Commons.

< = i
R e RS SO

[Pastor Rick Henderson, ‘Why There Is No Such Thing as a Good Atheist’,
https://www.huffpost.com/entry /why-there-is-no-such-thing-as-a-good-atheist _b_4442287]
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abuse ... ! ! autonomy ...

| just like it that way.

[

That is just what | want.

Attribution: Image by OpenClipart-Vectors from Pixabay



Objective Morality: Anti-Naturalist Projects

Divine Command
Intuitionists Kantian Natural Law Theorists

Rationalists Theorists

G. E. Moore Augustine of Hippo
Attribution: Ray Strachey, born Rachel Immanuel Kant Thomas Aq uinas Attribution: DonCamillo [CC BY-SA
Pearsall Conn Costelloe (4 June 1887 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
London — 16 July 1940) [Public domain] by-sa/4.0)]

Attribution: UniCC BY-SA Attribution: Fra Angelico
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/ [Public domain]
by-sa/3.0)
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Divine Command Theory

Euthyphro Dilemma

Socrates’ question to Euthyphro:

“Is the pious loved by the gods
because it is pious? Or is it pious
because it is loved by the gods?”

[Euthyphro 10a]

Attribution: Kedumuc10, CC BY-SA 4.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0>, via Wikimedia Commons
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Divine Command Theory

Euthyphro Dilemma

1st horn
o, God loves Yhe Good

s N BECAUSE then
O R The Good

it is good.

2nd horn
2 Ihe Good is good

FrrE BECAUSE then
O RS <:| The Good

God loves it.

Attribution: Image by OpenClipart-Vectors from Pixabay

Morality is
independent of
God.

Morality is

arbitrary.
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Thought Experiment on Origins of Morality

Your ship becomes stranded on
a desert island with none of the
crew surviving.

You are left with some food,
materials to make some shelter
and the natural resources on the
island.

To survive individually and as a
group, what rules would you
make to govern your behaviour?

Attribution: Photo by Francesco Ungaro on Unsplash
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Thought Experiment on Origins of Morality

g
il

"ﬁf g Would you decide on the rule:

‘Kill your fellow survivors when you
can get away with it'?

‘Steal from the food store when no
one is looking'?

‘Break your promises when you can’t
be bothered keeping them’?

Attribution: Photo by Francesco Ungaro on Unsplash
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Moral Evaluations Express Attitudes

Torturing innocent children
Charity is good for fun is abominably bad
.. but I don't really care ... but I'm not really fussed
for it one way or the other. \qbout it.

Attribution: Photo by Anna Vander Stel on Unsplash Attribution: Photo by Anna Vander Stel on Unsplash
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Expressive Meaning

TEXT “TRUMP to 88022
Fountain Hills, Arizona
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Objective versus Subjective

e.g. ‘John is bad.” & ‘John is mad.’ e.g. ‘Yay, Collingwood!’

OBIJECTIVE <:> SUBJECTIVE v

recognize human-independent facts express human attitudes/preferences

Attribution: By Silver Spoon (Own work) [CCO], via Wikimedia Commons Attribution: Image by TungArt7 from Pixabay
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Objective versus Subjective

e.g. ‘That tax policy is fair.’ e.g. ‘That tax policy benefits me.

OBJECTIVE v <:> SUBJECTIVE

impartially consider others’ interests hold parochial/self-serving bias

Attribution: Parliament of the Republic of Fiji, CC BY-SA 4.0 Attribution: Image by Tumisu from Pixabay
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Subjective Dimension in Ethics

1. Evolution of altruism 2. Social customs/norms

o B
R

Grooming behaviour in Magna Carta 1215 CE
green monkeys (Charter of Liberties)
Attribution: Image by Sa Wi from Pixabay Attribution: Public domain
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1. Appeal to reason 2. Bar parochial interests

Warren J. Argue Courtroom Eleanor Roosevelt — Universal
on Kleber Kaserne Declaration of Human Rights

Attribution: Brandon Beach / Public domain Attribution: Public domain



Definitions of ‘Objective’

“FAIR, JUST, EQUITABLE, IMPARTIAL, UNBIASED, DISPASSIONATE,
OBJECTIVE mean free from favor toward either or any side.. ..

OBJECTIVE stresses a tendency to view events or persons as
apart from oneself and one’s own interest or feelings
<] can’t be objective about my own child>.”

[Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary: Synonym Discussion of objective]
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Lady Justice

“The blindfold represents objectivity,
in that justice is or should be meted
out objectively, without fear or
favour, regardless of money, wealth,
fame, power, or identity; blind justice
and impartiality.”

[wikipedia, Lady Justice,
https:/[en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lady _Justice]

Justitia blindfolded and holding
balance scales and a sword.

Attribution: ChvhLR10 / CC BY-SA
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/) Court of Final Appeal, Hong Kong
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‘Impartiality’ in History of Moral Philosophy

David Hume's
Ideal Observer

(1711-76)

dispassionate observer judging
from a ‘general’ point of view

Attribution: Allan Ramsay [Public domain]
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Immanuel Kant's
Categorical Imperative

(1724-1804)

judgment necessarily willed for all
and applied without exception

Attribution: [CC BY-SA
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)]



Jeremy Bentham's
Utilitarianism

(1748-1832)

all like interests to count equally,
regardless of owner

Attribution: Henry William Pickersgill / Public domain



‘Impartiality’ in History of Moral Philosophy

Richard Hare's
Prescriptivism

(1919-2002)

prescriptions that to apply to
everyone without exception

Attribution: Wikipedia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Philosopher_R.M._Hare_at_Princeton_in_1957.jpg
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‘Impartiality’ in History of Moral Philosophy

John Rawls’
Social Contract

(1921-2002)

rules agreed upon by rational
actors behind a veil of ignorance

Attribution: Wikipedia
[https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:John_Rawils.jpg]
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‘Impartiality’ in History of Moral Philosophy

Massimo Pigliucci’s
Stoic Cosmopolitism

(1964—)

non-parochial reasoned judgment
counting all concerns equally important

Attribution: Tim Deschaumes, CC BY-SA 3.0
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Utilitarianism Prescriptivism

Stoic

rical i
Ideal Observer Categorica : Social Contract Sesrmeslia

Imperative

Jeremy Bentham Richard Hare

David Hume Immanuel Kant John Rawls Massimo Pigliucci



Humanist Moral Theories

Utilitarianism

Ideal Observer Social Contract

_ Jeremy Bentham )
John Stuart Mill Peter Singer

David Hume John Rawls

Attribution: Joel Travis Sage
(Own work) [CC BY 3.0
Attribution: Samuel Saenger (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
[Public domain] by/3.0)], via Wikimedia Commons
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Cosmopolitism

John Shook

Attribution: thehumanist.com
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Response to Religious Polemicists

“In a world without God, there can be no objective
right and wrong, only our culturally and personally
relative, subjective judgments. This means that it
is impossible to condemn war, oppression, or crime
as evil. Nor can one praise brotherhood, equality,
and love as good. For in a universe without God,
good and evil do not exist—there is only the bare
valueless fact of existence, and there is no one to
say you are right and | am wrong.” [italics mine]

[william Lane Craig, ‘The Absurdity of Life without God’, TheHuffingtonPost.com, 18 Dec 2013,
https:/ /[www.reasonablefaith.org/writings/popular-writings/existence-nature-of-god/the-absurdity-of-life-without-god/ |

RESPONSE: Even without God, we can appeal to something outside of our
‘culturally and personally relative, subjective judgments’.
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Response to Religious Polemicists

“...this indignation is perfectly groundless if we
ourselves regard morality as a subjective sentiment
to be altered at will. Unless there is some objective
standard of good, overarching Germans, Japanese,
and ourselves alike whether any of us obey it or no,
then of course the Germans are as competent to
create their ideology as we are to create ours.”
[italics mine]

[C. s. Lewis, ‘The Poison of Subjectivism’, Christian Reflections]

RESPONSE: Moral objectivity requires forgetting nationality; thinking impartially.
E.g.: Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR).
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Response to Religious Polemicists

“A good atheist — that is, a consistent atheist —
recognizes this dilemmma. His only reasonable
conclusion is to reject objective meaning and
morality. Thus, calling him “good” in the moral
sense is nonsensical. There is no morally good
atheist, because there really is no objective
morality. At best, morality is the mass delusion
shared by humanity, protecting us from the cold
sting of despair.” [italics mine]

[Pastor Rick Henderson, ‘Why There Is No Such Thing as a Good Atheist’,
https:/ [www.huffpost.com/entry/why-there-is-no-such-thing-as-a-good-atheist _b _4442287]

RESPONSE: Our ability to think impartially is not ‘mass delusion’.
Taking a moral stance means adopting a non-partisan attitude.
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Response to Religious Polemicists

Noah’s Flood

Holy Genocide Animal Sacrifice

£i% St iaadio-..

o J . Attribution: Workshop of Leopold Layer, Public o
Attribution: Gustave Doré , Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons Attribution: lllustrator of Henry Davenport

domain, via Wikimedia Commons Northrop's "Treasures of the Bible," 1894,
Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons

Genesis 6-9

Deuteronomy 2:32-4, 7:1-2; — 1Kings 8:63-5;
Deuteronomy 20:10-19; God drowned 3.4 to 80 million unborn. Leviticus 4:1-35;
Numbers 21:2-3, 31:7-40; God drowned 34 to 800 million children. 2 Chronicles 7:4-5
Joshua 11:12, 10:28-40 God drowned 170 million to 4 billion in total.
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Response to Religious Polemicists

Holy Slavery
\\?\g\k\EB

Attribution: Internet Archive Book Images,
No restrictions, via Wikimedia Commons

Leviticus 25:44—-6; Exodus 21:2-11,20-1;
Ephesians 6:5; 1 Timothy 6:1-2
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Subjugation of Women

8% JusTICE
\ a b

TO

Attribution: LSE Library, No restrictions,
via Wikimedia Commons

Deuteronomy 21:10-14, 22:20;

1 Corinthians 11:1-3, 14:34-5;

1 Peter 3:1-6; Ephesians 5:22-4;
1 Timothy 2:11-12
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‘Impartiality’ in Religious Tradition

God as the Impartial Judge

e Judaism (Ezek 18:30): ‘Therefore | will judge you, O house of Israel,
each according to his conduct,’ declares the Lord GOD.

e Christianity (2 Cor 5:10): For we must all appear before the judgment
seat of Christ, that each one may receive his due for the things done
in the body, whether good or bad.

e Islam (Quran 2:281): And be conscious of the Day on which you shall
be brought back unto God, whereupon every human being shall be
repaid in full for what he has earned, and none shall be wronged.
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‘Impartiality’ in Ancient Civilizations

The Golden Rule

‘Do unto others as you would have them do unto you’

e Ancient Egypt

e Ancient India [Mahabharata Shanti-Parva 167:9]

e Ancient Greece [Thales, Sextus the Pythagorean, Isocrates]

e Hinduism [Brihaspati, Mahabharata (Anusasana Parva, Sec CXIil, V 8) ]
e Taoism [T'ai Shang Kan Ying Piien] and

e Confucianism [Analects XV.24]

See Wikipedia entry on ‘Golden Rule’
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‘Impartiality’ in Religious Tradition

The Golden Rule

‘Do unto others as you would have them do unto you’

e Buddhism [Udanavarga 5:18]

e Bahd'i [Baha'u'llah]

e Judaism [Shabbath folio:31a, Babylonian Talmud]
e Christianity [Matthew 7:12] and

e Islam [Kitab al-Kafi, vol. 2, p. 146]

See Wikipedia entry on ‘Golden Rule’
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‘Impartiality’ in Religious Tradition

The Golden Rule

Paul McKenna, 2001
Golden Rule Poster
Scarboro Missions

https://scarboromissions.ca/
wp-content/uploads/2015/01/item_34_Ig.jpg
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Closing Questions

1.

| was already in substantial agreement with your case
for objectivity in ethics? (True/False)

| was somewhat persuaded towards the view you
presented? (True/False)

| was very much persuaded towards the view you
presented? (True/False)

| was not at all persuaded towards the view you
presented? (True/False)



Speaker: Leslie Allan

Leslie Allan academically trained in philosophy and history of
religions at La Trobe University. In his working life, Leslie’s career
spanned electronics, information technology, training and
development and business improvement. Over the years, he
has authored many articles and given various talks on
humanism, ethics, religion and philosophy. In 2018, Leslie
started up Australia’s first Ex-Religious Support Network. Twice, he served as Vice-
President for Humanists Victoria and currently sits on the Board of Humanists
Australia. He also runs the Philosophy Matters Meetup and is owner of
RationalRealm.com, a web site dedicated to exploring the boundaries between
science and philosophy.

Website:  RationalRealm.com Linkedin:  linkedin.com/in/lesallan

Facebook: RationalRealm.com/facebook YouTube: RationaIRqum.com/youtube

Twitter: RationalRealm.com/twitter Email: admin@rationalrealm.com
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@) humanists
AUSTRALIA

Humanists Australia is a national organisation which launched in December 2020 in
response to the growing number of Australians who don’t identify as religious, and the
emerging need to represent this group’s interests and priorities on a broader scale.

We are dedicated to helping people live ethical and meaningful lives through
humanism. Through our ceremonies, educational resources and awareness-raising, we
help non-religious people discover humanism and humanist values, so that they can
live an ethical life full of meaning and fulfilment.

Through our campaigns work, we advocate for positive social change. We advocate for
rational, evidence-based policies that reduce societal inequalities, advance
secularism, advance human rights and improve quality of life.
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AUSTRALIA

Website: humanistsaustralia.org
Facebook: facebook.com/HumanistsAustralia
Meetup: meetup.com/humanists_australia/

Email: team.ha@humanistsaustralia.org
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