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ABSTRACT 

I shall develop an abductive argument for the claim that the best explanation for moral facts such 

as One ought not to rape and kill innocent children for sexual pleasure is that moral norms and 

values are grounded in God’s will. I will first explain (1) the Moral Question, i. e., the question 

of why one should be moral at all. I will provide a brief outline of the possible answers to this 

question and show why most answers fail; here, I will have a closer look at moral naturalism. I 

will then, secondly (2), contend that the only answer to the Moral Question is theistic: Only God 

can provide or rather: can be the foundation of morality. Furthermore, I shall argue that only on 

the basis of a personal God that has a will who sets ends the very idea of moral normativity makes 

sense. I will conclude with some brief remarks on moral epistemology. 
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Think about it: You shall not rape and kill innocent children for sexual pleasure. 

This is a moral norm, if anything really is a moral norm; it gives us a categorical 

reason to act or rather to act inasmuch as one refrains from carrying out a certain 

act. We can ask how we come to know such a moral fact; but this epistemological 

question will be only of minor concern here. My primary concern will be the onto-

logical question of how to account for this moral fact. So we must ask what it takes 

for such a fact to hold. And we can give, I submit, an abductive argument, an infer-

ence to the best explanation. The structure of the explanation is this: (1) Some facts 

F hold, such as: You shall not rape and kill innocent children for sexual pleasure. 

(2) The question arises: What is the best explanation for this fact F? What do we

need to assume in order to explain F? We deal with a limited number of answers,

here (to name a few): moral naturalism in the form of contractarianism, Platonism,

theism. It turns out that all but one of these answers (explanations) fail; the best

explanation for F is some hypothesis H, here: God wills that we shall not rape and

kill innocent children for sexual pleasure. Therefore, H is probably true. So this is

my claim: The best ontological explanation for such a norm as You shall not rape 

DOI:10.13137/1825-5167/24720



62  DIETER SCHÖNECKER  

and kill innocent children for sexual pleasure to be true is theistic ethics, i. e., the 

position according to which God is the source and locus of all value and duties. 

Thus it is, for instance, an objective end of God’s will that no innocent children shall 

be raped for sexual pleasure. 

I will first explain (1) what question exactly is at stake. It is, I argue, the Moral 

Question, i. e., the question of why one should be moral at all. I will provide a brief 

outline of the possible answers to this question and show why most answers fail. I 

will then, secondly (2), contend that the only answer to the Moral Question is the-

istic: Only God can provide or rather: can be the foundation of morality. Further-

more, I shall argue that only on the basis of a personal God that has a will who sets 

ends the very idea of moral normativity makes sense. I will conclude with some 

brief remarks on moral epistemology. 

1. THE MORAL QUESTION: ITS MEANING AND SOME WRONG AN-

SWERS 

I put non-cognitivism, relativism, egoism, and the like aside since they obviously 

cannot give an account of You shall not rape and kill innocent children for sexual 

pleasure that takes this norm seriously. There is, however, quite a large number of 

ethical theories that claim to give a positive answer to the Moral Question. My focus 

here will be on moral naturalism. Following Schmidt (2018), I will argue that there 

is a dilemma for this ethical theory: Either moral naturalism overstretches the term 

‘natural’ such as to include normativity into the realm of natural objects; or moral 

naturalism simply is unable to account for normativity. 

 

1.1 The Meaning of the Moral Question 

Why be moral? I take it to be a given that to say that there are moral norms 

implies that these norms are universal and categorical, i. e., normatively overriding: 

In any given situation, if I ought to carry out a certain action, then I may not weigh 

this norm – which is a reason for me to act – against other norms (which are also 

reasons to act) or interests.1 I am well aware of the fact that some philosophers think 

this is not true; however, here I will presuppose that unless we understand overrid-

ingness to be an attribute of morality, we are unable to discriminate moral norms 

from non-moral norms. If one does not find this convincing, there is an easier move: 

We can define ‘morality’ such that it includes overridingness and then ask whether 

there are any such moral (overrding) norms. Also, if there are such norms (such as 

You shall not rape and kill innocent children for sexual pleasure), then these norms 

 
1 This is, for instance, Kant’s position, but also Richard Hare’s (1981, 53-60). When it comes to 

so-called wide (imperfect) duties, there is latitude of actions. However, wide norms also hold as such; 

there is no option not to obey them, even if there is latitude as to how to obey them. 
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hold regardless of the fact whether they actually motivate. (To some, it is also not 

true that moral facts imply moral reasons. I shall not deal with this position.) 

The Moral Question then simply is the question of whether there are such moral 

norms.
2

 Is there such an overriding norm as You shall not rape and kill innocent 

children for sexual pleasure? The question is not why I ought to comply with moral 

norms provided that I accept the reality of these norms; for if I do, there is nothing 

left to be asked for except maybe the motivational source – but some kind of moti-

vation is different from some kind of reason, and the Moral Question only asks 

whether there are moral norms. 

 

1.2 Two Basic Answers to the Moral Question 

As I see it, only two answers, or rather: two kinds of answers are prima facie 

plausible: (i) Either, I ought to follow moral norms only because these norms are 

somehow good for me; I call this position extrinsicalism. I say ‘somehow’ because 

there is a wide range of possible answers: something can be good for me along the 

lines of an Aristotelian ergon-argument, or it can be good for me because it serves 

my individual, contingent interests (contractarianism), my preferences (utilitari-

amism), or my pleasure (hedonism), and so forth. What exactly it is, plays no im-

portant role in answering the Moral Question. More important is the the ontological 

interpretation of such a fact (that something is good for me). In this regard, there 

are two possible answers: moral naturalism and moral non-naturalism; typically, but 

not necessarily, extrinsicalist answers are naturalistic. The clearest version of extrin-

sicalism is contractarianism which I shall look into in more detail in a moment. (ii) 

Or I ought to follow moral norms simply because there are such genuine norms; 

that’s the answer of intrinsicalism. As genuine norms (norms sui generis) they can-

not be accounted for in reference to natural facts alone; hence intrinsicalism is non-

naturalistic (some people call this moral realism). As I will argue later, the clearest 

and best version of non-naturalism (intrinsicalism) is a certain (modified) version of 

divine command theory. 

The contractarian answer founders on (at least) two problems. 

(i) The free rider problem: If it is possible for me to break a norm without run-

ning the risk of getting punished and without running the risk of destroying the con-

tract that I want to profit from without contributing to it, it is rational for me to 

conclude a contract and not to comply with it; Hobbes’ third natural law (pacta sunt 

servanda) cannot be rationally justified. From a contractarian point of view, there is 

no conclusive argument against free riding; from a contractarian point of view, noth-

ing can be said against raping and killing innocent children for sexual pleasure if I 

can get away with it. We know, however, that there is something wrong with it; there-

fore, there is something wrong with contractarianism. 

 
2 Cf. Schönecker (2006); for the ‘Moral Question’, cf. Prichard (1912). 
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(ii) The contractual partner problem: Contractarianism has no argument why 

one should integrate certain beings (say handicapped people or animals) into a 

moral contract at all, if these beings can neither do me good nor do harm to me. 

There is also no (somewhat formal) argumentative bridge from taking my interest 

seriously to taking someone else’s interest seriously based on the idea of universali-

zation. On the basis of extrinsicalism, all that matters, at the end of the day, are my 

own interests or that which is good for me. Thus, the following argument is not 

convincing: To you, your well-being is important, and you do not want anyone to 

impair your well-being. As a matter of fact, you say to others something like: You 

ought not to impair my well-being. But the very same is true for other people: To 

them, their well-being is important, and they tell you the very same thing: You ought 

not to impair my well-being. But if you want them to obey your norm, you must 

admit that you ought to obey their norm as well. – But this a bad reasoning.3 From 

the fact that my well-being is important to me, it does by no means follow that their 

well-being is important to me or should be important to me; and from the fact that 

I want them not to impair my well-being it follows by no means that I should not 

impair their well-being. I only have a reason to respect another person’s well-being 

(and only have a reason to univerzalise my interests in terms of adopting an agent-

neutral standpoint) if this well-being is intrinsically good, and if there is a moral 

norm that commands to respect intrinsically good actions. Therefore, if there is to 

be an answer to the Moral Question, it must be in the vein of intrinsicalism. 

 

1.3 The Dilemma of Moral Naturalism 

Whatever the answer to the Moral Question is: If the answer’s theoretical frame-

work is moral naturalism, it will be false – or so I will argue. Moral naturalism is the 

attempt to reconcile the scientific worldview (naturalism) with morality. Following 

Schmidt (2018),4 I will now argue that any such attempt faces a dilemma and hence 

fails: Either moral naturalism overstretches the term ‘natural’ such as to include 

normativity into the realm of natural objects; or moral naturalism simply has no 

room for normativity. The second claim – that naturalism and normativity are in-

compatible – has been brought about against all kinds of moral naturalism ever 

since. It is Schmidt’s achievement, however, to take this argument and combine it 

with a second argument concerning the very idea of what ‘natural’ means in ‘natu-

ralism’. What is more, she applies this dilemma to a recent version of moral natu-

ralism proposed by Thomas Nagel in his Mind and Cosmos: Why the Materialist 

Neo-Darwinian Conception of Nature is Almost Certainly False (2012); here, how-

ever, I will deal with Nagel’s expanded (moral) naturalism only very briefly. 

 
3 Cf. Williams (1985, 59-64). 
4 I am very much indebted to Elke Elisabeth Schmidt and many discussions I have had with her 

on moral naturalism in general and Thomas Nagel in particular. Schmidt has developed her view in 

a paper (Schmidt, 2018) which I to some extent summarize here (I do so with her permission). 
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What makes a property or fact ‘natural’? Typically, moral naturalists combine 

methodological naturalism (according to which the methods of philosophy must be 

those of the natural sciences and possibly softer sciences as psychology and the so-

cial sciences) with ontological naturalism (according to which only natural facts ex-

ist). However, it is not clear what exactly the necessary (and together sufficient) fea-

tures of natural sciences are. To take but two elements: It is certainly not true that 

the natural sciences are just empirical; they have a priori elements, both in the con-

text of discovery and the context of justification (not to mention that they are based 

on mathematics). It is also, to put it mildly, far from obvious that (all) the objects of 

the natural sciences are given in experience; for these sciences include theoretical 

terms (electrons, forces, etc.) that partly in principle, partly at a given time cannot 

be observed. But if it is not clear how to discriminate natural sciences and their 

objects from other disciplines, how then shall we discriminate natural objects from 

possible other objects, i.e. how then identify objects as natural? This is a tremen-

dous problem for any kind of naturalism. But suppose we did know what those 

features are; how then are we to understand moral facts from a naturalistic point of 

view? Leaving eliminativism (the claim that there are no moral facts at all) aside – 

since it obviously cannot have any positive answer to the Moral Question and cer-

tainly cannot be taken as a form of moral realism – there are, I think, two possible 

answers for moral naturalism:5 According to non-analytic reductionism, moral facts 

can be reduced to natural facts and yet remain normative;6 according to non-reduc-

tive moral naturalism, moral facts are somehow irreducible to facts postuated in the 

natural sciences but still natural and normative facts. 

The basic and well-known problem with reductionism (even in its non-analytic 

form) is that it cannot account for a crucial element of morality, to wit, that moral 

facts are categorically normative. Just recall Kant’s famous dictum that the moral 

ought “expresses a species of necessity and a conncetion with grounds which does 

not occur anywhere else in the whole of nature”;7 but we can also concur with more 

contemporary fellows such as Dancy who says that “[m]oral and other evaluative 

facts have a feature that no natural fact could have, namely, normativity” (Dancy 

2006, 132). We might be able to reduce ‘action x is good’, for instance, to ‘x pro-

motes the well-being of the largest possible group’ (to use one of Schmidt’s exam-

ples); but that is a far cry from saying ‘one ought to promote the well-being of the 

largest possible group’. The descriptive property that some x promotes the well-

being of the largest possible group does not per se yield a norm. There must be a 

fact of its own – Schmidt (2018) refers to Dancy’s (2006, 137) concept of a 

 
5 Cf. Halbig (2007, 284 f.) and Shafer-Landau (2003, 66 f.). 
6 Here I will not deal with analytic reductionism on the assumption that it falls victim to Moore’s 

open-question-argument (which is not true for non-analytic reductionism). Cf. Copp (2012, 30), 

Dancy (2006, 127), and Schmidt (2018, #). 
7 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A547/B575, edited and translated by Paul Guyter and Allen W. 

Wood, Cambridge University Press, 1998. 
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“metafact” as well as to to Parfit’s concept (2011, 280) of “second-order facts” – that 

a given fact (in our example: that some x promotes the well-being of the largest 

possible group) is relevant to our decisions and actions and hence gives us a reason 

to act in a certain way (a reason to act in a way that our action promotes the well-

being of the largest possible group). Such normative facts (or metafacts) cannot be 

reduced to natural facts; there simply is no sensible account of ‘natural’ in terms of 

methodological naturalism that could account for categorical (moral) normativity. 

As Schmidt points out (2018), norms are not in space and time, they have no causal 

power on their own, they have no material or physical character, and they cannot 

be known in a mathematical or empirical manner. So there is no definition of ‘nat-

ural’ which accomplishes to include normative facts; but then reductionism has no 

positive answer to the Moral Question, i. e. it cannot provide a reason to act morally.  

Non-reductive moral naturalism faces the same problem. It understands moral 

properties “like geological or biological properties: natural ones themselves, de-

pendent, ultimately, for their realization on physical properties, but not identical to 

physical properties” (Shafer-Landau 2003, 63 f.). First of all, note that superveni-

ence as such is neutral as regards the ontological status of the supervening property; 

a property can supervene on natural properties and still be non-natural.8 Second, 

whereas, say, geological properties might be seen as natural properties from the 

point of view of methodological naturalism even if they supervene on physical prop-

erties (granted, again, that there is a clear methodological concept of ‘natural’), this 

is not true for normativity. If normativity is a property that supervenes on natural 

properties, the mere fact that it supervenes not only does not make it a natural 

property, it would still remain a puzzle in what sense this property of normativity 

would be a natural property.  

And so here is the dilemma as it is delineated by Schmidt: Either normative 

properties shall be understood as natural properties. This, however, entails an arbi-

trary and implausible extension of the concept of the ‘natural,’ because there simply 

is no sensible interpretation of ‘natural’ that could account for moral normativity9 

unless it takes ‘natural’ to cover just everything that somehow exists – in which case 

the term ‘natural’ is deprived of all defining and delimiting power.10 Or we ought to 

understand moral facts as not being normative at all which, however, is tantamount 

to dismissing the very idea of morality alltogether. This is why externalism with re-

gard to reasons really puts an end to morality proper: It makes moral reasons (and 

a fortiori actions) contingent on actual wantings (desires, wishes).11 On this version 

of reason-externalism, the descriptive fact that some x promotes the well-being of 

 
8 Cf. Halbig (2007, 284 f., 290‒296), and Schmidt (2018). 
9 Just in passing I shall mention that it is not even clear whether the concept of non-moral imper-

atives makes sense in a naturalistic framework. 
10 Note that recently even forms of “theistic naturalism” (Ellis 2014, 2) have been proposed. 
11 Cf. Lenman (2006). 
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the largest possible group only turns into a reason if an agent somehow has a desire 

or some interest to promote the well-being of the largest possible group; the norma-

tive claim not to rape and kill innocent children for sexual pleasure only is a reason 

to act for S if S, ceteris paribus, does not have a desire to rape and kill innocent 

children for sexual pleasure. However, since moral reasons must be understood as 

categorical reasons in order to be able to provide answer to the Moral Question, 

this kind of externalism cannot offer a positive answer to that question.12 

2. THE BEST EXPLANATION: THEISTIC ETHICS 

I take the moral norm not to rape and kill innocent children for sexual pleasure 

to be a moral fact that we know by moral intuition. There is no way to argue for it 

deductively or inductively that would not already presuppose another, possibly 

more general norm which itself would be in need of defense (and so on ad infini-

tum); there is also no transcendental argument for it (or so I will assume here). 

Moral intuition, however, only accounts for the fact (or claim) that we know that 

there is a norm such as You shall not rape and kill innocent children for sexual 

pleasure. This is a matter of epistemology which addresses the ratio cognoscencdi 

of moral norms. The question of how such a norm, the moral fact itself, is possible, 

i. e., the question of what is the ground for such norms is an ontological or meta-

physical question which addresses the ratio essendi of moral norms.13 I will now 

address both rationes in reverse order. 

 

 

 

 
12 Schmidt’s focus in her paper is not so much moral naturalism as one knows it but Nagel’s “ex-

panded but still naturalistic understanding” (Nagel 2012, 32; m. e.) of the world, including conscious-

ness, mind, cognition, qualia, values, and reasons. This ‘liberal’ naturalism, as it is sometimes called, 

bids farewell to the traditional materialist (physicalist) worldview, i. e., to scientific naturalism which 

accounts for everything on the basis of physics, chemistry and biology. As Schmidt works out, Nagel 

understands himself as a moral “realist” (Nagel 2012, 98), and as Nagel sees it, his expanded (liberal) 

naturalism makes room for moral facts and objective values that at the same time remain “natural 

facts” (Nagel 2012, 101). But as Schmidt convincingly shows, Nagel’s liberal neo-naturalism faces the 

same dilemma: The fact, for instance, that a child suffers great harm from being raped certainly is a 

descriptive natural fact by all means. But the “general moral truth” (Nagel 2012, 101), as Nagel puts 

it, that one should avoid such harm is a ‘metafact’ (Dancy); therefore, says Schmidt, Nagel can either 

ascribe a normative character to natural properties, but only so on pain of unduly stretching the con-

cept of the ‘natural;’ or he needs to concede that moral facts (such as the ‘general moral truth’) do not 

imply by themselves normativity in which case he cannot do justice to a core element of morality. As 

Schmidt points out, Nagel is not prepared to bite the bullet of the second horn; but he does fall victim 

to the first. 
13 For the difference between ratio cognoscendi and ratio essendi, cf. Kant, Critique of Practical 

Reason (AA: V, 4).  
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2.1 God as the ratio essendi of Moral Norms and Values 

It is remarkable that an atheist like John Mackie concedes that there is a sound 

argument from the reality of what he calls objective values to the existence of God 

if there are objective values (but of course, Mackie denies that there are objective 

values).14 We can formulate the moral argument (and a fortiori the argument for 

theistic ethics) abductively as follows:  

1. There are moral laws (and it is an astonishing fact that there are moral laws). 

2. If God exists, it is not astonishing that there are moral laws. 

3. There is no better explanation for the existence of moral laws than God. 

4. Therefore, God probably exists. 

Let us pursue this thought. 

As we have seen, moral naturalism has no conclusive answer to the Moral Ques-

tion; only non-naturalism can provide such an answer. When it comes to non-nat-

uralism, I see only two viable options: either moral theism or some kind of moral 

realism that is both non-naturalistic and non-theistic; in the latter respect, moral Pla-

tonism and some sort of Kantian ethics are most promising. By moral Platonism I 

mean any position that claims that there are non-natural moral facts even if there 

are no persons that are aware of them or could be aware of them.15 By Kantianism16 

I mean an ethical theory according to which all rational beings possess absolute 

value (dignity) and therefore must be treated as ends in themselves;17 the norm (im-

perative) to do so is imposed on us by ourselves insasmuch every rational (and also 

human) being’s practical reason is a transcendentally free faculty that is governed by 

the moral law. For Kantianism, these predicates (‘has absolute value’, ‘is obligatory’, 

and the like) are real just as any other natural prediactes. They refer to non-natural 

qualities but to qualities that are manifest in rebus (if there are no rational beings in 

the universe, there is no value, no norm); hence Kantianism can be seen as an at-

tempt to avoid both Platonism and theistic ethics without getting trapped in moral 

naturalism. By moral theism I mean the claim that there is God, i. e., a perfect 

person that has a will and reason and all the properties typically ascribed to God18 

and that is, in some sense, the source of all moral value and duties.19 So among 

God’s properties is moral goodness, and there are, I think, two principle ways to 

understand God’s goodness: First, God’s moral goodness can be understood along 

the lines of classical divine command theory or theological voluntarism according 

 
14 Cf. Mackie (1982, 115 f.). 
15 See, for instance, Leslie (1980). 
16 I mean some sort of Kantian ethics that underwrites Kant’s metaphysical (non-naturalistic) basis; 

Kantian constructivism (Rawls, Korsgaard) has little to do with Kant’s ethics, anyway. 
17 This has been called Kant’s ‘ground-thesis’ (cf. Schmidt / Schönecker, 2018). 
18 For a brief account, cf. Swinburne (1996, S. 3-19). 
19 I put aside the option that God is perfectly good and yet the moral world is independent of him 

(cf., for instance, Swinburne, 21993, 203 f., and 22004, 213 f.). For if this moral world is understood 

in terms of naturalism, it fails, and if not, it boils down to Platonism or Kantianism.) 
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to which God’s will is the measure of all goodness and of all that is right or wrong.20 

It is well-known that theological voluntarism faces the Euthyphron-dilemma, and I 

do not think it can solve it; therefore, classical divine command theory (theological 

voluntarism) must be false.21 On the other reading (some kind of modified divine 

command theory), God himself is goodness as a person. He is the locus and source 

of all that is good, he wills what is good, and what is good is what He wills; but He 

(or His will) is not at liberty to reversibly decide what is good. (From a Kantian point 

of view, one can add that God acts in accordance with duty, but not from duty; as a 

matter of fact, Kant’s ethics largely depends on the idea and concept of holy beings 

for whom to act morally is both objectively and subjectively necessary.) 

I shall now provide a sketch of how to understand this second option on the basis 

of some Kantian concepts (which, of course, is not tantamount to subscribe to Kant-

ianism), in particular the concepts of a duty or norm as well as the concepts of rela-

tive and absolute ends; the crucial idea (notabene: not Kant’s) is that we cannot 

make sense of morality without the concepts of duty (or obligation) and, a fortiori, 

of values (ends) that are set by persons. This will also help to understand why moral 

Platonism and Kantianism as versions of non-naturalist and non-theistic moral real-

ism are less plausible than moral theism. The overall argument runs as follows: If 

there are moral obligations, and if there is no theory that allows to explain the over-

riding, universal, impartial authority of the law and, consequently, the necessary law-

giver, except divine command theory, i. e. except modified divine lawgiving theory, 

then divine lawgiving theory (theistic ethics) is the best available theory.22 But there 

is no convincing alternative theory; therefore, theism prevails. Let me proceed in a 

number of steps. 

1. Ethics is always about actions; it deals not only with actions, but also and always 

with reasons for actions. We need to know how to act, and ethics deals with this 

question of how to act. Hence ethics is about actions, and reasons for actions, that 

is, reasons for duties (and the concept of “virtue” cannot replace the concept of 

duty). 

2. The moral answer to the question of how to act is a norm. Such a norm is a 

moral norm, and it is categorically obligatory. 

 
20 To be sure, there is no commonly accepted view of how excatly to understand ‘theological vol-

untarism’ or ‘divine command theory’; for short overviews, cf. Idziak (1997) and Murphy (2014). 
21 Cf. Platon, Euthyphron (10a). – If my moral experience is such that I cognize without any doubt 

whatsoever that there are categorically moral duties (such that I shall not kill and rape innocent chil-

dren for sexual pleasure), then, even if I can think consistently that God could approve of such an 

act, I could not apprehend a reason that is stronger than my current moral belief which could make 

me believe that God did indeed approve of such an act. Adams (1987a, 1987b) modifies classical 

divine command theory in a way as to identify God as a loving God. This, however, is not any longer 

a divine command theory (no version of theological voluntarism), or if it is, I do not see how it solves 

the Euthyphron-problem. 
22 Depending on how one reads “Modern Moral Philosophy”, this might be Anscombe’s idea 

(1958). 
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3. Obligation has four elements: (i) The obligation itself (the duty to do some-

thing or to refrain from doing something, i. e. the necessary action), (ii) the end 

(value) in regard to which a certain action is obligatory, (iii) the person that is obli-

gating (the auctor obligationis), (iv) and the person that is obliged (the subiectum 

obligationis).23 So if there is a norm, there must be a normgiver. 

4. Obligations arise with regard to values (ends), because all actions pursue ends; 

the concept of an action without an end is incoherent.24 

5. Value, however, is not simply there; if there is a value, then there is someone 

that values. There are things that have value because there are subjects that value 

them. 

6. It might be replied that maybe the concept of obligation is not dispensable, 

but still one does not need an auctor obligationis. This, however, is incorrect: All 

actions require an end; they strive for something, they have a direction. If something 

is good for me (if it is an end for me), then I ought to carry out the actions that 

promote what is good for me which is equivalent to say that if I am rational, I want 

to carry out the actions that promote what is good for me. So there is a duty, and I 

myself am the auctor obligationis of this duty inasmuch I am rational, and I am the 

subiectum obligationis inasmuch I am not only rational. Hence the claim that obli-

gations do not need an auctor is at least not true with regard to hypothetical imper-

atives. 

7. But contingent subjects can only set contingent or relative ends. A norm such 

as You shall not rape and kill innocent children for sexual pleasure, however, can-

not be based on the contingend end that you or are I might have, to wit, not to rape 

and kill innocent children for sexual pleasure. The end must be absolute in order 

to ground an absolute norm. 

8. Only a being that is God can bring about such absolute ends;25 and only a 

being that is God can give an absolute norm. 

Put abductively, the argument shows how we come to know about the conclu-

sion. However, we can also lay out the moral argument deductively: If there is no 

God, then there are no moral laws; but we know that there are moral laws; therefore, 

there is God.26 Closer to the argumemt sketched above, the moral argument runs 

deductively like this: 

If there are moral duties, then there are absolute ends. 

If there are absolute ends, then there is God who sets absolute ends. 

Therefore, if there are moral duties, then there is God who sets absolute ends. 

 
23 For these terms, cf. Kant’s Doctrine of Virtue (§§ 1-3) and Kant’s Groundwork for the Meta-

physics of Morals (chapter II). 
24 Note that this is also Kant’s position, despite his alleged formalism; cf. his Doctrine of Virtue 

(AA IV: 385). 
25 A finite being can adopt and react to such absolute ends, but it cannot set (bring about) them. 
26 One recent philosopher who has argued like this is William Lane Craig; cf., for instance, his 

chapters in Craig / Sinnott-Armstong (2004, 17-21, 32-36, 67-69).  
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If there are moral duties, then there is God who sets absolute ends. 

There are moral duties. 

Therefore, there is God who sets absolute ends. 

 

We know that we shall not rape and kill innocent children for sexual pleasure. 

This is an absolute (categorical, moral) norm that must be based on an absolute 

end. No finite beings can ground such ends and norms; only God can do so. There-

fore, God exists; therefore, theistic ethics succeeds. 

We can now also see why Platonism and Kantian ethics are not as convincing as 

theistic ethics. Platonism might have a plausible model for the idea of something 

that is in itself good (though it is very difficult to understand what it means that 

whatever is just, loyal, trueful etc, is so without being a person); but it is hard to see 

where absolute norms come from. Kantianism in turn (or at least not Kant himself) 

does not offer an argument for the ‘ground-thesis’, i. e. ot does not make plausible 

why and in what sense rational beings possess absolute value; and I think it cannot, 

in principle, offer such an argument, because finite beings cannot be the source of 

absolute value.27 

 

2.2 Moral Intuition as the ratio cognoscendi of Moral Norms and Values 

But how do we know that raping and killing innocent children for sexual pleasure 

is wrong? Recall that on Mackie’s account any value objectivism must resort in the 

end to intuitionism.28 I think he is quite right. At the same time, his so-called epis-

temological argument from queerness is close to being ridiculously false; or rather, 

it tremendously begs the question. It runs as follows: Every form of cognition that 

is different from the usual forms of cognition is queer; moral intuition is different 

from the usual forms of cognition; therefore, moral intuition is queer. To see how 

ludicrous this is, imagine the following argument put forward from a being that has 

never had perceptions but that only knows, say, introspection, reason and memory. 

Following Mackie, such a being could argue as follows: Every form of cognition that 

is different from the usual forms of cognition is queer; perception is different from 

the usual forms of cognition; therefore, perception is queer. It is truly a miracle how 

such a bad argument as Mackie’s argument from queerness could be so influential.  

 
27 According to Newman (1870) and Copleston (in Copleston/Russell 1957), moral consicence is 

also best explained in reference to God. Kant is famous for a moral argument with regard to the idea 

of the ‘highest good’; however, in his Doctrine of Virtue (§ 13), Kant also sketches an argument 

according to which the inner voice in conscience can only be understood as God’s voice; cf. Schmidt 

/ Schönecker (2016). 
28 Mackie (1977). 
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I think there can be a model for how we cognize value and norms along the lines 

Plantinga offers with his A/C model for the sensus divinitatis.29 And is it not obvious 

that we do know that there are moral norms? Do we not know that it is just wrong 

to rape and kill innocent children for sexual pleasure? Is it not a properly basic 

belief? I am not aware of any defeaters that could make me think that my moral 

experience and my judgment based on it are wrong; and this is true even if we could 

not offer such a model. Suppose evolutionary theory entails that our moral faculties 

are either unreliable because they do not contribute to fitness or that they do con-

tribute to fitness but are just contingent; think of so-called ‘evolutionary debunking 

arguments’.30 Well, then all the worse for evolutionary theory, I would say. Recall 

Plantinga’s strategy against Marx, Freud & Co:31 If one already assumes that there 

is no God and no faculty of cognizing Him, then the alternative models of interpre-

tation of how our religious beliefs are brought about might work; then, and only 

then, religious beliefs might be best interpreted as disfunctional or illusionary. Thus, 

only on the assumption that evolutionary as a comprehensive, all explain theory is 

correct, we have some reason to believe that our moral beliefs, understood in terms 

of moral non-naturalism, are disfunctional or illusionary. Even that might, as a mat-

ter of fact, not be true; it might be that evolutionary theory and some kind of moral 

non-naturalism are compatible. In any case, however, if there is a conflict between 

our beliefs concerning the evolution and our moral beliefs, it is by no means obvious 

that we have to give up the latter. So one alleged horn of Street’s ‘Darwinian di-

lemma’ is no horn, after all; maybe evolutionary science as it presents itself is not 

the best science available, and that it really is not (the best science) is something we 

can learn, as a matter of fact, from our moral beliefs.32 As we have seen, there simply 

is no argument on naturalistic grounds why I must not rape and kill innocent chil-

dren for sexual pleasure; but this speaks against naturalism, not against my moral 

belief that, indeed, I must not rape and kill innocent children.33 

 

 

 

 
29 Cf. Plantinga (2000). Plantinga himself mentions only very briefly (p. 148) the possibility to use 

the idea of knowledge as warranted true belief to account für moral knowledge; Copan (2003), for 

instance, develops this thought. I do not mean to say that I accept the A/C-model as such (as a model 

to argue for Christian belief to be warranted); cf. Schönecker (2015). 
30 Cf., for instance, Street (2006). 
31 Cf. Plantinga (2000, pp. 135-163). 
32 Cf. Nagel (2012, 28). 
33 Many thanks to Johannes Grössl and Elke E. Schmidt for valuable comments and also to Marko 

J. Fuchs and Christian Illies for organizing a workshop on which a first draft of this paper was pre-

sented.  
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