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“The unexamined life is not worth 

living” -Socrates 

 

 

"Hundreds march to Diepsloot police station after toddlers found 

dead" read the newspaper headlines. South Africa was outraged and up in arms after 

the bodies of a 2 year old and her 3 year old cousin were found dead in a toilet cubicle. 

The two toddlers had also possibly been sexually violated before meeting their violent 

death. This was another horror story in a string of child murders that had been taking 

place in Diepsloot. No doubt the social and economic conditions of Diepsloot, a township 

riddled with unemployment, poverty and crime can be a breeding ground for such 

heinous acts. There were many questions 

being asked about what needs to be done; 

how to prevent this from happening; how 

to protect women and children from such 

abuse; what conditions are prevalent in 

Diepsloot to allow such acts to occur. All 

those are valid questions to pose, 

however my questions were more 

fundamental than that-it went to the 

very nature of morality. Why was this 

act classified as morally wrong? Every 

South African was disgusted and 

recognized this act as completely morally 

abhorrent, but why? Why is there 

morality? How do we come to define 

certain acts as morally wrong and others 

as morally good? How do we in fact know 

there is something wrong with anything? 

The unexamined life is not 

worth living- Socrates 

How do we know there is something wrong with 
anything? What is the essence, fabric of morality? 
What is the foundation of morality? 

Figure 1: The bodies of two year old Yonelisa 

and her three year old cousin Zandile were found 

dumped in the pictured public toilet cubicle after 

being raped and murdered. 
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Essentially what is the fabric of morality? 

But what do we know about morality? 

Morality is derived from the Latin word moralitas which means: manner, character, 

proper behavior, difference in decisions and actions between those that are bad and 

those that are good. Moral law and values serve as principles that govern how humans 

ought to behave and not necessarily how they do behave. In 

philosophy there are three main branches of morality/ 

ethics: metaethics, normative ethics and applied ethics. 

Metaethics studies where ethical principles come from; 

what is the meaning and reference of ethical terms such 

as good and evil, right and wrong, duty etc. It 

investigates what sort of beings have moral 

principles. Metaethics studies the foundation and 

fabric of morality. Normative ethics studies 

how to arrive at moral standards of right and 

wrong. It deals with the practical issues of 

what values and actions are right and 

wrong.  Justice, human rights, the 

golden rule of love would fall under normative ethics. Applied ethics deals with 

examining specific moral issues such as abortion, homosexuality, capital punishment 

etc. 

Most of us normally agree about the normative branch of ethics, we can say with great 

vigour that honour, justice, love, human rights are good moral standards that all people 

should adhere to and those who disregard or violate them are either mentally unstable, 

or devoid of a conscience and should be removed from society through death or 

imprisonment. That’s how strongly we agree with the normative ethics, but what is the 

frame work and foundation of our moral principles – the metaethics? That’s the question 

I want to investigate. I want to unravel the fabric of morality. 

The conflict of worldviews 

 Now volumes and volumes have been written on the subject: philosophers, theologians, 

religious scholars, scientists, humanists have all thrown in their two cents worth into 

the subject. It is a subject that has been discussed with great vigor for centuries and the 

debates still continue to this day. It is a mammoth question with implications that 

govern the fabric of our lives and dare I say our very destiny as mankind. My journey 

through the annals of moral debate led me to what I consider to be the crux of the 

question. It boils down to two opposing world views. Each worldview seeks to explain 

morality on its grounds. Perhaps a short explanation of a worldview is in order. A 

worldview is a person’s basic set of assumptions, values and beliefs. It determines how 

we observe, explain and interpret the world around us and provides the basis for the 

decisions we make. Every question is answered through the lens of a specific worldview. 

The one worldview was Naturalism and the other was Theism, specifically Christianity. 

applied 
ethics 

normative 
ethics 

metaethics 
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Perhaps a brief description of each worldview is 

appropriate. Naturalism, a form of atheism, is the 

belief that all of ultimate reality is purely physical. 

The physical universe is all that there is, it 

explains itself and everything can be explained in 

physical terms and God does not exist. Theism 

states that reality’s ultimate principle is God. The 

universe is not ultimate reality but is created. God 

is defined as an all powerful, all knowing, morally 

perfect being. The Naturalist says morality is best 

explained on physical grounds, the Christian says 

morality is best explained on divine grounds. The 

question I really wanted an answer for was: which 

lens/worldview offers the most reasonable 

explanation for what we know about the nature of 

morality? Which lens gives us a more coherent 

understanding and clear view of morality? 

The Value of human life 

One of the things I have noticed about morality is 

that it normally and always involves a person, or is 

about a person. If my house burns down because of 

a veld fire- I would never accuse the veld fire of 

being evil. However, if my ex-girlfriend burns down 

my house then I would be correct in saying she is 

an evil lunatic. Another observation is morality 

seems to be based on the idea that a person has 

value. One of the primary cornerstones of 

constitutions is the principle that all humans have 

value and rights. The constitution exists to 

safeguard the rights of every individual from other 

individuals and the state. Take the South African 

Bill of Rights it says: “Every person has the right to 

life”. The French Declaration of the Rights of Man 

and of the Citizen states: “Men are born and 

remain free and equal in rights”. It is hard to 

imagine how slavery, apartheid, segregation would 

have been abolished without the existence and 

recognition of this basic principle that all human 

life is intrinsically valuable. It is the universal 

recognition of this principle that leads me to what 

philosophers term the Value Problem- why should 

human life be considered valuable? Why are 

humans morally significant? Why do humans have 

Why do humans have moral 

worth? Why does human 

life have value? 

Worldview - It refers to the 

framework of ideas and 

beliefs forming a global 

description through which 

an individual, group or 

culture watches and 

interprets the world and 

interacts with it. 

 

Naturalism -the naturalist 

maintains that all of what 

there is belongs to the 

natural world.  An accurate, 

adequate conception of 

the world does not include 

reference to supernatural 

entities or agencies. There 

are no objects or properties 

that can only be identified 

or comprehended by 

metaphysical theorizing or 

non-empirical 

understanding. 

 

Theism - in the broadest 

sense, is the belief that at 

least one deity exists. In a 

more specific sense, theism 

is commonly a monotheistic 

doctrine concerning the 

nature of a deity, and that 

deity's relationship to the 

universe. Theism, in this 

specific sense, conceives of 

God as personal, present 

and active in the 

governance and 

organization of the world 

and the universe. As such 

theism describes the 

classical conception of God 

that is found in Christianity, 

Judaism, Islam. 
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moral worth? 

The Moral Anatomy 

 

Perhaps a look at the physical make-up of humans will shed some light.  The human 

anatomy consists of biological systems that are made up of organs, tissues and cells. 

Cells are the base structural, functional and 

biological unit of all known living organisms. Cells 

are made up of bio-molecules like proteins and 

nucleic acids. Nucleic acid gives us DNA and RNA 

(the genetic codes of life). These are linear polymers 

and consist of 3 components: A’purine (the base); 

pentose sugar; a phosphate group. Looking at one of 

these three, phosphate is a chemical consisting of 

one Phosphate atom and four Oxygen atoms. The 

Oxygen atom has 8 electrons, 8 protons and 8 

neutrons. Protons and neutrons are made up of 

elementary particles called quarks held together by 

other elementary particles called gluons. There are 

39 known elementary particles. Humans are 

essentially made out of quarks and gluons, but then 

so is the entire spectrum of physical matter. The 

only thing that differentiates a human being from a 

spider or from a rock is simply the arrangement of 

elementary particles. So then why would one 

arrangement be considered of value as opposed to 

another arrangement? Is it that the more complex the arrangement is, the more value it 

has? Physiologically and biologically there are no grounds on which to think human life 

is any more valuable than bacterial life- both serve the same biological purpose. Richard 

Dawkins, popular atheist and zoologist, in his seminal book The Selfish Gene puts it this 

way: "We are survival machines – robot vehicles blindly programmed to preserve the 

selfish molecules known as genes. This is a truth which still fills me with astonishment."  

Now if we can't find value in nature, perhaps we find it in reason - we as humans decide 

that human life is valuable. Existential and atheist philosopher Jean Paul -Sartre 

captured this idea, he said "Life has no meaning a priori… It is up to you to give it a 

meaning, and value is nothing but the meaning that you choose.”  What Sartre meant is 

that the idea of human life having moral value is not intrinsic and objective but rather 

subjective, we as humans decide whether there is value and worth in humanity. The 

problem with that notion is that it means every individual has a legitimate claim to 

their own idea of human value. If I believe that not all humans have value; that black 

people are sub humans and should be kept as slaves that claim is as equal and 

legitimate as someone who claims all humans have equal value. Imagine a football game 

with subjective rules - every player deciding what the rules are. On what grounds would 

you say a defender punching a striker is a foul if the rules are subjective? You could not, 

anything and everything would be permissible.  

"We are survival 

machines robot 

vehicles blindly 

programmed to 

preserve the 

selfish molecules 

known as genes.” 

Richard Dawkins 

 

"Life has no 

meaning a priori… 

It is up to you to 

give it a meaning, 

and value is 

nothing but the 

meaning that you 

choose.” Jean Paul 

Sartre 
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Where there is a will... 

Another observation about morality is that it is inextricably bound to the idea that 

humans have free will. We all understand or rather assume that humans are free 

agents with the ability to make moral choices and are accountable for those choices. 

However a brief look at naturalism reveals the contrary. The father of evolution Charles 

Darwin said:"Everything in nature is the result of fixed laws." Science is committed to 

the idea that all of matter obeys physical laws. Every atom and molecule, which humans 

are made of, behaves according to those laws-whether we have discovered them or not; 

whether we have understood them or not. Naturalism leaves no room for free will, it is 

an illusion. In December 2012, the moral conscience of the international community was 

stained by the most heinous and depraved news. A 23 year old woman in New Delhi 

India, in the hands of six men, had been brutally gang raped; tortured and molested 

with an iron rod; then thrown out of a bus and left to die. When the woman was 

discovered her intestines were hanging outside her body. When the world demanded 

justice, naturalism would have said that those six men are no more responsible for what 

they did anymore than they are for the colour of their eyes. We are all molecular 

puppets on the strings of the laws of physics. Which is why Bertrand Russell, famous 

atheist and philosopher said "The first dogma which I came to disbelieve was that of free 

will. It seemed to me that all notions of matter were determined by the laws of dynamics 

and could not therefore be influenced by human wills." 

The Evolution of moral behavior 

 

Evolutionary ethics seeks to explain morality and ground it on the basis of evolution. It 

says that human morality has its roots in social instincts. The theory is that evolution 

has endowed humans with genes that will increase its chances of flourishing. We 

possess genes that give us social traits and instincts like empathy which deter us from 

doing anything that can jeopardize human flourishing. Our sense of morality is a 

survival tool. It means whatever action promotes 

human flourishing is good and what limits or 

prevents it is bad. Murdering someone solely 

because you felt like it, would be morally bad 

because it prevents human flourishing. Human 

flourishing is the highest good. The question of 

why human flourishing or human life should be 

considered of value has already been raised and 

evolutionary ethics does not seem capable of 

resolving that problem especially when 

considering that on evolution humans are the 

random product of an unguided process. Another 

point is that if morality is merely a biological tool 

developed to aid survival, then it is no different to 

teeth, feet or a penis. What obligation do I have to 

use my feet or teeth? I'll die of starvation or 

Evolutionary ethics tries to 

bridge the gap between 

philosophy and the natural 

sciences by arguing that 

natural selection has instilled 

human beings with a moral 

sense, a disposition to be 

good. Morality could be 

understood as a 

phenomenon that arises 

automatically during the 

evolution of sociable, 

intelligent beings.  
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greatly inconvenience myself however it would not be morally wrong not to use them.  

Now if my moral sense and teeth are the same thing, just survival tools, and I have no 

obligation to use my penis, it follows then that I also have no obligation to follow my 

moral instincts. 

The Black Widow Spider Syndrome 

 

Take the case of the black widow spider it earned its name through its carnivorous 

behavior. The female spider is known to eat the male after mating. Perhaps this 

behavior is a result of the males' lackluster performance, clearly the inspiration behind 

the opening scene of the movie Basic Instinct. In the opening scene, a man and woman 

are engaging in sex, when the woman, Sharon Stone, grabs an ice pick from beneath the 

bed and violently stabs the man to death. Few would disagree that Sharon Stone's 

character was psychotic. Let's conduct a thought experiment and imagine if women had 

developed the black widow spider gene, which would give women an uncontrollable urge 

to devour and cannibalize men after sex. Would we say women are psychotic if they are 

simply acting in accordance with their genes, with their nature? At this point what 

would be the difference between women and 

black widow spiders? Why would we not say 

spiders are psychotic and yet women are, if both 

of their actions are a result of their genes? How 

would we distinguish between good desires and 

evil desires if all genes inherited are there to 

ensure human flourishing? Relying on feelings 

produced by genes means morality becomes 

arbitrary. The morality we hold so deeply could 

have easily turned out quite differently. If 

morality is purely the product of an unguided 

random process of evolution, in the same way 

that it is possible that humans could have had 

six fingers instead of five, then it is possible 

that we could have developed a "morality" 

where raping infants was good and not evil. 

This is exactly the point Charles Darwin 

pointed out in his book, The Descent of Man, 

"If…men were reared under precisely the same 

conditions as hive-bees, there can hardly be a 

doubt that our unmarried females would, like 

the worker-bees, think it a sacred duty to kill 

their brothers, and mothers would strive to kill 

their fertile daughters; and no one would think 

of interfering" 

 

If morality is 
purely the product 
of an unguided 
random process of 
evolution, in the 
same way that it is 
possible that humans 
could have had six 
fingers instead of 
five, then it is 
possible that we 
could have developed 
a "morality" where 
raping infants was 
good and not evil. 
If morality is 
arbitrary, then what 
is good today might 
be evil tomorrow 
depending on the 
environment and how 
humans evolve 
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Thou shall not... 

The naturalistic world view does not seem capable of meaningfully dealing with 

questions of moral good and evil. But does the Theist world view fare any better? 

It is important I reiterate that the question that I seek an answer to is not "Can humans 

be moral, or know moral good and wrong without God?" But rather what is the basis of 

objective morality? Traditionally and historically questions of morality had been left in 

the hands of religion, but why exactly? How does the theist propose to solve the value 

problem? Why does human life have intrinsic value? The 

Christian worldview believes there is a God; an omnipotent, 

omniscient, morally perfect, uncaused being. His nature is 

unchanging since it is perfect, He is holy and the paradigm of 

what is good. What Christianity claims is that we are not just 

made up of atoms and molecules but have a mind distinct from 

the body. It is this immaterial feature that separates us from 

matter. A passage in the book of Genesis found in the Bible 

puts it this way, "Then God said, Let Us make man in Our 

image, according to Our likeness...God created man in His own 

image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He 

created them". This immaterial feature resembles that of God. 

From it stems objective properties of individuality, personhood, 

moral worth, free will: properties possessed by God, properties 

that cannot be accounted for physically. The United States 

Declaration of Independence was framed on this idea, "We hold 

these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 

that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights that among these 

are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness". God as a supremely rational, morally 

perfect, all knowing being as well as the creator of all things is the ideal person to assign 

value. Human value is not a subjective concept left at the hands of the individual, 

culture or society to decide whether it is there or not. It means humans have objective 

intrinsic value that is independent of human opinions. So if PW Botha feels only white 

people have superior worth and black people don't, we are fully justified in dismissing 

that as unacceptable and untrue. The moral value of humans is not a subjective opinion 

but an objective fact. 

God's perfect moral nature, is the paradigm of moral goodness and provides the 

objective standard by which good and evil are measured against. God’s nature which 

consists of justice, love, kindness, honour, honesty provides the framework for moral 

laws. God's nature is independent of human's thought and therefore morality would 

exist regardless of what humans think. For example, even if the Nazis had won the war 

and brainwashed the entire world into believing the 

holocaust is acceptable, the holocaust would still be 

morally repugnant because morality would not depend 

on human opinion and judgment. Even if females had 

developed the black widow spider gene, it would still be 

"We hold these truths to 

be self-evident, that all 

men are created equal, 

that they are endowed by 

their Creator with certain 

unalienable rights that 

among these are Life, 

Liberty and the pursuit of 

Happiness" - United States 

Declaration of 

Independence 

 

 

God's perfect moral 
nature, is the 
paradigm of moral 
goodness and 
provides the 
objective standard 
by which good and 
evil are measured 
against. 
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morally wrong for them to devour men after sex because morality would not depend on 

gene configuration. 

Euthyphro's Dilemma 

 It seems this dilemma has fascinated people for quite a long time, starting with Plato 

all the way to Jay-Z. In his song with Kanye West, No Church in The Wild, Jay-Z puts it 

like this: "Is pious pious 'cause God loves pious?" In Plato’s dialogue called Euthyphro, 

Socrates poses the question to Euthyphro: "Is what is morally good commanded by God 

because it is morally good, or is it morally good because it is commanded by God?" Is 

God good because he creates the good or because he 

recognizes the good? Think about that. If he creates the 

good – if he decides what is good – then he can make 

anything good. He can make murder good if it was up to 

him. But if he just recognizes good then why do we need 

God? If there is this other standard of good that God is 

recognizing, then why are we not appealing to that as 

our objective standard of goodness? 

The dilemma Plato poses is a false dilemma because there is a third option – God wills 

something morally good because He is morally good. There is no external standard of 

goodness that exists apart from God; his nature is the paradigm for moral goodness. God 

by definition is morally good. In light of this understanding about God’s nature the 

questions itself becomes rather meaningless. For example if I were to say a triangle is 

an object with 3 sides. Does it make sense to then ask-Is a triangle a triangle because it 

has 3 sides, or does it have 3 sides because it is a triangle? A triangle is a triangle! 

Similarly God is morally good because he is morally good – if God was not morally 

perfect then by definition he would not be God. 

The Call of Duty 

"Without duty, life is soft and boneless; it cannot hold itself together" said Joseph Joubert 

Pensées. Duty and moral obligation guide our actions and tell us what we ought to do in 

a given situation. Moral duties and obligations are normally in relation to a person or a 

suitable authority but never to an object. If a metro police officer asks me to pull over 

my car I have a legal obligation to do so because he has the sufficient legal authority to 

tell me to do so. However if a random guy asks me to pull over I have no legal obligation 

because that person has no sufficient authority. Now If I see my friend drowning in a 

pool, I have a moral obligation to help them-why? Naturalism says that my obligation is 

not to her necessarily, but rather to ensuring she survives so that the genes she carries 

will continue to propagate. So my duty to help comes from my genes, and is orchestrated 

by those same genes to ensure their own replication. Theism states I have an obligation 

to help her because I have an obligation to God. God being omniscient, morally perfect 

and the most rational being possible is a sufficient moral authority to issue moral 

duties. Do genes have the same properties to be a sufficient authority or source of moral 

duties? Naturalism gives us a bit of a paradox because if true you have rational, moral 

“Is pious pious cause God loves 

the pious” Jay-Z, No Church in 
The Wild 
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beings being imposed duties and obligations by non rational, amoral objects only 

concerned with their own propagation. 

What say the jury? 

 

The naturalistic view fails to account for objective human value. It cannot tell us why 

humans have any sort of value - it leaves us with a subjective morality. We are merely a 

complex arrangement of particles, or biological machines that accidentally appeared 

with the sole purpose to propagate genes. There is no law of value that could be 

discovered that is similar to the law of gravity. The theistic view says we have intrinsic 

objective value because we have been intentionally designed and created with a purpose 

in mind, by a rational, omniscient, all powerful being. God being the creator as well as 

the most rational, all knowing and morally perfect being is the ideal candidate and 

authority to assign moral value to his creations. 

The second flaw in the naturalistic view is that it is incompatible with freewill. In a 

world consisting only of physical particles every physical entity's behaviour is governed 

by the laws of physics regardless of whether we have a full picture of them or not. This 

leaves no room for free will. Without free will then morality and accountability are 

empty concepts. Theism proposes that the self and mind is distinct from the natural 

body. 

The third problem with the naturalistic explanation is that on evolutionary ethics 

morality is simply a survival tool like teeth or penis. I have no more an obligation to 

follow my moral feelings anymore than I have an obligation to use my penis. Morality 

becomes arbitrary. If females had developed the black widow spider gene then they 

would view killing men after sex as a moral duty because that's simply what their genes 

dictate. So how can we then define our moral feelings as objective if they are dependent 

on a biological history that could have been different? God as the paradigm of goodness 

is the standard for morality. Whether humans had a different biological history or not; 

even if our genes had turned out differently it would not affect morality. In every 

possible world morality would not change, it would not even depend on whether humans 

existed or not. 
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If we are to reject God, 

then we must reject any 

notion of morality and 

human life possessing any 

meaningful objective value. 

If the ultimate explanation 

of the universe is the laws 

of physics then we must 

live with the fact that there 

is no good or evil in 

chemical reactions, 

evolution, genes, physics 

they simply operate 

according to laws of 

physics. That is the reason 

why Friedrich Nietzsche, 

famous German 

philosopher who believed 

there was no God could say 

"There is no such thing as 

moral phenomena, but 

only a moral 

interpretation of 

phenomena". Any talk of 

right and wrong, good and 

evil without reference to God as the foundation is simply building intellectual castles in 

mid air. 

On the Naturalist framework we are gene replicating machines - all else is a 

masquerade. Yet no one lives like that. We denounce the Rwandan genocide, as morally 

deplorable and unacceptable, a low point in humanity, and anyone who differs on that 

we quickly refer them to an asylum or prison.  We do this because we recognize there is 

something objectively wrong with murdering an entire race- it is not merely a subjective 

opinion or a matter of preference. The apostle Paul in his epistle to the Romans (2:15) 

says, “They show that the requirements of the law (moral law) are written on their 

hearts”. Jeremiah 31:33 says “I will put my law (moral law) in their minds and write it 

on their hearts”. God has implanted within us a sensitivity and apprehension of His 

objective moral law.  More so justice for atrocities such as the Rwanda genocide, Nazi 

holocaust, slavery, in the end will be served, William Lane Craig articulates this idea: 

“on the theistic hypothesis God holds all persons morally accountable for their actions. 

Evil and wrong will be punished; righteousness will be vindicated. Good ultimately 

triumphs over evil, and we shall finally see that we do live in a moral universe after all. 

Despite the inequities of this life, in the end the scales of God’s justice will be balanced. 

Thus, the moral choices we make in this life are infused with an eternal significance. We 

can with consistency make moral choices which run contrary to our self-interest and even 

undertake acts of extreme self-sacrifice, knowing that such decisions are not empty and 

Figure 2: Pictures of Armenian genocide; Nazi Holocaust and Rwanda 

genocide. On the naturalist framework - what you see are the 

remains of biological gene replicating machines that never had 

intrinsic objective worth but were simply accidental byproducts of a 

biological process. 
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ultimately meaningless gestures. Rather our moral lives have a paramount significance”. 

The Christian world view provides a coherent, reasonable, and livable explanation about 

the nature of morality that atheism and naturalism cannot provide. 

 

Richard Dawkins, in his book, River Out of Eden: A Darwinian View of Life, sums up 

the moral reality that naturalism provides: “The total amount of suffering per year in the 

natural world is beyond all decent contemplation. During the minute that it takes me to 

compose this sentence, thousands of animals are being eaten alive, many others are 

running for their lives, whimpering with fear, others are slowly being devoured from 

within by rasping parasites, thousands of all kinds are dying of starvation, thirst, and 

disease. It must be so. If there ever is a time of plenty, this very fact will automatically 

lead to an increase in the population until the natural state of starvation and misery is 

restored. In a universe of electrons and selfish genes, blind physical forces and genetic 

replication, some people are going to get hurt, other people are going to get lucky, and you 

won't find any rhyme or reason in it, nor any justice. The universe that we observe has 

precisely the properties we should expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no 

evil, no good, nothing but pitiless indifference.” 

A man asked Ravi Zacharias, philosopher and Christian apologist, that he 

cannot believe in God because there is too much evil in the world, I leave Ravi's 

response as a final thought, "When you say there's too much evil in this world you 

assume there's good. When you assume there's good, you assume there's such a thing as a 

moral law on the basis of which to differentiate between good and evil. But if you assume 

a moral law, you must posit a moral Law Giver, but that's Who you're trying to disprove 

and not prove. Because if there's no moral Law Giver, there's no moral law. If there's no 

moral law, there's no good. If there's no good, there's no evil. What is your question?" 
 


