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Do Godless Morals & Values Exist? Are They Superior to Godly, Religious Values?: 
It’s common for religious theists to claim that their religious morality is far superior to secular, atheistic, and godless morality. Of course everyone prefers their own religious morality and the commands of their own god, but when push comes to shove the general attitude is that any religious morality based upon the commands of any god is vastly preferable to a secular morality that doesn’t take any gods into account. Godless atheists are treated as the scourge of the earth and their “morality,” if it is even recognized as such, is treated as the cause of all of society’s ills.

Godless Morality & Ethics? Rejecting the Presumption of Religious Morality: 
Can there be a godless morality? Can we assert a superiority for a godless morality over traditional, theistic, and religious morality? Yes, I think that this is possible. Unfortunately, few people even acknowledge the existence of godless moral values, much less their significance. When people talk about moral values, they almost always presume that they have to be talking about religious morality and religious values. The very possibility of godless, irreligious morality is ignored. Rejecting the Presumption of Religious Morality...
Godless Morality & Ethics: Being Good Without Gods or Religion is Possible and Practical
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Presumption of Religious Morality: 
Can there be a godless morality? Can we assert a superiority for a godless morality over traditional, theistic, and religious morality? Yes, I think that this is possible. Unfortunately, few people even acknowledge the existence of godless moral values, much less their significance. When people talk about moral values, they almost always presume that they have to be talking about religious morality and religious values. The very possibility of godless, irreligious morality is ignored.

Does Religion Make One Moral?: 
One common yet false assumption is that religion and theism are necessary for morality — that without belief in some god and without belonging to some religion, it’s not possible to be moral. If godless atheists follow moral rules, it’s because they have “stolen” them from religion without accepting their religious, theistic basis. It’s obvious, though, that religious theists commit immoral actions; there is no known relationship between being religious or being a theist and being more moral.

Does Being Moral Mean One Is Religious?: 
Even more insulting is the common assumption that when someone does something moral or generous, then it’s a sign that they must also be a religious person. How often has a person’s generous behavior been greeted with a “thank you” that includes something like “that’s very Christian of you.” It’s as if “Christian” were a normal label for simply being a decent human being — which suggests that such decency doesn’t really exist outside Christianity.

Morality as Divine Command: 
Religious, theistic morality is inevitably based, at least in part, on some version of “divine command” theory. Something is moral if God commands it; immoral if God forbids it. God is the author of morality and moral values cannot exist outside of God. This is why acceptance of God is necessary to be truly moral; acceptance of this theory, however, probably inhibits real morality because it denies the social and human nature of moral behavior.

Morality and Social Conduct: 
Morality is necessarily a function of social interactions and human communities. If a single human being lived on a remote island, the only sorts of “moral” rules that might be followed are whatever they owe to themselves; it would be strange, though, to describe such demands as “moral” in the first place. Without any other people to interact with, it just doesn’t make sense of think about moral values — even if something like a god exists.

Morality and Values: 
Morality is necessarily based upon what we value. Unless we value something, it makes no sense to say that there is a moral requirement that we defend it or prohibit harm from coming to it. If you look back over moral issues which have changed, you will find in the background larger changes in what people value. Women working outside the home changed from being immoral to moral; in the background were changes in how women were valued and what women themselves valued in their lives.

Human Morality for Human Communities: 
If morality is indeed a function of social relationships in human communities and based upon what human beings value, then it follows that morality is necessarily human in nature and origin. Even if there is some sort of god, this god is in no position to determine the best ways to conduct human relationships or, more importantly, what human beings should value or not value. People might take a god’s advice into account, but ultimately we humans are responsible for making our own choices.

Religious Morality as Entrenched, Deified Tradition: 
Most human cultures have derived their morality from their religions; more than that, however, human cultures originally codified their morality in religious scriptures in order to ensure their longevity and to give them extra authority through divine sanction. Religious morality is thus not really a divinely ordained morality, but rather ancient moral codes which have persisted far beyond what their human authors could possibly have predicted — or perhaps desired.

Secular, Godless Morality for Pluralistic Communities: 
There are always variations between the moral values held by individuals and the values required of an entire community, yet what moral values are legitimate to impose on a community defined by religious pluralism? It would be wrong to single out any one religion’s morality to elevate above all the other faiths. At best we could pick those values which all have in common; even better would be to employ secular moral values based upon reason rather than any religions’ scriptures and traditions.

Establishing a Presumption of Godless Morality: 
There was a time when most nations and communities were ethnically, culturally, and religiously homogenous. This allowed them to rely upon common religious principles and traditions when crafting public laws and public moral requirements. Those who objected could be either suppressed or ejected with little problem. This is the historical background and context of the religious moral values which people still try to use as a basis for public laws today; unfortunately for them, nations and communities are changing dramatically.

More and more, human communities are becoming ethnically, culturally, and religiously diverse. There is no longer a single set of religious principles and traditions which community leaders can unthinkingly rely upon for crafting public laws or standards. This doesn’t mean that people won’t try, but it does mean that in the long run they will fail — either their proposals won’t pass, or if the proposals pass they won’t gain enough popular acceptance to stand.

In place of traditional moral values, we should instead rely upon godless, secular values which are themselves derived from human reason, human empathy, and human experience. Human communities exist for the benefit of human beings and the same is true for human values and human morality. We need secular values as a basis for public laws because only godless, secular values are independent of the many religious traditions in a community.

This doesn’t mean that religious believers who act on the basis of private religious values have nothing to offer public discussions, but it does mean that they cannot insist that public morality be defined according to those private religious values. Whatever they believe personally, they must also articulate those moral principles in terms of public reason — to explain why those values are justified on the basis of human reason, experience, and empathy rather than acceptance of the divine origins of some set of revelations or scriptures.

Godless Moral Values? Moral Values Without Gods, Religion: 
A popular claim among religious theists is that atheists have no basis for morality — that religion and gods are needed for moral values. Usually they mean their religion and god, but sometimes they seem willing to accept any religion and any god. The truth is that neither religions nor gods are necessary for morality, ethics, or values. They can exist in a godless, secular context just fine, as demonstrated by all the godless atheists who lead moral lives every day. Moral Values Without Gods, Religion...
Godless Moral Values: Can Godless Atheists Have Moral Values?
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Moral Values do not Require Gods or Religion: 
A popular claim among religious theists is that atheists have no basis for morality — that religion and gods are needed for moral values. Usually they mean their religion and god, but sometimes they seem willing to accept any religion and any god. The truth is that neither religions nor gods are necessary for morality, ethics, or values. They can exist in a godless, secular context just fine, as demonstrated by all the godless atheists who lead moral lives every day.

Love & Good Will: 
Good will towards others is vital to morality for two reasons. First, genuinely moral acts must include a desire that others do well — it's not morality to grudgingly help someone you wish would curl up and die. It's also not morality to help someone due to inducements like threats or rewards. Second, an attitude of good will can encourage moral behavior without needing to be prodded and pushed. Good will thus functions as both a context and driving force behind moral behavior.

Reason: 
Some may not immediately recognize the importance of reason for morality, but it's arguably indispensable. Unless morality is simply obedience to memorized rules or flipping a coin, we have to be able to think clearly and coherently about our moral choices. We have to adequately reason our way through the various options and consequences in order to arrive at any decent conclusion. Without reason, then, we cannot hope to have a moral system or to behave morally.

Compassion & Empathy: 
Most people realize that empathy plays an important role when it comes to morality, but just how important it is may not be as well understood as it should be. Treating others with dignity does not require orders from any gods, but it does require that we be able to conceptualize how our actions affect others. This, in turn, requires an ability to empathize with others — an ability to be able to imagine what it's like to be them, even if only briefly.

Personal Autonomy: 
Without personal autonomy, morality is not possible. If we are simply robots following orders, then our actions can only be described as obedient or disobedient; mere obedience, however, cannot be morality. We need the ability to choose what to do and to choose the moral action. Autonomy is also important because we are not treating others morally if we prevent them from enjoying the same level of autonomy which we require for ourselves.

Pleasure: 
In Western religions, at least, pleasure and morality are often diametrically opposed. This opposition is not necessary in secular, godless morality — on the contrary, seeking to generally increase the ability of people to experience pleasure is often important in godless morality. This is because without any belief in an afterlife, it follows that this life is all we have and so we must make the most of it while we can. If we can't enjoy being alive, what's the point of living?

Justice & Mercy: 
Justice means ensuring that people receive what they deserve — that a criminal receives the appropriate punishment, for example. Mercy is a countervailing principle which promotes being less harsh than one is entitled to be. Balancing the two is key for dealing with people morally. A lack of justice is wrong, but a lack of mercy can be just as wrong. None of this requires any gods for guidance; on the contrary, it's common for stories of gods to depict them as failing to find balance here.

Honesty: 
Honesty is important because truth is important; truth is important because an inaccurate picture of reality cannot reliably help us to survive and understand. We need accurate information about what is going on and a reliable method for evaluating that information if we are to achieve anything. False information will hinder or ruin us. There can be no morality without honesty, but there can be honesty without gods. If there are no gods, then dismissing them is the only honest thing to do.

Altruism: 
Some deny that altruism even exists, but whatever label we give it, the act of sacrificing something for the sake of others is common to all cultures and all social species. You don't need gods or religion to tell you that if you value others, sometimes what they need must take precedence over what you need (or just think you need). A society without self-sacrifice would be a society without love, justice, mercy, empathy, or compassion.

Moral Values Without Gods or Religion: 
I can almost hear religious believers asking "What's the basis for being moral in the first place? What reason is there to care about behaving morally at all?" Some believers imagine themselves clever for asking this, certain that it cannot be answered. It's only the cleverness of a teenage solipsist who thinks he has stumbled on a way to refute every argument or belief by adopting extreme skepticism.

The problem with this question is that it presumes that morality is something that can be separated from human society and consciousness and independently grounded, justified, or explained. It's like removing a person's liver and demanding an explanation for why it — and it alone — exists while ignoring the body they've left bleeding out on the ground.

Morality is as integral to human society as a person's major organs are integral to the human body: although the functions of each can be discussed independently, explanations for each can only occur in the context of the entire system. Religious believers who see morality exclusively in terms of their god and religion are as unable to recognize this as someone who imagines that humans acquire a liver through a process other than through the natural growth that lies behind every other organ.

So how do we answer the above question in the context of human society? First, there are two questions here: why behave morally in some particular set of circumstances, and why behave morally in general, even if not in every case? Second, religious morality which is ultimately based on the commands of a god cannot answer these questions because "God says so" and "You'll go to hell otherwise" don't work.

There is insufficient space here for a detailed discussion, but the simplest explanation for morality in human society is the fact that human social groups need predictable rules and behavior to function. As social animals, we can no more exist without morality than we can without our livers. Everything else is just details.

Godless Intellectual Values? Preferring the Intellect Over Faith: 
When people in America talk about “values,” they are usually talking about moral values — and moral values concentrated around controlling people’s sexuality, to boot. Neither moral values nor sexual morality are the only sorts of values that exist, however, and they certainly aren’t the only sort which should be emphasized. There also exist very important intellectual values which are necessary for human society. If religious theists won’t promote them, then irreligious, godless atheists must. Godless Intellectual Values...
Godless Intellectual Values: Intellectual Values are Important, Godless, Secular
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Importance of Intellectual Values: 
When people in America talk about “values,” they are usually talking about moral values — and moral values concentrated around controlling people’s sexuality, to boot. Neither moral values nor sexual morality are the only sorts of values that exist, however, and they certainly aren’t the only sort which should be emphasized. There also exist very important intellectual values which are necessary for human society. If religious theists won’t promote them, then irreligious, godless atheists must.

Skepticism & Critical Thinking: 
Perhaps the most important intellectual value which godless atheists should promote is that of skepticism and critical thinking. Claims should not simply be accepted at face value; instead, they should be treated to a skeptical, critical evaluation that is commensurate with the nature of the claim. People should learn how to understand and identify arguments, how to recognize and avoid logical fallacies, how to reason coherently, and how to be skeptical of their own assumptions.

Curiosity & Wonder: 
Lest skepticism become cynicism, godless atheists should also promote the values of curiosity and wonder — especially about the world we live in. All children are born curious; in fact, they sometimes act so curious that they become annoying and their curiosity may be discouraged. This may be the easiest course of action, but it’s also probably the worst. Curiosity and wonder should be encouraged as much as possible because without it, we won’t bother to learn anything new.

Reason & Rationality: 
Far too often, people adopt positions based upon inappropriate emotional and psychological preferences. Skeptical evaluations will reveal these problems, but it would be preferable if we didn’t adopt such positions in the first place. Thus a fundamental intellectual value which godless atheists can promote is the need to use reason and rationality as broadly as possible in our lives. Becoming overly rational may be a concern, but being insufficiently rational is ultimately more dangerous.

Scientific Method: 
Science has played a vital role in making modernity what it is, and the scientific method is what differentiates science from other human pursuits. The scientific method is precisely that, a method, and it is applied in a manner which emphasizes the importance of using the most reliable means to arrive at valid conclusions, regardless of what those conclusions are. Too many people care more about simply justifying the conclusions they prefer, which places things backwards.

Intellectual Honesty: 
There can’t be intellectual values without intellectual honesty, which is the capacity for being consistent with one’s intellectual standards. Intellectual honesty means admitting when opponents have reasonable arguments (even if you don’t find them persuasive), it means admitting when data or logic lead in a different direction from what you had originally hoped and/or assumed, and it means not deliberately misrepresenting data or arguments in pursuit of an agenda.

Broad Study & Research: 
An important intellectual value lies in not being intellectually narrow. There is no virtue in becoming so consumed by a topic that one never look around and the rest of the world. This isn’t an argument against specialization, but it is an argument against over-specialization that comes at the expense of being able to connect one’s favored topic with the rest of the human and intellectual world. Broad study and research can help develop broader perspectives on life.

Freethought & Questioning Authority: 
An intellect isn’t being used very well if it isn’t allowed the freedom to follow reason to wherever it may lead. This means not allowing tradition or authority to absolutely determine one’s beliefs on a matter, thus a basic intellectual value lies in free thinking and questioning the conclusions of authorities. We cannot grow or improve if we aren’t able to move past what others before us have believed, and it’s unreasonable to think that growth or progress are impossible.

Evidence vs. Faith: 
Generally speaking, “faith” is an intellectual cop-out. There is nothing that cannot be defended by relying on faith because if that’s all one uses, it’s impossible to distinguish between true and false beliefs. Faith ends conversation and investigation because faith doesn’t allow itself to be judged. Thus arguments and claims must be based upon the best available evidence and logic for only they can be evaluated, critiqued, and judged adequate or inadequate reasons for a position.

Intellectual Values in the Modern World: 
None of the intellectual values described here need be unique to the irreligious, the godless, or atheists; indeed, there are any number of irreligious atheists who fail to appreciate them or who simply ignore them, while there are religious theists who try to emphasize them in their lives. It’s also a fact, though, that you don’t often find religious organizations or religious leaders making a point to emphasize these, whereas atheist and skeptical organizations promote them all the time. This is unfortunate because these intellectual values should be important to everyone. They are, in the end, vital foundations for our modern world.

For most, the above intellectual values will appear to be fairly obvious and cause one to wonder why anyone would feel the need to list and explain them. Surely no one argues against broad study, intellectual honesty, and skepticism do they? In fact, there is a strong anti-intellectual and anti-modern movement in the West, and especially America, which seeks to roll back just about every advance made in the wake of the Enlightenment. They oppose all of these things because they see these values as leading to questioning, doubting, and even rejecting traditional religion, traditional social values, traditional structures of power, and traditional theism.

To be fair, they have a point. Many of the changes in politics, society, and religion in the past several centuries have in large part been consequences of people adopting these intellectual values. The question is whether these changes are good or not. If critics were intellectually honest, they would be more open about what their real goals are and what they are really seeking to critique. It’s important to help identify where their arguments lead by explicitly laying out some of the intellectual values we rely upon and which their movement would undermine.

Godless Scientific Values? Modern Science Does Not Need Religions or Gods: 
Calling science a religion should be instantly recognized as an ideological attack rather than a neutral observation of facts. Sadly this is not the case, and it has become far too common for critics of modern, godless science to claim that it’s inherently a religion, thus hoping to discredit scientific research when it contradicts genuine religious ideology. Examining the characteristics which define religions as distinct from other types of belief systems reveals how wrong such claims are. Modern Science Does Not Need Religions or Gods...
Science is Not a Religion: Why Science and Scientific Research are not Religions
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Godless Liberalism & Religion: 
Calling science a religion should be instantly recognized as an ideological attack rather than a neutral observation of facts. Sadly this is not the case, and it has become far too common for critics of modern, godless science to claim that it’s inherently a religion, thus hoping to discredit scientific research when it contradicts genuine religious ideology. Examining the characteristics which define religions as distinct from other types of belief systems reveals how wrong such claims are.

Belief in Supernatural Beings: 
The most common and fundamental characteristic of religion is belief in supernatural beings — usually, but not always, including gods. Few religions lack this characteristic and most religions are founded upon it. Does science involve belief in supernatural beings like gods? No — many scientists are themselves theists and/or religious in various ways while many others are not. Science itself as a discipline and profession is godless and secular, promoting no religious or theistic beliefs.

Sacred vs Profane Objects, Places, Times: 
Differentiating between sacred and profane objects, places, and times helps religious believers focus on transcendental values and/or the existence of a supernatural realm. Many scientists, godless or not, probably have things, places, or times which they consider “sacred” in the sense that they are venerated in some way. Does science itself involve such a distinction? No — it neither encourages nor discourages it. Some scientists may believe that some things are sacred, and others won’t.

Ritual Acts Focused on Sacred Objects, Places, Times: 
If people believe in something sacred, they probably have rituals associated with it which are also sacred. A scientist who holds something as “sacred” may engage in some sort of ritual or ceremony. As with the very existence of a category of “sacred” things, however, there is nothing about science which either mandates such a belief or excludes it. Some scientist participate in rituals and some don’t; there are no scientific rituals, godless or otherwise.

Moral Code With Supernatural Origins: 
Most religions preach a moral code which is typically based upon whatever transcendental and supernatural beliefs are fundamental to that religion. Thus, for example, theistic religions typically claim that morality is derived from the commands of their gods. Scientists have personal moral codes which they may believe have supernatural origins, but those are not an inherent part of science. Scientists also have professional codes which have purely human origins.

Characteristically Religious Feelings: 
Perhaps the vaguest characteristic of religion is the experience of “religious feelings” like awe, a sense of mystery, adoration, and even guilt. Religions encourage such feelings, especially in the presence of sacred objects and places, and the feelings are typically connected to the presence of the supernatural. Most scientists experience such feelings; often, it’s a reason why they got involved in science. Unlike religions, however, these feelings have nothing to do with the supernatural.

Prayer and Other Forms of Communication: 
Belief in supernatural beings like gods doesn’t get you very far if you can’t communicate with them, so religions which include such beliefs naturally also teach how to talk to them — usually with some form of prayer or other ritual. Most scientists believe in a god and therefore probably pray; other scientists don’t. Because there is nothing about science which encourages or discourages belief in the supernatural, there is also nothing about it which deals with prayer.

A Worldview & Organization of One’s Life Based on the Worldview: 
Religions constitute entire worldviews and teach people how to structure their lives in relation to their worldview: how to relate to others, what to expect from social relationships, how to behave, etc. Scientists have worldviews, and there are common beliefs among scientists in America, but science itself doesn’t quite amount to a worldview. It provides a basis to a scientific worldview, but different scientists will arrive at different conclusions and incorporate different elements.

A Social Group Bound Together by the Above: 
A few religious people follow their religions in isolated ways; more often than not religions involve complex social organizations of believers who join each other for worship, rituals, prayer, etc. Scientists belong to a variety of groups, many of which will be scientific in nature, but not all the same groups. What’s important, though, is the fact that even these scientific groups are not “bound together” by all of the above. There is nothing in science which is even remotely like a church.

Who Cares? Comparing and Contrasting Godless Science & Religion: 
Modern science is necessarily godless because godlessness provides science with the independence of religious ideologies which is necessary to ruthlessly pursue the facts wherever they may lead. Modern science is successful precisely because it strives to be independent of ideology and bias, even if only imperfectly. Unfortunately, this independence is also the primary reason for attacks on it. When it comes to people who insist that their religious and theistic beliefs be incorporated into every aspect of their lives, the absence of those beliefs in others’ lives becomes almost incomprehensible.

In the case of science, it isn’t just a few lives which are godless, but an entire field of study which is obviously fundamental to the modern world. It’s difficult for some people to reconcile their own dependence on the fruits of modern science with the fact that science is methodologically naturalistic, secular, and godless. Because of this, some people deny that science needs to be godless and insist that their personal religious or theistic beliefs start to be incorporated into the scientific process. That they would effectively kill the means by which science is successful either isn’t recognized or doesn’t matter — it’s their ideology which matters and of course serving the goal of spreading that ideology far and wide.

It is for this reason that attempts to label godless science as a “religion” must not only be resisted, but outright rejected. The hope is that if people perceive science as “just another religion,” then science’s ideological independence will become forgotten, thus making it easier to incorporate real religion into it. It’s strange that devout religious followers would employ the “religion” label as an attack, but this merely demonstrates their lack of principle and why they cannot be trusted. Science doesn’t fit any scholarly definition of religion; portraying it as a religion does, however, fit the ideological goals of anti-modern ideologues.

Godless Political Values? Godless, Secular Values in Liberal Democracy: 
Politics in a liberal, democratic democracy cannot long proceed or survive simply by inertia; instead they must be 

constantly fed by people who are engaged in the political process and who share some of the basic values necessary for such a democracy to thrive. None of these values depend in any way upon religion or theism; this means that they necessarily “godless” — that they exist independently of people’s religions and gods. Godless, Secular Values in Liberal Democracy...
Godless Political Values: Importance of Godless Values to Modern Democracy
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Godless Political Values for Liberal, Representative Democracy: 
Politics in a liberal, democratic democracy cannot long proceed or survive simply by inertia; instead they must be constantly fed by people who are engaged in the political process and who share some of the basic values necessary for such a democracy to thrive. None of these values depend in any way upon religion or theism; this means that they necessarily “godless” — that they exist independently of people’s religions and gods.

Rule of Law: 
Perhaps nothing is as fundamental as the rule of law: liberal democracy simply cannot exist unless everyone, from the lowest citizen to the highest official, is equally subject to the same laws. As soon as some people or groups are exempted from neutral, generally applicable laws, they are essentially placed outside the political process and made superior to the rest of us. In the end, the law means nothing unless it is fairly and equally applied to all.

Political Harmony: 
Something we don’t hear much about is “harmony” in politics, which may be one reason why it’s been so lacking lately. In music, harmony requires multiple voices singing parts of the same piece; in politics, then, harmony requires the presence of multiple perspectives that all are moving towards the same general goal. Valuing political harmony means opposing efforts to reduce “dialog” to a single perspective as well as efforts to tear the group apart into wildly different directions.

Compromise: 
Politics is the “art of the possible,” which means that it is a pragmatic efforts to find the best possible means for achieving particular goals. In a diverse, pluralistic community, this means that politics cannot exist without compromise: people and groups will generally get some of what they want, but almost never all of what they want because there will always be groups with different desires. Those who categorically oppose compromise thus oppose the political process of democracy.

Liberty & Autonomy: 
Democracy, which is “government by the people,” cannot exist unless people are free, and moreover have the freedom to govern themselves. If sovereign power ultimately rests with the people, it can only be because the people are free to be sovereign over themselves and to explore the various options available for structuring their common government. Otherwise, it’s just another dictatorship masked as a democracy.

Secularism: 
Often derided by those who don’t understand or believe in it, secularism is a critical component of liberal democracy. Secularism is the political principle or philosophy that there must exist some sphere of knowledge, values, institutions, and action that is independent of religious authority. If there is no such secular sphere, then everything is under ecclesiastical control and this undermines the possibility for liberty and autonomy.

Dispersed Power & Authority: 
The more power that is concentrated into fewer hands, the greater the threat to people’s liberty and autonomy. This is true even when power is in the hands of those of good will, which is why we must guard against too much concentration of power in the government, in religious entities, and in private groups like corporations. Liberal democracy is best preserved by ensuring that social and political power is distributed as widely as possible, even if unevenly.

Openness & Honesty: 
If democracy is going to work, then the people must be well informed about what their government is doing in their name. This means, therefore, that the ability of the government to keep secrets from the people must be sharply limited. If the government is given too much latitude to keep secrets, then it’s impossible for the people to make informed, educated decisions, and this means that those in power can retain power without appropriate consent from the governed.

Equality & Justice: 
Two closely connected political values are equality and justice. A liberal democracy requires equality because otherwise only the privileged portion of the population ends up being truly sovereign. A liberal democracy requires justice because that is the basis for an equitable application of the law. An unjust society is one where the rule of law, morality, and equality are all violated. Neither equality nor justice, though, require any gods or religions to defend them.

Politics Without Gods or Religion: 
Labeling these values “godless” simply means that they are not founded upon the alleged will of any gods and do not depend upon belief in any gods for their validity. Many religious theists can adopt them and many godless atheists may reject them; doing so, however, must occur independent of one’s religious beliefs and assumptions. At the same time, though, it might be argued that by pursuing political values independent of any gods and religion, then one is also essentially pursuing politics without gods or religion. This would mean that liberal, representative democracy must itself be godless and irreligious in some basic way.

I think that’s true. It doesn’t mean that all individuals or organizations within a liberal democracy are also godless, but it does mean that the system which creates a context for their political, social activity is godless. Some religious believers might look askance at this, but they shouldn’t. After all, the only other choice is for some particular form of some particular religion, as mediated by a few self-proclaimed religious authorities, is singled out to define that context. This, however, is inconsistent with a liberal democracy where religion can have no impact on one’s political status.

Politicians and voters may have religious values which inform their decisions, but the political system itself cannot — the political system itself must be independent of any one group’s claims about what their god wants or demands. Only in the absence of such demands can the individuals who participate in the system act with complete freedom regardless of the beliefs of those around them. This is why the godlessness of the political system is good not just for the system, but also for the religious and theistic participants in it.

Godly Morality? Flaws in Theistic and Religious Morality: 
Moral values can differ not only from religion to religion, but also between traditions and groups within a religion. There are, however, common themes in religious moral systems which can be identified and criticized. The values outlined here aren’t part of every religious moral system, and may be part of some non-religious moral systems. They are, however, flaws in most religious systems of morality and thus a basis for rejecting the idea that religion is necessary for moral values. Flaws in Theistic and Religious Morality...
Flaws in Theistic, Religious Morality: Religion, Theism aren't Needed for Values
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Religious Morality is not Monolithic: 
Moral values can differ not only from religion to religion, but also between traditions and groups within a religion. There are, however, common themes in religious moral systems which can be identified and criticized. The values outlined here aren’t part of every religious moral system, and may be part of some non-religious moral systems. They are, however, flaws in most religious systems of morality and thus a basis for rejecting the idea that religion is necessary for moral values.

Obedience to Authority: 
Almost every theistic, religious system of morality is founded upon the premise that a god has created morality and has issued moral commands to humanity. Thus the nature of this moral system is ultimately obedience to this god, regardless of what the commands are. Neither disobedience nor questioning are permitted. Real morality, however, cannot be mere obedience: for a person to be morally responsible, they must be able to reason out their choices and decide for themselves.

Threats of Eternal Punishment: 
Theistic and religious moral systems typically include prominent threats of punishment for disobedience, and even sometimes eternal punishment for the worst disobedience or disbelief. A truly moral choice, however, cannot be dependent upon a desire to avoid punishment. Moreover, eternal punishment for temporal crimes, however awful, is itself immoral because it is so disproportionate. The death penalty for stealing an apple would be less unjust.

Promises of Eternal Rewards: 
Alongside threats of punishment are also typically promises of reward: people who obey the rules will be rewarded in various ways, and in the end one may also achieve an eternal reward. A truly moral choice, however, cannot be made on the basis of seeking rewards and certainly cannot be made in hopes of attaining an eternally blissful afterlife. If a person does things merely for a reward, their choice is based upon selfishness, not moral values.

Origins in Ancient, Pre-Modern Cultures: 
Few theistic, religious moral codes are of even vaguely recent vintage. Most come to us from ancient cultures that were very different from us: they practiced slavery, did not recognize women’s equality, and did not have to address things like genetic manipulation. Ancient moral codes are not worthless, but they support things we find abhorrent today and are of no help with many modern issues. Twisting them with ad hoc rationalizations to make them fit modern society is of no real help.

Dependence on Religious Scriptures: 
Theistic and religious moral systems are often expressed in religious scriptures. Because of the importance of these scriptures, it’s almost impossible to go beyond them. Claims that something is morally licit or required must be based on the scriptures; ditto for claims of the opposite. Often this involves clever, ad hoc interpretations which wouldn’t be needed if people were willing to make and take responsibility for their own choices.

Focus on an Afterlife, Not This Life: 
Even if there are no promises of eternal reward or punishment, theistic and religious moral systems typically emphasize acting in order to improve your status in an existence after your physical death — even though the reality of such a existence is highly debatable. It’s immoral to sacrifice the needs of yourself and others in hopes of making things better for yourself in an afterlife which may not even exist anyway.

Absence of Intellectual Values: 
We cannot make responsible, moral choices without having reasoned through our choices and the consequences of what we do. This means that a truly moral system must emphasize the importance of the intellect and reason as much as love and compassion. Few theistic, religious moral systems do this, however. The absence of intellectual values that would encourage reasoning about our choices is consistent with the countervailing emphasis on obedience to authority.

Absolutism: 
A significant number of theistic and religious moral systems are absolutist, which is to say that they refuse to recognize the importance of context and consequences when evaluating the morality of certain choices. Thus an act like lying might be judged immoral regardless of who is hurt by telling the truth and regardless of why lying might be a better option. There are sound arguments on behalf of taking a hard line against some acts, but ignoring context is never a good idea.

Religious Morality is not Superior to Godless Morality: 
It’s common for religious theists to claim that their religious morality is far superior to secular, atheistic, and godless morality. Of course everyone prefers their own religious morality and the commands of their own god, but when push comes to shove the general attitude is that any religious morality based upon the commands of any god is vastly preferable to a secular morality that doesn’t take any gods into account. Godless atheists are treated as the scourge of the earth and their “morality,” if it is even recognized as such, is treated as the cause of all of society’s ills.

The truth is, there is no perfect moral system which doesn’t have any flaws — godless, secular, and atheistic moral systems included. In fact, such systems can suffer from some of the same flaws described above at times. The point of this review isn’t to suggest that godless morals are perfect, but to point out the simple fact that religious moral systems also aren’t perfect. It is therefore unreasonable to claim either that more religious morality will improve society or that godless morality is causing society’s problems.

As a matter of fact, it can be argued that many of the problems we face can be traced to an over-reliance on religious moral systems which seriously suffer from the above flaws. Obedience to authority and dependence on ancient texts are a poor starting point for dealing with complicated modern issues such as genetic engineering and stem cell research. Far from there being too much godless morality in America, we could probably benefit from a bit more secular reasoning about the moral issues facing us and a bit less worrying about what gods or scriptures have to say.

From Austin Cline,
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Would You Kill My Kids? Questioning Orders from God

Many Christians, Jews, and Muslims believe that their religion and their god is the only valid source of morality. Why? Because they believe that their god is the author of morality and whatever their god tells them is, necessarily, moral - disobedience, in contrast, is by definition sinful and immoral. But what if their god commands them to kill?

Tomboy Mom writes:

I do not believe in or worship Yahweh. You can consider me equivalent to an Amalekite or a Hittite in that respect. Furthermore, I’m a lesbian. That’s right, you can consider me a total Sodomite if you like. Finally, I have 3 children. I do not teach them to fear or worship Yahweh. Quite the contrary, I tell them that everyone needs to decide for themselves, and that I do not believe that God exists. My question is this, suppose hypothetically that God were to command you to slay not only me but them, would you do it? Why or why not?

This really isn’t a hypothetical question. Believers might object that their god would never demand such a thing, but that’s a flimsy excuse for ignoring a difficult issue. The Bible is full of stories about god commanding believers to go out and kill their enemies. The slaughter the occurs in the Old Testament is extensive and gruesome.

If the believer doesn’t accept this as literal and doesn’t accept such tales as exercising any authority over them (not an unreasonable position), there is still the story of Abraham who was ordered to kill his first-born son. A person might reject the historicity of this story as well, but what can’t so readily be rejected is his position as the “father of faith” for Jews, Christians, and Muslims. He is an example of absolute obedience to God and this is not something which can readily re-interpreted.

The above question opens a huge can of worms for believers, which is why I think many simply try to avoid dealing with it. If you think that you have received such an order but believe that it’s from Satan rather from God, or merely a delusion, then how can you believe that anyone else who has claimed to received communication from God also wasn’t deluded or tricked? If you accept that such an order is genuine, how can you dismiss anyone else as being deluded?

If God really is the author and source of morality, then disobedience would be immoral — but I think that few believers would actually obey orders to kill. This suggests that they don’t really believe that their god is the source of morality and that it’s possible to exercise moral evaluation and judgment without reference to theism and religion. Those who would obey, however, are demonstrating that strict adherence to one’s religion is actually detrimental to moral reasoning and behavior.
Does God Matter?
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Social Order & Morality

One reason which some theists, especially Christians, will offer for thinking that the existence of their god is important is that belief in a god is good for, or even necessary for, social order and moral behavior. For hundreds of years, Christian apologists have argued that without a belief in a god, basic social structures would disintegrate and people would no longer find reason to act morally.

It is a shame that so many Christians (and other theists) continue to employ this argument this because it's so bad. The first point which should be made is that it obviously isn't true that their god is required for good social order and moral behavior - most of the cultures in the world have gotten by just fine without their god.

Next is the question of whether or not belief in any god or higher power is required for morality and social stability.

There are any number of objections which can be made here, but I will try and cover a few of basic ones. The most obvious thing to point out is that this is nothing but an assertion, and empirical evidence is clearly against it.

An examination of history makes it evident that believers in gods can be very violent, especially when it comes to other groups of believers who follow different gods. Atheists have also been violent - but they have also led very good and moral lives. Thus, there is no apparent correlation between belief in gods and being a good person. As Steven Weinberg noted in his article Designer Universe:

With or without religion, good people can behave well and bad people can do evil; but for good people to do evil - that takes religion.

Another interesting fact to point out is that the claim doesn't actually require any god to really exist. If social stability and morality are only achieved with believing in a god, even a false god, then the theist is claiming that human societies require massive deceit in order to survive. Moreover, the theist is arguing that a society doesn't actually need their god, since any god will apparently do. I'm sure that there are some theists who will quickly agree with this and not be bothered, but they are rare.

A more fundamental objection, however, is the implicit portrayal of humanity which such a claim makes. The unspoken reason why humans need some god to be moral is that they are not capable of creating their own social rules and, hence, require an eternal rule-giver with accompanying eternal rewards and eternal punishments.

How can a theist possibly claim this when even chimpanzees and other primates are clearly capable of creating social rules? The theist is attempting to create ignorant children out of all of us. In their eyes, we are apparently incapable of running our own affairs; worse yet, only the promise of eternal reward and the threat of eternal punishment will keep us in line. Perhaps this is actually true of them, and that would be unfortunate. However, that is not true of any of the atheists I know.

God: Author of Iniquity or Only Good Fortune?

It's awfully common for people to attribute all their good fortune to God; for some strange reason, though, they don't also blame God for any of their ill fortune. Why does this inconsistency exist? Why praise God for saving a single person in a disaster but not blame God for the dozens or hundreds killed in the same incident?

Wendy Kaminer writes:

God is like a Teflon president who gets all the credit for his successes and none of the blame for his failures. When a religious person invokes God to avert, not inspire, violence, an amen chorus instantly appears. Google “Terry Ratzmann,” and you’ll get about 19,000 hits, compared with 120,000 hits for Ashley Smith, the young woman taken hostage in Duluth, Georgia, by alleged mass murderer Brian Nichols on the same day as Ratzmann’s killing spree. 

Smith persuaded Nichols to release her and turn himself in peacefully. She “disarmed the 6’1’’, 210 lb. suspect with her faith,” People magazine reported. As almost everyone must know, Smith read to him from the best-selling evangelical self-help book, A Purpose Driven Life, and talked about God’s plan for him. [Free Inquiry]

A photogenic woman who does good via religion gets a lot of attention; a crazy man who does evil because of religion is largely ignored. Why is that? Do people simply not want to hear about the ways in which religion can encourage evil? Does the media simply not want to disillusion people by explaining these things?
