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Undoubtedly, religious ethics is one of the most
important components of human life without which
human society will lose its real identity, but today
criticism of religious ethics and attempts to marginalize
ethical propositions derived from religion have been used
by many religion opponents and atheism leaders to prove
the superiority of secular ethics over religious ethics and
even justify atheism. J. L. Mackie, an atheist philosopher,
is one of those who have criticized religious ethics for this
purpose. Accordingly, the present study investigates his
views in this regard. Based on the research findings,
which is descriptive-analytic, Mackie's objections to
religious ethics are somewhat based on his theoretical
assumptions about God. In addition, his criticisms are
more directed at the ethical propositions derived from
the teachings of Christian clergy rather than religious
ethics itself. Islamic ethics, as a perfect example of
religious ethics, is quite capable of answering all Mackie's
objections.
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Introduction

Religious ethics, or in other words, the relationship between religion and ethics has an ancient history,
one of its examples being the debate between Plato and Euthyphro (Plato, 1380, pp. 248-253). Today
as well, especially over the past century with the emergence of discussions on the philosophy of ethics,
the relationship between ethics and religion has always been a subject of debate and discussion.

Without a doubt, ethics and religion enjoy a deep and inseparable bond insomuch that it can be
said with certainty that many moral values find meaning within the context of religious and spiritual
life and benefit from rational justification. Therefore, religious ethics plays an important role in
ensuring the true happiness of humans and establishing their human identity. But today we are faced
with a wide range of ethical theories built on different and diverse foundations and offered to human
society, which in some cases not only have no positive impact on human life growth, but by
considering ethical propositions as non-objective, introduce a kind of relativism and consequently
moral nihilism.

J. L. Mackie, a contemporary atheist philosopher, is one of those who emphasize and propose
moral nihilism by considering ethical propositions as non-objective and absolutely denying objective
values. He seeks to prove the superiority of secular ethics by criticizing the Christian model of
religious ethics and paving the way for atheism for those whose ethical concerns and fear of practical
consequences of atheism have led them to believe in God.

"I suspect that the most lasting obstacle to the acceptance of atheism is a lingering notion that
such acceptance would be morally and practically disastrous." (Mackie, 1983, p.254)

He believes that if such an obstacle did not exist, many believers would be compelled to deny
God and accept atheism. Therefore, he tries to introduce a secular ethics based on his own views
influenced by Hume as an alternative version, which he believes is free of religious ethics’ weaknesses
and at the same time responds to humanity's current need for a peaceful social life, paving the way
for inclination towards atheism. He claims that wavering in the most important basis of religious
ethics, i.e. belief in God, weakens religious ethics. In his view, religious ethics lacks practicality and all
the components needed for human life. According to Mackie, religious ethics is based on wrong
motives and in some cases, makes propositions that are unethical. In this article, while reviewing and
criticizing his objections, an attempt is made to answer Mackie's objections based on Islamic ethics
as one of the manifestations of religious ethics.

Mackie's view on the relationship between religion and ethics
J. L. Mackie believes that if ethical propositions are considered real and objective issues, their
dependence on or independence from religion faces obstacles; dependence of ethics on religion, on

the one hand, makes goodness and virtue subject to God's will and reduces God's description of
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goodness to a meaningless proposition, and on the other hand, brings a kind of ethical
authoritarianism. Independence of ethics from religion also leads to the "dualism of practical reason".
Therefore, in Mackie's view, the best way to escape these obstacles is to consider ethical propositions
as non-objective matters resulting from human empirical data and based on human need for law for
living and social growth.

Mackie's View on Religious Ethics

In his pursuit of proving the superiority of secular ethics over religious ethics, Mackie criticizes
religious ethics. He believes that linking ethics to belief in God weakens ethics because with
weakening belief in God, belief in ethical propositions also loses its position. One of Mackie's other
objections to religious ethics is the transformation of ethical motives into selfish motives, because in
religious ethics, the purpose of believers in obeying ethical propositions is to attain heavenly blessings
ot salvation from hellfire. In Mackie's view, religious ethics lacks the comprehensiveness necessary to
meet human needs because religious ethical propositions are mainly limited to stating some ethical
instructions and have not entered or ruled on various social, political, family, economic and other
areas. Mackie's another criticism of religious ethics is that happiness in religious ethics is conditional
on sin, as happiness in religion has been defined as salvation from inherent sin. Another perceived
weakness of religious ethics according to Mackie is the inability to implement religious ethical
propositions. In his view, some religious ethical recommendations are beyond human ability and man
can never overcome implementing them in any situation. The last objection he raises is that some
religious ethical propositions include unethical recommendations.

Critique of Mackie's View on Religious Ethics

Based on his mental presumption that belief in God is a wavering belief lacking rational basis, Mackie
considers linking ethics to religion as a cause of weakening religious ethics, while firstly the attachment
of ethics to religion is not an ontological attachment and secondly, rational arguments and evidence
emphasize the validity of belief in God. In criticizing religious ethical propositions, Mackie's emphasis
and evidence are mainly based on Christian ethics, while at the same time he tries to generalize the
results of Christian ethics to all examples of religious ethics, including Islamic ethics. Whereas in all
these cases, Islamic ethics as a model of religious ethics is free of the above objections and many of
the objections that Mackie raises to religious ethics are more deeply rooted in the version he himself
provides for ethics.

Conclusion

It is clear that firstly, Mackie's position on religious ethics is rooted in his presuppositions about the
existence of God. By denying the existence of God and considering belief in him irrational, he

considers the foundation of religious ethics to be wavering and unstable, which weakens religious
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ethics, while firstly belief in God is rational, and secondly, ethical principles are ontologically
independent from religion, and religion's role is merely epistemic. Another objection proposed by
Mackie is to the motivation of religious ethics, that since believers are encouraged to perform virtues
with the promise of paradise and to abandon vices with the threat of hell, religious ethics is a selfish
and self-centered ethics. However, such an objection is firstly more deeply rooted in Mackie's own
view of ethics, and secondly, religious ethics introduces different motivations according to the
cognitive and existential rank of humans, with the highest motivation for ethical living in religious
thought being proximity to God and attaining perfect humanity, which completely liberates man from
any selfishness. Another objection of Mackie's is to the scope of religious ethics. He considers
religious ethics to lack comprehensiveness and, in this regard, refers to Christian ethics. Regarding
this objection, firstly Mackie's own view of ethics does not have comprehensiveness and does not
include personal relationships, human connection with God and nature. Secondly, Christian ethics is
one manifestation of religious ethics that has also lost its revelatory basis, so it cannot be considered
an absolute basis for criticism of religious ethics. Thirdly, Islamic ethics enjoys comprehensiveness
and encompasses all spheres of human life. Mackie believes that religious ethical propositions lack
implementability, which is in line with the foundations of secular ethics; however, this objection does
not apply based on religious ethics. Another objection of Mackie's is directed toward some religious
legal and ethical propositions that he considers unethical, but here too some of his evidence pertains
to Christian ethics and should rather be said pertaining to church ethics which has no relation to
religious ethics. However, Mackie notes that this objection also applies to Islamic ethics, but here the
distinction must be made between religious ethics and the improper conduct of some Muslims,
emphasizing firstly that the Qut'an must be considered the valid criterion for deriving religious ethics
and understanding God's true intent, and secondly Islamic ethical foundations explain its ethical

propositions.
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