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Lecture 2: Historical Origins of Ethics

I. The origins of ethics
A. When did ethics begin and how did it originate? 

1. If one has in mind ethics proper—i.e., the systematic study of what is morally right and wrong—it is clear that ethics could have come into existence only when human beings started to reflect on the best way to live. 

2. This reflective stage emerged long after human societies had developed some kind of morality, usually in the form of customary standards of right and wrong conduct. 

3. The process of reflection tended to arise from such customs, even if in the end it may have found them wanting. 

4. Accordingly, ethics began with the introduction of the first moral codes.

5. Virtually every human society has some form of myth to explain the origin of morality. 

a. In the Louvre in Paris there is a black Babylonian column with a relief showing the sun god Shamash presenting the code of laws to Hammurabi (died c. 1750 bc), known as the Code of Hammurabi. 

b. The Old Testament account of God’s giving the Ten Commandments to Moses (flourished 14th–13th century bc) on Mount Sinai might be considered another example. 

c. In the dialogue Protagoras by Plato (428/27–348/47 bc), there is an avowedly mythical account of how Zeus took pity on the hapless humans, who were physically no match for the other beasts. 

d. To make up for these deficiencies, Zeus gave humans a moral sense and the capacity for law and justice, so that they could live in larger communities and cooperate with one another.

6. That morality should be invested with all the mystery and power of divine origin is not surprising. 

a. Nothing else could provide such strong reasons for accepting the moral law. 

b. By attributing a divine origin to morality, the priesthood became its interpreter and guardian and thereby secured for itself a power that it would not readily relinquish. 

c. This link between morality and religion has been so firmly forged that it is still sometimes asserted that there can be no morality without religion. 

d. According to this view, ethics is not an independent field of study but rather a branch of theology (see moral theology).

7. There is some difficulty, already known to Plato, with the view that morality was created by a divine power. 

a. In his dialogue Euthyphro, Plato considered the suggestion that it is divine approval that makes an action good. 

b. Plato pointed out that, if this were the case, one could not say that the gods approve of such actions because they are good. Why then do they approve of them? Is their approval entirely arbitrary? 

c. Plato considered this impossible and so held that there must be some standards of right or wrong that are independent of the likes and dislikes of the gods. 

d. Modern philosophers have generally accepted Plato’s argument, because the alternative implies that if, for example, the gods had happened to approve of torturing children and to disapprove of helping one’s neighbors, then torture would have been good and neighborliness bad.

II. The origins of ethics: Problems of divine origin

A. A modern theist might say that, since God is good, God could not possibly approve of torturing children nor disapprove of helping neighbors. 

1. In saying this, however, the theist would have tacitly admitted that there is a standard of goodness that is independent of God. 

2. Without an independent standard, it would be pointless to say that God is good; this could mean only that God is approved of by God. 

3. It seems therefore that, even for those who believe in the existence of God, it is impossible to give a satisfactory account of the origin of morality in terms of divine creation. 

4. A different account is needed.

B. There are other possible connections between religion and morality. 

1. It has been said that, even if standards of good and evil exist independently of God or the gods, divine revelation is the only reliable means of finding out what these standards are. 

2. An obvious problem with this view is that those who receive divine revelations, or who consider themselves qualified to interpret them, do not always agree on what is good and what is evil. 

3. Without an accepted criterion for the authenticity of a revelation or an interpretation, people are no better off, so far as reaching moral agreement is concerned, than they would be if they were to decide on good and evil themselves, with no assistance from religion.

4. Traditionally, a more important link between religion and ethics was that religious teachings were thought to provide a reason for doing what is right. 

5. In its crudest form, the reason was that those who obey the moral law will be rewarded by an eternity of bliss while everyone else roasts in hell. 

6. In more sophisticated versions, the motivation provided by religion was more inspirational and less blatantly self-interested. 
7. Whether in its crude or its sophisticated version, or something in between, religion does provide an answer to one of the great questions of ethics: “Why should I be moral?”

8.  As will be seen in this course, however, the answer provided by religion is not the only one available.

