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Many arguments for the existence of God may be
construed as claiming that there is some feature
of the world that would somehow make no
sense unless there was something else that had
a stronger version of that feature or some analogue of it. So, for example, the cosmological
line of argument may be thought of as centering
upon the claim that the way in which the world
exists (called ‘‘contingent’’ existence) would be
incomprehensible unless there were something
else—that is, God—that had a stronger grip
upon existence (that is, ‘‘necessary’’ existence).
Now, a number of thinkers have held a view
something like this with respect to morality.
They have claimed that in some important way
morality is dependent upon religion—dependent,
that is, in such a way that if religion were to fail,
morality would fail also. And they have held that
the dependence was more than psychological,
that is, if religion were to fail, it would somehow
be proper (perhaps logically or perhaps in some
other way) for morality to fail also. One way of
expressing this theme is by Dostoevsky’s ‘‘if
there is no God, then everything is permitted,’’
a sentiment that in this century has been prominently echoed by Sartre. But perhaps the most
substantial philosophical thinker of the modern
period to espouse this view, though in a rather
idiosyncratic way, was Immanuel Kant, who held
that the existence of God was a necessary postulate of ‘practical’ (that is, moral) reason.
On the other hand, it has recently been popular for moral philosophers to deny this theme
and to maintain that the dependence of morality
on religion is, at best, merely psychological. Were
religion to fail, so they apparently hold, this
would grant no sanction for the failure of morality. For morality stands on its own feet, whatever
those feet may turn out to be.
Now, the suggestion that morality somehow
depends on religion is rather attractive to me. It
is this suggestion that I wish to explore in this
paper, even though it seems unusually difficult to
formulate clearly the features of this suggestion
that make it attractive. I will begin by mentioning
briefly some aspects that I will not discuss.
First, beyond this paragraph I will not discuss
the claim that morality cannot survive psychologically without the support of religious belief. At
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least in the short run, this proposal seems to me
false. For there certainly seem to be people who
reject religious belief, at least in the ordinary
sense, but who apparently have a concern with
morality and who try to live a moral life. Whether
the proposal may have more force if it is understood in a broader way, as applying to whole cultures, epochs, and so forth, I do not know.
Second, I will not discuss the attempt to define
some or all moral terms by the use of religious
terms, or vice versa. But this should not be taken
as implying any judgment about this project.
Third, beyond this paragraph I shall not discuss the suggestion that moral statements may be
entailed by religious statements and so may be
‘‘justified’’ by religious doctrines or beliefs. It is
popular now to hold that no such alleged entailment can be valid. But the reason usually cited
for this view is the more general doctrine that
moral statements cannot be validly deduced from
nonmoral statements, a doctrine usually traced to
Hume. Now, to my mind the most important
problem raised by this general doctrine is that of
finding some interpretation of it that is both significant and not plainly false. If it is taken to mean
merely that there is some set of statements that
entails no moral statement, then it strikes me as
probably true, but trivial. At any rate, we should
then need another reason to suppose that religious
statements fall in this category. If, on the other
hand, it is taken to mean that one can divide the
domain of statements into two classes, the moral
and the nonmoral, and that none of the latter entail
any of the former, then it is false. I, at any rate, do
not know a version of this doctrine that seems relevant to the religious case and that has any reasonable likelihood of being true. But I am not
concerned on this occasion with the possibly useful
project of deducing morality from religion, and so
I will not pursue it further. My interest is closer to a
move in the other direction, that of deducing religion from morality. (I am not quite satisfied with
this way of putting it and will try to explain this dissatisfaction later on.)
For the remainder of this discussion, then, my
project is as follows. I will outline one rather common nonreligious view of the world, calling attention to what I take to be its most relevant features.
Then I shall try to portray some sense of the odd
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status that morality would have in a world of that
sort. I shall be hoping, of course, that you will
notice that this odd status is not the one that you
recognize morality to have in the actual world.
But it will perhaps be obvious that the ‘‘worldview’’
amendments required would move substantially
toward a religious position.
First, then, the nonreligious view. I take a short
and powerful statement of it from a 1903 essay by
Bertrand Russell, ‘‘A Free Man’s Worship.’’
That man is the product of causes which had no
prevision of the end they were achieving; that his
origin, his growth, his hopes and fears, his loves
and his beliefs are but the outcome of accidental
collocations of atoms; that no fire, no heroism,
no intensity of thought and feeling, can preserve
an individual life beyond the grave; that all the
labors of the ages, all the devotion, all the inspiration, all the noonday brightness of human genius,
are destined to extinction in the vast death of the
solar system, and that the whole temple of man’s
achievement must inevitably be buried beneath
the debris of a universe in ruins—all these things,
if not quite beyond dispute, are yet so nearly certain that no philosophy which rejects them can
hope to stand. Only within the scaffolding of
these truths, only on the firm foundation of
unyielding despair, can the soul’s habitation
henceforth be safely built.1

For convenience, I will call a world that satisfies the description given here a ‘‘Russellian
world.’’ But we are primarily interested in what
the status of morality would be in the actual
world if that world should turn out to be Russellian. I shall therefore sometimes augment the
description of a Russellian world with obvious
features of the actual world.
What are the most relevant features of a Russellian world? The following strike me as especially
important: (1) Such phenomena as minds, mental
activities, consciousness, and so forth are the products of entities and causes that give no indication of
being mental themselves. In Russell’s words, the
causes are ‘‘accidental collocations of atoms’’ with
‘‘no prevision of the end they were achieving.’’
Though not stated explicitly by Russell, we might
add the doctrine, a commonplace in modern
science, that mental phenomena—and indeed life
itself—are comparative latecomers in the long

history of the earth. (2) Human life is bounded
by physical death and each individual comes to a
permanent end at his physical death. We might
add to this the observation that the span of
human life is comparatively short, enough so that
in some cases we can, with fair confidence, predict
the major consequences of certain actions insofar
as they will affect a given individual throughout
his whole remaining life. (3) Not only each individual but also the human race as a species is doomed
to extinction ‘‘beneath the debris of a universe in
ruins.’’
So much, then, for the main features of a Russellian world. Because the notion of benefits and
goods plays an important part in the remainder of
my discussion, I want to introduce one further
technical expression—‘‘Russellian benefit.’’ A Russellian benefit is one that could accrue to a person
in a Russellian world. A contented old age would
be, I suppose, a Russellian benefit, as would a thrill
of sexual pleasure or a good reputation. Going to
heaven when one dies, though a benefit, is not a
Russellian benefit. Russellian benefits are only the
benefits possible in a Russellian world. But one
can have Russellian benefits even if the world is
not Russellian. In such a case there might, however,
also be other benefits, such as going to heaven.
Could the actual world be Russellian? Well, I
take it to be an important feature of the actual
world that human beings exist in it and that in
it their actions fall, at least sometimes, within
the sphere of morality—that is, they have moral
obligations to act (or to refrain from acting) in
certain ways. And if they do not act in those
ways, then they are properly subject to a special
and peculiar sort of adverse judgment (unless it
happens that there are special circumstances that
serve to excuse their failure to fulfill the obligations). People who do not fulfill their obligations
are not merely stupid or weak or unlucky; they
are morally reprehensible.
Now, I do not have much to say in an illuminating manner about the notion of moral obligation, but I could perhaps make a few preliminary
observations about how I understand this notion.
First, I take it that morality includes, or results in,
judgments of the form ‘‘N ought to do (or to
avoid doing)_______’’ or ‘‘it is N’s duty to do (or
to avoid doing)_______.’’ That is, morality ascribes
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to particular people an obligation to do a certain
thing on a certain occasion. No doubt morality
includes other things as well—general moral rules,
for example. I shall, however, focus on
judgments of the sort just mentioned, and when I
speak without further qualification of someone’s
having an obligation I intend it to be understood
in terms of such a judgment.
Second, many authors distinguish prima facie
obligations from obligations ‘‘all things considered.’’ Probably this is a useful distinction. For
the most part, however, I intend to ignore
prima facie obligations and to focus upon our
obligations all things considered, what we might
call our ‘‘final obligations.’’ These are the obligations that a particular person has in some concrete
circumstance at a particular place and time, when
all the aspects of the situation have been taken
into account. It identifies the action that, if not
done, will properly subject the person to the special adverse judgment.
Finally, it is, I think, a striking feature of moral
obligations that a person’s being unwilling to fulfill
the obligation is irrelevant to having the obligation
and is also irrelevant to the adverse judgment in
case the obligation is not fulfilled. Perhaps even
more important is the fact that, at least for some
obligations, it is also irrelevant in both these ways
for one to point out that he does not see how fulfilling the obligations can do him any good. In fact,
unless we are greatly mistaken about our obligations, it seems clear that in a Russellian world
there are an appreciable number of cases in which
fulfilling an obligation would result in a loss of
good to ourselves. On the most prosaic level, this
must be true of some cases of repaying a debt,
keeping a promise, refraining from stealing, and
so on. And it must also be true of those rarer but
more striking cases of obligation to risk death or
serious injury in the performance of a duty. People
have, of course, differed as to what is good for
humans. But so far as I can see, the point I have
been making will hold for any candidate that is
plausible in a Russellian world. Pleasure, happiness,
esteem, contentment, self-realization, knowledge—
all of these can suffer from the fulfillment of a moral
obligation.
It is not, however, a necessary truth that some
of our obligations are such that their fulfillment
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will yield no net benefit, within Russellian limits,
to their fulfiller. It is not contradictory to maintain that, for every obligation that I have, a corresponding benefit awaits me within the confines of
this world and this life. While such a contention
would not be contradictory, however, it would
nevertheless be false. I discuss below one version
of this contention. At present it must suffice to
say that a person who accepts this claim will probably find the remainder of what I have to say correspondingly less plausible.
Well, where are we now? I claim that in the
actual world we have some obligations that, when
we fulfill them, will confer on us no net Russellian
benefit—in fact, they will result in a Russellian loss.
If the world is Russellian, then Russellian benefits
and losses are the only benefits and losses, and
also then we have moral obligations whose fulfillment will result in a net loss of good to the one
who fulfills them. I suggest, however, that it
would be very strange to have such obligations—
strange not simply in the sense of being unexpected or surprising but in some deeper way. I
do not suggest that it is strange in the sense of
having a straightforward logical defect, of being
self-contradictory to claim that we have such obligations. Perhaps the best thing to say is that were
it a fact that we had such obligations, then the
world that included such a fact would be
absurd—we would be living in a crazy world.
Now, whatever success I may have in this paper
will in large part be a function of my success (or lack
thereof) in getting across a sense of that absurdity,
that queerness. On some accounts of morality, in a
Russellian world there would not be the strangeness that I allege. Perhaps, then, I can convey
some of that strangeness by mentioning those
views of morality that would eliminate it. In fact,
I believe that a good bit of their appeal is just the
fact that they do get rid of this queerness.
First, I suspect that morality will not be queer
in the way I suggest, even in a Russellian world, if
judgments about obligations are properly to be
analyzed in terms of the speaker rather than in
terms of the subject of the judgment. And I more
than suspect that this will be the case if such judgments are analyzed in terms of the speaker’s attitude or feeling toward some action, and/or his
attempt or inclination to incite a similar attitude
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in someone else. It may be, of course, that there
is something odd about the supposition that
human beings, consciousness, and so forth,
could arise at all in a Russellian world. A person
who was impressed by that oddity might he
attracted toward some ‘‘teleological’’ line of
reasoning in the direction of a more religious
view. But I think that this oddity is not the
one I am touching on here. Once given the existence of human beings with capabilities for feelings and attitudes, there does not seem to be
anything further that is queer in the supposition
that a speaker might have an attitude toward
some action, might express that attitude, and
might attempt (or succeed) in inciting someone
else to have a similar attitude. Anyone, therefore, who can be satisfied with such an analysis
will probably not be troubled by the queerness
that I allege.
Second, for similar reasons, this queerness
will also be dissipated by any account that understands judgments about obligations purely in
terms of the feelings, attitudes, and so forth of
the subject of the judgment. For, given again
that there are human beings with consciousness,
it does not seem to be any additional oddity
that the subject of a moral judgment might
have feelings or attitudes about an actual or prospective action of his own. The assumption that
morality is to be understood in this way takes
many forms. In a closely related area, for example,
it appears as the assumption—so common now
that it can pass almost unnoticed—that guilt
could not be anything other than guilt feelings,
and that the ‘‘problem’’ of guilt is just the problem generated by such feelings.
In connection with our topic here, however,
we might look at the way in which this sort of
analysis enters into one plausible-sounding explanation of morality in a Russellian world, an explanation that has a scientific flavor. The existence of
morality in a Russellian world, it may be said, is
not at all absurd because its existence there can
be given a perfectly straightforward explanation:
morality has a survival value for a species such as
ours because it makes possible continued cooperation and things of that sort. So it is no more
absurd that people have moral obligations than
it is absurd that they have opposable thumbs.

I think that this line of explanation will work
only if one analyzes obligations into feelings, or
beliefs. I think it is plausible (though I am not
sure it is correct) to suppose that everyone’s having
feelings of moral obligation might have survival
value for a species such as Man, given of course
that these feelings were attached to patterns of
action that contributed to such survival. And if
that is so, then it is not implausible to suppose
that there may be a survival value for the species
even in a moral feeling that leads to the death of
the individual who has it. So far so good. But this
observation, even if true, is not relevant to the
queerness with which I am here concerned. For I
have not suggested that the existence of moral feelings would be absurd in a Russellian world; it is
rather the existence of moral obligations that is
absurd, and I think it important to make the distinction. It is quite possible, it seems to me, for
one to feel (or to believe) that he has a certain obligation without actually having it, and also vice
versa. Now, beliefs and feelings will presumably
have some effect upon actions, and this effect may
possibly contribute to the survival of the species.
But, so far as I can see, the addition of actual
moral obligations to these moral beliefs and feelings
will make no further contribution to action nor will
the actual obligations have an effect upon action in
the absence of the corresponding feelings and
beliefs. So it seems that neither with nor without
the appropriate feelings will moral obligations contribute to the survival of the species. Consequently,
an ‘‘evolutionary’’ approach such as this cannot
serve to explain the existence of moral obligations,
unless one rejects my distinction and equates the
obligations with the feelings.
And finally, I think that morality will not be
queer in the way I allege, or at least it will not be
as queer as I think, if it should be the case that
every obligation yields a Russellian benefit to the
one who fulfills it. Given the caveat expressed earlier, one can perhaps make some sense out of the
notion of a Russellian good or benefit for a sentient
organism in a Russellian world. And one could, I
suppose, without further queerness imagine that
such an organism might aim toward achieving
such goods. And we could further suppose that
there were certain actions—those that were ‘‘obligations’’—that would, in contrast with other
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actions, actually yield such benefits to the
organism that performed them. And finally, it
might not be too implausible to claim that an
organism that failed to perform such an action
was defective in some way and that some adverse
judgment was appropriate.
Morality, however, seems to require us to hold
that certain organisms (namely, human beings)
have in addition to their ordinary properties and
relations another special relation to certain actions.
This relation is that of being ‘‘obligated’’ to perform those actions. And some of those actions are
pretty clearly such that they will yield only Russellian losses to the one who performs them. Nevertheless, we are supposed to hold that a person
who does not perform an action to which he is
thus related is defective in some serious and important way and an adverse judgment is appropriate
against him. And that certainly does seem odd.
The recognition of this oddity—or perhaps
better, this absurdity—is not simply a resolution
to concern ourselves only with what ‘‘pays.’’
Here the position of Kant is especially suggestive.
He held that a truly moral action is undertaken
purely out of respect for the moral law and with
no concern at all for reward. There seems to be
no room at all here for any worry about what
will ‘‘pay.’’ But he also held that the moral enterprise needs, in a deep and radical way, the postulate of a God who can, and will, make happiness
correspond to virtue. This postulate is ‘‘necessary’’ for practical reason. Perhaps we could put
this Kantian demand in the language I have
been using here, saying that the moral enterprise
would make no sense in a world in which that
correspondence ultimately failed.
I suspect that what we have in Kant is the recognition that there cannot be, in any ‘‘reasonable’’ way, a moral demand upon me, unless
reality itself is committed to morality in some
deep way. It makes sense only if there is a moral
demand on the world too and only if reality will
in the end satisfy that demand. This theme of
the deep grounding of morality is one to which
I return briefly near the end of this paper.
The oddity we have been considering is, I
suspect, the most important root of the celebrated and somewhat confused question, ‘‘Why
should I be moral?’’ Characteristically, I think,
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the person who asks that question is asking to
have the queerness of that situation illuminated.
From time to time there are philosophers who
make an attempt to argue—perhaps only a halfhearted attempt—that being moral really is in
one’s interest after all. Kurt Baier, it seems to
me, proposes a reply of this sort. He says:
Moralities are systems of principles whose acceptance by everyone as overruling the dictates of
self-interest is in the interest of everyone alike
though following the rules of a morality is not of
course identical with following self-interest. . . .
The answer to our question ‘‘Why should we
be moral?’’ is therefore as follows. We should be
moral because being moral is following rules
designed to overrule self-interest whenever it is
in the interest of everyone alike that everyone
should set aside his interest.2

As I say, this seems to be an argument to the
effect that it really is in everyone’s interest to be
moral. I suppose that Baier is here probably talking about Russellian interests. At least, we must
interpret him in that way if his argument is to
be applicable in this context, and I will proceed
on that assumption. But how exactly is the argument to be made out?
It appears here to begin with a premise something like
(A) It is in everyone’s best interest (including
mine, presumably) for everyone (including
me) to be moral.
This premise itself appears to be supported earlier
by reference to Hobbes. As I understand it, the
idea is that without morality people will live in a
‘‘state of nature,’’ and life will be nasty, brutish,
and short. Well, perhaps so. At any rate, let us
accept (A) for the moment. From (A) we can derive
(B) It is in my best interest for everyone
(including me) to be moral.
And from (B) perhaps one derives
(C) It is in my best interest for me to be moral.
And (C) may be taken to answer the question,
‘‘Why should I be moral?’’ Furthermore, if (C) is
true, then moral obligation will at least not have
the sort of queerness that I have been alleging.
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Unfortunately, however, the argument outlined above is invalid. The derivation of (B) from
(A) may be all right, but the derivation of (C)
from (B) is invalid. What does follow from (B) is
(C0 ) It is in my best interest for me to be moral if
everyone else is moral.
The argument thus serves to show that it is in
a given person’s interest to be moral only on the
assumption that everyone else in the world is
moral. It might, of course, be difficult to find
someone ready to make that assumption.
There is, however, something more of interest in this argument. I said that the derivation of
(B) from (A) may be all right. But in fact is it? If it
is not all right, then this argument would fail even
if everyone else in the world were moral. Now (A)
can be interpreted as referring to ‘‘everyone’s best
interest’’ (‘‘the interest of everyone alike,’’ in
Baier’s own words) either collectively or distributively; that is, it may be taken as referring to the
best interest of the whole group considered as a
single unit, or as referring to the best interest of
each individual in the group. But if (A) is interpreted in the collective sense, then (B) does not
follow from it. It may not be in my best interest
for everyone to act morally, even if it is in the
best interest of the group as a whole, for the
interest of the group as a whole may be advanced
by the sacrificing of my interest. On this interpretation of (A), then, the argument will not answer
the question ‘‘Why should I be moral?’’ even on
the supposition that everyone else is moral.
If (A) is interpreted in the distributive sense,
on the other hand, then (B) does follow from it,
and the foregoing objection is not applicable. But
another objection arises. Though (A) in the collective sense has some plausibility, it is hard to
imagine that it is true in the distributive sense.
Hobbes may have been right in supposing that
life in the state of nature would be short, etc.
But some lives are short anyway. In fact, some
lives are short just because the demands of morality are observed. Such a life is not bound to have
been shorter in the state of nature. Nor is it
bound to have been less happy, less pleasurable,
and so forth. In fact, does it not seem obvious
that my best Russellian interest will be further
advanced in a situation in which everyone else

acts morally but I act immorally (in selected
cases) than it will be in case everyone, including
me, acts morally? It certainly seems so. It can,
of course, be observed that if I act immorally
then so will other people, perhaps reducing my
benefits. In the present state of the world that
is certainly true. But in the present state of the
world it is also true, as I observed earlier, that
many other people will act immorally anyway,
regardless of what I do.
A more realistic approach is taken by Richard
Brandt.3 He asks, ‘‘is it reasonable for me to do
my duty if it conflicts seriously with my personal
welfare?’’ After distinguishing several possible
senses of this question, he chooses a single one
to discuss further, presumably a sense that he
thinks important. As reformulated, the question
is now: ‘‘Given that doing x is my duty and that
doing some conflicting act y will maximize my
personal welfare, will the performance of x
instead of y satisfy my reflective preferences better?’’ And the conclusion to which he comes is
that ‘‘the correct answer may vary from one person to another. It depends on what kind of person one is, what one cares about.’’ And within
Russellian limits Brandt must surely be right in
this. But he goes on to say, ‘‘It is, of course, no
defense of one’s failure to do one’s duty, before
others or society, to say that doing so is not ‘reasonable’ for one in this sense.’’ And this is just to
bring the queer element back in. It is to suppose
that besides ‘‘the kind of person’’ I am and my
particular pattern of ‘‘cares’’ and interests there
is something else, my duty, which may go against
these and in any case properly overrides them.
And one feels that there must be some sense of
‘‘reasonable’’ in which one can ask whether a
world in which that is true is a reasonable
world, whether such a world makes any sense.
This completes my survey of some ethical or
metaethical views that would eliminate or minimize this sort of queerness of morality. I turn
now to another sort of view, stronger I think
than any of these others, which accepts that
queerness but goes no further. And one who
holds this view will also hold, I think, that the
question ‘‘Why should I be moral?’’ must be
rejected in one way or another. A person who
holds this view will say that it is simply a fact
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that we have the moral obligations that we do
have, and that is all there is to it. If they sometimes result in a loss of good, then that too is
just a fact. These may be puzzling or surprising
facts, but there are lots of puzzling and surprising
things about the world. In a Russellian world,
morality will be, I suppose, an ‘‘emergent’’ phenomenon; it will be a feature of certain effects
though it is not a feature of their causes. But
the wetness of water is an emergent feature,
too. It is not a property of either hydrogen or
oxygen. And there is really nothing more to be
said; somewhere we must come to an end of reasons and explanations. We have our duties. We
can fulfill them and be moral, or we can ignore
them and be immoral. If all that is crazy and
absurd—well, so be it. Who are we to say that
the world is not crazy and absurd?
Such a view was once suggested by William
Alston in a criticism of Hasting Rashdall’s moral
argument for God’s existence. Alston attributed
to Rashdall the view that ‘‘God is required as a
locus for the moral law.’’ But Alston then went
on to ask, ‘‘Why could it not just be an ultimate
fact about the universe that kindness is good and
cruelty bad? This seems to have been Plato’s
view.’’ And if we rephrase Alston’s query slightly
to refer to obligations, we might be tempted to
say, ‘‘Why not indeed?’’
I say that this is perhaps the strongest reply
against me. Since it involves no argument, there
is no argument to be refuted. And I have already
said that, so far as I can see, its central contention
is not self-contradictory. Nor do I think of any
other useful argument to the effect that the
world is not absurd and crazy in this way. The reference to Plato, however, might be worth following for a moment. Perhaps Plato did think that
goodness, or some such thing related to morality,
was an ultimate fact about the world. But a Platonic world is not very close to a Russellian
world. Plato was not a Christian, of course, but
his worldview has very often been taken to be
congenial (especially congenial compared to
some other philosophical views) to a religious
understanding of the world. He would not have
been satisfied, I think, with Russell’s ‘‘accidental
collocations of atoms,’’ nor would he have
taken the force of the grave to be ‘‘so nearly

585

certain.’’ The idea of the Good seems to play a
metaphysical role in his thought. It is somehow
fundamental to what is as well as to what ought
to be, much more fundamental to reality than
are the atoms. A Platonic man, therefore, who
sets himself to live in accordance with the Good
aligns himself with what is deepest and most
basic in existence. Or to put it another way, we
might say that whatever values a Platonic world
imposes on a man are values to which the Platonic world itself is committed, through and
through.
Not so, of course, for a Russellian world. Values and obligations cannot be deep in such a
world. They have a grip only upon surface phenomena, probably only upon man. What is deep
in a Russellian world must be such things as matter and energy, or perhaps natural law, chance, or
chaos. If it really were a fact that one had obligations in a Russellian world, then something
would be laid upon man that might cost a man
everything but that went no further than man.
And that difference from a Platonic world seems
to make all the difference.
This discussion suggests, I think, that there
are two related ways in which morality is queer
in a Russellian world. Or maybe they are better
construed as two aspects of the queerness we
have been exploring. In most of the preceding
discussion I have been focusing on the strangeness of an overriding demand that does not
seem to conduce to the good of the person on
whom it is laid. (In fact, it does not even promise
his good.) Here, however, we focus on the fact
that this demand—radical enough in the human
life on which it is laid—is superficial in a Russellian world. Something that reaches close to the
heart of my own life, perhaps even demanding
the sacrifice of that life, is not deep at all in the
world in which (on a Russellian view) that life is
lived. And that, too, seems absurd.
This brings to an end the major part of my
discussion. If I have been successful at all you
will have shared with me to some extent in the
sense of the queerness of morality, its absurdity
in a Russellian world. If you also share the conviction that it cannot in the end be absurd in that
way, then perhaps you will also be attracted to
some religious view of the world. Perhaps you
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also will say that morality must have some deeper
grip upon the world than a Russellian view
allows. And, consequently, things like mind and
purpose must also be deeper in the real world
than they would be in a Russellian world. They
must be more original, more controlling. The
accidental collocation of atoms cannot be either
primeval or final, nor can the grave be an end.
But or course that would be only a beginning, a
sketch waiting to be filled in.
We cannot here do much to fill it in further.
But I should like to close with a final, and rather
tentative suggestion, as to a direction in which
one might move in thinking about the place of
morality in the world. It is suggested to me by
certain elements in my own religion, Christianity.
I come more and more to think that morality, while a fact, is a twisted and distorted fact.
Or perhaps better, that it is a barely recognizable
version of another fact, a version adapted to a
twisted and distorted world. It is something
like, I suppose, the way in which the pine that
grows at timberline, wind blasted and twisted
low against the rock, is a version of the tall and
symmetrical tree that grows lower on the slopes.
I think it may be that the related notions of sacrifice and gift represent (or come close to representing) the fact, that is, the pattern of life,
whose distorted version we know here as morality. Imagine a situation, an ‘‘economy’’ if you
will, in which no one ever buys or trades for or
seizes any good thing. But whatever good he
enjoys is either one which he himself has created
or else one which he receives as a free and unconditional gift. And as soon as he has tasted it and
seen that it is good he stands ready to give it
away in his turn as soon as the opportunity arises.
In such a place, if one were to speak either of his
rights or his duties, his remark might be met with
puzzled laughter as his hearers struggled to recall
an ancient world in which those terms referred to
something important.
We have, of course, even now some occasions
that tend in this direction. Within some families

perhaps, or even in a regiment in desperate battle,
people may for a time pass largely beyond morality
and live lives of gift and sacrifice. On those occasions nothing would he lost if the moral concepts
and the moral language were to disappear. But it is
probably not possible that such situations and
occasions should be more than rare exceptions in
the daily life of the present world. Christianity,
however, which tells us that the present world is
‘‘fallen’’ and hence leads us to expect a distortion
in its important features, also tells us that one
day the redemption of the world will be complete
and that then all things shall be made new. And it
seems to me to suggest an ‘‘economy’’ more akin
to that of gift and sacrifice than to that of rights
and duties. If something like that should be true,
then perhaps morality, like the Marxist state, is
destined to wither away (unless perchance it
should happen to survive in hell).
Christianity, then, I think is related to the
queerness or morality in one way and perhaps in
two. In the first instance, it provides a view of
the world in which morality is not an absurdity.
It gives morality a deeper place in the world
than does a Russellian view and thus permits it
to ‘‘make sense.’’ But in the second instance, it
perhaps suggests that morality is not the deepest
thing, that it is provisional and transitory, that it
is due to serve its use and then to pass away in
favor of something richer and deeper. Perhaps
we can say that it begins by inverting the quotation with which I began and by telling us that,
since God exists, not everything is permitted;
but it may also go on to tell us that, since God
exists, in the end there shall be no occasion for
any prohibition.
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