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WHAT IS CONSCIENCE?
“It seems to me to be very, very hard to come up with an atheistic explanation of conscience,
any more than you could have a compass without a magnetic north.” 
The idea here is a recurring claim by theists that morality absolutely depends on their deity.
Here conscience is a “moral compass” that can have nothing to “point to” if there is no divine “moral
pole.” But the problems with this particular analogy are as manifold as those attending William
Paley’s famous comparison of the universe to a watch in order to conclude that there must be a
watchmaker, i.e., a Creator-Deity.
The simple explanation of conscience that requires no god(s) is the very obvious one that
the human conscience arises from an internalization of parental training concerning what is and is
not acceptable behavior. Many examples could be cited of different habits of thinking and acting
that arise in this way. The Jesuits themselves famously assert “Give me a child until he is seven and
I will give you the man.” Much more could be – and has been – said about this but it all reflects a
common understanding that conscience is learned just as language and other abilities are. That is,
conscience is a product of culture.
Now it might be asked how and why human societies, however much their systems of morality may differ, have nevertheless tended to espouse the same basic moral values. Again, the simple
explanation requires no god(s). Because humans are social animals sharing an evolutionary past,
the solutions they have found to the problems of survival, in this case the problem of moral guidance, are much the same.
This is still not a satisfying answer to believers like Peter Hitchens. What they are looking for is
a sort of metaphysical or epistemological explanation of why people the world over recognize and
rely on the same forms of morality. It is as if such believers were asking why human beings generally get around by walking on their feet instead of crawling on their hands and knees and were
unwilling to accept a biological explanation for it. After all, people could get around on their hands
and knees if they wanted to and there is no cosmic requirement that they walk on their feet.
As it happens, philosophers have come up with explanations for why morality takes the
form(s) that it does, almost all of which do not require the existence or say-so of god(s). The extremely condensed version of such thought is that there are only two basic moral principles, with
many variations. One is “Might Makes Right” or “The Law of The Jungle.” The other is the “Law of
Reciprocity” or “The Golden Rule.” Neither of these invoke divine authority, though one form of the
first is to appoint a deity as the moral authority. Even then, such a divine power has to be specified
as loving and good, which begs the whole question of where moral values come from.
Thus, “an atheistic explanation of conscience” is that the human “moral compass” is a manifestation of the human capacity to make sense of things. It is the result of the human capacity to look
at the facts, to apply reason in ascertaining what the consequences of any given behavior are likely
to be, to generalize and abstract from that understanding, and then to choose a course of action
that maximizes one’s safety, security, well-being and, most importantly, that does not do violence to
or damage one’s capacity to continue to make sense of things in this way.
 Peter Hitchens, in an exchange “Can Civilization Survive Without God?” with his brother Christopher Hitchens,

moderated by Michael Cromartie, Vice President, Ethics and Public Policy Center available at http://www.pewforum.
org/Belief-in-God/Can-Civilization-Survive-Without-God-.aspx#8 accessed 4/30/2013
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