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In 1996 Professor Steve Jones presented a TV series and published a book arguing for a genetic basis for criminality. Do you think that our genes and other physical factors one day could give a complete explanation of human behaviour? Briefly outline another 20th Century philosophy that has challenged the objective reality of morality. What do Christians believe is the basis for our accountability to God?
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The view that “our behaviour is controlled by our genes, denying our freedom and absolving us of ethical responsibility for certain kinds of behaviour”
 is a popular expression of Genetic Determinism. Whether our genes and other physical factors could one day give a complete explanation of human behaviour is the first subject of discussion; following which the philosophy of Postmodernism will be discussed, together with its challenge to an objective basis for morality. The discussion will conclude with a Christian view of the basis of our accountability to God.

Is it then possible that one day human behaviour could be completely explained by physical factors? Philosophers and scientists who have proposed this rely on the Materialist assumption that “only that exists which can, at least in principle, be investigated scientifically”
. They believe that there is nothing transcendent about human beings or the human mind and that even “thoughts, feelings, perceptions, and ideas … [are] reducible to matter with its motions and qualities”
.

In viewing humans as purely material, subject to the same physical laws that govern all other material in the universe, it is not surprising that the idea was formulated that “man is a machine”
. Influenced by the work of Newton and Descartes
 the philosophical position of Mechanistic Materialism emerged. In this view it was believed that “if you could [know] every detail in the universe at one point, then you could know perfectly every detail in the universe at any point in the past or the future”
. Therefore every event is caused in such a way that it could not have been otherwise – which is the principal of Universal Determinism.

According to universal determinism, a human’s behaviour could be completely explained and predicted if all the physical information about that human was known. 

However, if a person’s behaviour is completely determined, in what sense do they have the free will to choose? If there is no free will, there can be no moral responsibility. A person’s action could not then be termed “good” or “bad” because there would be no choice involved. It would be “unjust” to punish a criminal, as they would have committed a “crime”
 because they could not do otherwise.

There are many problems with the position of universal determinism that undermine any real possibility that physical factors alone could give a complete explanation of human behaviour.

The first problem is Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle which states, “it is not possible for us to predict exactly how everything will behave at a subatomic level … [and therefore] … matter is not entirely predictable or fully determined”
.

Aware of this problem, some scientists and commentators who are also materialists try to explain determinism in other ways. Dawkins, for example, would not label himself as a Genetic Determinist
, but he does still believe in “a physical, materialistic basis for all our actions”
. He states “genes do not control behaviour in the sense of interfering with its performance. They only control behaviour in the sense of programming the machine in advance of performance”
. In other words they “prescribe the states of being which are possible to us, but not necessarily what actually happens”
 
.

However, while Ridley states that both genetic and environmental factors influence behaviour, he argues that this does not imply an escape from determinism. Rather he believes that determinism does not equal inevitability by saying, “Determinism looks backwards to the causes of the present state, not forward to the consequences”
.

In his book Conscilience, Wilson agrees that human decisions are not predictable, by invoking chaos theory
. But he goes on to say that humans only have the “illusion” of free will
.

However, there is a more fundamental problem with materialistic explanations of human behaviour. Gödel’s theorem says that for “a full explanation of anything, there must be two distinct levels of explanation”
. Polanyi explains this point by contending with the argument that because some living organisms (including humans) appear to act like machines they can therefore be explained in purely materialistic terms. Rather he says that since machines – which have a purpose – cannot be explained in purely materialistic terms – then neither can humans
. Without knowing the purpose of a machine or a living organism, then no amount of physical investigation could explain its purpose. The corollary of this is that human behaviour cannot be completely explained by physical description – there has to be something transcendent.

Another philosophy that has challenged the objective reality of morality is Postmodernism. It states that there are no absolutes, and that truth is simply a matter of perspective.

Postmodernism describes the condition of “incredulity toward metanarratives”
. ‘Metanarratives’ are any system of thought that claims to provide universal foundations for understanding the world, modernism is one such metanarrative. The basis for this view has its roots in postmodernist theories of literary criticism.

Structural linguists regard language as a system in which meaning is conveyed by signs: each word is a ‘signifier’ and the object it refers to is the ‘signified’. Therefore words can convey meaning because of the link between them and what they refer to. Postmodern linguists however, argue that words can only refer to other words, so there is no external meaning, only what is contained within the language – which itself is given meaning by society.

Deconstructionists try to break out of “the prison house of language”
 by undermining the distinction between the signifier and the signified. They agree that meaning is a ‘social construct’, but because societies are constantly changing assume that “meaning is slippery and changeable”
. They also assume that “societies are inherently oppressive”
. The result is that they believe “language does not reveal meaning (which would imply that there is an objective, transcendent realm of truth); rather, language constructs meaning … to convey the illusion of truth … [though it is really] … a cover for the power relationships that constitute the culture”
. This approach is described as a ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ because rather than seeking objective meaning in the text, deconstructionists look for what the text is hiding, to expose the power-relationships underlying it
. The text is thereby ‘deconstructed’, leaving no objective meaning, so “it becomes what each reader makes of it”
.

The results of deconstructionalism are not, however, restricted to linguistics, but are at the heart of postmodernism in its understanding of all meaning: by rejecting notions of absolute meaning, “meaning becomes localized, … individualized and privatised”
.

As a consequence of rejecting absolute truth and meaning, postmodernists also reject absolute right and wrong. As a result “you can construct your own morality”
 which although constrained by the values of the society, in effect means that, “at a profound level in our society we have a functioning rule that no one can be wrong”
.

For postmodernists morality is a matter of desire, which is chosen on the basis that it is not only “true for me”, but “right for me”. “That different people want and choose different things means that truth and morality are relative, but ‘I have a right’ to my desires. Conversely, ‘no one has the right’ to criticize my desires and my choices.”

The cardinal virtue for postmodernists is tolerance. However this tolerance is excluded from “those who question the postmodernist dogma that ‘there are no absolutes’”
 – which is in fact a self-refuting statement! In practice postmodernists do not live as those who deny that moral absolutes exist when seeking justice for themselves or others – as “calls for ‘justice’ imply a standard of right and wrong”
.

Christians, however, believe that people are neither bound by materialistic determinism nor called upon to create their own morality. Rather people are created in the image of God
 with the freedom to love
 and obey him
. People are accountable to God because, as our Creator, God has the right and authority to make certain demands or claims upon his creatures
. However through the Fall, man became enslaved by sin
 and it required God’s grace in the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ restore man’s relationship with God
. In this new relationship, Christians are not only accountable to God as their Creator, but to Christ as their Redeemer
.
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