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 what do you think?

One of the strangest and most ghoulish 

incidents in the history of the papacy was 

the notorious ‘Cadaver Synod’ held in 

January 897 ce. It was a dark time, when 

there was much religious intrigue and popes 

were regularly murdered by their rivals. It 

was a time when a rotting corpse was put 

on trial.

The story began a few years earlier, 

during the reign of Pope John VIII. He 

was a very anxious and jealous man, who 

became convinced that one of his bishops, 

Formosus, was trying to overthrow him and 

become pope himself. John acted swiftly, 

accusing Formosus of the serious offence 

of being a bishop at more than one place 

at a time and plotting against the papacy. 

It is unlikely that Formosus had done 

anything of the kind. Nevertheless, he was 

found guilty and excommunicated from the 

Catholic Church.

Soon after, John was murdered, as were 

the next two popes. Finally, having run out 

of suitable candidates, the Vatican named 

Formosus as pope and he reigned for five 

relatively peaceful years. His successor was 

the ambitious and, some say, insane, Pope 

Stephen VI. In order to deflect attention 

from his own wrongdoing, Stephen claimed 

that Formosus had not been punished 

sufficiently for his ‘crime’ and ordered the 

corpse of Formosus to be dug up and put 

on trial. 

The rotting corpse was exhumed, dressed 

in papal robes and tied to a chair at the 

Basilica San Giovanni in Laterno, where 

Stephen held the trial. A deacon was selected 

to speak for Formosus, but said nothing 

while Pope Stephen shouted continuously 

at the corpse. Unsurprisingly, Formosus was 

found guilty on all counts, stripped of the 

papal robes and had three fingers chopped 

off. He was then dressed as a peasant and 

buried in a local graveyard for foreigners. 

As if that was not enough, Stephen, still 

unhappy, ordered the corpse of Formosus to 

be dug up again. This time, the corpse was 

weighed down with stones and thrown into 

the River Tiber. But even this did not work. 

The body was washed up on the banks of 

the river and rumour spread that the corpse 

had miraculous powers. Meanwhile, public 

opinion turned against Stephen and, quick 

to act, the Vatican clerics imprisoned him. A 

few weeks later, he was found murdered in 

his prison cell.

Some years later, a new pope, John XI, 

ordered that the body of Formosus should 

be buried properly in St Peter’s Basilica, and 

today his name is written above the burial 

monument. It is all that remains of a grizzly 

tale.

What do you think?

Tell us what you think        #hoddermags

The Cadaver Synod
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The women’s suffrage movement began in the late 
nineteenth century but gained momentum in the 
early 1900s. A number of suffrage organisations 
were established, including the influential 
Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), 
founded in 1903 by Emmeline Pankhurst. Some 
of these organisations, including the WSPU, were 
militant and their members came to be known 

as suffragettes. Others, such as the National 
Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies, used solely 
peaceful means and their members were known 
as suffragists. 

During the First World War, women had 
to take on jobs traditionally undertaken by 
men, and many of the objections to suffrage 
disintegrated because women proved that they 
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were capable of performing these jobs. In 1918, 
the Representation of the People Act was passed 
with an overwhelming majority. However, this 
Act only gave women over the age of 30 the right 
to vote, and only then if they were property 
owners or married to a property owner.

In 1919, Nancy Astor became the first woman 
to take her seat in the House of Commons. 
Two years later, Margaret Wintringham was 
elected MP and used her seat to campaign for an 
extension of the Representation of the People Act 
and for equal pay for women.

1920s

In 1928, the Representation of the People (Equal 
Franchise) Act gave women the same voting 
rights as men, and in 1929 the first general 
election in which all women were allowed to 
vote took place.

Other important legislation passed during the 
1920s included:

 ■ the Sex Discrimination (Removal) Act (1920), 
which allowed women access to the legal 
profession and accountancy

 ■ the Law of Property Act (1925), which allowed 
both husband and wife to inherit property 
equally

 ■ the Matrimonial Causes Act (1923), which 
made grounds for divorce the same for women 
and men

1930s and 1940s

During the Second World War, women were 
conscripted into non-combat war work and were 
a vital part of the war effort. Originally, only 
unmarried women between the ages of 20 and 
30 were conscripted but this was later extended 
to include women up to age 43 and married 
women. Pregnant women and women with 
young children were exempt. By end of the war 
there were 460,000 women in the military and 
over 6.5 million in civilian war work.

In 1948, the introduction of the NHS provided 
all women with free access to healthcare. 
Previously only the insured, usually men, were 
able to access healthcare easily. 

1950s

In 1956, legal reforms gave female teachers and 
civil servants the right to receive equal pay to 

men. However, in most professions it remained 
common practice to pay women less than their 
male colleagues.

Also passed in 1956 was the Sexual Offences 
Act, which recognised rape as a criminal 
offence under specific circumstances. Rape 
within marriage was not recognised due to 
the belief that marriage entailed consent and 
the widespread cultural view that a wife’s duty 
was to obey her husband. Marital rape was not 
recognised as a crime until 1991.

1960s

During the 1960s, legal reforms gave women 
greater freedom to plan their families. In 1961, 
the contraceptive pill became available on the 
NHS. The pill was technically available to all but 
it was not until 1974 that family planning clinics 
began to routinely distribute the pill, for free, to 
all women regardless of age or marital status. 

In 1967, Labour MP David Steel sponsored 
the Abortion Law Reform Bill which 
eventually became the Abortion Act. This Act 
decriminalised abortion in Britain on certain 
grounds. Supporters celebrated the passing of 
the Act as a victory for women, since it provided 
women with access to safe abortions and gave 
them greater control over their bodies. However, 
many opposed the bill on both religious and 
non-religious grounds. In addition to objections 
centred on the personhood of the foetus, 
concerns were raised about the future possibility 

The availability of the contraceptive 
pill gave women greater freedom to 
plan their families

IN 1919, NANCY 
ASTOR BECAME 
THE FIRST WOMAN 
TO TAKE HER SEAT 
IN THE HOUSE OF 
COMMONS.
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of abortion on demand, the burden placed 
on the medical practitioner involved and the 
possible neglect of the rights of fathers.

1970s

During the 1970s, important legislation was 
passed granting women greater equality in the 
workplace. In 1970, the Equal Pay Act made 
it illegal for employers to pay women less 
than men for the same work and was a direct 
result of strike action by Ford machinists and 
pressure from the women’s movement. This 
movement also helped to push through the 
1975 Sex Discrimination Act, which made it 
illegal to discriminate on the basis of gender 
in work, education or training. Also passed in 
1975 was the Employment Protection Act, which 
introduced statutory maternity provision for the 
first time and made it illegal to sack a woman 
because she was pregnant. 

In 1976, the Equal Opportunities Commission 
came into effect to oversee the implementation 
of these policies.

During the 1970s, many important feminist 
works were published, including The Second Sex 
by Simone de Beauvoir and The Female Eunuch by 
Germaine Greer. In 1970, the feminist journal 
Feminist Review was founded and went on to play 
a crucial role in feminist debate in the UK.

1980s and 1990s

During the 1980s and 1990s, progress 
continued to be made in the areas of rights and 
representation. Legislation provided women 
with greater legal protection in the workplace 
(for example, the 1983 Equal Pay for Work 
of Equal Value amendment) and all-women 
shortlists increased representation in Parliament 
(for example, the 1997 general election saw 101 
female Labour MPs elected).

This period was also significant due to a 
growing awareness of the rights of women from 
minority groups, including the black and queer 
communities. An increase in feminist activity in 
this area led to a recognition of the inadequacies 
of feminism to date, and in 1990 Rebecca 
Walker coined the term ‘third-wave feminism’ to 
demarcate contemporary feminist debate from 
the first wave of the feminism prevalent in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and 
the second wave of the 1960s to 1990s. 

2000s and today 

In recent years, some of the most significant 
advances in the progress of equality for women 
have been in the realm of parental leave and 
childcare. Prior to 1990, women had few 
maternity rights and men had no right to paternity 
leave. Additionally, there was no widespread 

The 1975 Sex Discrimination Act 
made it illegal to discriminate 
on the basis of gender in work, 
education or training
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state funding for preschool childcare. Arguably, 
this combination made it difficult for women 
to return to, and progress in, the workplace. A 
European Commission report published in 1988 
demonstrated the degree to which Britain lagged 
behind other European countries.

This situation began to change in 1999 when 
the Employment Relations Act granted all 
employees a minimum of 3 months of unpaid 
parental leave, and women 18 weeks of paid 
maternity leave. In 2010, this was extended to 39 
weeks of paid maternity leave and a further 13 
weeks unpaid. Since 2003 men have been able 
to take 2 weeks of statutory paternity leave, and 
2015 legislation gave parents the right to share 
the 52 weeks of parental leave between them. 

Since 2011, all 3 and 4 year olds have been 
eligible for 15 hours of state-funded childcare, 
and this is currently being extended to 30 hours 
for children of working parents.

Other important advances have revolved 
around the redefining of gender as fluid 
rather than binary, and gender equality is now 
commonly regarded as including equality for 
transsexuals and transvestites. One major 
piece of legislation in this field is the Gender 
Recognition Act (2004), which allows people 
who have taken decisive steps to live fully and 
permanently in their acquired gender to have 
legal recognition in that gender. However, 
many feel this Act does not go far enough in 
protecting the rights of those who are gender 
nonconforming.

Perspectives on gender equality

Christianity
Christianity has a complex, yet evolving, 
relationship with gender equality. Traditionally, 
Church teaching emphasises the duty of women 
to obey their fathers and husbands, largely 
restricting women to the domestic realm. This 
is partly due to scriptural passages such as 
Colossians 3:18, 1 Timothy 2:8–11 and Ephesians 
5:22–24, and partly due to the influence of 
ancient Greek philosophy on the development 
of Christian doctrine. According to philosophers 
such as Aristotle, women are incomplete men 
and are, therefore, inferior to them. Owing to 
this legacy, institutional Christianity frequently 
resisted, or was ambivalent towards, the 

campaign for gender equality, particularly up 
until the middle of the twentieth century. 

However, distinctions must be made between 
the different denominations of Christianity. 
Some denominations, such as the Quakers, are 
strongly egalitarian in their beliefs and have 
always been vocal in their support of women’s 
rights. Others have an evolving support for the 
cause, transitioning from the complementarian 
view that men and women are equal in worth 
but have different responsibilities, to the 
egalitarian view that men and women should 
share leadership positions. For example, in the 
early 1900s the Church of England declined to 
officially support the suffrage movement, but 
now ordains female priests and bishops. 

Other denominations, such as the Roman 
Catholic Church, have maintained a more 
consistent, complementarian approach, but 
even here there have been periods of increased 
support for women’s rights and gender equality. 
For example, in the 1963 papal encyclical, Pacem 
in Terris, Pope John XXIII declared that women 
should be included equally in human rights as 
well as public life, work and politics.

Another important distinction to draw when 
considering Christian perspectives on gender 
equality is between official Church teaching 
and personal conviction. Even at times when the 
Church, either as a whole or as a denomination, 
has been ambivalent or hostile to developments 
in gender equality, there have been individual 
Christians who have acted to support such 
changes. For example, although the Church of 

Since 2003 men have 
been able to take  
2 weeks of statutory 
paternity leave
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England did not offer official support for the 
suffrage movement, several Christian suffrage 
organisations were set up. Similarly, although the 
papal encyclical Humanae Vitae denounced the 
use of all methods of artificial contraception, 87 
leading Catholic theologians objected and stated 
that married couples could decide according 
to their consciences whether to use artificial 
methods of contraception.

Utilitarianism
During their lifetimes, both Jeremy Bentham 
and John Stuart Mill were supportive of women’s 
rights. Bentham viewed his greatest happiness 
principle as applying to women as much as 
men and repeatedly wrote in favour of universal 
suffrage. He also spoke out in favour of equal 

access to divorce, stating that ‘to live under the 
constant authority of a man that one detests, 
is already a species of slavery’. John Stuart Mill 
continued Bentham’s legacy. He was the first 
MP to call for women to be given the vote and, 
in 1867, introduced a bill on the subject written 
by Richard Pankhurst (Emmeline Pankhurst’s 
husband).

However, because utilitarianism is a 
teleological ethical system, it is difficult for a 
utilitarian to defend rights (a possible exception 
would be strong rule utilitarianism). Although 
most utilitarians would agree that women have 
an equal right to be included in the hedonic 
calculus, any other rights must be secondary 
to the hedonic calculus and can, therefore, 
be overruled if a situation requires it. For this 
reason, contemporary utilitarian Peter Singer has 
stated his belief that a woman’s right to have 
children might need to be sacrificed for the 
environment. According to Singer’s preference 
utilitarianism, nature has as great a claim 
as humanity to be taken into account in the 
hedonic calculus, and women must be prepared 
to sacrifice some of their currently enjoyed rights 
in order to allow the environment to flourish. 

Has gender equality been achieved in 
the UK?

Given the amount of progress made in the 
twentieth century, it might seem as though 
gender equality has been achieved in the UK. 
However, in October 2016 the World Economic 
Forum published its index based on the gender 
gap in key areas, including the economy, politics, 
education and health. This index ranked the 
UK twentieth out of 144 nations, behind less 
economically developed countries such as 
Rwanda and the Philippines. The UK scored 
particularly low for economic participation 
and political empowerment. Other reports tell 
a similar tale of pay gaps, under-representation 
and disengagement. Together they send a clear 
message that, while today’s women may have 
greater rights and protection than ever before, 
there is still much work to be done before gender 
equality is fully achieved in the UK.

Jennifer Goodyer teaches religious studies and 
theology at Bedford Modern School.

The Church of England 
ordains female priests 
and bishops
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The evidential problem poses challenging 
questions for supporters of the traditional views 
of theism — evil and a God of love. 

‘ There is a fairly compelling argument for 
the view that the existence of evil is logically 
consistent with the existence of a theistic God. 
But while God may permit evil, there are not 
good reasons for the amount of suffering. Such 
suffering suggests an absent God. ’Rowe 1996

The existence of evil

The evidential argument comes from the view 
that there are some forms of evil and suffering 
which are just too extreme and pointless and 
which, therefore, cannot possibly be justified 

— and the evidential fact that such evil exists 
strongly suggests that the theistic God probably 
does not exist. Notice that it only offers 
probability against God — this is because, being 
‘evidential’, it relies on what observers can clearly 
see for ourselves. Nevertheless, the evidence is 
compelling.

It is difficult to define exactly what extreme 
and pointless evil actually is. Traditionally, evil 
has been defined by scholars as the ‘privation of 
good’ — that is, it encompasses pain, injustice, 
suffering and wrongdoing. Evil can be either 
‘natural’ (the suffering caused by acts of nature 
such as earthquakes) or ‘moral’ (the suffering 
caused by human wickedness, such as murder).

AQA: Philosophy and 
ethics
OCR, Edexcel, WJEC: 
Philosophy of religion
WJEC Eduqas: A120PA

The evidential 
problem of evil
The evidential problem of evil is a modern development and offers a new way  
of looking at the age-old problem of evil and suffering in the world

Gordon ReidGet a revision PowerPoint 
summarising this article’s key points 
at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/
rsreviewextras
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The traditional theistic view in the Western 
world is of God being seen as all-loving, all-
powerful and all-knowing. Such a God should 
act to stop evil and suffering, and the fact that 
evil and suffering exist in the world is used by 
some to argue that the God of theism does not 
exist. However, theists believe that God uses evil 
and suffering to help humanity towards goodness 
and moral virtue, and that suffering is part of 
God’s divine plan for ‘soul-making’ and helping 
humans to develop into perfection. In addition, 
the existence of free will suggests that God allows 
evil to happen as part of human freedom.

Criticisms

Critics have long argued against the traditional 
view. Alvin Plantinga (1974) highlighted 
the difficulty many theists find in justifying 
suffering as part of God’s divine plan:

‘ The theist may find a religious problem in 
evil…faced with great personal suffering or 
misfortune, he may be tempted to rebel against 
God, to shake his fist in God’s face, or even to 
give up belief in God altogether. ’Similarly, H. J. McCloskey (1986) claimed that 

theists were trapped in a dilemma:

‘ Evil is a problem for the theist in that a 
contradiction is involved in the fact of evil, 
on the one hand, and the belief in the 
omnipotence and perfection of God on the 
other. ’Despite these powerful arguments, scholars 

had been slow to offer a different viewpoint. 
Enter William Rowe and a new approach — 
the evidential argument from evil. In his work 
‘The Problem of Evil and Some Varieties of 
Atheism’ (1979), he attempted to show that 
God’s existence was ‘improbable’ in the face of 
evil. He argued that the presence of extreme and 
apparently pointless evil in the world strongly 
supported the claim that the loving God of 
theism does not exist. He claimed that there was 
ample evidence in the world of ‘intense human 
and animal suffering’ which an omnipotent and 
omniscient God could have prevented without 
losing some greater good. In other words, the 
suffering of humanity is too great to justify any 
claims that God uses it for free will and soul-
making. Certainly, Rowe accepted that a certain 
level of evil and suffering might be necessary for 

human development, but the extreme evil that 
happens far exceeds this, suggesting that God 
does not exist. Thus:
1 If pointless evil exists, then God does not 
exist.
2 Pointless evil does exist.
3 Therefore God does not exist.

This is the essence of Rowe’s view — that 
there is so much excessive evil in the world that 
is pointless and unnecessary, and God could 
achieve his purposes without permitting such 
evil to occur. The fact that such extreme evil does 
exist suggests that God does not exist. Rowe used 
two examples to illustrate what he called the 
‘factual premise’:

 ■ The case of Bambi: in some distant forest 
lightning strikes a dead tree, resulting in a 
forest fire. In the fire a fawn is trapped, horribly 
burned, and lies in terrible agony for several days 
before death relieves its suffering. (Natural evil)

 ■ The case of Sue: a 5-year-old girl is beaten, 
raped and strangled by an intruder in her house. 
(Moral evil)

Rowe argued that both examples are instances 
where no good state of affairs comes by God 
allowing this suffering to occur — it is pointless 
and God has no moral justification for allowing 
these things to happen. 

The sceptical view

Marilyn McCord Adams (2000) called such 
events ‘horrendous evil’, and described them as 
actions where: 

‘ the suffering of which constitutes prima facie 
reason to doubt whether the participant’s life 
could be a great good to them on the whole. ’This view found support from Howard-Snyder 

(1999), who wrote:

‘ the idea that God may well permit gratuitous 
evil is absurd. After all, if God can get what he 
wants without permitting a particular horror, 
why on earth would he permit it? ’This is sometimes called the sceptical view of 

theism — that humanity is limited and cannot 
know what the ‘greater good’ might be in God’s 
eyes. Therefore:
1 If pointless evil exists, then God does not.
2 God exists.
3 Therefore pointless evil does not exist.

IT IS DIFFICULT TO 
DEFINE EXACTLY 
WHAT EXTREME 
AND POINTLESS EVIL 
ACTUALLY IS.
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However, critics of Rowe have argued that he 
states that the existence of extreme and pointless 
evil is a reality which could have been prevented 
by a loving God without the loss of some greater 
good — but there is no way of verifying this. 
We do not, for instance, know exactly what a 
‘good state of affairs’ really means. Moreover, 
even Rowe admitted that he cannot know or 
prove that cases of extreme suffering are indeed 
pointless, only that we have rational grounds for 
supposing that they are pointless. It is also the 
case that it is difficult to draw a line demarcating 
when an act becomes pointless. The Catechism 
of the Catholic Church states:

‘ Natural evils are a consequence of living in 
this world. God freely willed to create a world 
‘in a state of journeying’ towards its ultimate 
perfection…with physical good there also exists 
physical evil so long as creation has not reached 
perfection. ’Inconclusive

So, is the evidential argument from evil 
convincing — and does excessive, pointless 
suffering mean that God does not exist? 
Certainly, there is widespread evidence of 
horrendous suffering that seems to question 
seriously the existence of an all-powerful and 
loving God. However, while the existence of evil 

seems to make atheism more convincing than 
theism, it is not conclusive and that is why Rowe 
offered it only as a ‘probability’ rather than a 
‘certainty’ that God does not exist. Why? Well, 
if God does exist, he knows more than we do 
about the great scheme of things. There may 
be hidden reasons which explain the apparent 
pointlessness. As the Apostle Paul wrote:

‘ Who has known the mind of God? ’Romans 11:34a

Howard-Snyder, D. and F. (1999) ‘Is Theism 
Compatible with Gratuitous Evil?’, American 
Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 36, No. 2.

McCloskey, H. J. (1986) God and Evil, Springer.

McCord Adams, M. (2000) Horrendous Evil and the 
Goodness of God, Cornell University Press.

Plantinga, A. (1974) God, Freedom and Evil, William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co.

Rowe, W. (1996) ‘The Problem of Evil and Some 
Varieties of Atheism’ in D. Howard-Snyder (ed.)  
The Evidential Argument from Evil, Indiana University 
Press. (Original article appeared in American 
Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 16, 1979. 
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AO1 is the assessment objective that focuses 

on showing what you know and understand. 

We can summarise what you need to do 

to meet AO1 as ‘Tell me about x.’ So, if I 

replace x with the words ‘a biro pen’, we 

can understand this on a deeper and more 

insightful level. Now, if you needed to tell 

someone about a biro, you would, logically, 

start with the basic information, or what you 

first see or remember: it’s plastic, longish, 

thinnish, has two different ends, and one end 

can be written with. This is the immediate 

information. It’s the key information and 

basic, and is similar to repetition of something 

memorised — you don’t need to hold a biro 

to tell someone this information. 

Beyond basic

At the top level, all exam boards’ assessment 

criteria in the mark schemes want a 

thorough or comprehensive exposition of 

x to meet AO1. Thus, in our pen example, 

we would need to go well beyond the basic 

information above. So how can I do that? 

Well, I need to add more information about 

the pen. Logically, the best way to do this 

is to look again at the pen and look more 

closely, preferably at an actual example. 

When I look at it now, I might notice this 

particular biro’s hexagonal shape, that this 

particular pen is blue, that the plastic bit at 

the top has been chewed and that it has 

the word ‘biro’ written on the body. This 

information is related to the actual pen in 

my hand, rather than all biros, as the basic 

information was. 

But that’s still not thorough or 

comprehensive, though we are moving up 

in levels of information given. So how can I 

say more about the pen? I could look even 

more closely, notice that the ink is half used, 

that the body is scratched from being in my 

pencil case, that the effectiveness of the pen 

is not affected by the non-writing end being 

chewed, that it was chewed in nervousness 

about my impending exam and, perhaps, 

that the writing end has a roller ball in it and 

that it is an effective writing implement. This 

is adding further information to the specific 

details already given about the pen. 

Is that thorough yet? The answer is that 

if I can add more information, we’re not 

finished. So, what else can I say? Well, all the 

information given so far is knowledge. It’s 

based on a description of the pen in hand 

(or of all biros at the basic level).

Understanding

To go further, I have to understand the 

pen. I need to understand that it is like 

other pens, and I can use that knowledge 

to further my detail. So, in comparing this 

biro to other pens or types of biros, I can 

indeed add more information about the pen. 

Perhaps I’d add that biros come in many 

colours from red to black and even green, 

that there are other types of pen, and some 

use a more fluid ink while some are similar 

to this biro. I could say that this biro is made 

of clear plastic while other biros might be 

opaque. Indeed, by knowing that other biros 

are opaque, I have seen a feature of this 

pen I hadn’t noticed before. But you can 

only do this if you understand the pen — 

this is beyond just knowing, as if you didn’t 

understand what the pen was you couldn’t 

make those links between different biros or 

pens. 

All you need is   SPEEDL
Andrew Yiallouros explains an examination technique  
that will see you through all your A-level exams

 exam focus
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All you need is   SPEEDL
Andrew Yiallouros explains an examination technique  
that will see you through all your A-level exams

It is the same as a 3-year-old child going 

through your pencil case and picking out 

all your different types of pens and asking 

‘What’s that?’ for each one. Because they 

don’t yet understand or know much about 

pens, they will need to be told that each 

different pen is still a pen. So, in essence, 

this understanding of what a pen is, is a 

phase change in your knowledge. The first 

phase is descriptive, even if it’s a detailed 

description. It’s what the textbook says, or 

what you can remember or see. But once 

I understand that information, I go up 

another level, another phase, to give even 

more information that isn’t immediately 

obvious. 

Are we through yet? What about things 

that aren’t pens? Can they tell me more 

about this pen? Actually, the answer is 

yes. Studying a pencil can tell me that a 

writing implement doesn’t need to use 

ink. It doesn’t need to be made of plastic. 

The fact that it is not using graphite makes 

my biro more sturdy and dependable. I 

also don’t need a sharpener for my biro. 

These now become additional key features 

about my biro that perhaps I hadn’t given 

enough significance to. We are adding 

further information, but also reprocessing 

information already given. Again, this can 

only be done if I actually understand the pen 

and how it is similar to a pencil. 

If you were to write an essay about biros 

with all this information, you would provide 

a thorough, comprehensive, detailed, 

fully developed, relevant and excellent 

(all these are really synonyms of each 

other) demonstration of a wide range of 

knowledge about the biro. This is what the 

exam boards are looking for to achieve the 

top level for AO1 in their mark schemes.

Applying the approach

That’s all rather abstract. What about a 

real example? How about ‘Explain the 

Cosmological Argument.’ Exactly like our 

pen example, you would first need to say 

what the Cosmological Argument is. Then 

you would need to keep adding information, 

examples, explanations, development and 

links about the cosmological argument, 

focused on explaining it. In our pen 

example, we started with a basic answer, 

then we gave a specific example, then we 

explained that example, then we developed 

it, and developed it further, and then linked 

it to develop it again. Therefore, I can use 

a scaffold based on those paragraphs and 

discussion above to do all this. 

Many schools use PEE or PEEL, but I think 

a more thorough acronym would be SPEEDL: 

Signpost, Point, Example/evidence, Explain, 

Develop and Link. 
 ■ Our first paragraph is Signpost, the very 

basic information linking to the question: a 

biro is x. 
 ■ Then we gave the Point, that I was 

holding a biro. 
 ■ Then we gave the Evidence or example, 

the specific information about the biro I was 

holding. 
 ■ Then we said more about this example, 

we Explained. (The ‘E’s can be in any order, 

it doesn’t really matter — I can explain and 

then evidence or evidence and then explain.) 
 ■ Then we Developed by using our 

understanding of the biro to say more. We 

actually gave a few developments, which is 
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recommended — remember we are trying to 

hit that top-level criterion of (to summarise 

the synonyms) leaving the reader feeling as 

though we have said almost all there is to 

say about biros. 
 ■ Then we Linked, to pencils, to say more 

and develop further. The link also has to 

include a reference to the question again, 

to really spell it out, even though that seems 

obvious. So, to satisfy the link, we have to 

also say that, therefore, this is what a biro 

is. 

Using SPEEDL in practice

So, with ‘Explain the Cosmological 

Argument’, my answer might look like this: 

The Cosmological Argument is an a 
posteriori argument for the existence 
of God that uses the experience that 
there is something rather than nothing 
to prove God exists [this is my Signpost]. 
One of the developers of the theory, 
Aquinas, theorised from the experience 
of the cosmos towards the existence 
of God, believing that we can observe 
the cosmos and that things exist and so 
therefore must conclude that God exists 
[this is my Point]. He offered three ways 
of the argument from motion, cause 
and contingency [this is my Example 
as I’m using key terms]. The argument 
from motion can be summarised as 
arguing that all things are in a state of 
change (and are thus secondary movers) 
and yet not all things can be secondary 
movers or you would be left with 
infinite regress; there must be a primary 
mover, and this mover is God. The 
argument from causation states that 

(P1) the universe exists, (P2) existence 
has a cause, and (C) God is the cause. 
Finally, the argument from contingency 
argues that all things in nature are 
contingent on something else for their 
existence and that all these things must 
be contingent on a being that exists 
independently [these three sentences 
are my Explain]. Other philosophers 
have focused on distinctions between in 
causa (causality), in esse (essence) and in 
fieri (becoming), though all are premised 
on causality and a first cause [this is 
my first Develop] as above. In esse can 
be further understood by saying that 
an essence is present in all things and 
defines their existence and so these are 
contingent on each other, and yet there 
must be a source of this essence and 
that is God [another Develop]. In fieri can 
be further explained by understanding 
that the process of becoming requires 
a creator [a final Develop]. Therefore, 
the Cosmological Argument can be 
explained by saying that, just like a 
line of dominoes needs a first finger 
to push the first domino over, the 
universe needs a first being to explain 
its existence and that this being is God 
[my Link].

Paragraph to essay

That’s a thorough paragraph that 

explains the Cosmological Argument. An 

actual essay is going to need a whole 

series of paragraphs though, as well 

as an introduction and conclusion. The 

introduction can be understood as a largish 

(two to five sentences rather than one) 

Signpost of your whole essay, and the 

conclusion a largish Link. So, our whole 

essay would look like this: S — SPEEDL — 

SPEEDL — SPEEDL — SPEEDL — L. The 

number of SPEEDLs or paragraphs depends 

on the time allowed per essay or, rather, the 

marks available. 

One further insight is that my essay, 

what the paragraphs will be based on, can 

be planned by working out my points. So, 

for this Cosmological Argument question it 

could be (for a 25-mark question): 

1 basic Cosmological Argument information 

(like my example above) 

2 Aquinas’ first way 

3  Aquinas’ second way

4 Aquinas’ third way

5 a variation (such as the Kalam argument), 

or a high-level paragraph like the one above 

about in fieri or in esse

How well your essay does will depend on 

the quality of your information, how much 

you can say and all the usual things you 

need to do to get a good mark. But SPEEDL 

and the other ideas in this ‘Exam focus’ 

should help you get the fundamentals right 

and navigate your way through an essay. 

The rest is up to you. Thorough and effective 

knowledge acquisition, effective methods 

for remembering and understanding this 

knowledge, and timed practice essays are 

all key. (For further information, including 

what you need to do for AO2, anthology 

questions and when AO1 and AO2 are 

combined, see Yiallouros 2017.)

Yiallouros, A. P. M. (2017) How to Write 
Any Essay and Get a Top Mark!, Blurb.
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To reject determinism and argue that we 
have complete moral responsibility is called 
libertarianism, or incompatibilism. 

Libertarianism

Libertarians argue that the principles of cause 
and effect cannot be applied to human behaviour 
and choices as we do have the freedom to act 
and we are morally responsible for our actions. 
Libertarians believe that moral actions are 
the result of the values and character of the 
individual, and therefore we have free choice 
and can choose different ways to act. In contrast, 
determinism means that we do the only thing we 
can do and so never really have a choice about 
anything.

Kant
Kant (1724–1804) argued that we do not need 
to be dominated by the cause and effect of our 
emotions as we can apply reason and become the 
originating cause of our actions. If we act from 
our feelings or emotions we become slaves to our 
own passions. Here he disagreed with Hume, who 
wrote that ‘reason is the slave of the passions’.

Peter van Inwagen (1942–) uses the analogy of 
deciding which road to go down when we come 
to a junction. For the determinist, there are no 
junctions and so we cannot choose a different 
path.

A libertarian view is that we do ‘make our 
actions’ and we can choose to do something else. 
If a libertarian has to defend their actions, they 
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will evaluate them, asking themselves whether, 
at that time, they could have acted differently. 

Strengths, weaknesses and uncertainty
Another response to determinism is that it is not 
true that all events have a cause, as some events 
are uncaused, and human decisions and choices 
are examples of such uncaused events. Werner 
Heisenberg’s (1901–76) uncertainty principle 
says that we cannot know both the location and 
the momentum of subatomic particles at the 
same time. He therefore thought it was better not 
to formulate general laws. Using this principle, it 
seems that determinism is false.

However, the principle of causality is actually 
presupposed when considering freedom, as the 
opposite of causality is randomness. A universe 
in which there are random events is not one in 
which we have free will. Nobody can be held 
morally responsible for an act that was caused by 
a random event occurring in their brain. Modern 
physics maintains that the most basic laws of 
nature are not deterministic but probabilistic. 

If free choices are real, a person must be able 
to cause the events they choose. If all human 

actions are independent of any cause, including a 
person’s will, there is no genuine freedom.

Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–80) argued that 
freedom is the goal and the measure of our lives 
— we make ourselves what we choose. Freedom 
is both the underpinning of any morality and 
it is a goal — to be free is to have a humanly 
fulfilling life.

Libertarianism acknowledges that people have 
a sense of decision-making, a sense of freedom 
and a sense of deliberating over their choices 
in life. Our whole system of ethics and law is 
underpinned by personal responsibility.

David Hume (1711–76) claimed that, even 
if in nature event B follows event A on every 
observed occasion, to say that event A causes 
event B is to go beyond observation. 

Libertarians insist that free will is the power 
to choose — but how does a person decide what 
to do? 

Soft determinism or compatibilism

Soft determinism or compatibilism argues that 
some of our actions are determined but we are 

Heisenberg argued 
that as we cannot 
know the location 
and momentum of 
subatomic particles, 
we should not 
formulate general laws

IF FREE CHOICES ARE 
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nevertheless morally responsible for our actions. 
Soft determinism says that there is confusion 
between determinism and fatalism about what 
we mean by freedom of choice. Freedom of 
choice is not compatible with fatalism, but it is 
compatible with determinism, if we include our 
own values and desires among the choices that 
determine our actions. Soft determinism agrees 
that all human actions are caused, otherwise 
they would be unpredictable and random. 
It claims that human freedom and moral 
responsibility are far from being incompatible 
with determinism and that, in fact, they are 
incomprehensible without it. 

Most human choices are influenced by both 
external and internal causes. Understanding 
human freedom is not possible without 
determinism because our choice is one of the 
causal factors.

All actions are controlled by causes, and there 
are two types of causes:

 ■ internal causes lead to voluntary actions of free 
will, such as choosing what to eat

 ■ external causes lead to involuntary actions of 
compulsion, contrary to one’s wishes or desires, 
such as not having any choice over what to eat

Soft determinism defines freedom as the 
liberty of spontaneity and the freedom to act 
according to one’s nature. If a person’s wishes 
and desires are counted among the causes of 
their actions then freedom is also compatible 
with moral responsibility. People cannot be held 
responsible for their actions if they have no choice 
because of external constraints or could not have 
acted otherwise because of internal constraints.

David Hume
David Hume argued that every act had to be 
caused otherwise it was chance not freedom, so 
freedom and determinism have to go together or 
everything would be random. He said that our 
will is the internal cause, so that freedom is:

‘ The power of acting or not acting according 
to the determinations of the will; that is, if we 
choose to remain at rest, we may; if we choose 
to move, we also may.  ’Hume 2011

He continued by saying that if we are not 
constrained, we are free and so are responsible 
for our actions — just as Locke’s man in the 

locked room voluntarily stays there as he does 
not know the room is locked.

Soft determinism is more than a combination 
of hard determinism and libertarianism. It can 
be considered a view that sees determinism as 
compatible with whatever sort of freedom is 
necessary for moral responsibility. 

Kant
Kant believed that determinism applied to 
everything that was the object of knowledge, but 
not to acts of the will. He argued that people work 
from two different standpoints: the theoretical 
(pure reason) and the practical (practical reason) 
and that it is our own self-awareness that forces 
on us the belief that we are free.

Soft determinism, then, is a position taken 
due to the need to have some accountability and 
responsibility for human behaviour. ‘Free’ in this 
context means ‘being physically able to do’, not 
‘being able to choose’.

Creativity
Soft determinism teaches that moral 
responsibility is important in society, but that it 
is not reasonable to hold a person responsible for 
actions caused by their emotions, beliefs, desires 
and decisions if they had no choice about having 
them.

It is hard for the soft determinist to decide 
what exactly is determined and what can be 
freely chosen. 

Soft determinism allows for creativity in our 
choices. Einstein (1879–1955) said that: 

‘ Everything is determined, the beginning as 
well as the end, by forces over which we have 
no control. It is determined for the insect, as 
well as for the star. Human beings, vegetables, 
or cosmic dust, dance to a mysterious tune, 
intoned in the distance by an invisible piper.  ’Clark 2001

Clark, R. W. (2001) Einstein: The Life and Times, Avon.

Hume, D. (2011) An Enquiry Concerning Human 
Understanding, Simon & Brown.
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Emotivism stems from the work of the logical positivists, who sought 
to do away with all metaphysical language, which they deemed to be 
meaningless. 

In Language, Truth and Logic, A. J. Ayer declared: ‘Exhortations 
to moral virtue are not propositions at all, but ejaculations or 
commands which are designed to provoke the reader to action of 
a certain sort. Accordingly, they do not belong to any branch of 
philosophy or science…’ Ayer’s critique of ethical language did not 
reach the conclusion that it was meaningless, but rather that it was 
not statements of fact. A statement of fact corresponds to something 
in the world that we can verify, usually through sense experience, 
or that, according to Hume’s definition, may be called ‘relations of 
ideas’ — things we know to be universally and inherently true. Ayer’s 
contention was that ethical statements could not fit either of these 
criteria. It would be easy to dismiss them as therefore meaningless, 
but Ayer was interested in the function that ethical language served. 

Alastair MacIntyre
Alastair MacIntyre defined emotivism as ‘the doctrine that all 
evaluative judgments, and, more specifically, all moral judgments, 
are nothing but expressions of preference, expressions of attitude or 
feeling’. When Ayer reached this conclusion in 1936, he maintained 
that if ethical statements were not facts, the function they served 
was essentially to express a preference. Thus, emotivism argues that 
if we make a claim such as ‘Abortion is wrong’, this is not to make a 

value judgement based on an objective point of reference, but rather 
we are simply saying ‘I don’t like abortion.’ Hence, ethical claims were 
not designed to make factual claims but to invoke certain emotional 
responses in the hearer, and so what they mean is less important than 
what they accomplish. They cannot be justified in any rational kind of 
way but they do serve in some way as an instruction, since ‘Abortion 
is wrong’ is a recommendation to others: ‘Do not have an abortion.’ 

Carnap, Russell and Braithwaite
Rudolph Carnap took a similar view, although he considered ethical 
claims to be commands, not ejaculations, as Ayer did. If we maintain 
that ethical claims are commands from God, then we are effectively 
adopting this view, while suggesting a rational reason for them being 
commands. Bertrand Russell claimed that moral judgements express 
a wish, and R. B. Braithwaite maintained that they serve to bind the 
community together. This is a non-cognitive, or anti-realist, view 
of language, which takes the stance that language does not make 
factually true claims, but serves some other function.

C. L. Stevenson
C. L. Stevenson argued that ethical judgements express the speaker’s 
attitude and seek to evoke a similar attitude in their hearers, but he 
does allow that moral attitudes are based on beliefs, which provide 
reasonable grounds for holding them. Nevertheless, he does allow 
that even our most fundamental attitudes may not be rooted in any 
particular beliefs, in which case we cannot reason about them.
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Ayer and ethical language

Communication
Ayer maintained that the effectiveness of ethical language was the 
way in which it was communicated. Hence, tone of voice played an 
important part in expressing ethical opinion. The claim ‘Stealing 
is wrong’, while not reflecting a realist, moral fact, conveyed the 
same emotion as ‘Stealing!’, where, Ayer claimed, the quantity and 
thickness of the exclamation marks conveyed the same disapproval 
as ‘is wrong’. The exclamation ‘Stealing!!!’ could not be understood 
as a factual claim, and in the same way neither should the apparent 
assertion ‘Stealing is wrong’. 

Ethical claims cannot be contradicted since they amount only to 
moral sentiments. Any number of moral sentiments can be expressed 
without contradiction since they are not facts. Ayer went as far as 
to say that ethical expressions are as unverifiable as a cry of pain or 
word of command. Furthermore, since a feeling can be expressed 
without accompanying words — for example, ‘I disapprove’ can be 
conveyed by body language alone — ethical statements need not 
involve any assertions at all.

Disputes
Ayer observed that since it is impossible to have disputes about 
moral sentiments, apparent moral disputes revolve around the 
erroneous belief that moral claims hold factual value. A dispute 
between claimants regarding abortion is based on putative facts 
concerning whether abortion may or may not constitute the murder 

of a human person, or whether it violates the rights of the mother 
or foetus. Moral dispute is based on the view that the opponent 
has misunderstood the facts of the case and aims to persuade them 
to adopt our view of the empirical facts. If they do not do so, Ayer 
suggested, we claim that they have a distorted moral sense even 
though we have no legitimate grounds for claiming that our moral 
system is superior. Ayer observed: ‘It is because argument fails us 
when we come to deal with pure questions of value, as distinct from 
questions of fact, that we finally resort to mere abuse.’

Pseudo-concepts
As a consequence, Ayer claimed that all moral philosophy consists 
of identifying ethical concepts as pseudo concepts which are 
unanalysable. The only question that can be asked is what causes 
people to have the moral feelings they have, and this is a task 
for psychology not philosophy. He suggested that the primary 
motivation behind people’s moral feelings is fear, sometimes of God, 
or of society’s disapproval. He observed that most moral systems 
are broadly Kantian or utilitarian, and each serves to encourage a 
particular moral conduct which is beneficial for the wellbeing of 
society as a whole. However, Ayer wrote: ‘Their essential defect is 
that they treat propositions which refer to the causes and attributes 
of ethical feelings as if they were definitions of ethical concepts. 
And thus they fail to recognise that ethical concepts are pseudo-
concepts.’

G. E. Moore
Proponents of intuitionism argue that ethical terms cannot be defined, 
since the properties ascribed to them, such as ‘good’ or ‘ought’, 
can be defined in non-ethical terms also. G. E. Moore is famous 
for arguing that ‘good’ can be defined no more successfully than 
‘yellow’. If we are asked to define yellow, or indeed any colour, we 
can only define it in terms of something else which possesses what 
we consider to be the quality or characteristics of yellow. We give 
examples of yellow and yellow things, but we do not define yellow 
itself. In the same way, ethical values cannot therefore be defined, 
but are self-evident and can be known only directly by intuition. 
Certain things are perceived to be good, such as compassion, but this 
is not because man reasons it to be so with reference to natural or 
empirical observation. Good is not a matter of opinion, but something 
that we can all ascertain through reason. 

Moore and intrinsic good
Moore argued that goodness resists definition because people have 
different moral opinions without logical contradiction, and yet there 
is a remarkable similarity in the way in which people reach moral 
conclusions and even in the conclusions they draw. An inner sense 
directs humans to know what is right or wrong, but, as Moore 
argued, ‘If I am asked, “What is good?” my answer is that good is 
good, and that is the end of the matter.’ Moore claimed that the goal 
of morality should be to produce the ‘best effects on the whole’, and 
suggested that there are three things which are intrinsically good: 
pleasure, friendship and aesthetic appreciation. Right actions are 
those which increase these intrinsic goods for the greatest number of 
people.

W. D. Ross
W. D. Ross identified seven duties which are intuitively recognised. 
They may change according to the situation, but the intuition of the 
mature person will recognise which is appropriate. He maintained 

that morality was self-evident and part of the ‘fundamental nature of 
the universe’. 
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The nature of resurrection, bodily or spiritual, 
and how this is presented through the teachings 
of the Gospels and of St Paul, were clearly of 
great concern to the early Church. There are 
many questions surrounding the resurrection 
which are still relevant today because belief 
in the resurrection is the defining doctrine of 
Christianity. There is a particular imperative 
to deal with the problems, otherwise the 
importance of the whole doctrine is devalued. 
Moreover, there are Christological implications, 
as the identity of Jesus as the Son of God is 
brought into question if the resurrection did not 
happen as it is recorded in the Gospels. Indeed, 
the only empirical proof is the resurrection 
narratives which, according to Ian Wilson, are 
‘an almost hopeless jumble of confusion’. This 
supernatural event is difficult to understand, yet 
we must take seriously the question ‘Did Jesus 
really rise from the dead?’ (Wilson 1996).

Tyler and Reid (2003) observe that ‘the 
evangelists were not concerned with the 
mechanics of God’s miraculous activity, but 
rather with the reality of it’. None of the Gospel 
accounts are concerned with how Jesus rose from 
the dead, they simply assert that he did. The 
Gospels are not apologetic and do not try to 
justify their point of view, and this encourages 
the reader not to question it either. Furthermore, 
predictions of the death and resurrection 
throughout the Gospels prove that Jesus is the 
Son of God because he had foreknowledge of his 
fate. They also prepare the reader so they are not 
surprised when he does rise from the dead. The 
reader is in a stronger position than the disciples, 
who respond with surprise and disbelief.

A common core

However, there is a common core to the 
resurrection narratives, which makes it possible 
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to sort through this ‘jumble of confusion’ and 
find the similarities that lie within it. The five 
key similarities are:

 ■ the fact of the empty tomb
 ■ the visit of the women to the tomb
 ■ information conveyed by angels or a 

mysterious stranger
 ■ motifs of surprise and disbelief
 ■ instructions or commissioning by Jesus 

Tyler and Reid note these similarities and 
emphasise them in this passage, but they also 
accept that there are differences. However, they 
argue that these differences should not pose 
a problem, as the evangelists had different 
personalities and so naturally would want to 
‘make use of the narrative to emphasise key 
themes that have run throughout their Gospels’. 
They acknowledge the differences that make 
the accounts distinctive and which reflect the 
particular concerns and issues of the Gospel 

writers. For example, although different women 
are named as accompanying Mary Magdalene in 
all four Gospels, this is because the evangelists 
would have wanted to emphasise the women 
who were known to their communities. It is 
likely that a large party of women went to the 
tomb, and each Gospel highlights those known 
to their circle — Salome was known in Mark’s 
community, for example, while Joanna was 
known in Luke’s. 

The kerygma 

These five key similarities in the whole tradition 
are recognised to be the most important. They 
are the kerygma, or the kernel of truth. These 
similarities are very important. For example, the 
empty tomb is needed for everything to follow. It 
demands an explanation and invites the reader 
to question it and want to find out more. Mark 
ended his Gospel with the women running 

The empty tomb is 
present in all the 
resurrection narratives

The women 
accompanying Mary 
Magdalene change 
depending on which 
women were known 
to the evangelists’ 
communities

All students of the New Testament 
need to get to grips with the 
issues surrounding the death and 
resurrection of Jesus. Emer Walsh 
discusses some key interpretations
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away so as to invite the reader to find out for 
themselves what the empty tomb was. If the 
tomb was sealed when they came, and yet they 
still saw an appearance of Jesus, it would have 
been easier to disregard him as a hallucination 
or a replica rather than the literal risen body of 
Christ. 

The empty tomb provides evidence that Jesus 
rose, as we know he definitely left the tomb. 
In addition, the visit of the women to the tomb 
is significant as their testimony would have 
had less weight than that of a group of men. 
The criterion of difficulty states that the more 
difficult a piece of information is, the more likely 
it is to be true. Therefore, as women’s opinions 
and statements were not valued at the time, 
had they been making it up the Gospel writers 
would have described the disciples finding the 
empty tomb, because that would have been 
more believable. Indeed, Evelyn and Frank 
Stagg (1978) argued that ‘whereas others found 
women not qualified or authorised to teach, 
the four Gospels have it that the risen Christ 
commissioned women to teach men, including 
Peter and the other apostles, the resurrection, the 
foundation of Christianity’. 

Furthermore, Tyler and Reid highlight another 
key similarity in the resurrection accounts being 

that the information about Jesus’ resurrection is 
conveyed by angels or a mysterious stranger. It is 
not significant that this information is conveyed 
through different people in the four accounts, 
only that the women are told by someone. 
Thus, the women aren’t left to come to their 
own conclusion, and they don’t have to infer 
what happened. At the time, the only chance 
of the women’s story having any credibility was 
if they were told by someone. Moreover, this 
information reinforces the reliability of Jesus’ 
teaching and so resolves the Christological 
difficulties. The motifs of surprise and disbelief 
are also an important theme because they are 
a natural reaction to a resurrection. Therefore, 
it is clear that this story was not contrived. 
Readers can identify with this emotion and be 
reassured by the confusion and lack of belief, 
as even people close to Jesus, such as Thomas, 
questioned the truth of his resurrection. 

The authority of the message

Finally, the addition of instructions or 
commissioning by Jesus is significant as it gives 
the disciples authority to spread Jesus’ message 
and build the Church. Even Paul suggests, in  
1 Corinthians 15, that his conversion experience 
was a resurrection appearance so that he had the 
same authority to preach as the Gospel writers. 
Tyler and Reid also argue that as Mark’s Gospel 
ends most naturally at verse 8, the resurrection 
verses are almost certainly later additions. These 
later additions are influenced by the material 
in the other Gospel traditions, as there was an 
amorphous tradition of the resurrection which 
the evangelists drew from. It is therefore better 
to have fewer accounts of the resurrection 
than a multiplicity in which the probability of 
inconsistencies would be increased. 

Ultimately, the empty tomb still needs to 
be explained in the light of other, potentially 
more rational, alternative explanations, such 
as that the women went to the wrong tomb or 
that someone moved Jesus’ body. And we still 
need to consider the implications of rejecting the 
resurrection altogether, as well as a postmodern 
spiritual interpretation of the resurrection 
perhaps being more appropriate than a historical 
event. Yet, either Jesus was resurrected or he 
wasn’t — it’s as simple as that.

Information about the 
resurrection is always 
conveyed by an angel 
or mysterious stranger
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Implications

Clearly, the common core of the resurrection 
narrative should be the main focus for anyone 
attempting to understand the resurrection. 
The implications of any discussion about the 
resurrection ultimately revolve around what 
can be claimed about the person of Jesus and 
the relative ‘truth’ of the resurrection narrative 
as a historical event. Although alternative 
explanations have been offered for the discovery 
of the empty tomb, most scholars conclude that 
the only truly logical and rational explanation is 
that Jesus really did rise from the dead. 

The implications for Christians are too great 
if Jesus was not resurrected. The resurrection is 
the foundation of Christianity — if Jesus did 
not rise from the dead then he was simply 
another inspiring prophet, rather than the 
Son of God. Moreover, Hans-Werner Bartsch 

(1972) highlights that ‘Christ’s resurrection was 
the beginning of the eschatological process 
of resurrection’. It paved the way for belief in 
eternal life for all Christians.

The major issue in this extract is the 
balancing act between the common core of the 
Gospels, and the differences between them. 
The implications of the common core can be 
used to indicate a degree of historical reliability 
about the narrative according to the principle 
of rationality. The differences enhance the 
fact that there is a common core, rather than 
detracting from its truth — they show that it is 
not a contrived formula. The embellishments 
reveal the character and distinctive interests of 
the Gospel writers and could reveal who they 
were writing to. The differences also make it 
more emotionally dynamic and add theological 
richness. It is only if those differences mean we 
lose too much contact with the common core 
that they become arbitrary and cause problems.

Although Wilson sees the resurrection 
narratives as a ‘hopeless jumble of confusion’ — 
and has a major consideration of the differences 
in the resurrection accounts which are ‘so full 
of inconsistencies that it is easy for sceptics to 
deride them’ — like the memories of witnesses 
after a road accident, we should not expect 
complete consistency but instead look for a 
common core in the accounts. The differences 
don’t undermine the credibility of reports 

— people are naturally drawn to different 
details, whether it be different protagonists or 
differences in their responses. 

Symbolism

The way around these apparent problems is to 
lay aside our concern for narrative consistency 
and instead focus on finding a symbolic or 
metaphorical meaning which the narratives 
illustrate. We need to find the non-cognitive 
kernel which can be understood through 
faith and interpretation. D. F. Strauss (2010) 
argued that our focus when reading the Gospel 
accounts should be on ‘the story of a miraculous 
occurrence rather than the story of a miraculous 
occurrence’. Rudolph Bultmann (1981) argued 
that the tradition became too committed to a 
historical account of Jesus’ resurrection. Indeed, 
Paul’s listing of the resurrection appearances ‘was 
a fatal step that leads to the further attempt to 
historicise it in the Gospels’. The need to root 
the resurrection in history became more pressing 
as time went on. For example, 1 Corinthians 15 
was written to reassert belief in resurrection; 
therefore, it was written as a historical-type 
narrative. Ironically, the more the evangelists 
and Paul tried to historicise the resurrection, the 
more embellished and supernatural it became. 
For example, Jesus becomes more of a mystical 
figure in Matthew’s and John’s Gospels than he 
appears to be in Mark’s.

Demythologising the text

However, are the problems with the differences 
in the accounts resolved by interpreting the 
resurrection in a non-literal way? R. H. Fuller 
(1980) argued that ‘the real meaning of the 
resurrection message is not that a certain 
incredible event occurred on Easter Sunday 
morning, but that the cross is permanently 
available to us in the Church’s preaching as the 
saving act of God’. We need to demythologise 
the Bible and so consider its real meaning and 
symbolism in order to focus on the central 
core message, rather than be concerned about 
differing facts. However, Christians struggle to 
demythologise the resurrection narratives in 
particular (in contrast, perhaps, to the creation 
story) because it forms the basis of Christian 
belief. Paul recognised that without the 
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resurrection, the message would slip back into 
a narrative about simply another charismatic 
prophet who failed and was crucified. Jesus’ 
resurrection defeats this demeaning death and is 
essential in order to distinguish Jesus from other 
prophets such as Elijah.

Clearly, for Paul, not to admit the resurrection 
of Jesus means that one is not a Christian. In light 
of this, any alternative scenario is inadequate for 
Christian belief, and the implications of any such 
scenario proving more persuasive are serious. Is 
it possible to be a Christian without belief in the 
resurrection? Arguably, the resurrection proves 
everything that Jesus did and spoke of during his 
ministry, and if the Christian accepts who Jesus is 
on the basis of that evidence, the resurrection is 
not a surprise — it is, after all, what he predicted 
would happen. However, the resurrection still 
has to be accepted by faith and this can allow for 
a non-literal interpretation of the resurrection. 
Liberal Christians who claim the reality of the 
resurrection in a symbolic sense still speak of 
the transforming power of its message. Karl 
Barth observed that the Gospel writers were 
not looking for the acceptance of a well-attested 
historical report but for a decision of faith. In 
other words, perhaps we put too much emphasis 

on the historical details of the resurrection, 
which was not what the Gospel writers intended. 
As Tyler and Reid argue, ‘the evangelists were 
not concerned with the mechanics of God’s 
miraculous activity, but rather with the reality 
of it.’ Therefore, the implications of rejecting the 
physical resurrection may not be so important 
after all.
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In modern times, many philosophical and ethical 
issues which have great significance to religious 
believers have come under fierce scrutiny from 
the challenges posed by new developments in 
philosophy and science. The conflict between 
the traditional and the new is a fertile breeding 
ground for the proliferation of many ideologies, 
some of which attempt to combine old and new, 
some to preserve the old, and others to discard it 
completely. For the religious believer, who seeks 
to hold on to what they consider to be of ultimate 
value, the challenge is a rigorous one. One issue 

that has dominated religious scholarship since the 
enlightenment is the question of the authority of 
scripture and its status as an inspired work.

Views of authority 

The concept of the authority of scripture has been 
held to be of paramount importance to religious 
believers since the early Church was evaluating 
the Jewish scriptures. It can be understood 
in one of two ways. If the Bible has causative 
authority, it is understood to be an inspired 
text through which the Holy Spirit produces 
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the faith necessary to believe what it says. It is 
self-authenticating and has the power to lead to 
salvation. Canonical authority views scripture 
as the norm for knowledge of God and is both 
directive (a guide) and corrective (a judge). It 
is fixed and invariable, and is inerrant in all 
matters, including those of history, geography 
and chronology. This view immediately faces 
significant challenges from modern views since 
an a priori acceptance of scripture’s truth in all 
things became increasingly difficult to maintain 
as science gained greater force, and Protestant 
scholasticism, which supported the model of 
inerrant inspiration, itself paved the way for 
source criticism. 

The growth of biblical criticism and 
interpretative methods has led to the rise of 
many ways of deconstructing the biblical text 
and offering interpretations which are coloured 
by the preconceptions of the critics, but which 
also offer important insights into the way the 
Bible has been interpreted over the centuries and 
the way in which the original writers handled 
the material available to them. Biblical criticism 
need not be automatically associated with the 
rationalist and sceptical movements which have 
had the effect of dethroning the Bible. For many 
critics, the value of biblical interpretation lies 
in satisfying intellectual curiosity and making 
valuable use of a wider awareness of literary 
style. Wellhausen, for example, was concerned 
to reveal the Bible’s vital role as a source of 
historical evidence, and academic objectivity 
was not an attack on the authority of scripture. 
Rather, it was quite independent of it.

The challenge of criticism

However, the rationalist schools of criticism, 
which have their roots in the belief that the Bible 
should be ‘read like any other book’, can be seen 
to pose a serious challenge to its authoritative 
status. If the Bible can be read like any other 
book, then it is taken as if it were an entirely 
human creation, in which inaccuracies can be 
detected and the authors were as affected by 
their own time-bound assumptions. That there 
are inconsistencies in the text is not a matter of 
dispute — it is how significant they are which is 
the matter of debate. On the one hand, biblical 
authority can be abandoned altogether, since 

personal interpretation of the text is no less 
reliable. However, it is still possible to allow that 
biblical literature is valid because it is culturally 
relative and the texts can be productively read 
and interpreted as finished wholes, taking into 
account the author’s circumstances. Furthermore, 
Rudolph Bultmann observed that salvation is 
obtained through faith in Jesus and not by the 
accuracy of the biblical text, and that it was the 
Christian’s right to ask radical questions about it.

Related to this issue is that of Christian 
ethics, which emerged in the eighteenth century 
as a distinct subject alongside other academic 
disciplines in Christianity. For the New 
Testament writers, ethical teaching was clearly 
part of their total outlook, not an independent 
subject, although key issues can be clearly 
identified. As the early Church developed, they 
drew their ethical teaching initially from Jewish 
traditions, interpreting rather than rejecting 
the Jewish law, and from the character of Jesus, 
who established moral norms, such as humility, 
which were not previously highly regarded. Later, 
ethical teaching was affected by the increase in 
non-Jewish congregations, and a decline in the 
expectation of an imminent Parousia. Above 
all, the ethical teaching of the New and Old 
Testaments is dominated by the sense that God’s 
authority in matters of conduct is supreme.

Modern criticism

Modern views on biblical interpretation and 
on the relationship between modern moral 
codes and the rules apparently laid down in 
scripture, raise issues of particular concern — 
most especially, perhaps, the question of how 
the evangelists chose to arrange their material. 
Although Paul’s teaching appears to be direct, 
the only access we have to the ethical teaching of 
Jesus is via the evangelists’ portrayal of him that 
was inevitably influenced by their own times 
and communities. A difficulty invariably arises 
when we try to translate the ethical teaching of 
the New Testament to the present day, as J. L. 
Houlden observes:

‘ Students should recognise that in making 
judgements about present-day applications of 
New Testament ethics, writers are inevitably 
conditioned by their more general doctrinal 
standpoint about the role of scripture in 
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Christian judgement… . These may themselves 
be affected by non-theological factors, such as 
the degree to which a writer…has come to feel 
the force of the relativism of moral judgements 
in relation to their specific contexts. ’Houlden 2004 

Houlden’s point seems to be that both writer 
and reader are affected by their particular 
perspectives. If we maintain that scripture is 
authoritative and binding for all times, and that 
there is no room to accommodate the writers’ 
cultural and situational norms, or the readers’ 
current perspective, then we are obliged to 
consider the ethical teaching of the Bible quite 
independently of the circumstances in which it 
was written and those in which it is read. For 
many modern thinkers, this is not acceptable 
or practical, since it will lead more genuine 
seekers of the truth to abandon its principles 
as anachronistic and irrelevant rather than 
encourage them to testify to its continuing direct 
and unchallenged relevance.

Many moral dilemmas face religious believers 
in the modern day which compel them to 
extrapolate from the biblical text if they are to 
find an answer that has some relationship to 
scriptural teaching. The biblical writers were not 
affected by the ready availability of abortion, or 
of companies offering assisted suicide to ‘death 
tourists’, issues of gay and lesbian rights, genetic 
engineering and animal experimentation, 
to single out just a few of the myriad ethical 
dilemmas that face the modern religious believer. 

The freedom of choice that humankind 
expects to be able to exercise would have not 
been an issue for a society that lived under 
God’s sovereignty. While some ethical norms 
may have remained the same — the sanctity 
of life, for example — their application has 
changed. The easy call to take up arms against 
the enemy to which the people of Israel readily 
respond in the Old Testament is not matched 
today by a ready willingness to go to war. On 
the other hand, while it would be naïve to argue 
that abortion was unheard of in first-century 
Palestine, the reason for which a woman might 
seek an abortion would not be because she felt 
that pregnancy would threaten her chances of 
promotion. Times have changed, and with them 
people’s situations, and modern thinkers are 
compelled to address the question of whether 

biblical teaching can continue to have any 
validity at all.

God and morality

An issue that clearly emerges from these debates 
is that of the relationship between God and 
morality. The traditional view of this relationship 
is that the two-fold principles of creation and 
covenant lay the foundation for God’s authority 
to enforce and demand, to reward obedience 
and punish disobedience. The concept of 
authority of scripture and of how we interpret 
the ethical teachings of the Bible face serious 
challenges from modern views, but this does not 
necessarily mean that they will destroy them. 
Rather, modern interpretative approaches can 
offer new and relevant insights into biblical 
teaching, and the essentially unchanging nature 
of humankind offers a strong argument for the 
continuing validity of moral teachings grounded 
in fundamental realities.

Millar Burrows observes that the Bible writers 
present a picture of a God who commands things 
because they are good: 

‘ What is right is not so because God commands 
it; he commands it because it is right, and it is 
right because it is good for man. This may be 
true even of what we may call strictly religious 
rather than moral requirements such as the 
observance of the Sabbath.  ’Burrows 1946 

However, he maintains that this does not force 
us into acknowledging that there must be some 
impersonal goodness that is higher than God. 
Rather, God commands what is right for human 
beings because he has superior knowledge and 
knows all the implications of our actions, so 
humans should seek his advice as they would the 
advice of earthly experts. He is not subject to a 
higher source of authority and knowledge — he 
knows what is good because he made the world 
and all that is in it. 

Right and wrong

However, the view that morality is made and 
made known by God is open to many modern 
challenges. The issue is essentially of how humans 
can tell the difference between right and wrong. 
We make moral judgements and, to a remarkable 
extent, arrive at similar conclusions, but this 
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does not explain why these moral norms are 
the case, or whether they are relative statements, 
held to be authoritative only to those who claim 
them to be so. For the modern thinker, there 
is a vast range of alternative explanations for 
morality which need not include God. For the 
logical positivists, A. J. Ayer in particular, moral 
statements have no factual value, since they have 
no scientific or rational basis. Rather, they are 
expressions of emotion or opinion, exclamations 
of personal preference which we may or may not 
choose to be influenced by. Not only do moral 
statements need no divine foundation, they have 
no real value at all, except to identify how the 
speaker feels. This view is compatible with the 
view which maintains that factual statements 
cannot lead to moral statements since there 
can be no justification in moving from an is to 
an ought. A factual statement merely conveys 
information about what is objectively the case, 
but cannot lead us to assume any moral value, 
good or bad, based on that observation alone. 

 Alternatively, we may believe that morality is 
an illusory means of controlling society, or that 
it is simply the herd mentality of the individual. 
This was the view of Nietzsche, who believed that 
‘herd morality’ impoverished man by depriving 
him of natural values and ethics. Looking to God 
for moral guidance and the hope of reward served 
only to rob him of his authentic existence. He 

advocated ‘biological heroism’ in the place of a 
God-based morality, rejecting traditional moral 
values which tended to preserve the weak and the 
helpless, who could make no contribution to the 
overall good of society. Man’s goal should be the 
development of an Übermensch or ‘Superman’, who 
would establish his own value system, rejecting 
and despising weakness. What a different picture 
from the God of both Old and New Testaments, 
who loves the poor and the weak and who makes 
laws that ensure their protection.

Divine morality

Further modern challenges can be made to 
the model of divine morality. Existentialism, 
advocated particularly by Sartre, maintains that 
humans must make their moral choices without 
any compass to guide them. The price of human 
freedom is that we must make our free choices 
in ‘abandonment and despair’ since we are free 
to define our existence and essence entirely by 
the way we choose to live. Sartre assumes that 
God cannot exist, since if he did he would rob 
humans of their moral autonomy, and humans 
who allow themselves to be influenced by 
religion, as well as by politics or society, are 
acting in ‘bad faith’. Sartre maintained that 
human beings were neither basically good nor 
evil, because there were no values other than 
those which they created for themselves.

Studies of anthropology have also 
shed much light on the development of 
morality among richly diverse societies, 
leading to the prevalence of cultural 
relativism — the view that there are 
no universal codes of right conduct. 
Relativism maintains that knowledge, 
morals and ethics are not absolute — a 
view that Nietzsche argued could only 
be a good thing. Such a view of morality 
leaves no room for a divine command 
theory which maintains that God-given 
moral laws are absolute — unchanging 
and relevant to all human experience.

Clearly, these modern challenges to 
the authority of divinely commanded 
morality cannot all be dismissed out 
of hand. We are aware that individuals 
have many and varied views on matters 
of morality, that some societies accept 
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some behaviour as morally valid which others 
would reject, and that we live in a tension 
between freedom and conformity. However, the 
question of whether there is ultimately a divine 
explanation of morality is not cancelled out by 
these challenges. First, all challenges to religious 
morality assume a naturalistic world — God is 
dead or never existed. James Sire asks whether, 
in such a world, we can ever be good. Is there 
a reason to be good? The reason to be good 
must derive from getting an ought from an is. ‘Is’ 
simply states fact (for example, ‘child abuse is’) 
— that is, there are instances of it. He argues that 
to determine why it is wrong — ‘You ought not to 
abuse children’ — there needs to be an existent 
moral being who is the repository of goodness, 
or else right and wrong are merely labels we 
attach for emotional, pragmatic or egotistical 
reasons, and moral facts are just descriptions and 
have no reason behind them.

Foundations for morality

Furthermore, morality needs a foundation 
because moral disagreements are too vast and 
too important just to leave to chance, and we are 
aware that simply because we think something 
is right doesn’t make it right. Some people 
genuinely believed the world was flat, but we 
would be hard-pressed to find anyone today who 
believed that this could be proved to be the case. 
Rather, nihilistic and relative interpretations 
of ethics can be fundamentally damaging to 
society’s moral character since they could be 
said to encourage a culture of moral freedom 
to the point of anarchy. In reality, we do not 
truly believe that everything is relative and that 
whatever you believe is just as valid and true 
as what I believe. If this were the case, then we 
would have to accept that our moral opinions 
carried very little weight at all. Sire maintains 
that, ultimately, we can only say whether 
something actually is right or wrong if we accept 
that there are absolutes, otherwise everything is 
simply opinion. Evolution does not satisfactorily 
explain morality as having survival value, as this 
itself is simply describing a factual situation and 
does not offer a complete explanation which 
must go beyond the observable facts. 

As in so many issues of religious philosophy, 
the best explanation is claimed to rest in the 

existence of a divine moral commander. Sire 
observes that since God created the universe 
and made himself known to man, he must be 
the source of all morality in the world, and for 
humans morality is what God intended it to be. 
He does not leave it to humans to figure out, but 
communicates it directly to them. Christianity 
therefore does not identify a problem of good 
— it is easily explained. Moral responsibility 
is only possible if there is someone to be 
responsible to, and this cannot simply be an 
absolute being, but a person. Jesus was the 
supreme revelation of God’s moral character 
and exemplifies good, and the motivation of 
seeking to please and glorify God provides a 
motivation for living a good life. Since God is 
the all-knowing knower of everything, as beings 
made in his image, we can be the sometimes 
knowing knowers of some things. Human 
knowledge is thus best explained by the notion 
of being made in the image of God, and moral 
knowledge must be part of this.

In conclusion, it is interesting to note J. P. 
Moreland’s observation: 

‘ In recent years there has been a noticeable 
increase in the number of intellectuals who 
embrace historic Christianity as a rational 
worldview… . These trends do point to the 
fact that a number of thinkers believe that 
secularism is an inadequate view of the world 
and that a rational apologetic can be given for 
historic Christianity.  ’Moreland 1987 

If this is the case, it clearly suggests that, despite 
the prevalence of alternative explanations to 
those notions that were once assumed to be 
meaningful only within a religious framework, 
modern challenges to religious philosophical 
and ethical issues have not had the last word.
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In the fourth of a series of 
columns introducing the A-level 
assessment criteria, we focus on 
what the command words mean 
in WJEC Eduqas exams

WJEC Eduqas candidates are assessed 

according to two assessment objectives, as 

set out in Table 1. How does this work out 

in practice?
 ■ There are three components. Each 

component is assessed via externally 

assessed written examination.
 ■ You have to study all three components.
 ■ In component 1 you choose one of six 

religions (A: Christianity, B: Islam, C: Judaism, 

D: Buddhism, E: Hinduism, F: Sikhism).
 ■ In component 2 you study philosophy.
 ■ In component 3 you study religion and 

ethics.

AS

For all components you must answer: 
 ■ Section A: one two-part question from a 

choice of two.

 ■ Section B: one two-part question from a 

choice of three.

Questions can be taken from any area of 

the specification. In each question the first 

part addresses AO1 and the second AO2. 

Each part carries 25 marks.

Your responses
In all your responses, you should:

 ■ reflect on, select and apply specified 

knowledge
 ■ understand, interpret and evaluate 

critically religious concepts, texts and other 

sources

 ■ identify, investigate and critically analyse 

questions, arguments, ideas and issues 

arising from within this component
 ■ construct well-informed and reasoned 

arguments substantiated by relevant 

evidence
 ■ engage in debate in a way that 

recognises the right of others to hold a 

different view
 ■ present responses to questions which are 

clear and coherent
 ■ use specialist language and terminology 

appropriately

WJEC Eduqas exam 
terms explained

 exam focus

Table 1 The assessment objectives (AOs) and their weighting

Objective AS A-level

AO1 Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of religion and 
belief, including:
• religious, philosophical and/or ethical thought and 

teaching
• influence of beliefs, teachings and practices on individuals, 

communities and societies
• cause and significance of similarities and differences in 

belief, teaching and practice
• approaches to the study of religion and belief 

50% 40%

AO2 Analyse and evaluate aspects of, and approaches to, religion 
and belief, including their significance, influence and study

50% 60%
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Trigger words
For AS questions the trigger words used are:

 ■ Outline: write a concise account of 

an area of considerable breadth, carefully 

selecting relevant information and 

demonstrating the main features or general 

principles of a topic — a logical, concise 

summary.
 ■ Compare: identify similarities and 

differences.
 ■ Explain: write a systematic and 

comprehensive account of a topic — breadth 

needed here.
 ■ Examine: portray and account for 

different facets of, or angles on, a complex 

practice, concept or belief — depth needed 

here.
 ■ Evaluate: this tests evaluation and 

analysis. It requires you to consider different 

viewpoints and arrive at a judgement by 

analysing and evaluating the arguments 

presented.

A-level

For all components you must answer:
 ■ Section A: one two-part question from a 

choice of two.
 ■ Section B: one two-part question from a 

choice of three.

Questions can be taken from any area of 

the specification. In each question the first 

part addresses AO1 and the second AO2. 

(AO1 = 20 marks, AO2 = 30 marks)

Your responses
In all your responses, you should include the 

same points as given for AS responses (see 

above), as well as:

 ■ account for the influence of social, 

religious and historical factors on the 

developments in the study of religions and 

belief
 ■ identify, investigate and critically 

analyse questions, arguments, ideas and 

issues arising from within this component, 

including the views of scholars and 

academics
 ■ identify and analyse the nature of 

connections between the components you 

have studied

Trigger words
For A-level questions the trigger words 

used are examine, explain, compare and 

evaluate, with the same meanings as for AS 

(see above).

Table 2 The three components and their areas

1: A study of religion 2: Philosophy of religion 3: Religion and ethics

Option A: Christianity
Option B: Islam
Option C: Judaism
Option D: Buddhism
Option E: Hinduism
Option F: Sikhism

There will be four themes within each option: 
• religious figures and sacred texts
• religious concepts
• religious life
• religious practices

A-level only
There will be four themes within each option: 
• religious figures and sacred texts
• religious concepts and religious life
• significant social and historical 

developments in religious thought
• religious practices and religious identity

There will be four themes within this 
component: 
• inductive arguments for the existence of 

God 
• deductive arguments for the existence of 

God
• challenges to religious belief — the 

problem of evil and suffering
• religious experience

A-level only
There will be four themes within this 
component: 
• arguments for the existence of God
• challenges to religious belief
• religious experience
• religious language

There will be four themes within this 
component (including applied ethics in themes 
2 to 4): 
• ethical thoughts
• Aquinas’ natural law
• Fletcher’s situation ethics
• utilitarianism

A-level only
There will be four themes within this 
component: 
• ethical thought
• deontological ethics 
• teleological ethics
• determinism and free will

AS 1½-hour exam, one-third of qualification AS 1½-hour exam, one-third of qualification AS 1½-hour exam, one-third of qualification

A-level 2-hour exam, one-third of qualification A-level 2-hour exam, one-third of qualification A-level 2-hour exam, one-third of qualification
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In his book Self Comes to Mind (2015), and 

with appeal to evidence from neurological 

studies and brain scanning, Damasio 

argues that the self and its conscious 

experience are a graduated and complex 

construction of many brain areas. Each brain 

area contributes specific aspects of our 

experience.

Consciousness is constructed by the 

brain through an awake mind. Mind is not 

the same as consciousness, although both 

are physical states of the brain. Mind is 

the product of mapping and processing of 

internal body states, and external features 

of the physical environment the body is 

located in. Much of what the mind does 

remains unconscious. The self comes into 

being when the brain puts alongside mind 

an awake state that is also aware of itself 

as a distinct entity. This complex of mind, 

consciousness and self has developed over 

evolutionary history. 

The self’s feeling of being awake 

When examining the top-rear section of the 

brain stem, upper tier of the tegmentum, 

we find an area that if damaged creates a 

vegetative state or a coma. It is essential 

to being awake, aware of the present 

moment. Being awake is a feeling in the 

physicality of the brain. Feeling is part of 

the physical world. Although other brain 

areas and hormonal secretion may modulate 

the degree to which we feel awake, due to 

lighting levels all this would be meaningless 

without the tegmentum. Being awake 

confers no sense of self, but enables 

awareness of emotional feeling and the 

senses. 

The proto-self

Also located close by in the brain stem 

are the nucleus tractus solitaries and 

parabrachial nucleus — the origin points 

for feeling pain and pleasure. These origin 

points of pain and pleasure in the brain 

stem have many neural connections to 

body motor structures that have a long 

evolutionary history, allowing animals to 

react to their environments in ways that 

promote survival. We might see in this a 

basic form of sentience. Damasio calls it the 

proto-self. Upon this primordial base, all 

other emotions are variations on a theme as 

 stretch and challenge

Brain and mind  
in the knowing self
Peter Manning continues his analysis of the complex and  
important issues of free will, determinism and the self
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processed through other brain structures, 

allowing us to interact as a social species 

with increased flexibility and subtlety. 

Emotions are at the heart of our 

interactions in the world and the decisions 

we make. Emotions allow us to provide 

a somatic marker to our experiences of 

the world, motivating us to draw back or 

want more of the same. Emotional feelings 

can be overwhelming, but they can often 

operate at the level of a hunch, a truth half-

glimpsed, which guides our actions in the 

world. Damasio conducted a card game 

experiment that involved gains and losses 

in a situation of risk and uncertainty. He 

showed that participants adopt a winning 

strategy before they can articulate that they 

are doing so. The brain starts to perceive 

patterns, and feelings of stress below the 

level of conscious awareness (measured by 

skin-conductivity changes through sweating) 

create the intuitive inclination to act one way 

rather than another. So we often think with 

our gut after all.

Core self and image-making

Within the cerebral cortex, we find areas that 

shape information reports from all the senses 

and internal body states into maps. These 

neural maps trigger homeostatic responses 

within the organism, and actions towards the 

world. Much of this is unconscious, although 

sometimes they come to consciousness, as 

when feelings of thirst prompt us to drink 

to avoid dehydration. Each sensory modality 

— for example, vision, hearing, touch 

— involves the brain producing mind maps 

within the neural network using sensory data 

from the peripheral sensory organs, such as 

the eye, inner ear or our finger tips (Damasio 

2000). The production of maps is the 

main job of what Damasio terms the core 

self — and he claims that, in retrospect, 

the focus on the experience of stream of 

consciousness in the work of William James 

looks much like the core self. The thalamus 

is another brain structure highly implicated 

in conscious experience through neurological 

studies. It enables and organises two-way 

communication between the brain stem, its 

limited connectivity and the cerebral cortex, 

and the many jobs it does to inform the 

organism of how the world is in relation to it. 

Such image-making of the body state in 

the creation of the mind was first argued by 

Spinoza (1632–77) in contradiction to the 

mind–body dualism of Descartes. Spinoza 

states in The Ethics in Proposition 13 of Part 

II: ‘The object of the idea constituting the 

human Mind is the Body.’ In Proposition 19 

Spinoza goes on to argue that ‘The human 

mind is the very idea or knowledge of the 

human body.’ In Proposition 23, as noted 

by Damasio (2004), Spinoza says: ‘The Mind 

does not have the capacity to perceive… 

except in so far as it perceives the ideas 

of the modifications (affections) of the 

body.’ Four hundred years later, biology, 

neuroscience and psychology are proving 

Spinoza right and Descartes wrong. 

The autobiographical self

Unlike simpler life forms, humans also have 

an autobiographical self that is largely 

created from memory processes. The 

autobiographical self allows the brain to 

access a remembered past and an imagined 

future. Memory is a highly distributed 

activity of the brain that needs much 

coordination. The sensory-specific aspects of 

memories are probably encoded within areas 

of the brain that originally created the image 

for the core self (Damasio 2015). To enable 

continued access to the various parts of the 

memory involving vision, hearing, touch and 

so on, the brain has to create and store a 
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map for the memory that allows its various 

threads to be pulled back together and 

put within the highly structured sequence 

of experiences which was that specific 

memory. This is a complex and intensive 

brain activity that, given differences in brain 

capacity, points towards many life forms 

having no, or limited, autobiographical 

memories. The brain, through its imaging, 

is a story-maker whether we are thinking 

about visual images, noise or memory 

of events. Stories help us to bring about 

coherence in experience so that we can 

relate to what happens. That such image-

making is not done in some idealised world 

of Platonic forms or mathematics means that 

it is organic and materially based. Memory 

is not perfect but it does not stop the self 

from functioning, unless it is eaten away by 

conditions such as Alzheimer’s disease.

Natural purposiveness

Memories of the past and imaginations 

of possible futures would not mean much 

unless the brain enabled a self-process 

that gave ownership of what we do. 

Planning and deliberation are enabled as 

the autobiographical self interacts with the 

images of the core self. The self as active 

agent comes into being. Past experience 

encoded in the neural network informs 

present actions with a view towards the 

maintenance of homeostasis. The evolved 

brain wants us to act in the best interests of 

the body. That is what evolution has primed 

us for, even if various pathologies sometimes 

get in the way. Consciousness and its 

complex underpinnings produce in the felt 

experience of free will a self-realisation of 

decision. Decisions require effort, effort 

needs motivation, and motivation comes 

from what we have learned from past 

experience and hope for in the future. 

Motivation relies on somatic emotional 

markers within the neural network that are 

associated with memories of past activities 

and events and hoped-for futures with the 

emotional desires they create. 

Past experience 

The importance of past experience was 

underpinned in the philosophy of Aristotle. 

It is through practice that we learn skills 

and how to act virtuously. But, as Darwin 

showed us, such virtues are not random 

cultural constructions. Empathy and a 

concern for others are part of our evolved 

nature. Our capacity for love, nurture and 

care for others is grounded in the reality of 

ourselves as a highly sentient social species. 

In the card game research of Damasio, 

we can already see that much decision-

making goes on below the level of conscious 

awareness and is led by feelings of stress 

and emotions. 

That it is generally accepted that the 

unconscious is in some way central to 

human decision-making owes much to 

the focus of Freud on the unconscious. 

Although Freud didn’t invent the concept of 

the unconscious — the German philosopher 

Friedrich Schelling (1775–1854) coined the 

term — Freud built a whole psychology 

of the mind based on unconscious drives 

and influences. However, that does 

not mean that Freud was correct in the 

32
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way he understood the workings of the 

unconscious. Freud over-focused on the role 

of sex in his psychology of the unconscious 

and produced a strongly deterministic theory 

of the mind that left little room for free will, 

and for which it was hard to find empirical 

support.

An associate of Freud, Alfred Adler, 

developed a different perspective from 

Freud’s, which recognised the importance of 

past experience and processes operating in 

part below the level of awareness on present 

behaviour while also supporting free will. 

In 1907, Adler published a paper on organ 

inferiority and compensation in which he 

argued that as the human organism interacts 

with its environment it strives to compensate 

for perceived threats and inadequacies 

through finding a way to overcome 

them. Through the mind and the whole 

superstructure of the central nervous system 

within the organism, a process is enacted 

for the maintenance of equilibrium through 

compensatory reactions within the body and 

outward behaviours towards the world. 

Jan Smuts can be found exploring a 

similar outlook in Holism and Evolution 

(2013). Smuts argues that biological 

systems survive and evolve through their 

integration and cooperation. In doing so, 

Smuts, like Adler, argues for a non-reductive 

understanding of the material world which 

is full of emergent properties. Michael 

Polanyi can also be found arguing for this in 

his 1968 essay ‘Life’s Irreducible Structure’ 

(discussed in Religious studies Review, Vol. 13,  

No. 2, pp. 10–12). Such an approach 

might well be described by the term Smuts 

invented, ‘holism’.

Homeostatic wellbeing

Within the context of evolutionary theory, 

Smuts suggests that in attaining social and 

personal welfare the human organism, as 

a personal being, seeks to exercise ‘inner 

control and direction of the personal actions 

to certain defined or definable ends…by an 

inner agency…by conscious will or some 

unconscious activity, to harmonise all the 

discordant elements and tendencies of the 

personal character into one harmonious 

whole’ (Smuts 2013). In his mature theory 

expressed in Social Interest (1938), and 

building on his compensation theory and the 

insights of Smuts, Adler clearly argues for a 

view of the individual as possessing an active 

will, driven by teleological meaning-making, 

that arises out of the biological necessities 

favouring cooperation in promoting 

perfection (survival and flourishing). 

Damasio (2015) argues, without 

referencing Adler or Smuts, that 

consciousness is a facility of the brain to 

achieve exactly what the ideas of Smuts and 

Adler point towards. Damasio references 

the work of the physiologist Walter Cannon, 

who coined the term ‘homeostasis’ in his 

1932 book The Wisdom of the Body, in 

which Cannon expanded on the earlier work 

of the French biologist Claude Bernard in the 

nineteenth century. Damasio argues that the 

wider significance of homeostasis beyond 

managing internal body states and the 

flight or fight stress response for influencing 

human behaviour and culture have been 

missed. However, in his 1938 book The 

Wisdom of the Mind, J. M. Fletcher can be 

found stating: 

‘ I am not sure but that in Adler’s 
mechanism of compensation we 
have a phenomenon which may be 
subsumed under what is described by 
Cannon as homeostasis ’Adler and Smuts — writing before the 

invention of the term ‘homeostasis’, 

and while using the term ‘equilibrium’ 

— clearly argue for a more goal-directed 

and dynamic understanding of underlying 

biological processes creating and guiding 

consciousness than the term ‘equilibrium’ 

strictly understood would allow. In light of 

the work of Adler, Smuts and Damasio, at 

the level of conscious awareness we might 

say that as social animals with feelings of 

superiority and inferiority, we wish to find 

our homeostatic place of wellbeing within 

the social group and the world. 

The irreducible self

For John Searle:

‘ the reality and irreducibility of 
consciousness do not imply that it 
is some separate type of entity or 
property ‘over and above’ the brain 
system in which it is physically realized. 
The consciousness in the brain is not 
separate entity or property; it is just 
the state the brain is in.  ’Searle 2005

The decisions we make in the felt experience 

of free will operate within the context of 

both homeostatic unconscious influences 

and the emotional coding of things from 

our own personal experience. But does that 

mean that free will is after all an illusion? 

Dan Wegner (2003) affirms that the 

experience of free will is: 

‘ the somatic marker of personal 
authorship, an emotion that 
authenticates the action’s owner as 
the self. With the feeling of doing an 
act, we get a conscious sensation of 
will attached to the action. ’But then, having made will physical, Wegner 

struggles to avoid epiphenomenalism. But 

this need not be the outcome. What is 

needed is a paradigm shift in the way we 

approach the whole issue of the mind and 

brain in relation to free will. Continuing to 

play out the implications of homeostasis is at 

the heart of this new way of conceptualising 

the terrain of the mind–body problem. 
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