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Among the most fundamental issues in meta-ethics is the question of whether or not there exists some ‘objective’ ground to moral principles, a basis for moral reason and action external to human contingency. Those who affirm such a ground (such as platonists and theists) are Realists, the claimed objective ground being some metaphysical reality. Those who deny such a ground are Naturalists, who argue instead for some constructivist basis for morality (such as subjectivism, emotivism, pragmatism, etc.). Among contemporary moral philosophers in the West, the latter is by far the dominant tribe; the former is in the midst of hard times. It is in the midst of this standoff that John Rist’s Real Ethics emerges as reinforcement for the beleaguered Realists, providing a twenty-first century version of the ancient tradition of Christianized Platonism and “transcendental moral realism.” While his primary target is secular anti-realism, he has a secondary target in mind—those forms of contemporary Christian moral theology which, in the face of moral anti-realism, “gives away most of its position at the outset [to] secular, often Kantian, moral theory,” so that “the effect of a Christian ethic of ‘charity’ [is] often an exaggerated deference to one’s opponent!” (3). 

This is an invigorating work, full of the philosophical breadth and maturity one would expect of a long-time scholar (Rist is Professor Emeritus at the University of Toronto), displaying deft handling of the Western philosophical tradition from Socrates to the present, with some iconoclastic historical interpretations to pepper the discussion along the way. As such, it is certainly not an introductory work nor intended for lower-level undergraduates. 

Rist begins his study in Chapter One by setting the context of realism versus anti-realism today. He employs the ancient contrast between Socrates and Thrasymachus as the foil for this contemporary discussion, emphasizing that the debates of today are hardly new, “that Plato and those who developed his insights were there before us” (26). He describes naturalist or anti-realist positions as “moral nihilism,” providing nothing more than “mere choice” accounts of morality. In effect, moral nihilism is not merely the product of Nietszche but of any anti-realist position. 

Chapter Two serves two objectives. First, to demonstrate that, “The form of the Good is not only a prerequisite for moral goodness; it is also the only reliable point of reference by which all of us—though indirectly—can look after our best interests” (44). Next, to demonstrate that the claims of anti-realist positions—he particularly examines Epicurus, Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Sartrean misreadings of Kierkegaard—are either parasitic on realism or “depend ultimately on assertions of a reductionist sort about psychology and/or mere preference about goods” (ibid.). In effect, these moral theories are not only misgrounded (in anthropology rather than metaphysics), but also  anthropologically inadequate.

The third chapter, titled “The Soul and the Self,” provides Rist’s alternative anthropology. He argues, first, that there is an ineradicable division within human nature—namely the continuing desire for what is other than good, and even the desire to not want to know what counts as being morally good. “Our capacity for self-deception is apparently indefinite…There is no reason to believe our behaviour could ever cease being erratic” (70-71). This capacity constitutes our “divided self,” thus immoral actions are those which “divide the soul” of others, or even of the agent themself. However, not all souls are divided by the same actions, thus a crucial implication is that an adequate morality needs to be “agent relative.” Chapter Four then examines how to redress the divided self, proposing the need for membership in community for purposes of “soul-making”—or de-dividing the soul: “We shall be unable to fulfill our moral obligations and live well—assuming such obligations and standards are real—until we are adequately unified and our plural selves harmonized as a single self” (257).

To this point Rist has argued for moral realism, for a “divided soul” account of the moral agent, and for “soul-making” as the moral aim—but what is the link between the moral agent and the moral aim? The link is rules and principles, combined with personal sensitivity. Moral rules (or principles) serve both to protect people from harm, and to enable people to become better moral agents by giving them guidance and teaching them how to live. Rule-following also enables “fairness”—impartial, or at least non-arbitrary, treatment of others. Thus rules are means to ends, not ends in themselves, and so there are limitations to rules and principles. This is seen in the “rules-only” moral agent, “the man of principle,” who follows a moral theory of mere rule-obedience: such a person is subject to both callousness and hypocrisy. The contrast to the “person of principle” is agent-relative ethics, which requires sensitivity to the psycho-social conditions of the actors involved. 

This is where issues of fairness, equality and justice enter into discussion of rules. For instance, fairness if often taken to mean “equal treatment for all,” but such fairness can easily lead to injustice. For instance, “If a subsistence-level labourer and a millionaire each are awarded a tax cut of a few pence, or each a one per cent pay raise, such ‘fairness’ has to be deemed unjust” (135). A tax-cut of a few pence is impersonal, or agent-neutral, and thus appears equitable or fair, yet it is also unjust. The ability to recognize injustice in any particular situation is relative to the conditions of the person(s) affected (hence “agent-relative”), thus the application of rules requires person-relative sensitivity. Consequently, justice as impartiality or fairness is not a matter of equality of treatment (e.g., giving both rich and poor a cut of a few pence), but rather equality of opportunity. Thus, the application of rules, whether humanly-constructed or metaphysical (such as divine commands), “requires willed obedience but not blind or impersonal obedience.” Further, such obedience requires “the right kind of affective disposition,” such as virtues, habits, and a compassionate heart, along with “alertness to what kind of fairness is appropriate in the moral agent towards the particular moral ‘target’” (137-38). 

Specifically what sorts of rules, virtues, and habits are needed? This depends on what we identify as the purpose of life, or “the good life.” Rist’s answer begins in Chapter Six, which introduces the theme of teleology and goals in life. Without a realist telos, we are left not with ethics but with mere Kantian “practical reasoning.” Chapters Six and Seven examine two inadequate accounts of the human telos, Kant and Locke, both of which result in versions of “autonomous choice”—that is, one’s preferences become the only good. Chapter Eight then moves this discussion to the political realm, where the individual good of the search for unlimited choice becomes transformed into “the search for unlimited rights,” which “will result in the pursuit of a power necessarily to be used against others, with socially dangerous consequences” (255).

The heart of Rist’s realist counter-proposal finally appears in Chapter Nine: the human good and the moral “ought” are authorized not by human will but by God, “whose nature is communicated by way of non-arbitrary commands” (259). Rist thus advocates a command theory of ethics, although he distinguishes two types of such theory, one of which he rejects. The rejected version begins with the power of God, and thus argues that what God commands is right because God commands it. The other version, for which Rist contends, begins with the love of God, arguing that what God commands is right because it makes us like his love. Further, in our moral weakness, in our divided self, we not only rationally fail to know the good, but we also volitionally fail to do the good even if we know it. Thus we need God not only to know the good, but also to enable us, by disposition, motivation and virtue, to do the good. Importantly, “[Christian] philosophers who, like Grisez and Finnis, attempt to argue that God need not be invoked in [public or academic moral] debates are no more able to avoid him than was Kant” (259). 

Other helpful elements in this work are worth noting. Rist contends that naturalists are actually unacknowledged nihilists or unacknowledged metaphysicians—not a new argument but one that needs to be repeated. His combination of divine command theory with agent-relativity, and thus virtue theory, is very helpful. Emil Brunner argued that there can be only two types of theories of justice and morality, those that are “relative” and those that conform to an “eternal standard” (Brunner, Justice and the Social Order [Lutterworth, 1945], p.15). Both these positions have intuitive appeal, and Rist makes a significant contribution to moral philosophy in showing how both divine command morality and agent-relativity can, and must, come together (though Karl Barth has also shown this through his account of human freedom in Church Dogmatics III/4). Rist also provides numerous engaging discussions of various figures in Western philosophical history, including a helpful discussion of how naturalist interpretations of Aristotle conveniently omit metaphysical elements in Aristotle’s ethics (thus rendering Nichomachean Ethics less distant from Plato than is usually considered the case). His discussion of “dirty hands” is likewise helpful. “Dirty hands” refers to situations where one sacrifices one moral good for another, such as killing one person in order to save many others—is the person who does the lesser of two evils morally culpable nonetheless? His answer is “Not necessarily,” for an element of consequentialism is morally permissible in such occasions; furthermore, the danger of “dirty hands” is not an acceptable reason to avoid entering into situations where we must exercise our moral responsibilities (such as politics). Also, Rist, a Roman Catholic, provides a number of incisive critiques of fellow Catholics Finnis and Grisez. 

I would though raise some questions. First, Rist’s view of the moral aim, as restoring the divided self, seems to me too narrow, for surely many harmful moral consequences exist that are not solved by unifying the divided self. For instance, imposed physical suffering (such as torture, or deprivation of food or water), economic suffering (such as unemployment), and social suffering (such as discrimination) do not seem to be matters resolved by unifying the divided self of those who suffer. Second, what is the divine command? (Or, do we ask “What are the divine commands?”) Naturalists make an appropriate demand upon theistic realists when asking for the content of divine command. Third, Rist describes his venture as “foundationalist ethics,” but it appears compatible with the “soft foundationalism” of Reformed epistemology (ie., the claim that there are universal criteria of rationality, namely in the mind of God, but these are not proveable by universal criteria, because criteria of ‘proof’ or persuasion are local and contextual): would Rist agree with this perceived compatibility? Fourth, given the anti-casuistry views of virtue ethicists such as Hauerwas, and given Rist’s advocacy of both rules and virtue, what place does Rist give to casuistry? These clarifications and questions do not impugn this work as an example of Christian philosophy—simultaneously apologetic and constructive—at its public best.
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