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It will be clear to the reader that I find Arnhart’s argu ments per sua sive. Indeed I have
to admit to being some thing of a con vert: I wrote my last review arti cle for this jour nal 
(Suther land, 1998) at the same time Arnhart’s book was pub lished and argued at the
time that reli gion was our only robust source for moral ity. But are these two view -
points nec es sar ily opposed?
 Writ ing in the mag a zine Sci ence and Spir i tu al ity,1 Arnhart (1998) appears to be
replac ing the dual ism of nature and cul ture with a dual ism of his own cre ation.
Towards the end of his essay he devel ops the Thomist dis tinc tion between nat u ral and
super nat u ral eth ics, and argues that you can have the one with out the other (p. 261). 
 How ever, many com men ta tors, the most prom i nent being Alasdair Mac In tyre in
After Vir tue, would claim that the only thing that keeps us from the law of the jun gle is 
the ghostly shadow of the eth i cal restraints lin ger ing on from the is tic reli gion. As
Michael Oakeshott puts it (1947, p. 41):

Moral ide als are a sed i ment; they have sig nif i cance only so long as they are sus pended in
a reli gious or social tra di tion, so long as they belong to a reli gious or social life . . . When
Con fu cius vis ited Lao Tzu he talked of good ness and duty. ‘Chaff from the winnower’s
fan’, said Lao Tzu.

Sim i lar sen ti ments can be found in writ ers as diverse as Dostoevsky, Dawson, Kirk,
Himmelfarb, Voegelin and Scruton. Bishop Tom But ler remarked recently that mor -
als in the absence of faith are like the smile on the face of the Cheshire cat: the last
thing to fade, but fade they do. He was echo ing a text of Sir David Living stone from
the 1940s:

We are left with tra di tions and hab its inher ited [from the Vic to ri ans], as the earth may for
a time still receive light from an extinct star. But that light will not con tinue to shine, nor
can these hab its and tra di tions long sur vive the beliefs from which they grew (quoted in
Long ley, 1988).

Another emigré Rus sian, Pitirim Sorokin, who founded the soci ol ogy depart ment at
Harvard, devoted most of his pro fes sional life and a large research team to an inves ti -
ga tion into the decline and fall of civ i li za tions. Using the arts (and in par tic u lar paint -
ing) as a barom e ter of social val ues, Sorokin con cluded that the very sur vival of a
soci ety was a prod uct of the health of its eth i cal sys tem, which in turn depended on
the nature of its reli gious beliefs. Belief in some sort of power that tran scends human
agency seems to be the basis of a sta ble soci ety. Sorokin con cluded that, once a soci -
ety had lost touch with its reli gion (or, more spe cif i cally, once the reli gion had given
into the forces of sec u lar iza tion), that it would be unlikely to sur vive. A more recent
study by Anne Glyn-Jones (1999) has charted a sim i lar pat tern, using this time the
thea tre rather than paint ing as the mir ror. Whilst sweep ing sur veys like this face seri -
ous meth od olog i cal prob lems, the find ings echo the wide spread unease that many
feel as the millenium comes to an end. 
 There is an irony con tained in Arnhart’s treat ment of reli gion — he (quite rightly)
argues that nature and cul ture should be treated as a con tin uum, but then fails to apply
the same Dar win ian stan dards to cul tural insti tu tions, even in a met a phor i cal fash ion.
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[1]  Financed, iron i cally, by Sir John Templeton, the Chris tian phi lan thro pist.



Every cul ture has thrown up some sort of reli gion and 99% of them have been super -
nat u ral in char ac ter. And yet Arnhart pro motes the Thomist sep a ra tion of nat u ral law
and divine law, and treats divine law as some kind of optional extra, despite the fact
that civ i li za tion after civ i li za tion seem to have ‘se lected’ for reli gions that were based 
upon it.
 Arnhart reminds us that Aris totle was a biol o gist and that his eth i cal ideas are
rooted in his biol ogy. How ever Aris to te lian sci ence, although remark able at the time,
was clearly wrong over a num ber of key issues. The intel lec tual fer ment at the end of
the six teenth cen tury (which gave rise to the very Hobbesian and Car te sian tra di tions
that Arnhart deplores), was a result of the wide spread scep ti cism with the naïve real -
ism of Aris to te lian the o ries of per cep tion. If this is true of Aris to te lian sci ence, then
we should be equally cau tious in our assess ment of the o ries of eth ics that rely too
heavily on Aris totle.
 We should remem ber also that both Aris totle and Aqui nas wrote at times when
there was a broad over all accep tance of reli gious prin ci ples, so ‘nat u ral is tic eth ics’
have to be seen against a very dif fer ent back drop than is now a days the case. To quote
directly from one of Arnhart’s ear lier pub li ca tions on the Nichomachean Eth ics: ‘Ar -
is totle indi cates that a man becomes truly human only when he becomes more than
human — that is, when he abstracts him self from his body through the activ ity of his
intel lect, which is divine’ (Arnhart, 1987). Arnhart admits that there is an ambi gu ity
in Aris totle and there are dif fi cul ties involved in the rec on cil i a tion of this appar ent
dual ism (the divine intel lect and the phys i cal body/soul) with his appeal for embod ied 
‘nat u ral is tic’ eth ics. Surely the lat ter must involve the sac ri fice of the divine side of
this dual ism, in the same way that mate ri al ism involves jet ti son ing the spir i tual half
of the Car te sian divide. One is reminded of the attempt by a num ber of west ern Bud -
dhist the o rists to rec on cile Bud dhism and cog ni tive sci ence, through the sec u lar iza -
tion of tra di tional Bud dhist phi los o phy. Many will argue that the baby is being thrown 
out with the bath water. (Guenther, 1994)
 Arnhart dis cusses the reli gious doc trine of mar riage as a sac ra ment as an illus tra -
tion of the dis tinc tion between nat u ral and divine law (p. 265). Adopting a stan dard
sociobiological per spec tive, Arnhart argues that once chil dren reach a cer tain age
there is no nat u ral need for the par ent to remain together. This being the case, nat u ral -
is tic eth ics would endorse the mod ern prac tice of serial monog amy, in con trast to the
pro hi bi tion of divorce by the Cath o lic Church, which is ‘con trary to the the nat u ral
pat tern of human mat ing’.
 How ever, the defence of sac ra men tal mar riage by the cur rent Pope and other con -
ser va tive Chris tians is largely on the grounds that the goal of long-term human hap pi -
ness is not best served by serial monog amy. As soon as the prin ci ple of mar riage for
life is dis carded then peo ple will always tend to favour their short-term desires over
their long-term inter ests. Through out the book, Arnhart draws a dis tinc tion between
[short term and long term] and argues that the goal of human hap pi ness requires the
pri ori tis ing of the long-term over the short-term. But this pre sup poses the clas si cal
moral vir tues of pru dence, patience, restraint and self-denial and the guid ing hand of
tra di tion and the wis dom of the elders.
 At its best, reli gion have been a means of devel op ing these moral vir tues, by pri ori -
tis ing long-term inter ests over short-term pas sions. It is a mis take to assume that reli -
gion is only con cerned with super nat u ral ends, rather than teach ing the moral vir tues
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that sup port the good life in this world. Arnhart admits as much with his accep tance of 
Mosaic reli gion as ‘nat u ral is tic’ and endors ing reli gion in so far as it helps to under -
pin eth i cal nat u ral ism.
 It seems to me that, rather than pro mot ing a new dual ism of nat u ral and super nat u -
ral eth ics, we should be spon sor ing a two-way dia logue between sci ence and reli gion. 
Like all other branches of sci ence, Dar win ism will pro vide impor tant con straints for
this dia logue, but we should beware of attempts to replace one mono lithic sys tem
with another. 
 I think one of the rea sons that Arnhart is dis in clined to include reli gion in his
scheme is that, despite his own ground ing in Aris totle and Aqui nas, Arnhart, like
most Amer i cans con flates reli gion in gen eral with Protestant Chris tian ity. But in
many respects Chris tian ity, espe cially in the reformed tra di tions, is very dif fer ent
from the other major world faiths.

1. The key phrase of the Chris tian man i festo on eth ics (the Ser mon on the Mount) is
‘be ye per fect, as your heav enly Father is per fect.’

2. Per fec tion in Chris tian ity is through grace alone and is God-given. No effort on
the part of the indi vid ual will make any dif fer ence.

This cre ates an unbridge able dual ism between the fallen crea ture (with his appe tites,
wishes and emo tions) and the Cre ator, the ulti mate source of all eth ics. By con trast,
many of the moral pre cepts of Islam are grounded in human pas sions — for exam ple
the role of the vic tim’s rel a tives in the admin is tra tion of jus tice. The major reli gions
of the East (Bud dhism and Hin du ism) place greater empha sis on indi vid ual action,
largely through the doc trine of karma, so there is a link between eth ics and human
desire and action. But Chris tians dis miss this as the ‘Pelagian’ her esy.
 The unre formed church did attempt to con struct a lad der between the human and
the divine — and I refer here to the Thomist syn the sis, not the abuse of indul gences.
But Luther and Cal vin soon put a stop to all that, and mod ern west ern eth ics is really
just the secu lar is ation of this tra di tion. The dis em bod ied, a pri ori, uni ver sal ist nature
of Kantian eth ics has its ori gins in the Ser mon on the Mount, whereas other reli gions
tend to be more grounded in human expe ri ence. 
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