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MICHAEL PRABHU, NOVEMBER 21, 2019
Good for one, good for all
To be a moral relativist in an absolute sense is to deny that all humans are the same kinds of beings

https://www.catholic.com/magazine/online-edition/good-for-one-good-for-all
Karlo Broussard, November 21, 2019

For many and obvious reasons, pushing back against moral relativism is fundamental to the work of apologetics. And there’s no small amount of thorough refutations of the notion that every person is a moral island unto himself.
Amidst all of the debate, however, there is an area that doesn’t receive much attention. Since it involves questions about human nature itself, it isn’t as popular among the bumper sticker and meme crowd.

Here’s the claim: If moral relativism is true—if there are no such things as fundamental moral truths that all human beings share in common—then we’re all different kinds of beings. And if we’re all different kinds of beings, then we all don’t have the same kind of nature—human nature. Not all humans are equally human.

I assume that most people wouldn’t go so far as to say we’re not all equally human. So let’s see if we can make good on the claim that if moral relativism were true, then not all humans would be beings of the same kind—the human kind.

Morality involves using our reason to make free choices in a way that achieves that which is truly good for us and avoids that which is bad. As Aquinas writes, “the first precept of law [is] that good is to be done and pursued, and evil [bad] is to be avoided” (Summa Theologiae I-II:94:6).
So the moral good is human behavior (acts that proceed from intellect and will) that facilitates the achievement of that which is good for us insofar as we’re human beings. Moral evil is human behavior that willfully directs us away from that which is good for us.

Moral relativism holds that there’s no objective truth about what’s morally good or bad. What’s good or bad for one person to do might not be good or bad for another. But given the definition of morality above, what’s good or bad for a person to do is dependent on what’s good or bad for a person, simply. Therefore, to say there’s no objective truth about what’s morally good or bad is to say there’s not objective truth about what’s good or bad for us, simply.

Now, when we use the terms good and bad we don’t use them to refer to good and bad as such. Rather, we use them to refer to a good or bad so-and-so, appealing to the nature or essence of something and what’s perfective of it.

For example, we say it’s good for an oak tree to spread its branches out from its trunk, sink its roots deep into the ground, take in nutrients from the soil, perform photosynthesis, and so on because that’s what an oak tree does given the kind of thing it is. It would be bad for an oak tree if it were to fail to do these sorts of things.

But we don’t say it’s good for an oak tree to have two eyes and trot and gallop. Nor do we say it’s bad for an oak tree to lack two eyes and be unable to trot and gallop. Why? Because these sorts of perfections don’t belong to what makes for a good oak tree; they belong to what makes for a good horse. This is why if a horse were to lack an eye, or be unable to trot and gallop due to a deformed or missing leg, we could speak of it as a bad or defective member of its kind.

So what’s good or bad for a horse is not the same as what’s good or bad for an oak tree because they are entirely different kinds of beings with different natures. On this account, the concepts of good and bad are indeed relative, but relative to what a thing is—a thing’s nature or essence.

As we’ve shown above, moral relativism necessarily entails the claim that there’s no objective truth about what’s good or bad for us, so good and bad are merely relative to an individual or group of individuals.
But if that were true, then that would entail that each of us (or the individuals of each group) is a different kind of being with a different nature.

We explained above that what’s good or bad for an oak tree is not the same as what’s good or bad for a horse because they’re different kinds of beings, beings with different natures or essences. This means the concepts of good and bad are intelligible only relative to what a thing is by its nature.

Here’s what follows: if we say the concepts of good and bad are intelligible only relative to an individual human being (or group of individuals), then that means each individual (or the individuals of each group) has a different nature or essence, or is a different kind of being. And if that’s true, then no individual (or group of individuals) is equally of the human kind—that’s to say, we’re not all human.

A moral relativist might retort, “But you too believe that some things are good or bad only relative to an individual? Surely, you don’t believe it’s good for your dentist to study philosophy and theology for an entire workday like it’s good for you to do. Should we say that you and your dentist are different kinds of beings?”
No, we shouldn’t say this. And the reason is that the good considered in this example is a good for me as an apologist and not for me insofar as I’m a human being. Similarly, the good considered for the dentist (practicing dentistry and not spending his day studying philosophy and theology) is a good considered for him as a dentist and not for him insofar as he’s a human being like me.

Contrast the good of studying philosophy and theology for an entire workday with the good of truth itself. Truth is the end or goal of an intellect. And the achievement of the end or goal of a power is its good (or perfection), along with the good (or perfection) of the individual whose power it is. So to say that truth is a good for me is to acknowledge that I have an intellect. But to say that truth is not a good for my dentist is to imply that he doesn’t have an intellect. And if he doesn’t have an intellect, he’s not a human.

Moral relativism says there’s no good whatsoever that every human being ought to pursue, which means there’s no good, like truth, that’s commonly perfective of what we are. This means there’s nothing more fundamental than being a dentist or an apologist that unites my dentist and I as members of the same kind, the human kind.

So, to be a moral relativist in an absolute sense is to deny that all humans are the same kinds of beings. And if that’s true, then we all don’t have the same kind of nature, human nature.

That’s a conclusion that we can’t accept. For if we’re not all human, then perhaps those stronger beings that we call “humans” are superior and their might makes right. Let’s hope that’s an idea that most people of good will are willing to reject.

How to refute moral relativism

https://www.catholic.com/magazine/online-edition/how-to-refute-moral-relativism
Karlo Broussard, November 13, 2019
Many Catholics have learned how to refute the idea that there is no absolute truth—what is called global relativism.
It’s pretty straightforward: if global relativism is true, then there is at least one absolute truth, and so global relativism contradicts itself. We simply have to ask, “Is it absolutely true that there is no absolute truth?” and smile.

But there is another form of relativism that’s not self-refuting. Philosophers call it partial relativism, and it says that there are absolute truths in some areas, such as science, but not in all. Many relativists will thus assert that there are no absolute moral truths.

Although the content of moral relativism is not self-refuting, when you think it through you discover that it has several pitfalls.

A moral relativist who wants to be coherent will not simply say that moral relativism is true—he’ll say that we should live in a way consistent with it. (Otherwise, what’s the point?) He’ll say, for instance, that we shouldn’t “impose our morality” on other people, since they might have their own moral truth that’s different from ours but just as valid.

But as soon someone says that we shouldn’t do something (like impose our morality), or that we ought to live in a certain way (a way consistent with moral relativism), then he’s asserting at least one absolute moral truth, isn’t he?

But there can’t be no absolute moral truths and at least one absolute moral truth at the same time!

So, although moral relativism by itself is not self-refuting, saying that we should live in accord with moral relativism is.

There is another problem with moral relativism. This one hits closer to our common human experience.
Consider that to live as if moral relativism were true would involve not making any negative moral judgments about someone’s behavior. For example, if Jack rapes Jill, we would have no grounds within the framework of moral relativism to criticize Jack for his behavior, since he could easily assert that his behavior is morally good for him.

As moral relativists, all we could say is that what Jack did runs counter to our moral belief. But why should Jack care what we like and don’t like? He certainly doesn’t seem to be the type of person who would put other people’s beliefs and feelings before his.

Someone might object that what Jack did is wrong because he harmed Jane or because he coerced her to do something she doesn’t consent to. But this would undermine moral relativism, since it assumes as true the moral principle that we shouldn’t harm someone or do something without consent.

At this point, our friend might resort to a sort of partial-partial relativism and say, “Well, morality is absolute when our actions affect other people (interpersonal morality), but relative when our actions affect only ourselves (personal morality).”

Elsewhere I addressed this idea when it’s applied to sex. But generally speaking, why should we believe that only interpersonal morality is absolute and personal morality is relative? It’s a totally arbitrary—and self-serving—principle. A relativist has to defend this idea, not just assert it as though it were self-evident.

Furthermore, am I not a person also? If morality is absolute when it comes to my interaction with other people, why is it not when I’m interacting with myself? If it’s wrong for me to stop other human beings from achieving the ends to which their nature directs them, it should be wrong for me to stop myself from achieving those same ends.

Another problem with this distinction is that it’s hard to think of any action that I might do that in no way affects someone else, at least indirectly.

A man who views pornography, for example, even though he does so all by himself, trains himself to view women merely as objects to be used for his own sexual gratification. Surely, that’s going to affect the way the he relates to other women in reality.

We praise authorities for arresting people who view child pornography, even if they’re doing it in secret, in part because we recognize that this “private” activity has indirect public effects: tacitly supporting an exploitative industry and potentially affecting the way they treat children in reality.
I suppose if someone were the only human being left on Earth, his actions would only affect himself. But that’s a scenario for science fiction, not the real world.

So, if we say that we must live in accord with the truth of moral relativism, we forfeit any grounds on which we can make any negative moral judgments. If we try to split hairs and say that only personal morality is relative, we run into the reality that we are social beings whose moral choices inevitably affect others.

And so, at first glance moral relativism might seem like a safer bet than global relativism. But when you think it through, it becomes clear that moral relativism is not a position that a reasonable human being ought to embrace.

What to say to someone who doesn’t believe in moral absolutes

https://www.catholic.com/video/what-to-say-to-a-son-who-doesnt-believe-in-moral-absolutes
Karlo Broussard, November 19, 2018
Karlo Broussard shows how non-belief in moral absolutes undermines morality altogether, because it renders us completely unable to accuse even the most evil people in history of any wrongdoing.
Transcript:
Host: John in Omaha, Nebraska, listening on KVSS. John, you are on with Karlo Broussard.

Caller: Good evening, gentlemen, thank you for taking my call. The other day, I have a son who is in college, and he was arguing with me that there is justification for moral relativism and that he didn’t believe that there were any moral absolutes. And I was just searching for some information, how to refute his discussion.

Karlo: Sure. Well, if you’re looking for some resources, John, just right off the bat, I would encourage—a shameless plug here—what Cy was just introducing: my talk, my audio CD, “Your Truth, My Truth,” along with the study guide; and in the study guide, I give you several ways that you can critique both intellectual relativism and moral relativism. And then there’s also a great book out there, John, and the title of the book is “Feet Firmly Planted in Mid-Air.” That’s “Relativism: Feet Firmly Planted in Mid-Air,” by Francis Beckwith and Gregory Koukl. It’s a great book, that, you know, it’s an exhaustive treatment of relativism and teaching you how to respond to it in all its various different forms.

But I think, John, fundamentally, what you have to do is try to share with your son examples that he would intuitively already acknowledge to be a moral absolute. So you could use the example of what Hitler did in Nazi Germany in exterminating the Jews, you could use the example of slavery; this is one way, you can appeal to his moral intuition and say, “Hey look—” John, you know, you can say, “Look, son, if you really believe that moral truths, what is good, what is bad, is only relative to what an individual happens to think, well then we couldn’t accuse Hitler of wrongdoing. We couldn’t accuse our government of these previous slavery laws of wrongdoing.”
Fundamentally, if moral truth is not absolute, but only relative, well then we couldn’t accuse anybody of ANY wrongdoing. Why? Because the individual would be the final arbiter of what is good and what is bad. So ultimately, John, you can show your son that moral relativism undermines morality completely, and that’s something that’s so absurd, I think even he will come to see that, “Well, I might be a moral relativist in my thinking, but in practice I’m not a moral relativist.”

Because, John, you can just turn the tables on your son and say, “Well, okay son, hypothetically, how would you feel if, you know, I would lock you up and put you in a room and starve you to death?” Right? I mean, that’s an absurd example, but fundamentally, if moral relativism were true, and you perceived that to be correct and right for you, well then, you couldn’t be accused of wrongdoing, right? So you wanna take the logic of moral relativism, and apply it to other examples where you know he’ll intuitively acknowledge to be so absurd that he must give up moral relativism.

So that’s one way, among many, that you could go about critiquing it: by showing it undermines morality completely, making it impossible to accuse another of wrongdoing. What do you think of that, John?

Caller: That sounds good. You know, I was trying to approach it from an intellectual aspect. He’s in college, you know, and he still attends Mass, he’s a believer, but I’m trying to approach this intellectually, rather than just trying to say, “Well God says so, and that’s the reason why.”

Karlo: And John, I couldn’t agree more. I think it’s very important that we show them that this is something we don’t need the Bible to know. Does the Bible give us absolute moral truths? Yes. Praised be Jesus Christ for that, because a lot of times we have an admixture of error. But these are things that we can come to know by the natural light of human reason, and once again, if you get the resources that I mentioned at the outset of our conversation, John, you’ll see that there is a very, very strong intellectual basis for the objectivity of moral truth. So thanks for your call, John.
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