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Are You Absolutely Sure That All Is Relative?

The Case for Moral Absolutes

Eric V. Snow 

Do moral absolutes exist? Let’s answer the question by asking another one: Is racism immoral in all places at all times? Would Chinese foot-binding, India's past practice of suttee, and the common Muslim practice of female genital mutilation be immoral in all places at all times? Are genocide and slavery always wrong? Can a liberal skeptic name any exceptions under any circumstances to these general statements? If so, and racism is sometimes acceptable, would a (white) liberal say that to a black person that sometimes it is OK to mistreat black people because of their skin color? Is police brutality sometimes OK? 

Do moral absolutes exist? Can we prove by human reason alone that moral absolutes exist? Or is it that “all is relative”? May one culture say a certain moral act is moral when another says it’s immoral, and both be right? For example, there was a tribe in New Guinea that said cannibalism was a way to respect the dead (i.e., by eating their recently dead relatives). Moses said that eating unclean food, which certainly includes human beings themselves, was wrong. Is it purely subjective to say one way is right and the other wrong? Are moral choices like making a choice of a favorite ice cream flavor?

Today, I will show today that there are ways to prove that certain moral absolutes exist without using the Bible, God, or religious authority of any kind.

There are certain basic moral beliefs or practices that can be found in all or almost all cultures at some level, regardless of the more superficial variations people can point out. Furthermore, when pressured, almost all people advocating moral relativism can be made to deny it since they uphold moral absolutes of their own. What philosophers call natural law theory has good justification. Natural law concerns moral beliefs that can be proven to be immoral by human reason without using religious revelation or tradition at all.

Now it should be noted that Scripture itself mentions natural law theory, that human beings not knowing the true God or His Holy Word can know something about what is right and wrong: Rom. 2:14-15 

Daughters of this man were able to discern morally what was correct in this situation without being called prophetesses, etc., so far as the record reveals (Numbers 27:1-8).

First of all, statements like, “There are no absolutes,” or “All is relative” are self-refuting. They contradict themselves. In the same sentence in which you say, “There are no absolutes,” you are proclaiming a statement that is true in all places at all times. Therefore, to say, “There are no absolutes,” is to state an absolute truth! Therefore, the statement contradicts itself. “All is relative” states an absolute truth also, which shows it can’t be true either.

Also, various physical laws of nature have been found to be true by science. Einstein may have believed in the theory of relativity, but the speed of light was an absolute limit in his system. Nothing could go faster than that. E = MC2 was always true for Einstein. It's foolish to extrapolate from this theory to society. Mathematical statements like 2 + 2 = 4. The first and second laws of thermodynamics. Why then couldn’t there be absolute moral laws also, such as “Thou shalt not murder”?

Does anybody REALLY believe in moral relativism? The solution here when dealing with liberals is to find some moral belief of their own they believe in that is true in all places at all times. What is something they would never dream of denying?

“Racism is immoral in all places at all times.” What liberal, especially if he is black, would deny this one publicly?

“Genocide is immoral in all places at all times.” Could you get a liberal Jew to deny this one? Suppose Hitler said, “Killing 6 million Jews is moral,” and proceeded to implement the Final Solution. Would his merely saying that make the Holocaust OK? Suppose Stalin said, “Starving to death and collectivizing the land of 6 million Ukrainian peasants is moral,” and proceeded to do this? Do I have any takers?

What all cultures do isn’t equally morally correct even according to liberals. Objective: Try to find some moral belief of theirs that traditional cultures violate. Show that they are inconsistent. My old college Sociology book provided an example. It used a tribe or tribes in New Guinea that practiced sex before marriage, and said concern about virginity (an intact hymen in women) a characteristic of the monotheistic religions from the Middle East (i.e., Judaism, Christianity, and Islam).

“Foot binding young girls so they grow up with small feet is immoral in all places at all times.” This was a Chinese cultural practice of the past. It produced crippled adult women who couldn’t hardly stand or do any work even inside the home.

Would feminists say this cultural practice and tradition was equally good as any other? Feminism is a system of moral absolutes.  Let’s pick on the Chinese some more Is killing first-born baby girls soon after birth moral? 

Now, let’s pick on a particularly barbaric African/Muslim practice, which is known as female genital mutilation (FGM). I’ll avoid the clinical details here, but let’s say the point of this surgical operation is to cut out with a knife a certain part of a woman’s body so that she can’t ever feel any sexual pleasure. Notice how the liberal feminist columnist Ellen Goodman squirms: “One culture’s tradition may be another’s cruelty. . . . [Can we be] recognizing other values, but upholding our own?” Would feminists, or any women of any belief, admit that rape is sometimes moral?

Therefore, if what all cultures do is to be respected as their heritage, and the Chinese (say) engage in foot binding, it would be perfectly OK for us to do that as well? If the Chinese kill first-born baby girls, can we do that also? If a number of Africans do female genital mutilation, could we do that also? If South Africa had Apartheid (legal segregation of the races), does that mean we could bring back Jim Crow? If Nazi Germany had the Holocaust, does that authorize what Milosvec and others did in Bosnia to various Muslim villages? 

So is ANYBODY REALLY a cultural relativist?  As C.S Lewis observed, The Abolition of Man, p. 41, about two liberal authors: “Their skepticism about values is on the surface: it is for use on other people’s values: about the values in their own set they are not nearly skeptical enough.”

Both liberal skeptics and conservative Christians really believe in moral absolutes: Christians just have a longer list of requirements! They merely add (say) “Sex before marriage is immoral in all places at all times” to the list which has “Racism is immoral in all places at all times.” Liberals just as morally judgmental as conservative Christians, but allowed by rhetoric against moral absolutes to sound open-minded, tolerant, blah-blah-blah.

Actually, everybody really believes in moral absolutes, even though they may deny it. Everyone will morally judge and condemn some things, including liberals. Everyone will say certain practices, such as racism, are immoral in all places at all times, including liberals. It’s easy to get the opposition to admit that moral absolutes do exist when questioned, as opposed to the broad general rhetoric they’ll throw out against them when left alone. Even the broad statements, “There are no absolutes” and “All is relative,” are self-contradictory since they proclaim absolute truths. So if you ever hear a liberal say, “There are no absolutes,” ask him, “Are you absolutely certain of that?”

For if we believe all is relative, that there are no absolutes, in a world without God, how can we condemn God for (say) allowing the Holocaust, the Cultural Revolution, or the Ukrainian terror famine?  We can’t judge God unless we believe we can derive some kind of system of moral absolutes separately by human reason without recourse to Him or religious revelation.  Hunter (p. 154) penetratingly exposes the evolutionists’ moral conundrum, after citing Richard Dawkins’ comment about the universe having no design, purpose, good or evil, “nothing but pointless indifference” thus:  “Since there is no evil, the materialist must, ironically, not use the problem of evil to justify atheism.  The problem of evil presupposes the existence of an objective evil—the very thing the materialist seems to deny.”  If we can’t derive natural moral law separately from God by human reason, if we can’t get an “ought” from an “is” without reference to religious revelation, we can’t condemn God for allowing evil, now can we?  If indeed all is relative, and one person’s good is another’s evil, such as for (say) female genital mutilation or Chinese foot binding, which traditional societies affirm(ed) but feminists condemn, on what basis can we criticize God for being a permissive libertarian about the actions resulting from His creatures’ freely chosen moral decisions?  If indeed there are no moral absolutes, the ideologies that led to gulags and concentration camps are just as ethical as the ideologies that eliminated them.  Hence, our innate moral sense, although it may manifest itself differently from culture to culture and person to person, constitutes intrinsic evidence for something beyond the material world.  Otherwise, a fist hitting someone’s face in the street is no more or less morally significant than two rocks hitting each other in the wilderness, since all are composed of atoms in motion coming in contact with each other.  True, various philosophical attempts to derive an “ought” from an “is” exist, such as the differing arguments of James Q. Wilson (“the moral sense” that has a psychological/mental/behavior origin in our human natures), C.S. Lewis (“the Tao” or way, of cross cultural ultimate similarities show traditional morality is a kind of irreducible primary), and Ayn Rand (“living entities intrinsically need certain values to sustain life”) show.  But unless atheists and agnostics discard their moral relativism, they can’t use the existence of evil to discard God. 

Clearly, moral absolutes do exist and everyone will admit that they do when questioned.  Most general attacks on moral absolutes have the goal of attacking (in particular) Christian sexual morality or perhaps some other disliked aspect of Christian teaching.  Such arguments,  however, are like using a blunderbuss shotgun when precise rifle shot is needed instead, since they “prove” way too much.  So if someone proclaims, “All is relative,” ask him, “Are you absolutely sure of that?”
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