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1 Why Are People So Exercised about Moral Relativism?

Growing up Chinese American in the American Midwest, the ways of my family,
including what was expected of me as a son, seemed painfully different from the
ways of the families of my European American friends. Family seemed so much
more important in my home. This did not mean that my European American
friends had no responsibilities to their families, but in general, their duties rested
upon their shoulders more lightly. My mother once said to me that she simply
didn’t understand (maybe she meant didn’t approve of) the American obsession
with happiness. She thought the most important thing was to fulfill one’s respon-
sibilities to others, and of course the weightiest ones were owed to family. I don’t
think she meant to deny the importance of a subjective sense of contentment
(what I think she meant by “happiness”), but her point was that the subjective
sense had to be earned through the performance of responsibilities, as best as one
could. I respected her sentiments, and half of me agreed with her, but the other
half wanted to be free to pursue happiness.

The question was about how I should live my life, and so it took on the
greatest personal importance for me. When I began to take moral relativism
seriously, some of those closest to me wondered whether I should find some
other philosophical subject to write about. Many people think that moral
relativism licenses any answer a person would be inclined to give, or any answer
their society’s culture gives. That is why “moral relativism” is often used as an
epithet, a term of derision by people who assume that morality is a matter for
reasoned judgment. I agree with this assumption, but depart from the oft-
associated, but very different one that for any moral question there is a single
correct answer to be found and that conflicting answers are incorrect. Others,
and I am among them, have come to question the latter assumption by reflecting
on the nature of moral disagreement. The kinds of disagreement that can be
most effectively adduced in support of moral relativism typically involve values
that come into conflict, each of which are compelling in their own right
(consider liberty versus equality). The experience of moral conflict can be
interpersonal, in which different sides have different views as to which value
is most compelling given the circumstances. Conflict also can be intrapersonal.
That is, one can be internally divided between two moral viewpoints, as was the
case for me after my discussion with my mother.

The mere fact that people disagree, intrapersonally or interpersonally, is not
in itself a reason to think that there isn’t a single correct answer to be found.
Insufficient evidence to resolve a disagreement is compatible with there being
a single correct answer. The interpretive frameworks that people bring to
assessing the evidence can differ markedly, producing conflicting views, but



