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“Let her have the fruits of her hands”

(Proverbs 31:31)

I dedicate this book to the memory of my parents and particularly of my mother. Both my parents had very clear ideas about what a family should be.


Preface

The family as an institution has been characteristic of the human species from prehistoric times. In fact, from an evolutionary standpoint it is probably something that Homo sapiens inherited from pre-human ancestors. As we shall argue in this book, that has some moral significance. Anthropologists, sociobiologists, and psychologists, as well as practitioners in many related fields and disciplines (such as lawyers, social workers, historians) have had much to say about the family. So have most of the great philosophers in the past, though that fact is not so generally known. I find much of what the philosophers have said interesting and instructive. But reference to some of their views will be only incidental to the argument of this book.

This is an essay in applied ethics, that is, the attempt to examine a particular set of practical issues, which all of us are called upon to face, in light of the more systematic and theoretical discussions of philosophers concerning morality and ethics. Whether or not there is, or ought to be, such a subject as “Applied Ethics” is a question about which I shall have nothing further to say, either here or anywhere else in this book, even though many contemporary philosophers have seen fit to ask and discuss this question. Even if there is no such subject, there are still particular ethical issues upon which anyone may care to dwell. If one concentrates on such issues, not simply, as we all do, in an everyday practical frame of mind but in one that tries to see them as illustrative of the sort of general problems and principles raised and suggested by philosophers past and present, one is dealing, in my sense, with applied ethics.

Because the moral issues concerning the family, relations between the sexes, and relations between parents and children are so pervasive in our everyday lives, almost every thinking person already has some thoughts and feelings about the matter. The discussions of those issues conducted in the popular press, the electronic media, and elsewhere have become largely standardized, and different approaches are already grouped under rough-and-ready labels. The radicals fight, in the name of liberty and justice, for fundamental changes in our customary opinions and practices relating to family arrangements and sexual behavior. The conservatives seek to preserve the traditional mores in such matters. In between those two groups come the liberals, who would like to retain parts of the tradition while rejecting other parts. I like to think my own approach concerning these matters can be labeled, in this rough-and-ready manner, as liberal. After you have read the book, you may wish to differ with my assessment and call me a dyed-in-the-wool conservative, with only meager liberal glimmerings. Certainly my wife complains that some of the views defended here are uncharacteristic of what she knows to be my practical approach. The philosophical underpinnings of my practical approach could possibly serve equally well those far more conservative than I believe myself to be.

What I have just said illustrates a problem of presentation with which I have tried to grapple. I am here primarily as a participant in an ongoing discussion among contemporary philosophers about an adequate theoretical characterization of the nature of morality. Yet because of the very everyday character of the issues I am discussing, I find myself speaking, much of the time, over their shoulders, as it were, to a wider audience, which I know to be vitally concerned with the matters in question. Part of the time I write as if my fellow philosophers occupy the foreground and the wider audience the background. But at other times I address the wider audience directly, leaving my colleagues in the background. For that reason the wider audience may sometimes find my arguments with my fellow philosophers abstruse and uninteresting, whereas my colleagues may sometimes feel that I am wasting my time explaining simple things to the uninitiated. I have done my best to satisfy both audiences.

This work is certainly not meant to be a tract preaching the traditional approach to family morality. I hope to be recognized as arguing philosophically and not preaching at all. It so happens that many of the positions I find myself defending with philosophical argument are underappreciated, distorted, and sometimes even cavalierly ignored by many contemporary radicals, who seem to me unaware of the totalitarian implications of some of their supposedly liberal views. The liberalism I defend—in these chapters mostly by implication—is more tolerant of family loyalties, communal ties, and genuine pluralism in religious and philosophical outlook than the rather narrow individualistic liberalism adopted by the radicals. However, those wider issues are not what I have set myself to discuss here. My general approach is visible, I hope, between the lines of what I write, rather than argued for explicitly here.

There is, however, one fundamental link that joins the broader approach I assume to the more specific task I have set myself here. That is the importance of the family itself. Because I am convinced that the family is the source of so much of the characteristic human virtues that shape human existence and contour the way of life most human beings consider worth living, I have come to believe that no society that rides roughshod over family ties should be allowed to regard itself as beneficent or liberal. In the larger pluralistic societies made possible by the growth of communications and transport, my belief entails the rejection, on a wider national or international scale, of the type of utopianism that demands that the individual’s loyalty to the ruling outlook of a given society must always and inevitably take precedence over his more parochial and familial ties. It also involves the rejection of the unrealistic individualist ideal that a person’s liberty and autonomy necessarily must come into conflict with his parochial and familial loyalties, in which case, too, the latter must take a back seat.

All that concerns us here, however, is defense of the importance of the family. The family, I shall argue, has the virtue (a forgivable play on words, I trust) of promoting those virtues of character that make us human, male or female. Its preservation is therefore a fundamental contribution to human flourishing. Parents and children belong to each other, and this nexus, while providing them with their personal identity, also serves as the basis for their duties and rights vis-à-vis each other. The traditional rules with respect to relations between the sexes come to contribute to the importance and stability of the family. The internal structure of the family has reflected hierarchical political views, which may justly be regarded as gratuitous, but a certain natural basis exists for the conventional allocation of household tasks between husband and wife. If egalitarian justice collides with the maintenance of familial autonomy, that may be taken as symptomatic of the fact that radical egalitarianism is an unworkable and unjustifiable ideal.

The twelve chapters of this book may be characterized as follows: After an Introduction (Chapter 1), which notes the current criticism of the family and sets the scene for its defense, Part One (Chapters 2-5) outlines the view of morality that forms the theoretical background against which the family will be discussed. Chapter 2 discusses the problem of relativism raised by the different positive moralities of different societies. Chapter 3 accepts the primacy of the different customary moralities of different societies, while defending rational morality as the ideal minimal universal code upon which all societies may one day hope to agree. Chapter 4 pursues the thought that the ground of all morality is to be found in the practices created by the needs and constraints of our common humanity. The growing institutionalization of those practices is the source of moral rules, which govern social life. Chapter 5 considers the relationship of those rules to the virtues we must cultivate in order to participate in our practices, and to the ideals we set before ourselves. The three chapters of Part Two (6-8) examine three fundamental features of the traditional family: its function as the normal legitimate unit for reproduction and nurture (Chapter 6), the circumstance that nurture is primarily the duty of procreators (Chapter 7), and the circumstance that relations between husband and wife are based on sexual exclusivity (Chapter 8). The three chapters of Part Three discuss the justice of the relations between husband and wife (Chapter 9), then those between the family and the rest of society (Chapter 10), and then whether individualism is compatible with the family (Chapter 11). And finally the conclusion is drawn (Chapter 12) that human beings are family creatures, that gender distinctions are part of our individual identities, and that men and women complement and perfect each other by their union.

In debating my general views on ethics with contemporary philosophers, I concentrate on the works of those from whom I have learned most—Gewirth, Harman, MacIntyre, Melden, and Sommers—though my views are highly likely to be disputed by all of them. In discussing the ethics of the family, my argument takes the form of a running debate with the ideas of Jeffrey Blustein (and through him with those of John Rawls). I acknowledge my debt to all those writers for the stimulation their works have provided.

Thanks are due to many of my colleagues and friends, with whom I discussed and argued about various sections in this book. They tried hard, but succeeded in curing me of only some of my mistakes. As usual I learnt most from my students, on whom I tried out several of the ideas herein contained.

I also owe special thanks to Mary Jane du Toit and to Naama Weinberg for their secretarial assistance at different stages in the formation of these chapters.


Introduction


Chapter One
The Attack on the Family


During the recent U.S. presidential election, an acrimonious public debate took place between supporters and detractors of what were called “family values.” That term has become a catch phrase, summing up the attitude of those sections of the electorate who wish to defend what they call “the traditional way of life,” which is based on the centrality of the family, traditional sexual morality, and the whole notion of a decent and respectable style of behavior in which the family plays a dominant position. Supporters of “family values,” in the context of the public debate, are assumed to be opponents of liberal abortion laws, attempts to legitimize homosexual liaisons by characterizing them as part of an “alternative life-style,” and, in general, all the efforts in literature and in the public media to portray sexual behavior as something that has no necessary connection with the family. On the other hand, opponents of “family values” are those who regard such attitudes as reactionary, since they interfere with the rights of individuals to live their lives as they see fit.

The debate to some extent clouds the issue. Not all supporters of the traditional family share the conservative attitudes regarding abortion, the treatment of homosexuals, and “free” sex. The liberal case in these matters is often espoused by many who lead highly respectable family lives, well within the boundaries of traditional morality. Nor are the liberal and radical opponents of the conservative attitudes generally associated with those who talk of “family values” necessarily blind to the happiness and fulfillment to be found in family life. Even radical and outspoken homosexuals and lesbians sometimes pay the family the ultimate compliment of wishing to model their liaisons as closely as possible on the regular family pattern. They wish to have their living together recognized as marriage. They want to be parents and nurturers of children, natural or adopted. They complain that discrimination against their “families” and their children is simply bigoted and immoral prejudice.1

Still the contemporary public debate over “family values” does reflect (albeit confusingly) a much more profound issue. Should family life continue to be central in mankind’s future? Should nonfamily “life-styles” be allowed, or even encouraged? If the family contains intrinsic moral faults, is it morally permissible for us to allow human society to continue to maintain the family?

Those questions, and the fundamental issue raised in the last question, owe their contemporary importance to the fact that certain values have come to dominate life in European countries (and their colonial outposts) during the last four hundred years. Those values are now succinctly summed up in the individualistic liberalism of the radical avant garde trend-setters in the contemporary United States and in some countries in Europe, and they do indeed raise a genuine question regarding the desirability of continuing to contour our society around the traditional family.

A way of life that stresses the centrality of the family, continues to adhere to the traditional sexual morality associated with the family, and measures individual worth largely in terms of one’s function as husband or wife, father or mother, provider and nurturer of one’s children, and then as grandparent—all this may seem to some an unduly constricting view of human existence. Critics have always been able to point out that the traditional pattern of family life is partial and one-sided, as may be shown by the fact that many of the great geniuses—artists, musicians, philosophers, scientists, and other benefactors of human progress—have been able to make their contributions to human flourishing only by eschewing family life altogether. Such critics, of course, have been quite right. The traditional pattern of family life is important and even necessary for most people, but not for all. There have always been individuals who have found it impossible to plumb the depths of their creative instincts while docilely conforming to society’s expectations of normal persons. Literature and recorded experience have attested, however, that those who live their lives outside the family and avoid the obligations of domesticity usually do so at a cost—sometimes social, sometimes psychological, and sometimes both. The more radical contemporary critics of the family (whether radical feminists, radical egalitarians, or other supporters of individualistic liberalism) go on to argue that when examined dispassionately, in accordance with the yardstick of modern liberal democratic ideals, which respect the rights of individuals to live their own lives as they see fit, family life turns out to be based on expectations and requirements that are unjust and immoral, especially regarding the status of women and children.

The issue raised here seems to me momentous in its implications for the future of mankind. Like the most radical of the rejectors of the family, I believe that if the family could really be shown to be based, inevitably or even for the most part, on patterns of behavior that were unjust and immoral when adopted by human beings who had the option of acting in a different manner, then we should feel morally constrained to fight against the preservation of the family and should seek to move human existence in a new direction. And even if, as is the case, the iniquity and injustice of family life can never be proved, since families often provide the individuals that belong to them with advantages that counterbalance their alleged disadvantages, I might still go along with those who argue that individuals should be allowed, if not encouraged, to select alternative nonfamily “life-styles.” But I confess that I do not share the moral indignation expressed by critics of the family, so in spite of my sympathy for the personal sufferings of many individuals who are incapable of normal heterosexual family life, I am unpersuaded by the attempt to present their deviations from the normal as “alternative life-styles.” I believe the whole basis of this line of thought, which seeks to fault the family for moral imperfections, is unfounded. There are imperfections in the way family life is pursued in many societies, and even in many sections of what could be regarded as the most enlightened parts of modern society. But those imperfections are not of the type that the critics allege. Many of them are practical rather than moral. Even when they may seem to us unfair and inconsiderate, the family arrangements that call forth the critics’ indignation (e.g. the fact that women, rather than men, are expected to lay aside their careers, at least temporarily, in order to care for their children) turn out to be a sort of imperfection that might be called “natural” rather than something for which anyone is to blame. Hence it is not the sort that merits moral disapproval. The circumstances that disturb us here are more like the “unfairness” we sometimes see in many of the limitations that pertain to human existence—the fact that some people are born crippled, for instance, or that we are all born to be mortal and subject to illnesses. Such “imperfections” can and should be corrected, as far as humanly possible, but, like the battle against germs, viruses, and the aging process waged by medical science, there can be hope for only limited successes, one at a time. One may well hope that medical progress will enable us, in time, to improve both the length of life and its quality. Nonetheless, certain radical solutions (like substituting artificial limbs in place of diseased ones) can never be regarded as more than second- or third-best alternatives, or else we run the risk of changing the whole basis of human existence. (How “bionic” must the humanoid creatures depicted in science fiction be before we cease to regard them as human beings at all?) In a similar vein, the “imperfections” inherent in the family, as it is constituted at present, can and should be removed as far as humanly possible. But too far-reaching and radical a transformation of our socially accepted reproductive and childrearing practices will threaten the very character of our human existence. The issue of the future of our sexual mores and the preservation of the family is cheapened and totally misrepresented by the radicals when it is posed as a mere “life-style choice.”

Throughout the chapters that follow, I shall be arguing that the dangers of our not defending the family are, in the long run, a basic change in the human condition and the loss of our sense of human individuality. We shall see that the attack on the family arises from a view of individual human beings that is misguided, in that it regards family relationships as accidental and contingent. I shall want to maintain that, on the contrary, such family relationships are constitutive of our human identity. So the future of the family becomes the issue of the future of humanity. Will future generations be human beings, like ourselves, or will they be creatures that have been transformed into something else, something like the battery hens produced in hatcheries? I can think of few questions relating to matters that seem to be within the power of human choice that are more important than this one.

The first step in arguing my case will consist in the examination and rejection of a view that, because it is so widespread nowadays, seems to be reasonable and even obvious but is nonetheless, as we shall see, essentially mistaken. The view I mean holds that the family is something conventional and arbitrary, an arrangement that human beings adopted in the distant past for their own purposes. If it is, as alleged, a product of human choice, it becomes easy to argue, as many do, that what was voluntarily adopted may be voluntarily changed. Once we can convince ourselves that the family may be obsolescent because of the many changes that have occurred since antiquity (when the family was allegedly instituted) in the ways of life human beings are capable of living, the way is open, as we have witnessed only too well in our century, for a weakening of the whole structure of our sexual and familial practices.

The acceptance of that plausible (but mistaken) view regarding the arbitrary conventionality of the family has had devastating repercussions upon the sexual morality that has been traditional in our society, since it was regarded, correctly in my opinion, as operating to preserve and protect the family. If the family is an obsolescent institution, then the rules of sexual morality that come to protect the family may then be regarded—and are, in fact, widely regarded—as themselves obsolescent. Their importance in human society we can now see—it is claimed—to have been relative. The old sexual morality may have been appropriate for particular cultures or societies in the past, but it has now become unsuitable, it is argued, for regulating behavior in advanced Western countries.

Those revisionist views are intimately connected with what today is called “the sexual revolution.” Since the 1920s that “revolution” has been a feature of human behavior in enlightened circles in countries (roughly, those in which the Christian religion became predominant during the medieval period) that consider themselves the bearers of Western civilization. Its occurrence owes much to the influence of the psychoanalytic theories of Sigmund Freud and his associates, bolstered by the spread of a sociological and anthropological point of view. The popularity of those views also reflects a more widespread attitude toward morals in general as largely a matter of custom and taste, reflecting not only the values and ideals of various societies and cultures but sometimes also their taboos and prejudices.

The net result of those influences has been that, in the field of sexual behavior at any rate, the stringent prohibitions of our fairly recent ancestors in Western society have become, or are in the process of becoming, disregarded. For example, the prohibition against premarital sex, which at one time elevated “chastity” to one of the most important virtues imparted in the moral education of young adolescents, has become largely forgotten. The prohibition against extramarital affairs on the part of married people, which in ancient times constituted the heinous crime of adultery, often punishable by death, is also in a process of dissolution. Any negative attitude toward extramarital sex that remains nowadays is expressed in terms of a lack of honesty or “cheating,” without mention of sexual or marital morality per se. Consequently, to some people the notion of an “open marriage,” wherein either partner, by consent, may engage in extramarital affairs, no longer seems inconsistent with the entire point of marriage. In general some advanced liberal thinkers in Western society seem to have come to the conclusion that sexual activity is an area where no special morality applies other than the general morality of being truthful, keeping promises, and so on.

Against that background we nowadays witness the phenomenon of many serious writers—even philosophers2—who preach the importance of love affairs and free sex, and who generally declare themselves against obsessive concern with the family. Even with the spread of divorce and the consequent prevalence of single-parent families, society continues to frown upon unmarried motherhood, but mostly for practical and psychological reasons having to do with the welfare of the children concerned. In very progressive circles, admiration is voiced for a single woman who deliberately decides to become a mother while having no intention of getting married.

Such trends have prompted many observers (including some leading sociologists and educationists) to express concern about the future of the family. Although the nuclear family continues to be regarded as the normative fashion for living together, there is a feeling that many of the accepted rules, both moral and legal, are in need of revision. The popularization of the researches of social anthropologists has made most educated people in the West familiar with the idea that families do vary from culture to culture, and that different societies have different attitudes toward monogamy, divorce, and so on. Many social workers consider some of the restrictions in law pertaining to financial support and the sharing of earnings, for example, to be badly in need of revision. More radical thinkers are entertaining the notion that, on utilitarian or sometimes even moral grounds, the family should be abolished altogether as a recognized legal institution. Certainly the new technology relating to human reproduction allows us to contemplate the replacement of the nuclear family by new arrangements for producing and nurturing children. Experiments in the communes and kibbutzim of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries are cited as precedents.

In what follows I intend to argue that many of these views, attitudes, and conclusions are not nearly so strongly based as they seem, in fact that there are good reasons for believing some of the assumptions used in formulating them are false, or at any rate dubious. Of course, the current skepticism about the social and moral status of the family does not derive from theoretical and philosophical considerations alone. A great many factors of a sociological, technological, and economic nature have affected human practices and influenced people’s thoughts about the family in different countries and at different times. In our own century the dissociation of sex from the family was made possible in Western civilization by developments in the techniques of birth control. The invention of the contraceptive pill for women, after the middle of the century, allowed women to be free of concern over unwanted pregnancies and to adopt an attitude toward sex that became more recognizably casual, like the attitude previously possible for men only. Further advances in contraceptive technology will probably make the sexual behavior of women toward the close of the twentieth century still more “liberated” than it is today.

The trend toward promiscuity, however, has suffered a serious setback in the present decade because of the spread of the AIDS virus, threatening those who engage in sex with more than one fixed partner with the danger of contracting an infection that is, for the moment, deadly and incurable. A partial return to the family and to family morality is under way in certain circles. It has been strengthened by the serious economic crisis that has visited most of the Western countries in this decade. At times of economic hardship and increasing unemployment the family can become a source of strength, comfort, and support more efficient, in general, than anything the welfare state can afford to offer. Members of the family support each other and help each other out. Many a person, facing economic hardship, has had reason to be grateful for the fact that he or she can fall back upon the warmth of relatives and the immediate family circle.

But whether or not these practical setbacks for “the sexual revolution” are merely temporary, as most hope, or more permanent, as traditionalists would like to believe, most people see the utilitarian reasons for preserving the family as no more than fortuitous, although a few are disposed to discern in them the hand of divine Providence. They will surely not be sufficient to stem the tide against the family arising in thinking liberal circles.

Those who see the family as an archaic institution and the source of much injustice and inequality in society will not be mollified by our argument that their charges are distorted and myopic. We must be ready to offer a reasoned defense that will convince them of the value of the family. The charges against the family and traditional sexual morality must be shown to be wrong. The virtues of the family must be set out, and their moral value must be clearly established. If there is to be a return to the family on the part of enlightened thinking persons, it must be based on principle and not merely on convenience. That the family is, for the moment, useful and not easily replaceable for most people is cold comfort. Those who wish to examine the matter more dispassionately require a justification of the family that is based on sound and acceptable moral arguments.

I believe that the materials for a moral justification of this sort are ready to hand, and their existence need only be pointed out for the argument to become clearly visible. Those materials have tended to be unrecognized and unappreciated only because it has become fashionable to dwell on certain values at the expense of others. Over several centuries thinking people in Western countries have become enamoured of the importance of individual liberty, equality, and social justice. That has undoubtedly led to great changes in human society and in politics, most of them beneficial. But while the new respect for these values has enabled them to assume their rightful place in the pantheon of human ideals, other values, no less important for the achievement of human perfection, have tended to be discounted and disregarded. The sociability, forbearance, and loyalty necessary for the promotion of good citizenship, which Aristotle already saw to be nurtured by family living,3 were quietly relegated to a secondary status. The qualities that turn men and women into good fathers and mothers of children were forgotten altogether.

The one-sided emphasis on the individualistic virtues of personal liberty and autonomy, “doing one’s own thing,” and the right to equal respect in this century have spawned such social and political trends as radical feminism and gay activism, which superimposed themselves on older critiques of the “bourgeois” family current in the second half of the nineteenth century. There is no need to deny that the new trends have contributed a measure of progress to our social horizons and consciences by extending the previously accepted limits set to individual freedom and justice. But there is room for doubt as to whether the continued vilification of the family and its virtues by exponents of those trends is necessary, desirable, or fair.

The denigration of the family is the issue to be addressed in this book. I shall attempt to offer a philosophic defense of the importance of the traditional family and of the sexual morality with which it has been associated. Although the supporters of these movements usually include some of the most virulent critics of the family, I shall have very little to say specifically about radical feminism and gay activism. The criticism heard in those circles is largely unreasoned. Its main philosophical prop is merely the right of individuals to live their own lives as they see fit and the injustice of restricting individuals to the accepted family morality. As we shall see, the insistence on individual freedom and justice at the expense of the preservation of the family constitutes an unfortunate distortion of those very principles. That fact will begin to emerge if we examine the principles of individual freedom and justice as set forth by their most thoughtful defenders, not as unreasonably overemphasized by their sometimes strident popularizers.

The attitude of individualist liberalism (the term I shall be using in referring to those whose moral and political outlook places a special, almost exclusive, emphasis upon the values of personal liberty and autonomy), now so popular in the enlightened West, developed and expanded from its first beginnings in European thought during the Renaissance and the Reformation. It has its own problems, which have been discussed for generations. One might suppose that no serious thinker could consider the family and its morality from the standpoint of individualist liberalism without reference to the problems raised in the classical discussions of the nineteenth- and twentieth-century Hegelians (of various sorts), Marxists, and evolutionist ethicists. Yet the revisionist critique of the family generally does precisely that: Most of the critics simply assume the individualist liberal position unself-consciously and without examination. Consequently the “communitarian” critics of individual liberalism4 may well be justified in regarding the far-reaching conclusions drawn by such detractors of the family as a sort of reductio ad absurdum of the individualist liberal position itself.

Of the many contemporaries who have defended the individualist liberal point of view, we shall pay special attention to the views of the contemporary Harvard philosopher John Rawls. His is not the most extreme version of individualistic liberalism by any means. On the contrary, Rawls presents us with a fairly moderate and balanced point of view. The reason for concentrating on his views is simply that they have enjoyed wide currency in the moral and political discussions of the last two decades. Even one of the recent writers on the ethics of the family, Jeffrey Blustein, whose views are more defensive of the family than those of Rawls himself, uses Rawls’s views as his theoretical foundation. It is largely for that reason that Blustein’s defense of the family will be shown, in one of the later chapters of this book, to be inadequate. We shall have much to say about Rawls’s views in later chapters, and about the views of Blustein in many other chapters as well.

A full discussion of the moral virtues of the family cannot restrict itself to the question of justice alone. Moreover, an examination of the principles of justice, individual rights, and equality as they pertain to the family cannot adequately be pursued without touching upon still more basic issues. Is there a single morality, binding for all people at all times and everywhere, or is morality merely a matter of norms that have been conventionally agreed upon, so that different societies can adopt totally different moralities? Is morality then something completely invented and artificial, or is it grounded in something objective and perfectly natural? Are there rights at all, or is their existence merely a matter of conventional agreement? Where do the institutions of human society come into the picture? Are institutions independent of true morality, or are they rather the very basis of moral life?

None of those questions is new. All of them, and others besides, have been discussed by philosophers long before us. Many of the issues have been very carefully analyzed, and some of our questions have been provided with answers that seem to me to have withstood the test of time. I shall present my views about each of those matters, with emphasis on their relevance to the defense of the family, in the first part of this book. The four chapters in Part One constitute, as it were, a sketch of a concept of morality that can support resistance to the contemporary skepticism regarding the family and traditional sexual morality.

What will emerge is a denial of the view that the family is something invented and arbitrary. I shall argue, on the contrary, that the family, like many other hallowed and ancient institutions of human society, is not artificial at all, but natural. Acknowledgment of that fact, however, does not preclude the family’s being conventionally accepted, nor does it prevent its rules being affected by transient influences and ideals. As something natural it possesses a constant and patterned structure dictated by its environment. That enables it to respond well to the constraints of its surroundings and to perform well the function of preserving the human species by furthering reproduction and the nurture and growth of succeeding generations. Too radical a distortion of its natural function, and a fortiori the projected abolition of the family altogether, would thus create an anomaly in which certain natural expectations would remain unfulfilled. There are many examples of man’s interference with nature, some of them benign (as in the case of male circumcision), others problematic (as in the case of female circumcision). Interfering with the course of nature usually involves some measure of discomfort and demands some readjustment to the new circumstances that have been created. The suggested changing of the structure of human society by the abolition of the family may well turn out to be like the reputed Amazons’ amputation of one breast to enable those ancient female warriors to function better as archers. Such measures are possible and sometimes may even have some logic to them, but they are surely to be avoided wherever alternative means are available.


Part One
Theoretical Foundations



Chapter Two
Moral Relativism and the Family


It is widely supposed that an absolute single morality, binding for all people at all times and everywhere, is essential if morality is to command our respect, for otherwise it is impossible to explain why anyone should be bound by the customary norms of his own society.

I shall argue in this chapter that this is not so. Indeed, I am ready to admit that there is no such thing as single absolute morality, universally binding. I maintain nonetheless that the moral codes of different societies have claims on the behavior of the individuals in those societies, and that moral skepticism is unjustified. By extension, although the forms of family organization and family morals may differ from society to society, they too have legitimate claims on how people should act.

We shall first pose the problem raised by some examples of moral relativism and then go on to formulate the argument of the moral skeptic. A consideration of the weaknesses in that argument will lead up to a suggested explanation of why nonetheless it appears so plausible. After a remark about the problematic character of relativism, we shall discuss the distinction between absolutism and objectivism, which will be illustrated by an examination of Renford Bambrough’s defense of objectivism. Finally we shall note that the objectivist who accepts moral relativism must also accept the primacy of positive moral codes.

Moral Relativism

Let us start by considering some examples.

What would you say to your precocious sixteen-year-old son if he were to tell you that he had decided, after reading Margaret Mead’s Male and Female (1952), which you keep on your shelf, and in view of what she wrote about the acceptance of premarital sex among the Samoans in Polynesia,1 that there would be nothing wrong with his having sexual relations with M, the notorious juvenile siren of your neighborhood who, in his judgment, might be only too ready to oblige? What if it were not your sixteen-year-old son but your fourteen-year-old daughter who was making a similar pronouncement?

You might try to explain that what is acceptable in the Polynesian islands is not necessarily acceptable in our society. But that answer would probably be rejected out of hand. The fact that it is not acceptable is just a matter of custom, something like good manners. Why should he (or she) be bound by custom, when the sexual desires are so strong, and their satisfaction is prevented by no more than local prejudice? If yours is a religious family, as mine is, and your children have been brought up to be pious observers, as mine have, you might try to reply that God forbids such behavior and permits the satisfaction of our sexual desires only within the sacred bond of marriage. Such a reply might do. But the very fact that your children, despite their religious upbringing, have been so influenced by their reading as to raise the question with you might well be an indication that the strength of their religious conviction is now at stake, under threat from the urgency of their sexual desires. Moreover, they might want to ask why God has enjoined such puritanical behavior, involving the sacrifice of our immediate desires, when, if the anthropologists are to be believed, premarital sex experience has had no apparent ill effects on the Samoans. In general, even religious people are nowadays pressed to look for more universal and secular justifications for their normative stances.2

You might try to answer in terms of the practical dangers of promiscuity: disease, acquiring a bad name, and so on. In practice those considerations may do the trick. But in their heart of hearts, your children will know, just as you do, that they are really side issues; they give no answer to the question “Why not?” For the question that has been raised involves the grounding of our moral practices. The established facts pertaining to differences between the moral practices of different societies in different parts of the world, and at different times, makes it necessary to explain whether there is really anything behind our accepted moral practices other than custom and taboo. The knowledge that cannibalism, say, has been accepted in some primitive societies will probably not tempt your son to try it, since he too has been brought up to share our common abhorrence of such a practice, which at any rate appeases no strong natural urge. But where sexual restrictions are concerned, the existence of powerful desires in young people, together with the fact that wide circles in the West have forsaken their former acceptance of the sexual restrictions regarding premarital affairs, can create a genuine problem for your children.

Consider another example of moral relativism, this time concerning the family. Your neighbor, a fervent Mormon, resents the fact that his community has been coerced by public opinion to relinquish its practice of polygamy. He considers such social pressure iniquitous, the illiberal interference of an intolerant society in an area where the state has no right to interfere.3 His wife, who shares his religious opinions, is quite ready to take another woman into the household as a fellow wife. The laws of your state will not permit him to marry the other woman. An out-of-state Mormon elder is engaged to perform a religious ceremony of marriage, which is not officially registered. The members of the extended family all consider him married to his two wives—in the eyes of God, at any rate—even though only the first is officially his wife. There may or may not be problems regarding the legitimacy of children born to the second wife, depending on your country of residence. The elder concerned has probably broken the law. But is your neighbor behaving immorally? All the neighbors will probably see something scandalous in his situation. But in your eyes, has he really done something wrong?

A final example pertains to moral relativism in general, though it still involves the family. Your neighbors now are a young Hindu couple. The husband becomes ill and dies. At his cremation the young widow is aggrieved that our society prohibits her from performing her duty of suttee—throwing herself on his pyre and dying with him. Is our society right to interfere with her performance of so ancient a custom, hallowed and praised in her tradition?4

The above examples illustrate the problematic nature of justifying our moral practices and opinions, in the light of differences that exist between different sections of the community, even in Western countries. How much more would those differences be accentuated if we were to compare opinions and evaluations among different peoples in different lands at different times? The literature of social anthropology provides an enormous number of illustrations. It is quite understandable, therefore, that anthropologists are much concerned with the issue of Cultural Relativism. Are there, as some anthropologists maintain, moral universals to be discerned in all human societies, or is the very thought that there must be such universals just the effect of our being unable to free ourselves of our innate ethnocentricism? We are all brought up to assume naïvely that the moral practices and accepted code of our group is the final truth on these matters. We find it very difficult, if not impossible, to free ourselves from the influence of our internalized value system.5

Moral Skepticism

If we revert to the example of your son’s announced decision to engage in premarital sex, we can discover, behind his deliberations, an argument. He used the existence of a different approach to premarital sex in a faraway society as a premise for his putative conclusion that he should be allowed to do likewise. We followed the gist of his argument, even though it was not spelled out. The argument was formulated long before your son took it up. In the textbooks it is called “the argument of the moral skeptic.” It runs somewhat as follows: We start by pointing out that


	
there is great diversity in moral practice in contemporary societies, and there are also considerable differences between present-day moral opinions and those of the past; we note that



	
these diversities cannot be conclusively settled by rational argument between the different parties; we go on to argue that



	
we ought therefore either (a) to recognize, with the agnostics, that we do not know what is the truth about moral judgments; or (b) to conclude, with the subjectivists, that there is no objective truth regarding moral judgments. Perhaps we should even go on to accept, with the nihilists, the conclusion that (c) there is no binding force to such judgments, since they reflect only the differing taboos and prejudices of different societies.6





Involved in this argument are three positions to which William Frankena, the author of one of the best-known contemporary short introductions to ethics, has named “descriptive relativism,” “meta-ethic relativism,” and “normative relativism” respectively (Frankena, 1973, p. 109). The labels are not important, but the positions are distinct. The first, descriptive relativism, is simply the claim that there are real moral differences between different cultures at different times and places. Although that is unquestionably true at face value, its usefulness in the moral skeptic’s argument depends upon its tacit rejection of the existence of the sort of moral universals that have been spoken of by some anthropologists.7 If there are such universals, they might serve as the more basic moral premises that could govern all behavior in any society, so there would be no room for total skepticism, since we could say that in spite of surface differences basic morality is the same in every human society.

But even if descriptive relativism is correct and there are no such universals, the more important part of the skeptic’s argument lies in the second stage (Frankena’s meta-ethic relativism), where the skeptic maintains that there is no way to decide which of the moral practices and outlooks of the many different cultures is correct. The second stage assumes the truth of descriptive relativism, since if there were no real moral differences between different cultures and societies there would presumably be no difficulty in reaching agreement among them on primary moral truths despite the secondary and surface differences of opinion that might exist between them. But the second stage (meta-ethic relativism) goes far beyond the first. For one thing, it contradicts the contention of the “intuitionists,” who maintain that we have a special sort of knowledge of moral truths by virtue of possessing some sort of moral sense and who might be ready to accept the fact of moral diversity without agreeing to the second premise that we cannot know who is right. They might argue that the exercise of our moral sense should in principle be able to tell us what is right and what is wrong.8

Of course, intuitionism nowadays seems much less convincing than it once was. Perhaps one of the reasons contributing to its downfall has been the finding of the social anthropologists that the moral sense of individuals seems invariably to tell them that the moral outlooks of their own society are by and large correct. So there is some ground for suspecting that our moral sense (“conscience”) is implanted in us by a process of conditioning and education that takes the moral outlook of our particular society for granted. Any attempt by intuitionists to distinguish between the moral sense or conscience that we in fact have and the moral intuition that we ought to but do not always possess tends to detract from the initial plausibility of the claim that people have real and reliable moral intuitions.

If we cannot discover by intuition what we ought to do, perhaps there is nonetheless some other method for finding out what we ought to do. That is the line taken by those philosophers who have denied the truth of meta-ethical relativism. Some have been “naturalists” who have sought to discover within the existing diversity of morals a common ground or perhaps even a single common principle—the most usually accepted one today being some form of Utilitarianism—upon which to base an absolute and universal morality. Others have been “rationalists,” who expect such a universal and absolute principle to be discovered a priori through some sort of rational intuition or argument. They are the Kantians and some of their modern followers.9

Even if we were to fail with intuitionist, naturalist, and rationalist arguments to convince the skeptic that we can find fundamental principles governing human behavior able to serve as the basis of an absolute morality, it would still be possible to deny him his meta-ethic conclusion that there is no way (even for God, as it were) to decide which moral outlook and which set of practices are right. We might say that there must be some such absolute standard, even if we have not yet discovered it. Of course your son, like the skeptic, might retort that there is no ground for such optimism, that it seems to him more reasonable to accept meta-ethical relativism, which maintains that there is no way of deciding.

Even so, it would not follow, as has been overhastily concluded, with normative relativism, that (1) one ought to tolerate the behavior of another culture in our midst. Neither does the alternative suggestion (which we, for our part, might seem to have been pressing upon your son): (2) “When in Rome do as the Romans do”—so we must do what our society thinks right; nor is the nihilist conclusion (which he has apparently been welcoming) that (3) we can do as we like, since there is no real right or wrong (it being merely a matter of taste what we should do) made in the least more likely, even if we accept the meta-ethical premise that we have no way of deciding who is right.

Those conclusions simply do not follow, unless we add all sorts of additional premises, none of which is at all obvious. So even if meta-ethic relativism were correct, nothing would of itself follow about the practical consequences to be drawn from it. All that would be clear is that our naïve belief that our own moral practices and opinions are absolute truths which should be universally accepted would be undermined, leaving us free to contemplate what we should do about that.

The Plausibility of Moral Relativism

It is instructive to consider why our belief in the correctness of our own moral practices and opinions should be so undermined. The most reasonable explanation seems to involve the sophistication arising from descriptive relativism, which suggests the possibility that any given set of moral practices and opinions is merely the product of customs and folkways, representing bygone superstitions and considerations regarding social utility that any sensible person can now see are out of date. That sophistication tends to create a skeptical attitude toward any given set of moral practices and opinions, even if they are one’s own. It also tends to press one to jump rapidly beyond mere recognition of the facts of descriptive relativism and the claims of meta-ethical relativism (which we usually take in our stride, passing unthinkingly from an appreciation of its mere possibility to a tentative concession regarding its truth) to an intuitive grasp of the anthropological categories of “folkways” and “mores” or (more popular nowadays) “accepted norms.”

The attraction of this leap into sophisticated cynicism consists in the fact that everyone can easily appreciate that some differences in customs and manners (“Should one eat with a knife and fork or with chopsticks?”) have no moral significance at all (“Do what you like. It doesn’t really matter.”) but only a practical and conventional significance (“However, don’t try to eat with chopsticks at tonight’s dinner. Our hosts will be offended.”). One can therefore easily come to suspect (as the anthropologists seem to confirm) that our own society’s set of moral practices and opinions is nothing more than customs and manners and that perhaps nothing has true moral significance at all. This rapid transition from naïveté through skepticism to cynicism is a common psychological phenomenon, evident also in Dostoevsky’s “since God is dead, everything is permitted.”10

The skeptical approach, whether toward morals or toward human knowledge in general, is a recurrent phenomenon in Western civilization from its earliest beginnings. Just as there have been, from time immemorial, those who have wished to deny that there is any real difference between right and wrong, so too there have been those (sometimes the very same people) who have maintained that there is no such thing as knowledge or truth anyway. But certain differences have been noted between moral skepticism and skepticism with regard to knowledge. In particular, the latter is content to draw the conclusion that we do not know, while the former usually intends to go much farther and to reach some subjectivist or nihilist position. Those postures, as we have already seen, go much farther than merely saying, “We do not know.” (Ladd, 1973, pp. 112-13)

Problems of Relativism

It has been noted that relativism, especially the field of morality, is an extremely problematic stance. (Ladd, 1973, p. 2, and Williams, 1985, pp. 156-73) Essentially relativism explains away what would otherwise represent conflict: “We say premarital sex is wrong. They say it is right. Is it perhaps just wrong for us and right for them?” (which was our first attempt at a reply to your son). But accepting that resolution leaves us in some difficulty as we try to explain why we thought there was a conflict in the first place. If it is just a question of “for us” and “for them,” why should each side, theirs and ours, naïvely consider itself right? How does it come about that we are really horrified by the practices of another culture? (“Do they really eat people?!”) Moreover, the notion of a universal toleration of the other group’s morality out of a recognition of moral relativism is simply a flat contradiction: a prescribed universal norm (toleration) based on the premise that there are no universal values. (Williams, 1985, p. 158)

At this stage, we may introduce a distinction (Singer, 1986, to be examined at greater length in the next chapter) between positive morality and rational or true morality. The distinction enables us to see the issue more clearly. There is ample ground to accept descriptive relativism as the truth regarding positive morality, i.e., that which is actually practiced and regarded as part of the moral code and therefore binding in any particular society. Positive morality, at least at the surface level, differs from one society to another all over the world. That has been so in the past as well as in the present. Positive morality, we may therefore concede, is indeed something relative and culturally bound. This by no means signifies, however, that morality itself (that is, true or rational morality) is merely something subjective, a matter of taste. That is precisely where your son and the would-be normative relativist make their mistake. Objectivism and relativism are perfectly compatible; only absolutism and relativism conflict.

Absolutism and Objectivism

What is the distinction between absolutism and objectivism? Part of the answer should emerge when we examine the views of someone who is an explicit objectivist but also a relativist, i.e., someone who rejects absolutism. Let us take note of a reply to the moral skeptic offered by a contemporary Cambridge philosopher, Renford Bambrough. Responding to the characterization of the objectivity of morals as the naïve and commonsensical view, Bambrough offers a “proof” of the objectivity of morals (Bambrough, 1979, pp. 11-37) based on the early-twentieth-century British philosopher G. E. Moore’s celebrated defense of common sense and his “proof” of the existence of an external world: “Here is my arm. And here is my other arm. Both are external objects. So there are at least two external objects.”11 In a similar manner, Bambrough cites, as something that we all know, a judgment about a particular case: “This child, who is about to undergo what would otherwise be painful surgery, should be given an anaesthetic before the operation”—in other words, it would be wrong or immoral to withhold the anaesthetic from the child if there were no adequate reason to do so.

It is extremely plausible to suppose that everyone, no matter what his cultural background might be, who understands all the facts of the case, would agree that withholding the anaesthetic would be immoral. If so, Bambrough claims, since we all know that is so, any purported argument like that of the moral skeptic that attempts to show this not to be a case of genuine knowledge, must for us (since we do know) be regarded as less secure, either as to its premises or as to its reasoning, than the claim to knowledge embodied in the judgment itself. In making this move, as Bambrough himself points out (p. 12), we are merely confirming the eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David Hume’s celebrated statement that any protagonist who denies the reality of moral distinctions and considerations should be left to himself. “For, finding that nobody keeps up the controversy with him, it is probable he will, at last, of himself, from mere weariness, come over to the side of common sense and reason.” (Hume, 1951, sec. 133) To put the point more explicitly, everyone, including the moral skeptic himself, is quite naturally making moral distinctions all the time. Some of them are so obvious that they can legitimately claim to be cross-cultural (“Inflicting needless pain is bad, whereas causing innocent pleasure is good”). A person who cannot recognize this puts himself beyond the pale of communication.

Such arguments have not always been regarded as convincing. Not surprisingly, therefore, the objection to Bambrough’s argument has been that whereas the skeptic’s claim regarding the nonexistence of the external world (which was what G. E. Moore was talking about) may indeed be refuted by instancing a single case of something external that exists, the attempt to refute the rejection of moral considerations by the instancing of a single such moral consideration will not succeed. Moral distinctions and considerations, the argument goes, form a complete network, and “the ethical skeptic could have a life that ignores such considerations altogether.” (Williams, 1985, p. 25) I think such an objection is not correct. A skeptic who rejects the existence of “the external world” is similarly casting doubt upon a whole class of purported knowledge, of which the existence of a hand is merely an example. The point Moore was making, which Bambrough seeks to make as well, is that our confidence that we know, in the case of the particular instance, is far greater than our conviction of the correctness of the purported skeptical argument. It is indeed a question of moral knowledge that is at stake. The skeptic’s pretense that he could opt out of using ethical discourse altogether is being challenged by the particular instance and shown to be something that cannot be sustained. When asked, whether the child in Bambrough’s example, should be given the anaesthetic or not, if the skeptic were to reply that it did not matter (“Do as you like. Who cares?”), we should consider him a monster beyond the pale of human communication. Such an amoral person would not really be able to follow why we behave as we do. He would be like someone color-blind trying to follow a discussion about different colors.

Nonetheless, in Bambrough’s proposed defense, just as in Moore’s case, there is indeed something questionable. To point out that all of us, including the skeptic, “really know” can only be regarded as a first step—the attempt to get the skeptic to reconsider the implications of what he is saying. It is not really a “proof” in the strict sense of the word and will surely not satisfy the serious skeptic who, perhaps mistakenly, thinks he has reason to doubt what he normally supposes himself firmly to believe. Such a skeptic has to be brought to realize all sorts of things about our practice of knowledge-claims, justification, proofs, and so on, which he may be misunderstanding (in supposing, for example, that we cannot claim to know something unless we are able to prove or justify our claim) and the misunderstanding of which may be leading him to suppose that he has reason to doubt, when in fact he has no reason to doubt at all.

The objectivism Bambrough presses upon us by his argument is essentially the claim that we all, in our everyday lives, do suppose that we have moral knowledge, which is genuine knowledge, and that moral judgments or statements can be true or false. However, and here we come to the point that interests us particularly here, he himself distinguishes this claim from that of the absolutist, who maintains not only this but also that there must be some absolute rule of morality, the same for all persons, without distinctions of time and place. Bambrough rejects this latter claim, repeating with approval the late-nineteenth-century British philosopher F. H. Bradley’s statement:

It is abundantly clear that the morality of one time is not that of another time, that the man considered good in one age might in another age not be thought good, and what would be right for us here might be mean and base in another country, and what would be wrong for us here might there be our bounden duty … a morality which was not relative would be futile. [Bradley, 1927, p. 189]

So Bambrough, in spite of his objectivism, should be classified as a relativist of sorts.

Objectivism and Positive Morality

This accords with a more recent definition given by David Wong (1984, pp. 1-4), who distinguished relativism from objectivism by relating to the following six theses: (1) Moral statements can be true or false; (2) there are good and bad arguments for the moral positions people take; (3) nonmoral facts (states of affairs that can be described without such evaluations as “ought,” “good,” or “right”) are relevant to the assessment of the truth or falsity of moral statements: (4) there are moral facts; (5) when two moral statements conflict as recommendations to action, only one statement can be true; (6) there is a single true moral code binding in all societies. Wong claims that certain features of moral experience suggest that at least some of the six theses are true, and they point in the direction of moral objectivity. But other features, such as profound disagreements and significant diversity in moral belief, suggest some measure of subjectivity. So Wong proposes that those who affirm all six theses are to be called absolutists, whereas all who deny (6) are to be called relativists. However, relativists may be more or less subjectivist in their outlook, depending on how many of (1) to (5) they accept or reject. Only those who deny all six theses are complete subjectivists. As we proceed in affirming one after the other of (1) through (5), our approach becomes more and more objectivist.

I am not sure that Bambrough would agree with Wong in regarding objectivism as a matter of degree, but I think he would accept the gist of all of (1)-(5), although perhaps, like myself, he may be puzzled about (4), since it is not at all clear what “moral facts” might be. What is crucial is his rejection of (6), which makes him a relativist, both in his own as well as in Wong’s terms. The truth in relativism, which makes it compatible with objectivism, is precisely the contextualism recognized by Bradley and Bambrough. It is indeed a fact that we make different demands of people living in different societies. We cannot, for example, expect a wealthy Muslim living in Yemen to agree with our claim that it is immoral for him to marry more than one wife, since polygamy is the accepted practice for the wealthy in his country and has its roots in his religion. Nor do we expect the medieval slaveowner to be convinced by a nineteenth-century abolitionist that the very owning of slaves is immoral, although he may perhaps be persuaded that his treatment of his slaves should be humane and considerate. Even though we may live in a moral community where both polygamy and slavery are regarded as evil, and believe, rightly, that our moral community has a superior set of practices and opinions when compared with communities that permit slavery and polygamy, it would be merely obtuse to suppose that the Muslim or the medieval slaveowner must immediately accept our standards. That would seem to give the lie to those who maintain that moral judgments should be universal. It is unreasonable to demand that a person in one society be governed by the institutions and practices of a different society. An individual can be judged only by the standards regarded as binding in his own society, unless we happen to know that he personally does not accept those standards. In that case we shall demand to know how he diverges from the standards of his society and why. And only if he and/or we regard his divergent standards as morally superior to those of his society will we fault him for not living up to them.12 But such a relativism does not imply that there is not a true and objective answer to the question “What should I do?” asked by any given agent in any particular society at any particular time. And this I take to be the force of Bambrough’s objectivism.13

So whereas the naïve view of the unsophisticated member of a particular society may be that his society’s practices, institutions, and outlook constitute the basic moral demands that everyone has reason to accept, no matter what society he may inhabit, the nonabsolutist will point out that there are not always such basic moral demands that everyone anywhere has reason to accept.

What this shows is that even the objectivist who, like Bambrough and Wong, is a nonabsolutist and accepts the fact of moral relativism, should be ready, like the subjectivist, to accept the primacy of positive morality in deciding what demands can be justly made of any particular individual. In any case, it has been noted (Harman, 1978b) that the most reasonable substitute for the naïve view is a theory that accepts the claim that there are various positive moralities or “moral codes,” each involving different basic demands, accepted by particular groups of people. Only those who accept those demands have reasons to act in the way required.

If all this is so, I can still imagine your son remaining skeptical and unconvinced by your demand that he refrain from yielding to the temptation to satisfy his pressing sexual desires immediately. He will probably argue as follows: “If the objectivist insists that morality is more than a matter of taste and that my society’s acceptance of a particular moral code is really binding, so far as I am concerned, he has to base his demand of me on better grounds than the mere fact of acceptance. Why did my society accept this code? Why should I accept this code?”

In order to answer those questions, we shall have to take our examination of the foundations of morals much farther.


Chapter Three
Positive Morality and Objectivism


In this chapter we shall see that since an ultimate relativism with regard to different positive moralities is implausible, we must find some reason, beyond the fact of its mere acceptance on our part, to justify our adherence to our own, or any other, positive morality. Two general strategies for finding such a rational basis will be distinguished, the first characteristic of sophisticated absolutism, the second common to the more traditional objectivistic approach. I shall argue that the first strategy is unconvincing, even though it can be seen to contain an element of truth.

The second approach is much more satisfactory despite certain difficulties, which brought about the weakening of the traditional philosophical approach to morals, in which this strategy was used. If we can render the second strategy, as formulated in the traditional approach, more acceptable, as we shall attempt to do, then we shall be able to plot the general direction to be taken in our defense of our customary positive morality, particularly its rules regarding sex and marriage.

Inadequacies of Moral Relativism

Why can we not accept relativism as the last word on the question of morality? The primary reason, already mentioned at the end of the last chapter, arises from the fact that the observance of moral demands often involves some deferments, or even a complete sacrifice, of the satisfaction of our immediate wishes and desires. Any society’s acceptance of its own particular positive morality must be based on a belief that its demands are somehow grounded in the very nature of things.1 If that were not so, no sensible person would feel in the least obligated to suspend gratification of his desires that run counter to what morality enjoins, especially when his nonconformity apparently will bring on no public censure. When nonconformity is no longer as surreptitious or as subject to explicit censure as it used to be, which today is true in the case of sexual and family morality in many countries, the need for grounding the relevant moral rules in something beyond mere acceptance becomes particularly urgent. Hence your son is being eminently sensible when he insists that you provide him with the needed explanation.
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