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Moral relativism encompasses the view that there is no single true morality and that, instead, ethical norms
depend on the society to which a person happens to belong. Therefore, according to the relativist, there is
no absolute morality that applies to all people everywhere. The term “moral relativism” is employed with a
wide range of meanings in nonacademic contexts, where it is used as everything from a synonym for
tolerance to a synonym for immorality. Despite this range of uses, the term has taken on considerable
symbolic importance. Many regard America's culture wars as a battle between moral absolutists and moral
relativists.

Conservative commentators occasionally accuse others of moral relativism or moral laxity if someone's
wrongdoing seems to be punished too lightly. Television commentator Bill O'Reilly, for example, has
argued that moral relativism is the world's greatest danger. Sometimes moral relativism is depicted as the
inevitable result of the secularization of ethics, and colleges are frequently identified as intellectual sources
of moral relativism, although many conservatives now see it as pervasive in American culture. According to
Allan Bloom in The Closing of the American Mind (1987), virtually all college students believe that truth is
relative. William J. Bennett in Why We Fight: Moral Clarity and the War on Terrorism (2002) argues that
moral relativism has become today's conventional wisdom.

The term is often used to describe and criticize the 1960s counterculture and its effects. It was widely used
in this way during the debates surrounding the impeachment of President Bill Clinton in 1998–1999. For
some of his critics, Clinton was a symbol of moral relativism. Journalist Joe Klein, for example, observed
that the first of the Baby Boom generation's “alleged sins” is “moral relativism.” The term also received
attention when, shortly before he was elected pope in 2005, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger—Pope Benedict
XVI from 2005 to 2013—claimed that the world was moving toward “a dictatorship of relativism.”

The term“cultural relativism” is sometimes used synonymously with “moral relativism,” but it more
specifically expresses the more modest descriptive claim that moral beliefs vary from culture to culture. The
term “moral subjectivism” refers to the view that moral truth is relative to the individual. Moral relativism
tends to be identified as a form of moral skepticism and is often mistakenly identified with moral pluralism.

See also: Catholic Church; Counterculture; Fundamentalism, Religious; Postmodernism; Secular
Humanism.

Further Reading
Callcut, Daniel. “The Value of Teaching Moral Skepticism.” Teaching Philosophy 29:3 (2006): 223-35.

http://search.credoreference.com/content/entry/16206861#book030-part1-article46-bib3
/content/entry/16206901
/content/entry/16206945
/content/entry/16207020
/content/entry/16207374
/content/entry/16207141


Klein, Joe. The Natural: The Misunderstood Presidency of Bill Clinton. Doubleday New York, 2002.
Moser, Paul K.; Thomas L. Carson. Moral Relativism: A Reader. Oxford University Press New York,

2001.
Shafer-Landau, Russ. Whatever Happened to Good and Evil? Oxford University Press New York, 2004.

Daniel Callcut

 © 2013 by Routledge

Persistent URL to the Entry: http://search.credoreference.com/content/entry/sharpecw/relativism_moral/0

APA

Callcut, D. (2013). Relativism, moral. In R. Chapman & J. Ciment (Eds.), Culture wars in America: An
encyclopedia of issues, viewpoints, and voices. London, United Kingdom: Routledge. Retrieved from
https://lopes.idm.oclc.org/login?
url=http://search.credoreference.com/content/entry/sharpecw/relativism_moral/0

MLA

Callcut, Daniel. "Relativism, Moral." Culture Wars in America: An Encyclopedia of Issues, Viewpoints, and
Voices, edited by Chapman, Roger and James Ciment, Routledge, 2013. Credo Reference,
https://lopes.idm.oclc.org/login?
url=http://search.credoreference.com/content/entry/sharpecw/relativism_moral/0. Accessed 17 Oct 2016.

Chicago

Callcut, Daniel. 2013. "Relativism, Moral". In Culture Wars in America: An Encyclopedia of Issues,
Viewpoints, and Voices, edited by Roger Chapman and James Ciment. London: Routledge.
https://lopes.idm.oclc.org/login?
url=http://search.credoreference.com/content/entry/sharpecw/relativism_moral/0

Harvard

Callcut, D (2013) Relativism, moral. [Online]. In R Chapman & J Ciment (eds.). Culture wars in America: An
encyclopedia of issues, viewpoints, and voices. London, United Kingdom: Routledge. Available from:
https://lopes.idm.oclc.org/login?
url=http://search.credoreference.com/content/entry/sharpecw/relativism_moral/0 [Accessed 17 October
2016].

http://search.credoreference.com/content/entry/sharpecw/relativism_moral/0

