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1.The Appeal of Relativism
2.Problems with Relativism
3.Unmasking Differences in Value

The Threat of 
Relativism

The Problem of 
Disagreement

The Appeal of Relativism
1. Globalization exposes us to different others.

2. We see the influence of culture and how people are raised.

3. We understand and sympathize with why they have these values.

4. If values are relative to 
culture, then everyone 
is right and we don’t 
disagree.

5. We can offer respect 
and tolerance. 

Cultural Relativism: 
Values are relative to people’s cultures. 

Options in Disagreement

1. Judge the other person as wrong.

2. Judge yourself as wrong.

3. Claim that neither of you is wrong and that values are relative.

Problem 1: Relativism is Inconsistent 
with the Motivation for Adopting it.

1. The motivations for adopting Relativism are 
understanding, respect, tolerance. 

2. BUT if all values are relative, these values are, too.

3. THEREFORE, either Relativism says that lack of respect 
and tolerance are good for some 

OR Relativism is inconsistent and false.

Problem 2: Relativism is Morally Repulsive

Case 1: The Holocaust
Case 2: The Rwandan Genocide
Case 4: Slavery in the US Pre-Civil War
Case 3: Female Genital Mutilation
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Nazi Concentration Camp Survivors

The 
Holocaust

Approximately 6 Million 
Jews and Other 

Oppressed Groups Killed 
in Concentration Camps

The Rwandan Genocide

Nearly One Million Tutsis Brutally Massacred by 
Extremist Hutus and No One Did Anything To Help

Slavery in 
Pre-Civil War USA

Scars on a whipped slave

Female Genital Mutilation
These Ethiopian Girls (6-8 yrs old) underwent 

female genital mutilation 3 days prior (Unicef 2006).
* FGM is the removal 
of part or all of a 
woman’s genitalia. 

* Thought to preserve 
chastity by reducing 
sexual desire and 
making sex painful for 
women.

* Over 130 million 
women worldwide; 
over 2 million/ year.

* Practiced primarily in 
African countries.

“I was scared and suffered such great pain that I lost consciousness 
at the flame that seemed to sear me through and through.” 

(El Sadaawi, The Naked (Hidden) Face of Eve, 1980).

Is Genital Mutilation right for Africans?
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Unmasking Differences in Value
Eating the dead, Cremating the dead, 

and Burying the dead.

All 
individual 
ways of 
showing 

RESPECT 
FOR THE 

DEAD. 

“The Declaration of a Global Ethic”:

1. Nonviolence (Love)
2. Respect for life 
3. Commitment
4. Solidarity
5. Truthfulness
6. Tolerance
7. Equal rights
8. Sexual morality

The Parliament of the World’s Religions (1993)

Invariants in Value 
Universal Values 

Discussion Question:

Intervention

How Do We Know When To Intervene? When 
Should We Tell People What to Do?


