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Abstract: Moral relativism is associated in the minds of many with immorality, indifference,
and immature moral development. Excerpts from a case study showing a happy co-existence
of moral relativism and moral commitment are presented. Comparisons with the theories of
Kohlberg, Gilligan, and Dabrowski are made, and the role of feelings in moral life is discussed.

Introduction

Many people associate moral relativism with immorality, indifference,
moral paralysis, and immature and deviant moral development. While these evils
and deficiencies can accompany relativism, so can prosocial and loving attitudes,
moral activism, and a developed moral life. In a study of the moral development of
four morally sophisticated adults—persons able to talk articulately about their ethics
and its development—I encountered a woman who combines moral relativism with
a passionate commitment to certain virtues and a deep sense of herself as a compas-
sionate person (Grant, 1988).

The life story of Hope Weiss (a pseudonym) shows a happy marriage of moral
relativism and moral commitment. Her relativism does not undercut her moral
commitments, nor do her moral commitments lead her to universalize her moral
values and claim that her moral beliefs are absolutes, true for all people at all times.
This phenomenon has been described by others—e.g., Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger,
& Tarule (1986), Gilligan & Murphy (1979), Perry (1968), and Rorty (1989)—but,
animus towards moral relativism is still common, and the idea that it can co-exist
with moral commitments is not widely recognized.

There are at least three different types of moral relativism (Frankena, 1973):
descriptive relativism—the view that the basic moral beliefs of peoples and societies
are different and in conflict; normative relativism, the idea that what is good or right
for one society or person is not necessarily good or right for another in a similar
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situation; and meta-ethical relativism, which holds that ““there is no objectively valid,
rational way of justifying [one basic ethical judgment] against another" (Frankena,
1973, p. 109). Hope, as I show below, is a normative and meta-ethical relativist. As
such, she is at odds with theorists who hold that there are universal moral principles
that are true for all people at all times. I do not attempt to prove one position against
another, but instead offer an example of a life in which relativism and moral
commitment co-exist.

Hope Weiss: Morality, Identity, and Compassion

Energetic, slim, of medium height, with gray hair and glasses, Hope livesin a
comfortable house in a middle-class Chicago neighborhood. I met Hope through a
friend in her Amnesty International group and interviewed her for thirteen and a half
hours in six sessions over two years (1984-85). The interviews addressed Hope’s
life as a whole, her conception of morality, the path of and influences on her moral
development, and her moral life and moral actions. I also administered Kohlberg’s
Moral Judgment Interview (MJT) (Colby, Kohlberg, Speicher, Hewer, Gibbs, &
Power, 1983).

Born in 1923, and now a divorced mother of three children, Hope has a -
bachelor’s degree in biology and chemistry and has completed some graduate school
work in philosophy. While her life contains many examples of practices, attitudes,
and beliefs that can be instructive to persons following a moral path, Hope is not a
moral exemplar in the way, say, Simone Weil, Gandhi, and Peace Pilgrim are. Her
life is one of quiet striving, lacking large public exercises of virtue or great hardships
and self-denial. She is active in Amnesty International and has taken a Vietnamese
refugee into her house for four years, but the arena for her moral work is her family,
friends, and community, and mostly, herself. Being honest with herself, developing
peace of mind, reflecting on the possible consequences of actions so as to avoid moral
trouble, showing courtesy and respect in dealings with people, and responding to
bereaved friends and acquaintances are some of Hope’s moral activities.

The essence and the source of Hope’s form of life is compassion. She claims
that “‘compassion belongs square in the middle of ethics,”” and many ofher normative
ethical claims (claims about what should be done) can be seen as statements about
ways of acting compassionately toward others. Morality is for her mainly compas-
sionate behavior toward others. It includes helping others, “moving over” a bit to
make room for others to enjoy life and to develop themselves to the extent that this
can be done while preserving oneself, nurturing and helping others to grow, being
courteous to everyone, treating people as equals. Not using people, i.e., respecting
their dignity and being honest, is also a manifestation of compassion. Lying and
using people are wrong because they are hurtful.

Hope asked, ‘“Why do I have this compassion? There’s no reason, except that I
can’t not be compassionate. . . Ihave a great sense of compassion and empathy,
really, really. But I’'m not doing it for any sake atall . . . If somebody needs help,
I’ve got to help him.” At the bottom of her morality is a way of being or a form of
life, not a philosophical position.
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As she tells her story, her moral development has been just the refinement,
articulation, and elaboration of her feeling life:

My essence has always been the same. I dont know if that’s true for
everybody. That feeling inside that you get about yourself in various
situations, what you like, what you don't like, what hurts you, what
disturbs you, is what kind of person you are. People know themselves if
they are honest with themselves. As far as I can remember, from before
kindergarten days, I'm really the same inside. I don't want to hurt
anybody. 1don’t want to be hurt. I just want to be friends. I want to
have an exchange with people—as a child that was playing games, now
it’s exchanging ideas. I want to let the other person be and I want other
people let me be. A deep sense of honesty, a feeling of having been used
and abused when you are lied to—I had those then. Love for people that
are closest to me... an eagerness in books, a delight in learning something
new...the need for peace and quiet...less the boisterous, more the quiet.

.. . those are all still true. Now I have more knowledge, experience, and
sophistication. My core has been elaborated upon and added to, but it’s
still the same. Ithink that's also true of my ethics. The seeds of the moral
being I became were in me when I was very young. That’s why from the
very beginning I was different. For example, when you are crying while
the entire movie audience is laughing, you feel different. I was only five
or so. Everybody was laughing at Charlie Chaplin and I was crying. He
broke a chair over someone’s head, and I took it seriously. I did not
understand the humor of a chair being broken over someone’s head or a
pie thrown in someone’s face. I thought, How would I feel? How would
my mother feel? I thought it was awful. I cried. My mother said I bit my
nails until they bled. She wouldn't take me to see any more Charlie
Chaplin pictures.

Hope rejects the idea that there are universal principles of moral judgment,
believes that there is more than one right response to some situations, and sees ethics
as a luxury available to those who are not struggling for survival. In her view,
universals (so-called) are only valid as guides to action in the middle ground of life
where we live most of the time. Moral goodness—doing unto others as you would
have them do unto you and keeping to a medium course in life—holds in the ordinary
course of events. Judgment, analogous to that of the brave man deciding how to act,
is required in the extremes, and the right action in extreme situations cannot be
specified in advance. Though she believes the world would be better if everyone
shared her moral values and feelings, she does not think her ethic is based on
universally true principles.

Hope’s refusal to universalize her moral beliefs, to claim that there are general
moral principles that hold true for everyone everywhere, puts her at odds with a
theorist such as Kohlberg (1981, 1984) who based his theory of moral development
on what he argued are universal moral principles. Feeling compassion and having
an inclination to help are not in themselves moral responses in Kohlberg’s scheme:
A compassionate person is not necessarily a moral agent. An ethic grounded in
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compassion and being a certain sort of person violates the assumptions of adequate
moral theory (Kohlberg, 1984). These assumptions include the ideas that justice,
reasoning about conflicts of rights and claims, fundamentally defines the domain of
morality, and that moral judgments are a distinct form of reasoning.

Kohlberg’s theory is no longer the dominant moral development theory. But
because it is based on “universal’ principles of morality and on the idea that morality
must have a cognitive foundation, it is an excellent foil for Hope’s relativistic ethic
based on feelings. An imaginary dialogue between Hope and Lawrence shows the
main points of contention between the two orientations. The dialogue puts Lawrence
and Hope into a fictional person-to-person relationship—a meeting of equals in
worth as persons, though not necessarily in learning, wisdom, or intelligence—and
it denies Kohlberg the authority we give to theorists to place and objectify their
subjects in the service of science. In a letter to me, part of which is reproduced below,
Hope approved my rendering of her thinking. Readers can judge the accuracy of my
representation of Kohlberg’s ideas. Those unfamiliar with his work can consult a
summary in an earlier issue of Advanced Development (Hague, 1989). (I have no
knowledge of Kohlberg’s character or manner of arguing theory, and do not intend
to show Kohlberg “the man” in the dialogue. Sarcasm adds levity and reveals my
bias.)

Hope Weiss and Lawrence Kohlberg
on the Nature of Morality

HOPE: Truth, moral truth, is arrived at through experience and practice,
through living in the world, seeing how people are, and seeing the
consequences of one’s acts, not through armchair speculation about
the nature of the true form of morality. It also depends a lot on who
you are. I’'m a compassionate person, and that helps me see what is
right. Some people are more compassionate, others are less. And
there isn’t any way of thinking about moral problems that solves
every problem. All principles break down at the extremes and when
they do, you have to use your judgment. Then there may be several
things that are right to do depending. . .

LAWRENCE: You are absolutely right about experience and practice, and if you
live long enough and have the necessary sorts of experiences you
will arrive at a way thinking morally that will be universal, prescrip-
tive. . . ‘

HOPE: I’m not saying either that moral development has a single endpoint,
or that the core of the process is the development of moral reasoning.
The core is, if I may clarify, compassion, treating other people like
you want to be treated and helping them when you can. If you are
compassionate and you pay attention to how you feel and how other
people feel, what hurts them, what makes them feel good, you will
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LAWRENCE:

HOPE:

LAWRENCE:

HOPE:

see what’s right. Part of it is also a matter of who you are, the sort
of person you start out being in life.

I’m afraid that you are not able to grasp the truth of my claims nor
understand the validity of my reasoning because you have not
developed sufficiently to do so. So the fact that you disagree with
me is really irrelevant: You have not developed to the point of being
able to understand me.

Fortunately, part of my development as a person and perhaps as a
moral being has been learning to control my anger. 1know that you
don’t see this as part of moral development, but I think you may be
able to appreciate its value in this instance. [don’t see at all why I
should have to have developed to a point you think is adequate in
order to carry on a conversation with you as an equal. That seems
to me very arrogant. What’s the substance of these standards
anyhow? Why should I or anyone else agree to them? I know you
ivory-tower academic types. You cook up all sorts of stuff that is
divorced from the messy details and the pushes and pulls of life.
There can’t be a principle that is true everywhere. There are excep-
tions to everything. Besides, what’s important is living well, not
thinking well. And the highest form of morality is doing more than
you have to, not thinking in a certain way. You learn what’s right
by understanding yourself and by knowing people, not by knowing
reason. Things have to make sense, that’s for sure, but they make
sense because of their relationship to life not to reason. You know
it’s right not to use people because of how you feel when you are
used and how other people act when they are used and when they
are treated with dignity.

I apologize for my insensitive remark. I feelIhad a point there, but
did not express it in the most polite way. I’m not quite sure what to
say to you. Either you are for the most part not talking about
morality at all, but about personality characteristics, which might
help you act on your moral decisions, but aren’t what morality is
about, or (please bear with me) you haven’t understood fully what
morality is about. You’re taking a partial truth and making it into
the whole of morality. When you do this you get a false picture.
But you don’t know this because you can’t see it. Morality is mainly
about justice. It is justice. And justice is thinking rationally about
rights and resource problems and getting solutions that all rational
people can agree upon. Let me ask you a question. You say that
you know what is right to do because you have compassion. Why
does having compassion make a response right? You need to have
amoral reason why something is right, you can’t just have a feeling.

I think you can just have a feeling. The way I am and the way a lot
of people are, if you see somebody in pain, you vibrate to that and
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LAWRENCE:

HOPE:

LAWRENCE:

HOPE:

LAWRENCE:

HOPE:

LAWRENCE:

you want to help and that’s the right thing to do. I agree with you
though, having reasons shows you why something is right but it isn’t
necessary for showing you that something is right. I want to ask
you a question. Why is justice what morality is?

Here we are at the level of basic assumptions. Ican give you quite
a few arguments why I’m right, some of which are supported by my
research, and a lot of philosophers agree with me. If we talk for a
while T may convince you, but basically either you accept the
assumptions or you don’t.

And I’'m irrational if I don’t? Why can’t compassion be the basis of
morality?

I’m not sure what to say to your first question. Probably you are.
You may be intuiting what is right without being able to give rational
reasons for it. To the second I can say: Because compassion isn’t
an adequate basis for solving moral problems. Compassion or
empathy at best make you aware that there is a problem to be solved.

Look. Iknow somebody who needs money or a place to live. Thave
money and a place to live, and I can offer them without depleting
my resources. What’s to reason? I give it.

First, the important thing in morality is not what you do but why
you do it. If you give because you feel like it, that’s not morality.
Second, assuming you had moral reasons in that situation, you may
be able to kind of think compassionately about the consequences of
various ways of acting toward people you know, but you can’t solve
difficult problems about rights and resources on a larger scale.

You mean it won’t work if people who have a lot of money give
some of it away to people who have less, and people realize that they
all want basically the same things and stop fighting and start
working together. . .

Look. Imagine you’re one of three people on a lifeboat and there’s
only enough food and water for two. . .

In her response to this dialogue, Hope said:

It seems to me that Kohlberg is trying to formulate generalities that can
be applied to large bodies of societies and to situations not always found
in everyday life. I have expressed my thoughts only as an individual and
have merely said that they work for me. I am not about to propound them
for others to use. Therefore, I cannot think that the dialogue you have
imagined between me and Kohlberg is anything more than an academic
exercise. You show again that you have understood where I am coming
from, so I have no quarrel withthat. Ijust think that Kohlberg is divorced
from redlity. . . The academic, two-dimensional questions like the one
you began about the lifeboat are also annoying. They are posed to seek
a three-dimensional answer. Academics do not explore everyday situ-
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ations. They explore extremes, which do indeed occur, but not often and
to relatively few people.

The dialogue does not and cannot show that either Lawrence or Hope is correct
about the nature of morality. It does try to show that their views are different and
that one view cannot be reduced or assimilated to the other. From Kohlberg’s point
of view, Weiss’s moral thinking is immature: somewhere between a Stage 3 morality
based on following the Golden Rule, maintaining relationships, and showing care
and concern, and a Stage 4 morality of duties that fall to one as a member of society.
Kohlberg would predict that Hope will, should she have fortuitous experiences, grow
to a mature Stage 5 ethic based on universal principles of justice.

From Weiss’s point of view, Kohlberg’s thinking is divorced from reality,
academic, and misguided, and her stage score is not a description of her point of
view, but a judgment of her ideas that is based on a scheme she rejects. Kohlberg’s
assessment is insulting and his predictions are based on a misunderstanding of who
she is. Hope and Lawrence have different ideas on what morality is and what life is
about. That’s it. We as individuals can and should ask and debate who has the better
idea, but our answer has no bearing on understanding what Hope is striving for.

Relativism and Feelings

Hope Weiss never uses the term “‘moral relativism,” but her thinking clearly
illustrates normative relativism and meta-ethical relativism. Normative relativism
is evident in her belief that morality is a luxury and that there is more than one morally
right response in some situations. Meta-ethical relativism is implied in her rejection
of universal principles. A longer and closer examination confirms that relativism is
a consistent feature of her ethic (Grant, 1988).

Normative and meta-ethical relativism are natural enemies of moral system
builders. If meta-ethical relativism is true, Kohlberg could not sustain his argument
that justice is the core of morality. Morality could have many cores, and we would
speak of moralities instead of morality. If normative relativism is true, the idea that
ethical principles must be universalizable, upon which Kohlberg’s account of mature
moral reasoning partly rests, would be false.

Hope is not concerned with building a theory, but with living her life. Her
morality is not grounded in the nature of reason or morality or any other abstract
ideas, but in who she is and her experiences, especially her experience of the effects
of her actions on others and her feelings of compassion. Without feelings of
compassion and care, moral reasons would make little sense and have little force for
Hope. Without empathy, she would have little reason to cry when Charlie Chaplin
smashed a chair over someone’s head. Without a feeling of connectedness to others,
a sense of sharing space and resources with others, she would have little motivation
to extend herself, to actively reach out to and help others. Without feeling that
suffering of others matters, she would lack a basis for treating people with dignity.

Hope’s meta-ethical relativism seems less an intellectual position born out of a
reflection on the nature of reason and morality than a recognition of differences, a
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refusal to dictate to others how they should live, and humility or timidity in claiming
absolute moral truth for herself. Her normative relativism, however, is an integral
part of her ethic. If one acts out of feelings and a sense of self, then one does not
always know what one will think is right in a hypothetical situation, or what others
should do. Speculating on what she might do if she encountered a suffering Jew
while living with children in Nazi Germany where comforting Jews is a killing
offense, Hope said, ““I have a feeling that. . . being the way I am, I couldn’t walk
by someone in pain that you weren’t supposed to comfort because he is a Jew.” This
is what the situation might call out of her, but Hope does not think that this is
necessarily the right response for anyone ¢lse.

Comforting a suffering Jew or ignoring her so that one can live to care for one’s
children; saving oneself or stepping aside so that another might be saved; being a
doctor and treating a sick stranger on the street or passing him by to avoid a possible
lawsuit: all can be morally right choices.

One cannot respond to all suffering persons. Choices must be made. Compas-
sion cannot always be weighed-in in advance, and more than one response may be
right, depending on a host of considerations that vary with the situation. Feelings
arise in a particular complex of the pushes and pulls of life, out of who one is, the
claims of others, and the state of one’s resources. Sometimes, compassion is part of
aresponse to a complicated and obscure situation in which there are conflicting pulls.
*“Life,” Hope said in her Moral Judgment Interview, ‘‘isn’t black or white. Life is
full of circumstances that impinge on a situation and. . . help you to make up your
mind or push you to make up your mind one way or another.” Kohlberg would view
Weiss’s reluctance or inability to say what is right in a hypothetical situation as
evidence of the inadequacy of a moral reasoning with too narrow a perspective and
too limited a principle. For Hope it is a necessary feature of her moral life.

While Hope’s ethic is grounded in her feeling life and her experiences, she values
being able to give reasons for her beliefs and actions. The most profound influence
on her moral development is her study of the Great Books. Great Books affected
Hope’s moral development in several ways—e.g., they gave her new ideas about
what was right, courage to do what she thought was right, a new perspective on some
phenomena, and help in being more steadfast in acting on her beliefs. The effect that
she emphasizes was that of giving her reasons why what she thought was right was

t: “I knew what was right, but I didn’t know how to express why.” Prior to
encountering Great Books, Hope said, I believed I behaved ethically without
thinking about it, just because I had feelings about people, but I never analyzed them
and didn’t have words to express them.”” The moral ideas she learned in Great Books
helped her to understand why she was doing what she was doing and to see, to name,
what she was doing. They gave her feelings and inchoate ideas a voice. Reasons
supported, clarified, and deepened her feelings. For Hope, reasons are subservient
to and expressive of her feelings. They do not establish an absolute and independent
source of validity.

Gilligan’s (1982) description of the third level of care, the morality of non-vio-
lence, accommodates a number of Hope’s remarks on morality. At this level of care,
non-violence is the principle guiding judgment and action, care is a universal
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obligation, and self and other are considered morally equal. Persons who hold an
ethic of care believe that it is important to know the details of a situation in order to
figure the consequences of various course of actions for the parties involved. They
are also reluctant to make judgments about what others should do. These beliefs
appear in Hope's life history (Grant, 1988) and in her responses to the MJL

Hope’s reluctance to prescribe actions for others is evident, for example, in her
frustration and anger with the MJI for its ““contrived” and “academic™ dilemmas.
Her emphasis on the importance of the particular facts of a situation in making a
choice is shown in her resistance to speculating about hypothetical situations because
“there are too many circumstances to take into account and they’re not offered.”” Her
responses also have many similarities to the constructed knowledge stage of
women’s development described by Belenky, et. al., (1986).

While Gilligan’s third level of care has significant overlap with Hope’s morality,
her theory cannot do justice to the role of feelings in Hope’s moral development.
Both Gilligan and Kohlberg share Piaget’s view that cognitions and feelings are
different aspects of the same mental phenomenon. They characterize moral devel-
opment as an intellectual process which is driven by thinking and criticism. Feelings
and changes in feelings are a consequence, not a cause or influence of moral
development.

Dabrowski (Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1977) gives a much more important role
to feelings than do Gilligan or Kohlberg. Cognition, for Dabrowski, is a complex
and multidetermined phenomenon that changes with the development of the under-
lying psychic structure. Dabrowski detaches knowledge from rationality, but repre-
sents it at its highest form as objective knowledge of reality. In its lowest form,
cognition is in the service of basic needs, e.g., for sex, self-preservation. At the next
stage it begins to be freed from this enslavement and a capacity for thinking about
and knowing oneself develops. In the third level, "cognition becomes under the
influence and eventually [the] control of higher emotions" (Dabrowski &
Piechowski, 1977, p. 149).

In the higher levels of development, “emotional processes assume a guiding,
directing, and transforming role”” (Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1977, p. 6):

There are deeper feelings that can guide, liberate, and transform, and
that. . . operate in an orderly fashion leading to a sense of wholeness
and, as a consequence, growth. . . toward more universal human values,
toward constructive choices, toward greater recognition of the individu-
ality and humanity of others and toward more ethical behavior
(Dabrowski & Piechowski. 1977, p. 7)

Hope is roughly at the third of Dabrowski’s five levels. In Dabrowski’s scheme,
Hope’s relativism is evidence of less than advanced development: Should she have
the potential for further development, her relativism will drop away as her experience
and feeling life deepens and inner conviction increases.
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Conclusion

This very brief exposition of Hope Weiss’s morality shows clearly that persons
can have deep moral commitments and yet be moral relativists. Relativism is an
intellectual position that may have little to do with a person’s moral values, feelings,
and actions. Philosophers who have explored the limits and nature of knowledge
(e.g., Rorty, 1989) and researchers and theorists influenced by current theories of
knowledge (e.g., Belenky, et. al., 1986; Gilligan, 1982; and Perry, 1968) accept
relativism as an inevitable consequence of the limits of knowledge.

In persons capable only of pale feelings, superficial emotions, and a concern
with self, we may find relativism allied with selfishness, cruelty, and indifference.
For someone, such as Hope, who has deep emotional sensitivity and compassion,
relativism is not a problem or limitation that further development transcends, but an
aspect of an admirable moral life. She does not think that her values are objectively
true or that there is one right thing to do in every situation; yet, she has a deep
commitment to moral values and strives to live them every day. Surely, what we
care about is what people do and what they will countenance others doing, and
whether they are open to dialogue if we disagree with them, not whether they have
a moral philosophy based on absolute or universal principles. Hope’s life story
suggests that an important aspect of an admirable moral life is not a beliefin universal
principles, but qualities of character and the nature and intensity of feelings.
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