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Everyone’s a Moral Relativist? A Critical Examination of the Metaethics of Hector Avalos 
By Adam Omelianchuk (2011) 

 In his book on the origins of religious violence Dr. Hector Avalos makes a stunning 

claim. When considering the case of atheism’s morality, the professor of religious studies at 

Iowa State writes, “all theorists of ethics can still be categorized into two groups: (1) those who 

acknowledge they are moral relativists and (2) those who do not acknowledge that they are moral 

relativists.”1 Curiously, he also makes an absolute claim that religious violence is always wrong.2 

In response, I shall do four things. First, I will examine the merits Avalos’s case for moral 

relativism and argue that it is confused with egoism.3 Second, I will show that different 

normative systems of ethics are not necessarily committed to moral relativism. Third, I offer a 

critique of his argument against religious violence; and fourth, I will argue that his adherence to 

moral relativism is incompatible with his argument that religiously motivated violence is always 

wrong. My overall aim is to show that Hector Avalos should be a moral realist.  

1.1 What is moral relativism?  

 I shall begin with some definitions. In the most basic sense, moral relativism is 

understood as the thesis that moral obligations are relative to some agreed upon moral 

framework, and that one cannot get outside of a given framework to judge one morally superior 

to another. A moral framework can be formed by a society or it can be formed from the 

                                                
1 Hector Avalos, Fighting Words: The Origins of Religious Violence (Amherst: Prometheus 

Books, 2005), 352. He also makes this claim in “Yahweh is a Moral Monster” in The Christian Delusion: 
Why Faith Fails ed. John Loftus (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2010), 232. I will be focusing on the 
argument in Fighting Words because that is where he gives the most detailed defense of his moral 
relativism and the clearest condemnation of religious violence.  

2 Avalos, Fighting Words, 352. See also “Yahweh is a Moral Monster,” 232. 

3 The term “egoism” in this paper is used to represent the general idea that a high value is placed 
on self-interest. I am not specifically speaking of the descriptive psychological theory of our actions being 
motivated solely by our self-interest, or the normative ethical theory that we ought to maximize our self-
interest.  
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preferences of an individual. Gilbert Harman explains that “morality arises when people reach an 

implicit agreement or come to a tacit understanding about their relations with one another.”4 In 

the same way one evaluates something to be tall or short by a comparison relation, one evaluates 

an action as right or wrong by a relation to what is morally agreed upon. A good example is 

found when comparing rules in different families. Family A might have a rule that everyone must 

wait until food is served before eating and Family B might not. Dirty looks might come from A if 

B starts without waiting, but such behavior in the home of B is perfectly acceptable. The upshot 

is that there is no one true morality.  

 To get a better sense of moral relativism we can contrast it with moral realism. Russ 

Schaefer-Landau explains that the moral relativist confines the “moral reality” to a social 

agreement while the moral realist claims “that what really is right or wrong is conceptually prior 

and existentially independent of any such agreements.”5 This means that there is a single true 

morality applicable to all groups of people even if no group believes in it. At the individual level, 

moral truth transcends one’s desires and preferences, and it does not matter whether one 

approves of it or accurately report one’s feelings about it. This can be exemplified in our two 

families with the different dinner manners in that they both are obligated to treat one another 

with dignity and respect; it would be a moral failure if the members of B took actions that 

humiliated the members of A.     

1.2 Avalos’s argument for moral relativism 

 The goal for Avalos is to show that even a moral realist like Schaefer-Landau cannot help 

but be a moral relativist. How does he go about this? By arguing from two central claims:  

                                                
4 Gilbert Harman, “Moral Relativism Defended” in Explaining Value and Other Essays in Moral 

Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 3.  

5 Russ Schaefer-Landau, Moral Realism: A Defense (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 16.  
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(A) Moral systems are constructed out of value for our self-interest.   

(B) Moral systems are accepted or rejected insofar as they promote or demote our self-

interest.  

For Avalos, our interests are “the ultimate arbiter”6 in what determines morality. He writes, “We 

simply affirm that all moralities must recognize the self-interest involved in their construction. 

We adhere to the moral system that best suits our interests, whether we acknowledge this or 

not.”7 Thus, in the tradition of Thomas Hobbes, moral systems arise out of the preservation of 

our self-interest, and we are psychologically bound to accept those that best promote it. The 

extent to which individuals share in the promotion of their common interests determines the 

extent of moral agreement there can be. Therefore, on Avalos’s terms, moral relativism obtains 

just because concern for self-interest governs the thought-processes that lead us to construct or 

agree with certain moral systems.  

 How relativism follows from (A) and (B) is not clear, but it seems Avalos is saying that 

moral relativism is a necessary consequence of egoism. As we shall see, the difficulty in 

interpreting Avalos is that he seems to conflate moral relativism with egoism, but the overall 

impression he gives is that an egoistic theory of action is sufficient to produce moral relativism. 

He offers two pieces of evidence for this. The first comes from the ancient Israelites who felt 

compelled to eradicate the Canaanites out of fear that they might contaminate the welfare of their 

nation. So strong was their sense of self-preservation that it provided the moral framework for 

killing the foreigner’s infants. Second, our moral opposition to inflicting unnecessary pain on 

others is relative to our own experience as embodied individuals who posses sensitive nervous 

                                                
6 Avalos, Fighting Words, 352. 

7 Ibid. Gilbert Harman and David Wong agree that moral frameworks are adopted out of self-
interest. See Harman’s “Justice and Moral Bargaining” in Explaining Value, 68 and Wong’s “Relativism” 
in A Companion to Ethics ed. Peter Singer (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991), 446.  
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systems capable of feeling tremendous amounts of pain.8 In the first example, ancient Israel’s 

behavior flies in the face of our moral intuitions precisely because it does not comport with our 

self-interest. We would not want to be killed just because we belong to a particular ethnic group, 

nor would we want our infants to suffer the same fate for the same reason.9 In the second 

example, we value the restraint on unnecessary pain because we would not want it inflicted on 

us. Yet, at the same time we have difficulty caring about the gratuitous suffering experienced by 

animals. Moral relativism is thought to be vindicated because our culture and ancient Israel’s 

culture have different beliefs about what best promotes self-interest, and because we place a 

higher value on human pain versus animal pain.  

1.3 Weaknesses in Avalos’s argument 

 Unfortunately, there are problems with Avalos’s evidence. Starting with the second more 

plausible case concerning animal pain, the fact is not everyone is insensitive to it. Peter Singer 

argues that there is no reason why the principle of equal consideration should not be extended to 

animals since they too have the capacity to feel pain. In his view, we are wrong to disregard the 

interests of animals for the sake of our own. The reason why racists are wrong is that they place 

the interests of their race above the interests of others. Sensing this same pattern in animal abuse, 

Singer writes, “Similarly, speciesists allow the interests of their own species to override the 

greater interests of members of other species.”10 Hence, our interests do not count anymore than 

those of animals. Being a utilitarian, Singer is committed to the values of egalitarianism 

                                                
8 Both examples come from Avalos, Fighting Words, 352. 

9 A helpful reviewer pointed out to me that Avalos is ambiguous here. On one hand, this has 
nothing to do with self-interest at all. He is making an imaginative move that values the interests of others 
through the use of empathy. Such a move displays other-centered interest, not self-interest. On the other 
hand, he might be making an appeal to a social contract theory where we self-interestedly enter social 
relations that reduce the odds of being attacked in such an arbitrary way.  

10 Peter Singer, “All Animals are Equal” in Ethical Theory: An Anthology, ed. Russ Schaefer-
Landau (Malden: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2007), 401.  
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(everyone’s interests count the same) and at least a weak principle of hedonism (pain ought to be 

minimized).11 Thus, equality, not self-interest, is the ultimate arbiter in shaping Singer’s ethics, 

which makes him neither a relativist nor an egoist. Additionally, moral relativism is true in this 

case if and only if meat-eaters and vegetarians are both correct on their own terms. Of course, 

this is unsatisfactory if one’s goal is to liberate animals from the oppression of the meat industry. 

 In the case of the ancient Israelites, the truth of moral relativism is not established by the 

simple fact that our culture disagrees with theirs about what would best promote self-interest. 

Rather, the underlying principle of promoting self-interest is deemed valuable in both. In one 

culture, it is used to create the justification for religious violence, and in another it serves to 

nullify it. Though self-interest might determine which moral framework is adopted at a certain 

time by a certain people group, it does not determine their exact content. Other more situated 

ways of thinking embedded within a culture’s web of beliefs need to be considered. 

Nevertheless, morality is relative if and only if the Israelite is allowed to be right on his own 

terms. This creates the same problem that emerged in the vegetarian case as it will be 

unsatisfactory to the one who seeks to abolish religious violence.12  

1.4 Self-Interest, moral relativism, and objective goods 

 To make the strongest case possible, Avalos needs an argument showing how egoism, the 

view that self-interest ultimately matters, logically entails moral relativism. Here is the best one I 

can think of: 

(1) To be obligated to moral framework F, one must have a reason to be moral.13  

                                                
11 A robust view of hedonism seeks to maximize pleasure and minimize pain. The weak view I am 

focusing on is only interested in the minimization of pain.  

12 I will apply this insight to Avalos more directly in section four.  

13 A helpful reviewer pointed out that that this question is different from the earlier one concerning 
self-interest, which is about why we 'create' moral systems. 
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(2) One has a reason to be moral if and only if F would help satisfy one’s desires.   

(3) Therefore, one has an obligation to be moral if and only if F would help satisfy one’s 

desires.  

(4) Not everyone has the same desires.  

(5) Therefore, there is no one true moral framework that applies to everyone; there will be 

different obligations that apply to different people with different desires.14  

Egoism is now connected to moral relativism by way of a desire-satisfaction theory of value 

stipulated in premise (2). Desire theory is purely subjective because the value of a thing depends 

on how it affects the subject’s inner psychological state. Things are made “good” if they satisfy 

our desires.  

 However, there is no good reason to think desire-satisfaction is the only theory of value 

available to the egoist. We can construe self-interest to be fully compatible with objective values 

that posit intrinsic goods worth pursuing for their own sake. The “flourishing egoism” defended 

by Lester Hunt conceives of self-interest as consisting in the achievement of “what is of greatest 

value.15” Ayn Rand advocated something like this and she certainly was no moral relativist. On 

this view, one’s interests are concerned with thing that are worthy of interest. In explaining how 

these relate to our desires, Richard Kraut says “what makes a desire good to satisfy is its being a 

desire for something that has features that make it worth wanting.”16 Conversely, some desires 

are not worth satisfying. Michael Smith imagines a parent who feels the overwhelming desire to 

                                                
14 I have loosely based this form on one borrowed from David O. Brink, Moral Realism and the 

Foundations of Ethics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 52.  

15 Lester Hunt, “Flourishing Egoism” in Ethical Theory: An Anthology, ed. Russ Schaefer-Landau 
(Malden: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2007), 201 (emphasis original).  

16 Richard Kraut, “Desire and the Human Good” in Ethical Theory: An Anthology, ed. Russ 
Schaefer-Landau (Malden: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2007), 319.  
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harm her inconsolable baby, yet she knows the object of this desire has no value.17 Instead of 

promoting the good of others to avoid the pain of seeing others in pain (as Avalos suggests18), 

one can promote the good of others just because it is indispensable to the best sort of life one can 

live.19 This kind of life is constituted by goods like freedom, well-being, intellectual 

accomplishment, creativity, and lasting friendships. A life directed towards the achievement of 

these ends will best promote one’s self-interest. Therefore, egoism is fully compatible with 

objective moral goods, the kind of goods moral realism recognizes, and we are not necessarily 

committed to moral relativism.  

2.1 Are Kantians moral relativists?  

 Avalos, however, is not happy with ethicists who posit objective moral goods like 

freedom and well-being. He takes Kantians to task for attempting to universalize maxims that 

obligate those who are well off to aid those who are not. He writes, “All we are doing is stating 

again what we would like to have for ourselves, but that is itself a relativistic judgment.”20 No it 

is not. When we make a judgment about what we would like to have for ourselves we are making 

an egoistic judgment. Things like freedom and well-being are objective goods that are valued by 

everyone in every culture. While there may be substantial disagreements about who gets to enjoy 

them, those disagreements do not make them morally relative as if they could be good in one 

culture and bad in another. To get to moral relativism Avalos needs to argue self-interest can 

only be construed in terms of a desire-satisfaction theory of value. Only then would an objective 

                                                
17 Michael Smith, “Realism” in Ethical Theory: An Anthology, ed. Russ Schaefer-Landau 

(Malden: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2007), 74-75. 

18 Avalos, Fighting Words, 353. Again, a helpful reviewer pointed out that we could do this by 
getting drunk, deadening our senses to the pain experienced by others. The point is that creating a moral 
system seems to be an ambitious way for me to avoid feeling pain. 

19 I owe the word “indispensable” to Hunt, 201.  

20 Avalos, Fighting Words, 351.  
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theory of human value be avoided, and we would be free to view the lives of an enlightened 

Socrates with a pig in the mud as having the same moral worth.  

 It is also worth mentioning that Avalos does not seem to understand the rationale of 

Kantian ethics. To be sure, Kantian ethics is a constructivist project that acknowledges freedom 

and well-being as desirable things, but this is where it begins, not ends. Universalizability is the 

Kantian distinctive that moves us beyond an end-directed, teleological theory of self-interest to 

one that formulates maxims into deontological duties. The rationale looks like this:  

(1) I must give to the needy, because they have a right to freedom and well-being just as 

much as I do (initial maxim).  

(2) Imagine a world where everyone practices (1) (principle of universalizability). 

(3)  There is no inconsistency between (1) and (2) that would hinder me from achieving my 

goal in (1) (principle of consistency).  

For the Kantian, this produces a duty that imposes itself on us regardless of whether it fulfills our 

self-interest. Obviously, it is in the best interest of the needy to be aided by the wealthy, but not 

so much for the wealthy. Nevertheless, the wealthy have a duty to aid the needy regardless of 

their self-interest. Though Kantianism is not necessarily a realist view it is not one of moral 

relativism either. This is because the moral norms are in the form of objective commands, which 

cannot be judged true or false.  

2.2 Are theists moral relativists?   

 As a strident atheist, Avalos is a devoted critic of theistic meta-ethics, and he finds two 

lines of reasoning to be successful in committing them to moral relativism. They come from the 

classic Euthyphro Dilemma that he styles in the form: 

(1) Things are good in themselves, or 
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(2) They are good because God says so.21  

On the first horn he says God would be unnecessary for morality.22 So far so good, but this 

certainly does not lead to moral relativism.  If anything, goods in (1) are objective because not 

even God can come up with a possible world where they are not. The point of the dilemma is to 

show that objective moral values do not depend on any subject including God.  

With regard to the second horn he argues, “If one says that something is moral because 

God says so, then this still renders us the judge of morality, for we are the ones making the 

judgment ‘whatever God calls good is what shall be called good.’”23 Two responses can be made 

to this. First, consider an analogy: if a child reasons “What is good is what mom tells me is 

good,” it does not follow that the child is rendering himself “the judge of morality” anymore than 

the believer is. Certainly, the child is making an evaluative claim, but it is of his morally wise 

mother, and it locates the moral authority in her wise instructions.24  

Second, this argument does not get us to moral relativism. It goes like this: 

(1) When one says ‘God is good’ one is making an evaluative claim.  

(2) To make an evaluative claim one must have a conception of goodness prior to one’s 

knowledge of God.  

(3) Therefore, man is the measure of all things.25 

                                                
21 Avalos, Fighting Words, 351.  

22 Avalos, Fighting Words, 351. 

23 Avalos, Fighting Words, 351 (my emphasis). Another observation from a helpful reviewer is 
that Avalos confuses 'judgment' in the sense of identifying value with 'judgment' in the sense of determining 
value.   

24 It is worth noting that Avalos could argue for moral relativism by saying morality depends on 
the subjective preferences of the deity. It is puzzling that he does not go this route.  

25 Avalos cites Kai Nielsen as one who makes this argument in his Ethics Without God (Buffalo: 
Prometheus Books, 1990), but he leaves no page number. As far as I can tell, Nielsen makes an argument 
resembling the form above on page 31 when making a criticism’s of Aquinas’s theory of Natural Law.  
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Even if we grant (1) and (2) as true, the conclusion does not follow from the premises. What 

does follow is that we make evaluative claims according to a conception of goodness we posses 

prior to our knowledge of God. But this does not prove the conception of goodness is dependent 

on the whims of a human subject or some set of cultural mores. God could have tailored us in 

such a way that objective moral values would constitute a flourishing life He intends for us, 

making our prior conception of goodness built in to our nature.  Since He knows what is best for 

us He can graciously give us the proper instructions on how we should then live.26 Receiving and 

affirming those instructions does not make us the determinants of morality. Man measures 

things, so to speak, but from this it does not follow that man is the measure of all things.27    

 Perhaps Avalos can show how theistic ethics fail to be objective in other ways. In another 

place he argues that they reduce to tautologies. He writes,  

But having God in a moral system only creates a tautology. All we end up saying is: ‘X is 
bad because X is bad.’ Thus, if we say that we believe in God, and he says idolatry is 
evil, then that is a tautology: ‘God says idolatry is bad and so idolatry is bad because God 
says it is bad.’28 
 

Three responses can be made to this. First, theistic ethics is not committed to a redundancy like 

‘God says idolatry is bad and so idolatry is bad because God says it is bad.’ Rather, the moral 

failure of idolatry can be understood as self-evident.29 After one reflects on God as the being than 

which none greater can be conceived, one will recognize idolatry as a perversion of that 

conception. This reflection yields the following principle: to ascribe supreme value to something 

not supremely valuable is to act wrongly; to act rightly, one must ascribe supreme value to what 
                                                

26 For more on this line of reasoning, see Gregory Ganssle, “Necessary Moral Truths and the Need 
for Explanation.” Philosophia Christi 2(1) 2000, 105-112.  

27 I owe this insight to a helpful reviewer.  

28 Avalos, “Yahweh Is A Moral Monster,”232-33.  

29 See Russ Shafer-Landau, Moral Realism, 247-66 for a defense of self-evidence in the 
justification of moral principles. 
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is supremely valuable, namely God. The objective value is fixed by God’s nature, and God’s 

commands are given to create the moral obligations for his creatures.30   

Second, it is not clear what the significance of Avalos’s point is supposed to be other than 

tautologies are not acceptable in moral reasoning. The overriding concern seems to be that moral 

statements cannot be circular. That seems right, but this just conflates circularity with tautology. 

A tautology is a necessary truth like ‘a triangle has three sides.’ It cannot be distinguished from 

its opposite. Circular reasoning assumes the truth of the conclusion in one of the premises 

leading up to the conclusion. For example, ‘Women have the right to an abortion, therefore 

abortion should be permitted.’ Tautologies are true in all possible worlds whereas circular 

reasoning is fallaciously question-begging.  

 Perhaps Avalos is saying objective moral judgments can be reduced to uninformative 

statements, but this hardly seems right. Moral judgments are made to inform a wrongdoer that 

his actions are wrong. The form ‘X is bad because X is bad’ could be taken to mean ‘X is bad, 

because X really is bad.’ The first clause is a descriptive proposition made true by its 

correspondence to the actual world as reported in the second clause. While it is indeed awkward 

to structure statements this way, they are not necessarily uninformative about the way moral 

properties are exemplified.  

3.1 The argument against religious violence considered 

We shall now consider how Avalos makes the claim as a moral relativist that religious 

violence is “always” wrong. He begins by embracing a framework that “accepts empirico-

rationalism as providing reliable data.”31 For Avalos, “empirico-rationalism” is a naturalist 

                                                
30 Arthur F. Holmes, Ethics: Approaching Moral Decisions (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 

2007), 78.   

31 Avalos, Fighting Words, 353.  
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approach to obtaining truth, which turns out to be nothing more than a verification principle. He 

says,  

By empirico-rationalism, I refer to the epistemology that affirms that only what can be 
verified by the five senses and/or logic deserves the term “knowledge,” while all else is 
“belief.” “Belief” is reasonable only if based on verifiable evidences and inferences.32  

And, 

 “If it is not natural, then it is nothing more than a concept whose reality cannot be 
verified. It is as meaningless as speaking of X without further specification of how we 
could identify X.” 33  
 

Hence, something is true and meaningful if and only if it can be verified.  

It is important to note that it is by this principle Avalos denies all moral frameworks are 

on equal footing. This quote contains what I will call the “scientific realism” principle, 

“Moral rules based on verifiable premises are less relativistic and arbitrary than moral 
systems wherein verifiability comes into play to the extent that it can influence value 
judgments. For example, we can verify that we cannot verify that demons possess people 
we would otherwise consider mentally ill. Therefore, we do not consider demons when 
making any value judgments about mentally ill people.”34  
 

The scientific realism derived from “empirico-rationalism” yields the “seemingly obvious” truth 

“that what exists has more value than what does not exist.”35 Conversely, Avalos’s axiological 

principle means, “Only what exists can be said to have any value.”36 From here he develops the 

following scheme:  

(1) What exists is worth more than what does not exist.  

(2) Life exists.  

                                                
32 Avalos, Fighting Words, 27. 

33 Avalos, Fighting Words, 103.  

34 Avalos, Fighting Words, 352.  

35 Avalos, Fighting Words, 353.  

36 Avalos, Fighting Words, 353. 
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(3) Therefore, life is worth more than what does not exist.37 

The argument is deductively valid, but it is not sound. Premise (1) can be met by a number of 

counterexamples. Consider a world that does not contain any religious violence at all. Such a 

world does not exist,38 but it sure seems to be more valuable than one that does. Indeed, one 

wonders how Avalos could not agree with this. Whenever we consider utopia we are meant to 

value its non-actual conditions over the actual ones. Consider others. A worker who is 

unemployed is not wrong to value non-existent employment over his existing unemployment. 

Nor is one wrong to make sacrifices for the benefit of future non-existent generations, say a 

parent who emigrates from a poor nation to a wealthy one, or a governor who promises to build 

bigger and better schools for a growing community.  

Perhaps we can reconstruct (1) in way that is better suited to Avalos’s purposes. It seems 

what he is trying to say in (1) is  

(4) Something is more valuable than nothing.  

From this we can add 

(5) Life is something.  

(6) Life is more valuable than nothing.   

(7) Therefore, it is wrong to place a value on life that is equal to or below the value of 

nothing.  

                                                
37 Avalos, Fighting Words, 353.  

38 To be clear, such a world does exist, but only in our minds. My point is that it is not exemplified 
by the world we inhabit. I am sure that this is the sense of existence Avalos is speaking of in terms of what 
exists and does not exist, because on his epistemology things that exist are empirically verifiable.  
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Clearly, (7) is where Avalos wants to go,39 and it seems highly plausible. As it would be wrong 

to take life on the command of an invisible alien so it would be wrong to take life on the 

command of an invisible God. Neither is verifiable, therefore they represent nothing.40  

3.2 The argument against religious violence rejected 

The plausibility of Avalos’s argument hinges upon the verification principle from which 

the other two are derived. On this account, X can be meaningful if and only if it is empirically 

verifiable. If not, then there is nothing meaningful to say about X. The problem with (4) is that it 

cannot be verified.41 There is nothing in the natural sciences that establishes the fact that 

something is more valuable than nothing. What experiment or testable hypothesis could show 

that it is on the whole more valuable for there to be a universe than there not to be a universe? If 

(4) cannot be verified, then it is meaningless. Since this is an absurd result, Avalos should 

jettison the verification principle and conceive of (4) as an existential truth that is more plausible 

than its negation. Such a negation would simply amount to an expression of total nihilism, which 

would be self-defeating in the establishment of axiological principles.42  

It gets worse. The verification principle itself turns out to be self-defeating because its 

own principle of meaning cannot be verified. Russ Schaefer-Landau considers (O):  

(O) There are no existential truths other than those ratified by perfected natural sciences.43   

                                                
39 Avalos, Fighting Words, 353. Notice how this is not in any way related to our self-interest. 

40 My helpful reviewer also pointed out that neither the property of wrongness is verifiable.  

41 Nor is its truth logically necessary. 

42 I owe this insight to William Hasker, God’s Triumph Over Evil: Theodicy for a World of 
Suffering (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2008), 122. 

43 Russ Shafer-Landau, “A Defense of Ethical Nonnaturalism” in Ethical Theory: An Anthology, 
ed. Russ Schaefer-Landau (Malden: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2007), 70.  
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If (O) were true it would be a case of an existential truth not ratified by the natural sciences. 

Since (O) cannot be verified it remains a meaningless concept on its own terms. Thus, Avalos’s 

argument fails to even get off the ground.  

4. Moral relativism rejected  

Moreover, there is no good reason for Avalos to be committed to moral relativism. The 

goal of his book and much of his writing is to discredit religion as a whole, and “eliminate it 

from human life altogether.”44 If we conceive of this as a form of moral progress and Avalos as a 

moral reformer, then moral relativism is ill-equipped to make sense of this phenomenon.45 This is 

because moral relativism is an equivalence doctrine: one moral code is not any better or worse 

than another. The code of the ancient Israelites that permitted religious violence is on the same 

moral plane as our modern code that condemns it. Gilbert Harman confirms this metaethical 

implication when he says, “there can be conflicting moral judgments about a particular case that 

are both fully correct.”46 

In cases of moral disagreement the moral relativist has two choices. Either he can admit 

his theory yields contradictory results or he can reduce moral judgments to just reports of 

particular moral beliefs. Here’s how it looks:  

ANCIENT ISRAELITE: Religious violence is sometimes permissible.  

AVALOS: Religious violence is always impermissible.  

One of these has to be right, but on moral relativism both are correct. One might leave it at that, 

but opting for contradictions would mean opting for incoherence, which fatally undermines the 

                                                
44 Avalos, 371 

45 The irony is that a defender of religious violence might find moral relativism attractive to escape 
objections to it. 

46 Harman, “What is Moral Relativism” in Explaining Value and Other Essays, 24.  

Generated by Foxit PDF Creator © Foxit Software
http://www.foxitsoftware.com   For evaluation only.



 

16 

theory. Better to opt for the reduction: 

ANCIENT ISRAELITE: My moral framework sometimes approves of religious violence.  

AVALOS: My moral framework always disapproves of religious violence.  

Yet as we have seen this resolution comes with a price. Not only have the contradictions been 

evacuated from the statements, but the moral disagreement has as well. 47 Therefore, Avalos must 

jettison moral relativism in order to make his absolute claim.  

Conclusion 

After surveying these four things, I must conclude that Dr. Avalos has failed to achieve 

his goals. In support of his claim that everyone is a moral relativist, he failed to demonstrate how 

moral relativism is a necessary consequence of the pursuit of self-interest, and he failed to show 

how every normative system of ethics entails the truth of moral relativism. In support of his 

claim that religious violence is “always” wrong, he failed to formulate a sound argument against 

it on a valid epistemology. Nor did not demonstrate how moral relativism is compatible with his 

conclusion that religiously motivated violence is always wrong. There are many good arguments 

to be made against religious violence, but Avalos’s is not one of them.48 To salvage his project, 

he must jettison his commitments to moral relativism and the verification principle. Only then 

will he be able to make coherent charges of immoral behavior against the ancient Israelites and 

other perpetrators of religious violence.  

 

                                                
47 Russ Schaefer-Landau, The Fundamentals of Ethics (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2010), 284-285.  

48 For a good one see Randall Rauser, “Let Nothing that Breathes Remain Alive.” Philosophia 
Christi 11(1) 2009, 27-41 
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