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The Question: Are Homosexual Relationships Morally Acceptable?

Yesterday we discussed whether homosexual marriage is acceptable. We were not focusing exclusively on moral acceptability, but on acceptability more generally (social, legal, political, etc). Today we will be discussing moral acceptability specifically: not of homosexual marriage, but rather of homosexual relationships, whether married or not. For this discussion, the legal, social, or political acceptability or unacceptability of homosexual relationships is entirely irrelevant. 

Homosexual relationships must be distinguished from homosexual acts: homosexual acts often occur between two people in a homosexual relationship, but the relationship is more than just the acts. So, our question is: are homosexual relationships morally acceptable?

The PIB Challenge

One of the most popular arguments against the moral acceptability of homosexual relationship is what is often referred to as the PIB argument:

P1) If homosexual relationships are morally acceptable, then polygamous, incestuous, and bestial relationships (PIB) are morally acceptable as well.

P2) Polygamous, incestuous, and bestial relationships (PIB) are not morally acceptable.

C) Therefore, homosexual relationships are not morally acceptable.
The idea behind the argument is simple: homosexual relationships and PIB all share a common moral status. The connection between homosexual relationships and PIB is supposed to be logical: that is, there is no principled reason to accept homosexual relationships, yet forbid PIB.
Since the argument is valid, the only way to refute it is to show that P1 and/or P2 is false. 

Five Responses to the PIB Challenge

1. Slippery Slope Response

It is common to reject the PIB argument as an example of the slippery slope fallacy. But, that is too quick, since P1 does not claim any sort of unsupported causal relation exists between the antecedent and the consequent. Rather the relation is logical (as noted above). 
2. Gays Really Exist Response
Another response is that homosexuality is a constitutive feature of human identity in a way that PIB are not. There are three ways to understand this claim:

a. Homosexuality is immutable.

Note that in order to show that P1 is false, it is not enough to show that homosexuality has a feature that PIB lacks (or vice versa). One must also show that the feature is relevant to the moral status. Given this, it is not enough to say that homosexuality is immutable, whereas PIB are not; unless it can be shown that immutability is relevant to the moral status of homosexuality, this difference (if it exists) does not challenge P1. 

b. Homosexuality is important to the homosexual person’s self-concept.

The same point applies here: it is not enough to say that homosexuality is important to the homosexual person’s self-concept, whereas PIB are not; unless it can be shown that important to the homosexual person’s self-concept is relevant to the moral status of homosexuality, this difference (if it exists) does not challenge P1.

In addition, it is false that PIB are never important to the PIB persons’ self-concepts. 

c. Homosexuality is intimately tied up with the homosexual person’s capacity to love.
The prohibition of PIB doesn’t deny love to anyone that the prohibition of homosexual relationships for most homosexuals. This is basically the “equal-options” response, which we will now consider.

3. Equal Options Response

Homosexuality differs from PIB in that compared to heterosexuals, homosexuals are asking for “equal options” (namely, a relationship with someone that they love), whereas PIB people would be asking for “extra options” (additional spouses, etc). In all fairness, it seems that homosexuals should be granted equal options.

The problem with this response is that the PIB challenger is quite comfortable with denying equal options to those people whose behavior they judge to be morally unacceptable. Again, it is not enough to say that homosexuality is intimately tied up with the homosexual person’s capacity to love, whereas for PIB are not; unless it can be shown that this is relevant to the moral status of homosexuality, this difference (if it exists) does not challenge P1.

4. Shifting the Burden Response
Why should we suppose that homosexual relationships and PIB all share a common moral status? PIB relationships can be either homosexual or heterosexual. Given this, it is not at all obvious that homosexuality has anything to do with PIB. Instead of arguing that P1 is false, this response simply observes that P1 must be justified before it should be accepted. Since the burden of proof is on whoever wants to establish a claim, the burden is on the PIB challenger; after all, it is his argument that is trying to establish that homosexual relationships are morally unacceptable. 

Of course, the PIB challenger could argue that the link between homosexual relationships and PIB is one that has a long history, and thus, is the default position: we need not be argued into it, rather we must be argued out of it. Let’s assume that this is so. Consequently, in order to shift the burden of proof onto the PIB challenger we must have a strong reason for our rejection of the appeal to tradition. Such a reason could come in the form of a prima facie argument for the moral acceptability of homosexual relationships. 
Corvino gives such an argument:

H1) If some heterosexual relationships between sterile partners are morally acceptable (because they realize some moral goods G), then some homosexual relationships are also morally acceptable (because they also realize G).

H2) Some heterosexual relationships between sterile partners are morally acceptable.

HC) Therefore, some homosexual relationships are also morally acceptable.

The goods realized by both sorts of relationships could be: pleasure, communication, emotional growth, personal stability, long-term fulfillment, love, trust, friendship, sexual intimacy, and so on (see p. 512). 
Traditionalists (like Finnis) will deny H1. We will consider the traditionalist position momentarily. 

5. Quantifier Ambiguity Response

There are four ways of interpreting P1:

P1a) If all homosexual relationships are morally acceptable, then all polygamous, incestuous, and bestial relationships (PIB) are morally acceptable as well.

P1b) If all homosexual relationships are morally acceptable, then some polygamous, incestuous, and bestial relationships (PIB) are morally acceptable as well.

P1c) If some homosexual relationships are morally acceptable, then all polygamous, incestuous, and bestial relationships (PIB) are morally acceptable as well.

P1d) If some homosexual relationships are morally acceptable, then some polygamous, incestuous, and bestial relationships (PIB) are morally acceptable as well.

Only P1d is relevant here. The result is that P1 loses a lot of its rhetorical force. For suppose that we were to grant P1d – is it really so horrible to imagine that some PIB relationships are morally acceptable? 
After all, imagine that someone presented you with the following premise:
P1e) If some heterosexual relationships between sterile partners are morally acceptable, then some polygamous, incestuous, and bestial relationships (PIB) are morally acceptable as well.

It seems reasonable to assume that our confidence in the moral acceptability of heterosexual relationships between sterile partners is not shaken by this premise. Nor would we want to deny the moral acceptability of heterosexual relationships between sterile partners just in order to deny the moral acceptability of PIB relationships.

The Traditionalist Argument
Traditionalists (for example, see Finnis) deny H1, which is repeated below:

H1) If some heterosexual relationships between sterile partners are morally acceptable (because they realize some moral goods G), then some homosexual relationships are also morally acceptable (because they also realize G).

They do so because they hold that there is an essential moral good realized in heterosexual relationships (even non-procreative ones) that cannot be realized in homosexual relationships. This good is the marital good, which we have already discussed. Since even non-procreative heterosexual relationships can realize the marital good, they are morally acceptable. But since homosexual relationships cannot realize the marital good, they are not morally acceptable. So, there is a difference between non-procreative heterosexual relationships and homosexual relationships that is relevant to their moral status. 
The Traditionalist thus offers the following argument against the moral acceptability of homosexuality:

T1) A romantic relationship is morally acceptable only if it is capable of realizing the marital good, which requires (i) engaging in sexual activities of the procreative-type and (ii) achieving friendship.

T2) Homosexual relationships do not involve sexual activities of the procreative-type.

TC1) Therefore, homosexual relationships are not capable of realizing the marital good.

TC2) Therefore, homosexual relationships are not morally acceptable.
Finnis concludes, “The plain fact is that those who propound a homosexual ideology have no principled moral case to offer against (prudent and moderate) promiscuity, indeed the getting of orgasmic sexual pleasure in whatever friendly touch or welcoming orifice (human or otherwise) one may opportunely find it.”

Corvino objects that T1 of the above argument is false, since it (and, more generally, Traditionalism) rests on a “bad phenomenology of sexual desire.” In short, the objection is that there are many goods that can be realized in romantic relationships, and the fact that a given romantic relationship cannot realize one of these goods does not by itself make that relationship morally unacceptable. After all, the relationship may realize many other goods, goods which independently make it morally acceptable. 
Traditionalists typically hold that an incapacity to realize the marital good makes a relationship morally unacceptable because they believe that:


D) A relationship is either capable of realizing the marital good or it is merely self-gratifying.

Plausibly, relationships that are merely self-gratifying are morally unacceptable whereas relationships capable of realizing the marital good are morally acceptable. So, if only these two options exist, we are forced to conclude that the only relationships that are morally acceptable are the ones that are capable of realizing the marital good – just as T1 asserts.

The problem with this attempt to justify T1 is that D is a false dilemma: a relationship may have many characteristics other than those listed in D. For instance, a relationship may be incapable of realizing the marital good and fail to be merely self-gratifying; instead, it might allow two people to achieve intimacy or love, etc. The Traditionalist must argue that allowing two people to achieve intimacy or love, etc. cannot make a relationship morally acceptable. Until this argument has been successfully made, we have no reason to accept T1, and thus no reason to accept the conclusion of the Traditionalist argument. In such a case, we have no reason to reject H1, and thus no reason to reject the fourth response to the PIB challenge.
The Moral Status of Polygamy, Incest, and Bestiality

Question: Are PIB always wrong, or are some PIB morally acceptable?
Question: Can the Traditionalist give an argument against the moral acceptability of PIB (especially adult consensual incest) that is not available to the defender of the moral acceptability of homosexual relationships?
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