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Sexual attitudes and moral values:
The importance of idealism and relativism
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The present study tested a model of individual differences in moral thought, which assumes
that attitudes concerning prescribed and proscribed social actions are part of an integrated con
ceptual system of personal ethics. When individuals who have varying personal moral philosophies
were compared, those who emphasize the validity of fundamental moral principles (nonrelativists)
expressed relatively negative attitudes about proscribed forms of sexual behavior, whereas
relativists' reactions were more positive . The impact of relativism on attitudes, however, was
tempered by idealism: when individuals endorsed highly idealistic ideologies, relativism was un 
related to attitudes. These find ings suggest that variations in sexual attitudes are linked to in 
dividual differences in moral outlook.

Since the publication of Kinsey 's research dealing with
sexual behavior, many researchers have sought to uncover
the reasons for widespread variations in sexual attitudes
and behavior (Hendrick, Hendrick, Slapion-Foote, &
Foote, 1985; Kinsey , Pomeroy, & Martin, 1948; Singh ,
1980 ; Staples, 1978). The present study extended this
research by presenting and testing a model of sexual atti
tudes based on personal moral philosophies. According
to this model, attitudes concerning sexual practices are
sustained by moral values that define a sense of right and
wrong for the individual. Sexual attitudes are not isolated
from other social attitudes , but instead are part of an in
tegrated conceptual system of personal ethics. This in
tegrated system, or personal moral philosophy, provides
guidelines for moral judgments, solutions to ethical
dilemmas, and prescriptions for actions in morally toned
situations. Applied to variations in sexual attitudes, this
model argues that individuals differ in their reactions to
various types of sexual activities, such as premarital sex,
extramarital sex, and sex between same-sexed individuals ,
because they endorse divergent personal moral
philosophies.

Variations in personal moral philosophies can be con
ceptualized in a variety of ways (Gilligan, 1982; Haan,
1986; Hogan, 1973; Kohlberg , 1983; see Waterman,
1988, for a review). Forsyth (1980, 1985) , for example,
offered a two-dimensional model based on relativ ism and
idealism. Identified initially in an exploratory study of in
dividual differences in judgments of psychological

The authors thank L. Diana, K. Singh , and 1. S. Williams for their
assistance with various aspects of this research . Reprint requests should
be sent to Donelson R. Forsyth, Department of Psychology, Virgini a
Commonwealth University, Richmond , VA 23284-2018.

research, these two dimensions parallel distinctions made
by other theorists and researchers. In many cases, previ
ous researchers have viewed these two aspects of moral
ity as the endpoints of a single continuum, or as mutually
exclusive categories. In contrast, Forsyth's two
dimensional model of personal moral philosophies as
sumes that individuals range from high to low in their em
phasis on principles and consequences. Thus, some per
sonal moral codes emphasize the importance of universal
ethical rules such as " Thou shalt not lie," whereas others
maintain a posture of relativism that skeptically rejects
universal principles. Second, a fundamental concern for
the welfare of others lies at the heart of some individuals'
moral codes, whereas others do not emphasize such hu
manitarian ideals; the former assume that we should avoid
harming others, whereas the latter assume harm is some
times necessary to produce good. Rather than classify in
dividuals as either relativistic or idealistic , Forsyth as
sumed that these two dimensions interact to determine
moral outlook.

To examine this interactional model, we assessed in
dividual differences in personal moral philosophies, along
with attitudes toward various sexual issues. Overall, we
predicted that attitudes would be based more on relativ
ism than on idealism: we expected individuals who en
dorse nonrelativistic moral philosophies to be more likely
to express more conventional sexual attitudes . However,
this overall impact of relativism should be tempered when
idealism is high. Idealistic individuals generally base their
judgments and actions on their relationships with, and
responsibility to, other individuals. Thus, permissive sex
ual practices, such as extramarital and premarital sex,
represent a strong violation of this ethic. Therefore , in
creases in idealism should be associated with decreases
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in permissiveness and mute the impact of relativism on
attitudes.

METHOD

Subjects
The 182 female and 10I male participants were recruited from several

sections of a college course dealing with human sexuality. Most (88.4 %)
were between 17 and 24 years of age, were full-time students with no
outside employment (66.8%), and unmarried (90.8%). The sample in
cluded 60 blacks, 209 whites, and 14 students from other racial groups .

Procedure
The subjects' ethical ideologies and attitudes toward extramarital sex,

premarital sex, and homosexuality were assessed during the first week
of the semester. Questionnaires were anonymous , and no incentives,
such as extra credit, were offered to participants. Eleven of the.individuals
in the course declined to complete the forms.

Ethics Position Questionnaire. The subjects' ethical ideologies were
assessed using the Ethics Position Questionnaire (EPQ) . The EPQ con
sists of two IO-item scales that measure idealism and relativism (For
syth, 1980). The idealism scale contains such items as "A person should
make certain that their actions never intentionally harm another even
to a small degree" and " If an action could harm an innocent other, then
it should not be done." The relativism scale includes such items as
" Different types of moralities cannot be compared as to ' rightness"
and " What is ethical varies from one situation to another." For all items,
the subjects indicated degree of agreement or disagreement, using a 9
point scale ranging from completely disagree to completely agree . Thus,
scores on both scales can range from 10 to 90 (see Forsyth, Nye, &
Kelley, 1988, for more information).

Sexual attitudes. The subjects' attitudes toward extramarital sex, pre
marital sex, and homosexuality were assessed using items developed
by the National Opinion Research Center. The item dealing with pre
marital sex asked, " If a man and woman have sex relations before mar
riage , do you think it is always wrong, almost always wrong, wrong
only sometimes, or not wrong at all?" The extramarital sex item asked,
"What is your opinion about a married person having sexual relations
with someone other than the married partner?" and used the response
alternatives given above . The homosexuality item stated, "What about
sexual relationships between two adults of the same sex-do you think
it is:" and was followed by the same four alternatives.

RESULTS
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extramarital sex and weakest for attitudes toward premar
ital sex. The relativism main effect was significant for at
titudes toward extramarital and homosexual sex, and mar
ginally significant for attitudes toward premarital sex
[F(l,262) = 14.16,9.65, and 3.24, ps < .001, .01, and
.08, respectively]. Inspection of the beta weights and
correlation coefficients indicates that increases in relativ
ism were associated with increased acceptance of extra
marital, homosexual , and premarital sex (rs = .23, .34,
and .19, respectively).

The relativism X idealism interaction was significant
for attitudes toward extramarital sex, marginally signifi
cant for attitude toward homosexual sex, and nonsignifi
cant for attitudes toward premarital sex [Fs(l,262) =
7.45, 3.54, and 1.07, ps < .01, .06 , and .31, respec
tively] . Because the regression of idealism on sexual at
titudes depends on the value of relativism (and vice versa),
several conditional regression equations were calculated
(see Cohen & Cohen, 1983, pp. 320-325). Although the
interaction of idealism and relativism produces a family
of equations of regression lines with varying slopes and
intercepts, by substituting certain values for relativism,
we can identify several representative regression lines.
Figures 1 and 2 present three such lines, one for a low
relativism score (1 SD below the mean), one for an aver
age relativism score (at the mean), and one for a high
relativism score (l SD above the mean) . Inspection of
Figure 1 indicates that the strong relationship between
relativism and attitude toward extramarital sex is appar
ent only at low levels of idealism: as relativists become
more idealistic, they become increasingly negative toward
extramarital sex. As a result, (1) high idealists, whether
relativistic or nonrelativistic, adopted negative attitudes
toward extramarital sex, and (2) high relativists who were
not idealistic adopted the most positive attitudes. A simi
lar effect held for attitudes toward homosexuality (see
Figure 2), although in this case the overall impact of

The theory of personal moral philosophies on which the
EPQ is based predicts that individuals' sexual attitudes
are systematically related to their levels of idealism and
relativism. To test this prediction, the subjects' sexual at
titudes were examined through multiple regression. The
three attitude measures served as the dependent variables,
and gender, race (white vs. nonwhite), relativism, ideal
ism, and the interactions of these variables served as the
predictor variables.

Multivariate Analysis
The multivariate analysis revealed only two significant

effects: a main effect of relativism and an interaction of
relativism and idealism; the Pillai's trace approximations
to the F ratio (df = 3,260) were 6.12 and 2.86
(ps < .001 and .037), respectively. No other effects
reached significance.
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Univariate Analyses
All three attitude measures revealed similar trends,

although these effects were strongest for attitudes toward

Figure 1. The conditional impact of idealism on attitudes toward
extramarital sex at three levels of relativism (R) : high (76), moder
ate (63), and low (SO).
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of ethics, and disagreements concerning sexuality must necessarily sur
face when personal moral philosophies are different. These results are
also consistent with recent studies that focus more on the content of moral
thought than on moral maturity . Gilligan (1982) , for example, recently
identified an "ethic of caring" that pervades moral processes . Accord
ing to Gilligan , people vary in the extent to which they base their moral
decisions on the principle that " inflicting hurt is . . . selfish and immoral
in its reflection of unconcern , while the expression of care is seen as
the fulfillment of moral responsibility " (p. 73). Gilligan suggested that
previous studies of moral thought have been so heavily influenced by
Kohlberg's (1983) conception of social justice that the impact of an ethic
of caring has been overlooked. Theoretically, Gilligan 's ethic of caring
appears to be conceptually similar to the idealism dimension .
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Figure 2. The conditional impact of idealism on attitudes toward
homosexuality at three levels of relativism (R): high (76), moderate
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the regression lines eventually converge , whereas they do
not for attitudes toward homosexuality.
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value of universal moral norms endorse more permissive attitudes .

The impactof relativism on attitudes, however, was tempered by ideal
ism. For two of the three sexual attitudes assessed, the link between
relativism and attitude became progressively weaker as individuals en
dorsed increasingly idealistic moral philosophies. Particularly for atti
tudes toward extramarital sex, at extreme levels of idealism, the im
pact of relativism was negligible .

These findings suggest that variations in sexual attitudes are linked
to individual differences in moral outlook . An individual who is faced
with making a judgment about the "correctness" of a particular form
of sexual interaction bases this judgment on hislher own individual system (Manuscript received July 1, 1988.)
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