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FllSt.rl.butiVC justice in that it doesn’t require that you know anything either about the
individuals who beneﬁt from the procedure or about the quantities of benefits and
burdens they receive. Is this advantage offset by any disadvantages?

5. Do you think it is possible for a whole society to embody pure procedural justice as
a way of distri.buting benefits and burdens? Do you think a capitalist economic sys-
tem succeeds in doing this? If so, are all of the resultant inequalities just? If n)(;t
could the capitalist system be improved upon? . ’

6.

Do you believe (as section 10.5 suggests) that, in the end, pure procedural justice (as

a principle of distributive justice) rests upon a selective principle emphasizing what
people deserve? .

Society is the school in which we learn to distinguish
between right and wrong. The headmaster is Custom,
and the lessons are the same for all the members of
the Community.!

Edward Westermarck

Ethical Relativism |curren

11.1 CULTURAL DIVERSITY

We know from anthropologists and historians that different peoples value dif-
ferent things and in different degrees, and that customs often vary from group
to group. Cannibalism and head-hunting are practiced in some societies but
frowned upon in others. Having more than one spouse is prohibited by some
peoples but permitted by others.

We also know that even within societies customs change. Slavery was once
widely accepted in America but is now condemned. Premarital sex was once al-
most universally condemned but is now widely accepted. And certain groups
within societies have their own customs and practices. In our society, Roman
Catholic women used to cover their heads before entering church, men did not.
Orthodox Jewish men cover their heads at all times, women do not. The Amish
ride in horses and buggies, vegetarians eat no meat, and Quakers dress simply.
Most people do not.

More specifically still, standards often vary from community to community,
even within a society. Obscenity, for example, is understood in the law as what
the “average person applying contemporary community standards” would find
sexually offensive.2 But those standards vary from place to place, which means
that what is obscene in one community may not be so in another (for example,
in 1983 a judge concluded that the community standards in New York were so
low that nothing is obscene there,? but there might well be many things that by
this definition are obscene, say, in Peoria or Salt Lake City).
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But does this mean that morality is relative? That what is right for one per-
son or group or culture may not be so for another? This is the problem of eth-
ical relativism. It is one of the most complex and difficult problems in ethics.
It is also, arguably, the central problem in ethics, one to which virtually all
others eventually lead. Let us begin by trying to understand better what ethical
relativism is.

11.2 WHAT IS ETHICAL RELATIVISM?

To understand ethical relativism (or “relativism” for short), it will be helpful to
distinguish three theses:

A. Moral beliefs and practices vary from culture to culture.

B. Morality depends on (1) human nature (for example, facts about human
reason, motivation, emotions, and capacity for pleasure and pain); or
(2) the human condition (facts about the way human life is constrained by
the natural order, such as that all humans are mortal); or (3) specific social
and cultural circumstances (for example, facts about local traditions and
customs); or all three of these.

C. What is morally right or wrong (as opposed to what is merely thought to
be right or wrong) may vary fundamentally from person to person or cul-
ture to culture.

Thesis A simply affirms cultural diversity, which—as we have seen—is not
problematic.* It does not mean that every moral belief and practice varies from
culture to culture, only that there are such variations, and that in some cases
they are pronounced. _

Thesis B—what we may call the dependency thesis—asserts that morality
is determined by, or conditional on, the nature of human beings and/or the
world they live in.’ This is the view of those who believe that morality’s func-
tion is to guide human conduct and that it has evolved over the centuries in re-
sponse to practical human needs. As we have seen (section 7.4), it is also the
view of many natural law ethicists. If there were no human beings, in this view,
there would be no such thing as morality.® Any theory that asserts the depen-
dency thesis we may call a form of ethical conditionalism.

Thesis C represents ethical relativism. It implies both Thesis A and Thesis B
but goes beyond them.” It is a thesis about what is actually right and wrong,
not merely about what is thought to be right and wrong. (Even if some rela-
tivists believe that what is right reduces in the end to what people, under ap-
propriate conditions, think is right.)

Only skeptics seriously question whether some acts are right and others
wrong. And only moral nihilists deny such distinctions outright. Most people
differ only about which acts are right and which are wrong. (Even philosophers
rarely question whether these notions apply to conduct; they disagree mainly
over how to explain them and how to justify the judgments in which they occur.)

Ethical relativists are neither skeptics nor nihilists. They believe in moral
right and wrong. It is just that they contend that what is basically right for one
person or culture may be wrong for another.
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The qualification “basically” is important here. There are some difference
in right and wrong that can be accepted by anyone, relativist or not. No one says
for example, that everyone, of whatever size and nutritional needs, should ea
exactly the same food and in the same amounts; or that everyone shoulc
wear exactly the same clothing, regardless of climate. And it is clearly permis
sible to put a child out to play in shorts and T-shirt in the tropics but wrong tc
do so in the arctic; or to dive into a pool when it is full but not when it is empty
That is, no one denies that some acts are right under some conditions bu
wrong under others. The question is (1) whether all actions similarly depend
and depend exclusively, on variable personal, social, cultural, or environmen
tal conditions; and (2) whether that accounts for variations in what is basically
right and wrong for different peoples and cultures. Relativism says yes to bott
questions.

Relativism does not, however, try to tell us which acts and practices are
right and wrong (although to the extent that it characterizes basic cultura
diversity, it will in fact be describing what it takes to be right and wrong ir
various cultures). It says only that however we answer that question, we mus
acknowledge that an act or practice may be both right and wrong at the same
time—for example, right in one culture, wrong in another. In other words, dif-
fering moral judgments about the same conduct may both be correct at the
same time.}

_ Relativism takes different forms depending on how radically right and
wrong are thought to vary. If they are thought to be the same for people of the
same culture but to vary from culture to culture, this represents cultural (or so-
cial) relativism. If, however, they are believed to vary from person to person,
this represents what we may call extreme (or individual) relativism.

11.3 UNIVERSALISM AND ABSOLUTISM

Ethical universalism, on the other hand, holds that what is fundamentally right
and wrong is the same for all people. It does not deny Thesis A; it concedes
there is variation in what people think is right and wrong. And it can ac-
knowledge some variation in what is actually right and wrong of the sort noted
earlier. But it says that if two people differ about what is basically right and
wrong, at least one of them must be mistaken.

Universalism need not even deny Thesis B, although it 7ay do so. It can
acknowledge that morality is essentially a human creation that has evolved in
response to human needs. It simply maintains that, whatever morality’s origins,
what is prescribed as right and wrong is basically the same for everyone.

Some have thought, for example, that morality is rooted in sympathy,
which is a part of human nature. If so, morality obviously does not, and could
not, exist apart from human beings (or any other beings with a psychology like
ours). If, moreover, humans are the product of evolution, then the sentiment of
sympathy must likewise have evolved over time, and morality with it. But if
sympathy leads all people to make essentially the same basic moral judgments—
that is, leads them to morally approve and disapprove basically the same things
(and, of course, if these judgments represent what is actually right and
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wrong)—then morality will be universalistic, even though it is conditional on
human nature.

When universalism does deny Thesis B, it represents ethical absolutism, the
view that there exists an eternal and unchanging moral law that transcends the
physical world and is the same for all people at all times and places. It is valid
independently of the thoughts, feelings, and even the existence of humans. If
there are extraterrestrial forms of intelligent life, they are bound by it, too. Just
as the truth that two plus two equals four would not change if all humans died
off tomorrow, so the moral law would remain unchanged as well.

We can represent the interrelationships among these various theories as in
the diagram below. This diagram suggests that there are two related but dis-
tinguishable issues here: (1) between universalists (whether they be absolutists
or conditionalists) and relativists concerning whether right and wrong are the
same for all people; and (2) between absolutists and conditionalists over
whether morality depends on human nature or the world. In other words, rel-
ativists and universalists differ over whether Thesis C is correct, and abso-
lutists and conditionalists differ over whether Thesis B is correct.

Ethical relativism Ethical universalism

Moral right and wrong
are fundamentally the
same for all people.

Moral right and wrong may
vary fundamentally from person
to person (extreme relativism)
or culture to culture (cultural
relativism).

Conditionalism Absolutism

Morality is eternal and
human nature, the human unchanging and holds
condition, and/or the for all rational beings at
natural order. all times and places.

Morality depends on

The issue between relativism and universalism is not about what the cor-
rect moral judgments are. They are not competing normative theories. Rather,
they are metaethical theories. The issue between them concerns what the rela-
tionship is among correct judgments, whatever those judgments are; specifi-
cally, it is whether those judgments are all consistent with one another. In
saying that different judgments about the same kinds of acts may both be true
at the same time, relativism is saying that correct (true or valid) moral judg-
ments are not all consistent with one another. Extreme relativists can allow for
the coherence of moral beliefs and attitudes within a single individual, and cul-
rural relativists can allow for it within a whole culture. But neither can allow
for it among all people.” Universalism, in contrast, in holding that the correct
basic standards, virtues, or principles are the same for all people, maintains
that morality overall is a coherent whole. It may not appear to be a coherent

S.&o_m. because not all people may agree on what those basic principles or
virtues are, n:wnr less about what particular judgments they imply for particu-
lar cases. But if they all saw things clearly enough, they would agree.

11.4 WHAT DIFFERENCE DOES IT MAKE
WHETHER RELATIVISM IS TRUE?

Multiculturalism and the Abuse of Women

Many people oppose relativism because they feel its acceptance would erode
moral standards. They believe that if people became convinced that right and
wrong are merely relative, they would lose all inhibitions and simply do what-
MNQ. nwmmw want. Universalism, in contrast,—and particularly absolutism—is

ou . . .
tho Hmm DMM Mﬂﬂo_wm.m a firm foundation for morality. It is needed to make people

Hrwm view may or may not be correct, but it cannot simply be assumed. To
determine its truth would require studying the correlation between such vo_.momm
mma moﬁ.cm_ conduct. But whether relativism is true does not—unless truth itself
is relative—depend on how people would behave if they believed it were true
and even less does it depend on what they may wish were true. For that Hammonu
we should try to assess relativism on its merits, not on the basis of a predis o”
sition to approve or disapprove of it.!0 ’

. H.rm importance of the issues it raises goes beyond what to us are bizarre
practices of other peoples. Head-hunting, cannibalism, and human sacrifice
for o.x.mB@_olﬁrn kinds of practices typically mentioned in connection /S_“m
relativism—are not issues that engage us directly. They are matters of curiosit
to most of us, unless we are anthropologists. ’
y OM_WQ. problems of contemporary concern bear much more directly on our
<_<<%Mwo:.=mu for example, concerns multiculturalism; another, the abuse of

. m.oB.o people hold that Western culture is superior to others and deserves
priority in educating students in our society. Others contend that Western cul-
ture is dominated by the values of racism and white male supremacy and so is
detrimental to both our society and others. (Many people, it should be added
do not share either of these views; some, for example, think that all cultures mnm
of equal worth.) Both views, which are here oversimplified, acknowledge there
are other cultures: those of Africa, Asia, and Latin >Euolnm for example
(Some argue that within a culture may exist many subcultures MCow asa _V_Mn_a.
culture, female and male cultures, a rock culture, gun nc:cmm drug culture
and s0 on.)!! But they differ about the importance that should uvo attached t u
them in school and in university curricula. o

If cultural relativism is true, the standards and values of Western culture
cannot be shown to be more correct (or true or valid) than any other. Hence
Hrm.w cannot be shown to be either of greater worth or more amwnn.in of
vm._:m taught than any other (at least from the standpoint of truth.)'? The wWBo
with other cultures. People from one culture can, of course wm&:ﬁ out that
some customs and practices of other cultures are wrong by mvn standards of
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their own. But there is no objective standpoint from which they can show
theirs to be superior.

If relativism is not true, however, there may be universal standards by
which some cultures can be shown to be superior to others, and if this could be
shown of Western culture, it would be a reason for giving it priority in educa-
tion (even if other considerations besides truth, such as a desire to improve un-
derstanding among peoples, might argue for other cultures also being taught).
The point is that the issue of multiculturalism can be thoroughly understood
only by taking seriously the question of relativism.

But relativism bears on issues of greater urgency than merely what is to
be taught in schools and colleges. One of these is the abuse of women, partic-
ularly wives.

Wife abuse is an extensive problem in our society, and is coming to be
recognized as one of the ways in which women have long been systematically
mistreated.!® But among the Masai tribe of Tanzania in Africa, wife beating
is the custom, and it is generally accepted even by wives themselves. “If
I do wrong, my husband can beat me,” one such wife says. Her husband ex-
plains, “If the roof leaks, the husband beats his wife” (because care of the
home is the wife’s responsibility). He adds, “I must, because other men will
laugh if I don’t.”!*

Are we to say, then, that it is permissible for husbands to beat their wives
among the Masai but wrong in America? Would it be presumptuous of us to
criticize the Masai for wife beating in the same way it would be presumptuous
to fault them for dressing differently from us, listening to different music, or
eating different food? Or is there a moral standard that is the same for all peo-
ple by which we can judge wife beating to be wrong—or right—wherever it oc-
curs, regardless of customs?

These are the sorts of issues at stake in the debate over relativism. Many
differences in practices are matters of curiosity but of no particular moral con-
cern. But some are matters of the well-being and happiness—even the life and
death—of other human beings.

Let’s try to assess relativism, beginning with two objections that relate to
the point just made about judging other peoples or cultures.

11.5 RELATIVISM AND MORAL DISAGREEMENTS

I should guard against a possible misunderstanding, however: It is sometimes
thought that if relativism is true then we cannot judge the conduct of other
people or other cultures. But this is not quite correct. If you disapprove of
racial slurs, you can judge that I am wrong to make them even if you are an ex-
treme relativist. In so doing, you simply reflect your disapproval of what I do.
And if I come from a Moslem society you may judge that I am wrong to have
four wives even if you are a cultural relativist. That simply reflects your soci-
ety’s disapproval of polygamy.!’

Relativism does not say that you cannot judge the behavior of other peo-
ple or groups, but it must concede that from a moral standpoint there is not
much point in doing so, and indeed that it is even presumptuous to do so. It
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says only that when different individuals or groups make different judgments
about the same conduct, both may be correct.

But if that is the case, then you might object that there is no way to resolve
moral disagreements. And this would mean that rational moral discourse has
no place in human affairs.

This is a serious objection, but it weighs differently against extreme rela-
tivism than it does against cuitural relativism. Let us see why.

If two people disagree, say, over the morality of abortion, according to ex-
treme relativism they can both be correct. Abortion is right “for one” and
wrong “for the other.” The same practice is then, in some sense, both right and
wrong at the same time.

According to cultural relativism, on the other hand, both persons cannot
be correct—at least not if they are from the same society. Suppose, for purposes
of illustration, that the cultural relativist holds the following view:

“X is right” means “My (the speaker’s) society approves of X.”

and
“X is wrong” means “My (the speaker’s) society disapproves of X.”

If abortion is an approved practice in a particular society, then in this view
anyone from that society who says it is wrong is mistaken. By the same token, if
abortion is a prohibited practice, then anyone who says it is permissible is mis-
taken. Which of the two it is requires a close study of the society in question. But
unless the society is so deeply divided that a conclusive judgment cannot be
reached, a disagreement between two people from the same society will at least
in principle be resolvable. But if the two come from different societies, then for
a cultural relativist both may be correct. In ancient India, for example, abortion
was condemned; in ancient Greece, it was approved. According to cultural rela-
tivism, an Indian and a Greek disputing over abortion could both have been cor-
rect, for abortion would have been right in one society and wrong in the other.

So within a society or culture (though not among societies and cultures),
cultural relativism allows there may be an objective standard by which to re-
solve moral disputes. In this it differs from extreme relativism.

Notice the term “objective.” It is important to note that relativists need
not be subjectivists (although they may be, and extreme relativists typically
are). That is, they need not say that right and wrong are determined solely by
the thoughts, feelings, attitudes, or emotions of the person judging. They may,
like cultural relativists, be objectivists in maintaining that right and wrong are
determined by standards external to, and perhaps independent of, the person
judging. It is just that they contend that those standards—usually customs,
practices, and associated rules—vary from society to society or culture to cul-
ture. Therefore we should not confuse the distinction between relativism and
universalism with the distinction between subjectivism and objectivism.

But what of moral disagreements in the extreme relativist’s view—does the
objection hold here? It certainly carries much greater weight. But there may
still be ways to resolve moral disagreements even in the case of subjectivistic
extreme relativism.

I3
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Suppose you say abortion is wrong and I say it is right. Suppose, further,
that we are both extreme relativists. Must we simply agree to disagree and be
content to acknowledge that what is right for one is wrong for the other?

Not necessarily. If I can get you to change your beliefs or attitudes, I can
make abortion right for you. And I might succeed in doing so if I know
enough about you and why you feel as you do—because then I can call your
attention to facts of which you may have been unaware or to which you may
have been inattentive. And that might cause you to feel differently. I might,
for example, document the effects of unwanted children on people living
in poverty, or explain the burden it imposes on women to have the state
interfere in their control over their own bodies, or detail the hazards of
“back-alley” abortions when abortion is illegal. You, by the same token,
might just as easily try to change my outlook. You might try to convince me
that the fetus is a person, or show me gruesome pictures of aborted fetuses,
or call my attention to interviews with women who considered abortion but
are now glad they bore the child. There is no guarantee that either of us will
succeed, of course. But then there is also no guarantee that either of us will
succeed if there is a standard according to which abortion is universally right
or wrong.

What we cannot do, however, if relativism is true (and can do if universal-
ism is true) is profitably try to change one another’s beliefs by producing moral
reasons for our respective positions. If we are extreme relativists, we both
know that abortion is wrong for you and right for me. And we both know why.
There will be little to discuss on that issue. We can, then, profitably pursue only
nonmoral ways of trying to change one another’s beliefs or attitudes.

So, in the cultural relativist’s view, there may be an objective, rational way
to resolve disagreements within a society, but there will be none for disagree-
ments between societies (or members thereof). And there will be no way to
solve disagreements in the extreme relativist’s view, whether within a society or
between societies, though there may still be nonmoral ways. 16

11.6 CAN THERE EVEN BE GENUINE MORAL
DISAGREEMENTS ACCORDING TO RELATIVISM?

To discuss whether it is possible to resolve moral disagreements presupposes
that there are moral disagreements to resolve. An even more serious objection
is that if relativism is correct there can be no genuine moral disagreements in
the first place. There can only be the appearance of such disagreements. Be-
cause, according to this objection, there obviously are moral disagreements,
the objection concludes that relativism is mistaken. Let’s try to understand why
a critic might argue this.
Suppose an extreme relativist were to defend the following definitions:

“X is right” means “I (the speaker) approve of X.”
and

“X is wrong” means “I (the speaker) disapprove of X.”

wiidpler 11 cuica neruvisii 107/

According to such an account,!” if Kim and Michelle disagree over the
morality of abortion, then when Kim says, “Abortion is right,” she is saying
only, in effect, “I approve of abortion,” and when Michelle says “Abortion is
wrong,” she is saying only, “I disapprove of abortion.”

Now obviously, the statements, “I approve of abortion” and “I disapprove
of abortion,” when spoken by Kim and Michelle respectively, can both be cor-
rect at the same time. People approve and disapprove different things all the
time. But if they are both correct, what are Kim and Michelle disagreeing
about? How can there be any genuine moral disagreement between them?

There can’t, if moral disagreements concern only matters of fact. The only
facts relevant to the truth of their respective claims concern their respective ap-
proval and disapproval. And each knows she approves (or disapproves) and
that the other does the opposite. The same objection, appropriately modified,
applies to cultural relativism. If the cultural relativist held the definitions dis-
cussed in the previous section, then when two people from different cultures
seem to disagree, each is saying only that his or her society approves (or disap-
proves) of the practice in question. And both can obviously be correct.

But relativists might deny that moral disagreements must be only about
matters of fact. They might distinguish, as some philosophers have, between
disagreements in belief (over matters of fact) and disagreements in attitude
(over how one feels about the facts).!® If so, they might maintain that moral
disagreements are, in the end, basically disagreements in attitude; or at least,
that attitudes are the central element in such disagreements, determining when
they terminate and by what means.

In this view, Kim and Michelle may agree completely on the facts about
abortion. And they may understand perfectly well that when each makes the
judgment she does she is describing only her own approval or disapproval.
Still, they feel differently about abortion. One woman’s emotions are engaged
for it; the other’s, against. And each may want the other to feel as she does.
Their disagreement is in feeling and attitude, not belief.

If feelings, attitudes, and emotions are at the heart of moral disagreements,
then the relativist may say that there is a genuine disagreement here, and that
the objection reflects a misunderstanding of the nature of such disagreement.
The two objections just mentioned, then, are not fatal to relativism, although
they pose serious problems for it. .

11.7 IS THERE CULTURAL DIVERSITY
IN BASIC MORAL BELIEFS?

Relativists typically attach considerable importance to cultural diversity, and
the existence of such diversity is indisputable. What is not so obvious is that
there is also diversity in basic moral beliefs. A simple example may help ex-
plain why.

The British drive on the left-hand side of the road, Americans on the right.
These practices are legally enforced, and British and American laws differ in
this regard. But these differing practices do not necessarily establish differences
in basic beliefs. Formulators of the laws in the two countries may have been
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acting on the same principle, such as that it is for the good of everyone alike
that people in the same society abide by the same rules of the road (so as to
minimize confusion and accidents). It probably does not matter much whether
people drive on the left or on the right. But it matters a great deal whether
everyone (at least in the same society) does the same as everyone else. So, al-
though U.S. and British practices differ, the same principle may well underlie
both practices.

In less legalistic examples, anthropologists report that the peoples of
British New Guinea used to practice infanticide. In so doing, they tended to
spare girls because of the price they would eventually bring as brides. But in
Tahiti, boys were spared because they were considered of more use in war.?
Despite the fact that their practices differed in this regard, both peoples may
well have acted on the same principle: preserve those children of greatest
value. They clearly valued boys or girls differently,?® but they may have held
the same belief regarding how those deemed to be of greatest value are to be
treated.

Similarly, the Incas are said to have looked after the aged even when
they were unfit for work, whereas some Eskimo groups and the people of
West Victoria (Australia) killed the elderly. These practices are radically dif-
ferent, but they do not by themselves establish differing underlying values
or moral beliefs. The Eskimos killed the elderly in the conviction that only
those who died violently were happy in the afterlife, and the West Victorians
killed them to spare them the risk of being tortured and killed by enemies. So
they, no less than the Incas, may have both been acting out of concern for
what is best for the aged. It is just that they differed in their beliefs about
what that was.

Thus even if moral practices diverge widely in the world, there might yet
be underlying agreement on basic values and principles. This pair of examples,
of course, does not show that there is such agreement; to show that would re-
quire extensive inquiry. But it does show that considerable cultural diversity is
compatible with universality in basic values and principles.

11.8 CULTURAL DIVERSITY IN BASIC MORAL
BELIEFS WOULD NOT ESTABLISH RELATIVISM

Relativists can concede that some values and practices are common to all peo-
ple; indeed, they could hardly do otherwise. All peoples value food, practice at
least some heterosexual relations, and care for at least some of their offspring;
otherwise they would not have survived. And some practices, such as truth
telling and restraint in taking human life, seem necessary for the very existence
of society (if people killed one another as readily as they swat flies or slap mos-
quitoes, social life would be impossible). It is just that many relativists believe
there are differences in moral beliefs and practices among peoples that cannot
be explained away as due to different applications of the same principle.

Suppose the belief stated in the preceding sentence is true. Would it be
enough to establish relativism? I want to suggest some reasons for thinking it
would not.
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Shortly before his death Socrates (469-399 B.C.E) emphasized that some
people might be in the right even if they went against the opinions of the mul-
titude. As he awaited execution, his friend Crito tried to persuade him to es-
cape, citing, among other things, what people would think if he (Crito) let his
friend go to his death. There followed this exchange between them:

SOCRATES: . . . Reflect, then, do you not think it reasonable to say that we should
not respect all the opinions of men but only some, nor the opinions of all men
but only of some men? What do you think? Is not this true?

CRITO: It is.
SOCRATES: And we should respect the good opinions, and not the worthless ones?
CRITO: Yes.

SOCRATES: But the good opinions are those of the wise, and the worthless ones
those of the foolish?

CRITO: Of course.

SOCRATES: . .. And, Crito, to be brief, is it not the same in everything? and, there-
fore, in questions of justice and injustice, and of the base and the honorable,
and of good and evil, which we are now examining, ought we to follow the
opinion of the many and fear that, or the opinion of the one man who under-
stands these matters (if we can find him), and feel more shame and fear before
him than before all other men?%!

Socrates’ point is that the mere fact that the multitude of people in society hold
a certain opinion (and he was thinking of those in Athenian society at the
time??) does not make the opinion correct; what is just or unjust, or good or
evil, is not a function of the views of the majority. In this he was going against
the views of the Sophists (professional teachers in ancient Greece), who were
ethical relativists. In moral matters, he was saying, we must pay attention only
to the opinions of the wise.

This suggests that even if one could establish that a particular society held
basic moral beliefs that differed from those of other societies, that fact alone
would not show that those beliefs were correct, even for that society.2? Isn’t it
possible that a few people—or even just one—could be right on a moral issue
even if the rest of society thought otherwise?

Like Socrates, Thoreau thought it was possible. We have noted that slav-
ery was once generally accepted by whites in our society. But a small minority
of abolitionists like Thoreau argued that it was wrong. And he spoke passion-
ately of the force of example on the issue:

I know this well, that if one thousand, if one hundred, if ten men whom I could
name—if ten honest men only—ay, if one HONEST man, in this State of Massa-
chusetts, ceasing to hold slaves, were actually to withdraw from this copartnership
[with the government], and be locked up in the county jail therefor, it would be the
abolition of slavery in America. For it matters not how small the beginning may
seem to be: what is once well done is done forever.24

Throughout history there are examples of people like Socrates—Jesus,
Thoreau, Susan B. Anthonv. Emma Goldman. Mohandas Gandhi. and Martin
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Luther King, Jr—who set themselves against deeply entrenched beliefs and
practices in their societies. Whether or not one agrees with everything they
stood for, we should consider whether it is possible that they were right and the
majority who opposed them wrong. That possibility alone should make us
cautious about unquestioningly assuming that conventional beliefs and prac-
tices, however deeply entrenched, are right.2S

So even if cultural diversity in basic moral beliefs and practices could be
conclusively established, that would not by itself establish relativism. It would
establish some important facts to try to understand and explain. But those
facts alone would not show that the beliefs in question were correct or that the
accepted practices ought to be engaged in.

Establishing such diversity would not even establish the dependency thesis,
because such diversity is compatible with absolutism, which denies the depen-
dency thesis. If, as absolutists believe, there is an absolute -moral law, it does
not follow that everyone knows what that law is, or even believes that there is
one. (The very existence of relativists confirms that some people do not believe
there is an absolute moral law, and the existence of missionaries who try to en-
lighten other peoples about what the missionaries take to be absolute moral
truths confirms that some people who believe there is an absolute moral law do
not think that everyone knows what it is.) If absolutism is compatible with cul-
tural diversity, then such diversity is not enough to establish the dependency
thesis.2®

So establishing Thesis A does not establish either Thesis B or Thesis C.

11.9 UNIVERSALISM AND THE GROUND
OF MORALITY

But if the truth of Thesis A (see section 11.2) would not be enough to establish
relativism, the truth of Thesis B would not do so, either. It is possible that
morality depends on human beings or the world and yet that basically the same
things are right and wrong for all people.

To be a universalist, one need not be an absolutist; one need not say there
is an eternal and unchanging moral law. One need say only there is a ground of
morality that is the same for all people and according to which the same acts
are in general right or wrong for everyone. This ground may be a sentiment
like sympathy (as discussed in section 11.3), a teeling such as compassion, a ca-
pacity such as conscience, or a faculty such as intuition. Its salient feature is
that, if properly attended to, it reveals certain actions to be right or wrong
wherever they occur (it might either identify properties that make acts right or
identify properties associated with right acts). It is universal because it charac-
terizes everyone alike, whatever the culture to which someone belongs. But it
need not be eternal or even unchanging; it may have come into existence with
human beings and evolved over time.

But if relativism would not follow from the truth of either Thesis A or
Thesis B (or the combination of the two), the burden is on relativists to show
whatitis abour the fact that different cultures have different beliefs and practices
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that makes those beliefs correct and those practices right. And relativists mus
do so in a way that does not presuppose standards that may be tacitly share
by other cultures and that explain their different beliefs and practices.

11.10 ARE LOGIC AND TRUTH
THEMSELVES RELATIVE?

Perhaps the most ambitious way to try to do this philosophically would be tc
argue that logical reasoning and/or truth itself is relative. This would require ¢
sophisticated argument, one that would call into question widely held assump-
tions about language, knowledge, and even philosophy itself. I cannot do jus-
tice to such an argument here, but I can sketch its general outlines.

In this view, the very criteria of what is good and bad or valid and invalid
in the way of reasoning—like the notions of right and wrong—grow out of the
practices of communities and cannot be extended beyond them. To criticize rel-
ativism on the grounds that one cannot go from the fact that there are certain
practices in a particular culture to the conclusion that those practices are right
1s—in effect, to impose one’s own conception of good reasoning (which some
say is a Western, masculine conception) on the assessment of other cultures.
And that conception may have no force in other cultures. Furthermore, it
might be claimed that the very notion of truth itself i similarly relative to com-
munal practices as they evolve in particular cultures and has no meaning in the
abstract. So the idea of a moral standard that purports to be true for everyone
alike makes no sense. There simply is no Olympian standpoint from which to
render it intelligible.

Although this argument raises more questions than can be evaluated here,
I can give two responses to it. The first is to point out that the same reasoning
that shows that cultural diversity in basic moral beliefs would not establish rel.
ativism also shows that cultural uniformity in such beliefs would not establish
universalism.,

If a belief’s being held by the majority in a society does not make it right,
simply multiplying the number of societies in which majorities hold that belief
would not make it right either. The same with established practices. Again,
men have dominated women in nearly all cultures, but it does not follow that
they ought to do so. War has traditionally been used to settle disputes by nearly
all cultures, but it does not follow that it ought to be. If someone supports war
or the domination of women, he or she must find other reasons than these for
doing so. Pointing out their near-universal acceptance is not enough.

So even if the question of whether there is cultural diversity in basic moral
beliefs could be conclusively settled one way or the other, that would not re-
solve the issue between relativism and universalism. And that means, in turn,
that the reasoning by which that is shown to be the case is neutral between rel-
ativism and universalism. This conclusion does not rebut the claim that the
validity of such reasoning is itself relative; that would take extensive argument.
But it does show that this application of.the reasoning, and the use of the con-
ception of logic it embodies, does not bias the case against relativism.
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Second, to argue for the relativity of truth does not actually support rel-
ativism; in fact, it scuttles relativism along with universalism. To be impor-
tant, relativism must account for the nature of morality wherever it is found,
not just in this or that culture. If one cannot make sense of the possible truth
of such an account—which would mean that we can use the concept of
truth cross-culturally—then relativism as well as universalism is not a viable
theory. Rather than salvaging relativism, then, if such an argument were
successful it would undermine the whole dispute between relativism and
universalism.

11.11 RELATIVISM AND MORAL TOLERANCE

‘We should consider one further defense of relativism: the idea that if people
think relativism is true, they will be more tolerant of moral differences than
they would otherwise be.?” If you believe the moral opinions of your culture
have no greater authority than those of any other, perhaps you will be more ac-
cepting of people from other cultures who disagree with you. And if you are an
extreme relativist and believe that the moral opinions of other individuals are
equally as valid as your own, perhaps you will better tolerate behavior of
which you disapprove. (Relativists who are offended by polygamy and homo-
sexuality, for example, might become more tolerant of those practices.)

But just as the alleged bad consequences of accepting relativism (see sec-
tion 11.4) would be hard to establish, this good consequence would also be
hard to establish. One would have to study relativists and see whether they are
in fact more tolerant than universalists.

On the face of it, there is about as much reason to think people would
not be more tolerant if they were relativists than if they were not relativists.
It is clear, for example, that many cultures are intolerant in religious, racial,
or sexual matters. Many practice discrimination rooted in centuries of
custom and tradition. So it is hard to avoid concluding that, according to
relativism, intolerance is permissible in those cultures, and thus that anyone
living in those cultures who wants to do right will have to cooperate with the
intolerance.?8

In any event, even if there might be more tolerance if relativism is true and
everyone knows it is true, there might well be less tolerance if relativism is true
but most people think it is false. If people think relativism is false—and, more-
over, mistakenly think there is a standard of right and wrong for everyone
alike?®—they are likely to argue for the correctness of their own views against
their adversaries’ views in cross-cultural disagreements. But if relativism is
true, no such arguments will succeed. They will not succeed because there
won’t be any objective standard by which the correctness of either side’s posi-
tion can be demonstrated. This will make it easy for each to dismiss the other’s
arguments—indeed, they will have good grounds for doing so—and can read-

ily lead each side to conclude that the other is not only wrong, but culpably so.

When thar hannene narticnlarly amano natinne the temntatinn ic tn trv tn
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11.12 CONCLUSION

If the preceding is correct, formidable problems confront relativism. This does
not mean that it has been refuted; but it suggests that unless relativists can find
ways around these problems—or unless alternative theories prove to have even
greater difficulties—the theory cannot claim our assent.3!

F. any event, most of Western moral philosophy has been nonrelativistic
sometimes absolutistic, but at least generally universalistic. Whether or not MM
has been right to adopt that orientation depends in part on the plausibility of
the theories it has produced. Most of the theories considered in the preceding
nwm.wﬂnnm are normative. In this they differ from relativism and universalism
which, once again, are metaethical theories—they are about morality but mm
not, as such, seek to provide us with the content of morality—the rules, prin-

ciples, wm_comv or virtues of which it is composed. For this content, we need
normative ethics.
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Discussion Questions

1.

What is ethical relativism? How is it distingnished from both universalism and ab-
solutism? What is the difference between cultural ethical relativism and extreme
ethical relativism?

So-called “honor killings® of women are practiced in some societies (killing a
woman believed to have dishonored the family, say, through adultery). While based
partly on religious grounds, the practice is often deeply rooted in the customs of a
particular village or tribe. Are such practices justified because they are so rooted?
Or are they wrong, whenever and wherever they occur?

‘If relativism is true, does it follow that moral disagreements cannot be resolved?

Is there a difference between cultural relativism and extreme relativism in this
regard?

Need an ethical relativist be a subjectivist?

Why does cultural diversity—a documentable fact—not suffice to establish ethical
relativism?

Do you believe that ethical relativism, if generally accepted, would lead to greater
tolerance among peoples? If so, why? If not, why not?

The idea that the basic principles of morality are
known, and that the problems all come in their
interpretation and application, is one of the most
fantastic conceits to which our conceited species
has been drawn.

Thomas Nagel

Can Moral
Principles Be
Justified?

12.1 DIVERSITY AT THE LEVEL OF PRINCIPI

We saw in Chapter 11 that the diversity of moral beliefs and |
prompts people to think ethical relativism is true. We have seen

common approach to conduct is to appeal to moral principles. B

is a plurality of beliefs and practices at the level of conduct, so
rality of principles at the level of theory. If the former points i1
of relativism, does not the latter as well?

Notice that if any of the principles we have examined—such :
cal imperative or the principle of utility—could be shown to be
valid), that would refute relativism because it would show that the
for everyone. We could then say that whatever people think al
wrong, this principle is what in fact determines right and wrong. Ti
lism, in the forms we have considered it, provides an alternative to

But for it to be convincing as an alternative, we must have
choosing among the various proposed principles. Otherwise w
avoided the problem of relativism at the level of practice by tra
the level of theory. Is there a way to make such a choice, and «
principles we have considered be justified?

I will examine three attempts to justify principles. They are
tively, intuitionism, ethical naturalism, and contractarianism. Th
only approaches to justifying principles, but they are three of the
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