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INTRODUCTION


On 11 September 2001 an American Airlines jet crashed into the north tower of the World Trade Center in New York. Eighteen minutes later, a United Airlines flight crashed into the south tower. All passengers on both planes were killed, as were the passengers and crew aboard two other flights: an American Airlines flight that crashed into the Pentagon in Washington, and a United Airlines flight that crashed near Pittsburgh. Worse still were the casualties on the ground. As I write, estimates of the number killed in New York still vary, from around three to five thousand. Office workers, waiters in the restaurants, fire-fighters and passengers; all perished in the fire, or in the collapse of the twin towers.

The reaction of most people around the world to these events was shocked horror. Even some of the United States’ harshest critics were quick to condemn the terrorist actions as barbarous atrocities. This was murder, pure and simple, most people said, and nothing could justify it. Yet, if moral relativism is true, perhaps these events might turn out to be justifiable.

What might a moral relativist say concerning 11 September? She might point out, first of all, that the perpetrators of these acts did not believe themselves to be doing anything wrong. Far from being ashamed of their acts, terrorists are usually proud of what they have done (or plan to do, in the case of those who expect to die as a consequence of their actions). Murderers normally regret their actions, at least somewhat; terrorists exult in them. Now, we can react to this fact in one of two ways. We can say that the terrorists’ failure to regret their actions makes them morally worse than the average murderer, who, we hope, feels some pangs of conscience. Or we can wonder whether the fact that the terrorist is proud of his or her act shows that it is not wrong at all, at least not wrong for him or her. It is this second course of action that relativism tempts us to take.

Strengthening the claim that the terrorists’ acts are not wrong for them is the fact that they can and do cite justifications for their actions. Osama bin Laden, who most people believe was behind the attacks on America, claims that the Pentagon and the twin towers were ‘legitimate targets’ in a war against America. The Pentagon is, of course, a symbol of the American military, while the World Trade Center was a symbol of America’s economic might. The occupants of these buildings therefore could not be considered ordinary civilians, but were engaged in the war the United States is conducting against Islam.1 After all, the United States is by far the biggest donor to the state of Israel, which continues to oppress the largely Muslim Palestinians, and is responsible for the maintenance of crippling sanctions upon Iraq, sanctions which, according to UNICEF, have been estimated to be responsible for no fewer than half a million deaths. The attacks of 11 September were therefore justified, both by the fact that they limited America’s ability to wage its war against Islam, and by the fact that they undermined US morale, thus weakening its resolve to continue to wage war.

Moreover, bin Laden claims, his war against the United States is justified upon religious grounds. ‘We are carrying on the mission of our Prophet, Muhammad […]. This is defensive Jihad [Holy War].’2 He cites passages of the Qur’an and Muhammad’s example in support of the actions of the terrorists, and as part of calling for further such acts. Spreading the word of the prophet, and protecting Islamic nations, not just against aggression, but also against the cultural influence of the West, is sufficient justification for terrorist acts.

Now, the moral relativist will not endorse bin Laden’s reasoning. That is, she will not conclude, with bin Laden, that the terrorist actions were morally right, in the sense in which we normally use that word. But she might nevertheless think that they were justified. A radical relativist holds that an action is right for someone if and only if it is justified by the reasons available to that person (or, even more radically, if and only if that person thinks it is right). Thus, she will say that the terrorist acts were right for Osama bin Laden, for the terrorists themselves and for anyone else who shares the same set of justificatory reasons. Thus the relativist comes to a surprising conclusion: those same acts that most of us condemned as murder were (also) morally right. She applies the words of morality, right and wrong, good and bad, and so on, relativistically, asking, with regard to each of them, right or wrong for whom?

Thus, too, the counterintuitive implications of moral relativism do not stop there. For at the very same time as the relativist endorses the reasoning of bin Laden, she also endorses the views of the rest of us, of those who condemn the attacks. We point out that most of the victims of the attacks were innocent civilians, people who had nothing to do with any supposed war upon Islam. Even if there were such a war, which is very doubtful, it would not justify the mass slaughter of such civilians. Some of us dispute bin Laden’s interpretation of the Qur’an; others hold that whatever the Qur’an says is irrelevant to the question of whether the slaughter of the innocent is justified. Such an act is against all civilized laws, all canons of decency, we maintain. And the relativist endorses what we have to say. The terrorists’ actions were, she agrees, wrong. But, she adds, they are only wrong for us. Thus their wrongness is relative to us, to our reasons and our judgements, and does nothing to alter the fact that the very same acts remain right for bin Laden and those who see matters from his standpoint

We can already begin to see why moral relativism arouses such strong emotions. It is capable, we see, of generating views that are shocking – for instance, of endorsing the view that an act of massmurder is morally right. And as if shocking our moral sensibilities were not enough, it also seems to give rise to paradoxes that are as much an affront to our intellect as its moral views are to our ethics. For instance, it appears to say that one and the same act is both ethically right and ethically wrong, at the very same time. Moreover, the strange and apparently contradictory results of applying relativist views to this case is not an isolated anomaly. Relativism, at least in the hands of its more radical proponents, regularly comes to conclusions just as disorienting. It declares, for instance, that human sacrifice as practised by the Aztecs was right, at least for them, though at the very same time it might have been wrong for the Spanish conquistadors; that female circumcision as practised in North Africa, or the myriad restrictions placed upon women in Saudi Arabia and Afghanistan, are right, for the members of these cultures. And so on, for example after example. Again and again relativism tells us that some of the most objectionable practices are in fact right, at least for some people; that if we criticize those who engage in these practices, we illegitimately impose our standards upon them. No wonder so many people find relativism so strange, so shocking, so downright immoral.

And the oddities do not end here. While the opponents of relativism dismiss it as inherently immoral, some of its defenders claim that we ought to embrace it precisely upon moral grounds. They see moral relativism as the only guarantee of tolerance and respect for the diversity of cultures with which we share the world. Whereas its opponents see it as a prelude to the horrors of Auschwitz and Stalinism, its defenders argue that it is our best hope for avoiding such tragedies. How can one and the same philosophical position be believed to have such radically divergent implications?

This books aims to explore the questions to which moral relativism gives rise, a few of which we have already glimpsed:

[image: image]   Is moral relativism a coherent position for us to adopt? How can a position that endorses opposing views of the same action be coherent?

[image: image]   If it is coherent, is it true?

[image: image]   Does moral relativism promote tolerance, or undermine it?

[image: image]   What is the relationship between moral relativism and multiculturalism? Do they imply one another?

[image: image]   Finally, what is moral relativism? Can it even be given a clear and coherent statement?

As we shall see, different philosophers have advanced divergent answers to these questions. Unfortunately, the general standard of debate has not been high. Because moral relativism arouses such passions on both sides, few people take care calmly to consider its plausibility and its implications for morality. Too many people are too busy hurling insults at one another to take the time to analyse their opponent’s arguments. Most philosophers, at least in the Anglo-American tradition, believe that relativism is not just false, but hopelessly confused. Because they know this to be the case, they rarely are careful to construct good arguments against it. Instead, they are satisfied with mere imprecations. The proponents of relativism fare no better. They know that their opponents are prejudiced against it. Hence, they seem to think, they needn’t bother to put forward strong evidence for it. This book will, I hope, avoid these recurrent problems. We shall analyse the strongest arguments put forward by both sides, and examine them for their plausibility. We shall consider the possible responses each side could make to these arguments, and we shall try to discover which arguments are most plausible. We shall, in short, do all those things that philosophers – indeed, anyone conducting an intellectual enquiry – are supposed to do, but in which, with regard to relativism, they have singularly failed.

This failure is important, because moral relativism matters. It matters philosophically, of course, but it also matters politically and ethically. Moral relativism is a doctrine with adherents far beyond the bounds of philosophy. It is found in sociology, history, anthropology – which might in fact be regarded as its spiritual home – psychology and many other disciplines besides. Whether or not it is a plausible and coherent view will, therefore, have profound implications for these disciplines, for their theory and for their practice. For instance, it has direct implications for the manner in which anthropology is conducted. Ought its practitioners attempt just to understand other people – our ancestors, our neighbours, the members of other cultures – or should they also judge them? This is just the first of the questions upon which moral relativism bears within the university. More important will be the implications it has outside the academy, for the conduct of our everyday lives and for our politics, for the way in which we all should behave, individually and collectively. Right now, in very many different parts of the world, people are being treated in ways we find unacceptable, indeed, sometimes horrifying. In many countries, women are denied the right to participate in society on an equal basis to men, homosexuals are discriminated against and sometimes punished, and people who dissent face persecution. Ought we to object to these facts? Should we put pressure on the nations concerned to behave in ways that conform to our ethical standards? Impose economic sanctions upon them? Invade them? Or should we conclude that our ethical standards have no cross-cultural validity and, therefore, that we ought not to interfere?

The puzzles posed by relativism have always been with us, and its truth a live intellectual issue. Today, however, as our world becomes increasingly globalized, these questions are more pressing than ever and are encountered more and more frequently. No longer is the truth of relativism an exotic question, of little concern to most of us outside departments of philosophy, anthropology and history; relativism is now an issue for all of us, at home and abroad. Here are two examples of the ways in which it increasingly arises, selected almost at random from amongst many. The first concerns the kind of questions that can arise in relations between countries; the second illustrates how the same kind of question can confront us within the bounds of a single country.


In this world of trade without borders, many countries are finding it more profitable to transfer some part of their operations away from wealthy countries, to the countries of the developing world. There are frequently tax advantages to doing so, but we are here concerned with another economic incentive: the lower price of labour in these countries. Many US clothing manufacturers have relocated their production facilities to Mexico, where wages are much lower than in the USA. Now call-centre jobs are following in their wake. When the holders of some British and Australian credit cards telephone their customer-service line, they speak to someone sitting, not in London or Sydney, but in New Delhi. The reason is simple: an Australian call-centre worker earns an average of A$30,000 annually, whereas in India, call-centre workers earn the equivalent of between $A4500 and $A7700.3



Now, this practice raises a host of ethical questions, to which moral relativism is centrally relevant. To begin with, should workers performing the same tasks for the same company receive different amounts of pay? If Indians find lower wages acceptable but Australians do not, does it follow that such wage differentials are morally unproblematic? If moral relativism is true, does it follow that the ethically appropriate wage is set by the standards of a culture? And if that is true, which culture is here the relevant one, that of the company or that of the employee? All the data held in New Delhi by these companies are covered by Australian privacy laws; ought their employees therefore to be paid the Australian minimum wage?

Our second example is also from Australia, though cases that raise analogous issues can be found in almost every country of the world:


Some Australian Aboriginal groups practise what is known as ‘payback spearing’. Payback spearing is a form of punishment meted out to someone who has committed a serious wrong. For example, someone who is found guilty of murder might be speared in the leg as part of his or her punishment. Now, how ought we to react to the carrying out of such punishments? If I were to inflict an injury upon someone I knew to be guilty of a serious crime, I would most likely be charged with assault myself. Is that how we ought to treat Aboriginals who practise this traditional punishment? After all, most of us believe that corporal punishment is barbaric. In fact, Australian courts have taken quite the opposite view, granting some legitimacy to the practice. In several cases, magistrates have sentenced offenders to shorter sentences because they have taken into consideration the likelihood that they would be speared upon returning to their communities. People who have been charged with assault after having been involved in payback spearing have been given suspended sentences or acquitted. But surely there ought to be one law for everyone?



What (if anything) justifies this difference in the way Australian Aboriginals, as opposed to other members of the Australian community, are treated? One obvious answer (though not the only possible one) is moral relativism. If moral relativism is true, then people ought to be treated according to the standards of their culture, or so we might think. Yet this answer seems to raise almost as many problems as it solves. How ought we to identify the culture to which someone belongs? By asking them? Won’t some people lie in order to escape a physical punishment they fear while others lie for precisely the opposite reasons, because they prefer such a punishment to a long prison sentence? Moreover, it is quite likely that some people genuinely won’t know to which culture they most authentically belong. What should we do when Aboriginal justice and the courts disagree as to the guilt of the offender? There seems no simple way to negotiate the perilous paths moral relativism opens before us in cases like this.

At the same time, it is far from obvious that the non-relativist route is any more attractive, or less risky. If there is only one standard of justice, then are we required to treat an Aboriginal who has inflicted a traditional punishment on an offender in the same way as we would treat anyone else guilty of an assault? Ought we to stamp out such traditional practices? Can we blame people who continue to practise them, or should we excuse them on the grounds that their upbringing has led them astray?

Thus the questions with which we shall be concerned here are of immediate and pressing interest. They concern how we should, all of us, live, the policies our governments should enact, the extent to which we ought to tolerate the differences we encounter, both at home and abroad. For these reasons, they deserve, indeed require, the widest possible discussion. The truth of moral relativism matters to us all, as citizens and voters, and as thinking persons. I hope this book will contribute to promoting that discussion.

So as to be able to reach the widest possible audience, it is written as clearly and accessibly as I am able. This book ought to be comprehensible to anyone interested in the subject, provided they are prepared to spend time thinking the arguments through, regardless of whether they have any background in philosophy. However, I have not sought to ‘dumb down’ its contents in any way. Though it is designed to be accessible, it also aims to sort out the confusions that are endemic in the relativism debate. It is at once an introduction to the question of moral relativism and a contribution to resolving it. It will, I hope, be read with profit by professional philosophers and their students, as well as the wider public.

An overview of the book

The arguments for and against relativism are at once intellectual and moral. We are concerned both with the truth or falsity of relativism, and with its implications for morality. Of course, these two questions are inextricably intertwined, but it is helpful, at least at first, to approach them separately. A great deal of the confusion in the relativism debate stems from the failure to keep them separate, at least provisionally. Much of this book is therefore concerned with attempting to distinguish the two sets of questions and with setting out the arguments for and against each before bringing them together.

In the first chapter, however, we are concerned with laying out the terrain of the relativism debate, and that requires dealing with both the moral and the intellectual questions. Of course, our first task will be to clarify what exactly we mean by moral relativism. As we shall see, this is not the easy task that one might think. There are several different doctrines that might be meant by this term, with intricate linkages between them. As we set them out, we shall begin to consider the intellectual and moral case for relativism. That is, we will be concerned with two basic questions: How plausible is moral relativism? What are its implications for ethics?

The first question itself divides into several others: Is it a coherent doctrine? Are there good reasons to think it true? Here we shall sketch some of the reasons for the intellectual attraction, for many people, of moral relativism, though we shall refrain from subjecting them to very much in the way of analysis as yet. With regard to the second question, we shall consider whether it is the tolerant view its supporters claim, or if it is not in fact pernicious, as its detractors believe. Here we shall be concerned only with setting out the views of each side; once again, we shall refrain from assessing them for the moment.

This introduction is intended to serve as a necessary background for the deeper examination that is to follow. Once we know what moral relativism is, what different kinds of views can fall under this broad heading, we can begin to make progress in assessing the arguments for and against it. That will be the task of the bulk of the book.

Chapter 2 deepens the discussion of the intellectual case for moral relativism. It is concerned with the question of whether moral relativism is a coherent doctrine. It aims to discover whether moral relativism could be true. Is moral relativism internally consistent, or is it self-contradictory? Many of the arguments levelled against the doctrine are conceptual; they aim to show that moral relativism couldn’t possibly be true. Thus, in this section, we will be concerned largely, though not exclusively, with a priori arguments. An a priori argument is concerned entirely with conceptual analysis; it attempts to discover what we can know before we actually look at the evidence. Here, therefore, we shall be concerned with the conceptual arguments that have been put forward for and against relativism, and with acquiring the tools we shall need for its exploration. This chapter will also set out the intellectual background against which moral relativism becomes more plausible, and which largely accounts for its spread over the last century or so. That background concerns the passing away of a metaphysical view of the world, according to which moral values are guaranteed by God, or by a cosmological order. Now that this view is no longer plausible, we need a new justification of universal morality – failing which relativism seems inescapable.

In chapter 3, we shall subject the moral case to the same analysis. As we shall see, both the proponents of relativism and its opponents are motivated largely by moral concerns. Though each side thinks that there are good intellectual reasons for their views, it is the moral implications they believe the doctrine has that motivate them. The sides claim that relativism has radically different, indeed, opposed, implications for morality. We shall therefore be concerned in this section with assessing their claims, as well as with exploring the relationship between moral relativism and some of our most pressing political and ethical concerns. In particular, we shall explore the relationship between moral relativism and toleration.

Chapter 4 turns to the empirical evidence for relativism. Moral relativism is most plausible when it is put forward as an explanation of actual moral diversity, across and within different cultures. Some philosophers, however, deny that there is any interesting moral diversity in the world. This section will be concerned, therefore, with examining actual cases that have been put forward as evidence of moral relativism. It will attempt to see whether they are best understood with reference to relativism, or whether alternative explanations are possible.

Of course, it is one thing to discover that there is a great deal of moral diversity in the world, and quite another to say that moral relativism is true. If different cultures have different moralities, perhaps some of them are simply mistaken in their moral views. Chapters 5 and 6 are concerned with different ways in which we might hope to show that they are mistaken. Chapter 5 will examine the attempt to find a foundation for morality in human nature. Perhaps moral values are not inscribed in the god-given order of the cosmos, but underwritten by the kind of animals we are, or by the evolution that has shaped us. Chapter 6 turns to the problem often called false consciousness. The question under consideration here is whether it is possible to show that people can be mistaken in the values they uphold, as a result of their socialization.

The bulk of this book delivers bad news to the opponents of relativism. It shows that their best arguments do not, as they hope, undermine the case for it entirely. Chapters 7 and 8 offer them some good news. Despite the failure of their arguments fatally to wound the relativist case, they do place substantive constraints on the contents of an adequate morality. Chapter 7 demonstrates that given these arguments, and given the argument examined in this chapter concerning the incommensurability of moral systems, no moral system can diverge radically from ours. Finally, chapter 8 sketches a middle way between relativism, as it is usually understood, and absolutism. Though we cannot, finally, vindicate a unique morality, we can demonstrate that there are moral goods that all moralities must recognize. Moral systems may diverge from each other in various ways, so that, with the relativist, we are sometimes forced to say that something that is wrong for us is not wrong for the members of another culture. But it is not true, with regards to morality, that anything goes, and very often we can justifiably condemn the culturally sanctioned practices of other peoples.

Some kind of relativism is, after all, true. But it is not a threatening relativism. It is a relativism that retains all those elements that make it attractive to many intelligent people. It helps free us from ethnocentrism, the unjustified belief that we are superior to everyone else, and teaches us respect for other ways of living. But it is also a relativism that avoids the intellectual and moral pitfalls that so worry the absolutist. It will not offer ideological cover to the fascist or to the racist; it does not undermine morality, but leaves room for its robust core. We can, in the end, say that relativism is true – but without needing to think that this commits us to saying that morality is false, or that the actions of an Osama bin Laden, or an American slave-owner, are justified.



1


WHAT IS MORAL RELATIVISM AND WHY DOES IT MATTER?

Few of the stock controversies of philosophy arouse much passion outside the academy – or, for the most part, even within its walls. Few people, apart from philosophers, are excited by the question of whether mathematical objects exist independently of us or not, for example, or even by questions that have a bearing on our lives, such as whether or not we have free will. Not even the major questions of moral philosophy – whether utilitarianism or Kantianism is true, for instance – excite much interest outside philosophy. But with regard to relativism, passions run high. Much of the left and the right is united in its denunciation, if in little else. For conservative theologian Michael Novak, for instance, ‘[t]he most perilous threat to the free society today […] is the poisonous, corrupting culture of relativism’,4 while for Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawm, relativism opens the way for any crime, even genocide.5

The advocates of relativism are hardly less passionate. For them, too, adherence to relativism is a matter of morality as much as intellectual conviction: one should be a relativist not only because relativism is true, but because it is right. Thus, for instance, for the American anthropologist Melville Herskovits, adopting a relativistic position is the only way to express the respect justifiably demanded by other cultures and their members:

 

The very core of cultural relativism is the social discipline that comes of respect for differences – of mutual respect. Emphasis on the worth of many ways of life, not one, is an affirmation of the values in each culture.6

Discovering the truth about relativism is therefore not just of intellectual interest. Relativism matters, or so many people believe.

Relativism differs from other issues in philosophy in another way, which also contributes to the importance of discovering the truth about it. It is one of the few philosophical questions upon which most thoughtful people seem to have a position. Students beginning philosophy are often already convinced relativists of some kind or another. They believe nothing more strongly than they believe that there are no right answers in ethics, and that, in any case, we must respect differences of opinion.

We need to know what relativism is, why it matters, why it arouses such passions – and whether it is true. The purpose of this book is to answer these questions. How did relativism come to be such a pervasive feature of the contemporary world? What are its moral and political implications, if any? Can it be stated consistently, or is it, as some philosophers believe, completely incoherent? What is the truth about relativism?

What is relativism?

Before we can make a first approach to these many and difficult questions, we need to know what relativism is. We must be sure that the term is being used consistently and in the same sense by all the parties in the debate, or our arguments will be futile. What, then, do people mean when they claim to be – or accuse one another of being – relativists?

To say that something is relative is to say that what it is is, in some way, dependent upon – relative to – something else. If I say that something has a property in a relative fashion, I might mean my attribution of that property to be understood in a comparative manner. Imagine, for instance, someone stepping outside their house on a spring morning and remarking that the air is relatively warm. By this they might mean that though the air is quite cool compared to a midsummer’s day, it is warm compared to – relative to – recent days. Thus a relative judgement makes essential reference to something else, to which it is compared. The truth of such a judgement depends upon the context in which it is made. The truth of the statement ‘It is relatively warm today’ therefore depends not only upon the current air temperature, but also on the temperature of preceding days.

Relative judgements are to be contrasted with absolute judgements. A judgement is absolute if its truth (or falsity) is dependent only on facts about the object the judgement concerns, and not facts about the context beyond it. We can illustrate this, once more, with the example of a statement about temperature. If I were to say, not that ‘it is relatively warm today’, but that ‘the ambient temperature is currently 18° Celsius’, I would be making an absolute claim. The truth of the claim depends only on the current air temperature, and not on facts about preceding days, or anything else for that matter.

Now, no one disputes that the kind of relative judgement under discussion so far is often appropriate. As our example shows, some kinds of relativisms are clearly innocuous. No harm is done by claiming that the weather is relatively warm, or that the programmes on TV are relatively bad. Such relative claims are more or less explicitly comparative: they do not assert that X is (absolutely) Y, (that the air is warm, or the programmes bad) but that X is (relatively) Y; that is, it is more Y than something else, to which it is compared. Relative claims such as these do not arouse anyone’s passions. But some relative claims are importantly different. When someone asserts that morality or truth is relative, this person does not just mean that some such statements are true (or false) relative to some framework to which they are compared, but that such statements can only be understood relativistically. Whereas with regard to temperature we have available to us an absolute measure, with reference to which we can compare all relative claims, with regard to morality no independent standards are available. Or so the moral relativist claims.

If morality really is relative, then, moral statements are only true or false relative to some standard. There is no absolute standard available, against which all the relative claims might be measured. When someone asserts that morality is relative, what kind of relative standard does this person have in mind? What is morality relative to? There are two major candidates for this position. We might think that moral statements are true relative to the feelings or opinions of individuals. Or we might think that they are true relative to cultures. The first position is often called subjectivism, since it holds that subjective opinions set the standards of truth and falsity. It is this kind of position that people seem to have in mind when they say that morality is just a matter of opinion. The second kind of position is often known as cultural relativism, since it claims that cultures set the standards of moral truth.

We need to add one further point before we have full-blown moral relativism, the relativism that so many people find infuriating and dangerous. For relativism to be threatening, it must be true, not only that all the judgements made concerning a particular subject matter are true only relative to some standard, but also that the standard cannot itself be shown to be uniquely correct. If this were not the case, then relativism would, once again, be innocuous. No one would worry if all moral claims were relative to some standard, but that standard was itself known to be true, or the best available. Subjectivism and cultural relativism are threatening precisely because they suggest that the standards with reference to which we judge are not themselves justified. Subjectivism judges the truth of moral statements by reference to individual opinion; cultural relativism by reference to the standards of a culture. In both cases, there are multiple such standards. In the absence of any way of deciding between such standards, we have full-blown relativism.

We shall therefore define moral relativism as the conjunction of the following two theses:

a.   Moral claims are true only relative to some standard or framework; and

b.   This standard or framework is not itself uniquely justified.

The framework in question is almost always the culture of some group of people; this is how we shall understand it in most of what follows.


Kinds of relativism

Relativism comes in many varieties. That is, there are different kinds of things about which we can be relativists. We can be relativists about morality, about knowledge, about art, and so on. The two most important kinds of relativism, however, are relativism about knowledge and relativism about morality. We already have some notion of what is meant by moral relativism. We will now look very briefly at relativism about knowledge.

Relativism about knowledge is called epistemic relativism, from the Greek word for knowledge. The claims made by an epistemic relativist are very similar, structurally, to those made by a moral relativist. Thus, an epistemic relativist claims that:

1.   All knowledge claims are true (or false) only relative to some standard; and

2.   This standard cannot itself be known to be true.

Thus, epistemic relativists believe not only that our morality is no better than that of the Aztecs, but also that our science is merely one local system of knowledge among others. Epistemic relativists are usually cultural relativists; hence, they hold that every belief system reflects the way of life or the culture of a particular people, and none can be said to be better than any of the others. Generally speaking, epistemic relativists are also moral relativists. If we cannot have absolute knowledge about any subject matter, then we cannot have absolute knowledge about morality. Thus epistemic relativism is usually held to entail moral relativism.

Though there are a few philosophers who advocate epistemic relativism, it is not a widely held view. The overwhelming success of our science in making accurate predictions, in controlling our environment and in making our lives easier is hard to reconcile with the belief that, nevertheless, that science is no more true than premodern or Navaho physics. Worse still for epistemic relativism, it seems to be an incoherent position. People who claim that they believe in epistemic relativism seem to be contradicting themselves.

To see how epistemic relativism seems to be self-contradictory, we need to ask ourselves what the status of the relativist’s own knowledge claim is supposed to be. The epistemic relativist asserts that all factual claims are true only relative to a standard or a framework. But this is itself a factual claim, and therefore must itself be subject to the strictures it imposes on knowledge claims. If all factual claims are only true relative to a framework, then the claim ‘all factual claims are only true relative to a framework’ is itself true only relative to a framework! But if it is only true relative to a framework, then we have no reason to have any confidence in it. After all, the point of the epistemic relativist doctrine is to convince us to stop believing that any knowledge claims are true at all times and everywhere. But if the claims of epistemic relativism are not themselves true at all times and everywhere, then it may be that other knowledge claims are absolutely true. At least, the epistemic relativist gives us no reason to believe that this is not the case.

The only way the epistemic relativist can avoid these mindboggling paradoxes is by somehow excepting her own principle from the rule it states. That is, a full and non-paradoxical statement of epistemic relativism would have to claim something like the following:


All factual claims are only true or false relative to some framework, with the exception of this very claim.



Though this version of epistemic relativism avoids the problems of self-contradiction, it does so only at the cost of creating new dilemmas. What reason do we have for thinking that this knowledge claim, alone of all such claims, is exempt from the effects of epistemic relativism? What features of the claim make it the case that it is so exempt? If there is one such claim that avoids relativism, might there not be more? Until the relativist provides convincing answers to these questions, her doctrine seems to be rather implausible.

There is a reply to this line of argument available to the epistemic relativist. She might hold that her view is correct, that all factual statements are only true relative to some framework. But, she might add, this claim itself is true relative to all frameworks. It is, at the moment, hard for us to evaluate this claim, since the notions of ‘framework’ and ‘standards’ we have been utilizing so far are vague. Nevertheless, at this stage we can at least say this much: if it is true that some factual statements are true relative to all possible (or plausible) frameworks, then this in itself seems a sufficient basis for suspecting that any interesting relativism is false. If some statements are true relative to all frameworks, then we can concentrate our attention on these. It might, for instance, turn out that some moral statements are true relative to all plausible moral frameworks. Perhaps ‘murder is wrong’ is one such claim. In that case, though, we seem to have a sufficient basis to begin elaborating a morality that is, if not absolutely true, at least true for all people and at all times. What absolutist could want more? Such a morality would disarm those relativists who argue that we should never interfere with the practices of other cultures. Formulating a cross-culturally valid morality would provide us with the criteria for deciding when such intervention was justified.

Since epistemic relativity (in any strong form) is regarded by most philosophers as implausible, and since it is vulnerable to the contradiction argument, I will from now on ignore it. I will focus all my attention on moral relativism. This form of relativism is not vulnerable to the contradiction argument in the form we have so far presented it. The moral relativist claims that:

a.    Moral claims are true only relative to some standard or framework.

Since this is not itself a moral claim, it is not contradictory to assert it. We can, without contradiction, say that no moral claim is (absolutely) true, while holding that nevertheless a. is (absolutely) true. Thus the moral relativist avoids the contradiction argument, at least in the form in which we have examined it.

Varieties of moral relativism

The rest of this book will focus on moral relativism almost exclusively. But moral relativism is itself a broad category. We can distinguish three basic kinds of relativism that fall under the general category of moral relativism.7


Descriptive relativism


By descriptive relativism, we simply mean that, as a matter of fact, different cultures or (rational) individuals hold different fundamental moral principles, which sometimes conflict. So described, descriptive relativism seems to be obviously true: we only have to look at the diversity of practices and beliefs across the world (or even within our own society) to be convinced of it. As we shall see, however, things are not so simple. Descriptive relativism is true only if moral disagreement is really fundamental; very often, however, apparent moral disagreement can be fully explained by pointing to a factual (and therefore non-moral) disagreement upon which it rests. Thus, for example, apparent moral disagreement concerning the permissibility of pornography might be fully explained in terms of a disagreement about a matter of fact: does pornography lead men to objectify women?

Moral-requirement relativism

Moral-requirement relativism is the view that what is morally required of individuals varies from group to group, culture to culture, and so forth. Thus, if moral requirement relativism is true, I may be morally required to do some things (treat everyone equally, for example, regardless of their gender or race) that some other individuals are not required to do. There may even be some things that some people are required to do that are impermissible for others. Thus, for example, it might be that an Aztec priest is morally required to sacrifice human beings to the gods, whereas similar acts are absolutely impermissible for me. As we shall see, moral-requirement relativism is true only if the kinds of moral principles that are binding upon some people, but not others, are truly fundamental. It is true and uncontroversial that different people are required to act in different ways (only those who have made promises are required to keep them, for instance), but unless these requirements concern fundamental principles, they give no support to relativism in any interesting form.

Meta-ethical relativism

Meta-ethics is that branch of moral philosophy that is concerned with the meaning of moral statements and with the foundations of ethics. Thus meta-ethical relativism is a relativistic theory of morality. Meta-ethical relativists assert, roughly, that moral judgements are neither (absolutely) true nor false, or perhaps that a moral statement such as ‘murder is wrong’ means something like ‘my culture disapproves of murder’. These views are independent of each other, so that a meta-ethical relativist can hold one without holding the other.

These three kinds of moral relativism are importantly related to each other. In fact, each builds upon the preceding one. Thus, the truth of moral-requirement relativism seems to depend on the truth of descriptive relativism. If descriptive relativism is false – if there just is no disagreement about fundamental moral principles in the world today – then it seems likely that no one is required to act upon a fundamental moral principle upon which others are not required to act. Thus moral-requirement relativism requires descriptive relativism. But 1. does not entail 2. That is to say, though if 1. is false then 2. is false as well, it does not follow that if 1. is true then so is 2. In fact, most people who deny that normative-requirement relativism (and, for that matter, meta-ethical relativism) is true nevertheless believe that descriptive relativism is true.

Similarly, the truth of meta-ethical relativism presupposes the truth of moral-requirement relativism. Here, though, the relation is stronger. If 2. is true, then there are some fundamental moral principles that are binding on some people and not upon others. But if this is the case, then there may be some statements concerning morality that some people hold to be true and others hold to be false without either of them being wrong. Thus, for example, I might hold that the following statement is true:


Killing an innocent person who is no threat to anyone is always wrong.



But an Aztec priest might disagree with me. He might hold that it is not wrong when the act is performed as a sacrifice to the gods. Now, if neither of us is mistaken in our beliefs, then meta-ethical relativism must be true, since the label ‘meta-ethical relativism’ attaches to any view that holds that moral judgements are never (absolutely) true or false. Thus it seems that moral-requirement relativism entails meta-ethical relativism. We shall return to these questions in subsequent chapters.

Why does moral relativism matter?

We are now in a position to understand why relativism is often held to be such a threatening, and such an exhilarating, doctrine. To see this, we have only to notice that not only are the standards by reference to which moral statements might be held to be true multiple, they are frequently also thought to be incompatible. The opinions of different people, and the standards of different cultures, often conflict. Thus it may often happen that one and the same moral statement is true relative to one such standard and false relative to another. If the relativist’s thesis is true, at this point we have gone as far as we can go. We cannot, by hypothesis, judge which of the competing standards is truer or better (any such judgement will itself only be true relative to some standard!). Thus we have no rational means of rejecting either claim. We are confronted with an apparent paradox: the same statement is true and false at the same time.

The mere fact that relativism gives rise to such an apparently paradoxical conclusion is not sufficient to explain the passions that surround this debate. After all, constructing paradoxes is a philosopher’s parlour game and has been since the time of the ancient Greeks. No one is roused to anger or joy by the liar’s paradox, or by the paradoxes formulated by Bertrand Russell. What explains the passion upon both sides of this debate is the fact that relativism seems to threaten moral truth. Consider an example, one to which we shall return several times during the course of the book.

In Aztec society, human sacrifice was an important part of life. On major feast days, slaves, captives taken in battle and even children were slaughtered by Aztec priests, their bodies then butchered for ritual cannibalism. As many as twenty thousand people were killed as part of the dedication ceremony for one major temple. This massive slaughter was not condemned; far from it. It was at the centre of Aztec religious life, and almost everyone participated in it, from the priests who wielded the knives and the warriors who took the prisoners to the common people who helped care for the prisoners before their death and ritually consumed them afterwards. For the Aztecs, then, human sacrifice was a sacred duty to the gods. By making the blood of fellow human beings flow, the Aztecs repaid a debt to the gods and helped ensure the fertility of the earth.8

When the Spanish conquistadors arrived in 1519, they were appalled by these Aztec practices. I suspect that most of us share their response. We too recoil from the mass slaughter of innocent human beings, condemning it as savagery. But the relativist asks us to refrain from such condemnation. Instead, she asks us to understand the place of human sacrifice within Aztec society, its centrality to their belief system and to their entire way of life. When we condemn them, she points out, we invoke our moral standards, standards which the Aztecs did not share. If we cannot demonstrate that our standards are objectively better than others, then we have no right to impose them on people who happen not to share them. If morality is always relative to a standard, then human sacrifice is not necessarily always and everywhere wrong. It might be wrong for us, but it was permissible for the Aztecs.
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