
CRITICISMS OF CONVENTIONAL ETHICAL RELATIVISM

Ethical relativism, the doctrine that there are no absolute truths in ethics and that what is morally right or wrong varies
from person to person or from society to.

To them, the concept of rationality in question is characteristic of a particular time and place. Collins, and
several of his fellow sociologists of knowledge, have asserted that underdetermination lends credence to the
view that the world does little if anything to shape or constrain our beliefs about it. Even though moral
relativism makes its first appearance in ancient times, it hardly flourished. With this view, stoning adulterers is
right relative to some moral standpoints for instance, that of ancient Israel and wrong according to others for
instance, that of modern liberalism. Trivial versions allow that the world can be described in different ways,
but make no claims to the incompatibility of these descriptions. Relativists about science also point to the
prevalence of both synchronic and diachronic disagreement among scientists as a justification of their view.
That is, to an Individual Relativist, every person is the sole determiner of what is right and wrong; to a
Cultural Relativist, each culture is the sole determiner of what is right and wrong. Possibly those she is
criticizing might share her values, in which case they may be open to persuasion. The relativist, in effect,
places other speakers and their languages beyond our recognitional reach and thereby undermines the initial
claim that they could be radically different or incommensurable. It holds that, as a matter of fact, moral beliefs
and practices vary between cultures and sometimes between groups within a single society. There are at least
three lines of criticism against this claim. There will be "Immoral Rebels". This raises a number of awkward
issues. As Evans puts it, a theory that permits a subject to deduce merely that a particular utterance is now
correct but later will be incorrect â€¦ cannot assist the subject in deciding what to say, nor in interpreting the
remarks of others. Some claim that while the moral practices of societies may differ, the fundamental moral
principles underlying these practices do not. A simple and quite commonly used example is the contrast
between scientific and religious belief systems. Moral relativists typically relativize the truth of moral
judgments to cultures, which may encompass an entire society or historical period China, Victorian England
but can also designate a subculture within a society the Pennsylvania Amish, urban street gangs. Stace and
Karl Popper, argue that if relativism does indeed imply universal tolerance, that this constitutes an objection to
it, since some thingsâ€”like oppressively intolerant moral systemsâ€”should not be tolerated see section 4g
below. Looking at the history of science, Kuhn and his followers argued that Aristotelian physics presupposes
a totally different conception of the universe compared to Newtonian physics; the same is true of Einsteinian
physics compared to its predecessors. In its weakest, least controversial form, descriptive relativism merely
denies that all cultures share the same moral outlook. For instance, should relative truth be understood as a
modification on an already familiar strategy for thinking about truth e. In a word, they can be logically
incompatible and empirically equivalent. Rorty likes to describe himself as following in the footsteps of
William James and John Dewey, although his interpretation of his pragmatist predecessors is controversial.
These philosophical ideas prepared the ground for moral relativism mainly by raising doubts about the
possibility of demonstrating that any particular moral code is objectively correct. A society may change its
norms by, say, ending systematic discrimination against certain groups, or becoming less indifferent to the
suffering of animals. The question of whether or not there are universal values has been at the center of many
of the debates about moral relativism. Here is for instance Harvey Siegel: This incoherence charge is by far the
most difficult problem facing the relativist. Mackie, J. It also offers a plausible way of explaining how ethics
fits into the world as it is described by modern science. Some contemporary sociologists and anthropologists
have argued along similar lines that morality , because it is a social product, develops differently within
different cultures. Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong. This line of attack appears compelling against
normative relativism, the view that what goes on within a society should only be judged by the prevailing
norms of that society. According to Feyerabend, underdetermination ultimately demonstrates that for every
statement, theory, point of view believed to be true with good reason there exist arguments showing a
conflicting alternative to be at least as good, or even better. There is a spectrum of possible versions of this
thesis. The conceptual relativist adds, as Kant did not, that human beings may construct the real in different
ways thanks to differences in language or culture. They, thereby, conclude that an all-out or strong relativism
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about rationality is not tenable. Protagoras, on the other hand, believes his doctrine to be true. This extreme
view is rarely, if ever, defended, since it seems reasonable to suppose that the affirmation of certain
valuesâ€”for instance, a concern for the wellbeing of the young-- is necessary for any society to survive.
Ancient Greece In the view of most people throughout history, moral questions have objectively correct
answers. It does not even entail that objectivism is false. Montaigne, Michel de.


