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MOBE CHALLENGING

According to re lat iv is ts ,  people who speak s imply of  what 's ' t rue '  are naive '  'Whose

truthT'asks the re lat iv is t . 'No c la im is  ever  t rue,  per iod.  What 's  t rue is  a lways t rue

for  someone.  l t 's  t rue re lat ive to a par t icu lar  person or  cu l ture.  And what 's  t rue for

one person or culture may be false for another. There's no such thing as the obsolufe

t ruth on any quest ionl

ls the relativist correctT

lnt roduct ion

Let 's  begin wi th a couple of  i l lust rat ions of  how appeals to re lat iv ism can creep into

everyday conversation.

1 Olafs Condemnation of Female Circumcision
) lo f :  Female c i rcumcis ion is  wronq.

Mrs Borbery: \Nhy?

) lof :  l t  dramat ica l ly  reduces the possib i l i ty  of  a woman enjoy ing a fu l l  sex

l i fe .  l t  has a major  impact  -  a  largely negat ive impact  -  on her

exis tence.  And i t 's  forced on young g i r ls .  l t 's  obviously  t rue that

compel l ing chi ldren to undergo such l i fe-b l ight ing surgery is  moral ly

abhorrent .
Mrs Borbery:  You speak of  what 's ' t ruel  But  whose' t ruth '  are we ta lk ing about

here? You' re judging another  cul ture -  that  of  cer ta in Sudanese people,

for example - by your own Western standards. But they have their own

moral standards. What's 'true' for you is actually 'false' for them.

)lof: You believe there's no objective, independent fact of the matter about

whether  female c i rcumcis ion is  reol lywrong? That  moral  ' t ru th '  is

a lways re lat ive to a par t icu lar  cu l tureT
Mrs Borbery: Exactly. So it 's wrong of you to judge.
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2. The Great Mystica's Defence of Astrology
The Greot Mystico'. Do you want an astrological reading?

Fox: Def in i te ly  not .

The Greot Mystico: You're hosti le. I can tell from your aura.
Fox'. There are no such th ings as auras.  Aura reading,  ast ro logy,  psychic

powers,  tarot  cards -  they ' re a l l  bunk.
The Greot Mystico: Why do you say that?
Fox:  Because when these th ings are invest igated sc ient i f ica l ly ,  i t  turns out

there 's  hard ly  a shred of  ev idence to support  them. In fact ,  a lmost  a l l
the evidence points the other way.

The Greot Mystico: I see the problem. You're applying a particular form of
reasoning -  Western sc ient i f ic  and logical  reasoning -  to  New Age
systems of belief. In fact, judged by their own internol standards of
rat ional i ty ,  ast ro logy and the se other  bel ie f  systems come out  looking
very sensib le indeed !

Fox ' .  But  these other  ways of  th ink ing are f labby and not  r igorous.
The Greot Mysfico: No, they're not. They're just different, that's all. We need to

throw of f  the st ra i t jacket  of  t radi t ional  Western th ink ing and open
ourselves up to other  modes of  thought !
You bel ieve these 'a l ternat ive '  ways of  th ink ing are equal ly  va l idT
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Fox'.
The Greot Mystico: Yes, I do. Each produces its own kind of truth. From your

Western,  analyt ica l ,  sc ience-based perspect ive,  the c la im that
astrology works is false. But from the perspective of an astrologer, the
claim is true. In fact, whot's folse for vou is true for me. You shouldn't
arrogant ly  assume that  your  t ruth is  the only t ruth.

Fox'. There 's no single , objective 'truth'?

The Grest Mystico: I see your chakras are finally opening.

Interest ing v.  Bor ing Relat iv ism

In both of the above examples, it 's suggested that a claim that is true for one person
or cul ture can be fa lse for  anothe r .  I  ca l l  th is  h ighly  controvers ia l  form of  re la t iv ism
interesting relotivism. Interesting relatjvism shouldn't be muddled up with boring
relotivism.

L
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Here's  an example of  bor ing re lat iv ism. Suppose we both say ' l  l ike sausagesi

Despi te the fact  that  we ut ter  the same sentence,  i t  may be that  what  I  say is  t rue

and what  you say is  fa lse.
lsn ' t  th is  a form of  re lat iv ism

about  t ruth?

FALSE

1 urr
5A'J6AC6

Yes. in a sense. But it 's relativism

of  a very dul l  and yawn- inducing sor t .

We can all agree that truth is 'relative'

i n  t he  sense  tha t  one  and  the  same

sentence can be t rue as ut tered bV one
person and false as uttered by another.

How does interest ing re lat iv ism di f fer?

Interest ing re lat iv ism is  the v iew that  not  just

the son?e sentence but the very solne cloim can

be true for one person or culture and yet false for

a nother.
Notice that you and I make different clqims

when we say ' l  l ike sausagesl  I  make a c la im,  which,

if true, is made true bv a fact about me. Your claim, if

true, is made true by a fact about you. That's why

the possib i l i ty  that  I  might  speak t ru ly  and you fa lse ly  is  unsurpr is ing.

When we' re deal ing wi th re lat iv ism of  the in terest ing var iety ,  on the other  hand,

we are dealing with a single c/oirn which is true for one person and false for another.

Take,  for  example,  the c la im that  female c i rcumcls ion is  wrong.  The suggest ion that

this verv same claim is both true for Olaf but false for, say, certain Sudanese people

is  an example of  in terest ing re lat iv ism.

Here 's  a way of  br inging out  the d i f ference between interest ing and bor ing

relativism. Truths that are relative in the boring sense don't contradict each other.

For  example,  the person who c la ims that  she l ikes sausages and the person who

cla lms she doesn' t  don' t  d isagree.  Both can happi ly  accept  that  one of  them l ikes

sausages and the other  doesn' t .
Truths that  are re lat ive in  the in terest ing sense,  on the other  hand,  are

incomoatible. Olaf and a defender of female circumcision reolly do drsogree about

what 's  moral ly  acceptable.  In terest ing re lat iv ism accepts that  they d isagree but

never theless ins is ts  that  the c la im that  female c i rcumcis ion is  wrong is  t rue for  0 laf

and fa lse for  h is  opponents.
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Thinking Tools: Interesting rz. Boring Relativism

You can, if you wish, give yourself a quick test on the distinction between
interesting and boring relativism. Which of the following are examples of
interesting relativism? The answer is at the bottom of the page.

1 . I say 'There's a bank in Bindford' and you say 'There's a bank in
Bindfordl What I say is true and what you say is false. This is because
we're using the term 'bank'differently: I 'm talking about a financial
bank and you a river bank.

2. Mary claims that Jesus is the son of God. lsaac, a Jew, denies this. 0laf
insists that, though they disagree, Mary and lsaac are both right: that
Jesus is the son of God is true from a Christian perspective but false
from a Jewish one.

3. Dick and Dan are having a phone conversation. Dan is in Denver and
Dick in New York. Both say'lt 's raining herei However, one of them is
correct while the other is lying.

We are going to Iook at  the issue of  whether  some or  even a l l  t ru ths might  be
re lat ive in  the in terest ing sense.  From now on,  when I  use the term're lat iv ism' l ' l l
be ta lk ing just  about  the in terest ing var iety .

ls All Truth Relative? - Plato's Objection

Relat iv ism has a long h is tory.  For  example,  the ancient  Greek Protagoras
(c.490-c. 421 ec) is portrayed in Plato's (c.428-347 ac) dialogue Theoetetusasa
relat iv is t .  Protagoras declares that  'man is  the measure of  a l l  th ings '  and so each
person's  opin ion can be considered equal ly ' t ruei

Those who believe that all truth is relative face a famous and powerful objection
that also traces right back to Plato. The objection is as follows.

Th ink  f o r  a  momen t  abou t  t he  c l a im  tha t  a l l  t r u th  i s  re la t i ve .  l s  t h i s
c la im supposed to be i tse l f  on ly  re lat ive ly  t rue? 0r  is  i t  an absolute,  non-re lat ive
t ru th ?

Clear ly ,  to  c la im i t 's  non-re lat ive ly  t rue that  a l l  t ru th is  re lat ive would be to
contradict yourself. So a relativist l ike Protagoras must say that the truth that truth
is relative is i tse/f only a relative truth.

t"
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Pro tago ras .  . .  i s  su re l y  conced ing  tha t  t he  op in ion  o f  t hose  who  make

opposing judgements about  h is  own opin ion -  that  is ,  thei r  opin ion that  i t

is false - is true.-

In other words, Protagoras must concede that if we take the view that truth is really

absolute and Protagoras ls talking rubbish, then we're right.

Moral  Relat iv ism

But  re la t i v i sm i sn ' t  qu i t e  so  eas i l y  dea l t  w i t h .0ne  way  i n  wh i ch  a  re la t i v i s t  can

sidestep Plato's objection is to concede that not oil truths are relative but sti l l  insist

that  some are.  Then one can mainta in that  the t ruth that  some t ruths are re lat ive

is  one of  the non-re lat ive t ruths.
l f  no ta l l t r u thsa re re la t i vebu tsome a re , t hen tha t ra i ses theques t i on : r , vh i ch t ru ths

are relative? 0ne of the most popular forms of relativism is with respect to morol Vutn.

Here is  a fashionable l ine of  arqument .

Histor ica l ly ,  Western societ ies have tended to impose thei r  own moral

perspective on others. We have often arrogantly presumed the right to coerce

others in to adopt ing and conforming to our  own v iews about  r ight  and wrong.

We have assumed that  we must  be correct  and everyone e lse incorrect .

More recent ly ,  however,  we have begun to quest ion our  own moral

supremacy.  We have become increasingly  aware not  only  that  our  own moral

perspect ive is  just  one among many,  but  a lso that  i t  is  i tse l f  in  a s tate of  f lux.

We  have  a l so  d i scove red  tha t  t he re  can  be  much  to  l ea rn  sp i r i t ua l l y  and

moral ly  f rom other  cul tures.
But  i f  th is  is  t rue,  then must  we not  at  least  accept  re lat iv ism about  moral

t r u th?  We m igh t  happen  mora l l y  t o  d i sapp rove  o f ,  say ,  po l ygamy .O the r

cul tures happen to approve.  For  us,  the c la im'polygamy is  wrong' is  t rue.  For

others, it is false. And surely there's no independent 'fact of the matter' about

whether  i t  is  r ight  or  wrong real ly .  Moral  t ruth is  re lat ive.  That 's  prec isely

why i t  would be wrong for  us arrogant ly  to impose our  own par t icu lar  moral

point  of  v iew about  polygamy on these other  cul tures.

Ce r ta in l y ,  i t  can  be  qu i t e  t emp t i ng  to  appea l  t o  re la t i v i sm -  pa r t i cu la r l y  mora l

relativism - In order to encourage people to be more tolerant of and sensitive towards

L

*  Plato,  fheoetetus,  t rans.  John McDowel l  (Oxford:  Clarendon Press,  1973),  p.  170.

'{
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other  cul tures.  Relat iv is ts  of ten present  themselves as the defenders of  open-
mindedness, equality and freedom. Those who oppose relativism are often portrayeo
as arrogant ,  as bel iev ing themselves incapable of  error ,  and as fasc is t ica l ly  wishing
to impose thei r  own brand of  'absolute ' t ruth on everyone e lse.  Terms l ike 'cu l tura l

imper ia l ism'get  bandied about .  Indeed,  opposi t ion to moral  re la t iv ism is  somet imes
equated wi th rac ism.

This sor t  of  pol i t ica l just i f icat ion for  re lat iv ism has a cer ta in superf ic ia l  appeal .
I t  i s  qu i t e  popu la r  i n  ce r ta in  academic  c i r c l es .  Bu t  t he  f ac t  r ema ins  t ha t  t he
just i f icat ion is  fa ta l ly  f lawed.

In fact ,  to lerance,  sensi t iv i ty  and open-mindedness are nof  the unique preserve
of  the re lat iv is t .  Tolerance and sensi t iv i ty  towards other  cul tures and moral  points
of  v iew do not  requi re that  you accept  that  these other  cul tures or  points of  vrew
are correct.

lronically, it 's only someone who relects relativism who's free to conside r tolerance
and sensitivity universolly applicable virtues. For what must the relativist say about,
for  example,  a group of  re l ig ious zealots who bel ieve that  to lerance is  a bad th ing
and who execute all those with whom they disagree? They must say that, for these
zealots, tolerance is a bad thing and they are quite right to execute dissenters.

Not ice that  to  commit  yoursel f  to  the ex is tence of  non-re lat ive t ruth is  not  to
commit  yoursel f  to  the v iew that  you are incapable of  error .  You can acknowledge
that  t ruth is  non-re lat ive yet  at  the same t ime a lso acknowledge that  your  abi l i ty
to d iscover  what 's  t rue may be qui te l imi ted.  Those who re ject  re lat iv ism may show
great  humi l i ty ,  and may wel l  arr ive at  the i r  bel ie fs  only  tentat ive ly .

Nor does the bel ie f  that  t ruth is  non-re lat ive requi re that  vou bel ieve that  vou
have pr iv i leged access to i t .  You may th ink that  there is  a great  deal  to  learn f rom
others,  bnd a lso that  others may be in a posi t ion to correct  your  own mistakes.

In short, it 's simply a mistake to suppose that anyone who rejects relativism must
be an arrogant, jackbooted bully intent on ramming his beliefs down everyone e lse's
throat. Let's all agree that sensitivity, tolerance, open-mindedness are virtues worth
promot ing.  We can agree to that  wi thout  embracing re lat iv ism.

lndeed, are any of us reolly prepared to accept that oll moral truth is relative? |
rather doubt it. Take slavery for example. surely even the most hardened relativist
wil l concede that slavery as practised in the US was wrong period,and not merely
wrong-as-viewed-from-our-current-moral-perspective but right-for-the-American-
s lave-owners.  The same goes for  genocide.  Surely  not  even Mrs Barbery (who
supposes that  female c i rcumcis ion is  wrong-for-us but  r ight- for- the-so-and-sos)

L
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believes that the Jewish Holocaust was wrong-for-us but right-for-the-Nazis. While
many take a re lativistic l ine about the morality of polygamy and female circumcision,
they often fail to apply relativism consistently. They pick and choose how they apply
i t .  They condemn, say,  the moral i ty  of  Western mul t inat ional  corporat ions whi le
fa i l ing to not ice that  thei r  own re lat iv ism, consistent ly  appl ied,  would enta i l  that  i f
the prevail ing corporate culture deems it morally acceptable to cut down rainforests,
poison the r ivers and barbeque the indigenous populat ion,  then i t 's  correct .

Reject ing the'Tyranny'  of  Tradi t ional  Logical
a nd Scientif ic Reasoni ng

We've seen that  moral  re lat iv ism, at  least  as i t 's  usual ly  formulated,  is  both pret ty

unpalatable and sel f -condemning.  Let 's  now set  moral  re lat iv ism aside and consider
whethe r  there might  be other  areas where re lat iv ism might  be more p lausib le.  What ,
for  example,  about  reason? ls  that  re lat ive?

We saw at the beginning of this chapter that The Great Mystica defends astrology
by ins is t ing that ,  whi le  ast ro logy may not  look par t icu lar ly  reasonable f rom a purely

logical, scientif ic perspective, alternative belief systems such as astrology have their
own internol standards of rationality, standards against which astrology comes out
looking very sensib le indeed.  Yes,  cer ta in sc ient i f ic  c la ims might  seem to force

themselves on us if we adopt the standards internal to traditional scientif ic practice.

But  there are other ,  no less val id  forms of  reasoning.  We need to be more open-
minded.  We should re ject  the tyranny of  t radi t ional  log ical  and sc ient i f ic  th ink ing
and immerse ourselves in  these 'a l ternat ive '  modes of  thought .

In The Great  Myst ica 's  v iew,  the ' t ruths ' that  Western sc ient i f ic  reasoning reveals
are re lat ive.  What  may be t rue f rom a purely  sc ient i f ic  perspect ive may be fa lse
when v iewed f rom another .  Unfor tunate ly ,  the arrogance ofsc ient is ts  tends to b l ind
them to the possibil i ty of these alternative perspectives.

ls  The Great  Myst ica 's  defe nce of  ast ro logy cogent? Whe n we t ry  to just i fy

reasoning in  the way we do,  we run in to a notor ious problem that  might  seem to
lend The Great Mystica's relativistic views a degree of credibil i ty.

Suppose I  use t radi t ional  log ical  and sc ient i f ic  reasoning.  And suppose I  want  to
just i fy  my use of  th is  form of  reasoning.  I  want  to make a case for  c la iming that  my
way of reasoning is objectively the right way to reason. How do I do this?

You can see immediate lv  that  I  face a problem. For ,  of  course,  I  wi l l  need to
employ reosoning to provide my justif ication. But if the form of reasoning I use in
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try ing to prov ide my just i f icat ion is  t radi t ional  log ical  or  sc ient i f ic  reasoning,  then

won' t  my just i f icat ion be unacceptably c i rcu lar?

Yes,  i t  seems i t  wi l l .  Here 's  an analogous case.  Suppose Dave a lways t rusts what

The Great  Myst ica te l ls  h im.  Dave bel ieves that  appeal ing to The Great  Myst ica is  a

re l iab le method of  f ind ing out  the t ruth about  anyth ing.  How might  Dave just i fy

h is  t rust  in  The Great  MYst ica?

Clear ly ,  i t  won' t  do for  Dave to just i fy  th is  t rust  by appeal ing to what  The Great
Myst ica has to say about  her  own re l iab i l i ty .  That  would be an unacceptably c i rcu lar
just i f icat ion.

The trouble is that my use of traditional reasoning to justif lT traditional reasoning
seems no less unacceptably c i rcu lar .  A s imi lar  c i rcu lar i ty  would appear to p lague

any attempt to use a form of reasoning to justify itself. 0f course, I could try to
just i f iT  one par t icu lar  form of  reasoning -  A -  by appeal ing to another ,  d i f ferent
form of  reasoning -  8.  But  then 8 would i tse l f  s tand in need of  just i f icat ion.  So I
would merely  have postponed the proble m.

It seems, then, that no form of reosoning con be justif ied. The most we can say
is: 'This is how we do reason, how it sfrikes us that we should reason. But we can't
justify our reasoning in this wayl

Many of  those who defend re lat iv ism wi l l  der ive comfor t  f rom th is  conclus ion.
'You see?' they'l l  say. 'There's no rational reason to prefer one self-justif ied form of
reasoning over  another j  But  whi le  there c lear ly  is  a problem about  just i fy ing one
part icu lar  form of  reasoning as object ive ly  the 'correct '  form, we should remember
that ,  even i f  no form of  reasoning can u l t imate ly  be just i f ied,  i t  doesn' t  fo l low that
none is objectively'correctl We have not established that relativism about reasoning
rs t ru€.

The Collapse of the Case for Relativism about Reasoning
ln fact, those relativists who want rationally to convince us that the re's no objectively
and universal ly  va l id  form of  reasoning themse lves face a se r ious problem. For  they
are of fer ing us an argument ,  an argument  that  makes use of  cer ta in pr inc ip les of
reasoning.  And they bel ieve we ought  to agree wi th thei r  conclus ion.But  whydo
they believe we ought to 0gree if they don't believe thot the reosoning to which they
oppeol hos universolvolidity? Afte r all, i f they're right, then their reasoning may be
val id  for  them, but  not  va l id  for  us.  Doesn' t  the fact  that  such re lat iv is ts  bel ieve we
ought to agree wi th thei r  conclus ion -  they bel ieve we should recognise that  they
have a oood ar0ument  -  show that  thei r  at t i tude towards thei r  own reasoninq is

'!-
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actual ly  that  i t  does have object ive and universal  va l id i ty? Yet  th is  is  prec isely  what
relativists about reasoning deny.

So the re lat iv is t 's  case for  why we ought  rat ional ly  to  accept  thei r  posi t ion a lso
col la pses.

Conceptual Relativism

Here's  a rather  d i f ferent  route in to re lat iv ism. 0ne of  the most  popular  re lat iv is t
arguments star ts  wi th the observat ion that  there are many possib le conceptuol
SCne/ne5.

When I  look at  what 's  on my desk,  I  see the large object  d i rect ly  before me as a
computer .  But  not  everyone would see th ings th is  way.  For  example,  a jungle

inhabi tant  unfami l iar  wi th such technology and lack ing the concept  of  'compute r '
might  s imply see the object  as a large,  grey rectangular  box.

We re I  to  enter  the jungle,  I  might  be able to make out  only  an undi f ferent ia ted
mass of  leaves,  whereas a nat ive would no doubt  order  what  she saw in a much
more sophist icated way,  probably d iscr iminat ing between leaves of  many d i f fe  rent
species.

ln short, the jungle inhabitant and I operate with different systerns of concepts
and that ,  in  a sense,  changes what  we'seel  Here 's  another  example.  Take a look at
the objects on this tabletop.

How many objects are there? Clearly, that rather depends on what
we count as an 'objectl ls the pen one object or two (the pen body plus

the cap)? ls  the goldf ish bowl  a s ingle object ,  or  does i t  compr ise
three objects: the goldfish, the bowl and a quantity of water?

Obviously, people wil l give differe nt answers to the
question 'How many objects are thereT' depending
on how they carve the wor ld up in to 'objects l  And
the re are innumerable ways of  doing that .

But  now suppose someone were to ask:  'Yes,  I
know that  one can carve the wor ld up in  many d i f ferent
ways, so that from one person's perspective there are, say,
three objects on the table and yet  f rom another  person's

'  
perspect ive only two.  But  how many objects are there in

foct? Which of  these perspect ives is  actual ly  correct? Which pe rspect ive
reveals things as they reolly are?'
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How should we respond to th is  quest ion? You might  wel l  th ink the quest ion

involves a mistake.  Surely  there is  no s ingle 'correct 'way of  conceptual ly  carv ing

the wor ld uP into 'ob jects '?

l ndeed , i sn ' t i t con fused to ta l ko f  
' how th ings  reo l l ya re '?  Wha t theques t i one r

t r ies to help hersel f  to  is  a concept ion of  the wor ld os i t  is  onywoy,  independent ly

of ony particular way of conceiving it. l t 's as if the questioner is trying to take a

step back,  wi th the wor ld on one s ide and our  d i f fe  r ing ways of  conceiv ing i t  on the

other ,  so she can ask:  'Which of  these d i f fer ing concept ions captures the wor ld as

i t  reol ly  is ,  in t r ins ica l ly? 'But  is  such a conceptual  vantage point  real ly  avai lable?

Many phi losophers argue that  i t  is  not ,  for  the quest ioner  is  now t ry ing to conceive

the world os it is unconceived, and that is the one thing one con'f conceive. So the

quest ion about  which conceptual  scheme is 'correct ' i tse l f  involves a conceptual

confusi  on.
But  i f  there 's  no uniquely 'correct 'conceptual  scheme, and i f  what 's  t rue and

what 's  fa lse d i f fer  f rom one scheme to the next ,  then i t  seems that  t ruth is  re lat ive

af ter  a l l .  Perhaps for  me,  g ive n my way of  conceptual ly  carv ing th ings up,  there are

exact ly  three objects on the table.  For  you,  there may be only two.  And there 's  no

fact  of  the mat ter  as to which of  us is 'correct l  A l l  these ' t ru ths '  are re lat ive.

Indeed,  there 's  a s€nse in which,  according to conceptual  re lat iv ism, by br inging

our concepts to bear ,  we are act ive ly  involved in 'making our  wor ld i  So cul tures wi th

radical ly  d i f ferent  conceptual  schemes inhabi t  d i f ferent  universes.  l t 's  hard ly

surpr is ing,  then,  that  what 's  t rue wi th in one of  these universes may be fa lse wi th in
a nothe r.

ls Conceptual Relativism Boring Relativism?
The r ind of  conceptual  re lat iv ism i l lust rated by my tabletop example does appear
qui te p lausib le.  l t  a lso seems t0 requi re that  t ruth be re lat ive.  But  on c loser
examinat ion the s i tuat ion is  not  so c lear  cut .

I said at the start of this chapter that the interesting kind of relativism about
t ruth is  the re lat iv ism that  requi res that ,  where two people or  communi t ies are
considering the very some cloim, that claim may be true for one person or community
and fa lse for  another .  The two indiv iduals or  communi t ies in  quest ion must  actual ly
controdict each other. Otherwise we me rely have an example of boring relativism.

But  now suppose that ,  because of  our  d i f fer ing ways of  carv ing the wor ld up
into 'ob jects ' ,  I  c la im that  there are three objects on the table but  you c la im there
are only two.  Do we contradic t  each other?

\,
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Not  i f  the d i f ference in our  judgeme nts is  s imply down to the fact  that  we are

using the term 'object' differently. I can say: 'Oh, you're using "object" to apply to
just  those sor ts  of  th ing.  Then I  agree:  There are only two "objects"  in  your  sense.

But  i t 's  a lso t rue that ,  as l 'm using "object" ,  there are threel
Given that  we are us ing the term 'object 'd i f ferent ly ,  the fact  that  I  may speak

t ru l y  and  you  fa l se l y  by  say ing 'The re  a re  t h ree  ob jec t s  on  the  tab le ' i s  no t
phi losophical ly  surpr is ing.  l t 's  no more surpr is ing than is  the fact  that ,  i f  one person

uses 'bank ' to mean r iver  bank and the other  to mean a f inancia l  inst i tu t ion,  then

one may speak truly and the other falsely when they say,'There's a bank in Bindfordj

I t  turns out ,  in  other  words,  that  th is  example of  conceptual  re lat iv ism is  actual ly

an example of  uncontent ious,  bor ing re la t iv ism af ter  a l l .

Conclusion

Many are drawn to re lat iv ism. 0f ten the at t ract ion seems to be pol i t ica l :  re lat iv ism

is frequently perceived to be the only position able to promote tolerance, sensitivity

and  f reedom.  Bu t  we  have  seen  tha t  t hose  who  re jec t  r e l a t i v i sm a re  ac tua l l y

ent i re ly  f ree to promote these values.  In  fact ,  i t 's  only  those who reTect  b lanket

re lat iv ism who are able to consider  to lerance,  sensi t iv i ty  and f reedom universal ly

appl icable v i r tues.
l ronical ly ,  re lat iv is ts  can themselves be h ighly  in to lerant  and judgemental ,

wi ther ing in  thei r  condemnat ion of  those wi th whom they d lsagree.  Mrs Barbery,

f o r  examp le ,  condemns  0 la f  f o r  condemn ing  those  who  embrace  fema le

ci rcumcis ion,  wi thout  real is ing that  she's  being a hypocr i te  .

Relat iv is ts  a lso of ten fa i l  to  apply thei r  re lat iv ism consistent ly ,  condemning as

absolute ly  wrong the moral i ty  of  the Nazis or  Western mul t inat ionals on the one

hand,  yet  tak ing a re lat ive l ine wi th respect  to  non-Western moral i t ies on the other .

I n  sho r t ,  r e l a t i v i sm,  pa r t i cu la r l y  mora l  r e l a t i v i sm,  a t  l eas t  as  i t ' s  usua l l y

formulated, is often pretty unpalatable, regularly downright hypocrit ical and certainly

extremelv diff icult to defend.
In short, there appears to be l itt le to recommend relativism. Certainly the popular

polit icalreason for promoting relativism - that only relativists can embrace tolerance

and sensi t iv i tv  -  doesn' t  s tand up to c lose scrut inv.

L
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What to read next

Moral relat ivism is also

discussed in Chapter 20, ls

Moral i ty l ike a Pair of

Spectacl es?.

You may also wish to consider

the  fo l low ing  ques t ion .  What

i f  someone were  to  ma in ta in ,

not that oll moral points of

v iew are  equa l ly ' t rue ' ,  bu t

that some are? This is a more

modest form of moral

re la t i v ism.  How p laus ib le  i s  i t?

Further reading

Theodore Schick Jr and Lewis

Vaughn, How to Think obout

Weird Things, second edition
(Cali fornia: Mayfield, 1 999),

Chapter 4.

Robert Kirk, Relotivism ond

Reo/lty (London : Routledge,

1 999).
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