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DISCUSSION

Matti Hayry

Moral relativism and the
of other cultures

In a recent issue of Science Studies llkka
Niiniluoto defends the view that nature and
morality provide drastically different frames
of application for the philosophical doctrine
of relativism." While, according to Niiniluo-
to, all forms of the doctrine regarding nature,
truth and reality must be abandoned, moral-
ity in its turn allows for what he calls “mod-
est relativism”. By the latter point Niiniluoto
means that all moral judgements are rela-
tive to ethical theories or cultural entities such
as societies and communities. Niiniluoto
does not, however, accept the idea that im-
moral practices in other cultures could not
be legitimately criticized. Modest relativism
does not imply defeatism in moral issues.

My aim in this note is to argue that al-
though Niiniluoto’s conclusion concerning
moral relativism and the possibility of ethi-
cal criticism is sound, his reasons for reach-
ing this conclusion are at least partly flawed.
The validity of moral arguments is not de-
pendent on the “progressive” nature of mo-
rality, as Niiniluoto suggests, but on the non-
relativity of truth in ethical as well as in na-
ture-related matters.
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philosophical criticism

“Moral progress” and its problems

Given that modest ethical relativism is val-
id, as Niiniluoto claims, it would seem to fol-
low that the moral judgements of different
cultures and of different eras cannot be com-
pared and assessed. If this were true, it
would be impossible to state with confidence
that slavery is wrong, or that young children
should not be circumcised for religious or
cultural reasons. After all, there have been
— and are — societies and communities in
which practices like these have been con-
sidered morally acceptable.

Niiniluoto, well aware of the potential dif-
ficulties of thoroughgoing ethical relativity,
specifies his relativistic position by arguing
that moral systems can in fact be assessed
by objective criteria, and that modest rela-
tivism is in fact compatibie with the view that
morality is improvable by time, or is “progres-
sive”. Starting from the premise that morali-
ty is a developing social construction, Nii-
niluoto writes:

Moral systems can be evaluated and com-
pared in terms of higher-order principles
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(such as consistency and universalizabil-
ity) which are explicated in philosophical
ethics. Personal and collective experienc-
es, and critical conversation of the human-
ity, have taught us to give better and bet-
ter articulations of the conditions of good
human life. These lessons are codified in
such agreements as the Declaration of
Human Rights by the United Nations.2

If Niiniluoto’s observations are valid, the
difficulties of ethical relativism referred to in
the above seem to disappear. The Declara-
tion of Human Rights, which to Niiniluoto
seems to be one of the highest culminations
of morality to date, explicitly prohibits slav-
ery and slave trade in its article 4. Moreover,
involuntary circumcision could presumably
be described as torture or inhumane treat-
ment, which are both banned under article
5 of the Declaration.

But the points presented by Niiniluoto can
be challenged in many ways. To start with,
it is not altogether clear why the twentieth-
century articulation of the “conditions of good
human life” by the United Nations should be
preferred to the eighteenth-century Ameri-
can Declaration of Independence or the nine-
teenth-century Communist Manifesto, or to
classical accounts such as Aristotle’s theo-
ry of human nature in the Nicomachean Eth-
ics. It is possible, of course, that some of
these earlier declarations and theories fail
to condemn practices like slavery and invol-
untary circumcision. But it would be a vicious
circle to define “moral progress” in terms of
certain specified condemnable actions, when
the “condemnable actions” in question have
already been defined by reference to one
particular moral system — the morality which
the majority of Westerners intuitively regard
as the most advanced.

A literal reading of Niiniluoto’s text can be
seen to offer an independent justification for
preferring modern moral ideas to the ideas
of the past. According to him, “personal and
collective experiences and critical conversa-
tion” gradually teach humankind to formu-
late better moralities. But the problem with
this argument is that experiences and de-
bate have taught different lessons to differ-
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ent sections of humanity. While slavery and
torture have been eventually abolished in the
affluent West, some Islamic nations in the
Near East have during the past few decades
reintroduced cruel and mutilating punish-
ments like whipping and dismemberment. On
historical grounds alone, it is impossible to
differentiate between the levels of advance-
ment of these two mutually incompatible but
equally contemporary moral systems.®

Niiniluoto’s point concerning what he calls
“higher-order principles” is, however, more
promising. Moral systems can certainly be
evaluated and compared in terms of gener-
al philosophical axioms, such as the princi-
ples of consistency and universalizability. But
even if these axioms in themselves can be
regarded as universally acceptable, their
application hardly leads to the sanctification
of political documents like the Declaration
of Human Rights. Twentieth-century agree-
ments concerning basic human rights and
liberties tend to result in ideological compro-
mises, and the step from compromise to self-
contradiction is notoriously short in interna-
tional affairs. The Declaration of Human
Rights is a case in point. Consider, for ex-
ample, the case of religious traditions like
the circumcision of young girls. As | have
already noted, article 5 of the United Nations’
Declaration can be employed to condemn cir-
cumcisions as instances of torture and in-
humane treatment. Given an appropriate in-
terpretation of article 18 of the same docu-
ment, however, everybody has a right to ob-
serve the religious traditions of one’s com-
munity. If it is accepted that mutilation can
be a part of religious customs and rites, as
it undoubtedly can be, the Declaration of
Human Rights both condemns and-protects
circumcisions for religious reasons. The ap-
plication of higher-order ethical principles
does not seem to support Niiniluoto’s views
about moral progress.

The relative absoluteness of
philosophical ethics

These remarks do not, however, imply that
cultures and moral systems could not be crit-
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ically evaluated and assessed. Once Ni-
iniluoto’s references to historical progress
and to the Declaration of Human Rights have
been deleted, the role of philosophical eth-
ics in moral criticism can be seen in a differ-
ent light. Despite the acceptance of modest
relativism in moral matters, dubious ethical
judgements can be philosophically criticized
on at least three accounts.*

First, when practices like slavery and in-
voluntary circumcision are defended by ref-
erence to cultural differences, one can al-
ways question the factual validity of the de-
fence. Is it really true that there are socie-
ties in which slavery and mutilation are con-
sidered desirable? By whom are they con-
sidered desirable? Are slavery and circum-
cision actually consented to by those sub-
jected to the practices, and if so, is their con-
sent free, considered and uncoerced? If, for
instance, young children wish to be mutilat-
ed because they would otherwise be ridi-
culed or despised by other children, the de-
cision is, evidently, neither sufficiently free
nor uncoerced.

Second, it is possible to challenge the
consistency of the practices, norms and pro-
hibitions prevailing in a culture as a whole.
There may be societies, for example, in
which female circumcisions are condoned
although cruelty towards women and children
is legally banned. In a case like this, the crit-
ical philosopher can point out that since the
moral code of the society is self-contradic-
tory, the requirement of consistency prevents
rational individuals from accepting any of the
dictates of the system.

Third, if these internally-oriented critiques
prove to be ineffective, the moral system
under consideration can be conceptually
extended. While it is true that moral judge-
ments are always relative to ethical theories
or shared opinions, it is by no means the
case that only existent sociocultural entities
could be studied by moral philosophers. As
Niiniluoto noted in the passage quoted
above, there are certain “higher-order” prin-
ciples, such as the principle of universaliza-
bility, which are, or ought to be, accepted
by the majority of sane adult human beings.

Theorists who are inclined towards absolut-
ism usually claim that these ethical axioms
are in fact acceptable to all people at all
times. This view is almost indistinguishable
from absolutism, and, due to historical de-
velopment and cultural differences, beyond
empirical or conceptual proof. Another pos-
sibility is to claim that all sane, adult human
beings who are alive now share certain eth-
ical assumptions. This claim may be correct,
but only in a very general sense. For in-
stance, everybody may agree that the mor-
al principles we employ must apply in a rel-
evantly similar manner to relevantly similar
beings in relevantly similar circumstances.®
The problem is that the “relevant similarity”
of manners, beings and circumstances var-
ies considerably from one moral system to
another. Finally, it is possible both to restrict
and to extend the scope of one’s criticism
simultaneously, by concocting theoretical
communities whose members share certain
philosophical assumptions. An example
would be the totality of individuals who ac-
cept any theory of universalizability which
does not condone slavery nor circumcisions.
Arguments based on this shared assump-
tion should attract converts even in socie-
ties which in reality sanction the practices
under attack.

It seems, then, that there are many ways
to criticize dubious practices in other cul-
tures, even if modest moral relativism is ac-
cepted and the idea of moral progress re-
jected. It is possible, of course, that those
defending practices like slavery and invol-
untary circumcision remain untouched by my
arguments. They may believe that ethical
principles need not be consistent or univer-
salizable, and they may wish to define con-
cepts like “cruelty” and “freedom” in a way
that would back up their views. But the fact
that some theorists have set out to defend
suspect policies does not prove that those
policies could be supported by viable moral
systems. If the critics have constructed their
inferences in the manner that | have indicat-
ed above, their main argument is that the
defenders of slavery and circumcision are
wrong from any viewpoint which is open to
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them. And if the critics have formulated their
arguments with sufficient care, their conclu-
sions are true statements concerning the
opinions and beliefs held by the defenders
themselves. Finally, since truth is non-rela-
tive (as Niiniluoto explains in his article), a
successful criticism of immoral practices
states in fact an absolute — if limited — truth
concerning the relative realm of morality. My
conclusion is that this “relative absoluteness”
of philosophico-ethical judgements, not the
alleged progressiveness of morality, is what
justifies the criticism of other cultures in con-
troversial normative matters.

NOTES

1. Niiniluoto (1991).

2. Niiniluoto (1991), p. 20.

3. It could, of course, be argued that there has been

« little or no critical discussion in the Islamic world.
But the validity of this argument depends on the def-
inition of ‘critical discussion'. And this definition, in
its turn, is a philosophical matter, and connected to
Niiniluoto's ahistorical point, which will be examined
below.

4. The following points have been previously introduced
and explained in Hayry (1987), Hayry and Hayry
(1988), Hayry (1990), pp. 11—15, 38—48.

5. This is one general form of the principle of univer-
salizalibity.
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Improving morality — a reply to Matti Hayry

In his comment on my paper about relativ-
ism (this journal, p. 53—56), Matti Hayry
seems to read too much into my few lines
about moral progress. But the issues he rais-
es are important, and it deserves to be ex-
amined whether there really are some dif-
ferences in our viewpoints.

The view | have called “modest moral rel-
ativism” claims that morality is a social con-
struction, and moral judgements (i.e., state-
ments that something is good/bad, right/
wrong) are always relative to ethical theo-
ries or human communities. But, in spite of
the rejection of moral absolutism, “radical
relativism” does not follow: all moral systems
are not equally well justified, and immoral
practices in other societies can (at least in
some cases) be legitimately criticized.

This is a view that Hayry shares with me.
His question concerns the ways and grounds
“to criticize dubious practices in other cul-
tures”.

This question has an interesting analogy
in the field of science. According to the so-
cial constructivists, scientific theories or ac-
cepted belief systems do not represent, or
correspond to, some independently existing
external reality. Hence, the truth value of
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scientific statements is always relative to
theories or communities. In my view, this
doctrine is in fact mistaken and based on
confusions (see Niiniluoto, 1991a). Be this
as it may, it is in any case interesting to ask
whether such modest relativism about truth
implies radical relativism (“anything goes”).
Are there, for a constructivist, legitimate ways
to criticize dubious beliefs in other scientific
communities or laboratories?

Returning to morality, Hayry interprets me
as claiming that the validity of moral criticism
is dependent on the progressive nature of
morality. In fact, | only asserted something
much weaker: “unlike radical relativism,
modest relativism is compatible with the idea
of moral progress” (Niiniluoto, 1991b, p. 20).
Here | am using the concept of progress in
the weak sense:

(WP1) Some moral systems are better than
some others.

To bring in the temporal connotations of
progress, WP1 can be reformulated by

(WP2) Some later moral systems are im-
provements of some earlier ones.
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