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What Is Moral Relativism?

MICHAEL WREEN

Abstract

The main aim of this paper is to advance, clarify, and defend a definition of relativ-
ism. On the definition, relativism does not contrast with absolutism, is not the same
as pluralism, contrasts with universalism and nihilism, and is compatible with both
moral objectivity and moral subjectivity. Advantages of the definition are noted, but
the bulk of the paper is devoted to detailed discussions of the concepts that figure in
the definition or are entailed by it. Such concepts include those of a moral code, of
conflict between moral codes, and of a convention.

Students and selected segments of the general public are either very
attracted to or very repelled by moral relativism — and very unlikely
to change their minds. Before they make up their minds in the first
place, however, they should be clear about what relativism is.
Subsequent arguments pro or con may well be off the mark other-
wise, and discussion thereby guaranteed to be futile. The clarification
also needs to be effected because textbook definitions, which are what
most people are exposed to, are helpful but not quite what’s wanted.

Different philosophers define relativism in different ways, though the
definitions are (so to speak) near relatives. James Rachels, for
example, after discussing a number of different theses that are often
lumped together under the heading of relativism, states that moral
relativism is the view that ‘there is no measure of right and wrong
other than the standards of one’s society’,! while Louis Pojman
says that the relativist holds that ‘there are no universally valid
moral principles, but rather... all moral principles are valid relative
to culture or individual choice.’? In a similar vein, C.E. Harris
takes relativism to be the view that ‘moral beliefs are true only relative

' James Rachels, The Elements of Moral Philosophy, 2™ edition
(McGraw-Hill, New York: 1993), 20.
Louis Pojman, Ethics: Discovering Right and Wrong (Wadsworth
Publishing Company, Belmont, CA: 1995), 26.

doi:10.1017/S0031819117000614 © The Royal Institute of Philosophy, 2018
First published online 27 February 2018
Philosophy 93 2018 337

https://doi.org/10.1017/50031819117000614 Published online by Cambridge University Press


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0031819117000614&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819117000614

Michael Wreen

to principles held by some group’.? More formally, Bernard Rosen
distinguishes direct from indirect relativism, with direct relativism
being:

If any person a of culture C performs an action that is believed by
(the majority of) people of culture C to be right (or obligatory),
then the action is right (or obligatory),

and indirect relativism being:

If any proposed direct moral rule R [e.g., ‘don’t kill’] is believed
by the (majority of ) people of C to be a direct moral rule, then R
is a direct moral rule.*

Focusing on what he calls ‘Protagorean Relativism’, Emmett
Barcalow says that, according to relativism, ‘Each society or culture
has its own moral code and whatever a society’s moral code says is
right and wrong is right and wrong for that society.’>

2.

These sample formulations of relativism could be multiplied by
several orders of magnitude without exhausting the definitions
found in the literature, and even the few quoted aren’t free from
difficulty, or equivalent to one other. Rather than stop to survey
and critique definitions of relativism, however, I'd like to extract
what I take to be the root notion.

As I understand it, relativism is the view that there are two or more
equally valid or true but conflicting moral codes. On the one hand,
relativism contrasts with universalism, the view that there is a
single true or valid moral code, binding on all people at all times.
On the other hand, it contrasts with nihilism, the view that there
isn’t even a single true or valid moral code.

One consequence of this definition is that, contrary to much of the
literature, relativism shouldn’t be contrasted with absolutism. An ab-
solute moral rule or principle, at least in my parlance and that of many
philosophers, is one that holds without exception. Conceptually
speaking, an absolute rule (or principle, or value) contrasts with a

3 C.E. Harris, Applying Moral Theories, 3™ edition (Wadsworth
Publishing, 1997), 21.

Bernard Rosen, Ethical Theory: Strategies and Concepts (Mayfield
Publishing, 1993), 94.

> Emmett Barcalow, Moral Philosophy: Theory and Issues (Wadsworth
Publishing, 1994), 39.
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prima facie rule, a rule that holds not without exception but only
other things being equal. The absolute/prima facie distinction func-
tions within normative ethics, and indicates the scope, force, and
weight of a rule: it functions as a qualifying distinction, implicit or
explicit, about how the rule is to be applied. To illustrate: one ques-
tion that might be asked about a rule, such as ‘One ought not to lie’, is
whether it holds absolutely or only prima facie. As is well known,
Kant says that it holds absolutely, and Ross only prima facie. But in
saying so, neither has indulged in meta-ethics; both have stayed
within the confines of normative ethics, and indicated the force,
scope, or weight (the exceptionless or exception-possible character)
of the rule. Whether relativism is true, however, is a question about
normative ethics, not a question within normative ethics. It’s a ques-
tion of meta-ethics, in other words. Reinforcing the point is not just
the traditional classification of relativism under meta-ethics, but the
fact that a relativist qua relativist isn’t committed to any normative
theory, or any specific normative rule or principle at all, and certainly
not to whether any moral principles or rules are absolute or prima
facte. In effect, he tells us something about the number of equally
true or valid moralities or moral codes, but nothing about which
one he subscribes to or is bound by, or what its structure or
content is. A relativist could thus hold to absolute moral principles,
for the valid ethical code he’s bound by could include such principles,
and he could know as much. In short, then, relativism as such entails
no normative principle or concept at all.

Moral relativism is also distinct from moral pluralism. Valuational
pluralism contrasts with valuational monism, and the two theories
concern whether all the values/principles within a given domain,
such as morality, are or can be reduced to one, or whether a multipli-
city of independent and irreducible values/principles is needed. Like
the absolute/prima facie distinction, the pluralist/ monist distinction
is a distinction within normative ethics, and independent of the uni-
versalist/relativist/nihilist distinction. A pluralist could be a univer-
salist, a relativist, or a nihilist, and the same holds for a monist.

3.

But where, it might be asked, is the relativism in the definition of rela-
tivism offered above? Nothing in the definition even implicitly speaks
of anything being relative to anything, yet the doctrine is, after all,
known as relativism. The definition, this objection concludes, is
Hamlet without the Prince of Denmark.
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True enough, there is nothing relativistic in the definition of rela-
tivism. But perhaps paradoxically and certainly counterintuitively,
and the label of the theory notwithstanding, the relativistic aspect
of relativism needn’t and shouldn’t show up in the definition of the
term itself. It should and does show up in the near vicinity,
though, namely, in the supposed ground for there being a number
of equally true or valid moral codes. It there is a variety of true but
conflicting moralities, that must be because moral truth is grounded
relative to something — a culture, a set of agreements, a location, The
Empire State Building, a framework — and (a) not every valid code
bears the same relation to that something, or (b) every valid code
bears the same relation to a different something of that kind. For in-
stance, one possible ground for moral relativism is that the truth of a
moral code is a function of distance from the equator: different moral
codes are true or binding depending on location relative to zero
degrees latitude. One code would be valid and binding from 0 to
500 miles from the equator, another from 500 miles to 1,000 miles,
and so on. (This is obviously an example of an (a)-based relativism.
Much more common are (b)-based relativisms.) On the view in ques-
tion, the truth of a moral judgment would vary in much the same way
that the truth of a temperature reading does, or an assessment of
climate does, namely, as roughly a function of distance from a
certain latitude. (Of course, that’s not quite the way that temperature
or climate varies, but the point is clear enough.) I’m not saying that
such a view is true or even remotely plausible, only that it’s relativis-
tic. The essence of relativism is that there are a number of equally true
or valid moral codes, but there does, after all, have to be a basis, meta-
physically speaking, for multiple moral truth. It’s there, in the
grounding of multiple moral truth, and not in the definition of rela-
tivism, that the relativistic element of relativism should come in.

Excluding a relativistic component from the definition of relativ-
ism itself, but insisting that relativism entail multiple moral truth,
also has the advantage of precluding certain intuitively non-relativis-
tic views from being classified as forms of relativism. The view that
moral truth is grounded relative to what God commands, for
example, or that moral truth is grounded relative to what the majority
of people in the world believe is right or wrong at time t, is intuitively
not relativistic. Both views, however, make moral truth relative to
something, in fact a subjective something in both cases (assuming
that God’s commands reflect his mental states). Neither view gener-
ates a multiplicity of true moral codes, as relativism, at least
intuitively, should.
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A final and practical advantage of the definition advanced is that it
draws an exclusive and exhaustive distinction of meta-ethical signifi-
cance, that between universalism, relativism, and nihilism. One,
many, or none — that’s a simple and important question concerning
moral truth. An equally simple and important, but different, ques-
tion is whether the metaphysical basis of moral truth is or isn’t
wants, wishes, desires, agreements, cultural traditions, and/or so
on. But that I take to be the question not of relativism, but of the sub-
jectivity or objectivity of moral truth — the question of whether the
ultimate ground of moral truth is or isn’t human mental states.

Note that, even apart from the heterodox claim that nothing rela-
tivistic should figure in the definition of relativism, it’s a mistake to
define relativism (as some of the definitions quoted in section I do)
in terms of moral truth being a function of the beliefs of a person
or a group, or the standards of a society, or any such subjectively
based state of affairs. While any plausible form of relativism would
have to ground moral truth in some such way, as the equator
example of three paragraphs back shows, relativism could be based
on something entirely independent of personal or societal beliefs,
agreements, attitudes, standards, or whatever. Distance from the
moon would do just as well as anything else, as far as being able to
generate multiple moral truth is concerned. Relativism is thus com-
patible with objectivism, for it’s compatible with the view that
moral truth, although multiple, is not identical with, a function of,
or dependent on any subjective state of affairs at all. That said, I
want to stress what was mentioned three sentences back, that any
form of relativism that isn’t wildly counterintuitive will be subjectiv-
ist, just as any plausible form of consequentialism will insist on maxi-
mizing the good for a (potentially) very large number of people.
‘Everyone always ought to act so as to maximize Kate Moss’s happi-
ness’, while a consequentialist theory, is so implausible as not to be
worth considering. So is equator-relativism.

It’s subjective relativism — more precisely, subjectively-based rela-
tivism — that’s center stage, then, and culture-based or society-based
forms of subjective relativism more than anything else. Culture-
based or society-based relativisms take moral truth to be underpinned
by agreements between individuals, shared beliefs, shared normative
frameworks, and cultural traditions. But also of some interest is indi-
vidual-based relativism, relativism which take moral truth to be
underpinned by, and relativized to, each individual’s beliefs,
desires, or normative framework. On individual relativism, each indi-
vidual has his/her own equally valid or true moral code.
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4.

What of the fact that, on the proposed definition, the equally valid or
true moral codes conflict, meaning that at least at some points yield
inconsistent judgments. How is that possible? If the relativization is
duly spelled out, or even tacitly assumed, conflict (or at least one im-
portant kind of conflict) would seem to evaporate: ‘A is right relative
to moral code X’ isn’t inconsistent with ‘A is wrong relative to moral
code Y’, any more that ‘B is legal relative to legal code M’ and ‘B is
illegal relative to legal code N’. Once the relevant points of relativiza-
tion, the relevant (subjectively-based) moral frameworks, are specified,
the inconsistency vanishes.

This is a problem with the definition of relativism — and others’
definitions as well as my own — that has sometimes briefly addressed
but is surely in need of an extended and convincing response. One
response, or so | take it to be, is Mackie’s: as normally employed,
the concepts of right and wrong are not relativized but contain a
claim to objectivity, a claim to obtain independent of human
minds. As such, two seemingly conflicting judgments, one to the
effect that A is right, the other to the effect that A is wrong, do
indeed conflict, since they ascribe incompatible objective properties
to one and the same action. Building a claim to objectivity into
moral judgments thus saves moral conflict; moral disputants are
indeed making inconsistent claims. However, since there are no
objective values, at least if values are subjectively based, the view in
question entails that all value judgments, including moral ones, are
false.® That implication, unfortunately, sinks the ship. Universal
falsity is highly counterintuitive, plays havoc with moral reasoning,
and has numerous other untoward consequences.”

®  Mackie first advanced his ‘Error theory’ in ‘A Refutation of Morals’,

Australasian Fournal of Psychology and Philosophy 24 (1946): 77-90, and
later updated and forcefully argued substantially the same thesis in
chapter one of Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong (Penguin Books, 1977).
Drawing upon Mackie, Richard Robinson advanced a similar theory in
“The Emotive Theory of Ethics’, Aristotelian Society Supplement vol.
XXII (1948): 79—-140; see especially 83—84. There are difficulties in even in-
terpreting Mackie’s theory, however. For example, if “This is right’ is false,
“T'his is not right’ would seem to be true. But if so, “This is not right’ would,
presumably, not be a moral judgment, for all are false. Cf. Jonathan
Harrison, ‘Mackie’s “Moral Skepticism”’, Philosophy 57 (1982): 173-191.
Critics of the Error Theory include Paul Edwards, in chapter 111 of
his The Logic of Moral Discourse (‘The Free Press, 1955), and, among a
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A less radical view that saves the appearances is partly negative and
partly positive. The negative component is that neither a claim to ob-
jectivity nor relevant relativization is part, not even a tacit part, of
moral judgment as such. In a moral debate, ‘A is right’ and ‘A is
wrong’ are to be understood as they stand and as moral disputants
themselves understand them: as simple, categorical claims of right
and wrong, just as “This is red’ and “This is not red’ are understood
in a color dispute. Relevant relativization makes for truth or falsity,
but, like objectivity, is not part of what is claimed. Disputants are
claiming that A is right and that A is wrong, and each understands
that if he is correct, then the other person is wrong; and vice versa.
Within morality, and regardless of morality’s metaphysical basis,
the claims are logically incompatible, and disputants, in using the
appropriate terms, understand them as such, and understand their
adversaries to be making incompatible claims. They do so without
any commitment respecting, or any view on, either the metaphysical
nature of right and wrong (as qualities or relational properties) or the
metaphysical grounds of moral truth (as objective or subjective). In
fact, except for certain select philosophers, no one who engages in
moral dispute ever has a thought on such matters; and even meta-
ethicists bracket their meta-ethical views when engaged in normative
dispute. Hence disputants, whether they are bound by one and the
same moral code or two different codes, take their claims to be con-
flicting, and they do in fact conflict, even if, if truth be told — assum-
ing subjectively-based relativism to be true — it’s possible that they
both are true. Dispute requires only a shared network of basic
moral concepts and conceptual relations, and at least some agreement
on the nature and bounds of moral argument, but not a shared meta-
physics, much less a true metaphysics.

Logically speaking, the way to understand relativization is not as
part of the content — explicit, implicit, or parenthetical — of moral
judgment, but as an index on moral judgment as a whole. ‘This is
right’ is strictly speaking “This is right’{, and “This is wrong’ is, as-
suming a different framework, “This is wrong’, The indices mark
different moral frameworks and indicate that proper relativization is
to the marked framework. (I take a moral framework to be the more
prominent contents and abstract elements of a moral code — that is,
a morality — properly interrelated.) For two reasons, moral disputants
can, do, and, in most cases, should ignore ‘correct logical form’. First,

number of others who take aim at Mackie’s later statement of the theory,
Jonathan Harrison, op. cit.
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in the great majority of cases there is either no or little difference in
the moral codes and frameworks of disputants. Considerable
overlap is common, and enough so, in general, to drop indexed rela-
tivization. In fact, whether moral relativism is true or not, social life
would be impossible unless there were considerable overlap in the
moral codes that people actually employ. That means that in everyday
life, we pay no attention to indices, even if moral judgment is indexed
and moral truth framework dependent. Second, key moral terms,
such a ‘good’, ‘bad’, ‘right’, ‘wrong’, and so on, are univocal. The
fact that they retain whatever meaning and import they have across
moral codes and frameworks, in a context of ignored relativization,
makes possible moral reasoning, moral dispute, moral agreement,
and even — something few philosophers are acquainted with — chan-
ging one’s mind.

This may seem an odd, and quite possibly a weak, defense of the
possibility of conflicting judgments, but consider, as a point of com-
parison, conflicting judgments about color or shape. ‘“That’s red’,
“That’s not red’, “That’s circular’, and ‘That’s not circular’ can be
and are made in bona fide disputes, and do conflict. Only a shared vo-
cabulary and a shared conceptual network are needed to account for
the possibility of such disagreement, however, at least as disagree-
ment is normally understood. If Locke is right, colors are subjective
(mind-dependent) and relative (relational) qualities, and shapes ob-
jective (mind-independent) and non-relative; if Berkeley is right,
both are subjective and relative. But no matter, as far as disputes of
both sorts are concerned. Metaphysical views and metaphysical
truth respecting shapes and colors are no part of and do not inform
the nature of the disputes. Metaphysics, at least until the time
when the truth is known and accepted by all, is irrelevant, and
makes disagreement neither possible nor impossible.

But to return to normative dispute: conflict isn’t preserved at the
level of first-order normative dispute by occupying a contingent
‘field position’ of obliviousness to the metaphysics of morality, em-
ployment of a work-a-day and conceptually simple understanding
of right and wrong, and argumentation of a standard normative
sort. That field position is, at least in normal circumstances, required.
Actual conflict requires commitment to the topic at the level at which
the conflict occurs. In the case of standard normative assessment, the
topic is action A, and the question is whether A is right or wrong. To
ascend to a meta-level is to commit to a different topic, that of right-
ness and wrongness, and to ask a different question, whether right-
ness and wrongness is objective or subjective, and non-relational or
relational. Perhaps answers to the latter question can and should
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affect answers to the former question in a fully formed and satisfac-
tory theory of ethics — something which certainly isn’t on the
horizon — though in fact, at least as far as I've been able to ascertain,
not even philosophers confident in their meta-ethics invoke their
meta-ethical views in addressing substantive moral issues. But even
if metaphysics is relevant to first-order moral disagreement, it
would seem that its relevance is minimal. Moral reasoning proceeds
quite successfully without it, and has long done so. If metaphysical
premises add to normative reasoning in a constructive way, they
can’t add much without themselves becoming suspect, at least if es-
tablished forms, patterns, and contents of moral reasoning are essen-
tially sound. In sum, then, for all intents and purposes — all practical
intents and purposes, all first-order intents and purposes — meta-
ethical issues, including metaphysical ones, are well-nigh necessarily
put to the side in normative dispute.

Bolstering this fundamentally negative and deflationary defense of
the possibility of conflicting moral judgments is a positive consider-
ation. Even if ethical values are not overriding, a position held by
many, they are at least extremely weighty, and supply a rational
order for human life in the grand scheme of things, an order that a
purely empirical or a normative but non-moral take on life can’t
supply. It’s partly for that reason that moral judgments, or at least
those concerning core values, are normally understood by adherents
to have universal jurisdiction, and to be of a particularly binding
nature (which is not to say that they take them to be objective — as
argued above, no stance is taken on that issue). ‘Killing for no
reason is immoral’ is of a different force and existential significance
than ‘Killing for no reason is illegal’. 'The fact that moral claims are
taken to have no spatial or temporal borders is a reflection of their
paramount significance and place in human life; and the fact that dis-
putants can argue using the concepts of right and wrong simpliciter is
a reflection of their felt universal jurisdiction.

5.

Another important concept that figures in my definition is that of a
moral code. As I use the term, a moral code comprises more than
rules and principles, which are all that philosophers typically focus
on. A moral code also contains ideals, virtues, goals, aims, and
values, and, at least ideally, integrates all such components into a
unified, workable whole, a ‘way of life’. Order, structure, coordin-
ation, and integration, in other words, are important features of a
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moral code, as is an explanation and justification of both the content
and structure of the code. ‘Stealing is wrong’, for example, might be a
rule that figures in a moral code, and its relation to other rules of the
code, such as ‘One ought to take care of one’s family’, should be ex-
plained and justified. To consider just one instance, one question that
could be asked about the two is, Which rule takes precedence if the
two conflict? So, too, should the circumstances for the application
and utilization of a code be made clear. We can ask, for example,
Does the second rule require taking care of one’s family at all times,
in all circumstances? If not, when doesn’t it, and why? And regardless
of the answers to those questions, What should such care consist in?
This conception of a moral code is my own, and it’s clearly an ideal-
ization of the moral codes we actually work with. Still, it does seem to
be the basic notion of a morality that people have in mind when they
assert or deny that relativism is true.

To this specification of a moral code, and consequently to my
explanation of relativism, I need to add what has become a common-
place in the literature: that, for relativism to be true, the differences
between conflicting but equally valid moral codes not be due to
mere differences in the objective circumstances or the factual
beliefs of adherents of the codes. Nothing technical or theory-laden
is meant by ‘objective circumstances’ or ‘factual beliefs’ here.
Objective circumstances are just facts about the world. That apples
grow on trees is an ‘objective circumstance’. And factual beliefs are
empirical beliefs, or, more accurately (so as not to restrict evidence
or beg any questions), non-normative beliefs. If one person believes
that restaurants ought not to serve fish, while another that there’s
nothing wrong with serving fish, the difference may reflect a mere
difference in factual circumstances: fish might be poisonous in one
region but not the other. No fundamental difference between the
codes would then be reflected by the conflicting rules. Or fish
might be poisonous in neither region, but people living in the first
might believe, perhaps for good reason, that they are. Again, no fun-
damental difference between the codes would be reflected by the dif-
ferent but conflicting rules. Perhaps more to the point, in one group a
number of moral rules might be predicated upon belief in God and an
afterlife of a certain sort, while in another such beliefs might be
wholly absent, and so many of the rules of the first group absent as
well. Otherwise, though, the two groups might share the same envir-
onmental circumstances and underlying moral principles, values,
ideals, and so on, and even the same factual beliefs. If the codes the
groups subscribe to are otherwise identical, or even if they would
be if both groups lived under the same conditions and held the
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same non-normative beliefs, then their codes don’t count as conflict-
ing, or even, in an important sense, as two different codes at all.8

An implication of this, and one that universalists are quick to pick
up on, is that the moral codes that people actually subscribe to may
not be, or simply are not, nearly as diverse as many relativists
claim.? This is important, universalists think, because relativists in-
variably cite the wide diversity of moral codes that people subscribe
to as evidence for the truth of their theory. Their premise is flawed
if universalists are correct on this point, and thus the common relativ-
ist argument from the diversity of morals to the truth of relativism is
deprived of much of its strength.

But to return to the issue of the definition of relativism proper: I
hasten to add the material of two paragraphs back, and it is part of
the conventional wisdom respecting the specification of relativism,
but I have my doubts about whether all differences in objective cir-
cumstances or factual beliefs that have an impact upon moral codes
should be discounted, artificially nullified, or counterfactually
smoothed over before two moral codes are counted as conflicting,
or as more than one in number. Taking such a methodological
dictum seriously would generate a massive problem of determining
the truth values of many, many difficult-to-evaluate counterfactuals
regarding what widely diverse and culturally distant people would
believe under all sorts of conditions — something that no one, relativ-
ist, nihilist, or universalist, has ever done more than gesture at. Even
more importantly, if such counterfactual levelling were effected, the
probable result would be that the ranks (number) of moral codes
would be so drastically reduced, and so much of their contents
would be eliminated, and what would remain would be so emaciated,
that relativism would lose much of its pre-philosophical, and prob-
ably philosophical, interest. Brandt, for example, after waving his
hand in the direction of taking different circumstances and non-
normative beliefs into consideration, reduces the differences between
the ethical code of the Hopi and that of contemporary America to a

8 See, for instance, Richard Brandt, Ethical Theory (Prentice-Hall, Inc.,

1959) chap. 11. Brandt’s discussion of relativism is informed with his own
Qualified Attitude Method for justifying moral judgments, and his termin-
ology is slightly different from mine, but the point is essentially the same.

See, for instance, Barbara McKinnon, Ethics, 2" edition (Wadsworth
Publishing, 1998), 14—15: and Joseph P. DeMarco, Moral Theory (Jones and
Bartlett Publishers, 1996), 80 (DeMarco, however, basically favors relativ-
ism); Rachels, op. cit, 23-25; Harris, op. cit., 19-20.
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rule respecting animal suffering.!? The vast complexity of the Hopi way
of life is lost, and so is that of contemporary America. Truly different
moral codes in effect dissolve in a counterfactual solvent. That’s
why I think that although some levelling principle is needed, some-
thing weaker than unrestricted counterfactual bulldozing is desirable.
What that weaker principle should be, I don’t know. I suspect that
virtually any restricted principle would have a limited usefulness,
because groups, cultures, and so on differ so radically from each
other in their circumstances and in their empirical, theological, and
metaphysical beliefs. That suggests that the matter might be better
handled on a case-by-case basis, with principles playing only a
limited role. The matter merits discussion. In the meantime, as far
as the narrow aim of this paper is concerned, it’s possible to minimize
the impact of the problem, and operate on the level of ‘informed in-
tuition” when conceptualizing different and conflicting moral codes.
Informed intuition may be intuition, but by being informed with the
general sorts of considerations of two paragraphs back, some needed
caution will be exercised in counting moral codes as different or not.

6.

On subjective relativism, morality is, at least in substantial part, con-
ventional. The notion of a convention thus needs at least some discus-
sion, even if space limitations permit no more than a brief critical
survey.

Drawing upon Hume, David Lewis has developed a game-theoret-
ical conception of convention, according to which a convention is a
self-reinforcing solution to a recurrent co-ordination problem faced
by two or more conceptually sophisticated agents motivated by
self-interest.!! In essence, a convention is a somewhat arbitrary be-
havioral regularity that participants create and find satisfying. A
number of conditions respecting a regularity must be met for it to
count as a convention, however. They include near uniformity of
behavioral response among participants (i.e., conformity to the regu-
larity), near uniformity of preference for that shared response, near
uniformity of expectation of conformity, and a number of other con-
ditions, some of which require fairly complicated knowledge among
participants. Lewis’s theory has been much discussed and criticized
on a wide variety of grounds, but this is not the place for a detailed

19 Brandt, op. cit., 283-284.
" David Lewis, Convention (Harvard University Press, 1969).
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examination. Suffice it to say that, for my part, I think what he has
identified is what a convention can give rise to, or what can give
rise to a convention, but not what a convention is.!?

Taking a very different tack, Ruth Millikan thinks of a convention
as a pattern of behavior that is reproduced within a population.!? Not
every reproduced pattern is a convention, however. For example, if a
person sees another person turning on car lights by flipping a switch,
reproduces that response, and passes on that pattern of behavior to
others, no convention is thereby established. Rather, to count as a
convention a pattern has to be reproduced and passed on simply
because it sets a precedent. In other words, the pattern is followed,
not necessarily for any good reason, but simply because it catches
on and spreads. The fact that conventions, such as nodding one’s
head up and down to indicate agreement, are normally taken to be
arbitrary is well captured by this aspect of Millikan’s theory — but
perhaps too much so. If Lewis’s game-theoretic theory of convention
over-intellectualizes conventions and demands too much of partici-
pants, Millikan’s theory seems to require too little, for mindlessly
repeated behavior, having no discernible point, would count as
conventions. Thumb twiddling that begins with one student and un-
consciously spreads across the university would count as a convention
instead of, what I take it to be, a mere (and bad) habit that has
irrationally caught on.

A view closer to my own has been advanced by Margaret Gilber
Focusing on the notion of a social convention, not a convention
simpliciter, Gilbert notes that individual agents can and do fre-
quently ‘join forces’ to achieve a common goal. In some cases when
they do so, they form a ‘plural subject’, with individual agents
sharing, and jointly knowing they are sharing, beliefs, desires, and
goals in commitment with each other, and in commitment to each
other. This unique cognitive, conative, valuational, and social
bonding makes for a plural subject, a ‘we’ of social action, and under-
girds the notion of a social convention. ‘Our everyday concept of a
social convention’, she says, ‘is that of an accepted principle of

t. 14

12 . . . . .
That said, a game-theoretic conception of a convention, even if not

specifically Lewis’s, has proven very attractive to moral relativists. Gilbert
Harman, for example, embraces it in Chapter 9 of his The Nature of
Morality (Oxford University Press, 1977).

13 Ruth Millikan, Language: A Biological Model (Clarendon Press,
20945).

1989).

Margaret Gilbert, On Social Facts (Princeton University Press,
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action, a group fiat with respect to how one is to act in certain situa-
tions’.1> The fiat in question is not that of any group, however, but
that of a plural subject, and a plural subject ‘speaking’ as a plural
subject.

Neither as demanding as Lewis’s highly rationalistic theory nor
as lax as Millikan’s non-rationalistic one, Gilbert’s theory occupies
anice middle ground. Although obviously idealized and focused on
a social convention,!® it correctly identifies what I take to be the
basic notion of a convention: not a game-theoretic regularity or a
precedent-determined repeated pattern of behavior, but a rule,
principle, or norm of conduct or understanding ultimately based
on choice and decision.!” I would distinguish a convention from
both a command and a fiat, however. I take

(a) conventions to be inherently normative, and paradigmatically of
the form ‘This ought to be done/is good’ or “This ought to be
understood as...”!% (more on the latter in a moment), but

(b) commands to be inherently not normative, and paradigmatically
of the form ‘Do this’ or ‘Understand this as...,” and

(c) fiats to straddle the conceptual ground between the two, with one
foot on the non-valuational side of the divide and the other on the
valuational, and to be paradigmatically of the form “This is to be
done’ and “This is to be understood as...”1?

Conceptually speaking, conventions are based on fiats, which are
themselves based on commands, stated or tacit. Understood as ex-
planatory underpinning or reconstruction, not as historical

1S Gilbert, op. cit., 377.

16 On my view, conventions needn’t be social. ‘Desert island’ conven-
tions, imposed only by oneself and only on oneself, are a real possibility.
See also two paragraphs hence on the metaphysics of conventions.

That said, however, a behavioral regularity or a repeated pattern of
behavior counts as a convention in a derivative sense, on my view, if it is
in accordance with and the result of the establishment of a convention in
the basic sense.

I focus only on paradigmatically positive conventions, commands,
and fiats in what follows, for simplicity’s sake.

' The only discussion of the *... to be done...’ locution that I know of is
Chapter XIV of Jonathan Harrison’s Our Knowledge of Right and Wrong
(George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1971). On the basis of what, not too long
ago, would be called its logical grammar, Harrison seems to locate the con-
struction half-between value judgments and imperatives, just as [ do. (The
chapter also contains interesting discussions of the ‘must be/may be done’
and the ‘is enjoined by a rule’ locutions.)
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progression, commands beget fiats and fiats beget conventions
through an uptake of normative force, a ‘taking’ that moves
from ‘Do this’ or ‘Understand this as...” to ‘“This is to be done’
or “This is to be understood as...” to “This ought to be done’ or
“This ought to be understood as...” Not surprisingly, parallel to
the ascent to normativity is a grammatical progression from im-
peratival to quasi-imperatival /quasi-indicative to indicative form.
Commands, fiats, and conventions all speak of doing certain
things in certain situations or understanding certain things in a
certain way, with the latter being naturally expressed as an under-
standing that. In America there is an operative convention to
place the fork on the left side of the plate, but also a convention
of understanding that pieces of paper produced and issued in a
certain way, and having certain distinct features, are ten-dollar
bills. Conventional propositions of a universal sort — for example,
‘Pieces of paper produced and issued are...” — are the indicative sen-
tence read-out of universal ‘understand that’ rules — basically, what
others have called constitutive rules. They are, in a sense, a priori
truths created by us, but also a prior: truths capable of being de-
stroyed by us, or dying deaths of neglect. Singular conventional
propositions — for example, “This is a ten dollar bill’ — record
conventional facts that are, metaphysically speaking, the result of
universal conventional facts (and, derivatively, other singular
conventional facts) ‘infiltrating’, ‘interpenetrating’, ‘commingling
with’, or — choose your own metaphor — non-conventional reality.
They, too, can suffer deliberate annihilation or pass out of existence
through abandonment. All of this can also be said of conventions
respecting doing certain things. The two sorts of convention, in
fact, are not really as distinct as the above may make them
appear, for understanding is a (special) sort of doing, and doing —
performing conventional actions — requires conventional under-
standing (except in derivative, degenerate, or ‘courtesy attribution’
cases).

But besides all this, there’s the question of, to put it in older terms,
the ontological foundation of conventions. Millikan’s thinks that
they’re based on human biology, and apparently as much to be ex-
pected as whistling. Hume, Lewis, and Harman found conventions
on intelligent self-interest, with intelligence making possible the con-
ceptually sophisticated co-operation needed to serve self-interest.
Gilbert, as I read her, essentially follows Aristotle in taking human
beings to be by nature social animals, in a relatively strong sense of
term. Millikan, Hume, Harman, and Gilbert all invoke aspects of
human nature, though different ones, to explain the existence of
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conventions. I do t00.2° (In fact, as far as I can tell there is nowhere
else to go for an explanation.) On my view, conventions are inherently
normative, and are so because there is normative uptake of a concep-
tual sort from commands to fiats to conventions. For me, then, the
question is: What is the basis of this normative uptake, this progres-
sive insinuation of value into the empirical realm? My answer is that
normative uptake exists simply because it’s natural for us to see and
experience the world normatively. Normativity is as natural to us as
hunger, self-interest, parental affection, sympathy, seeking the ap-
proval of others, and language. It’s who we are, and how we take
the world, and not reducible to biological function or clever self-
interest. Language well illustrates the point. Multiple and deeply
conventional, language is acquired at about the same age as walking
upright is, and both are to be expected, because both are based on
native human potentialities and tendencies. To paraphrase
Aristotle, human beings are by nature conventional animals. And,
on my view, it is because human beings are by nature conventional
animals that they are by nature social animals.?!

7.

Concrete illustration may endow these abstract remarks on the notion
of convention with more meaning. Consider spelling, then, which is
certainly conventional.

Spelling has evolved over the years. Four hundred years ago, many
words could be spelled — meaning correctly spelled — in several differ-
ent ways. (Shakespeare, in fact, never spelled his own name the same
way twice.) The conventions of spelling weren’t yet established, or at
least not established as hard and fast rules. ‘H-a-r-r-d’ would do for
‘hard’, but so would ‘h-a-r-d-e’ or ‘h-a-r-d’. ‘S-l-e-e-t-h’, however,
would not do. Eventually, the conventions of spelling became
firmer, narrower, and better established, and now only one spelling
is acceptable. But there was never, not at any time over the past
four hundred years, a vote or a poll taken on the correct spelling of

20 And once again my view is closer to Gilbert’s than to the others’,

though it differs from hers in that, and because, I don’t take conventions
to be inherently social.

21 If this is correct, the contrast between the natural and the conven-
tional isn’t as sharp as it may at first appear, for the conventional would
then itself be natural. As far as morality is concerned, it would also seem
to imply that in some sense, morality is natural — even if it is conventional.
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‘hard’, nor was there ever even a thought of doing so or of soliciting
the opinions of speakers of the English language. The convention
evolved slowly, in a very informal manner, and in a way that followed
no preordained course. However, although informal, the evolution of
the conventions of spelling was guided by and responsive to a number
of factors, just as all conventions are. Foremost among them were:

(a) historical precedent and continuity with the past — drawing upon
the past and not breaking sharply with it, even when modifying
prior spelling;

(b) consistency;

(c) coherence;

(d) integration with other conventions of spelling and pronunciation
— a system of interrelated and interlocked conventions is needed,
not just conventions for single words, and such a system requires
a smooth meshing of parts;

(e) the actual spelling of participant spellers — the empirical input of
users of the system of spelling;

(f) the empirical limitations and actual desires of human beings, such
as the facts that human beings have a finite memory, a desire for
simplicity, and limited time, energy, and interest; and

(g) historical contingency, for example, the spread of literacy and
development of public and private school systems.

In the background, and guiding the whole informal and (almost) un-
conscious process was nothing more metaphysically solid than the
idea of human convenience: we, a not very clearly defined group of
speakers of the English language existing over centuries and living
in different locales, need to tack down standardized spelling for
‘hard’ and other words in order to run our affairs in as efficient and
trouble-free a way as possible. The conventions of correct spelling
didn’t evolve completely independently of what speakers of the
English language took to be correct spelling, or believed to be
correct spelling — I doubt that that would have been possible — but
such empirical input is but one factor among many, and a vote on
correct spelling or even anything like a survey on it, would have
been extremely impractical (in fact, almost impossible to conduct),
largely a waste of everyone’s time, and unneeded anyway. Norms
could be and were established through other mechanisms, and
without paying undue attention to what the majority thought.
Once established, such norms can easily survive and even prevail
over majority opinion to the contrary. ‘Accommodate’ (and its adjec-
tival and other grammatical kin) is one of the most frequently mis-
spelled words in the English language; it’s misspelled far more
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often that it’s correctly spelled. If simple majority rule determined
correctness of spelling, that would be a contradiction in terms. It
isn’t precisely because a norm has been established informally, and
it determines correct spelling regardless of what the majority thinks.

8.

In sum, that’s the somewhat different conception of relativism that I
defend. With expected author’s pride, I think that it’s clearer and
more useful than many others on the market, and that it will help
to facilitate discussion of arguments for and against relativism, as
well as the inevitable objections to both.22 But even if I'm wrong
about that, it’s still important to call attention to the necessity of
being clear about exactly what relativism is.23

MICHAEL WREEN (michael.wreen@marquette.edu) is Professor of Philosophy at
Marquette University. Recent publications include ‘Ommnipotence,” in International
Journal for the Philosophy of Religion, ‘Creativity,” in Philosophia, and ‘Existence
as a Perfection,” in Logical Analysis and the History of Philosophy. His ‘The
Identity of Indiscernibles’ appeared in Philosophy in 2015.

22 For the sake of full disclosure, I should add that, the possible evi-

dence of this paper notwithstanding, I’'m not a moral relativist. I labor
here to serve clarity, fairness, and progress on the issue.

My thanks to Teddy Shim and the editor of this journal for a number
of useful comments on an earlier draft of this paper.
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