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Relativism: Introduction to Plato

· relativism deals with questions of right or wrong
· postmodernism is a sort of relativism
· universities tend to reject relativism (it’s university, not multiversity – one truth rather than many)
· Herodutus (Greek historian) said “custom is king of all”, meaning that societies and cultures do things according to their customs
· the work ethics comes from ethos, meaning custom or habit, the normal or usual
· ancient ethics/morality is understood as “doing the right thing”, not in terms of avoiding sin and being pious (as in monotheism) but as acting appropriately or practically for situation. Emphasis on group though vs. individuality (prestige of tribal values)
· doing what everybody else does was the most important. The idea of individuality only appeared with the enlightenment.
· ancient Greece was more dangerous. Being alone was dangerous, so doing what the group did was important.
· the Greek peninsula, mountains, and surrounding water meant the culture was insular. Exploration and trade with other cultures were always studies in contrast. Which society’s beliefs and traditions were right? Maybe both were right for their own people (relativism)
· morality arose out of practical concerns for survival of the group
· compatibility of the action of the group determined group ideas of right and wrong
· Sophists: paid teachers two taught skills of rhetoric and argument defense, kind of like ancient lawyers. They would teach any subject/defend any practice if paid. They also had no general theory of the good.
· The job of a lawyer (and the Sophists in ancient Greece) is not to decide right or wrong, but to defend the client as best as possible.
· morality conforms to the norm of welfare – arises out of practical beliefs for successful groups
· the :right: is justified with regard to time and place, and always supports a people’s interests
· core morals have to do with human welfare

