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Relativism Continued

Contemporary Relativism

· suggests there is no absolute right or wrong action because there is no knowable good or evil, and therefore no objective good
· cultural relativism claims that there are rights and wrongs within cultural boundaries, but not outside

•ideas of multiculturalism, tolerance


•example: can Sharia law exist alongside Canadian law in Canadian courts 
(government of Ontario decided no)

· moral pluralism: suggests that there are many moral goods of equal value, ie. justice, equality, freedom, etc.
· competing goods lead to chaos?

•US electoral gridlock: half of the population sees freedom (from taxes, 
government) as the highest good; half the population sees equality as the highest 
good

Against Relativism

· Plato said that relativism is self-defeating and contradictory

•Protagoras: relativist, Socrates and Plato disagreed with him

Example against relativism: Person A says “I am tolerant and accept that others’ views are as true as my own.” Person B says “I am intolerant and declare my views superior.” Person A must now accept Person B’s views as equivalent in truth and value while still believing his own views. Person A must-believe is both tolerance and intolerance at the same time.

· Plato also argues against democracy in The Republic

•wanted a meritocracy. But when he tried it in Syracuse it utterly failed.


•his ideas make sense rationally but not practically.

Knowledge and Virtue

· “European philosophy is just a series of footnotes to Plato” - Alfred North Whitehead
· Golden Age in Greece: rapid increase in trade, migration, and cultural idea exchange.

•questioning traditional practices through comparison and measurement to other 
cultures – What/who is right?

· Plato’s philosophy is a conservative reaction to the many changes that took place in Golden Age Greece.
Socrates

· mentor to Plato
· wrote nothing that we know of
· was put to death by the democratic Athenian state for corrupting the youth and worshipping false gods.
· is used in Plato’s dialogues first as a documentary speaker and later as a fictional interlocutor (the transition between these two roles in unclear.)
Plato

· came from an aristocratic and influential family
· mathematician and philosopher
· founded one of the earliest known schools, The Academy
Morality Is Relative?

· “Ring of Gyges” – fable (p. 10/11)

•Shepherd


•”The actions of the just would be the actions of the unjust”


•”For whenever anyone thinks that he can safely be unjust, there he will be 
unjust”


•”Justice is the interest of the stronger” (p. 11)

Thrasymachus – Sophist

· happiness is a result of comparative advantage, profit no matter the rightness
· Justice is just a tool used by those in power
· Humans are happier when we’re pursuing our own self-interest rather than “doing good”
Plato: Morality is not relative

· good cannot be the same as pleasure and evil, pain, because pleasure and pain can exist together while pure good and evil are mutually exclusive.
· so morality is not relative to sensations
Greek Preoccupation with Balance/Harmony

· justice is harmony of the soul (psyche)
· 3 main parts of the mind (psyche): appetites, passions, and rationality. The integration of proper functioning of these divisions produces the harmonious mind just as the proper, balanced functioning of the body produces a healthy state.
· This idea of balance applied both to the mind/body and to politics
· King = Reason, Soldier = Courage, Worker = Appetite
· Reason keeps courage and appetite in check (metaphor for a political system)
· Reason, courage and appetite need to be kept in balance
· Plato thinks philosophers should be King
· He also thinks you can’t overindulge in rationality
· So according to the Greeks, why should we act ethically?

•fostering food encourages harmony of the soul –encourages vitality and 
happiness


•acting unjustly reverses the health of the soul; disorderliness and spiritual 
confusion of the wicked

· Plato never defines Good (p. 10) – can be known by analogy only

