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W.T. Stace – ethics are not relative

·  “The ethical absolutist is not indeed committed to the opinion that his own, or our own, moral code is the true one….All that he is actually committed to is the opinion that, whatever the true moral code may be, it is always the same for all men in all ages” (313).

· [It’s also consistent with ethical absolutism that no one has ever known or done the Good.]

· for the ethical absolutist, ethics is comparable to science, the Good comparable to the laws of nature.  Moral law part of the “fundamental structure of the universe” (313).

· ethical absolutism is not necessarily conservative (i.e., e.a.s don’t necessarily regard their notion of the good as the true one.)

· Stace regards ethical relativism as having arisen as a protest from the “left wing” and as a result of religious skepticism.

· Revolutionary movements (says Stace) are always negative – they attack.  E.R. is no different.

· E.R. amounts to the “very startling assertion” that “the very same kind of action which is right in one country and period may be wrong in another” (314).

· to argue from the plurality of moral systems for ethical relativism, says Stace, is mental laziness.  

· Two different senses of “standard” in the phrase “moral standards.”  The E.R., says Stace, denies that there are two such senses of “standard.”

· Straw man:  “His [the E.R.’s] point is … that there are no objectively true moral standards at all.  There is no single universal objective standard.  Nor are there a variety of local objective standards.  All standards are subjective.  People’s subjective feelings about morality are the only standards which exist” (315).

no difference (for the E.R.) between what is thought right and what is actually right.

Arguments in favour of E.R. (be careful – he’s not doing any favours for E.R. here)
anthropological evidence about the plurality of moral systems.  Stace has two responses:

moral differences between cultures is explicable in virtue of human ignorance.

we’ve always known that there are a variety of moral systems.  We didn’t need anthropologists to tell us this.  Nothing has changed for the ethicist with the new wealth of anthropological data.

while all of this new evidence makes no logical/philosophical difference, it does have a psychological/rhetorical consequence.  People impressed by the “scientific” nature of this evidence.  Stace:  “But we must refuse to be impressed” (317).

the problem of a metaphysical foundation/epistemological access to the Good.  Stace seems to accept that this is a serious problem.  At any rate, he doesn’t offer any solution/refutation here.  (there is an ellipsis, however… who knows what the editors omitted.)

Arguments against ethical relativism
the problem of critique.  We believe that we can properly say that something is morally praiseworthy or not, that one moral system is better than another or vice versa. However, if E.R. is right, then these sorts of statements are unintelligible.  They are incapable of rational discussion.

(Stace’s caveat:  “The fact that such judgments are very difficult to make with any justice, and that they are frequently made on very superficial and prejudiced grounds, has no bearing on the question now at issue” (318).)

Slippery slope:  “All moral valuation thus vanishes.  There is nothing to prevent each man from being a rule unto himself.  The result will be moral chaos and the collapse of all effective standards…” (319).  Why should this be the case?  We are both prescriptive and pluralistic about grammar, and this doesn’t cause the complete erosion of language.  It is in fact just how language develops.

How do we determine the precise boundaries of a society?  Who decides what the morality of that society is?  The majority?  This entails moral mediocrity and what Mill called the “tyranny of the majority.”  A minority?  Which minority?  The moral ones?  This is a vicious circle.  Who then?  The Hells Angels?  How do we decide?  [This issue of community moral standards received much press lately in connection with the Quebec sex club court case.]

Watch out for Stace’s racism, esp. at bottom of 319.  He thinks that it is easier to sort out the moral standards for Melanesian Islanders than for “advanced peoples” since the former don’t “think for themselves” as the latter do (319).  [Is he kidding?  Someone please tell me he’s kidding.]

