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One of the important viewpoints in philosophy, especially in moral
philosophy, is “relativism”. The critical and rational examination of relativism
can lead to the right moral decisions and, accordingly, the right action in
different circumstances. Richard Mervyn Hare is one of the prominent moral
philosophers, who in his moral philosophy, speaking of relativism and realism,
has expressed the criteria for the relativity of moral judgments. By using the
rule of “generalizability”, he has tried to justify the moral judgments. Also,
considering the role of practicing in using the moral principles according to
the circumstances, he has tried to lead the moral agent to a skill that leads to
the right moral action. Besides, in explaining his moral theory, Hare considers
knowing the circumstances and teaching the moral principles as effective in
making moral judgments, and finally, he links the foundations of his
viewpoint to intuitive and critical thinking in order to strengthen it and to
make it coherent. In this paper, we have tried to examine Hare’s viewpoint
about relativism from a theoretical perspective.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

One of the important viewpoints in philosophy, especially in moral philosophy, is “relativism”. The
critical and rational examination of relativism can lead to the right moral decisions and, accordingly, the
right action in different circumstances. Relativism is not a problem confined to ancient and modern
philosophy, and many philosophers have had different views of relativism, based on their different
interpretations of it, in the different ages. Examining the goodness and badness of things, accepting the
different viewpoints, the cultural dependence of oughts and ought-nots, and the diversity of moral
judgments, can all be some components of relativism, which make different challenges for moral
relativism.

Richard Mervyn Hare is one of the prominent moral philosophers, who in his moral philosophy,
speaking of relativism and realism, has expressed the criteria for the relativity of moral judgments. In his
view, relativism can be called a “paradox” in which, at least, two persons disagree on a moral problem
and one of them must be right. But accepting this view is contrary to the common usage of ethical words,
and can have a negative impact on a moral problem.

Discussion

Hare has tried to base moral judgments on the principles, teaching them and deriving them from knowing
the circumstances. For this reason, he has considered moral relativism as dependent on “circumstances”
and “principles”. In analyzing the circumstances and the principles, he believes in making decisions and
evaluating them based on circumstances, and considers the mere moral absolutism as wrong. Therefore,
attributing each action to different circumstances and taking considerations into account will have
different results. On the other hand, Hare considers moral relativism as based on the principles that no
other principle is superior to them, but justifies it by reference to “prescriptivism”, the rule of
“generalization” and the correct understanding of “right” and “wrong”.

In Hare’s view, the members of a society have to make the same judgments about all the cases which
have similar characteristics in order to get rid of the conflicts. Also, in explaining his moral theory, Hare
considers knowing the circumstances and teaching the moral principles as effective in making moral
judgments, and finally, he links the foundations of his viewpoint to intuitive and critical thinking in order
to strengthen it and to make it coherent. Besides, in accepting the moral principles, he has considered two
rules as criteria: relying on the golden rule, and having the form of a universal law.

What follows from Hare’s views is that his viewpoint is more compatible with moral absolutism, and
that he considers the acceptance of relativism as dependent on the circumstances of moral problems and
based on prudence and the genuine moral benefits. In his view, it is the moral principles that determine in
various circumstances how must we act in a situation according to morally relevant characteristics. But
although he completely separates himself from the relativists in other moral issues, he prefers to be
considered as a subjectivist in his discussions of relativism, provided that they have been understood in a
correct way. Of course, the correct understanding of Hare’s discussions of relativism is achieved only by
knowing the especial circumstances in which a right action is done, and knowing them will be achieved
by teaching.

Conclusion

According to Hare, the moral principles are a kind of skill which is used in different circumstances, and
this kind of skill strengthens Hare’s relativism in facing the complex and difficult problems, and can help
the moral agent in decision-making in difficult circumstances. Therefore, relativism in Hare’s moral
philosophy is a kind of institutionalization in general principles, which leads to the right moral decision
by knowing the circumstances, acquiring the necessary teachings and doing the appropriate practices.
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