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The Challenge of Cultural
- Relatwvism

Morality differs in every so-ciety,- and is a convenient term for socially
approved habits. ) - B . '
, 'RUTH BENEDICT, PATTERNS OF CULTURE (1934)

2.1. How Different Cultures Have Different
Moral Codes | , y
Darius, a king of ancient Persia, was intrigued by the variety of
cultures he encountered in his travels. He had found, for ex-
ample, that the Callatians (a tribe of Indians) customarily ate
the bodies of their dead fathers, The Greeks, of course, did
not do that—the Greeks practiced cremation and regarded
the funeral pyre as the natural and fitting way to dispose of
the dead. Darius thought that a:sophisticated understanding
of the world must include an-appreciation of such differences
between cultures. One day, to teach this lesson, he summoned
some Greeks who happened to be present at his court and
asked them what they would take t&: eat the bodies of their
dead fathers.. They were shocked, as Darius knew--they would
be, and replied that no amount of money could persuade
them to dosuch a thing. Then Darius called in some Calla-
tians, and while the Greeks listened asked them what they
would take to burn their dead fathers’ bodies, The Callatians
were horrified and' told Darius not even to mention such a
dreadful thing. 2 S > B
This- story, recounted by Herodotus in his History, illus-
- trates a recurring theme in the literature of social science: dif- _

- 15




| 16 THE S OF MORAL PHILOSOPHY '
oot c0Tlusn and dffmsnt lrae o

ferent cultures have different moral codes. What is thought
Fight within one group may be utterly abhorrent to the mem-
bers of another group, and vice versa. Should we eat the bod-
ies of thé dead or burn them? If you were a Greek, one answer
would seem obviously correct; but if you were a Callatian, the
~ opposite would seem equally certain. b

It is easy to give additional examples of the same kind.
Consider the Eskimos. They are a remote and inaccessible
people. Numbering only about 25,000, they live in small, iso-
lated settlements scattered mostly along the northern fringes
of North America and Greenland. Until the beginning of this
century, the outside world knew little about them. Then ex-

plorers began to bring back strange tales. - P
Eskimo customs turned out to be very different from our
own. The men often-had more than one wife, and they would
share their wives with guests, lending them for the night as a
sign of hospitality. Moreover, within a community, a dominant
male might demand—and get—regular sexual access to other
men’s wives. The women, however, were free to break these
arrangements simply by leaving their husbands and taking up
with new partners—free, -that is; so long as their former hus-
‘bands chose not to make trouble. All in all, the Eskimo prac-
tice was a volatile scheme that bore little resemblance to what

we call marriage. : © gl :

~But it was not only their marriage and sexual practices
that were differéent. The Eskimos also seemed to have less re-
gard for human life. Infanticide, for -example, was common.
Knud Rasmussen, one of the most famous early explorers, re-
ported that he met one woman who had borne twenty chil-
\ dren but had killed ten of them at birth. Female babies; he
found, were-especially liable to be destroyed, and this was per:
%\.\?@L@d_wlllm_thc_p\wmts’ discretion, with no social stigma
attached to.it, Old people also; when they bm
to contribute to the family, were left out in the snow to die. So
| gothere seemed to be, in this society, remarkably little respect
i et CIr‘\gofor life ' -
I ﬁﬂw - To the general public, these were disturbing revelations.
+ Our own way of living seems so natural and right that for
1 TR many of us it is hard to conceive of others living so differently.
it W And when we do hear of such things, we tend immediately to
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categorize those other peoples as “backward” or “primitive.”
But to anthropologists and sociologists, there was nothing par-
 ticularly surprising about the Eskimos. Since the time of
Herodotus, enlightened observers have been accustomed to
the idea that conceptions of right and wrong differ from cul-
ture to culture. If we assume that our ideas of right and wrong
will be shared by all peoples at all times, we are merely naive.

2.2. Cultural Relativism

To many thinkers, this observation—*“Different cultures have
different moral codes”—has seemed to be the key to under-
standing morality. The idea of.universal truth in ethics, they
say, is a myth. The customs of different societies are all that
exist. These customs cannot be said to be “correct” or “incor-
rect,” for that implies we have an independent standard of
right and wrong by which they may be judged. But there is no
such independent standard; every standard is culture-bound.
The great pioneering’ sociologist William Graham Sumner,
writing in 1906, put the point like this:

The “right” way is the way which the ancestors used and
which has been handed down. The tradition is its own
warrant. It is not held subject.to verification by experi-
ence. The notion of right is in the folkways. It is not out-
side of them, of independent origin, and brought to test
them. In the folkways, whatever is, is right. This is be-
cause they are traditional, and therefore contain in them-
selves the authority of the ‘ancestral ghosts. When we
come to the folkways we are at the end of our analysis.

This line of thought has probably persuaded more people to

be skeptical about ethics than any other sirigle thing. Cultural o JC" 1t

Relativism, as it has been called, challenges our ordinary belief “

in the objectivity and universality of moral truth. It says, in ef- ,

fect, that-there is no such thing as universal truth in ethics; kot

there are only the various cultural codes, and mothing more. ap o)

Moreover, our own code has no special status; it is merely one < hoov

among many. - o B g moi
As we shall see, this basic idea is really a compound of 3 buced

several different thoughts. It is important to separate the vari- i{-a.nﬁvﬁ*’yﬁ

ous €lements of the theory because, on analysis, some parts of Ceor
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the theory turn out to be correct, whereas.others seem to be
mistaken. As a beginning; we may. distinguish the following
claims, all of which have been made by cultural relativists:

1. Different soc1ettes have deferent moral .codes,
2. There is no objective standard that can be used
_ to judge one societal code better than another.
8. The moral code of our own society has no spec1al
- status; it is merely one among many. -
" 4. There is no “universal truth” ifl ethics—that is,
V,G/E}‘(@ - there are no.moral truths that hold for all peo- -

0\ ~ . plesatall times. .-
W - b, The moralcode of.a soc1ety determlnes what is

W & . right within that society; that is, if the moral code
Bfl& o of a society says that a. certain action is. nght .
e \@ - .. then that action is nght at least within that soci-
v i, . -
. e ety : he cr g .
%" w‘% . It istmere. arrogance for us to- try to _]udge the
X \\\

conduct of other peoples. We should adopt an at-

,Qf\‘
\lbo\ g 0 titude of tolerance toward the practices of other
M cultures, L
0 g 5: ' '

Although it may seem that these six propositions go naturally

Lﬁo&.\ together, they are independent of one another, in the sense
><\“¢/ that some of them might be true even if others are false. In
"\ what follows, we will try to identify what is correct in Cultural
A JQJL Relativism, but we will also be concerned to expose what is

mistaken about it.

: w ‘)’\qﬁ 2.3. The Cultural leferences Argument

o \qu Cultural Relativism is a-theory about the nature of morahty At

i X \N}P first-blush it seems quite plausible. However, like all such theo-

X ries, it may be evaluated by-subjecting it to rational analysis;
and when we analyze Cultural Relativism we find that it is not

so plausible -as it first appears to be.

The first thing we need to notice is that at the heart of

Cultural :Relativisth there is-a certain form of argument. The

strategy used by cultural relativists is to argue from facts about
therdifferences between cultural outlooks to a conclusion
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while admitting that it is still imperfect and in need of reform.
Because Cultural Relativism says that: these judgments make
no sense, the argument goes, it cannot be right.

- 25 Why There Is Leslesagreement Than

The original impetus for Cultural Relativism comes from the
observation that cultures differ dramatically in their views of
right and wrong. But just how much do they differ? It is true
that-there are differences. However, it is easy to overestimate
- the extent of those differences: Often, when we examine what
seems to be a dramatic difference, we find that the cultures do
not differ nearly as much as it appears. DL
‘Consider a culture in which people believe it is wrong to
eat cows: This may even be a poor .culture, in which there is
not enough food; still, the cows are not to be touched. Such a
society -would : appear to ‘have values very different from our
own. But does it> We have not yet asked why these people will
not eat cows. Suppose it'is because they believe that after
death the souls of humans inhabit the bodies of animals, espe-
cially cows, so that a cow may be someone’s grandmother.
Now do we want to say that their values are .different from
ours? No; the difference lies elsewhere. The difference. is in
our belief systems, not in our values. We agree that we
shouldn’t eat Grandma; we simply disagree about whether the
cow s (or could be) Grandma. - . T |
- The general point is this. Many factors work together to
produce the customs of a society. The society’s values are only
one of them. Other matters, such as the teligious and factual
beliefs held by its members and the physical circumstances in
which they must live, are also important. We cannot conclude,
then, merely because customs differ, that there is a disagree-
ment about : values." The difference :in: customs may be at-
tributable-to some other aspect of social life. Thus there may
be less disagreement about values than there appears to be.
Consider the. Eskimos again. They often kill ‘perfectly
normal infants; especially girls. We do.not approve of this at
all; a-parent who did this.in’ our society would be locked up.
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couple’s “surplus.” Killing is only the last resort. I emphasize
this in order to show-that the raw data of the anthropologists
can -be misleading; it can make the differences in values be-
tween cultures appear greater than they are. The Eskimos’ val-
ues are not all that different from our values. It is only that
life forces upon them choices that we do not have to make.

2.6. How All Cultures Have Some Values in
- Common

It should not be surprlsmg that, desplte appearances, the Eski-
mos are protective of their children. How could it be ‘other-
wise? How could a group survive that did not value its young?
This suggests a certain argument, one which shows that all
cultural groups must be protective of t.helr infants:

(1) Human infants are- helpless and cannot survive if
-+ they are not glven extensive care for a per1od of
. m&’)
“years. ; -

(2) Therefore, if a group did not care for its young, the /
‘ young would not survive, and the older members of ¢ Lpval
the group would not be replaced. After a while the ¢ 15M

; heo
group would die out. suvery, go‘t\&

(3) Therefore, any cultural group that continues to exist 5=, 1O
must care for its young. Infants that are not cared for -
o must be the exception rather than the rule. 2
~Similar reasoning shows that other values must be rnore mé
or less universal. Imagine what it would be like for a society to
place no value at all on truth telling. When one person spoke WWM
to another, there would be no presumption at all that he was ﬁ
telling the truth—for- he could just as easily be speaking ﬂ"z
falsely. Within that society, there would be no reason to pay at-
tention to what anyone says. (I ask you what time it is, and you
say “Four o’clock.” But there is no presumption that you are
speaking truly; you could;just aseasily have said the first thing
that came into your head. So I have no reason to pay atten-
tion to your answer—in fact, there was no point in my asking
you in the first place!) Communication- would then be ex-
tremely difficult, if not. impossible. And because complex soci-
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mentioned only its-mistakes: I have said that it rests on an in-
valid argument, that it has consequences that make it implau-
sible on its face, and that the extent of cultural disagreement
is far less than it implies. This all adds up to a pretty thorough
repudiation of the theory. Nevertheless, it is still-a very appeal-
ing idea, and the reader may have theé feeling that all this is a
little unfair. The theory:must have something going for it, or
else: why has it been so influential? In fact, I think there
- something right about Cultural Relativism, and now I want to
say what that is. There are two lessons we should learn from
the theory, even if we ultimately reject it. L

. 1. Cultural Relativism warns us, quite rightly, about the
danger of assuming that all our preferences are based on
some absolute rational standard. They are not. Many (but not
all) of our practices are merely peculiar to our society, and i
is easy to lose sight of that fact. In reminding us of it, the the-
ory does a service. = * - : ¢ : .

* Funerary practices‘are one example. The Callatians, ac-
cording to Herodotus; were “men who eat their fathers”—a
shocking idea, to us at least..But eating the flesh of the dead
could be understood as a sign.of respect. It could be taken as
a.symbolic act. that says: We wish this person’s spirit to dwell
within us. Perhaps this was the understanding of the Calla-
tians. On such a way of thinking, burying the dead could be
seen as an act of rejection, and burning the corpse as posi-
tively scornful. If this is hard to imagine, then we may need to
have our imaginations stretched. Of course we may feel a vis-
ceral repugnance at the idea of eating human flesh in any cir-
cumstances. But what of it? This repugnance may be, as the
relativists say, only a matter of what is customary in our partic-
ular society.

There are many other matters that we tend to think of in

terms of objective right and wrong, but that are really nothing

more than ‘social' conventions. Should women cover their
breasts? A -publicly exposed breast is scandalous in -our society,
whereas in other cultures it is unremarkable. Objectively
speaking, it is neither right-nor wrong—there is no objective
reason why either custom is better. Cultural Relativism begins
with -the valuable insight that many of our practices are like
this—they are only cultural products. Then it -goes-wrong by
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concluding that, because some practices are like this, all must

be. e "Bl eg . oq

2. The second lesson has to do with keeping an open

mind. In the course of growing up, each of us has acquired mfm(’{"
some strong feelings: we have learned.to think of some typesno

of conduct as acceptable, and others we have learned to re-fe

gard as simply unacceptable. Occasionally, we may. find .those “—“"f“l
feelings challenged. We may encounter someone who claims

that our feelings are mistaken. For example, we may havez%-{?
been taught that homosexuality is immoral, and we may feel

quite uncomfortable around gay people and see them as alien Z:j

and “different.”. Now someone suggests that this. may be a ?
mere prejudice; that there is nothing evil about homosexual- 2

ity; that gay people are just people, like anyone else, who hap-

pen, through no choice of their own, to be attracted to others

of the same sex. But because we feel so strongly about the

matter, we may find it hard to take this seriously. Even after we
listen to the arguments, we may still have the unshakable feel- Nz
ing that homosexuals must, somehow, be an unsavory lot. - éewj

-+ Cultural Relativism, by stressing that our moral views can
reflect the prejudices of our society, provides an antidote for
this kind of dogmatism. When he tells the story of the Greeks
and Callatians, Herodotus adds: = |

~ For if anyone, no matter who, were given the opportunity
of choosing from amongst all the nations of the world

. the set of beliefs which.he thought best, he would in-
" evitably, after careful consideration of their relative mer-
its, choose that of his own country, Everyone without ex-
‘ception ‘believes his own native customs, and the religion
he was brought up in, to'be the best. -~ S

Realizing this ‘can result in our. having more open minds. We |,

can come to understand that our feelings are net necessarily b«Q

perceptions of the truth—they. may be nothing more than th

result of cultural conditioning. Thus when we hear it sug-

gested that some element of our social code is not really the  oa>

best and we find ourselves instinctively resisting the sugges-

tion, we might stop :and remember this. Then. we may be |,

more open to discovering the truth, whatever.that mightbe: /.¢ (=
We can understand the. appeal of Cultural Relativism, m

ey
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then, even though the theory has serious shortcomings. It is
an attractive theory because it is based on a genuine insight—
that many of the practices and atfitudes we think so natural
are really only cultural products. Moreover, keeping this in-
sight firmly in view is important if we want to avoid arrogance
and have open minds. These are important points, not to be
taken lightly. But we can accept these points without going on

to accept the whole theory.
_W
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