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what a more rational person would want. And
this, in tuen, just requires the ability to engage
in an attempt to find a systematic and unified jus-
tification of the various desires that we have; to
engage in a process of reflective equilibrium. The
charge of strangeness 15 thus entirely misplaced.
Consider now Mackie’s second argument.
The idea here is that
_..radical differences between first order
moral judgements make it difficult to treat
those judgenients a8 apprehensions of objec
tive truths. But it is not the mere occurrence of
disagreements that tells against the objectivity
of values. Disagreement on questions in his-
tory or biology or cosmology does not show
that there are no objective issues in these ficlds
for investigators to disagree about. Bur such
scientific disagreement results from speculative
inferences or explanatory hypotheses based on
inadequate evidence, and it is hardly plausible
to interpret moral disagreement in the same
way. Disagreement about moral codes seems to
reflect people’s adherence to and participation
in different ways of life. (1977: 36)

Mackic thus agrees that the availability of a ratio-
nal procedure for resolving moral disagreement
would render the “mere occurrence” of moral
disagreements harmless, from the rationalist’s
point of view. But he suggests that the idea that
there exists such a procedure is “hardly plau-
sible.” His acrual arguments for this claim are,
however, hardly convincing.

Mackie tells us that moral disagrecment can-
not plausibly be interpreted as resulting from
“speculative inferences or explanatory hypothe-
ses based on inadequate evidence.” But, in many
ways, this is just false. For, as we¢ have seen, when
we construct moral theories we are trying to find
out what we have normative reason Lo do, and
when we try to find out what we have normative
reason to do we are trying to find out what fully
rational creatures would want, and when we try
to find out what fully rational creatures would
want we embark on a procedure of justification
of our various desires that is very similar indeed

to the enterprise of theory construction in sci-
ence in response to observational evidence. Both
are simply applications of the idea of reflective
equilibrium.

Of course, perhaps Mackic is saying that this
attempt to provide our desires with a systematic
justification is doomed to failure; that no such
justification will be forthcoming; that there is no
single thing that fully rational creatures would
all want us to do in the various circumstances
i which we find ourselves. Perhaps that is the
real point of his argument from relativity. But
if so then the reply is again simple enough. For
though it is cerrainly logically possible that no
systematic justification ofour desires is forthcom-
ing, in light of the remarks we made in the previ-
ous section about the power of moral argument
to elicit agreement, it scems More reasonable to
think that such a justification is forthcoming.

This is not to deny, of course, that the real
cest of Mackie’s argument from relativity lies in
the ultimate outcome of debate in norimative
ethics. The real question is whether we will, by
engaging in such debate, come up with answers
to moral questions that secure the free agree-
ment of those who participate. If we do not,
then our confidence that such agreement is to
be had may be undermined, and quite rightly
so. But that gives us no reason for scepticism

now. We must give the arguments and sce what
their outcome is.
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This story [ ... ] illustrates a recurring theme in
the literature of social science: Different cultures
have different moral codes. What is thought
right within one group may be utterly abhor-
rent to the members of another group, and vice
versa. | ... |

It is easy to give additional examples of the
same kind. Consider the Eskimos. [...]

Eskimo customs turned out to be very dif-
ferent 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 frce to break these arrangements
simply by leaving their husbands and taking up
with new partners—ifree, that is, so long as their
former husbands chose not to make trouble.

[...]

The Eskimos also seemed to have less regard
for human life. Infanticide, for example, was
common. Knud Rasmussen, one of the most
famous carly explorers, reported that he met
one woman who had borne 20 children b
had killed 10 of them at birth. Female babies,
he found, were especially liable to be destroyed,
and this was permitted simply at the parents’
discretion, with no social stigma attached to it.
Old people also, when they became too feeble
to contribute to the family, were left out in the
snow to die [ ...]

To the general public, these were disturb-
ing revelations. Qur own way of living seems
so natural and right that for many of us it is
hard 1o conceive of others living so differently.
And when we do hear of such things, we tend
immediately to categorize those other peoples
as “backward” or “primitve.” But to anthro-
pologists and sociologists, there was nothing
particularly surprising about the Eskimos. Since
the time of Herodotus, enlightened observers
have been accustomed to the idea that concep-
tions of right and wrong differ from culture 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 understanding morai-
ity. 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 “incorrect,” 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 sub-
ject to verification by experience. The notion
of right is in the follways. It is not outside of
them, of independent origin, and brought to
test them, In the folkways, whatever is, is right.
This is because they are traditional, and there-
fore contain in themselves 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 single thing. Cultural Relativism, as it
has been called, challenges our ordinary beliefin
the objectivity and universality of moral truth. It
says, in effect, that there is no such thing as uni-
versal truth in ethics; there are only the various
cultural codes, and nothing more. Moreover,
our own code has no special status; it is merely
one among many.

As we shall see, this basic idea is really a com-
pound of several different thoughts. It is impor-
tant to separate the various elements of the the-
ory because, on analysis, some parts turn out to

be correct, while others scem to be mistaken. A8
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Consider again the example of the Greeks and
Callatians. The Greeks believed it was wrong
to eat the dead; the Callatians believed it was
right. Does it follow, from the mere Jfact that they
Aisagreed, that there is no objective truth in the
matter? No, it does not follow; for it could be
that the practice was objectively right (or wrong)
and that one or the other of them was simply
mistaken,

To make the point clearer, consider a different

matter. In some societics, people believe the earth
is flat. In other societies, such as our own, people
believe the earth is (roughly) spherical. Does it
follow, from the mere fuct thar people disagree,
that there is no “objective truth” in geography?
Of course not; we would never draw such a con-
clusion because we realize that, in their belicfs
about the world, the members of some socicties
might simply be wrong. There is no reason to
think that if the world is round everyone must
know it. Similarly, there is no reason to think
that if there is moral fruth everyone must know
it. The fundamental mistake in the Cultural Dif-
terences Argument is that it attempts to derive a
substantive conclusion about a subject from the
mere fact that people disagree about it.[ . .. ]

2.4. THE CONSEQUENCES OF
TAKING CULTURAL RELATIVISM

SERIOUSLY

Even if the Cultural Differences Argument is
invalid, Cultural Relativism might still be true.
What would it be like if it were true?

In the passage quoted above, William Graham
Sumner summarizes the essence of Cultural Rel-
ativism, He says that there is no measure of right
and wrong other than the standards of one’s
society: “The notion of right is in the folkways.
It is not outside of them, of independent origin,
and brought to test them. In the folkways, what-
ever is, is right.”

Suppose we took this seriously. What would
be some of the consequences?

L. We counld no longer smy that the customs of
other societies ave morally inferior to our own.
This, of course, is one of the main points stressed
by Cultural Relativism. We would have to stop
condemning other socicties merely because they
are “different.” So long as we concentrate on
certain examples, such as the funerary practices.
of the Greeks and Callatians, this may seem to be
a sophisticated, enlightened attitude.

However, we would also be stopped from
criticizing other, less benign practices. Suppose
4 society waged war on its neighbors for the
purpose of taking slaves. Or suppose a society
was violently anti-Semitic and its leaders set
out to destroy the Jews. Cultural Relativism
would preclude us from saying that either of
these practices was wrong. We would not even

be able to say that a society tolerant of Jews
is better than the anti-Semitic society, for that
would imply some sort of transcultural stan-
dard of comparison. The failure to condemn
these practices does not seem enlightened; on
the contrary, slavery and anti-Semitism seem
wrong wherever they occur. Nevertheless, if we
took Culrural Relativism seriously, we would
have to regard these social practices as also
nmune from criticism,

2. We conld decide whether actions are vight or
wrong just by consulting the standards of our soci-
ety. Cultaral Relativism suggests a simple test for
determining what is right and what is wrong: All
one need do is ask whether the action is in accor-
dance with the code of one’s society. Suppose
in 1975 a resident of South Africa was wonder-
ing whether his country’s policy of apartheid—a
rigidly racist system-—was morally correct. All he
has to do is ask whether this policy conformed
to his society’s moral code. Ifit did, there would
have been nothing to worry about, at least from
a moral point of view.,

This implication of Cultural Relativism is dis-
turbing because few of us think that our society’s
code is perfect; we can think of ways it might
be improved. Yet Cultural Relativism would not
only forbid us from criticizing the codes of other
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course, people might bang together in smaller
groups with others that they could trust not to
harm them. Byt notice what this means: They
would be forming smaller societies that did
acknowledge a rule against murder. The prohi-
bition of murder, then, is a necessary feature of
all societies,

There is a general theoretica) point here,
namely, that there gye some moral rules thar pl]
societies will bhave in common, because those yyles
AFE NECESSATY for socicty to exisy. The rules against
lying and murder are two examples. And in fact,
we do find these rules in force in all viable cyl-
tures. Cultures may differ in what they regard as
legitimate cxXceptions to the rules, but this djs-
agreement exists against a background of agree-
meat on the larger issies. Therefore, it is a mis-
take 10 overestimate the amount of difference
between cultures. Not cvery moral rule can vary
from society to society,

2.7. JUDGING A CULTURAL
PRACTICE TO BE UNDESIRABLE

In 1996, a 17-year-old girl named Fauziya Kass-
indja arrived atr Newark International Airport
and asked for asylum. She had fled her native
country of Togo, a small west African nation, to
escape what people there cajl “excision.”
Excision is a permanently disfiguring proce-

dure that is sometimes called “fempale circum-
cision,” although it bears Jirtle resemblance to
the Jewish riryal, More commonly, at least in
Western Bewspapers, it is referred to as “geni-
tal mutilation.” According to the World Health
Organization, the practice is widespread in 26

Aftican nations, and rwo million girls each year
are “excised.” In some Instances, excision is part

of an claborate triba] titual, performed in smal]

traditional villages, and girls look forward to it

because it signals their acceprance into the adult
world. In other Instances, the practice is carried
out by families living in cities on young women
who desperately resist. [...]
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Fauziya was imprisoned for two years while
the authorities decided what ¢ do with her. She
was finally granted asylum, byt ot before she
became the center of ¢ controversy about how
foreigners should regard the cultuga) Practices of
other peoples. A series of articles in the Ngy York
Times tncouraged the idea that €Xcision is a bay-
baric practice that should be condemned. Qther
observers were reluctant to be so Jjudgmental—
live and let live, they said; after all, our practices
probably scem just as Strange to them,

Suppose we are inclined to say that excision
is bad. Would we merely be applying the stap-
dards of our own culture? If Culryral Relativism
is correct, that is ] we can do, for there is no

culture-neutral moral standard to which we may
appeal. Is thar trye;

is There ¢ Culture-Newtra] Standard of Right
and Wrong?

There is, of course, a lot that can be said against
the practice of excision. Excision is painful and it
results in the permanent loss of sexural pleasure.
Its short-term effects include hemorrhage, teta-
nus, and septicemia. Sometimes the woman dies.
Long-term effects include chronic infection, scars

cide, it is nor necessary for the group’s survival,
Norisit a matter of religion. Excision is practiced
by groups with varioys religions, including Istam
and Christianity, neither of which commend it
Nevertheless, a number of reasons are given in
its defense. Women who are incapable of sexual
pleasure are said o pe less likely to be promis-
cuous; thus there wil] be fewer unwanted preg-
nancies in unmarried women. Moreover, wives
for whom sex is only a duty are less likely to be
urtfaithfo] to thejr husbands; and because they
will not be thinking abour sex, they will be more
attentive to the needs of thejr husbands and chii-
dren. Husbands, for theiy part, are said to enjoy
SCX more with wives who have been excised.
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self-interest. Recoiling from this record, some it implausible on its face. and thar ti
- e extent of

{The women’s own lack of enjoyment is said to
be unimportant.) Men will not want unexcised
women, as they are unclean and immature. And
above all, it has been done since antiquity, and
we may not change the ancient ways.

It would be easy, and perhaps a bit arrogant,
to ridicule these arguments. But we may notice
an important feature of this whole line of reason-
ing: it attempts to justify excision by showing
that excision is bencficial—men, women, and
their families are all said to be better off when
women are excised. Thus we might approach
this reasoning, and excision itself, by asking
which is true: Is excision, on the whole, helpful
or harmful?

Here, then, is the standard that might most
reasonably be used in thinking about excision:
We may ask whether the practice promotes o bin-
ders the welfave of the people whose lives ave affected
by it. And, as a corollary, we may ask if there is an
alternative set of social arrangements that would
do a better job of promoting their welfare. If
so, we may conclude that the existing practice

is deficient.

But this looks like just the sort of indepen-
dent moral standard that Cultural Relativism
says cannot exist. It is a single standard that may
be brought to bear in judging the pracrices of
any culture, at any time, including our own. Of
course, people will not usually sce this principle

as being “brought in from the outside” to judge
them, because, like the rules against lying and
homicide, the welfare of its members is a value
internal to all viable culrures.

Why Thoughtful People May Nevertheless Be
Reluctant to Criticize Other Cultures.

Although they are personally horrified by exci-
sion, many thoughtful people are reluctant to say
it is wrong, for at least three reasons.

First, there is an understandable nervous-
ness about “interfering in the social customs
of other peoples.” Furopeans and their cultural
descendents in America have a shabby history
of destroying native cultures in the name of
Christianity and Enlightenment, not to mention

people refuse to make any negative judgments
about other cultures, especially culiures that
resemble those that have been wronged in the
past. We should notice, however, that there is a
difference between (a) judging a cultural prac-
tice to be morally deficient and (b) thinking that
we should announce the fact, conduct a cam-
paign, apply diplomatic pressure, or send in the
army to do something about it. The firstisjusta
matter of trying to see the world clearly, from a
moral point of view. The second is another mat-
ter altogether. Sometimes it may be right to “do
something about it,” but often it will not be.
People also feel, rightly enough, that they
should be tolerant of orher cultures. Tolerance is,
no doubt, a virtue—a tolerant person is willing
to live in peaceful cooperation with those who
see things differently. But there is nothing in the
nature of tolerance that requires you to say that
all beliefs, all religions, and all social practices
are equally admirable. On the contrary, if you
did not think that some were better than others,
there would be nothing for you to tolerate.
Finally, people may be reluctant to judge
because they do not want to express contempt
for the socicty being criticized. But again, this
is misguided: To condemn a particular practice
is not to say that the culfure is on the whole
contemptible or that it is generally inferior to
any other culture, including one’s own. It could

have many admirable features. In fact, we should

expect this to be true of most human socicties—
they are mixes of good and bad practices. Exci-
sion happens to be one of the bad ones.

2.8. WHAT CAN BE LEARNED FROM
CULTURAL RELATIVISM

At the outset, I said that we were going to iden-
tify both what is right and what is wrong in Cul-
tural Relativism. Thus far I have mentioned only
its mistakes: T have said that it rests on an invalid
argument, that it has consequences that make

mqral disagreement is far less than it implies
'l."hls all adds up to a pretty thorough re Edia-.
tion of thc_ theory. Nevertheless, it is stiﬂlz ver
.appcahng idea, and the reader may have the fe ly
ing that all this is a little unfair. The theory m:;:s;
ll;lavc smpcthmg. going for it, or else why has it

een so influential? In fact, I think there is som
thing right about Cultural Relativism, and noc_
I'want to say what that is. There are t':vo les N
we should learn from the theory, uli.

: even if we ulti-
mately refect ji, festd

bl. Cultural Relativism warns us, quite rightl
about the danger of assuming that all our pref; Y)
ences are based on some absolute rationallj sta‘j_
dard.. They are not. Many (but not all) of omz
practices are merely peculiar to our society, and
it is casy to lose sight of that fact. In rcmin’di
us of'it, the theory does a service. oo ng
2. The second lesson has to do wiéh keepin
an open mind. In the course of growing Ea lg
[(Zi us l'zls acqﬁircd some strong feclings: V‘.I;g ha:z;
rmed to think of some
acccpt_ablc, and others we hzgif‘:a?ie??odll'l; ) is
Occasionally, we may find those féclin s cjlicl-
lenged. We may encounter someone whg clai N
that our feelings are mistaken. For example f;ls
may have been taught that homosexualit,y iz
immoral, and we may feel quite uncomfortabl
around gay people and see them as alien and “d'fe
ferent.” Now someone suggests that this ma ll)e
; mere prejuldice; that there is nothing evil ab}i)ut
lil(()rnosexuahty; that gay people are just people,
€ anyone else, who happen, through no choic
of their own, to be attracted to others of thz
same sex, But because we feel so strongly about
the matter, we may find it hard to take this seri-
ously. .Even after we listen to the arguments, wi
may still have the unshakable feeling that ho;n :
sexuals must, somehow, be an unsavory lot 0-
VieS)Vult‘ural Relativism, by s?tre.ssing that our moral
s can reflect the prejudices of our society,
Provides an antidote for this kind of dogrnatisn;

When he tells the story of
: th
latians, Herodotus add?sf: ® Grecks and ol

For if anyone, no matter who, were given th
opportunity of choosing from amongst al] El 5
natons ot the world the set of beliefs which l]c
thoughF best, he would inevitably, after ¢a ..
ful cons‘ldcration of their relative mc;rits cho e
that o_f_ his own country. Everyone ,with ot
¢xception believes his own native custors a(;u(;
, an,

the religion h i
e g e was brought up in, to be the

Rr:ahz'mg this can result in our having more
gﬁfnfegligds. We can come to understand that
. £ are not necessarily perceptions of
the truth—they may be nothing more than th,
resufF of cultural conditioning, Thus when we
hear It suggested that some element of our socia?
Fodf: 1s not really the best, and we find ourselve
Instinctively resisting the Suggestion, we mi hs
stop and remember this. Then we m;y be mir(f

open to discovering the t
gt el g the truth, whatever that

Study Questions

I Whi(_:h- of the six claims made by cultural
relativists does Rachels think are acceptable

e . .
“;Er;;s. Which does he think are mistaken?

2. Rachels identifies what he calls the “Cul-

tulral_ I?iffcrenccs Argument” for cultural
relativism. Do you agree with Rachels that

this is the best formulation of the argument
for cultural relativism?

3. What argument does Rachels give (Section

5.5) for there being less moral disagreement
ctwlf;eltll cultures than cultural relativists
would have us believe: D
by o you agree? Why
. ;Vélat argument F{oes Rachels give (Section
-5) for there being a core of shared values

ACross Cl.llturts. DO }Ou agl cer “4']!5 O “‘lls’
not:



