
Cultural Relativism

• Ruth Benedict:

“According to the Kwakiutl it did not matter whether a relative had died in bed of disease
or by the hand of the enemy; in either case death was an affront to be wiped out by the
death of another person. A chief’s sister and her daughter [died]...[so his tribe] set out,
and found seven men and two children asleep and killed them. ‘They felt good when they
arrived at Sebaa in the evening.’

“The point which is of interest to us is that in our society those who on that occasion
would feel good when they arrived at Sebaa that evening would be the definitely abnor-
mal...[whereas] on the Northwest Coast those are favored and fortunate to whom that mood
under those circumstances is congenial...” (p. 480–81)

“We do not any longer make the mistake of deriving the morality of our locality and decade
directly from the inevitable constitution of human nature. We do not elevate it to the
dignity of a first principle. We recognize that morality differs in every society, and is
a convenient term for socially approved habits. Mankind [sic] has always preferred to
say, ‘It is morally good,’ rather than ‘It is habitual,’...But historically the two phrases are
synonymous.” (p. 482)

• According to Benedict, ‘X is morally good’ just means ‘X is socially approved.’ There is no culture-
independent standard of right and wrong from which we can judge the behavior of other societies.

• In support of this view, Benedict offers what Rachels calls the Cultural Differences Argument:

P1 The Kwakiutl regard the killing of innocents as a morally permissible
method of grieving.

P2 Westerners do not regard the killing of innocents as a morally permissible
method of grieving.

C There is no objective fact-of-the-matter about whether or not the killing of
innocents is a morally permissible response to the loss of a loved one.

• More generally, the Cultural Differences Argument argues as follows:

P1 Different cultures have different moral codes.

C There is no objective truth in morality. Right and wrong are only matters
of opinion, and opinions vary from culture to culture.
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• Rachels: The Cultural Differences Argument is invalid. Its conclusion does not follow from its
premise.

– The argument is of the following form:

P1 Societies disagree about X.

C There is no fact of the matter about X.

– However, this argument form is invalid, as the following counterexample demonstrates:

P1 Societies disagree about the shape of the earth.

C There is no fact of the matter about the shape of the earth.

– Simply because societies disagree, it doesn’t following that neither society is wrong.

– Just because there is a fact-of-the-matter about the shape of the earth, we shouldn’t expect ev-
eryone to know it. Similarly, there is no reason to think that if there were a fact-of-the-matter
about morality, then everyone would know it.

– Moreover, the fact that different cultures disagree about moral questions doesn’t even show that
different cultures have different values — we can explain much of the moral disagreement as
arising from 1) factual disagreement, and 2) different circumstances and environments.

• Rachels: If we were to accept Cultural Relativism, then:

– We could no longer say that the customs of other societies are morally inferior to our own

∗ This includes apartheid in South Africa, institutionalized slavery, and the oppression of
women and homosexuals in non-Western countries.

– We could decide whether actions are right or wrong just by consulting the standards of our own
society

– The idea of moral progress is called into doubt

∗ In order for it to be progress, and not merely change, the new cultural norms must be better
than the old ones. But, if there’s no culture-independent standard which we could use to
compare cultural norms, then it couldn’t be true that the new cultural norms are superior to
the old ones.

• Rachels: these consequences provide a reductio ad absurdum of Cultural Relativism.

• This doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t be tolerant of other cultures, nor that we should impose our own
cultural norms on other peoples.

• Rachels: what’s right about Cultural Relativism:

– It correctly reminds us that many of our own practices are simply matters of convention: for
instance, whether we honor our dead by burning, burying, or eating them. This is not inevitable
or based on any absolute, culture-independent standard.

∗ However, just because some of our practices are like this does not mean that all of them are.

– By emphasizing the extent to which our ethical views can depend upon the prejudices of our
own culture, it encourages us to keep an open mind.
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