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Cultural relativism (CR) is the theory that moral values are only valid (relative) within the culture that defines them.  Believers in this theory accept it as both a reasonable attempt to explain the moral differences between cultures, and a positive influence on individuals because it espouses respect and tolerance of other’s beliefs.  However, this is a false sense of security; the theory does not truly support respect and tolerance, it only introduces many problems with the denial of the existence of universal moral values.  There are four arguments against cultural relativism that will be examined here: the denial of universal moral values, the lack of clear demarcation of cultural boundaries, the lack of the ability to criticize one’s own culture, and the lack of the ability to criticize “awful cultures.” 
  By establishing that CR cannot refute these four arguments, the theory will not only fail in supporting tolerance and respect, but if allowed to continue, it will foster a greater danger to humankind by virtue of these deficiencies.


As David Wong illustrates, the difference in the morals of separate cultures was apparent since ancient Greece (when world travel and trade became more common).
  It is easy to look around our world and see how cultures differ; for example, the Eskimo culture allows for infanticide, whereas most European and American cultures consider the practice atrocious and wrong.
  How can ethics account for these seemingly extreme differences in morals?  How can a person judge which culture is right and which is wrong?  These are difficult but necessary questions, and cultural relativism would say that it has the answers.  CR explains that these differences show that there exists no universal moral truths, each individual culture must decided for themselves what is right and wrong; consequently, these moral values that are set within the culture are only valid within the culture because another cultures may believe differently.  

If we examine the Eskimo example again, CR would clarify the situation by saying the Eskimo culture has decided that infanticide is right for them, and other cultures have decided that it is wrong for their population to engage in this act.  Since there is no universal moral code in which to independently judge the cultures, it is not possible to judge which culture is right and which is wrong – both moral values are correct (for their respective cultures).  Therefore, since there are no universal moral truths, and one culture’s moral code has no special status over any other, it is wrong for one culture to judge any other culture’s moral values.
  Wait!  This is a contradiction!  If it is WRONG for ANY one culture to judge ANY other culture’s morals, there clearly exists at least one universal moral principle because this is one.  Cultural relativism has beat itself with its own logic; it’s premise is that there exists no universal moral values, the conclusion follows that it is universally good for cultures to be tolerant of each other – the conclusion and premise are contradictions.  This argument may not have conclusively proven that there exists universal moral values, however, it does show that the conclusion does not follow from the premise.  This argument does not defeat cultural relativism because although the premise is now incorrect, the conclusion may still hold (the conclusion never followed directly from the premise).

Let us assume for a moment that CR is still a viable theory although its argument was logically defeated.  How would a cultural relativist define the boundaries of a culture?  If one is to claim that morals are only valid within a culture, then one must clearly demarcate where a culture ends and where another begins to determine which morals are valid where and for whom.  Could a culture be defined as the people who speak the same language, or the people who live in a certain geographical area, or those who share the same customs, or those who live within a specific political structure?  These seem to be fine conditions for determining the boundaries of a culture – but they are incorrect, in fact, there do not exist any conditions upon which to bound a culture.  It simply takes some thought until it can be decided within ones own mind that a culture cannot be clearly defined.  Those who speak the same language, reside in the same geographical area, or share the same or customs, or heritage, or policy, or clothing, or hairstyle, or any other characteristic can have wildly different moral stances.

Take the United States of America as an example of the absurdity of clearly defining a culture; obviously, people within the US have different moral beliefs, so this cannot be the boundary.  How about a language, say English speakers within the US, they will have different moral beliefs.  How about English speakers within the US, who live 100 miles from the Mississippi River, they will also have different moral beliefs.  One could go on getting more specific until the individual is the only boundary left; however, a single person cannot be a culture.  Therefore, because cultural relativism can never clearly define a culture, it cannot tell where one moral belief begins and where one ends, and the theory is fatally flawed.

Leaving aside the fact that cultural relativism is flawed and inaccurate; lets examine two effects of the theory.  The first effect is that CR does not give individuals the ability to criticize their own culture’s moral values.  This statement is not intuitive because while the theory states that it is wrong to criticize other cultures, it does not state it is wrong to criticize your own.  However, the inability to criticize ones own culture comes as ‘baggage’ with the stance of a cultural relativist.  Summarizing Ficarrotta’s argument, since all moral views are determined by the culture, and no other moral alternatives are valid, then there exists no justification for changing the moral principle “since they are not already present in the received view.”
  An alternate explanation of this excellent argument is that because “the relativist has stipulated there are no other rules that apply to the group,”
 no member of the group can give moral reasons that are not valid inside the group for changing a moral stance.  Therefore, since there cannot be both a right and a wrong stance on the same moral principle within the group, the rule will never change because no alternate reasons are valid.  A potential argument with a relativist from someone from within the relativist’s own culture would go something like this:

Protagonist: We should not use the death penalty.

Relativist: Why not?

Protagonist: Because it does not work as a deterrent.

Relativist: So?  We believe it does and that is all that counts.


Clearly, CR disallows for criticizing the moral codes from within a culture; however, there is one more effect of cultural relativism that is the most frightening of all, the inability to criticize “awful cultures.”  Immoral acts such as genocide, slavery, ritual torture, etc., are simply wrong for anyone, anywhere, at anytime – there is just no way to logically defend these vile acts against humankind.  Cultural relativism states that if you are not within a culture, you cannot criticize any actions within another culture.  As shown before, even if you are within a culture, you cannot criticize the actions within your own culture.  Yet, these immoral acts are so wrong, how can we justify NOT criticizing them?  Cultural relativism simply allows these acts to continue without any thought to them, for example, if genocide is wrong for our culture, but you think it is right for yours, we cannot think it is wrong for you to engage in genocide.  Any conscious, empathetic human should consider this a danger to humankind, and should agree that CR is false.

Cultural relativism is an attractive theory, and is very popular among the media and the general population (especially in a day where political correctness is a necessary trait) because the theory seems to stress tolerance of other culture’s beliefs and practices.  However, while those drawn to cultural relativism are correct that tolerance to other cultures is a virtue, those supportive of CR are not truly in favor of tolerance or respect.  The theory says nothing of respect or tolerance; it supports indifference, the biggest danger to humankind – simply not criticizing other cultures, no matter their moral views, be they good or bad.  CR has been shown to be false by two arguments: that the theory’s basic argument asserts universal moral principles while at the same time rejecting them, and that there can be no clear demarcation of cultural boundaries.  In addition, the general impression that CR supports tolerance and respect is incorrect because within a cultural relativist’s framework, the most “awful cultures,” and even your own cannot be criticized which fosters indifference.  Tolerance and respect of others’ opinions and beliefs is a virtue, however, the right must be reserved to criticize cultures which engage in acts so heinous that I would hesitate to call us humans if we did not criticize them.
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