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orality differs in every society, and is a convenient term

 for socially
approved habits.
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2.1. H
ow

 D
ifferent C

ultures H
ave

D
ifferent M

oral C
odes

D
arius, a king of ancient Persia, w

as intrigued by the variety of
cultures he encountered in his travels. H

e had found, for exam
ple,

that the C
allatians (a tribe of Indians) custom

arily ate the bodies of
their dead fathers. T

he G
reeks, of

course, did not do that —
the

G
reeks practiced crem

ation and regarded the funeral
pyre as the

natural and fitting w
ay to dispose of the dead. D

arius thought that
a sophisticated understanding of the w

orld m
ust include an appre-

ciation of such differences betw
een cultures. O

ne day, to teach this
lesson, he sum

m
oned som

e G
reeks w

ho happened to be present at
his court and asked them

 w
hat they w

ould take to eat the bodies of
their dead fathers. T

hey w
ere shocked, as D

arius knew
 they w

ould
be, and replied that no am

ount of m
oney could persuade them

 to
do such a thing. T

hen D
arius called in som

e C
allatians, and w

hile
the G

reeks listened asked them
 w

hat they w
ould take to burn their

dead fathers' bodies. T
he C

allatians w
ere horrified and told D

arius
not even to m

ention such a dreadful thing.
T

his story, recounted by H
erodotus in his H

istory, illustrates
a

recurring them
e in the literature of social science: different cul-

tures have different m
oral codes. W

hat is thought right w
ithin one

group m
ay be utterly abhorrent to the m

em
bers of another group,

12

and vice versa. Should w
e eat the bodies of the dead or burn them

?
If you w

ere a G
reek, one answ

er w
ould seem

 obviously
correct; but

if you w
ere a C

allatian, the opposite w
ould seem

 equally certain.
It is easy to give additional exam

ples of the sam
e kind. C

on-
sider the E

skim
os. T

hey are a rem
ote and inaccessible people.

N
um

bering only about 25,000, they live in sm
all, isolated settle-

m
ents scattered m

ostly along the northern fringes of N
orth A

m
er-

ica and G
reenland. U

ntil the beginning of this century, the outside
w

orld knew
 little about them

. T
hen explorers began to bring back

strange tales.
E

skim
o custom

s turned out to be very different from
 our ow

n.
T

he m
en often had m

ore than one w
ife, and they w

ould share their
w

ives w
ith guests, lending them

 for the night as a sign of hospi-
tality. M

oreover, w
ithin a com

m
unity, a dom

inant m
ale m

ight
dem

and —
and

get —
regular

sexual access to other m
en's w

ives.
T

he w
om

en, how
ever, w

ere free to break these arrangem
ents sim

-
ply by leaving their husbands and taking up w

ith new
 partrers —

free,
that is, so long as their form

er husbands chose not to m
ake

trouble. A
ll in all, the E

skim
o practice w

as a volatile schem
e that

bore little resem
blance to w

hat w
e call m

arriage.
B

ut it w
as not only their m

arriage and sexual practices that w
ere

different. T
he E

skim
os also seem

ed to have less regard for hum
an life.

Infanticide, for exam
ple, w

as com
m

on. K
nud R

asm
ussen, one of the

m
ost fam

ous early explorers, reported that he m
et one w

om
an w

ho
had borne tw

enty children but had killed ten of them
 at birth. Fem

ale
babies, he found, w

ere especially liable to be destroyed, and this w
as

perm
itted sim

ply at the parents' discretion, w
ith no social stigm

a
attached to it. O

ld people also, w
hen they becam

e too feeble to con-
tribute to the fam

ily, w
ere left out in the snow

 to die. So there
seem

ed to be, in this society, rem
arkably little respect for life.

T
o the general public, these w

ere disturbing revelations. O
ur

ow
n w

ay of living seem
s so natural and right that for m

any of us it
is hard to conceive of others living so differently. A

nd w
hen w

e do
hear of such things, w

e tend im
m

ediately to categorize those other
peoples as "backw

ard" or "prim
itive." B

ut to anthropologists and
sociologists, there w

as nothing particularly surprising about the
E

skim
os. Since the tim

e of H
erodotus, enlightened observers have

been accustom
ed to the idea that conceptions of right and w

rong
differ from

 culture to culture. If w
e assum

e that our ideas of right and
w

rong w
ill be shared by all peoples at all tim

es, w
e are m

erely naive.
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2.2. C
ultural R

elativism
T

o m
any thinkers, this observation

—
"D

ifferent
cultures have dif-

ferent m
oral codes" —

has seem
ed to be the key

to understanding
m

orality. T
he idea of universal truth in

ethics, they say, is a m
yth.

T
he custom

s of different societies
are all that exist. T

hese custom
s

cannot be said to be "correct" or "incorrect," for that im
plies

w
e

have an independent standard of right and
w

rong by w
hich they

m
ay be judged. B

ut there is no such independent standard;
every

standard is culture-bound. T
he great pioneering sociologist W

illiam
G

raham
 Sum

ner, w
riting in 1906, put the point like this:

T
he "right" w

ay is the
w

ay w
hich the ancestors used and

w
hich has been handed dow

n. T
he tradition is its

ow
n w

ar-
rant. It is not held subject to verification by experience. T

he
notion of right is in the folkw

ays. It is not outside of
them

, of
independent origin, and brought to test them

. In the folk-
w

ays, w
hatever is,

is right. T
his is because they are tradi-

tional, and therefore contain in them
selves the authority of

the ancestral ghosts. W
hen w

e
com

e to the folkw
ays w

e are at
the end of our analysis.

T
his line of thought has probably persuaded

m
ore people to be

skeptical about ethics than
any other single thing. C

ultural R
elativism

,
as it has been called, challenges our ordinary belief in the objectiv-
ity and universality of m

oral truth. It
says, in effect, tht there is

no such thing as universal truth in ethics; there
are only the vari-

ous cultural codes, and nothing m
ore. M

oreover, our ow
n code has

no special status; it is m
erely one am

ong
m

any.
A

s w
e shall see, this basic idea is really

a com
pound of several

different thoughts. It is im
portantto separate the various elem

ents
of the theory because,

on analysis, som
e parts of the theory turn

out to be correct, w
hereas others seem

 to be m
istaken. A

s
a begin-

ning, w
e m

ay distinguish the follow
ing

claim
s, all of w

hich have
been m

ade by cultural relativists:

1. D
ifferent societies have different m

oral codes.
2. T

here is no objective standard that
can be used to

judge one societal code better than another.
3. T

he m
oral code of

our ow
n society has no special

status; it is m
erely one am

ong m
any.
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•

4. T
here is no "universal truth" in ethics

—
that

is, there
are no m

oral truths that hold for all peoples at all
tim

es.
5. T

he m
oral code of a society determ

ines w
hat is right

w
ithin that society; that is, if the m

oral code ofa soci-
ety says that a certain action is right, then that action
L

i right, at least w
ithin that society.

6. It is m
ere arrogance for us to

try to judge the con-
duct of other peoples. W

e should adopt
an attitude of

tolerance tow
ard the practices of other cultures.

A
lthough it m

ay seem
 that these six propositions

go naturally to-
gether, they are independent of

one another, in the sense that som
e

of them
 m

ight be true even if others
are false. In w

hat follow
s, w

e
w

ill try to identify w
hat is correct in C

ultural
R

elativism
, but w

e
w

ill also be concerned to
expose w

hat is m
istaken about it.

2.3.
T

he
C

ultural D
ifferences A

rgum
ent

C
ultural R

elativism
 is a theory about the

nature of m
orality. A

t
first blush it seem

s quite plausible.
H

ow
ever, like all such theories,

it m
ay be evaluated by subjecting it to rational analysis;

and w
hen

w
e analyze C

ultural R
elativism

 w
e find that it is not so plausible

as
it first appears to be.

T
he first thing w

e need to notice is that
at the heart of C

ul-
tural R

elativism
 there is a certain

form
 of argum

ent. T
he strategy

used by cultural relativists is to
argue from

 facts about the differ-
ences betw

een cultural outlooks to a conclusion about the status of
m

orality. T
hus w

e are invited to accept this reasoning:

(1) T
he G

reeks believed it w
as w

rong to eat the dead, w
hereas

the C
allatians believed it w

as right to eat the dead.
(2) T

herefore, eating the dead is neither objectively right nor
objectively w

rong. It is m
erely a m

atter of opinion, w
hich

varies from
 culture to culture.

O
r, alternatively:

(1) T
he E

skim
os see nothing w

rong w
ith infanticide, w

hereas
A

m
ericans believe infanticide is im

m
oral.
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(2) T
herefore, infanticide is neither objectively right nor

objectively w
rong. It is m

erely a m
atter of opinion, w

hich
varies from

 culture to culture.

C
learly, these argum

ents are variations of one fundam
ental idea.

T
hey are both special cases of a m

ore general argum
ent, w

hich says:

D
ifferent cultures have different m

oral codes.
T

herefore, there is no objective "truth" in m
orality. R

ight
and w

rong are only m
atters of opinion, and opinions

vary from
 culture to culture.

W
e m

ay call this the C
ultural D

ifferences A
rgum

ent. T
o m

any people,
it is very persuasive. B

ut from
 a logical point of view

, is it a sound
argum

ent?
It is not sound. T

he trouble is that the conclusion does not
really follow

 from
 the prem

ise —
that

is, even if the prem
ise is true,

the conclusion still m
ight be false. T

he prem
ise concerns w

hat
people believe: in som

e societies, people believe one thing; in other
societies, people believe differently. T

he conclusion, how
ever, con-

cerns w
hat really is the case. T

he trouble is that this sort of conclusion
does not follow

 logically from
 this sort of prem

ise.
C

onsider again the exam
ple of the G

reeks and C
allatians.

T
he G

reeks believed it w
as w

rong to eat the dead; the C
allatians

believed it w
as right. D

oes it follow
, from

 the m
ere fact tha't they dis-

agreed, that there is no objective truth in the m
atter? N

o, it does not
follow

; for it could be that the practice w
as objectively right (or

w
rong) and that one or the other of them

 w
as sim

ply m
istaken.

T
o m

ake the point clearer, consider a very different m
atter. In

som
e societies, people believe the earth is flat. In other societies,

such as our ow
n, people believe the earth is (roughly) spherical.

D
oes it follow

, from
 the m

ere fact that they disagree, that there is no
"objective truth" in geography? O

f course not; w
e w

ould never
draw

 such a conclusion because w
e realize that, in their beliefs

about the w
orld, the m

em
bers of som

e societies m
ight sim

ply be
w

rong. T
here is no reason to think that if the w

orld is round every-
one m

ust know
 it. Sim

ilarly, there is no reason to think that
if

there is m
oral truth everyone m

ust know
 it. T

he fundam
ental m

is-
take in the C

ultural D
ifferences A

rgum
ent is that it attem

pts to
derive a substantive conclusion about a subject (m

orality) from
 the

m
ere fact that people disagree about it.

It is im
portant to understand the nature of the point that is

being m
ade here. W

e are not saying (not yet, anyw
ay) that the

con-
clusion of the argum

ent is false. Insofar as anything being said
here is concerned, it is still an open question w

hether the conclu-
sion is true. W

e are m
aking a purely logical point and saying that

the conclusion does not follow
 from

 the prem
ise. T

his is im
portant,

because in order to determ
ine w

hether the conclusion is
true, w

e
need argum

ents in its support. C
ultural R

elativism
proposes this

argum
ent, but unfortunately the argum

ent turns out to be falla-
cious. So it proves nothing.

2.4. T
he C

onsequences of T
aking

C
ultural R

elativism
 Seriously

E
ven if the C

ultural D
ifferences A

rgum
ent is invalid, C

ultural
R

elativism
 m

ight still be true. W
hat w

ould it be like if itw
ere true?

In the passage quoted above, W
illiam

 G
raham

 Sum
ner

sum
-

m
arizes the essence of C

ultural R
elativism

. H
e

says that there is
no m

easure of right and w
rong other than the standards of one's

society: "T
he notion of right is in the folkw

ays. It is not outside of
them

, of independent origin, and brought to test them
. In the folk-

w
ays, w

hatever is, is right."
Suppose w

e took this seriously. W
hat w

ould be
som

e of the
consequences?

1. W
e could no longer say that the custom

s of other societies
are m

orally
inferior to our ow

n. T
his, of course, is one of the m

ain points stressed
by C

ultural R
elativism

. W
e w

ould have to stop condem
ning other

societies m
erely because they are "different." So long

as w
e con-

centrate on certain exam
ples, such as the funerary practices of the

G
reeks and C

allatians, this m
ay seem

 to be a sophisticated, enlight-
ened attitude.

H
ow

ever, w
e w

ould also be stopped from
 criticizing other,

less benign practices. Suppose a society w
aged w

ar
on its neighbors

for the purpose of taking slaves. O
r suppose a society

w
as violently

anti-Sem
itic and its leaders set out to destroy the Jew

s. C
ultural

R
elativism

 w
ould preclude us from

 saying that either of these
prac-

tices w
as w

rong. W
e w

ould not even be able to
say that a society

tolerant of Jew
s is better than the anti-Sem

itic society, for that w
ould

im
ply som

e sort of transcultural standard of com
parison. T

he fail-
ure to condem

n these practices does not seem
 "enlightened"; on the

(1)

(2)
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contrary, slavery and anti-Sem
itism

 seem
 w

rong w
herever they occur.

N
evertheless, if w

e took C
ultural R

elativism
 seriously, w

e w
ould have

to adm
it that these social practices also are im

m
une from

 criticism
.

2. W
e could decide w

hether actions are right or w
rong just by consulting

the standards of our society. C
ultural R

elativism
 suggests a sim

ple test
for determ

ining w
hat is right and w

hat is w
rong: all one has to do

is ask w
hether the action is in accordance w

ith the code of one's
society. Suppose a resident of South A

frica is w
ondering w

hether his
country's policy of apartheid—

 rigid racial segregation —
is

m
orally

correct. A
ll he has to do is ask w

hether this policy conform
s to his

society's m
oral code. If it does, there is nothing to w

orry about, at
least from

 a m
oral point of view

.
T

his im
plication of C

ultural R
elativism

 is disturbing because
few

 of us think that our society's code is perfect —
w

e
can think of w

ays
it m

ight be im
proved. Y

et C
ultural R

elativism
 w

ould not only
forbid us from

 criticizing the codes of other societies; it w
ould stop us

from
 criticizing our ow

n. A
fter all, if right and w

rong are relative
to culture, this m

ust be true for our ow
n culture just as m

uch as
for others.

3. T
he idea of m

oral progress i called into doubt. U
sually, w

e think
that at least som

e changes in our society have been for the better.
(Som

e, of course, m
ay have been changes for the w

orse.) C
onsider

this exam
ple: T

hroughout m
ost of W

estern history the place of
w

om
en in society w

as very narrow
ly circum

scribed. T
hey could not

ow
n property; they could not vote or hold p6litical office; w

ith a
few

 exceptions, they w
ere not perm

itted to have paying jobs; and
generally they w

ere under the alm
ost absolute control of their hus-

bands. R
ecently m

uch of this has changed, and m
ost people think

of it as progress.
If C

ultural R
elativism

 is correct, can w
e legitim

ately think of
this as progress? Progress m

eans replacing a w
ay of doing things w

ith
a better w

ay. B
ut by w

hat standard do w
e judge the new

 w
ays as bet-

ter? If the old w
ays w

ere in accordance w
ith the social standards of

their tim
e, then C

ultural R
elativism

 w
ould say it is a m

istake to judge
them

 by the standards of a different tim
e. E

ighteenth-century society
w

as, in effect, a different society from
 the one w

e have now
. T

o say
that w

e have m
ade progress im

plies a judgm
ent that present-day

society is better, and that is just the sort of transcultural judgm
ent

that, according to C
ultural R

elativism
, is im

perm
issible.

O
ur idea of social reform

 w
ill also have to be reconsidered. A

reform
er such as M

artin L
uther K

ing, Jr., seeks to change his society
for the better. W

ithin the constraints im
posed by C

ultural
R

elativism
,

there is one w
ay this m

ight be done. If a society is not living
up to

its ow
n ideals, the reform

er m
ay be regarded

as acting for the best:
the ideals of the society are the standard by w

hich
w

e judge his,, or her
proposals as w

orthw
hile. B

ut the "reform
er"

m
ay not challenge the

ideals them
selves, for those ideals are by definition

correct. A
ccord-

ing to C
ultural R

elativism
, then, the idea of social reform

 m
akes

sense only in this very lim
ited w

ay.
T

hese three consequences of C
ultural R

elativism
 have led

m
any

thinkers to reject it as im
plausible on its face. It does m

ake
sense, they

say, to condem
n som

e practices, such as slavery and anti-Sem
itism

,
w

herever they occur. It m
akes sense to think that

our ow
n society has

m
ade som

e m
oral progress, w

hile adm
itting that it is still im

perfect
and in need of reform

. B
ecause C

ultural R
elativism

says that these
judgm

ents m
ake no sense, the argum

ent goes, it cannot be right.

2.5. W
hy T

here Is L
ess D

isagreem
ent

than It Seem
s

T
he original im

petus for C
ultural R

elativism
com

es from
 the

observation that cultures differ dram
atically in their view

s of right
and w

rong. B
ut just how

 m
uch do they differ? It is true that there

are differences. H
ow

ever, it is easy to overestim
ate the extent of

those differences. O
ften, w

hen w
e exam

ine w
hat

seem
s to be a dra-

m
atic difference, w

e find that the cultures do not differ nearly
as

m
uch as it appears.

C
onsider a culture in w

hich people believe it is
w

rong to eat
cow

s. T
his m

ay even be a poor culture, in w
hich there is not enough

food; still, the cow
s are not to be touched. Such a society w

ould
appear to have values very different from

 our ow
n. B

ut does it? W
e

have not yet asked w
hy these people w

ill not eat
cow

s. Suppose it is
because they believe that after death the souls of hum

ans inhabit
the bodies of anim

als, especially
cow

s, so that a cow
 m

ay be som
e-

one's grandm
other. N

ow
 do w

e w
ant to

say that their values are
different from

 ours? N
o; the difference lies elsew

here. T
he differ-

ence is in our belief system
s, not in our values. W

e agree that w
e

shouldn't eat G
randm

a; w
e sim

ply disagree about w
hether the

cow
is (or could be) G

randm
a.

T
he general point is

this. M
any factors w

ork together to
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produce the custom
s of a society. T

he society's values
are

only
one

of them
. O

ther m
atters, such

as the religious and factual beliefs
held by its m

em
bers and the physical circum

stances in w
hich they

m
ust live, are also im

portant. W
e cannot conclude, then, m

erely
because custom

s differ, that there is
a disagreem

ent about values.
T

he difference in custom
s m

ay be attributable
to som

e other aspect
of social life. T

hus there
m

ay be less disagreem
ent about values

than there appears to be.
C

onsider the E
skim

os again. T
hey often kill perfectly norm

al
infants, especially girls. W

e do not approve of this at all;
a parent

w
ho did this in our society w

ould be locked
up. T

hus there appears
to be a great difference in the values of our tw

o cultures. B
ut

sup-
pose w

e ask w
hy the E

skim
os do this. T

he explanation is not that
they have less affection for their children

or less respect for hum
an

life. A
n E

skim
o fam

ily w
ill alw

ays
protect its babies if conditions

perm
it. B

ut they live in a harsh environm
ent, w

here food is often
in

short supply. A
 fundam

ental postulate of E
skim

o thought is:
"L

ife
is hard, and the m

argin of safety sm
all." A

 fam
ily

m
ay w

ant to
nourish its babies but be unable to do

so.
A

s in m
any "prim

itive" societies, E
skim

o m
others w

ill
nurse

their infants over a m
uch longer period of tim

e than m
others

in
our culture. T

he child w
ill take nourishm

ent from
 its m

other's breast
for four years, perhaps even longer. So

even in the best of tim
es there

are lim
its to the num

ber of infants that one m
other can sustain.

M
oreover, the E

skim
os are a nom

adic people —
unable

to farm
, they

m
ust m

ove about in search of food. Infants m
ust be carried, and

a
m

other can carry only one baby in her parka
as she travels and

goes about her outdoor w
ork. O

ther fam
ily m

em
bers can help, but

this is not alw
ays possible.

Infant girls are m
ore readily disposed ofbecause, first, in this

society the m
ales are the prim

ary food providers—
they

are the
hunters, according to the traditional division of labor —

and
it is ob-

viously im
portant to m

aintain
a sufficient num

ber of food gatherers.
B

ut there is an im
portant second

reason as w
ell. B

ecause the hunters
suffer a high casualty rate, the adultm

en w
ho die prem

aturely far
outnum

ber the w
om

en w
ho die early. T

hus if m
ale and fem

ale
infants survived in equal num

bers, the fem
ale adult population

w
ould

greatly outnum
ber the m

ale adult population. E
xam

ining the
avail-

able statistics, one w
riter concluded that "w

ere it
not for fem

ale
infanticide.

.
. there

w
ould be approxim

ately one-and-a-half tim
es

as m
any fem

ales in the
average E

skim
o local

group as there are
food-producing m

ales."
So am

ong the
E

skim
os, infanticide does

not signal a funda-
m

entally different attitude
tow

ard children.
Instead, it is a recogni-

tion that drastic
m

easures are som
etim

es
needed to

ensure the
fam

ily's survival. E
ven

then, how
ever, killing

the baby is
not the

first option considered.
A

doption is
com

m
on; childless couples

are
especially happy to take

a m
ore fertile couple's

"surplus." K
illing is

only the last
resort. I em

phasize this in
order to show

 that the
raw

data of the anthropologists
can be m

isleading; it
can m

ake the dif-
ferences in values betw

een
cultures

appear greater than they
are. T

he
E

skim
os' values

are not all that different
from

 our values. It
is only

that life forces
upon them

 choices that
w

e do not have to m
ake.

2.6. H
ow

 A
ll

C
ultures H

ave
Som

e
V

alues in C
om

m
on

It should not be
surprising that, despite

appearances, the E
skim

os
are protective of their children.

H
ow

 could it be
otherw

ise? H
ow

could a group survive
that did not value its

young? T
his

suggests a
certain argum

ent,
one w

hich show
s that all

cultural groups
m

ust
be protective of their

infants:

(1) H
um

an infants
are helpless and

cannot survive if they
are not given extensive

care for a period of
years.

(2) T
herefore, if a

group did not care for its
young, the

young w
ould not survive, and

the older m
em

bers
of the

group w
ould not be replaced.

A
fter a w

hile the
group

w
ould die out.

(3) T
herefore, any cultural

group that continues to exist
m

ust care for its
young. Infants that

are not cared for
m

ust be the exception rather
than the rule.

Sim
ilar reasoning

show
s that other

values m
ust be

m
ore

or less universal. Im
agine

w
hat it w

ould be
like for a society

to
place no value

at all on truth telling.
W

hen one
person spoke to

another, there w
ould be

no presum
ption at all that

he w
as telling

the truth —
for

he could just
as easily be speaking falsely.

W
ithin

that society, there
w

ould be no
reason to pay attention

to w
hat any-

one says. (I ask you w
hat tim

e
it is, and

you say "Four o'clock." B
ut
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there is no presum
ption that you are speaking truly; you

could just
as easily have said the first thing that cam

e
into your head. So I have

no reason to pay attention to your
answ

er—
in fact, there w

as no
point in m

y asking you in the first place!) C
om

m
unication

w
ould

then be extrem
ely difficult, if not im

possible. A
nd because

com
plex

societies cannot exist w
ithout regular com

m
unication am

ong
their

m
em

bers, society w
ould becom

e im
possible. It follow

s
that in any

com
plex society there m

ust be a presum
ption in favor of truthful-

ness. T
here m

ay of course be exceptions to
this rule: there m

ay be
situations in w

hich it is thought to be perm
issible to lie. N

everthe-
less, these w

ill be exceptions to a rule that is in
force in the society.

L
et m

e give one further exam
ple of the sam

e type. C
ould a

society exist in w
hich there w

as no prohibition on m
urder? W

hat
w

ould this be like? Suppose 'people w
ere free to kill other people at

w
ill, and no one thought there w

as anything w
rong

w
ith it. In such

a "society," no one could feel secure. E
veryone

w
ould have to be

constantly on guard. People w
ho w

anted to survive w
ould have to

avoid other people as m
uch as possible. T

his w
ould inevitably result

in individuals trying to becom
e as self-sufficient as possible —

after
all, associating w

ith others w
ould be dangerous.

Society on any
large scale w

ould collapse. O
f course, people m

ight band together
in sm

aller groups w
ith others that they could trust not to harm

them
. B

ut notice w
hat this m

eans: they w
ould be form

ing sm
aller

societies that did acknow
ledge a rule against m

urder. T
he prohibi-

tion of m
urder, then, is a necessary feature of all societies.

T
here is a general theoretical point here, nam

ely, that there are
som

e m
oral rules that all societies w

ill have in com
m

on,
because those rules

are necessary for society to exist. T
he rules

against lying and m
urder are

tw
o exam

ples. A
nd in fact, w

e do find these
rules in force in all

viable cultures. C
ultures m

ay differ in w
hat they regard as legiti-

m
ate exceptions to the rules, but this disagreem

ent
exists against a

background of agreem
ent on the larger issues. T

herefore, it is a
m

istake to overestim
ate the am

ount of difference betw
een cultures.

N
ot every m

oral rule can vary from
 society to society.

2.7. W
hat C

an B
e L

earned from
C

ultural R
elativism

A
t the outset, I said that w

e w
ere going to identify both w

hat is
right and w

hat is w
rong in C

ultural R
elativism

. T
hus far I have

m
entioned only its m

istakes: I have said that it
rests on an invalid

argum
ent, that it has consequences that m

ake it im
plausible

on its
face, and that the extent of cultural disagreem

ent is far
less than it

im
plies. T

his all adds
up to a pretty thorough repudiation of the

theory: N
evertheless, it is still

a very appealing idea, and the reader
m

ay have the feeling that all this is a little unfair. T
he theory

m
ust

have som
ething going for it, or else w

hy has it
been so influential?

In fact, I think there is som
ething right about

C
ultural R

elativism
,

and now
 I w

ant to say w
hat that is. T

here
are tw

o lessons w
e

should learn from
 the theory,

even if w
e ultim

ately reject it.
1. C

ultural R
elativism

 w
arns

us, quite rightly, about the dan-
ger of assum

ing that all our preferences are based on
som

e abso-
lute rational standard. T

hey
are not. M

any (but not all) of our
practices are m

erely peculiar to
our society, and it is easy to lose

sight of that fact. In rem
inding

us of it, the theory does a service.
Funerary practices are one exam

ple. T
he

C
allatians, according

to H
erodotus, w

ere "m
en w

ho eat their fathers"
—

a
shocking idea,

to us at least. B
ut eating the flesh of the dead could be

understood
as a sign of ré'spect. It could be taken as a sym

bolic act thatsays: W
e

w
ish this person's spirit to dw

ell w
ithin

us. Perhaps this w
as the

understanding of the C
allatians. O

n such
a w

ay of thinking, bury-
ing the dead could be seen

as an act of rejection, and burning the
corpse as positively scornful. If this is hard to im

agine, then
w

e m
ay

need to have our im
aginations stretched. O

f
course w

e m
ay feel a

visceral repugnance at the idea of eating hum
an

flesh in any cir-
cum

stances. B
ut w

hat of it? T
his repugnance

m
ay be, as the relativ-

ists say, only a m
atter of w

hat is
custom

ary in our particular society.
T

here are m
any other m

atters that
w

e tend to think of in term
s

of objective right and
w

rong, but that are really nothing m
ore than

social conventions. Should w
om

en
cover their breasts? A

 publicly
exposed breast is scandalous in our society, w

hereas
in other cul-

tures it is unrem
arkable. O

bjectively speaking, it is neither
right

nor w
rong—

there is no objective reason w
hy either

custom
 is bet-

ter. C
ultural R

elativism
 begins w

ith the valuable insight thatm
any

of our practices are like this —
they

are only cultural products.
T

hen it goes w
rong by concluding that, because

som
e practices are

like this, all m
ust be.

2. T
he second lesson has to do w

ith keeping
an open m

ind.
In the course of grow

ing
up, each of us has acquired som

e strong
feelings: w

e have learned to think of
som

e types of conduct as
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acceptable, and others w
e have learned to regard as sim

ply un-
acceptable. O

ccasionally, w
e m

ay find those feelings challenged.
W

e m
ay encounter som

eone w
ho claim

s that our feelings are m
is-

taken. For exam
ple, w

e m
ay have been taught that hom

osexuality
is im

m
oral, and w

e m
ay feel quite uncom

fortable around
gay peo-

pie and see them
 as alien and "different." N

ow
 som

eone suggests
that this m

ay be a m
ere prejudice; that there is nothing evil about

hom
osexuality; that gay people are just people, like

anyone else,
w

ho happen, through no choice of their
ow

n, to be attracted to
others of the sam

e sex. B
ut because w

e feel so strongly about the
m

atter, w
e m

ay find it hard to take this seriously. E
ven after w

e
listen to the argum

ents, w
e m

ay still have the unshakable feeling
that hom

osexuals m
ust,

som
ehow

,
be an unsavory lot.

C
ultural R

elativism
, by stressing that our m

oral view
s can

reflect the prejudices of our society, provides an antidote for this
kind of dogm

atism
. W

hen he tells the story of the G
reeks and C

alla-
tians, H

erodotus adds:

For if anyone, no m
atter w

ho, w
ere given the opportunity of

choosing from
 am

ongst all the nations of the w
orld the set of

beliefs w
hich he thought best, he w

ould inevitably, after careful
consideration of their relative m

erits, choose that of his ow
n

country. E
veryone w

ithout exception believes his ow
n native

custom
s, and the religion he w

as brought up in, to be the best.

R
ealizing this can result in our having m

ore open m
inds. W

e can
com

e to understand that our feelings are not necessarily pcrcep-
tions of the truth —

they
m

ay be nothing m
ore than the result of

cultural conditioning. T
hus w

hen w
e hear it suggested that som

e
elem

ent of our social code is not really the best and w
e find our-

selves instinctively resisting the suggestion, w
e m

ight stop and
rem

em
ber this. T

hen w
e m

ay be m
ore open to discovering the

truth, w
hatever that m

ight be.
W

e can understand the appeal of C
ultural R

elativism
, then,

even though the theory has serious shortcom
ings. It is an attractive

theory because it is based on a genuine insight—
that

m
any of the

practices and attitudes w
e think so natural are really only cultural

products. M
oreover, keeping this insight firm

ly in view
 is im

por-
tant if w

e w
ant to avoid arrogance and have open m

inds. T
hese are

im
portant points, not to be taken lightly. B

ut w
e can accept these

points w
ithout going on to accept the w

hole theory.

Subiectivm
 in E

thics

T
ake any action allow

'd
to be vicious: W

ilful m
urder, for

instance.
E

xam
ine it in all lights, and

see if you can find that m
atter of

fact,
real existence, w

hich
you call vice.

.
.

. Y
ou

can never find it,
till you

turn your reflexion into
your ow

n breast, and find a sentim
ent of

disapprobation, w
hich arises in

you, tow
ard this action. H

ere is a
m

atter of fact; but 'tis the object of feeling,
not reason.
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3.1.
T

he
B

asic idea of E
thical

Subjectivism
T

he R
everend Jerry

Faiw
ell, founder of the M

oral M
ajority,

in a television interview
:

"H
om

osexuality is im
m

oral. T
he

so-ca
'gay rights' are not rights

at all, because im
m

orality is
not ri:

G
od hates hom

osexuality,
and so do w

e. B
ut

w
e do not hate

hom
osexual; w

e w
ant to help him

 by helping
him

 overcom
e his

Faiw
ell .speaks for

a large num
ber of A

m
ericans w

ho feel
there is som

ething deeply
objectionable about hom

osexuality,
other societies, of

course, people have other view
s. T

he ruler
present-day Iran agree w

ith Falw
ell

and take his view
 to

an extre
there, hom

osexuals m
ay be castrated

or killed or both. (Falw
ell Ii

self has not endorsed such
an extrem

e view
, although

a leade
the M

oral M
ajority in C

alifornia
did once

propose capital pun
m

ent for the "crim
e" of hom

osexuality,
citing as his authori

passage in the tw
entieth chapter of

L
eviticus.) In E

ngland, on
other hand, a m

ore tolerant
attitude is taken, and all legal

penai
w

ere rem
oved three decades

ago. W
hat attitude are w

e to t
O

ne possibility is that
w

e m
ight agree w

ith Falw
ell and

say
hom

osexuality is in fact im
m

oral.
O

r w
e m

ight disagree arid
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