Cultural Moral Relativism

Cultural Moral Relativism (CMR):  The doctrine according to which moral truth is relative to a culture—i.e. there are no trans-culturally valid standards by which to evaluate moral norms

We should distinguish CMR from Cultural Belief Relativism:  The doctrine according to which people’s beliefs about moral norms differ from culture to culture.  Cultural Belief Relativism is a descriptive doctrine; CMR is a normative doctrine.

Some versions of Cultural Moral Relativism 

I. Conventionalism

Definition:  The doctrine according to which act A is morally right if and only if it is permitted by the dominant norms of the culture in which it is performed.    Analogy:  “morally right”  is akin to “fashionable,” “legal”

According to Conventionalism there is not necessarily any single correct answer to a question regarding the morality of an action-type, e.g. “Is infanticide morally permissible?”  This is so because different cultures may have different norms regarding a given action-type.  

Note, though, two things:  First, there may be a single correct answer to a question regarding the morality of an action-type.  For example, the single correct answer to “Is it morally permissible to torture your child to death for fun?” is surely “No,” as I doubt whether any culture accepts a norm permitting this.  Second, note that (in cases where the implications of dominant norms are clear) Conventionalism implies that there is a single correct answer to a question regarding the morality of an action-token, e.g. “Was it morally permissible of Nanuk to kill her newborn child last week?” 

II. Cultural Subjectivism

Definition:  The doctrine according to which “Act A is morally right” just means is akin to “near,” “to the left of,” “tall.”

Unlike Conventionalism, according to Cultural Subjectivism there is no single correct answer to a question regarding an action-token.  E.g. American Jim can say it was wrong of Eskimo Nanuk to kill her child, Nanuk can say it was right of her to kill her child, and they can both be correct.

Note that we can distinguish Cultural Subjectivism from Individual Subjectivism, according to which “Act A is morally right” just means “Act A is permitted by the norms I personally accept” (or alternatively, “I approve of act A”).

Some non-relative but still skeptical moral theories

A.  Non-Cognitivism (aka Expressivism)

According to Non-Cognitivism, when one calls an act morally right or wrong one is merely expressing (as opposed to reporting) one’s approval or disapproval of the act.  Hence moral claims are neither true nor false.  “Killing is wrong” and “Honesty is right” are in some ways analogous to “Boo for killing!” and “Hooray for honesty!”  Contrast this with CMR, according to which moral claims can be true, albeit true only relative to a culture.

A Non-Cognitivist can claim that as a matter of sociological fact, people’s approvals / disapprovals usually mirror their culture’s dominant norms.  Hence the Non-Cognitivist can argue that moral claims typically do nothing more than express culturally conditioned approvals / disapprovals.  This is similar to CMR, but not identical, for unlike CMR, Non-Cognitivism rejects all types of moral truth, relative and non-relative.

B.  Error Theory

According to Error Theory, moral language purports to refer to objective properties of right and wrong.  (Compare:  according to Non-Cognitivism, moral language does not purport to refer to anything at all; it is just a tool for expressing approval / disapproval, sort of like “Boo!”, “Hooray!”, “All right!”, “Yuck!” and so on.   Moral claims are neither true nor false.)  Error Theory then goes on to claim that no such objective properties of right and wrong exist.  All moral claims are therefore false.  Morality-talk is analogous to witch-talk or leprechaun-talk.

An Error Theorist can argue that as a descriptive matter moral error is ubiquitous because moral claims are nothing more than projections of cultural norms, that is, acts of falsely viewing human-created norms as somehow built into nature or the heavens.  An Error Theory  of this type would be similar to CMR, but not identical, for unlike CMR, Error Theory rejects all types of moral truth, relative and non-relative.

Some universalist moral theories that can mirror some aspects of CMR

Consider for instance rule-utilitarianism:  act A is morally right if and only if A would be permitted by the set of norms which, were they socially accepted, would maximize happiness.

Rule-utilitarianism is not a form of cultural moral relativism because according to it there is a trans-culturally valid moral standard by which one can evaluate cultural norms, namely, the standard of utility.  Rule-utilitarianism is a form of what might be called parametric universalism.   

Rule-utilitarianism may approve of, say, infanticide of disabled infants if one lives (like Eskimos) in harsh Arctic conditions where resources are unusually scarce.  Thus it shares with Cultural Moral Relativism the property that there is not necessarily any single, universally correct answer to a question about the morality of a given action-type.

(One might argue that Conventionalism is in fact a type of parametric universalism, with the ultimate objective source of rightness being obedience to local norms rather than promotion of human well-being.  I would resist this claim, though, and instead urge that we continue to classify Conventionalism as a type of CMR.  According to CMR there is no way to evaluate some cultural norms as better than others—the hallmark of CMR as I understand it—whereas according to rule-utilitarianism there is.)

Note that rule-utlitarianism is not the only possible form of parametric universalism.  Any universalist moral theory that is sensitive to contextual features of one’s choice situation—which to say, most modern moral theories—can count as a type of parametric universalism.

