Are moral judgements anything more than an expression of cultural norms?

To truly decide for ourselves what is moral, we must look at the foundations of morality and why we believe certain things are right and wrong. In metaethics there are two main strands; Moral Realism and Moral Anti Realism, cultural relativism comes under the moral realism branch. The cultural relativists believe that ethics and moral statements are bound by culture, meaning all moral beliefs are produced by the environment we live in. Furthermore as each culture is unique it means that there are naturally going to be disputes, but that is just because of cultural differences. Although many believe in cultural relativism, it is not the only metaethical theory out there, you have error theory, emotivism, subjectivism- just to name a few. Personally I believe moral judgements are more than an expression of cultural norms as although our environment plays a big part I think our experiences also contribute to how we act morally. 

Cultural relativism is a firm believer in the premise of personal preference, and that having differences of opinion is completely normal. They take the belief that the norms of society decide what is right and what is wrong as it is our culture that produces our tastes in; fashion, food, music and morality. James Rachels presents some examples in his paper ‘The Challenges of Cultural Relativism’[footnoteRef:0], the example of the Callatians and the Greeks helps us understand the basis of Cultural Relativism. The Callatians eat the bodies of their fathers, where as the Greeks cremate them.[footnoteRef:1] Both cultures disagreed with what the other did, which highlight these cultures have conflicting moral codes and for an impartial it is hard to know what is right. Rachels claims that “if we assume that our ideas of right and wrong will be shared by all peoples as all times, we are merely naive”[footnoteRef:2]. By this Rachels means that we shouldn’t presume our beliefs are universal and we cannot expect everyone to accept and adopt them. Unlike theories the cultural relativists do not believe in an objective moral truth, there is no one set of rules on what is right and wrong. The cultural relativists believe rather than one code, there are many codes in the world which are created by culture, meaning the code we follow is not out of the ordinary but similar to that of those within our culture.[footnoteRef:3] [0:  James Rachels ‘The Challenge of Cultural Relativism’  Section 2.1. 
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There are many issues with cultural relativism however. The cultural relativists believe that moral statements are expressions of the culture and that in itself is merely a matter of opinion.[footnoteRef:4] This matter of opinion changes from culture to culture so we do not know what is right or wrong as for the cultural relativists there is no right or wrong just opinions bound by culture.[footnoteRef:5] Rachels has identified this problem using his example of the Eskimos, Americans do not believe in infanticide where as it is no problem for the Eskimos.[footnoteRef:6]  Because of this difference, Rachels claims that both statements are neither wrong nor right. So as an impartial individual we cannot judge which statement is correct, as from the perspective of the culture their own statement is correct.[footnoteRef:7] Cultural relativism does not give a guide to acts which are abhorrently wrong are morally right, meaning we can not judge any act as there is no objective morality or anything to compare to. [4:  Ibid]  [5:  James Rachels ‘The Challenge of Cultural Relativism’  Section 2.2
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Another issue with cultural relativism is that it defends any action if the culture believes it to be moral. Take Nazi Germany for example, the culture of Nazi Germany performed a mass genocide of the minorities. The majority of people would argue that this act is completely immoral, yet the Nazi culture deemed it to be moral as they viewed it as ethical cleansing. So as cultural relativism states that no act can be viewed as wrong or right then the genocide that the Nazi’s performed can not be seen as wrong as it was right in that culture. Cultural relativism defends any act performed, and that is a problem as most of the population of the world would argue than homicide is immoral. 

Moral absolutism (which is also a branch of moral realism) would disagree with cultural relativism. This is because they believe there is an objective, universal moral truth out in the world which we can use to decide whether acts are right or wrong. As they come from the stance of absolutism, the belief is that certain actions are morally right or morally wrong- no matter the circumstance, consequence or intention.[footnoteRef:8] For example  a burglar goes to a house with the intention to steal and broke a window to climb through, however they see the homeowner laid on the floor and they believe them to be dead. The burglar does not want to be convicted for murder so they run away, yet the individual in the house was dying from carbon monoxide poisoning and when the burglar broke the window the individual regained consciousness and their life was saved.[footnoteRef:9] Although the act and intention of the burglar could be viewed as immoral, the consequences was moral. The moral absolutists would not see this as a moral situation, despite the fact the individual’s life was saved, this is because they believe that stealing and vandalism of property is objectively wrong for every situation. This is difference to how the cultural relativists would tackle this circumstance. In some cultures, stealing may not be viewed as wrong therefore the burglar performed a morally right act. Other cultures may judge ethics on the intention of the action so the burglar was morally wrong as they went out to steal from a property. Furthermore another culture may judge ethics on the consequence of an act and because the individual survived the burglar would not be in the wrong- especially as they did not steal from the house. There is no way to determine which culture is correct as they do not follow any objective moral truths.  [8: Metaethic: Crash Course Philosophy https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FOoffXFpAlU]  [9:  Ibid] 


To conclude I personally believe that moral judgements are more than an expression of cultural norms. This is because I believe that there is an objective moral truth in the world, meaning some statements are right or wrong regardless of whether they are acceptable in the culture. For me genocide is wrong on all accounts, no matter whether it is acceptable in a culture, so it cannot be right under any circumstance. I believe you must have an objective morality to compare acts to or else no act can be determined to be right or wrong. If no acts can be judged then any act can be deemed to be moral and there has to be morality and immorality in the world. You cannot have morality without immorality as you need the bad to appreciate the good. I do however agree that culture influences our perspective which affects what we think it right and wrong. I also agree with the strand put forward by the emotivists as your emotions and feelings will affect your right and wrong choices. For example if you are a vegetarian you may be more subjective to animal rights and that is derived from emotion. Therefore moral judgements are not just an expression of cultural norms.

