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

“The greatest geniuses can have false judgements about a principal they have accepted without examination.” (Voltaire p1494) This quote from Voltaire highlights the main argument put forth in this essay that false judgments are likely to manifest when sufficient reason has not been examined. Whether moral judgements are entirely dependent of cultural norms I believe requires a two-part answer as moral judgements can follow cultural norms, but as cultures are prone to change, especially in the modern world, it would follow that moral judgements are not entirely dependent on cultural norms. The stoic philosopher Epictetus dedicates much of his work addressing such questions. The emphasis of reason to reach understanding of cultural norms is essential as well as the logical analysis of judgements in relation to emotion are the core themes within the ancient stoics work all be it rather disjointed in its presentation. People who have challenged and changed cultural norms are those like the French philosopher Voltaire. His writing still holds resonance in the modern day, that to accept everything as fact is a wrong assumption to make without sufficient inquiry by ourselves to establish our own truths. The examples of Rosa Parks and Dr Martin Luther King have also been included to emphasise the example of how individuals can create change in culture and in state legislation. The civil rights campaign correlates directly to the morality embedded in the culture of the United States of America. With the anti-lynching bill only being passed in March of this year, twenty-twenty two, shows the significance and relevance of these historical figures. David Hume features as his analytical reasoning gives weight to the understanding of feelings induced within humans that then affect their judgements. Philosophers often undertake the task of analysing cultures and trying to assert what morality is.

Culture can vary indefinitely both within and outside societies making the idea of cultural normality an abstract idea. I believe this is because judgements of the individuals within cultures vary, which is the cause of sub-cultures. Differences in opinion towards moral judgement causes conflict. While conflict in differences can be constructive and facilitate understanding between cultures, destructive actions and connotations are typically associated with conflict. The ancient Roman Epictetus highlights this concept quite concisely when he observes how the culture, we are immersed in can lead us to have differences in moral opinions, both with others in the same culture and between different cultures, which in turn can lead to conflict,

This is the conflict between Jews and Syrians and Egyptians and Romans, not over the question whether holiness should be put before everything else and should be pursued in all circumstances, but whether the particular act of eating swine’s flesh is holy or unholy (Epictetus p141)

This example of differences of opinion seems to transcend time. The multiple examples found within Christianity demonstrate this. Where the morality is essentially the same the ethic can be different. Christians have a common conception that there is a metaphysical entity that exists which has been ascribed the name “God.” How and in which way this God works is the central debate; the value of additions such as the virgin Mary and Jesus are foci for this debate. Also, within the Christian church issues of morality that can cause conflict are the ethical issues such as divorce, homosexuality and abortion. Where these disagreements can be civil and lead to an interesting debate they can also lead to conflicts of a violent nature. Voltaire highlights this particular point in his essay Treatise on Tolerance “The law of persecution is equally absurd and barbarous… we have butchered one another on account of a sentence or paragraph” (Voltaire p6101).

Moral judgements have a dualistic nature when formed within people. Instinctive judgements seem to be the most common which seem to derive from the subconscious. Often if one is asked “why did you chose to do X instead of Y?”, the phrase, “I do not know, I did not think about it” seems to be a common response, or even the phrase “I just did it instinctively and did not think about it.” This line of reasoning may be true to the individual, it still remains a false premise, as a thought process must have taken place to have initiated a succession of actions. Self-awareness of reasoning in relation to action may not be recognised by the individual or masses because the thought process is a result of their social conditioning. Social conditioning can be state imposed, which is to say the state imposes values and ideals on to its citizens to create a uniform culture. Every state, by constructing and implementing laws, is creating social conditions to restrict or to liberate their population.

The restriction and liberation of populations through the use of laws brings the idea of a human universality to social actions and conditions, as many states and cultures share laws in common despite differing vastly in others. In certain states in the United States it is a crime not to cross the road at the designated crossing, and the death penalty is a legal way of administering justice, whereas in the United Kingdom such a law does not exist. This is another example of where morals can be similar, but the ethic is different. Voltaire states “that we have no other conscience than what is created in us by the spirit of the age, by example and by our own dispositions and reflections.” (Voltaire p3905) Where I have discussed the former part of this statement, the latter requires a deeper examination also. How our own dispositions and reflections may conflict with the social conditioning to what social conditioning has 

When a state expresses moral judgement, it typically implements laws with the intention to create a cultural norm. Whether individuals collectively abide by such laws or not, is moot, and this is where issues relating to the theory of social conditioning in relation to moral judgements arise. Social disobedience is one of the clearest examples of when an individual or a collective group of individuals go against what is culturally accepted. Voltaire himself is a clear example of this. His imprisonment in Bastille prison and his later exile from France give evidence of how cultural norms do not always affect the morality of individuals. In his words “our own dispositions and reflections” can override feelings and sentiments produced by social conditioning. Rosa Parks refusing to give up her seat on a public bus to white passengers in nineteen fifty-five is another example of how some individuals may not follow state ascribed laws, due to their disagreement with the morality of others (Britannica 2022). State law at that time favoured the white passengers and Parks was arrested and prosecuted for her crime, but her actions made others within her state question the morality of the cultural norms. 

To assume that reason is the primary cause which led Voltaire and Parks to act in a contrary manner to what the state and culture were dictating during their lifetime seems a logical conclusion, but in reality is a false premise. I concur with Hume that 

Morality, therefore, is more properly felt than judged of; though this feeling or sentiment is commonly so soft and gentle that we are apt to confound it with and idea, according to our common custom of taking all things for the same which have any near resemblance to each other. (Hume p178)

Feeling, rather than the application of reason is, I believe, the primary cause for forming a moral judgement. Feelings can follow logical deductive reasoning, which translates into actions that a person can understand consciously, but subconscious feelings can have a powerful impact on the actions of individuals, regardless of their understanding of these feelings, and can induce involuntary actions if reasoning has not been applied beforehand.
When someone proposes a statement “I felt like it was the right thing to do,” feeling is the primary cause of moral judgement which is then followed by reasoning. 
Understanding the individual who expressed the statement requires a mutual understanding of the feeling by the inquisitor; if this cannot be attained, confusion or disagreement is likely to ensue. The different conclusions drawn from emotional reasoning is what can create conflict and change within both cultures and states. Parks was not the first and only person to defy the “Jim Crow laws” created in the southern states of the United States (Britannica 2022). The same emotion and reasoning was felt and applied by other civil rights activists, such as Dr Martin Luther-King. Via a collective understanding, emotive actions were initiated to provoke questioning of the cultural normality of segregation, by civil rights activists across the United States of America. King’s arguments and actions are now synonymous with social action against injustices ingrained in culture. This is due to his ability of appealing and relating to the emotions of both those who agree with his cause, and of those who oppose it. Parks by not giving up her seat and King for practicing non-violent protest are actions based on a collective morality felt by their culture, which lead them to show discontent by different forms of demonstrative reasoning. 

“Can anyone prevent you from asserting truth? No one at all. Can anyone force you to accept the false? No one at all… Once more, then, it is the decision of your own will which compelled you, that is moral purpose compelled moral purpose” (Epictetus p117).

This quote from Epictetus summaries the conception of the implementation of moral reasoning and purpose. Nobody was able to prevent Voltaire from expressing himself through multiple forms of literature and almost always critical, satirical, or rhetorical of common culture within Europe. Nobody was able to force Parks to accept the falseness of which the laws of segregation were laid upon. It was their own will, an amalgamation of an emotional response followed by sound reasoning that led to their moral judgements that were contrary to cultural norms.




To conclude on the question of, are moral judgements are anything more than expressions of cultural norms it appears necessary to accept the premise; 

“that the rational and irrational are different for different persons, precisely as good and evil… It is for this reason especially we need education, so as to learn… to adapt to specific instances our preconceived idea of what is rational and what is irrational” (Epictetus p17).

Conflict over moral opinion regardless of state or culture is an inevitability. It is logical and reasonable therefore to recognise that we are influenced through social conditioning to have preconceived ideas. When presented with something contrary to our beliefs, rather than reject such ideas, we should learn from such opinions and adapt our own reasoning in order to understand and comprehend what and why the contrary culture or state invokes such strong feeling. The art of reasoning should complement such feelings, which is what Epictetus proposes throughout his entire work. He claims “…but my moral purpose not even Zeus himself has the power to overcome.” (Epictetus p13) This sentiment is shared by Voltaire, Parks and King for their determination in pursing their own moral purpose is what inspired others to acknowledge the inconsistency in the culture surrounding them. The French revolution is credited as being inspired partly by Voltaire as a key figure in producing a cultural consciousness amongst the French people, against the cultural normality of the French aristocracy and royalty of the eighteenth century. King is credited as one of the central figures of the civil rights movements and was subject to persecution by state authorities, private citizens immersed in different cultures other than his, and even criticised and judged by people within his own culture and community. With so much hostility one may conclude he was wrong and unjust in his feelings and reasoning. The reality of Kings influence on the mass population is that he only gained notoriety with more people wanting help to organize their own movements with the help of King. He was awarded the Nobel peace prize during his lifetime for his work on social injustices (Britannica 2022). A national holiday in the United States in remembrance of him seem to give overwhelming evidence that morality is not entirely dependant on cultural norms, but that culture is forever changing and susceptible to being challenged by individuals which in turn can create change within the culture.
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