Are moral judgements anything more than an expression of cultural norms? 
I want to begin this essay by defining the key terms used in the question. The word “moral” is defined by the Cambridge Dictionary as “relating to the standards of good or bad behaviour, fairness, honesty, etc. that each person believes in”.[footnoteRef:1] This definition links to my overall opinion of the question, as it suggests that morality is shaped by individual belief, a view which I agree with and will develop throughout this essay. In contrast to this view, some people argue that there is an objective moral system that exists independently of humans and is fixed. This opposing view will also be explored in the essay through discussion of those who support it. [1:  https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/moral
] 

In addition to this, the term “judgements” is defined by the Cambridge Dictionary as “the ability to form valuable opinions and make good decisions”.[footnoteRef:2] When these definitions are put together to form the “moral judgements” in the question, we can conclude that the term “moral judgements” refers to the process by which individuals form opinions and make decisions about what they believe to be right or wrong, based on their own standards of good or bad behaviour and their personal moral beliefs. [2:  https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/judgement?q=judgements
] 

The final definition I would like to make clear for this essay is “cultural norms” in which I return to Cambridge dictionary, that states “cultural” is “relating to the habits, traditions and beliefs of a society.” [footnoteRef:3] and the term “norm” an accepted standard or a way of behaving or doing things that most people agree with”[footnoteRef:4] I will conclude the two of these terms for cultural norms in the given essay question to mean that habits or traditions that most people in the society that you are in agree with. [3:  https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/cultural
]  [4:  https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/norm?q=norms
] 

I want to begin by giving an example of why I believe that all moral judgements are expressions of culture and place of birth. If I, or anyone else, were born in a country that does not teach the same moral or ethical standards as those taught here, it is unclear how we would come to the same moral conclusions as people raised with different values. Moral beliefs are learned through socialisation within a particular society, rather than discovered independently. some parts of the world find doing animal sacrifice[footnoteRef:5] are considered morally acceptable, this raises the question of how it can be justified to judge individuals by ethical standards that originate from societies in which such practices are prohibited. I am not suggesting that these practices should be accepted universally or permitted in societies where they are banned; rather, I am questioning whether it is fair to label the moral judgements of those raised within different cultural norms as simply “wrong.” [5:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eid_al-Adha
] 

This issue also raises a broader question concerning on what grounds can one culture claim moral superiority over another? While many individuals, including myself, may feel confident that their own moral framework is correct, it is unclear how such certainty can be justified when other societies hold fundamentally different moral traditions. For instance, some cultures view monogamy as morally preferable, while others regard polygamy as acceptable or even desirable. In cases such as these, it becomes difficult to claim objective moral correctness without appealing to culturally specific assumptions. For this reason, I believe that rather than attempting to impose moral values on other cultures, greater emphasis should be placed on maintaining and justifying the moral systems that support the stability and wellbeing of one’s own society.
In contrast to cultural relativism, some philosophers argue that moral judgements are not merely expressions of cultural norms but are grounded in objective moral truths. This view, as we looked over in our lectures known as moral objectivism, holds that certain actions are morally right or wrong regardless of in contrast to cultural relativism, some philosophers argue that moral judgements are not merely expressions of cultural norms but are grounded in objective moral truths.  For example, many objectivists argue that practices such as slavery or genocide are morally wrong in all circumstances, even if they were once widely accepted or justified within societies. According to this view, moral disagreement does not show that morality is subjective, but instead that some cultures are mistaken about what is morally right.
Although this argument may initially seem fine to some, even when I read it I find it difficult not to challenge the majority of these claims. It appears to assume that there are universal moral truths that all people are somehow expected to recognise and follow without asking where these moral laws came from or how they were created would be my first problem however, regardless of their upbringing or social environment people would have to be under the same moral law? Moral beliefs are clearly learned through socialisation and if people have not learned such laws how is it possible for them to be judged or even just within the same law as others who understand it. People are taught from a young age what is considered right and wrong within their society, and these teachings shape their moral outlook. If someone grows up in a culture where a particular practice is accepted or even encouraged, it is unclear how they could reasonably be expected to judge that practice using moral standards they have never encountered.
This proves to me that this cannot be the case as the idea that humans possess an innate or universal “moral compass.” If such a compass existed, we might expect to see far greater consistency in moral beliefs across cultures. Instead, we see people in different societies engaging in practices that others find shocking or morally unacceptable, without experiencing guilt or moral conflict themselves. This suggests that moral judgements are not discovered through reason or instinct but are developed through cultural influence and shared social norms. Not only this but we can see that within different societies a similar sense of “moral laws”, would the people who believe in the overall moral compass say that this is just a coincidence? Because I find that if our morality has shifted from having slaves in the 1800s to now thinking that that is not okay is a societal shift, not an engraved moral compass within humanity.
Furthermore, the objectivist view raises a troubling question about moral responsibility. If there really is an objective moral law that applies to everyone, does this mean that individuals can be judged or condemned for breaking rules they did not know they were subject to? I understand that maybe some people would say that just because there is a moral law doesn’t necessarily mean that people are to be “judged” by a Devine creator, however I would beg the question of what a point of a law without someone is to put the practise into place. Is it just a moral law to sit there and some people know they are right but If you don’t follow it it doesn’t matter? To me a moral law would only make sense with a moral judge (God) and in this case would God be judging people without knowing the moral law which to me also wouldn’t make sense. It seems unfair to hold people morally accountable for failing to follow a moral system that they were never taught and had no clear access to. Unlike legal systems, which make their main rules explicit, objective morality if it exists offers no clear way for individuals to know what is required of them.
For these reasons, I am unconvinced by the claim that moral judgements are grounded in objective, culture-independent moral truths. While some moral beliefs may feel deeply certain within a given society, this confidence alone does not justify treating them as universal standards that always apply to all people. Instead, the strong influence of upbringing, tradition, and social context supports the view that moral judgements are best understood as expressions of cultural norms rather than reflections of an objective moral reality.

In conclusion, while the idea of objective moral truths may initially seem coherent, when the claims are challenged I believe and hopefully have shown that they are not able to withstand criticism, particularly in cases involving extreme actions such as slavery or genocide, it ultimately fails to account for the powerful role that culture and socialisation play in shaping moral beliefs. Throughout this essay, I have argued that moral judgements are formed through upbringing, tradition, and shared social norms rather than discovered through a universal moral law. The wide variation in moral practices across cultures, as well as the way moral views change over time within the same society, suggests that morality develops in response to social context rather than remaining fixed or innate.
Furthermore, the objectivist claim that individuals can be held morally accountable to a single, culture-independent standard raises serious concerns about fairness and moral responsibility. If people are not taught the same moral values, it seems unreasonable to judge them by standards they have never encountered and without judgement I see no point of the law existing. For this reason, moral judgements are best understood as expressions of cultural norms rather than reflections of objective moral truths. Although this view does not deny the importance of moral reasoning or ethical debate, it recognises that such reasoning always takes place within a cultural framework. Therefore, moral judgements are not something that exist independently of society but are deeply rooted in the cultures in which individuals are raised.
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