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

In this essay I will look at whether moral judgements are more than simply expression of cultural norms, to do this I will look at what cultural relativism is and some of the critiques of it. I will also look at whether all cultures have something in common that would allow for cultural relativism to work.

To start I will explain what cultural relativism actually is, put simply it is the theory that all moral systems differ depending on the culture they were developed in and that all these systems are equally valid. This means that there can not be one single system that is better than any other and that all ethical views and standpoints are subject to the cultural perspective of the person that has them. Going from this there is no universal right or wrong as it has to be seen in the context of the culture and society that it stems from. 
Evidence of this theory can be seen in the cultural differences that we observe in the world, for one culture killing a child may be unthinkable and completely taboo, but for another culture killing a child may be acceptable under certain circumstances, this shows that what is moral and ethical depends on circumstance and as all cultures are developed under different circumstances a culture’s view on morality will of course be different from other cultures.
An example of this is how the, so called, Eskimos had a very different set of cultural norms to Americans. James Rachels wrote of how the Eskimos version of marriage was very different to that of Americans, with a common practise being that ‘they would share their wives with guests, lending them out for the night as a sign of hospitality’ (Rachels, 2003) something that for a monogamous society, for example America, such behaviours would be seen as unthinkable. On top of this infanticide and killing of the elderly once they are of no use were also common practices with no social stigma attached to them, of course for Americans to do such things would end with the person being jailed and shunned by the society. Rachels said that ‘To most Americans, these were disturbing revelations. Our own way of living seems so natural and right that for many of us it is hard to conceive of others living so differently’ (Rachels, 2003) and this is a very true statement as for many modern cultures the idea of killing an infant is one that will not seriously cross our minds, so understanding why someone would do so, and why their society would let them, is a very difficult thing to do. We are so used to our own culture’s moral systems that we struggle to comprehend that they are not the only valid moral systems.
Though interestingly things that we may perceive as vast differences between cultures may not actually be all that different at all, with the examples provided above we can argue that though American culture is disgusted by infanticide it does have its own version, abortion which would have the same effect as infanticide does for the Eskimos. There is also a similar answer to how the Eskimos kill the elder when they are of no use, the idea of sending elder relatives to a care home when their family can no longer look after them themselves. Though the Eskimos version are undoubtedly more extreme they do come from the same principles so caring for the family you have now, and so there is a link between these cultures and their moral systems, the only difference being how these principles are realised.

A critique of cultural relativism is that it prevents people from having meaningful ethical debates as everyone’s morals are born from their culture and so are equally valid, this gets particularly awkward when looking at extremist groups as we can not say they are wrong in killing people. 
The reason this theory appears to fall down when presented with the issue of extremist groups is because anyone in an extremist group has their moral and ethical views because they developed as a biproduct of the culture they grew up in, in much the same why people that are not members of extremist groups developed theirs, making both view equally valid. Something about this just does not quite seem right, to say that the moral views of someone that believes that killing people for such reasons as the colour of their skin is not acceptable are just as moral as those of someone that would happily kill for such a reason seems wrong, this is because these two views conflict. It is paradoxical to say that it is valid to say that killing innocent people is both morally right and morally wrong, one view must be wrong else the concept of right and wrong has to cast aside.
This is what cultural relativism has to do, it has to cast aside the ideas of morally right and wrong because all ethical views stem from different cultures and so they can not be judged by people that are not from that culture as we are all biased towards the culture we grew up in, often without even realising it. This means that cultural relativism as a moral theory can not work as it simply says that moral views do not really mean anything, they just exist, and everyone has a different set of them.
A response to this critique could be that extremist groups do not represent the culture that the people in them came from, their views are extreme and so take parts from their cultures and then warp them. This would allow for discussion and debate as to whether these views are right or wrong, further more extremist groups tend to attract people from many different cultures which means that people from different cultures can judge and disagree with the, so called, morals of these groups without being bias. 

Another critique of cultural relativism is that if what is good is what our culture and society says, then how is it possible to challenge issues within our own societies. Seemingly we must disregard the idea of moral progress because with this theory it is impossible for us to judge whether what was acceptable before now is any more, or less, acceptable than what we do now. This is because, though from the same country, the culture and society itself has changed and so we can not judge the moral systems of previous societies any more than current societies that we are not a part of. For example, ‘from a culturally relativistic standpoint, you can say that gender inequality would be a detriment to society under the current value system, but you have no immediate access to the state of mind of members of the past to judge whether they would have considered it progress as well.’ (Van Der Velde, 2014) This simply shows that without access to a time machine and a way of getting into the mind of someone from, say 100 years ago, we can not say whether the moral changes that our society has seen are actually progress. 
This instinctually seems wrong, there are many moral changes that modern societies have gone through to get where they are now, to say that this was not progress but just a difference in opinion is a ridiculous notion. There are many examples of how moral progress is something that has been seen; the abolition of slavery, greater gender equality and acceptance of other sexualities to name but a few. The fact that cultural relativism denies that this is progress is illogical, and its view that moral progress can not be accepted because we can not know how people from the past would view it is equally illogical as we can happily assume that there would be plenty of people, from the past, that would not have seen it as progress as the views of the past culture were ingrained within them and they thought that they were perfectly fine. 
The point of moral progress is that we can look back and see that we have changed for the better, we know that the opinions of people form the past will be positive towards their society, in the same way people today that are brought up with strict beliefs now will believe in them even if they oppress the people involved.
Cultural relativists may respond, saying that, for example, slavery is bad was merely the opinion of people before we had more information to say otherwise, this means that we are no able to form a different opinion, that isn’t to say that one is better than the other only that now we have more options. Using this morality can be compared to fashion, with tastes changing over time, but with no taste being better than any other.
This is somewhat of a half-baked response as it does not actually respond to moral progress, it just says that tastes change and so do morals, but the point of moral progress is that our current moral systems are better than those of the past.

My final point comes from discussing cultural relativism with an anthropologist, what is interesting about this is that, for anthropologists, cultural relativism is a key concept as it helps them to understand different cultures. When asked about the critiques of cultural relativism this was his response ‘Cultural relativity doesn’t make morality or moral progress null, all cultures understand ‘do as you would be done by,’ so equality and balanced treatment are universal moral goals’ (Mountford, 2017). This is an interesting look at cultural relativism, by looking at the similarities within cultures can the theory be reworked to combat the previously mentioned critiques?
The problem of extremist groups has already been shown to not work so this critique can be disregarded, as for moral progress it may be possible to accept it with this rework, this is because if we accept that all cultures have an underlying premise of ‘do as you would be done by’ then we can say that the changes we have seen throughout history are progress towards a culture that better fit this this premise. We can also see that with this premise setting equality and balanced treatment as universal goals that our modern cultures have definitely made a shift towards these goals, with more wide spread acceptance of different sexualities and genders, greater equality for woman and other races and a general acceptance that we are all human beings and should be treated as such, which has lead to people working directly to fight against inequality across the globe and create a universally more moral world.
This fits with how the conversation with the anthropologist continued as he went on to state that ‘cultural relativity exists to say that if you don’t understand why and how something occurs and affects people don’t try and push it’ (Mountford, 2017). Though rather colloquially written his statement is true of the altered form we have created, it works to show people that if you do not understand a culture’s specific quirks you should not treat its people differently because of it, they will likely share many similarities with you if you only stop as listen to what they have to say. 
Undoubtedly, this new form is rather idealistic but also very of its time, it echoes how many people in this modern society feel and the greater sense of acceptance embedded within it. There will of course be flaws in it but in this simple form I believe it works much better than the previous iteration. 

In conclusion, it would seem that moral judgements are more than expressions of cultural norms, as how these expressions in many cases relate to the same moral judgements, even when the cultures themselves are vastly different. Cultural relativism as it is can not work due to how it denies moral progress, something that we have plenty of evidence for, by deny moral progress and saying that moral views are no more than changeable opinions in can no long be acceptable as a reasonable theory. On top of this the theory seems to remove any true value from moral views and statements by saying that they are merely opinions formed from the society that the person saying them is from, that they are as changeable as someone’s taste in fashion and equally as trivial. A metaethical theory that removes any true value from moral and ethical statements instinctively seems to be wrong and lacking in some way, hence I must conclude that moral judgements are more than just expressions of cultural norms.
With the rework I propose there is a distinct possibility that moral progress can still be accepted, and the theory can be used universally because it looks at the similarities between cultures to determine what morality comes down to, even if the way the premises are realised differs from culture to culture the underlying goal is the same and is being constantly worked towards. Equality as an end goal is one that the majority of reasonable and rational people will agree is something that should be aimed at, as if people are treated equally it is likely that people will act in an overall more moral and ethical way. Though this rework may not be perfect, it does seemingly improve the theory, while at the same time simplifying it, and as Occam’s Razor dictates, the best solution is often the simplest. 
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