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Morality as More than Cultural Mores
Introduction
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Cultural relativism (or moral relativism) holds that something is morally correct insofar as a culture approves of it. Similarly, something is morally wrong if and only if a culture disapproves of it. That is, the theory posits that “moral principles describe social conventions and must be based on the norms of our society” (Gensler 2001, p. 8). This is an account of the nature of morality, and so is a metaethical view that is straightforwardly anti-realist, as it makes morality dependent on and determined by mind-dependent states. In opposition, the moral realist rejects that morality is merely a matter of cultural norms and instead believes “that the aim of moral deliberation is to discover moral facts” (Sayre-McCord 1989, p. ix). Opposition to realism, however, contains a diversity of views. That said, the relativist is distinguishable from other anti-realist accounts of morality, as relativism posits 1) that moral claims can be true or false, in opposition to non-cognitivist positions such as emotivism and 2) some moral propositions are true, in opposition to error theory. Nevertheless, relativism is staunchly anti-realist, as it denies that any moral claim (such as “murder is wrong”) can be true independently of “how individuals, groups, or societies think” (Fisher 2011, p. 73).
	In this essay, I will argue that moral relativism is not true, and, therefore, morality must be something other than mere cultural norms or mores. The arguments against relativism will be as follows. First, relativism implies the moral infallibility of cultures, but this, on its face, seems highly implausible. Second, while moral disagreement is often raised by the relativist as a problem for the realist, I will argue that moral disagreement instead serves to undermine the relativist and support the realist. Third, I will briefly highlight the asymmetry between moral judgements and what we often non-controversially consider to be relative or subjective judgments. Fourth and lastly, I will argue that the primary argument for relativism rests on a non sequitur, and, so, many relativists hold an unjustified view. Before these objections, however, I will touch upon the reasons that may motivate one to be a cultural/moral relativist.
Reasons for relativism
	Perhaps the most popular or, at least, most benevolent reason to be a relativist is to show respect toward the practices and values of other cultures in order to avoid dogmatism or imperialism. The worth of such position is expressed in “recognizing that a value of accommodation is crucial for the stability and integrity of societies . . . “(Wong 2006, p. 262). Yet, while this might be a popular motivation for relativism, one should see such attitude as distinct from, and not necessarily entailed from, moral relativism as a metaethical view. As James Rachels (1986) argues, the prescriptive belief calling for tolerance of differing views and values could fit comfortably within realism, and, further, one’s culture may be intolerant and imperialist, and, so, one would have to endorse an intolerance and domination of other cultures if moral relativism is true. While this tension does not refute relativism on metaethical grounds, it does raise concerns as to whether relativism is truly a form of tolerance.
	Besides increasing sensitivities toward other belief systems, there may be deeper reasons that motivate relativism, such as general skepticism of morality due to shifts in exposure to the ethical demands of global conflicts, interactions with vastly different cultures, as well as certain trends in epistemology. Kevin DeLapp (2013), for example, argues that increasing skepticism toward morality arose, in part, out of the horrors of World War II. During this time and shortly after it, too, we also see the rise of existentialism for perhaps similar reasons (Warnock 1960). Preceding postmodernist critiques, grand moral theories were criticized by existentialists as being inadequate for dealing with ethical dilemmas and questions of the meaning and value of life, with Jean-Paul Sartre (1992, p. 7) particularly critical of Kantian ethics by stating that, “To whom is the ethical demand addressed? To the abstract universal? But then it loses all its meaning and becomes abstract and formal itself, since the concrete—that is, social—situation may change.”
Meanwhile, when faced with the plurality of views, we see espousal of relativism within anthropological circles in the early 20th century. Anthropologist Ruth Benedict (1934), in particular, moves from the observation of differing moralities from culture to culture to then claim that morally correct actions and socially approved actions are merely synonymous. Similarly, William Graham Sumner (1906, p. 418), although commenting on sociology, cites the differences in morality between ancient cultures and modern ones to explicitly conclude that,
We shall find proof that "immoral" never means anything but contrary to the mores of the time and place. Therefore the mores and the morality may move together, and there is no permanent or universal standard by which right and truth in regard to these matters can be established and different folkways compared and criticised.
The descriptive claims aside, I believe relativism may be an attractive view for those who accept certain epistemologies, or, alternatively, realism cannot be accommodated by one’s epistemology and so relativism becomes more appealing. While not necessarily about moral anti-realism, Richard Fumerton (2000, p. 17) traces a “current of antirealism running through philosophy” back to Kant, with “The metaphor . . . is that of the mind imposing a structure on reality.” Kant, however, wished to establish a universal morality, so perhaps the line from Kant to moral relativism is tenuous. However, we also have the global relativism of the ancient sophists, as described by Plato (1921, p. 158), which was that “what appears at any time is true for him to whom it appears.” Then, in contemporary philosophy, we have moral anti-realist theories that “rely largely on the outmoded and discredited assumptions of logical positivism” (Sayre-McCord 1989, p. ix). So, while Kant’s transcendental idealism, the ancient sophists’ global relativism, and logical positivism are all distinct from each other, we can see that, if one is keen toward a certain epistemology, realism may become difficult to accommodate and relativism (or anti-realism broadly) could become a more natural fit. While debatable, we can see this tension between realism and epistemology put explicitly for the realist in that “Realism without rationalism is unbelievable . . .” (Katz 1997, p. xxxii).
Relativism implies moral infallibility
	Beyond the above reasons that would move one to relativism, I believe there are serious objectives to the view that should make one reconsider being a relativist. The first objection I will consider is that relativism makes cultures morally infallible. By this, I mean that moral relativism entails that a culture always gets the correct moral pronouncement, and, so, can never be wrong. Take, for example, the approval of slavery in the early United States. Under moral relativism, slavery was moral. Contemporary America, however, disapproves of slavery, and so slavery is now wrong for the relativist who belongs to this culture. Yet, what the relativist cannot say is that early America was wrong in believing slavery was moral. After all, what is moral is that which is culturally approved. The culture now disagrees, but both are correct, as both moral claims concerning the morality of slavery are merely matters of cultural approval. This entailment of relativism, however, is counterintuitive for at least two reasons.
	The first is that it undercuts any meaningful talk of moral progress, as both slavery-approving America and contemporary America are correct in their moral pronouncements concerning slavery. There is only a difference in opinion between the two cultures, as opposed to a genuine disagreement (the problem of genuine disagreement will be discussed in the next section). Progress, on the other hand, would require a correction. That is, we may need a standard outside of mere approval in order to gauge progress (Pojman 2001). Yet again, we cannot meaningfully discuss progress when the present culture’s moral claims are no more correct than the previous culture’s.
	The second problem is that it seems to us that cultures get morality wrong sometimes. As in the case of early America, the relativist must explain why we believe in the incorrectness of the old culture’s approval of slavery. After all, we do not simply believe that our beliefs about slavery have changed or merely differ. Rather, we firmly believe that the previous culture got the wrong answer, and we have come to the correct answer. This conviction in itself does not necessarily prove relativism wrong, but it does raise questions for the relativist: We have a firmly entrenched belief that morality is refined over time, as in the case of other fields of study, and previously held moral beliefs are not simply “different” but are in err.
Disagreement as a problem for the relativist
	Disagreement is often argued as a point against moral realism. If there were independent moral truths, as the anti-realist argues, we would expect there to be far more convergence on moral judgments, as we see in fields that are paradigmatically objective (e.g., science or math). Yet, we see widespread disagreement in ethics. Therefore, we should conclude that moral disagreement is better accounted for by morality being a mere product of personal and cultural opinions, as opposed to failing to discover some external, universal truth.
This is reminiscent of J.L. Mackie’s (1977) argument from disagreement against the realist. The question of its soundness aside, one can see that the problem of disagreement is an important point for the relativist’s position, even though a failure of consensus on not just ethical questions is rarely applied to other areas of inquiry. Without being flippant, the argument from disagreement seems disproportionately skewed toward moral philosophy as “Disagreement runs rampant in all areas of philosophy, not just in moral philosophy” (Singh 2020, p. 446). Yet, devastatingly for the anti-realist is the potential for the argument from disagreement being self-defeating, as the argument has
. . . premises [that] cast doubt either on itself or on one of the other premises. . . . These arguments are intended to support very strong metaphysical or epistemological conclusions about morality . . . They must therefore employ very strong metaphysical or epistemological premises. But, given the pervasiveness of disagreement in philosophy, especially about metaphysics and epistemology, very strong premises are virtually certain to be the subject of widespread, intractable disagreement—precisely the sort of disagreement that proponents of these arguments think undermine moral claims. Thus, these arguments undermine their own premises (Sampson 2019, p. 23).
Returning to Singh (2020), the self-refutation of the argument from disagreement comes full circle in that disagreement in metaethics itself should, then, equally count against the objectivity of metaethical claims, as it would our ordinary moral claims or, as Sampson (2019) previously argued, our epistemological or metaphysical claims.
So far, we have seen that the argument for disagreement cuts against relativism by being potentially self-defeating. However, I think we can sidestep this issue for now and continue to entertain the relativist’s worry about moral disagreement and still be in favor of realism. To see why, we can go back to an argument of G.E. Moore concerning the implication of relativism and how we are to understand moral disagreements.
Moore (1912) argues that if moral judgments are akin to subjective claims of taste such as “I like sugar” and “I don’t like sugar,” then we will never observe a true difference in opinion. Whether in the case of liking sugar (or not) or, under relativism, approving of slavery (or not), we never witness a genuine disagreement, as “each of them is always merely making an assertion about his own feelings,” meaning “it plainly follows that there is never really any difference of opinion between them: the one of them is never really contradicting what the other is asserting” (Moore 1912, chap. 3). Yet, while this may seem fine for discussions of sugar, this does not appear to be an accurate account of ethical disputes. Rather, when people are debating the ethics of abortion, we do not view them as simply stating their “liking” or “not liking,” but, rather, as espousing beliefs which both cannot be true at the same time. While we may be mistaken about the existence of genuine moral disagreement (i.e., moral beliefs which genuinely contradict each other), there is a burden on the relativist to convincingly argue why we mistakenly believe that such debates represent views in contradiction as opposed to mere reports of attitudes.
The above shows, then, that disagreement poses a much deeper problem for the relativist than the realist. First, we saw that the argument from disagreement itself has less force when one is cognizant that disagreement is not a unique problem for morality, and, further, such argument may be self-defeating, as it relies on premises and work equally characterized by intractable disagreement (e.g., in epistemology, metaphysics, and, funnily enough, metaethics itself). Second, genuine moral disagreement remains unaccounted for by the relativist. This is perhaps unsurprising as “. . . relativism implies that rationality/morality can only be judged from within a culture and through its own criteria . . . “ (Heintz 2009, p. 5). Yet, the existence of genuine moral disagreement is seemingly difficult to deny. The relativist must then argue that what we observe is apparent disagreement (that is, there appears to be disagreement when there really is none) as opposed to genuine disagreement (that is, beliefs which are in contradiction). This radical interpretation, however, would require a separate argument to override our uncontroversial beliefs concerning the existence of genuine moral disagreement.
The asymmetry between moral and taste – The symmetry between morality and epistemology
	The following section will take from some previous arguments so far, as well as further elaborate on one that was just used and “has been the subject of much debate in contemporary ethics and metaethics” (Cowie & Rowland 2019, p. 1). The argument I have in mind is the companions in guilt argument. In addition to this argument, I will make an observation concerning the disparity between moral judgments and ordinarily considered subjective judgments (such as taste).
	To begin, the companions in guilt argument is often raised in defense of moral realism or objectivity in response to anti-realist objections. Roughly put, the argument proceeds by “pointing out that [moral anti-realism’s] philosophical rationale mandates the rejection of all categorical normative reasons, including epistemic reasons” (Clipsham 2019, p. 137). In response, anti-realists tend to either 1) argue there is a disparity between epistemology—or, in one variation of the argument, mathematics (Berry 2018)—and morality that preserves moral anti-realism without disastrous implications for morality’s alleged guilty companion(s) or 2) bite the bullet and accept an anti-realist view of, say, epistemological norms (Clipsham 2019).
	Starting with the bullet-biting response, I believe this is to embrace the self-defeating pitfall of anti-realist arguments and views that were noted in the previous section. As was the case before, the argument from disagreement potentially becomes self-defeating by utilizing reasoning that equally calls into question the veracity of its own premises (for example, its epistemological, metaphysical, or even metaethical claims). Again and likewise, to bite the bullet and to place epistemic reasons into the same relativized camp as moral reasons is to adopt a self-defeating position. After all, the position seemingly begins to resemble a global relativism, in which one refutes the relativist by arbitrarily (but soundly under the global relativist’s view) declaring relativism false. If one can soundly declare relativism false under his or her own epistemic reasons—no matter how bizarre yet ultimately as arbitrary as any other epistemic reason—then global relativism is false. If one cannot soundly declare relativism false under his or her own epistemic reasons, then global relativism is false (Boudry 2021).
	Returning to the first response, the anti-realist hopes to draw out a pertinent disparity between morality and, for example, epistemology. This is certainly seems to be the most promising move for the anti-realist or relativist specifically. However, I think the realist can grant the relativist that there are disparities between the two, but still ask whether the differences are pertinent. Christopher Cowie (2014), for example, argues that, since there is not immediate self-defeat in accepting moral error theory as opposed to epistemic error theory, then this counts toward an important distinction. Yet, the realist, I believe, may continue to press the anti-realist in that their theory “crucially depends on the non-existence of categorical normative reasons” and, so, must be false (Das 2016, p. 159).
	Next, we have the commonplace observance of the disparity between morality and, for example, taste. Michael Huemer (2005), when arguing against subjectivism, raises a stark disparity between the subjectivist’s assessment of moral judgments and our experiences in coming to moral conclusions. Namely, if “I really want to know whether abortion is really wrong, I go to the moral philosophy literature on the subject” (Huemer 2005, p. 47). While subjectivism may not be entirely the same as cultural relativism, the dissimilarities between the two do not prevent the argument from equally applying to both. The argument helps illustrate that morality seems to be beyond pure opinion or mind-dependent judgments. Rather, we consult reasons for coming to moral judgments. Morality, then, appears to be more than cultural (or individual) approval, much unlike a culture’s approval of certain fashion or an individual’s approval of certain flavors of ice cream.
	From this section, we have seen that morality has something in common with what we ordinarily consider objective (for example, epistemology). Yet, if the companions in guilt argument holds weight, then the attacks against moral realism, in favor of relativism, have less weight. Additionally, I briefly raised a disparity between taste and morality. For the relativist, the two should be largely synonymous. Both, after all, should be defined as the mere approval of the culture (or individual). However, morality, unlike subjective tastes, is quite distinct from mere approval, as we seek reasons that we recognize as externally binding on our judgments.
A popular argument for relativism is a non sequitur
	While the following argument may be less sophisticated than the one philosophers such as Wong (2006) and Harman (1975) would be keen on using, it should be acknowledged that there is a dominant but fallacious argument for relativism that cannot support the conclusion that moral judgments are simply an expression of cultural norms. This argument may be understood as:
1. If cultures disagree about morality, then morality is relative.
2. Cultures disagree about morality.
∴ Morality is relative.
	The above argument, I believe, is pervasive, even if not explicitly stated, and it is similar to the “diversity thesis” that Louis Pojman (2001) argues against. While, again, philosophers such as Wong and Harman would unlikely rest the case for relativism on it, the argument seems to be echoed in the work of anthropologists and sociologists cited above (Benedict 1934; Sumner 1906). That is, one moves from the descriptive claim that cultures disagree on what is moral to make then the metaethical conclusion that morality is relative. Given as modus ponens, the argument is valid, but still appears fallacious. The flaw here, I believe, is that the argument is a non sequitur, in that it is missing vital premises in order to secure its conclusion.
	To illustrate the non sequitur, it would be best to plug in related statements to the above argument. Take the following as an example:
1. If cultures disagree on the shape and age of the Earth, then the shape and age of the Earth is relative.
2. Cultures disagree on the shape and age of the Earth.
∴ The shape and age of the Earth is relative.
James Rachels (1986) displays a similar argument and asks the reader to consider whether mere disagreement about the curvature of the Earth then makes such the facts concerning the shape of the Earth relative. Most readers will recognize that it does not; agreeing that it is a non sequitur—there is a missing premise in order to secure its conclusion. However, some of those sympathetic to relativism will point out the disparity between disagreements about, say, the Earth and disagreements about morality—arguing that there is a fundamental difference between empirical facts and philosophical claims. Perhaps, then, that such a difference allows for the relativist’s initial argument to succeed, whereas Rachels’ proxy argument concerning the Earth will, we hopefully all agree, fail.
	I think, however, that the point remains whether we are discussing morality or the Earth. The flaw that Rachels points out is the reasoning, and the disparity between empirical facts and philosophical claims fails to safeguard one from fallaciously reasoning by way of a non sequitur in either example. The point can be seen by substituting the empirical claim for a philosophical one. Using an example from one of my previous professor’s classes (I wish there was an easy way to cite her here):
1. If cultures disagree about the afterlife, then the afterlife is relative.
2. Cultures disagree about the afterlife.
∴ The afterlife is relative.
Again, the reasoning undergirding it is obviously unsound, and this remains true whether we utilize disagreement on scientific or philosophical issues. The problem stands as reasoning from a lone descriptive claim about disagreement to a strong metaphysical conclusion (that is, a statement about the existence of the world or its contents). The relativist, however, might again bite back by citing a disparity, saying that morality and the afterlife are distinct and that one would have to assume realism (that morality is as mind-independently true as a potential afterlife for it to have force against the initial argument).
However, one does not need realist sympathies to see the relativist’s argument as a non sequitur. Rather, it simply reveals that the relativist requires further premises to secure the conclusion. At worst, for the relativist, it is that he or she begs the question against the realist by first assuming that morality simply is mind-dependent. If morality is mind-dependent, then the above argument seems more acceptable when one moves from the existence of disagreement to the subjectivity of such claims (this is, of course, to ignore Moore’s argument that disagreement counts against relativism). Yet, even if there were to be an implicit premise in our initial argument to avoid the non sequitur, it would be to trade one fallacy for another, in that the relativist would beg the question against the realist as opposed to committing a non sequitur.
Conclusion
	In this essay, I have argued that relativism does not accurately capture the nature of morality. Moral judgements cannot be reduced to mere cultural norms, and, instead, we have reason to believe moral judgements are like those that we consider to have objective, non-arbitrary answers (e.g., most questions in philosophy). This conclusion was defended by way of a few distinct arguments. First, relativism implies cultures are morally infallible, which is strongly counterintuitive. Second, disagreement, rather than weighing primarily on the realist, serves as a strong objection against relativism being true. Third, there is an asymmetry between morality and what we assume to subjective, such as personal taste in food—meanwhile, there is a strong symmetry between morality and what we assume to be objective, such as other areas of philosophy that include epistemology. Fourth and lastly, the primary argument that motivates relativism is itself a non sequitur, as the metaethical conclusion of moral relativism does not logically follow from mere descriptive relativism.
	While I believe the above arguments are compelling against moral relativism, there is another concern about relativism that I take to be the most worrisome, but it is difficult to detail. Rather, it relies on a simple but strong intuition that I believe the prior arguments help bolster. The intuition was hinted at earlier in the case of early America’s support of slavery, but it could also be explicitly said that cultures such as Nazi Germany were wrong—very wrong—before our culture’s disapproval and will continue to be wrong in the absence of any disapproving cultures (Alvaro 2020). On this point, I think it is difficult to find anyone who consistently believes in relativism, making self-professed relativists confused about their own views—what Ray Prebble (2018) calls a “garbled relativist.” Relativists cannot help but live as if some cultures really do get the wrong answer about morality, which I believe speaks to the strength of the intuitions and reasons underlying the arguments against relativism.
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