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ABSTRACT

Cultural relativism is based on a facile observa
that what is considered to be morally right at tmee
and place (or in one culture) may or mayt be
considered to be morally right in another. There
no grounds for the assumption that any cultu
morality is superior to another, leaving no bagie
which the various moralities of cultures can begga
or compared. A major question that mue asked
when considering the use of cultural relativisntha
study of morality is, how widely do cultures actyz
vary. This study showed that cultural relativisrm
often be twisted in order to preclude moral judgh
of acts that are clearly wrongased on the asserti
that these acts are traditional within the culttivat
they are taking place in. This problem is not jin&
justification of immoral acts, but the continu
assumption of superiority of one culture over aro
based on the assemi that some cultures cant
change.
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INTRODUCTION

The position that differeén cultures have deep
different moral standards, and that these standas
incommensurate and not directly comparable,
position of cultural relativism Gensler 201). The
analytical position of cultural relativism is uskia
social sciences such as anthropology and sociodax
it allows for the researcher to understand the t
norms and practices of other cultures witk
ethnocentrismKerraro and Andreatta 2C, Ferrante
2012).

However, from a philosophical point of view cultl
relativism is problematic becse it eliminates any
standard by which certain acts may be jud
Furthermore, those that transgress moral bounc
may use cultural relativism mendaciously in
attempt to justify these actions as an expressic
traditional culture. Thus, to accecultural relativism
uncritically is to create conditions where it ist
possible to question the morality of an act exasy
the context of one’s own (narrowly defined) culft
while erodes the fundamental nature of morality
ethics. Although cultutarelativism has its place |
analytical assessment, it cannot be allowed
preclude any possibility of ethical analysis or ai
judgment.

Cultural relativism is based on a facile observa
that what is considered to be morally right at tme
and pace (or in one cultu) may or may not be
considered to be morally right in anot (Stevens
2008).For example, it is morally permissible in Sa
Arabia to have more than one wife up tor wives,
and in Indian it is morally permissible that wiviesbe
burned alive along with their dead husbands c
funeral pyre; however, none of these examples
Saudi Arabia and/or India) are morally permissibl
Australia. Those that take a positi of cultural
relativism argue that no culture can be deemedel
superior to another (to argue otherwise
ethnocentric) (Stevens 2008Thus, based on this
argument, there arao grounds for the assumpti
that any culture’s morality is superior to anotl
leaving no basis on which the various moralitie:
cultures can be judged or compz (Stevens 2008).
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Insteal, the only relation that is possible is betw
another culture and one’s personal mora
statements of X act is wrong must be reduced
believe that X act is wrongSf{evens 20(). This
eliminates much of the conflict in moral asserti
and assumptions; however, it does not provide &
for discerning a science or philosophy of et
(Stevens 2008). It also does notgaee the individue
for an increasingly globalized world, in which 1
moralities of different cultures, rather than be
strictly contained within a geographical region
constantly in contact and in conflicBtevens 200).
Thus, one of the major perils of cultural relatisn
regard to the nature of morality is that it redu
morality to a personal set of beliefs and conss;
rather than a meaningfully shared set of be

A maja question that must be asked wi
considering the use of cultural relativism in thedy
of morality is, how widely do cultures actually yai
Stevens (2008) argues that in actuality, the &
principles of morality do not vary significant
between culres; instead, it is only the deriv
expressions of morality (the manners ibehavioural
norms) that vary greatly. Many universal be
principles, such as prohibitions against lyingJitkg
members of one’s own society, and incest, de
from the dulnature of humans as social, yet self
creatures (Stevens 2008)hese principles serve

hold societies together by prescribing limits te
expression of selfishness of the individ
furthermore, these principles are consistent bex
the basic rules by which human societies

organized are consistent (Stevens 2(

There are many cases, even in the ext, where a
seemingly disparate set of norms and practicede:
reduced to similar principles. One example is

practice of female infanticide among Eskimo grc
(Rachels and Rachels 201@n its face, this is

morally wrong practice to Western eyes, as infang
to be protected and not killed. However, in

Eskimo context of scarce food supplies, long nur:
periods, and the dramatically greater risk to a
males than females, this makes sense; it is ai
performed in recognition of the need to prov
resources for the existing group (an expressioth@®
social nature of humanity) and the limitations imgd
by the environmentRachels and Rachels 2(). This
example shows that in order to understand cul
practices, it is necessary to look below the fiesel
of norms and practices and examine the under!

moral principles that are at work in generatings#
normsand practices before it is possible to unders
how a practice comes about. Thus, the similarit
core values (even in the face of widely vary
practices) requires not acceptance of cult
relativism as an analytical position, but instea
deepemg of the analysis to get at these core va

The effects of applying cultural relativism to the
nature of morality

These arguments are not meant to indicate
cultural relativism should have no role in the stad
ethics. As Bond (1996)oints out, there are importe
uses for cultural relativism in ethics. In parti&y
cultural relativism is a means of overcom
psychological egoism, or the assumption that o
own moral standards are the correct or right m
standards (or alterraely the only standards that &
moral). Cultural relativism, by its removal of t
assumption of universal morality and substitutidr
the understanding that moral standards vary wildg!
time and place, allows for the elimination of tredf:
in the asessment of morality and critic (Bond
1996).

However, Bondalso notes that this view fruently
reduces morality to mere standardsbehaviour or
manners, which is not truly reflective of underlyi
norms regarding morality and its prac (Bond
1996) Thus, even though cultural relativism has a
in Bond’s (1996), it must not be used to reducécatl
standards to simplbehavioure standards, since this
once again reduces morality the level of the
individual rather than a shared society. In paléiGt
while this removal of psychological egoism fron
position of importance in analysis does mean th
particular injustice of Western academic reseé—
the assumption of Western iety’s superiority over
others — is removedt also removes the ability f
critique practices that are by most standards imai
(Rachels and Rachels 20). One example is the
authoritarian practices of the Chinese state, w
include brutal repression of political dissentlirting
armed military action againsunarmed civilians;
under a cultural relativism viewpoint, there ismog
to say about this practice, which must simply
accepted because it is accepted within Chinesare
(Rachels and Rachels 2010n additior, of course
overlooking the obvious problem (that if tl
behaviour were actually accepted within Chin
culture there would be no dissent to repress)|sih
reduces any critique of this regime to that of peed
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disagreement, not a meaningful statement rega
right and wrong. Thus, although cultural relativign
useful in a limited fashion, it mustot be used to
simply refute the notion of morality as a whc

There are many other examples that demonstrat
ways in which cultural relativism reduces
understanding and practice of morality. One exar
is the human rights practices of n, including
executions, imprisonments, and the repressiol
women (Afshari, 2011)These practices are rout
and justified by the Iranian government under
mantle of traditional cultural practicand religion,
which is intended to have the effectio$ulating then
from outside critique (Afshari 2011However, Iran it
far from the only geernment that uses claims
tradition and culture to shield itself from critig
regarding its actions. For example, the Isr
government makes many of the same cla
including a claim to traditional rights to the lai
religious claims, and justiceesking from priol
persecution, to justify its treatment of Palestsi
within its borders (Strong 1998)in fact, Stron¢
(1998) identifies the sandivers of these positions
opposing states avork in these two cases. Hasing
cultural relativism in suckhis conflict to be resolvec
The facile resolution offered by Stevens (2008dfi
no use in this situation; even if the problem
reframed,as X believes Y is wrong and vice ver
there is still the potentially violent disagreementi
large and welbrmed states to contend with. Th
cultural relativism has limited use in practi
applications of morality and ethics, as it preckiday
useful solution.

This is a point reiterated by authors discussiron
Governmental Organizations (NGOparticipation in
global civil society, who point out that societiee
longer stop at international borders; instead,
position of judgment of a state’s actions is r
international and global (lark, Friedman et a
October 1998). Thus, thargument of a soverei(
state that its actions are moral because the
appropriate under the norms of that sociel no
longer valid. Furthermore, the position that sc
societies must retain norms because they
traditional implies an on-goingriental’s viewpoint
that underhandedly continues to assert the unchg
and static nature of ndMestern societie
Orientaliste thought is at the centréthe colonialis
activity, and its core principle is that sorsocieties
(Western societies) are superior to others, an

other reasons because they have the ability to
and change (Said 2003)hus, to assert in the face
international disapprobation of a given cultt
practice that it must not be criticd because it is a
cultural practice, as both Iran and Israel inspiny is
to remove the power of cultural relativism
eliminate hierarchies of cultures. This use of cultt
relativism actually reinstates the position of
superiority, when its jection is one of the main us
of the principle in the first plac

This leaves the question of morality and biolc A
strict position of moral universalism would implyat
morality was in some sense encoded in our genel
that it was an inate physical or cognitiv
characteristic of humansA study suggests that
morality and ethics are an expression of cultuo,oh
nature, and that this means that there is no wsay
nature of morality; thus, we must accept the pos
of cultural relaivism, reducing ethical standar
differences to simple disagreeme¢ (Nitecki and
Nitecki 1993) However, there are other argume
that suggest that morality does have an evolutio
purpose, and that it evolved alongside the evatubic
Homo sapiens as a social mammal as a meal
improving fithess Campbell 199). Under this view,
morality plays an important role in ensuring
survival of the group, which is the main aim
sociality among human€ampbell 199).

The evolutionary role of morality does not implat
all human cultures will have the same expressio
morality, as humans are among the most elasti
individually adaptable)of all species and variot
genetic traits are expressedferently depending on
environment (Bogin 1999 here is also evidence tr
the basic structures of human socielemand the
development of core principles and practices
morals) even when the environment gener
pressures for the evolution of different norms
practice (i.e. mannersRachels and Rachels 2().
Thus, it is simplistic to say that cultural relasm
must simply be accepted because morality is
biologically determined; in fact, the biologic
determination of motdy is not clearly understoor
and it cannot be presumed that the basic princigi
morality as an enabler of social organization awe
biologically determined.

Conclusion
This article has elaborated on a number of po
regarding cultural relativism. First, it is fundamnta!ly
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destructive to the idea of shared morality becdhe
only determination that can be made from a cully
relativist standpoint is that an act is jonally
immoral, rather than a statement of comparisol
wider culture. Furthermore, it demonstrated tha
basis of cultural relativism that the moral norms ar
values of cultures vary widely is often overstate
and thus that the use of moral revism in the
analysis of morality is not actually as useful amay
be. Then, this articlelemonstrated tl contrary to
cultural relativist arguments that morality is sty
cultural, there are in fact evolutionary reasonstfe
development of moraltand as such it is not possil
to strictly exclude the study of morality as a bgital
trait of humans.

Finally, it showed that cultural relativism canesftbe
twisted in order to preclude moral judgment of ¢
that are clearly wrong, based dhe assertion thi
these acts are traditional within the culture ttinaty
are taking place in. This problem is not just
justification of immoral acts, but the continu
assumption of superiority of one culture over aro
based on the assertion thaome cultures cann
change. Although there are some analytical use
cultural relativism, such as reducing the tendetac
psychological egoism, ultimately cultural relativig
if accepted uncritically, precludes the study
morality entirely and ragtces this study to an assert
of personal opinions about acts. This substant
reduces, if not eliminates, the strength of moyadi a
basis of judgment.
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