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Abstract 

This work is built around a critical analysis of Rachels James on 

the challenge of cultural relativism. Cultural relativism is the 

denial of a universally binding cultural ideal and therefore a 

repudiation of moral relativism and or objectivism. Rachels, 

challenges the core tenet of cultural relativism on the ground of 

illogical conclusion arrived thereby, following from their 

fundamental premise. The Greek believed it was wrong to eat the 

dead. The Callatians believed, it was right to eat the dead. 

Therefore, eating the dead is neither objectively right nor 

objectively wrong; it is merely an opinion which varies from 

culture to culture. For him, the conclusion so stated does not 

support its premise and further, moral disagreement over a given 

circumstance does not do away with its objective standard. 

However, the work argued that, even though cultural relativism is 

an observable phenomenon, its truth value does not depend on 

analytic logic, but while interpretations and applications of moral 

action differ considerably from culture to culture, its objective or 

universal nature cannot be denied. The work will employ textual 

analysis as a method. Since the world is gradually developing into 

a global village, it is imperative to analyze the mutual relations 

and value of an individual, his culture, as a ‘global person’. 
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Introduction 

It is undisputable that cultural practices as well as values vary from one 

culture to another. It is also an axiom that the moral ideal of a people 

cannot be disintegrated from their object of value (Rousseau 66). Giving 

the fact that there are marked differences in environment, the way of 

thinking, language, source of livelihood, dress pattern, habits, there ought 

to be difference in moral (Taylor and Anderson 32), of a giving people 

which distinguishes them from others. 

As a matter of fact, ethicists have argued against moral absolution, moral 

concern, towards members of other cultures and have queried if there 

could be an objective moral principle that can be universalized. Rachels 

did not disagree with philosophers who hold to relativism but differ, in 

that, she believes that there are objective moral principles. For her, there 

are culturally neutral standard of right and wrong that is cross cultural, 

that can sustain universal morality and thus objective. 

In Rachels conception, the fundamental tenet of cultural relativism, called 

‘the cultural differences argument’ is untenable, however, reason, has 

been observed as an exclusive essence of human nature. Therefore 

objective morality is the product of rational culture that is not limited to 

any particular culture. The issue is, reason must be about something-

culture by extension. What if, in a situation where the shared cultural 

practices are fewer than the unshared. It is true that culture is dynamic but 

most cultural practices are sacrosanct, so much that, it defies the authority 

of reason. 

In this paper, Rachel’s cultural objectivism shall be X-rayed to ascertain if 

there could be universal morality. In an attempt to achieve this, we shall 

evaluate her ideas of cultural relativism. Ethical objectivism, a critical 

evaluation of Rachel’s position. 

 

Conceptual Elucidation 

Relativism as held by Audi is the denial of universal truth (690). Culture 

develops as human adapt to the physical and the social environment. 
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Since environment varies from one society to the other. It becomes 

imperative for human to create solution to face the challenges that 

confront them; therefore, culture is not fixed-cultural relativism. Cultural 

relativism is the idea that understanding interpretation as well as 

judgement should only be made on cultural ground in which actions are 

performed regardless of other cultures. 

Ethical Relativism is a strand of cultural relativism. Ethical relativism is 

made up of two theses thus; diversity and dependency theses. Diversity 

thesis holds that what is considered morally right and wrong vary from 

society to society, so that there is no moral principle that is accepted by all 

societies. While dependency argument holds that moral principles derive 

their validity from cultural acceptance (Audi 690). 

There is a marked difference between Ethical relativism and Ethical 

scepticism, in that scepticism is a denial of the validity of any moral 

principle, a form of ethical nihilism. 

Ethical Objectivism holds that, despite cultural differences, there are 

moral principles that are not culturally bound and therefore are 

universalizable. There are two broad aspects of ethical objectivism; 

absolutism and weak objectivism. Absolutism is the position that there is 

only one true moral system, particularly societies where moral societies 

where moral foundations are derived from divine command. Whereas 

weak objectivism holds that although, there are universal morality but 

that there are instances where relativism is relevant. To this end we can 

infer that Rachels denunciation of cultural relativism in ethics is weak 

objectivism. 

 

Rachel’s Rejection of Cultural Relativism 

Rachel’s analysis of ethical relativism which he called cultural relativism 

(Pojman 390) in his article “The challenge of cultural relativism” argues 

that is has been common place that different cultures have different moral 

codes and to some large extent, this idea appears to give understanding to 

morality. Also, the belief in objectivity and universality of moral truth is 
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rendered myth. However, he appeals to the idea of subjecting cultural 

relativists claims to rational analysis. He concluded abinitio that it is 

implausible. 

He jettisoned cultural relativism’s claim on the ground that it argues from 

facts about the differences between cultural outlook to a conclusion about 

the status of morality. To this end he noted thus: 

(1) The Greeks believed it was wrong to eat the dead, whereas the 

Collatians believed it was right to eat the dead. 

(2) Therefore, eating the dead is neither objectively right nor 

objectively wrong. It is merely an opinion, which varies from 

culture to culture (Rachels 24)    

He rejects the above premise and conclusion on the ground that it is an 

invalid logic in the sense that the conclusion does not have anything to do 

with the premise and that even though the premise is true, the conclusion 

is false. For him, objectivity has nothing to do with moral disagreement. In 

order words, that there are cultural diversities and or disagreement over a 

given circumstance does not do away with the fact that the situation as 

such does not have objective status. Therefore, cultural relativists 

principle of cultural differences argument was accused of fallacy of 

ignoratio elenchi or fallacy of irrelevant conclusion where the premise or 

proposition fail to provide some justification for the conclusion of an 

argument (Bello. 58). 

Counter culture is a reaction against dominant culture within a particular 

culture to do away with certain cultural practices that are not health either 

to the entire society or to a particular group in the society. Counter culture 

gives rise to the dynamic nature of culture over time. Rachels insist that 

the implication of cultural relativism is disturbing, in that, in its strict 

sense it appears to justify cultural ideals as perfect and needs no 

improvement in so far, it was handed down. Therefore rightness or 

wrongness of human act is measured by custom and tradition and must 

not be questioned.  
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He went further to reject relativism by arguing that it does not allow for 

moral progress or improvement. If two or more societies have divergent 

views on a given situation, they are neither right nor wrong. He cited the 

feminists’ movement that over the decades have proved some cultures 

wrong from approving male dominance over female as right. Therefore in 

the relativists sense, social reforms as well as reformers are unnecessary. 

(26) 

Rachels, was not concerned with the formation of social ideals where 

philosophers like Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, Rawls believe it is an outcome 

of social convention called contract or compact. Taking the relativists’ 
position, it might be argued that relativism is not against moral progress 

or improvement but is ready to work with whatever is bring approved by 

the society as right or wrong and therefore serves as indices for measuring 

what is right or wrong. 

 

Objective Moral Standard 

In an attempt to lay the foundation for a universal or objective moral 

standard Rachels noted thus: That there are some necessary for society to 

exist (30). They shall not steal, they shall not kill. He drew on his earlier 

example of the Eskimos approval of infanticide particularly females for 

economic reasons and for the well being of the society at large. For him, 

the underlining factor is for the preservation of either children on 

economic ground.  

Therefore, we cannot over rule that the Eskimos do not value the life of 

infants. This is because; it is inherent in every individual to preserve his or 

her blood line. We can infer from the foregoing that, for Rachels, the 

preservation and protection of the life of children by parents is a universal 

value and therefore objective. 

He argues that “truth telling” is an objective moral standard that no 

society can exist without it. However, in the relativists perspective, Joseph 

Fletcher would argue that in so far that telling a lie will preserve one’s life, 

that it is neither right nor wrong depending on the case or situation at 
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hand (Omoregbe 258). Therefore rightness or wrongness of an action is 

placed squarely on the shoulder of situation. 

Rachels insisted that the prohibition of murder is universal, since the 

existence of any society is based on safety of life. Lending Rachels the 

social contractarian’s voice, the primary and necessary conditions for the 

establishment and sustenance of civil society is the preservation of life and 

property. He was critical that should murder be permitted, there would 

not be social relation, and without social relation no society. Therefore the 

prohibition of murder is universal. 

He pointed out that cultural relativism drew from varieties of varied 

cultural practices to run the conclusion that every cultural value is 

relative. This could amount to generalization. However, Rachels pointed 

out that truth telling and prohibition of murder are universal moral 

principles. 

 

Critical Evaluation 

Rachels James erudite ‘challenge’ is commendable. He exposes the short 

comings of cultural relativism by articulating a stark contradiction that 

bedevils its clarity on logical ground. Defending his observation from the 

illogical conclusion that follows from cultural relativists’ fundamental 

claim: that there is no universal truth in ethics and that there are only 

varied cultural codes, he argued that moral codes are not entirely different 

but it differs in its application. However, taking a critical look at cultural 

relativist counter claim that it is an objective fact that there are no 

objective facts. It is absolutely true that everything is relative to its 

framework (Pojman 222). 

Looking at the logical disputation pointed out by Rachels, there is 

distinction between logical truth and statement of fact. While logical truth 

is necessarily true due to its analyticity and logical concatenation, 

statements of facts are contingent claims, its conclusions are synthetic is 

nature. Logical truth in most cases does not describe the actual structure 

of the universal. Therefore, looking at the cultural relativisms core claim 
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from mere logical concatenation of prepositions as it supports its 

conclusion does not suffice, in that, cultural relativism is an observable 

phenomenon. Its truth value does not depend on analytic logic. 

The issue of customs and traditions are the outcome of faith and belief but 

not reason in its strict sense. Morality based on custom and tradition 

cannot be disentangled from faith and belief. The traditional institutions 

that serve as formulators and custodian of morals are more or less 

religious in their constitution. 

Falling back to the Eskimos, regard for the elderly is a universal value. 

However, this respect for the aged people by allowing them to die in a 

cold clouded island to some culture is forbidden. But they believe that the 

strength of the individual before death will be transferred to life after 

death (Hudson 307). Therefore, such custom as held by the Eskimos 

whose belief stems from a universal value: Respect for the elderly; acted 

out by killing the elderly based on religious belief is contradictory to 

respect for elders. However, it is adhered to by the Eskimos because of 

certain beliefs. 

It is evidently true to think that in the actual sense, there are no relative 

value on moral ground as expressed by Rachels but its application differs 

from culture to culture. Mackie holds that, the kind of behaviour to which 

moral values and disvalue are ascribed to are indeed part of the furniture 

of the world, and so, are the natural, descriptive, differences between 

them, but perhaps not their differences in value (Mackie 16). These 

differences are based on belief system. This problem is so due to the 

nature of ethics itself. If ethics is about the ‘oughtness’ of human action, 

then, it cannot be separated from belief. But where it tends to treats the 

‘thisness’ of human action, then actions can be evaluated from the 

objective stand point and therefore can be assigned truth value. 

The problem of cultural relativism in ethics is the problem of the method 

of ethics. All relativists perspectives are subjective in its construct; while 

all objectivists perspectives are universal. This divide is inherent in 

consequentialist and nonconsequentialist theories. The consequentialist 
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theories make value judgement base on the outcome of an action, whereas 

the non-consequentialists hold that rightness or wrongness of action must 

be determined by inherent properties of an action rather than on 

consequences. Consequentialist theories are objective in their approach. 

While non-consequentialist theories are subjective in its approach. All 

subjective theories are relative in nature. 

 

Summary  

Relativists’ belief in mutual tolerance and the acceptance of people of 

other societies. The world as a global village can only maintain peace and 

order when moral discrimination based on dominant culture does not 

intend to subjugate other cultures and their moral code on the ground 

superiority. 

The sophists taught that moral norms and values are either subjective, 

personal opinions or social convention (Lawhead 56). Therefore for the 

relativists, truth lies in the masses. However, for the individual subjective 

notion to be approved as truth, it must have be scrutinized by the masses, 

or society, after which it will be demonstrated and enshrined in the 

people’s cultural belief. The idea that culture is dynamic, if true, to what 

extend will Rachels as well as other objectivists conclude that relativism 

does not allow for moral progress? There is a marked difference between 

social reform and moral imperialism. Cultural relativism does not support 

moral imperialism but since culture is dynamic, it cannot be said in an 

outright conclusion that relativism rejects social reform. Except where 

such reform is orchestrated by moral imperialism. This is because 

development is constantly immanent, and true development must begin 

with an individual and then spread within a cultural context over time 

and there is no society that is not developing. 

If the argument is that on the face value, cultural fusion is true, it can only 

be so in principle but not in practice. Globalization is here to stay and at 

the same time, it is the prevalence of dominant culture over other cultures. 

Therefore an absolute cultural relativism is a myth in its actual sense. 
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Taking a brief peep or look at the historical background of moral 

objectivism, it will be discovered that Plato, identified that, there exist in 

all men certain generic parts and characteristics which unify all men (132). 

Hobbes believes that natural liberty is the right of all men (130). However, 

for Locke, all men are driven by a natural tendency towards self-

preservation (113). Whereas Rousseau believes in the natural goodness of 

man (Rousseau 17). Descartes and Kant both believe that reason is that 

which unifies all men. 

It will be observed that in the foreign tradition, it is common to all, the 

belief that all men are unified in one way or the other. This essential unity 

is that which occasioned moral objectivity. The implementation of the 

unity differs from society to society. However, it is activated in the 

universal declaration of human right, drafted by representatives of 

different legal and cultural backgrounds from all regions of the world 

(un.or/en/universal-declaration-human-rights). These thirty (30) articles 

appear to be a true reflection of the thesis of moral objectivism. 

The claim that ideas are not eternal objects, rather the outcome of a 

particular experience of a people at a time and that truth of an idea cannot 

be understood aside its origin and role in historical setting (Lawhead 365), 

is not far from being constant. That truth changes overtime casts aspersion 

on the ideas of absolutism; however, so far, this does not do away with the 

fact that there are basic fundamental truths that are unchanging. For 

instance; that there is moon, sun, stars, earth, water etc is certain but the 

ideas held about its activities or nature might differ. Ideas held about 

these planetary bodies do not do away with the fact of their existence. 

There are objective moral ideas as rightly pointed out by Rachels. These 

objective moral principles are the foundations on which interpretations of 

actions are based and therefore judgement. Although interpretation and 

moral judgement might vary from culture to culture but the core values 

remain the same. Self-preservation is a natural inclination in all men, but 

the how, varies from culture to culture based on a perceived threat to 

preservation as such. 
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In conclusion, it is observed that, the necessity for cultural relativism is in 

the varied nature of environments, the way of thinking of a people, the 

sources of livelihood and the threat to self-preservation and existence. 

However, the world as a global village is joined together due to common 

universal beliefs. Therefore, there is relativism in objectivism. 
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