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Let’s finish off our conversation about Gilbert Harman’s essay: 
 

Harman thinks that (unlike thought experiments)                
“observation can be used to confirm or disconfirm moral theories”. 
 
 

•  Say you believe that “It is wrong to harm innocent animals”,            
because your moral theory prohibits unnecessary harm: 

–  If you then see burning the cat as wrong,  
•  then your moral theory has been confirmed                                

by your observation (they are consistent with one another). 

–  If instead you see burning the cat as morally acceptable       
(in conflict with your moral theory): 

•  then you either can doubt your observation                                 
and continue to hold your moral theory, 

•  or you can take your observation as evidence that                                          
your moral theory was wrong and needs to be revised,  

–  (perhaps to something like                                                      
“In some circumstances it is ok to harm innocent animals”) 
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Harman thinks there is a crucial difference                                                     
between moral & scientific observation, though: 
 

•  there are different standards by which scientific hypotheses and moral principles     
are confirmed as correct. 

 

–  A scientific hypothesis is confirmed when 
•  what you observed is explained by a fact about the world,          

corresponding to your hypothesis. 

–  Psychological facts about you, the observer,                                             
will never be sufficient to explain what you saw: 
»  something has to be objectively a certain way in the world. 

•  e.g., it has to really be the case that DNA carries a cell’s 
genetic code in order to observe certain experimental results;  

•  you won’t observe those results just by believing that             
the hypothesis is true. 

 

–  A moral principle is confirmed when  
•  what you observed is explained by a psychological fact about you,             

the observer: namely, that you hold certain moral beliefs. 

Ø Facts about the world (if there even are any, when it comes to morality)     
are irrelevant to explaining why you saw an action as right or wrong. 

 
 
 
 



So, just as thought experiments couldn’t help us settle whether or not any 
objective moral facts exist (the debate between moral realists & anti-realists), 
	  

Ø  whether or not there are objective moral facts                          
cannot be determined just through moral observation. 

–  We can only see in accordance with our moral theory, 
–  and can never make “pure observations” about human actions, 

through which we could see things objectively. 
 

•  As Harman puts it,  

–  “…a person’s [moral] observation that setting the cat 
on fire is wrong can be explained without assuming 
that there is such a thing as wrongness:  

»  …Indeed, an assumption about moral facts               
would seem to be totally irrelevant to the explanation      
of your making the judgment you make.  

»  It would seem that all we need assume is that you have 
certain more or less well-articulated moral principles   
that are reflected in the judgments you make,           
based on your moral sensibility.” (33) 4	  



Final lessons from Harman’s essay: 
 

Ø  Moral principles don’t help us to understand how human beings 
actually behave – only how we think they ought to behave. 

 

–  Unlike scientific principles, they don’t explain what we see: 

•  “It is wrong to harm innocent animals” certainly doesn’t explain      
why hoodlums would burn a cat. 

–  Instead, moral principles have normative purposes:  

•  presumably, to capture how we want to the world to be, 
•  or how we think people should behave in order to achieve       

certain societal goals (like survival, stability, well-being, etc.) 

Ø It’s hard to say how we could determine                                           
whether or not there are objective moral facts. 

•  Neither thought experiments nor moral observation 
seem to help us with this puzzle. 

Ø Maybe looking more concretely at the possibility 
of moral relativism will help us figure this out. 

5	  



James Rachels (1941-2003) introduces us to                                                     
the merits and pitfalls of moral relativism in                                                    
“The Challenge of Cultural Relativism”. 

Ø  Recall that moral anti-realists                                                                 
deny the existence of objective moral facts. 

•  Among moral anti-realists, 

–  Moral nihilists think there are no moral facts of any kind. 

–  Moral relativists believe that there are subjective moral facts                          
(created by people, rather than from non-human sources like God or nature). 
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Moral relativists believe that there are subjective moral facts. 

Ø Consequently, they believe that a moral judgment or principle can be 
correct or incorrect only relative to a given set of subjective moral facts. 

»  E.g., the moral judgment that x is wrong is true within a context       
where “x is wrong” is a subjective moral fact,                                        
but false in another context where the same principle is not a moral fact. 

 
 

Ø Cultural relativists believe that subjective moral facts                              
are generated and sustained by cultural communities. 

»  We could contrast this view with individual relativism, according to 
which every person has their own set of subjective moral facts. 

•  This view is less popular than cultural relativism (CR),             
because it neglects the degree to which moral values and principles 
are shared by individuals within a community. 

 

Rachels says that he will “try to identify what is correct in CR,  
»  but we will also be concerned to expose                              

what is mistaken about it” (15) 

Ø “…it is not so plausible as it first appears to be.” 7	  



Cultural relativism is motivated by the observation that            
“different cultures have different moral codes. 
 
 

 

•  What is thought right                                                                           
within one group may be                                                                    
utterly abhorrent to the members                                                               
of another group, & vice versa. 

–  [e.g.,] Should we eat the bodies                                                           
of the dead or burn them?  

•  If you were a Greek,                                                                       
one answer would seem                                                                
obviously correct;  

•  but if you were a Callatian,                                                          
the opposite would seem                                                      
equally certain.” (12-13) 

Given the apparent variety of moral codes across cultures and across eras,  
•  “If we assume that our ideas of right & wrong will be shared                       

by all peoples at all times, we are merely naïve.” (13) 
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Rachels explains that  
» many people have taken such vast             

moral disagreements as evidence that “the 
idea of universal truth in ethics…is a myth,” 

•  that there is no “independent standard               
of right and wrong” against which                  
different moral codes can be judged; 

•  “there are only the various cultural codes,        
and nothing more. 

•  Moreover, our own code has                
no special status; it is merely              
one among many.” (13) 

 

In other words, many thinkers view moral diversity                      
as a reason to reject moral realism. 

–  If there were objective moral facts,                                            
then it would seem that only one of the many cultural codes   
must be correct (aligning with the moral facts),                          
while all the rest are incorrect, 
•  but how could the majority of human cultures                         

be so wrong about morality? This seems hard to explain. 
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But Rachels thinks we need to recognize that some of the claims           
associated with cultural relativism are more defensible than others: 
 
 

•  “…this basic idea [of CR] is really a compound of several different thoughts. 
–  …on analysis, some parts of the theory turn out to be correct,                             

whereas others seem to be mistaken.  
–  As a beginning, we may distinguish the following claims…: 

1. Different societies have different moral codes. 
2. There is no objective standard that can be used to judge                                            

one societal code better than another. 
3. The moral code of our own society has no special status; it is merely one among many. 
4. There is no ‘universal truth’ in ethics                                                                               

– that is, there are no moral truths that hold for all peoples at all times. 
5. The moral code of a society determines what is right within that society;                    

that is, if the moral code of a society says that a certain action is right,                         
then that action is right, at least within that society. 

6.  It is mere arrogance for us to try to judge the conduct of other peoples.                         
We should adopt an attitude of tolerance toward the practices of other cultures.” 

–  “Although it may seem that these six propositions go naturally together,                    
they are independent of one another,  
•  in the sense that some of them might be true while others are false.” 
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Cultural relativists often defend their view with                                    
what Rachels calls “The Cultural Differences Argument”: 
 
 

1. Different cultures have moral codes. 
2. Therefore, there is no objective ‘truth’ in morality.                               

Right and wrong are only matters of opinion,                                        
and opinions vary from culture to culture. 

The trouble with this argument, according to Rachels, is a logical error:  
 

•  “the conclusion does not really follow from the premise                                 
– that is, even if the premise is true, the conclusion still might be false. 

–  In other words, the argument makes a non-sequitur:                             
the premise isn’t an appropriate sort of reason to support that conclusion. 

•  Rachels explains: “The premise concerns what people believe:        
in some societies, people believe one thing;                                      
in other societies, people believe different. 

•  The conclusion, however, concerns what really is the case.  

–  The trouble is that this sort of conclusion                               
does not follow logically from this sort of premise.” (16) 
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“The Greeks believed it was wrong to eat the dead; the Callatians believed it was right. 

•  Does it follow [i.e., does it make sense for us to conclude], from the mere fact that 
they disagreed, that there is no objective truth in the matter? 

–  No, it does not follow; for it could be that the practice was objectively right        
(or wrong) and that one or the other of them was simply mistaken. 

–   …there is no reason to think that if there is moral truth everyone must know it.” 
 

   “To make the point clearer, consider a very different matter.”   
»  [Rachels is using the strategy of drawing an analogy between cases] 

“In some societies, people believe the earth is flat.                                                                     
In other societies, such as our own, people believe that the earth is (roughly) spherical. 

•  Does it follow, from the mere fact that they disagree,                                                
that there is no ‘objective truth’ in geography?  
–  Of course not; …because we realize that, in their beliefs about the world, the 

members of some societies might simply be wrong. 
 

Ø  “The fundamental mistake in the Cultural Differences Argument is that                               
it attempts to derive a substantive conclusion about a subject (morality)                         
from the mere fact that people disagree about it. 
»  …We are not saying that the conclusion is false…                       

[only] that the conclusion doesn’t follow from the premise.” (16) 
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Another approach to assessing CR is to ask  

Ø What would it be like if it were true that “there is no measure of 
right and wrong other than the standards of one’s society”? 

…and then evaluate the consequences. 
 

One consequence is that: 

1)  “We could no longer say that the customs of other societies         
are morally inferior to our own. 

–  …We would have to stop condemning other societies                    
merely because they are ‘different’. 

»  …However, we would also be stopped from         
criticizing other, less benign practices. 

•  We would not even be able to say that a society 
tolerant of Jews is better than [an] anti-Semitic 
society, for that would imply some sort of 
transcultural standard of comparison. 

•  …if we took CR seriously, we would have             
to admit that…social practices [like slavery and        
religious intolerance] are also immune from 
criticism.” (17-18) 
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Another consequence of the truth of CR           
would be that: 
 

2)  “We could decide whether actions                   
are right or wrong just by consulting the 
standards of our society. 

–  …Suppose a resident of South Africa [in the 
1980s] is wondering whether his country’s policy 
of apartheid – rigid racial segregation –                  
is morally correct.  
•  All he has to do is ask whether the policy 

conforms to his society’s moral code.  
–  If it does, there is nothing to worry about, 

at least from a moral point of view. 

–  This implication of CR is disturbing,” says Rachels, 

•  because it “would not only forbid us from 
criticizing the codes of other societies;  

•  it would stop us from criticizing our own,” 
even if we suspect that our culture           
might uphold morally problematic values. 
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Lastly, if CR is true, then: 
 

3)  “The idea of moral progress is called into doubt. 

–  …Progress means replacing a way of doing things with a better way. 
•  But by what standard do we judge the new ways as better? 
•  If the old ways were in accordance with the social standards of their 

time, then CR would say it is a mistake to judge them by the standards of 
a different time. 

–  …To say that we have made progress implies a judgment that present-day 
society is better, and that is just the sort of transcultural judgment that, 
according to CR, is impermissible.” 

–  Our idea of social reform will also                                                             
have to be reconsidered,” 
•  because it a society’s current ideals                                                               

are by definition correct,  
–  then a reformer seeking to make                                                             

their society better cannot                                                               
challenge their society’s ideals,  

–  but can only  make sure that                                                                 
their society if living up to its ideals. 15	  



Rachels explains that “these three consequences of CR… 
 

1) We could no longer say that the customs of other societies                                
are morally inferior to our own. 

2) We could decide whether actions are right or wrong                                        
just by consulting the standards of our society. 

3)  The idea of moral progress is called into doubt. 
 

…have led many thinkers to reject it as implausible on its face.” 
 

•  “It does make sense…to condemn some practices,                                     
such as slavery & anti-Semitism, wherever they occur. 

•  It makes sense to think that our own society has made some moral progress, 
while admitting that it is still imperfect & in need of reform. 

»  Because CR says that these judgments make no sense,                     
the argument goes, it cannot be right.” 

This form of argument is called a reductio ad absurdum: 

•  One shows that their opponent’s view is wrong                        
by demonstrating that embracing the truth of that view      
would lead to consequences that we would not want               
to accept. 16	  



One last point Rachels raises is that “The original impetus for CR comes from 
the observation that cultures differ dramatically in their views of right & wrong, 
…[but] it is easy to overestimate the extent of those differences. 

He thinks that we are misled by focusing too much on differences in customs. 
 

•  “Many factors work together to produce the customs of a society.                        
The society’s values are only one of them.  
–  Other matters, such as the religious or factual beliefs held by its members and 

the physical circumstances in which they must live, are also important. 

Ø We cannot conclude, then, merely because customs differ,                     
that there is a disagreement about values. The difference in customs      
may be attributable to some other aspect of social life.” (20) 

–  E.g., the Eskimo practice of female infanticide might seem to indicate 
that they place less value on human life than we do. 

»  But that isn’t so: they agree that life is valuable, but they live in 
harsh circumstances which limit their ability to support children,                          
and a high rate of death among male hunters causes a gender 
imbalance that threatens their ability to maintain population size. 

»  “The Eskimos’ values are not all that different from [ours. But]    
life forces upon them choices that we do not have to make.” (21) 17	  



The example with the Eskimos raises one point in favor of                        
moral universalism (values held in common across cultural boundaries). 
 

•  Rachels suggests that a value will be held in common                           
across human cultures if it is essential to group survival. 

–  E.g., all cultures will 

•  care for their young 
•  value honesty 
•  prohibit murder 

–  …because societies which did none of these things                                        
are likely to jeopardize their ability to survive and expand. 

–  Therefore, “there are some moral rules that all societies will have      
in common, because those rules are necessary for society to exist.” 

•  But note that even if all societies endorse principles like                                
“It is wrong to lie” and “One must not murder”,  

•  that doesn’t make those principles equivalent to objective moral facts; 
–  they could just be universally-held subjective moral facts. 

»  So even universal moral values don’t provide evidence for the 
existence of objective moral facts. 18	  



What we ought to take away from the idea of CR, Rachels thinks, is that: 
 

Ø  there is a “danger of assuming that all our preferences                               
are based on some absolute rational standard.” 

–   At least some of our preferences (including moral ones)                                    
“are simply shaped by the social conventions of our culture.” 

•  “CR begins with the valuable insight that many of our                              
social practices are like this – they are only cultural products.  
–  Then it goes wrong by concluding that,                                           

because some practices are like this, all must be. 

Ø  we should keep an open mind, and resist dogmatism about morality. 

–  dogmatism = unwavering belief in the face of contradictory evidence 

•  “We can come to understand that our feelings are not necessarily  
perceptions of the truth – they may be nothing more than the result of 
cultural conditioning. 
–  …Then we may be more open to discovering the truth,                 

whatever that might be.” 

•  Being open-minded is an antidote to our tendency to look at things               
from an ethnocentric perspective (exclusively from the viewpoint of      
someone within our own culture) 19	  



Let’s look back at the 6 different claims associated with CR                          
that Rachels outlined for us. 
 

Ø Which, according to Rachels’ discussion, are true (or at least,          
warranted assumptions)?  Which false?  Which questionable? 

1. Different societies have different moral codes. 

2. There is no objective standard that can be used to judge                                            
one societal code better than another. 

3. The moral code of our own society has no special status;                                        
it is merely one among many. 

4. There is no ‘universal truth’ in ethics                                                                               
– that is, there are no moral truths that hold for all peoples at all times. 

5. The moral code of a society determines what is right within that society;                    
that is, if the moral code of a society says that a certain action is right,                         
then that action is right, at least within that society. 

6. It is mere arrogance for us to try to judge the conduct of other peoples.                         
We should adopt an attitude of tolerance toward the practices of other cultures.” 
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