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james rachels the challenge of cultural relativism is a pivotal topic in contemporary ethical philosophy,
addressing the complexities and implications of cultural relativism as a moral theory. James Rachels critically
examines cultural relativism, highlighting both its appeal and its significant philosophical challenges. This
article explores Rachels' analysis, providing a comprehensive understanding of what cultural relativism
entails, why it poses a challenge, and how Rachels proposes to address these issues. By delving into the core
concepts and critiques presented by Rachels, readers will gain insight into the ongoing debate about moral
objectivity and cultural diversity. The discussion also includes the practical ramifications of adopting
cultural relativism in ethical reasoning. The following sections will outline the fundamental aspects of James
Rachels' critique and explore the broader implications of cultural relativism.
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Understanding Cultural Relativism

Cultural relativism is a philosophical viewpoint that asserts that moral codes and ethical standards are not
universally valid but are instead relative to specific cultures. According to this view, what is considered
morally right or wrong depends entirely on the customs, beliefs, and practices of a given society. This theory
emphasizes cultural diversity and promotes tolerance by suggesting that no culture's ethics are superior to
another's. As such, cultural relativism challenges the notion of objective or absolute moral truths.

Definition and Basic Principles

Cultural relativism maintains that moral judgments and ethical norms are grounded in cultural context. This
means that actions deemed acceptable in one culture may be considered immoral in another, without any
universal standard to adjudicate between them. The principle encourages understanding and respect for different
cultural practices and discourages ethnocentrism, which is the tendency to view one’s own culture as the
benchmark.

Origins and Historical Context

The concept of cultural relativism originated in anthropology and was developed to counteract colonial and
ethnocentric attitudes prevalent in Western societies. Anthropologists promoted it as a methodological tool
to objectively study and appreciate diverse cultures without imposing external moral judgments. Over time,
cultural relativism expanded into ethical theory, influencing debates about morality and cultural pluralism.



James Rachels' Critique of Cultural Relativism

James Rachels offers a thorough and influential critique of cultural relativism in his essay "The Challenge of
Cultural Relativism." While acknowledging the importance of cultural diversity, Rachels argues that
cultural relativism has significant philosophical weaknesses that undermine its validity as a moral theory. His
critique focuses on the internal contradictions and practical consequences of accepting cultural relativism
uncritically.

The Argument from Cultural Diversity

Rachels begins by examining the argument from cultural diversity, which cultural relativists use to support
their position. This argument points out that different cultures have different moral codes, implying that
morality is relative. However, Rachels argues that simply observing differences in moral practices does not
prove that there are no universal moral principles. Differences in customs do not necessarily translate into
differences in underlying moral values.

The Logical Problems of Cultural Relativism

One of Rachels’ core critiques is that cultural relativism leads to logical inconsistencies. If morality is
entirely relative to culture, then it becomes impossible to criticize any cultural practice, no matter how
oppressive or harmful. This stance can prevent moral progress and makes reformers and activists ineffective.
Furthermore, cultural relativism implies that societies cannot be mistaken about their moral beliefs, which
contradicts common experiences of moral improvement and reform.

Key Challenges Highlighted by Rachels

James Rachels identifies several specific challenges that cultural relativism faces, which highlight its
limitations as a comprehensive moral theory. These challenges question whether cultural relativism can
consistently account for moral disagreement, moral criticism, and moral progress.

The Problem of Moral Infallibility

Cultural relativism suggests that each culture’s moral code is correct and beyond criticism. Rachels points
out that this implies cultures are infallible regarding morality. However, history shows many examples where
cultural practices were later widely condemned as unethical, such as slavery or discrimination. This problem
undermines the credibility of cultural relativism as a framework for moral evaluation.

The Issue of Moral Progress

Another challenge involves explaining moral progress. If cultural relativism is true, the notion of progress is
incoherent, since changing moral codes would not be improvements but merely changes. Rachels argues that
societies can indeed improve morally by rejecting harmful customs and adopting better ethical standards, which
cultural relativism fails to accommodate.



Difficulty of Cross-Cultural Criticism

Cultural relativism restricts the ability to criticize other cultures, even when their practices violate basic
human rights or cause harm. Rachels highlights that this limitation is ethically problematic, especially in a
globalized world where cultural interactions and conflicts are common. The inability to engage in
constructive moral dialogue across cultures is a significant drawback.

Implications of Cultural Relativism

The acceptance of cultural relativism has wide-ranging implications for ethics, law, and international
relations. Understanding these implications is crucial for assessing the practical value and challenges of this
theory.

Impact on Moral Judgment and Ethics

If cultural relativism is accepted, moral judgments become context-dependent, and universal ethical standards
lose their authority. This can promote tolerance and prevent ethnocentric biases but may also lead to moral
paralysis in the face of injustice. Ethical decision-making must then navigate the tension between respecting
cultural differences and upholding fundamental moral values.

Influence on Human Rights Discourse

Cultural relativism poses challenges to the concept of universal human rights, which relies on the idea of
shared moral standards across cultures. The theory suggests that human rights might be interpreted
differently depending on cultural contexts, complicating international efforts to protect individual freedoms
and dignity.

Effect on Multicultural Societies

In multicultural societies, cultural relativism encourages respect for diverse traditions and practices.
However, it also raises questions about how to resolve conflicts between cultural norms and the legal or
ethical standards of the broader society. Balancing cultural respect with social cohesion and justice becomes
a complex task.

Alternative Perspectives and Solutions

In response to the challenges posed by cultural relativism, philosophers like James Rachels propose alternative
approaches that seek a balance between cultural sensitivity and moral objectivity.

Universal Moral Principles

Rachels advocates for the existence of some universal moral principles that transcend cultural differences.



These principles serve as a foundation for criticizing harmful customs and promoting moral progress, while
still recognizing the importance of cultural context in shaping ethical practices.

Critical Cultural Relativism

Critical cultural relativism is an approach that accepts cultural diversity but also allows for rational
critique and moral evaluation. It acknowledges that while cultures differ, it is possible to identify and
challenge practices that violate basic human rights or ethical standards.

Ethical Pluralism

Ethical pluralism offers a middle ground, recognizing multiple valid moral perspectives while seeking common
ground and dialogue. This perspective supports respect for cultural differences alongside the pursuit of shared
ethical values.

Summary of Key Points

Cultural relativism emphasizes the diversity of moral codes across societies.

James Rachels critiques cultural relativism for its logical inconsistencies and practical shortcomings.

The theory struggles to explain moral progress and justify cross-cultural moral criticism.

Adopting cultural relativism has significant implications for human rights and multicultural
interactions.

Alternatives such as universal moral principles and ethical pluralism provide more balanced frameworks.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of James Rachels' essay 'The Challenge of Cultural
Relativism'?

The main thesis of James Rachels' essay is that cultural relativism, the idea that moral codes are relative to
cultures and that no culture's ethics are superior to another's, is flawed because it prevents objective moral
criticism and can lead to moral paralysis.

How does James Rachels critique the argument that cultural relativism
promotes tolerance?

Rachels argues that while cultural relativism appears to promote tolerance by respecting different cultural
practices, it actually undermines genuine tolerance by making it impossible to criticize harmful practices in other
cultures, even if those practices violate basic human rights.



What example does James Rachels use to illustrate problems with cultural
relativism?

Rachels uses the example of the Eskimo culture, which practices infanticide under certain harsh conditions,
contrasting it with other cultures that deem such acts immoral. He points out that cultural relativism
would prevent us from condemning such practices, even if they seem objectively wrong.

According to James Rachels, what is a common misconception about
cultural differences and morality?

Rachels highlights that the existence of cultural differences in moral codes does not necessarily imply that
there is no objective truth in morality; differences in beliefs do not equal differences in ethical facts.

What alternative to cultural relativism does James Rachels propose?

Rachels suggests a more moderate view acknowledging cultural differences but also accepting that some
moral principles, such as prohibitions against murder or lying, are universal and can be objectively evaluated.

How does James Rachels address the issue of moral progress in the context
of cultural relativism?

He argues that cultural relativism denies the possibility of moral progress because if a culture's moral code is
always right, then it cannot improve or evolve over time, which contradicts historical evidence of moral
change and reform.

Why does James Rachels believe cultural relativism is problematic for moral
philosophy?

Rachels believes cultural relativism is problematic because it leads to the conclusion that no culture can be
wrong and that moral judgments are merely expressions of cultural preferences, thus removing the basis for
critique and ethical reasoning across cultures.

Additional Resources
1. Ethics: A Contemporary Introduction by Harry Gensler
This book offers an accessible introduction to ethical theory and moral philosophy, including discussions on
cultural relativism. Gensler critically examines the strengths and weaknesses of relativism and provides
students with tools to analyze moral arguments. It is a useful companion to understanding the challenges
posed by cultural relativism.

2. The Elements of Moral Philosophy by James Rachels and Stuart Rachels
Co-authored by James Rachels, this widely used textbook explores key concepts in moral philosophy, including
a critical analysis of cultural relativism. It challenges the idea that moral truth is entirely relative to
culture and introduces readers to alternative ethical theories. The clear writing makes complex ideas
accessible.

3. Cultural Relativism: Perspectives in Cultural Pluralism edited by Michael Krausz
This collection of essays presents a variety of viewpoints on cultural relativism and its implications for
ethics and anthropology. The contributors discuss the philosophical underpinnings of relativism, its critiques,
and applications in cross-cultural understanding. It is ideal for readers interested in the broader cultural and
philosophical debates.

4. Morality Without Foundations: A Critique of Ethical Relativism by Steven Lukes
Lukes offers a rigorous critique of ethical relativism, arguing that some universal moral principles must exist



despite cultural differences. The book addresses the philosophical challenges of relativism and defends the
possibility of objective morality. It complements Rachels’s arguments by deepening the analysis of moral
foundations.

5. Relativism and Religion: Why Democratic Societies Do Not Need Moral Absolutes by Paul K. Moser
This book explores the intersections between cultural relativism, religion, and democratic values. Moser
argues that moral absolutes are not necessary to sustain ethical societies, providing a nuanced perspective on
relativism’s role in contemporary moral discourse. It is useful for understanding the practical implications of
relativist thought.

6. Beyond Moral Relativism: Toward a New Humanism by Stephen Nathanson
Nathanson critiques cultural relativism and advocates for a humanistic approach to ethics that recognizes
universal human rights while respecting cultural diversity. The book strikes a balance between respecting
cultural differences and upholding objective moral standards. It is a thoughtful response to the challenges
raised by cultural relativism.

7. Ethical Theory: An Anthology edited by Russ Shafer-Landau
This anthology includes key philosophical texts on ethics, featuring selections on cultural relativism and its
critiques. It provides primary sources from a range of philosophers, offering readers a comprehensive overview
of the debate. The collection is valuable for anyone studying the philosophical foundations of cultural
relativism.

8. The Challenge of Global Ethics by Richard Shapcott
Shapcott examines ethical challenges in a globalized world, including tensions between cultural relativism and
universal ethics. The book discusses how global interconnectedness affects moral reasoning and the pursuit of
justice. It extends the conversation initiated by Rachels to contemporary global contexts.

9. Universal Morality: The Limits of Cultural Relativism by John Ladd
Ladd’s work argues for the existence of universal moral principles that transcend cultural boundaries. He
critiques the extreme forms of cultural relativism and defends the idea that some ethical norms are globally
valid. This book is an important contribution to debates on the limits and viability of cultural relativism.
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