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versus the danger of saying harmful things are okay just because a culture accepts 

them. 
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Introduction: 

Since people started thinking deeply, morality has been a big question. What’s 

right and wrong?  Are there rules that everyone, everywhere, should follow? Or is 

morality more flexible and personal?  These questions bring us to moral relativism, 

an idea that challenges the idea of a single, objective morality. It suggests that moral 

judgments are only true or false depending on your viewpoint. Imagine you learn 

about a culture where it’s normal to have multiple spouses, while your own culture 

says that’s wrong.  Or think about the death penalty – some see it as fair 

punishment, others as cruel. Moral relativism suggests that neither view is 

necessarily better; they just come from different cultural backgrounds. This idea, 

while seemingly respectful of diversity, also creates problems. If all moralities are 
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equally valid, how can we say that things like genocide, oppression, or hurting 

children are wrong, even if a culture allows them? 

Defining Moral Relativism: 

Moral relativism isn’t one simple idea.  It comes in different forms: 

•  Descriptive Relativism: This is the easiest to understand. It just points out 

that different cultures have different moral rules. It doesn’t say whether one is better 

than another, just that they exist.  Think of anthropologists who study different 

societies – they often use this type of relativism to understand and record different 

moral practices.  For example, some cultures prioritize the needs of the group over 

the individual, while others emphasize individual rights.  Descriptive relativism 

simply notes this difference. 

 • Meta-ethical Relativism: This goes further than just observing differences.  

It argues that there’s no real way to say one moral code is better than another.  It 

says moral statements are only true or false from a certain viewpoint, and there’s 

no neutral, universal viewpoint to choose between them.  So, this type of relativism 

says we can’t really know what’s objectively morally right. You’re having dinner 

with a friend from another country. They start eating with their hands, while you’re 

using a fork and knife.  Meta-ethical relativism doesn’t necessarily condone the 

practice but argues there’s no objective moral standard to condemn it by. 

 • Normative Relativism: This is the most extreme form.  It says we should 

accept the moral practices of other cultures, even if they’re different from ours.  It 

suggests it’s wrong to try to force our moral beliefs on others. This often comes 

from a desire to be tolerant and respect different cultures.  An example might be 

the debate around arranged marriages.  Normative relativism might suggest we 

shouldn’t criticize the practice, even if we personally believe individuals should 
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choose their partners, because it’s a culturally accepted practice in some societies. 

[1] 

Arguments for Moral Relativism: 

 • Moral Diversity: The fact that so many different cultures have different 

moral beliefs is often used as proof.  If something is considered moral in one place 

but wrong in another, it suggests morality is learned from our culture. 

 • Promoting Tolerance: Relativism is often seen as a way to be more tolerant 

and respectful of other cultures.  By accepting the validity of different moral views, 

it helps us avoid judging other cultures by our own standards. 

 • Importance of Context: Moral relativism points out that context matters in 

moral decisions.  The same action might be right in one situation and wrong in 

another, depending on the details. [2] 

Arguments Against Moral Relativism: 

 • Moral Reform: If all moralities are equally valid, how can we justify 

changing things for the better?  If a society’s actions are right in their own context, 

then anyone who tries to change them is, by definition, wrong.  This makes it hard 

to explain how we’ve made moral progress in the past, like ending slavery or 

fighting for women’s rights. 

 • Self-Contradictory: Some argue that relativism contradicts itself.  The 

statement “all moralities are relative” sounds like a universal moral statement, 

which goes against the idea of relativism. 

 • Moral Indifference: Relativism can lead to a feeling that nothing is really 

wrong.  We might become hesitant to speak out against even the worst injustices 

because we don’t want to impose our values on others.  This can stop us from taking 

action to help. 
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 • Shared Values: Even though moral beliefs differ, there also seem to be some 

values that many cultures share.  Things like honesty, caring for others, and 

fairness, while expressed differently, seem to be seen as important everywhere.  

This suggests that some basic moral principles might exist beyond cultural 

differences. [3] 

Cultural Relativism in Focus: 

Cultural relativism, a type of moral relativism, deserves a closer look.  It 

focuses on how culture shapes our moral beliefs and actions.  Cultural relativists 

say we should try to understand and judge moral practices within their own cultural 

context, instead of imposing our own cultural standards. While cultural relativism 

encourages tolerance and respect for different practices, it also creates problems.  

As mentioned earlier, it can make it hard to condemn harmful practices that a 

culture accepts.  For example, how can we criticize the practice of child marriage 

in some cultures if we stick strictly to cultural relativism? One possible answer is 

to separate tolerance and acceptance.  Cultural relativism might mean we have to 

tolerate the existence of different cultural practices, but it doesn’t mean we have to 

accept them as morally right.  We can try to understand why these practices exist 

without agreeing that they’re morally good. Another approach is to recognize that 

there’s some agreement on basic moral principles, even across different cultures.  

These principles, like not killing innocent people or protecting the vulnerable, can 

be a basis for judging across cultures, even while we acknowledge that cultures 

express them differently. [4] 

Navigating the Complexities of Moral Relativism: 

The problems raised by moral relativism are real.  But rejecting relativism 

completely doesn’t mean we have to become rigid moral absolutists.  We need a 

more balanced approach, one that recognizes the importance of context and cultural 

diversity while also affirming that some basic moral principles exist. One way to 
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deal with these complexities is to distinguish between moral principles and moral 

rules.  Moral principles are general, overarching values, like justice, fairness, and 

compassion. Moral rules are more specific guidelines for how to act, and these can 

change depending on the culture.  While moral rules might be relative, moral 

principles can be seen as more universal. 

For example, the principle of justice might be valued by everyone, but the 

specific rules for achieving justice might be different in different cultures. One 

culture might focus on making amends for harm, while another might focus on 

punishment.  Recognizing this difference lets us appreciate the diversity of moral 

rules while still believing in shared moral principles. 

Conclusion: 

Despite the challenges of relativism, the search for shared values is still very 

important.  While acknowledging how culture and context affect moral judgments, 

we shouldn’t give up on finding those basic ethical principles that go beyond 

cultural boundaries.  This ongoing search for common ground is crucial for 

building understanding, cooperation, and justice. 
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