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Cultural relativism is a philosophical viewpoint asserting that moral standards and values are relative
to specific cultures or societies. According to this perspective, what is considered morally right or
wrong depends on the norms of a particular group, and there are no universal moral truths applicable
across all cultures. When exploring the implications of cultural relativism, especially if it is true,
questions naturally arise about whether individuals or groups can genuinely make moral progress.
The statement “If cultural relativism is true, then group of answer choices individuals can make moral
progress, but...” invites a nuanced discussion on the nature of moral development within a relativistic
framework and the limitations it imposes.

In this article, we will analyze the implications of cultural relativism on moral progress for individuals
and groups, examining whether moral improvement is possible, and if so, under what conditions. We
will explore common interpretations, potential challenges, and philosophical debates surrounding this
topic, providing clarity on how cultural relativism shapes our understanding of morality’s evolution.

Understanding Cultural Relativism and Moral Progress

What Is Cultural Relativism?
Cultural relativism posits that moral judgments are context-dependent, rooted in cultural norms and
practices rather than universal standards. This perspective emphasizes respect for cultural diversity,
asserting that no culture’s morality can be deemed superior to another. It highlights the importance
of understanding morality from within the cultural framework, avoiding ethnocentric judgments.

What Does Moral Progress Mean?
Moral progress refers to the idea that societies or individuals can improve morally over time. This
might include reducing injustices, expanding rights, or fostering greater kindness and fairness.
Traditionally, moral progress suggests an objective measure of moral betterment, often linked to
universal human rights or ethical ideals.

The Tension Between Cultural Relativism and Moral Progress
The core tension lies in whether moral progress is meaningful within a relativistic framework. If
morality is entirely determined by cultural norms, then the notion that one culture can improve
morally over another becomes complex. Critics argue that relativism might imply moral stagnation or
relativistic arbitrariness, while proponents claim it fosters cultural understanding and contextual



morality.

Can Individuals Make Moral Progress Under Cultural
Relativism?

Implications for Personal Moral Development
If cultural relativism holds true, the moral development of an individual is deeply intertwined with
their cultural context. An individual’s moral beliefs are shaped by their society, and moral
improvement may be viewed as conforming better to the cultural norms rather than transcending
them.

Within the cultural framework: Individuals can evolve morally by internalizing and adhering
more closely to their society’s values.

Limitations: Since morality is relative, individuals cannot claim to be morally better or worse
than others outside their cultural context.

Potential for moral growth: Personal moral development might involve a deeper
understanding of cultural norms or contributing to societal change from within.

Challenges to Personal Moral Progress
Despite the possibility of moral development within a culture, relativism raises questions about
whether individuals can genuinely make moral progress if the standards themselves are culturally
bound:

Subjectivity of moral standards: Without universal criteria, distinguishing between ‘better’
or ‘worse’ moral states becomes problematic.

Risk of moral inertia: Cultures might resist change, and individuals may find it difficult to
challenge or improve their moral environment.

Ethical disagreements: What counts as moral progress in one culture might be viewed as
regress in another, complicating personal moral development.

Can Groups Make Moral Progress in a Cultural



Relativist Framework?

Group-Level Morality and Cultural Norms
In cultural relativism, societies or groups are seen as the primary moral units. The question then
becomes whether entire cultures can make moral progress, and if so, how this occurs:

Evolution of cultural norms: Cultures can change their practices over time, leading to a form
of moral progress that is evaluated internally within the society.

Role of social institutions: Laws, education, and social movements can influence cultural
norms, fostering moral development at the group level.

Historical examples: Abolition of slavery, women’s rights movements, and civil rights
campaigns can be seen as instances of cultural moral progress.

Limitations and Challenges to Group Moral Progress
However, the relativist stance also introduces limitations:

Resistance to change: Some cultural practices may be deeply entrenched, making moral
progress difficult or slow.

Potential for moral regression: Cultures may regress or maintain harmful practices if they
are culturally accepted.

Difficulty in evaluating progress: Without universal standards, it can be challenging to
determine whether a culture has truly improved morally.

Philosophical Debates and Critiques of Cultural
Relativism

Arguments Supporting Moral Progress Under Cultural
Relativism
Some philosophers argue that moral progress is compatible with cultural relativism by emphasizing
the internal development of cultural norms:



Change over time within a culture indicates progress, such as shifts toward greater equality or
justice.

Increased tolerance and understanding among cultures demonstrate moral evolution on a
broader scale.

The recognition of past injustices within a culture and efforts to rectify them showcase moral
growth.

Counterarguments and Criticisms
Critics contend that cultural relativism may undermine the very concept of moral progress:

Without universal standards, moral progress becomes relative and subjective, losing its
objective significance.

It risks justifying harmful practices if they are culturally accepted, hindering moral
improvement.

Philosophical critics argue that moral progress requires some universal moral principles, which
relativism denies.

Conclusion: Navigating Moral Progress in a Relativistic
World

Ultimately, whether individuals and groups can make moral progress if cultural relativism is true
depends on how one interprets the concept of progress itself. If moral progress is defined solely within
the confines of cultural norms, then change and improvement are possible and meaningful within that
context. Cultures can evolve, adapt, and refine their moral standards over time, demonstrating a form
of moral development.

However, if moral progress implies a move toward universally better or more just moral standards,
then cultural relativism faces significant challenges. It may limit the scope of moral critique and
hinder the recognition of genuine moral improvements that transcend cultural boundaries.

In navigating this complex terrain, proponents of cultural relativism often advocate for a balanced
approach—respecting cultural diversity while remaining open to internal societal reforms and moral
growth. Recognizing the capacity for moral evolution within cultural frameworks enables a nuanced
understanding of progress that respects cultural differences yet fosters continual improvement.

In summary, if cultural relativism is true, individuals can make moral progress, but this progress is
inherently tied to the evolution of their cultural norms. The scope and significance of this progress
depend on one's definition of morality and the criteria used to evaluate change. While cultural



relativism offers a respectful approach to moral diversity, it challenges the universal notions of moral
improvement, prompting ongoing philosophical debates about the nature of morality, progress, and
cultural understanding in our interconnected world.

Frequently Asked Questions

If Cultural Relativism Is True, Can Individuals Make Moral
Progress?
Under Cultural Relativism, moral progress is viewed as changes within a culture rather than
improvements over universal standards. Therefore, individuals can influence their culture, but this
does not necessarily equate to moral progress in an objective sense.

Does Cultural Relativism Allow for Moral Disagreement
Between Cultures?
Yes, Cultural Relativism suggests that what is considered morally right varies between cultures,
making moral disagreement between cultures both possible and often unavoidable.

Can Moral Improvement Occur Under Cultural Relativism?
Moral improvement, in the sense of becoming better according to universal standards, is not
recognized under Cultural Relativism. Instead, moral change is seen as cultural change, which may or
may not be viewed as progress.

How Does Cultural Relativism Impact the Concept of Moral
Objectivity?
Cultural Relativism denies the existence of objective moral truths, asserting that moral standards are
relative to each culture, which diminishes the idea of universal moral objectivity.

Is Moral Progress Possible in a Cultural Relativist Framework?
Moral progress is considered possible only within the context of cultural change, not in terms of
universally better moral standards, making progress a matter of cultural evolution rather than
objective improvement.

What Are the Ethical Implications of Believing in Cultural
Relativism?
It encourages tolerance of cultural differences but may also lead to moral complacency, as it
discourages criticizing other cultures' practices on moral grounds.



Can Individuals Challenge Cultural Norms if Cultural
Relativism Is True?
Challenging cultural norms is viewed as a personal or subcultural matter, but such challenges are not
universally accepted as moral progress or improvement in a cultural relativist framework.

How Does Cultural Relativism Address Moral Conflicts
Between Cultures?
It typically promotes respecting differences and avoiding imposing one culture’s moral standards on
another, emphasizing cultural context over universal moral judgments.

Additional Resources
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Cultural relativism, a philosophical stance asserting that moral standards and values are relative to
specific cultures and societies, has long sparked debate among ethicists, anthropologists, and
philosophers alike. At its core, this perspective challenges the universality of moral principles,
suggesting instead that what is considered morally right or wrong depends on cultural norms and
social contexts. When contemplating the implications of cultural relativism, one compelling question
arises: if cultural relativism accurately describes our moral landscape, does this mean that individuals
or societies can make moral progress? Or does the relativist perspective, perhaps, inhibit the notion
of moral improvement altogether? This article explores the nuance of this question, dissecting
whether moral progress is compatible with cultural relativism, and what the implications are for
individuals and societies seeking ethical growth.

---

Understanding Cultural Relativism

Definition and Core Principles

Cultural relativism is founded on the idea that moral judgments are not universally applicable, but
instead are deeply rooted in cultural contexts. Its core principles include:

- Moral Diversity: Different cultures have varying moral practices and beliefs, with no objective
standard to declare one superior.
- Moral Tolerance: Since moral standards are culture-dependent, individuals should respect differing
cultural practices even if they conflict with their own beliefs.
- Moral Non-Absolute: There are no absolute moral truths; rather, morality is a social construct that
evolves within each culture.



This perspective emphasizes understanding cultural practices within their own contexts and
discourages ethnocentric judgments, fostering a more tolerant view of cultural differences.

Implications of Cultural Relativism

If cultural relativism holds true, then:

- Moral judgments are valid only within the cultural framework in which they arise.
- Cross-cultural moral critique becomes problematic, as it assumes the existence of universal moral
standards.
- Moral progress, if it exists, must be understood as progress within a culture, not across cultures.

These implications have profound effects on how societies view moral development and whether they
can claim to improve morally over time.

---

Moral Progress in the Light of Cultural Relativism

Can Individuals Make Moral Progress?

The question of individual moral progress under cultural relativism is complex. Since morality is tied
to cultural norms, progress would entail an individual's shift toward the moral standards of their
society or perhaps the evolution of those standards.

Arguments Supporting the Possibility of Individual Moral Progress:

- Internal Cultural Change: Individuals can influence their culture by adopting new practices or
advocating for change, thus contributing to moral progress within that society.
- Personal Development: An individual might reflect on their cultural norms and seek to align their
actions with evolving moral standards, leading to moral growth as understood within their cultural
context.
- Cultural Evolution: As societies change, individuals who adapt and internalize these changes can be
seen as making moral progress relative to their previous cultural standards.

Challenges to Individual Moral Progress:

- Relativist Limitation: If morality is entirely dependent on cultural norms, then an individual's moral
development may be limited to conforming more closely to their culture's standards, which might
itself be morally problematic.
- Lack of Objective Benchmarks: Without universal standards, it becomes difficult to measure whether
an individual has truly "progressed" morally, or simply adopted different cultural practices.



Can Societies Make Moral Progress?

When considering societal progress, the question becomes whether cultures can evolve morally in
ways that are better or worse, or simply different.

Arguments for Societal Moral Progress:

- Cultural Change Over Time: Societies can and do change their norms, laws, and practices, which
may be viewed as moral progress within that society.
- Progress as Cultural Development: As societies become more inclusive, just, or equitable, their
moral standards can be seen as advancing relative to their previous state.

Counterarguments:

- Relativist Objection: Since morality is culture-specific, societal change does not equate with moral
improvement but just reflects shifts in cultural norms.
- Potential for Moral Regression: Cultures might change in ways that are morally worse from an
external perspective, yet remain within their own relativist framework as "progress."

---

The Paradox of Moral Progress Under Cultural
Relativism

Is Moral Progress Possible at All?

The core paradox emerges when considering whether moral progress is genuinely possible if cultural
relativism is true. On one hand, if morality is relative, then:

- Progress is merely change within a culture, not an improvement over a previous state.
- There is no external standard to judge whether a society or individual has "better" morals.

On the other hand, many cultures have historically undergone significant moral shifts—abolition of
slavery, advances in gender equality, and human rights movements—suggesting some form of moral
development.

Reconciling the Paradox:

- From a relativist perspective, these shifts are progress only relative to previous cultural norms, not
in any absolute sense.
- Critics argue that this relativist view diminishes the meaningfulness of moral critique and the idea of
moral advancement.

Implication:



- If moral progress is only relative, then the concept loses its universal significance, reducing moral
development to cultural change rather than genuine improvement.

---

Analytical Perspectives and Philosophical Debates

Arguments Supporting Moral Progress Under Cultural
Relativism

Some philosophers argue that cultural relativism does not entirely preclude the possibility of moral
progress, emphasizing:

- Internal Moral Dialogue: Societies and individuals can engage in internal debates, leading to
evolving norms.
- Progressive Cultural Shifts: As cultures become more refined, just, or humane, these changes can be
viewed as genuine progress within the cultural context.
- Historical Evidence: The abolition of slavery, women's suffrage, and civil rights are seen as moral
advances within respective cultures.

Arguments Against Moral Progress Under Cultural Relativism

Critics contend that:

- Without a universal standard, moral progress becomes an incoherent concept—changes are just
different, not better.
- Societies may change in ways that are morally regressive (e.g., increased authoritarianism), which
relativists might still see as progress relative to that culture.
- Moral critique from outside the culture becomes invalid, hindering moral reflection and
improvement.

Balancing the Views: A Middle Ground?

Some philosophers propose a nuanced approach, suggesting that:

- Moral Progress is Relative: Progress is measured within the framework of a culture's own norms.
- Universal Values as Aspirational: While acknowledging cultural differences, some universal values
(like human rights) might serve as aspirational standards to evaluate moral development across
cultures, even if not universally accepted.

This approach seeks to preserve the cultural sensitivity of relativism while allowing for some
meaningful discussion of moral improvement.



---

Conclusion: The Complex Reality of Moral Progress in a
Relativist World

The question of whether individuals and societies can make moral progress if cultural relativism is
true is a nuanced and complex issue. On one side, cultural relativism emphasizes the importance of
respecting cultural differences and understanding morality as culturally embedded. Within this
framework, moral progress becomes a matter of internal cultural evolution rather than objective
improvement.

However, this perspective raises challenges:

- It diminishes the idea of moral critique from an external standpoint.
- It renders the concept of moral progress relative and context-dependent, potentially undermining
efforts toward universal human rights or moral standards.

Despite these challenges, historical evidence suggests that cultures have undergone significant moral
transformations that many interpret as progress. Whether these are genuine improvements or simply
shifts in norms depends on one's philosophical stance.

Final Reflection:

While cultural relativism complicates the notion of moral progress, it does not entirely negate it.
Progress can still occur, but its meaning is relative—within the context of a culture’s evolving norms,
values, and practices. Recognizing this, moral development may be viewed less as an absolute ascent
and more as a cultural journey, with all its complexities, conflicts, and potential for growth. Ultimately,
the debate underscores the importance of balancing respect for cultural diversity with ongoing moral
reflection and dialogue, both internally within societies and across cultural boundaries.
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