Study Questions for James Rachels,
“The Challenge of Cultural Relativism”

in Cahn and Markie (2009)

1. What fact did early Greek historian Herodotus call attention to? (697.1)

2. What conclusion do cultural relativists draw from this fact? (697.2)

3. What is the general form of the cultural differences argument? (698.2)

4. Why is this argument unsound (according to Rachels in 699.1 first full para.)?

5. What unsound reasoning behind this argument does R. call to the reader’s attention in the second full para in 699.1?

6. What point is he making in the third full para of 699.1?

7. Is he saying that the conclusion is false? Can an argument be unsound even if the conclusion happens to be true? (699.1-2)

8. What is the essence of Sumner’s cultural relativism according to Rachels? (699.2)

9. If we took this seriously, what fairly common practice would make no sense? (699.2) 

10. How would this “simplify” our decision as to whether actions are right or wrong? (700.1) 

11. Would it make sense to work for moral progress or to celebrate a change in laws or social practices as moral progress? (700.1) 

12. How does cultural relativism undercut the common idea regarding social reform? (Could we say that Nelson Mandela and Desmond Tutu and others fighting apartheid were challenging wrong ideals?) (700.2)

13. How does Rachels’ argument on pp. 700-701 undercut the impression created by the ethnographic evidence usually presented by cultural relativists? (Does a difference in customs between culture A and culture B necessarily imply that there is a deep difference in values?)

14. How does Rachels argue that there must be universal values (relating to cherishing children, truth-telling, and prohibition of murder)? (702)

15. What two lessons does he think we can learn from Cultural Relativism? What explains the attraction of this theory? (702.2-703)

