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Hopi Ethical Convictions: Miscellaneous

saw it in town, and they didn't want to go crazy.... They
didn't like liquor for what men do when they're drunk ....
People opposed liquor when it first came in, for they wanted to
be peaceable. " 2
J\s reasons for their present disapproval of getting drunk,
Hopi emphasize likely damage to the body, property, or mind of
the drinker (mentioned by 12 individuals); the fact that the
drunken man has no control over his faculties and may get into
a fight and hurt or kill someone (12); and the fact that intoxication causes annoyance to the family or others (3). As compared
with white students; Hopi seemed to emphasize the dangers of
intoxication, and therefore inform an ts were questioned more
extensively on this point in 1947. The informants were unanimous in saying that a drunken Hopi is apt to get into trouble.
(Some say that Hopi, unlike white men, do not know when to
drop drinking.) Several persons mentioned the possibility of
someone's getting killed. "I'm afraid of it," said E. Another
point emphasized was effects on health. Several cases were cited
of men who died from overindulgence. 3 Also, they say that if a
man does not die, he is apt to get sick-a belief doubtless again
connected with the assumption that a drinking Hopi indulges
heavily and frequently. Again, a drunken Hopi is apt to wreck
his car or will become irregular in his work and lose his job (if
he has a government or off-reservation post): "they don't think
straight." Some of the older Hopi also say that "there's nothing
in it anyhow" and that the chief effects of a dose of alcohol are
a funny feeling, rapid pulse, and so on.
There seemed to be a fairly marked cleavage between the
older people, who opposed alcohol, and the younger set (or some
of them) on this topic. Of late, drinking has greatly increased
among the young Hopi. The visitor to the reservation will not
see anyone drunk, but there have been motor accidents from driving under the influence of liquor, and the young men admit
drinking, especially in near-by cities. Hopi attribute the increase
to habits established while in the Army and to working in
Winslow (etc.), where boys see and associate with white men who
drink. Some Hopi young men defend it on the ground that lndi-

ans with a service record are now legally permitted to purchase
alcohol. One young woman is reported to have said she drank in
order to feel she was in a "higher class."
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2.

CRUELTY-TO ANIMALS

The Hopi say that hurting animals is wrong. But their behavior raises some doubt about how strongly they disapprove.• The
reader can judge for himself from what follows.
Children sometimes catch birds and make "pets" of them.
They may be tied to a string, to be taken out and "played" with.
This play is rough, and birds seldom survive long. "Sometimes
they get tired and die. Nobody objects to this." Their legs are
often broken in the play. "My boy sometimes brings in birds, but
there is nothing to feed them, and they die." 6 Informant A enjoys
the "chicken pull." 6 "It's hard to do," he says. The same informant's horse one day broke a leg while being ridden on the
mesa. "I didn't kill him," he said. "I let him go, and he ran off
and died somewhere on the mesa." (Informant B, however, when
his horse broke a leg, blindfolded him and killed him with an ax. 7)
Burros and dogs are sometimes executed at dances, apparently
in a cruel way. 8 A dance audience in 1946 was much amused
when the killing of a hardy burro required a number of blows,
during the administering of which the beast ran about squealing
loudly. It was reported that a certain Hopi allowed an animal,
whose intestines came out as a result of faulty castration, to
stand around in pain for some time before killing it. One Hopi,
expressing disconcern for the fate of dogs, said: "They can't
talk; they can't say 'Ouch.'" It has been mentioned that the
Hopi think it proper to punish an animal for wrongdoing, and
formerly a burro caught stealing crops would have its ears or tail
cut off close. Nobody ever objected to this in. the past, it is said;
some do not object now. If a cat steals meat or dirties the house,
it may be punished. One informant beats his cats with a stick. If
the cat belongs to someone else and steals more than once, he
may be killed, although the writer was told that it is advisable to
do this quietly and hide the body. 9 For this purpose, a cat or dog
may be given poison. A more usual method for killing a small
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animal is said to he to club it to death, hanging it up on the wall
with a rope around the neck. Some informants reported that the
best method is to tie a rope around the neck and swing the animal
down on the ground hard. Two informants stated that sometimes
an animal has been tied to a tree and the boys allowed to dispatch it by striking it with stones. One of the informants condemned this as cruel. Another informant said that miscreant
animals formerly were generally hanged, over the edge of the
mesa. 10
On the other hand, most Hopi do feel that it is wrong to make
anything suffer if it has not done wrong. Some informants condemned children's hurting birds; some reported that they sometimes "get after" the children for it.
Hopi seldom mentioned the feelings of the animals themselves,
as a reason for kindness. This was probably because that point
was taken for granted as obvious; certainly this was the case
with some informants who were queried about the point. Two
other reasons offered for kindness to animals are of interest. The
first is that animals are helpful. It was pointed out that birds kill
the worms and sing and that cats hunt the mice which get into
the piki flour. Some said that the Hopi take "more· pity" on
burros and horses now that they have learned to use them in
plowing; before the coming of the Reverend Voth, they did not
know that these animals could he used in that way. The second
reason is that it may he dangerous to hurt an animal. Hurting a
dog may give one rheumatism or sores; hurting a rabbit m·ay ,
make one sick. "This is the reason," some said, "why Hopi are
not mea~ to ~nimals.~' Informant D said: "It's true you may get
rheumatism 1f you kick an animal. This is why the Hopi teach
?oys to be ki~d. An animal is something like a spirit. If you beat
1~ badly, _a child may get sick. The medicine man will say, 'The
sickness ts because you have maltreated a dumb animal.' You
mustn't do this."
The Hopi definitely attribute mental life to animals· in fact ·
they appear to draw less of a distinction between the m;ntal lif;
of animals and human beings than is common among white
people:
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A: Dogs or horses have sense as much as a human being, yet they
can't talk. If they could speak, they'd be as smart as humans. [Q.] I
never heard what becomes of their spirits at death. [Q.] Animals have
pain as much as human flesh, but they won't cry out or say anything.
[Q.] Animals sometimes worry. Fo~ example, you can notice how they
sometimes hide when you want them. They understand when you
talk to them. [Q.] It is true that the Hopi pray to rabbits before a hunt,
asking them to be willing to be caught. They still do this, and they say
the rabbits hear.
B: Animals must have thoughts, but they don't speak. For example,
you can train a dog, and make him a good sheep-herder, and he'll do
what you say. You call a horse to come, arid he begins to neigh and
comes to you. [Q.] They must feel pain. [Q.] If you scold him, he'll
worry. Also, if you have bad thoughts, they're liable to kick you, thus
giving you a lesson; or sometimes, he'll throw you off.
F: I don't think animals have minds. You tell them to do something,
and they don't obey. [Q.] They do feel pain. [Worry?] Yes, because
when something hurts them, they hang their heads and seem to worry.
My burro, when it had a bad pain in its thigh from a cut, tried to eat
and couldn't. That night he died. I was so sorry. [Q.] I don't know if
their spirits go to the afterworld. But maybe they do. One night recently I dreamed I was standing on a path at the Grand Canyon, talking to my dead father. A horse and a colt trotted past. My father said:
"Those are my first ponies, which I got from the Mormons." 11

Most informants say that Hopi treatment of animals has improved somewhat since the coming of the missionaries. 12 At any
rate, they have vivid recollections of the activities of the Reverend Voth. He objected to cutting off the ears and tails of
"thieving" burros, and this practice has largely died out. He
objected to overloading burros. When some Hopi would load on
large water jugs and ride on top themselves, the Reverend Voth
would literally drag them off. He insisted that the burros he
adequately fed. He would go into a house and take from the corn
stock to feed a burro-this, sometimes, irrespective, it is said,
of whether the burro and the corn stock belonged to the same
family. He objected to starving dogs and cats. He "got after" the
Hopi for prodding the burros behind the head with sharp sticks.
He also taught the Hopi how to use horses with a plow and told
them about birds' helpfulness to the· farmer.
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D: Everybodr goes out ar_id helps. There is no pay for this. You go
and eat, but thats all. S0met1me~ a m~n who gets help doesn't willingly
go to help others. Then they give h1m a lesson and won't help him.
~ne la~~ man w:3-s driven out to Hotevilla; today there are no lazy men
m Oraib1. I advise the people to work together and not to think much
of wealth. [The informant refused to divulge the name of the "lazy
man."]
B: I help those I can trust. By doing this, you don't have to pay so
~uch for your own help. This is the only way to get along. You help
Just anybody you want to help, not just relatives. I say: that person
might gi~e me help sometimes. Then I have to repay my work to them.
I woul~n t help a person who doesn't help anybody else. Such a person
wouldn t b~ loved much and wouldn't be helped. Even if they give
you something to eat, they ought to help you. I always give good food·
otherwise they won't help me next year.
'

Cha,pier XVI
ETHICAL RELATIVISM AND
ANTHROPOLOGY
s
evidence in principle relevant t~ ethical relativism? Do any known facts about the Hopi increase or deIcrease
the tenability of this theory? These two questions will be
ETHNOLOGICAL

considered in this chapter.
"Ethical relativism" may be defined as the conjoint assertion
of two theses: first, a logical thesis: "It is logically possible for a
person X to affirm of some act A, 'A is wrong' (or 'obligatory,'
etc.) and for some person Y to say of the same thing, 'A is not
wrong' ('obligatory,' etc~) and for neither statement to be incorrect''; and, second, a causal thesis: "It is causally possible for a
person X ... ," and so on, as before.
The logical thesis claims that a certain state of affairs is logi~
cally possible; the causal thesis claims that it would not conflict
with natural laws. Evidently the causal thesis presupposes the
logical thesis, for something cannot be causally possible if it is
not logically possible.
The validity of the logical thesis, we decided (chap. vi), depends wholly on the use of "wrong" (etc.) in English. For this
reason, facts about the ethical opinions, attitudes, and even the
linguistic usages of primitive peoples are quite irrelevant.
Moreover, the use of"wrong" (etc.) in English, while it is not
decisive for the truth of the causal thesis, also determines what
other facts are relevant to its truth. For suppose that "A is
wrong" means "I disapprove of A.'' Then whether the causal
thesis is- true depends on whether it is causally possible for one
person X to disapprove of A and at the same time for another
person Y to approve of A. Or suppose that "A is wrong" nieans
"I should disapprove of A if I knew all the relevant facts." In
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this case the truth of the causal thesis depends on whether it
is causally possible for two persons, both of whom have in
mind all the relevant facts, to conflict in attitude with respect
to.A.
The use of ethical terms is therefore extremely important for
the truth of ethical relativism. There is no harm in regarding the
description of their use as the distinctively philosophical problem
of ethical relativism. But it would be a mistake to suppose that
the problem of relativism ends there-or to think that, if the
logical thesis is tenable, one may as well concede the causal
thesis. This would be to lose sight of the fact that the causal
thesis may be (e.g., if the second analysis above of "wrong" is
adopted) incompatible with observable facts-as it would be
asserted to be by some psychologists who regard attitudes and
emotions as functions at least primarily of the cognitive field. 1
And we shall see that. some observable facts about attitudes may
even undermine the view of one who rejects the logical thesis.
But, if the use of ethical terms determines what observable
facts are relevant to the causal thesis, it may appear that we are
off on a hopeless quest if we seek to consider the tenability of the
causal thesis antecedently to final agreement about the use of
ethical terms. Must we then delay this enterprise until philosophers are unanimous about this point?
. The situation is not quite so hopeless. For I think-although
with apologies to some philosophers, especially the advocates of
the "good reasons" approach, who may not feel comfortable
anywhere in the classification-there are only five main types
of empiricist theory about ethical language. And, when we formulate the corresponding implications for the causal thesis, we
can see that, where the validity of the thesis is seriously in doubt,
its truth turns on one general sort of issue. Let us consider these
five types of theory and sketch the implications of each for the
truth of the causal thesis. (1) The first type of theory holds that
ethical statements do not make assertions of fact but express
emotions or issue commands, requests, or exhortations-and
this in su~h a way that it is impossible that they be correct or
incorrect, true or false. Therefore, since an ethical statement can-

not be incorrect, the tenability of the causal thesis depends
simply on whether it is causally possible for two persons to have
conflicting emotions or impulses about at least one thing or to
issue conflicting commands, requests, or exhortations about it.
No one will deny that this is possible. Therefore, on this view of
ethical language, the truth of the causal thesis must be granted.
(2) A second type of theory proposes that ethical statements like
"A is wrong" make an empiri~al assertion to the effect that A is
the object of unfavorable attitudes of the speaker (or of some set
of individuals defined by their relation .to the speaker) or that the
occurrence of A has failed to satisfy or will fail to satisfy some
set of interests of the speaker (or of some set of individuals defined by their relation to the speaker), as well as some other possible course of action. According to this type of theory, "A is
wrong" is synonymous with some statement like "I disapprove
of A" or "A will not serve my interests as well as some other possible course of action." In this case, again, I do not think much
argument is necessary in order to show that the causal thesis
must be conceded. (3) A third type of theory construes statements like "A is wrong" as empirical assertions analyzable without the use of any egocentric terms, i.e., without the use of any
phrase referring to the speaker. On this view, statements like the
following would be synonymous with "A is wrong": "A would be
disapproved of by any informed and impartial person"; "God
disapproves of A"; or "A fails to increase the total happiness as
much as does some other possible act." This view about ethical
language is incompatible with the causal (and logical) thesis.
( 4) Another type of theory is similar to the second, except that
it is proposed that the speaker (or the group or the interests) be
qualified in some way or other. For instance, an advocate of this
type of view might hold that "A is wrong" means "A would be
disapproved of by me if I were a person of a - - - sort,"
where the "of a - - - sort" is to be filled in so as to refer to
qualifications like being fully informed, being impartial, being in
a normal frame of mind. (5) A closely related view regards "A
is wrong" as the expression of an emotion or attitude or as the
issuance of a command, request, or exhortation (and so far is
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like the first type of theory) but also supposes that the statement
may rightly be regarded as valid or invalid, correct or incorrect,
according as certain conditions are fulfilled-for instance, according as the attitude expressed is based on full information or
is the attitude of an impartial person. These last two theories
have in common, then, that an ethical statement is somehow incorrect unless the person who makes it is qualified in a certain
way. As a result, on these theories the truth of the causal thesis
is not practically decided by the very use or meaning of ethical
statements. Rather, according to them, the truth of the causal
thesis turns on whether two persons can have conflicting ethical
attitudes (etc.) even when they have certain qualifications
(specified by the particular view about ethical language). If their
attitudes can conflict, the thesis is true; if they cannot, it is
unacceptable.
There is one general question, then, which is raised by the
causal thesis, over and beyond issues on which hinges the truth
of the logical thesis. Let us give this issue a name. Let us call it
the question about "qualified ethical disagreement."
We have now come to a question affecting the truth of ethical
relativism which, conceivably, anthropology can help us settle.
Does ethnological evidence support the view that "qualified persons" can disagree in ethical attitude? Can anthropology, in
other words, tell us whether there can be qualified ethical
disagreement?
The question of such disagreement has import beyond the
issue whether the causal thesis is acceptable. For, if there can be
qualified ethical disagreement, there are embarrassing consequences for some nonrelativist views of ethical language. For instance, some absolutist· analyses affirm essentially that "A is
wrong" means "If a person were qualified, he would disapprove
of An or "he would prefer A not to occur." Some such view was
accepted by Hume, and various contemporary philosophers are
convinced of it. But, if there can be qualified ethical disagreement about some act A, then it is not necessarily true that all
qualified persons would disapprove of A (or prefer A not to occur)
or that all qualified persons would approve of A. And, corre-

spondingly, if the area of qualified ethical disagreement is broad
enough, it turns out either that all ethical statements are false,
or that all acts are ethically indifferent, according to this analysis
of ethical language. This consequence does not prove the analysis
to be mistaken, of course; but it is certainly embarrassing.
Whether the causal possibility of qualified ethical disagreement
has similar consequences for intuitionist or rationalist theories of
ethics we may leave to others to decide.
The truth of the causal thesis, we have now decided, turns
mainly on two empirical questions: (1) whether ethical language
is so used that the logical thesis of relativism is tenable and
(2) whether there can be qualified ethical disagreement. For the
sake of the argument, let us assume that the first question is
answered favorably to the relativist view. The main thing- we
want to consider is what, in principle, can be shown about the
second question by anthropological evidence and by our facts
concerning the Hopi, in particular.
In order to consider what kinds of fact may serve as evidence
for the possibility of qualified ethical disagreement, we shall have
to decide more specifically what qualifications are to be included~
Some writers would propose a cognitive qualification only: knowing all the relevant facts. Others would add emotional qualifications: dispassionateness, emotional consistency, and so on. Fortunately, it is unnecessary for our purposes to make a choice between these views. For obviously the most important thing to do
is to consider the causal possibility of qualified ethical disagreement when a maximum number of qualifications is admitted. (If
there is evidence which demonstrates this, we shall have a result
which logically entails the possibility of qualified ethical disagreement defined in terms of any subset of the maximum list of
qualifications.) The biggest fish the proponent of the causal
thesis can catch is proof of the possibility of qualified ethical disagreement, defined in terms of a maximal set of qualifications. 2
Let us take as a maximal set of qualifications those proposed
in the course of an earlier analysis of the Hopi use of ka-anta.
According to this proposal, a qualified person must have cognitive qualifications: he will be sane, will be possessed of correct
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beliefs on all factual points relevant to any ethical point at issue,
and will have these beliefs maximally clear and vivid. He must
also have physical qualifications: he will not be ill, fatigued, or
in a condition of physical craving. He must have emotional qualifications: he will not be excited, depressed, etc. Finally, he must
have attitudinal qualifications: he will have a strong and favorable sentiment toward all human beings and no biasing attitudes
toward social groups or statuses.
The general question to be answered, then, is whether two persons so qualified could (causally possible, not just logically possible) manifest conflicting ethical attitudes toward the same
actions. How shall we answer this?
There are two ways in which we can answer questions about
how entities would behave if they had certain qualities. First, we
may find some objects which have the properties, and observe
them. Or, if this is out of the question (as it is for objects at absolute-zero temperature, frictionless planes, etc.) or quite difficult, we must infer how such entities would behave from our
knowledge of relevant causal laws. In our case, the answer to our
question would be affirmative if the following rather abstract
lawful statement were true: a person's ethical attitudes are a
function of some (not necessarily specified) variables whose
values are not rendered completely determinate by a person
having the cognitive, physical, emotional, and attitudinal q~alifications we have mentioned. Let us call this statement the
"principle of the contingency of ethical attitudes." If this prin""
ciple is true, then qualified ethical disagreement is causally
possible.
What kinds of evidence in principle could decide for or against
the principle of contingency? Evidence for a form of the psychological theory of learning could decide, if the form implied
that ethical attitudes are a function of variables like past conditioning, which is at least partly independent of the qualifications
we have mentioned. The same thing can be said about evidence
for a general theory of attitudes. And, in fact, as we shall see
later, I am disposed to think that the currently best-attested
theories on these matters do have exactly this implication. But

let us ignore all this, for our question is whether anthropology can
help decide the issue.
Some kinds of anthropological material will not help us-in
particular, bare information about intercultural differences in
ethical opinion or attitude. But there is other evidence with
which the anthropologist might provide us which would prove
the principle of contingency-evidence that there are social
groups whose average members, although identical in respect to
the values of the variables of which our qualifications are one
specification (i.e., identical in beliefs about something, emotional states, etc.), nevertheless differ in relevant ethical atitudes.
We can see the decisiveness of such evidence if we reflect that, if
ethical attitudes were a function of these variables alone, then,
when the variables had the same values, the attitudes would be
the same. And therefore, if, contrariwise, the values of the variables are identical but the ethical attitudes are not the same, the
principle of contingency mu~t be true. 3
It would be a large order to expect the anthropologist to provide a rigorous demonstration of a complex relation of this sort
between two social groups. But he will have come satisfactorily
close to this remoter goal if he can do two things: (1) show that
there is basic variation of ethical attitude between two groups
(two groups may be said to "vary basically" in appreciation of
some form of conduct if [a] one group has a more strongly unfavorable attitude toward it than the other and [b] there is no
point of difference in the causally relevant factual beliefs of the
two groups about this form of conduct-that is, no point of difference in belief about the conduct such that, if either group at
the time came to agree on this point with the other group, it
would, at the same time, move closer to the other group in ethical
attitude toward this object); (2) show that there is no special
reason to think that there are causally relevant differences between the groups with respect to other variables of which our
qualifications are determinate values (physical, emotional, attitudinal, or cognitive). We must remember that, in the case of
groups, emotional and physical qualifications can be ignoredunless there is evidence for, say, group starvation or group neuro-
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sis. And any differences in attitudinal qualification in many instances can be shown to be quite irrelevant to the ethical attitude
being considered.
Thus the main job of the anthropologist, in this connection, is
to show us whether two groups ever differ basically in ethical
attitude when there are apparently no good grounds for attributing differences in ethical attitude to group differences in respect to our other qualifications.
We may wonder whether the methodologically minded anthropologist will feel able even to claim that he can establish a
fact of basic variation in attitude toward some form of conduct,
between two groups. This claim, however, quite definitely can
reasonably be made, for the anthropologist has to establish only
two comparative facts. He has to show, first, that one group has
a more strongly unfavorable ethical attitude toward some form
of conduct than another group. Behavioral criteria for such a
comparison can readily be derived from the list of types of evidence for statements about ethical attitudes given above (chap.
x): in particular, such criteria will include frequency of vigorous
condemnation, active steps taken to prevent or punish the behavior in question, and frequency of transgession of the rule in
comparable circumstances. Second, the anthropologist has to
establish identity of causally relevant beliefs. This task looks
more formidable, but it is capable of reasonably satisfactory
completion.
What evidence would justify our assertion of an identity of
causally relevant beliefs between two groups? We should have
such evidence right away if the ethical attitude in question could
be shown to be intrinsic-for an intrinsic attitude is one, by definition, to which no factual beliefs are causally relevant. But there
are apt to be difficulties either in establishing that an attitude is
intrinsic or in confirming comparative statements about intrinsic
attitudes. Therefore, it seems wise to ignore the whole question
of intrinsic attitudes. An apparently more practicable procedure
-the one actually used by me to determine congruence of factual beliefs between Hopi and a group of white students-:--is,
first, to inquire of members of both groups what facts about a

form of behavior they consider reasons for its being wrong and,
second, subsequently to verify whether each group accepts all
the factual points mentioned by members of the other. 4 There
are four possible results of such an inquiry: (1) No differences of
factual opinion are disclosed. (2) Suppose that group A disapproves something P more than does group B. And suppose,
further, that there is a point of difference in factual belief disclosed-some statement S which group B accepts and group A
rejects. But let us suppose that we know that believing S would
make any person disapprove P more than he otherwise would
have done. 6 (3) Or, again, suppose that some apparently relevant
statement S turns up which is a matter of disagreement between
the two groups. But suppose that we happen to know that belief
or disbelief in Sis causally irrelevant to the ethical convictions
of both societies. 6 (4) There are differences of factual beliefs of
kinds not covered by case 2 or case 3. An anthropologist is well
justified in assuming an identity of causally relevant factual beliefs between the two groups if either no differences are disclosed
(as in case 1) or the differences are reasonably classified under
cases 2 and 3. This is the assumption I shall make. 7
If this reasoning is correct, the anthropologist can do a great
deal to show whether we ought to accept the principle of contingency and, with it, the causal possibility of qualified ethical
disagreement.
Let us turn now to the second question with which this chapter is concerned: whether any known facts about the Hopi increase or diminish the tenability of ethical relativism. Let us consider whether we ought to claim that there is a basic variation of
ethical attitude between the Hopi and ourselves (or the whitestudent group examined).
If we survey the various topics that we have considered, we
shall pick as the most likely candidates attitudes toward intoxication, aggressive behavior, sexual relations between cousins
in the same clan, various other irregular sexual relations (fornication, rape, seduction of a child), and cruelty to animals. Do
Hopi share the white student's factual beliefs about these forms
of conduct?
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l. lntoxication.-Hopi have beliefs about damage to health
and the probabilities of getting into trouble which I think may
well account for their stronger disapproval of intoxication.
2. Aggression.-The Hopi have various distinctive beliefs
about serious consequences apt to be produced by aggression,
which, I shall later argue, are in fact causally relevant to their
ethical attitudes.
3. Sexual relations between cousins of the same clan.-The Hopi
offer almost no reasons at all in explanation of their strong disapproval of sexual relations between cousins of the same clan,
and, if we decided the issue wholly on the basis of the available
protocols, we should have to regard this topic as an example of
basic variation of ethical attitudes. But it would be foolish to
overlook the fact that in the Hopi conception this behavior involves persons who have lifelong associations, who regard each
other as related, who address each other by the terms applied to
real brother and real sister, who develop emotional attitudes toward each other in many cases quite similar to those developed
between brother and sister in a white American household, who
recognize various obligations to each other arising out of their
clan affiliation, and so on. This difference of attitude cannot be
claimed as a case of basic variation.
4. Rape, the seduction of a child, fornication.-Hopi take a
lenient view of most kinds of irregular sexual relations. Are their
factual beliefs identical with those of a white student?
The white American conception of both rape and the seduction
of a child differs from the Hopi conception, partly because of
psychological damage (shock, fear) supposed to have been done
to the woman or girl and partly, in the case of "statutory rape,"
on account of the white American belief that such an act takes
advantage of a girl before she has reached an age of discretion
and mature judgment.
Few Hopi regard fornication as wrong at all, so that we cannot get many "reasons" for their thinking it so. And, with one
exception (a grandfather of an illegitimate child who complained
about the support of possible offspring), Hopi who disapproved
of fornication gave no reason for their attitude beyond the asser-

tion that sexual relations outside marriage are immoral. Relative-1y few white students gave reasons for disapproval; either. But
those who did mentioned facts which sounded like serious issues
that may play a role in mature adult reflection: psychological ill
effects, the value of saving the sexual relation until after marriage, and the danger of promiscuity for monogamous institutions. (Only two students mentioned theological reasons, such as
being forbidden in the Bible.) There is another point of possible
difference we should not overlook. The Hopi are poor, their work
hard, their diversions few. It is quite possible that a white
American might revise his disapproval downward if he thought
of sex within this context.
Even in this area, then, we cannot make out a claim for basic
variation of ethical attitude, unless we can find grounds for treating the reasons of white students as causally irrelevant rationalizations.
5. Cruelty to animals.-Hopi disapproval of cruelty to animals
seems weaker than that of a large segment of white American
opinion. Moreover, where Hopi beliefs about animals differ from
white American beliefs, they are of a kind that one would have
expected to cause more concern about the welfare of animals,
not less. For Hopi do not regard animals as unconscious or insensitive; they rather regard them as closer to the human species
than does the average white man.
Cruelty to animals, then, seems to be behavior toward which
there is a basic difference of attitude between Hopi and white
Americans-a difference of attitude along with identity of factual beliefs. Does this fact prove the principle of contingency?
One may wonder whether there are not other differences between
the Hopi and white Americans which render such an inference
dubious. In particular, one may wonder if Hopi have the suffering of animals as clearly and vividly in mind as does the average
white American who objects to maltreatment of animals. Or it
might be argued that Hopi do not really have an equally strong
sentiment for human beings, for, if they did, they would also be
more interested in the suffering of animals than they are. 8 The
appraisal of these caveats may be left to the reader; but, if they
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are not sustained, then the Hopi attitude on this point seems to
prove the contingency of at least one ethical attitude, the causal
possibility of ethical disagreement, and the causal thesis of
relativism. 9
If our information about the Hopi appears to favor a relativistic theory, we must remember, too, that we have so defined
the causal thesis of relativism that, from one point of view, it is
comparatively easy to establish. For, according to our definition,
the causal ·possibility of any qualified ethical disagreement is sufficient to establish it-and this again can be inferred from the
contingency of any ethical attitude. But we might have defined
the causal thesis differently. We might have defined it so that
relativism is not true unless qualified ethical disagreement is
causally possible on many or most kinds of conduct-or can be
supported by evidence on important modes of conduct drawn
from many different societies. If one defined "relativism" in this
way, any appraisal of the theory would require a very broad use
of the resources of anthropology: one would have to consider
evidence about a large group of societies, about the extent to
which ethical principles can be claimed to be universal in all
cultures, about the long-run restrictions laid on ethical norms by
the requirements of social living.10 Moreover, there are advantages in this broader definition of "relativism"-provided that
the definition does not become so loose that we overlook the
rather sharp but theoretically important issue we have been discussing. The main advantage of such a broad definition is that
it would lead us to a wide survey of areas of agreement and difference. And, after all, it is worth while to have a view of the whole
range of fundamental agreements and differences about values
among different social groups. Indeed, it would be interesting to
know-a question we obviously could not touch here-whether
a world survey would disclose evidence of qualified ethical disagreement on only one topic or at most a few. Nor is this possibility merely a logical conceivability. For the processes that give
rise to ethical attitudes are probably complex, and it may well
be that the causal bases of some attitudes are quite different from
those of others. It may well he, for instance, that the processes
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which produce attitudes toward sexual behavior are quite d~stinct from those which giv.e rise to attitudes toward murder, dishonesty, and injustice.
.
.
Dwelling perpetually on the differences between Hopi attitudes and our own is apt to create a false impression. In order
to avoid this, I conclude this chapter with a list of p~inciples
accepted by the Hopi, most of which are similar to princi~les ~ccepted in the Western tradition. 11 This list may possibly mcli~e
us to suppose that there is more similarity in attitude than, m
fact, there is; and we do well to remind ourselves that mutu_al
acceptance of a principle does not exclude marked differences m
the intensities of the corresponding attitudes.
In the list which follows, some principles are probably stated
with an i~appropriate degree of generality; I have had simply to
guess at this. The list also contains some principles relevant to
the praiseworthiness and blameworthiness of acts and hardly to
their being wrong in the sense of "obligatory not to do." The
grouping is, of course, rather arbitrary.
I. Obligations arising from consequences
1. One is obligated to avoid injuring other sentient beings.
Thus one should not be mean to children or cruel to animals, gossip maliciously, or drive a car ~nder ~he_ influence of liquor. One should have no part m pumshmg an
innocent man.
2. There is an obligation not to injure one's self. Frequent
intoxication is wrong because it has a bad influence on
health.
3. One ought to prom~te the welfare of others when one
can. Thus one should help one's neighbors in time of
need; one should be hospitable to strangers; one should
be generous with food.
II. Obligations toward special individuals
.
1. There are various obligations to persons related to one m
various ways: to support one's parents in their old age;
to support, give advice and assistance to one's children;
etc. There are special obligations of assistance between
friends and neighbors.
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2. Promises must be kept, whether explicit or implicit.
3. Explicit agreements to perform a certain service in return for a service rendered must be honored unless one
is released or the other party has not fulfilled his end of
the agreement.
4. One should express one's gratitude for benefits received
by making a suitable return. Food gifts, help in time of
emergency, etc., should be repaid in some measure. Thus
a woman who commits adultery is particularly ungrateful, since her husband works so hard for her.
5. There is an obligation to respect certain recognized
spheres of authority, especially over property. One may
n~t ~ake or use the property of another without his perm1ss10n. One may not perform a ceremony belonging to
another. A man and his wife belong to each other; therefore, each has exclusive claims to the other's body. One
may not gamble with money to which others (wife and
children) have a claim. (The Hopi also think that first
arrivals-here, the Bear clan:--have a right to ownership
of land.)
6. There are obligations of reparation. If one's son kills a
neighbor'_s chicken, one is bound to replace it. In general,
a person ts expected to repair damage of which he or his
agents are the voluntary cause or a cause through
negligence.
III. Obligations of justice
1. Punishment is proper for deliberate actions of certain
~orts. For instance, a person who deliberately kills or injures another person should be treated in kind.
2. Distributions of goods among claimants should be equal
when there are no relevant causes for inequality. Thus
the distribution of sheep among the children after a
man:s dea.t~ should be equal, except that, by II, 5, a
~~n s dec1s1on about the disposal of his property is dec1s1ve; by II, 4, a larger share should go to a boy who has
helped with herding; and, by I, 3, larger shares in general
should go to sons, on account of need.

Ethical Relativism and Anthropology

249

3. A person should be rewarded for useful sacrifices or services, particularly (a) hard work, (b) dangerous work,
(c) important services, (d) services requiring special
ability or training. For instance, a man who plants an
orchard is granted special rights to have it passed on to
his children even when it is located on clan land. Again,
Hopi say that, since a woman bears the children, she
should be favored in matters like house-ownership.
IV. Miscellaneous obligations
1. One ought to speak the truth. Gossip, boasting, and talebearing are less defensible if what is said is not true.
2. One ought not to perform "unnatural" actions, such as
having sexual relations with animals.
3. One ought not to have sexual intimacies before the age
of eighteen.
4. One ought not to have sexual relations with anyone but
one's wife or intended wife.
5. One should not express opinions about the private concerns of other persons (if nonrelatives).
6. One ought not to put one's self forward or seek to gain
esteem for one's self.
7. One ought never to interfere in a person's decisions about
what he will do with his possessions, including ceremonies; about whether he is fit to participate in a ceremony; about whether he should accept an office; about
whether he shouldjoin a war party; about relations with
his own children; about his sexual life (when no third
party is injured). We might call this a ''p~inciple of Hopi
individualism." In general, decisions within the sphere
of a person's recognized authority are his own private
business.
8. One ought not to produce loss of rational control of one's
conduct, e.g., by getting drunk.
V. Principles of praise and blame
1. An agent is not blameworthy if his action was unintentional. For instance, a young child might push another
off a roof, and the victim might die, but the child would
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not be blamed. (But some reparation by the family
would be proper.)
2. Motives affect blameworthiness. Thus rape is less serious
if the boy desires to marry the girl. Tale bearing has a
different moral value according to whether the agent
is malevolent.
3. A person cannot be blamed if he acts under the influence \
of uncontrollable passion. If two persons really cannot
restrain their sexual desires, they cannot be condemned.
A man cannot be blamed for attacking someone whom
he discovers in an adulterous act with his wife.
4. A person's blameworthiness increases if he injures someone who cannot defend himself. Thus it is worse for the
owner of a store to cheat a child than to short-change an
adult who is able to look after his own affairs. 12

Part V
SOME PATTERNS OF CULTURAL
PROCESS
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Hotevilla store sold four dozen contraceptives in 1947. These are uscdj
only by the more sophisticated young men, who wish to avoid beingJ;
forced into marriage.
',
5. Some Hopi say that formerly the girls saw the boys only at nigh.th/:
through the hole in the wall and at katcina dances. And it is true that ':B,
formerly there was more supervision. Nevertheless, the report of th~i/
Hopi is false. There were numerous opportunities for contact: while)~
practicing for the Butterfly or Buffalo dance, while playing games atJ
night in the kivas, at rabbit hunts, at times when the springs w~; I:
cleaned, in the evenings during the days of the Snake and Flute dances,i,i
at serenades after the katcina dances, and so on.
•
6. One informant says the presentation of these garments by thet:bridegroom and his kinsmen is a payment for the child by the clan of:
the groom, whose "child" it now becomes.
7. Some informants say that formerly a boy "was not allowed toi'
touch the skirt of an unmarried girl." This is a reference to an oJ
saying that if a young man touched the tassel of the special garmen
of an unmarried girl, he could be "forced," that is, he would be u
the same obligation to marry her as if he had made her pregnant.
and D believe, however, that this was just a saying to scare the hof$,l.l}
and no one recalled any marriage having been "forced" in such cir... '.i
cum stances.
The report of a visitor among the Hopi in 1828 supports the viewi11
that customs were stricter at a former time. G. C. Yount wrote~ " person of either sex detected in unchaste conduct, is forthwith banish
and forever regarded as an outcast" (quoted in Heizer (1942], p. 195)
8. Stephen (1929), p. 3.
9. F, a woman, says that when an unmarried girl becomes pregnan
the women begin to say, "Whose little monkey is it?" Titiev and F
Eggan assert that the girl's identification of the father now usuall
means little and that the women invariably claim that such identific
tions are erroneous. See Titiev (1944), p. 31.
10. On the whole subject of behavior, present and past, see Sim
mons (1942), pp. 268-69, 281; Titiev (1944), p. 42; Wallis (1936), pp. i'
17; Curtis (1922), p. 186; Voth (1905), pp. 10, 16; Stephen (1929), p. 3~
11. Titiev (1944, p. 191) reports that in a certain ceremony o '
person may say to another, "You've been having a good time wi
s0-and-so," and that although this may surprise the husband, who .
present, it is bad form for him to take offense. I do not think this sho
that he may not be deeply hurt.
12. According to informant A, "there is no promise of fidelity in
Hopi ceremony. But it is stronger, because it is for the next worl~·,
When your hair is washed together, it's like one body. The first wom~
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will be your wife in the next world. Neither one is supposed to sleep
with anyone else."
13. See Simmons (1942), pp. 213, 282.
14. Curtis (1922), pp. 186-87.
15. E. and P. Beaglehole (1935-)~ p. 60.
16. Hopi seemed to think the statement "They're of the same blood"
a very final kind of explanation. When further questioning about why
this is important was attempted, informants appeared baffled.
Comments less indicative of strong feeling were to the effect that
such conduct, if known about, would impair the girl's marriage prospects and that the same man would be both father and grandfather of
the children, a fact that would be a source of much confusion.
17. See Titiev (1944), pp. 33-36; Fred Eggan (1933), p. 79.
CHAPTER XIV
1. Some of them had probably seen the railroad camps and the
treatment of Navahos, who were given wood alcohol and knifed or
robbed while they were unconscious.
2. See Parsons (1939), p. 23; G. P. Winship (1896), p. 518; E. and P.
Beaglehole (1935), p. 65.
3. This is not mere rumor. One informant's husband died from this
cause.
4. See Simmons (1942), pp. 55, 62-63, 227, 229, 253, 265; E. and P.
Beaglehole (1935), p. 43; Parsons (1922), p. 272; Fewkes (1897), p. 189;
Stephen (1936), p. 939. Dennis (1940, pp. 111-12) says there is no
evidence of intentional cruelty or sadistic pleasure in the behavior of
children toward animals.
5. Cf. Simmons (1942), p. 63, for a similar case.
6. This sport consists in burying a chicken in the sand up to the neck.
Competitors then ride by at full speed and try to pull the chicken out
of the ground by grabbing it by the neck. After the chicken is pulled
out of the ground, there is a fight for the body, and competitors come
off with such pieces as they are able to pull away from the one who
has possession of it. This sport is not indigenous to the Hopi; it seems
to be played by them only when visiting, e.g., the Navaho. I believe
that it is Spanish in origin.
7. B seems unusually kindhearted. He says he can hardly bear to
kill sheep, and only pride prevents him from asking others to take
over this job: "When I have to kill a sheep I put my arm around him,
and say; 'Well, you're here for our use, and it's best to eat you now.
Maybe someday we can get together again in a better world.' " But
another observer has informed the writer that she has seen B throw a
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cat against the wall of his house for fun, making it mew with pain an
fear, while he laughs uproariously. He also maltreats other small
mals, e.g., kicks dogs and pulls their tails.
8. See Stephen (1936), p. 554.
.
. 9. These animals are very poorly fed. But the Hopi have little ti,;,
give them.
:
10. Some Hopi also have unfavorable views of the behavior of w · .;
people! One informant was shocked at seeing a white man kill a chic ·
by whirling the body so that the head was snapped off. instead of
moving the head with an ax. Cf. also Stephen (1936), p.' 939.
!.·\
. 11. This is an example of how a Hopi may use dream data to clari
his thoughts about the afterworld. My impression was that this wo
was not sure just how seriously she ought to take her dreams.
12. _This, of course, do~s not imply that some did not "take pity" a'
the anunals before that tune; there was testimony of this.
1
13. Winship (1896), p. 518; see the table in Titiev (1944), p. 196. /
14. See Simmons (1942), pp. 51, 180, 221, 272, 276; Titiev (19,U
pp. 18, 25; E. and P. Beaglehole (1935), pp. 47-48.
15. Cf. Simmons (1942), p. 53; Parsons (1939), p. 23; Curtis (1922
p. 42; Vo~h (1905), p. 28. The Hopi children used to say, when th
parents said they had had enough, "Is there a famine now?"
·
16. E. Beaglehole _(1937), p. 12; E. and P. Beaglehole (1935), p. 6 .
17. Stephen (1936}, p. 246.
·
·.
18. Winship (1896), p. 518.
19. In 1947 very few apricots matured. One man in Old Oraibi h
practically the only ones. These disappeared the night before the
he intended to pick them.
20. Dennis (1940), pp. 179 ff.
· 21. See Curtis (1922), pp. 49, 50, 213. For other legendary indic
tions see Voth (1905), pp. 164-66, 194-95, 205, 213, 223, 241.
.
22. See Titiev (1942), p. 554; Kennard (1937), p. 495; Parsp ·
(1939), pp. 84, 107; E. and P. Beaglehole (1935), pp. 9, 42, 60; Simmo ·
(1942), pp. 315 and 290.
'
23. Simmons (1942), p. 283; Stephen (1936), pp. 824, 997, 1002. '
also chap. xi, sec. 3 and n. 3.
>
24. E. and P. Beaglehole (1935), p. 60; also Simmons (1942), p. 35
25. See Simmons (1942), p. 308; also Spencer (1899), p. 37. One ..
my informants said: "It's a nuisance. Such people are general
troublemakers and come from a bad clan."

an·

i

I'

CHAPTER XV
1. Eighteen stories were used. Some of them were borrowed
adapted from Sharp (1908 and 1928) and from Sharp and Otto (1909
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Data about informants' comments on nine of these are reported here.
2. Some typical Hopi beliefs are expressed by the remarks of D
about (1) the relative strength, mental or physical, of man and woman;
(2) death from disappointment; and (3) inability to forget the first love.
(By Hopi conceptions a man's first wife is his in the afterlife. Hopi
say people very often, if they have been divorced, return to their first
wives before the end.)
3. Colton (1934), p. 23; Beaglehole (1937), p. 80; Parsons (1939),
p. 77; Nequatewa (1933). The same thing is true, to a considerable
extent, in relations between individuals in white society.
4. The Hopi sometimes put pressure on a person who shirks his
obligations; this situation is one example. The writer once was present
when a Hopi forbade his wife to attend a wedding in Shumopavi, on
the ground that her relatives· had neglected obligations at weddings
in their family. There is some evidence of the same thing in Hopi
customs, described below, relative to helping with farm work.
5. There is a close factual analogue to this story. One young man in
Oraibi some years ago went to a friend and suggested that they trade
horses. The second man agreed. A year later the second man clearly
had come out the better, and the first one went and demanded that he
trade back in return for $5.00. A dispute arose, which, according to the
second man, was taken before the Oraibi chief, who decided there was
no obligation to trade back, because the first man had initiated the
transaction.
6. I do not know how far Hopi answers were influenced here by their
understanding of the word "friend." The Hopi may not have friends
in our sense; their "friendship" is an arrangement involving mutual
rights to hospitality. See chap. iii, sec. 2.
7. Meaning Indian Service physicians.
CHAPTER XVI
1. See Duncker (1939); Asch (1953).
2. By a "maximal set" is meant the largest set of qualifications we
can think of that may reasonably be claimed to be involved in the
analysis of ethical statements. This means that the relativist cannot
well arrange in advance a demonstration which will apply to some
qualification, which some ingenious person might reasonably put forward, and· which the relativist has never thought of. The adequacy of
the relativist's proof depends on the adequacy of the set of qualifications
he has considered.
3. It may be asked whether there is anything here that the anthropologist can do which in principle cannot be done just by comparing
the ethical attitudes of two individuals. The answer is, in principle,
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"~o." But it is a great deal more important to show that groups.~.
differ.
4. No in~ividu_al ·can b<: e~pected t~ mention all the beliefs causally,
related to his ethic~ conviction. ~ut 1t ~eems not implausible to sup+·. · .
pose tha~ causally unportant beliefs will usually be mentioned by 'J
someone m the group. Of course we should take mto account any iq.. ·'
formation we happen to have about the apparently relevant belief•. ·
of a group.
_5. For instance, suppose that group A disapproves cruelty to ..
anunals more than B. And let us suppose that members of group B haves
a very definite belief that animals have a rich conscious life and experi- ·
ence pain-a belief either rejected or only vaguely held by members ofi.
group A. We s!10uld expect this belief to make a person disapprov,.
of cruelty to anunals more than he otherwise would have done.
,
6. I sh~ll not attempt to specify how we could know this. But wcL
ca_n mention a number of examples of beliefs which, obviously, w•\'
might e;xpect to be relevant causally to ethical differences between
ourselves and the Hopi: "A person can die of shame, grief., or worry''•.'
"A
,.c.
person you offen~ ~~y
~ witch and ~ause serio~s consequence~(
for
or your f~1~r ; Neither party IS harmed Ill any way b)ts:;
formcat1on or rape ; Members of a clan are related"; "A divorced/
woman or an unmarried mother will have no difficulty in getting a'
husband"; "Suicide is not opposed to God's laws"· "You have not
.
' drinks is apt."
promised
sexual fidelity to your spouse"; "A man who
to get into trouble and will likely drink so much it will affect his health"•::
"A person will hardly enter the afterworld if he is not married in
Hopi way." Many of these differences in belief correspond with actu~f
differences in the circumstances of life.
··
7. Yet I am inclined to wonder whether this formulation does not
stack the cards against the rela_ti~ist. For I cannot help wonderins
whether persons adept at verbahzmg are not apt to mention variouJ
reasons which have little or no dynamic significance for them. Are no(
skilful debaters apt to menti~n points ~hey thi~k may conceivably·
m~ve someone ~lse to. agree with them, 1rrespect1ve of whether th~.
pomts make serious difference to them? But it would be a mistake to
go very far in classifying ethical "reasons" as rationalizations.
(
. 8. One might also object that our original list of qualifications
unproperly drawn, that it should have included having a favora}j
sentiment toward all sentient beings as such, to the degree to whi
they are thought capable of experiencing pleasure and pain. Such ad
objector would then argue that the Hopi attitude toward animaJji
simply proves them to be relatively bad moral judges.
\
It is important to notice that, if we had used a smaller set of qualifi.,
cations-one excluding clarity and vividness of beliefs, and impartiali~\

(including a strong and equal sentiment for all human beings)-the
present case would decisively prove the principle of contingency.
9. There are other topics on which less adequate information is
available but which warrant mention as further possible topics toward
which there is basic variation in attitude: (a) White students report
disapproval of lustfulness, sensuality, and "lack of self-eontrol" in
sexual activity; the Hopi do not disapprove much of lustfulness (nuvo),
nor do they have an ideal of self-discipline in sex. (b) Very possibly Hopi
disapprove more strongly the use of force or attempts to persuade
a person to do or think something in agreement with the persuader.
(c) Possibly Hopi regard a promise to a dead man as less binding
than one made to the living, who can check on how well a promise
is kept.
·
10. Examples of discussions of anthropological material with such
a broad interest are Linton (1952) and MacBeath (1952).
11. In my opinion, many if not most of the corresponding attitudes
are at least partly intrinsic-a judgment based partly on Hopi .inability to give further reasons for their views and partly on my impression that the reasons offered by no means account adequately for
the attitudes. But this is merely a suggestion.
12. The reader may find it helpful to compare this list with the
analysis of common-sense ethical principles typical of Britain, in Sidgwick (1922), Book III. See also Ross (1930, 19~9).
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CHAPTER XVII
1. See Crissman (1942) and Buck (1936-37). Sometimes we have the
impression that group opinion has changed, when closer scrutiny would
show that the impression arises from our having moved from contact
with one group to affiliation with a different one.
2. About intoxication, chap. xiv; cruelty to animals, chap. xiv;
promiscuous sexual relations before marriage, chap. xiii; sexual relations with a clan "relative," chap. xiii; gambling, chap. xiv; wastefulness, chap. xiv; and the influence of the family on the matrimonial
plans of young people, chap. xi. In some of these instances the change
has thus far affected only a limited group, such as the young people.
This is true, for instance, of the appraisals of intoxication and drinking
alcohol generally. For a wider persp~ctive see Fred Eggan (1950), esp.
·
pp. 123-38.
3. On account of differences in intensity of disapproval between more
and less progressive groups, if we regard as more progressive the young
men, men as contrasted with women, store-0wners, and inhabitants of
New Oraibi. There is, to my mind, some question about this identification of "more progressive" groups, and this fact is one reason why I
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