CULTURAL RELATIVISM ACADEMIC

UNDERSTANDING CULTURAL RELATIVISM IN ACADEMIA

CULTURAL RELATIVISM ACADEMIC INQUIRY IS A CORNERSTONE OF MODERN SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HUMANITIES, OFFERING A
POWERFUL LENS THROUGH WHICH TO EXAMINE THE DIVERSE TAPESTRY OF HUMAN SOCIETIES. |T CHALLENGES ETHNOCENTRIC
PERSPECTIVES BY ASSERTING THAT BELIEFS, VALUES, AND PRACTICES SHOULD BE UNDERSTOOD WITHIN THEIR OWN CULTURAL
CONTEXT, RATHER THAN BEING JUDGED AGAINST THE STANDARDS OF ANOTHER. THIS APPROACH IS CRUCIAL FOR FOSTERING
CROSS-CULTURAL UNDERSTANDING, ENABLING NUANCED RESEARCH, AND APPRECIATING THE INHERENT COMPLEXITIES OF HUMAN
BEHAVIOR ACROSS THE GLOBE. T HIS COMPREHENSIVE ARTICLE WILL DELVE INTO THE PHILOSOPHICAL UNDERPINNINGS,
APPLICATIONS, AND CRITIQUES OF CULTURAL RELATIVISM WITHIN ACADEMIC DISCOURSE. WE WILL EXPLORE ITS HISTORICAL
DEVELOPMENT, ITS IMPACT ON VARIOUS DISCIPLINES, AND THE ONGOING DEBATES SURROUNDING ITS ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS.
UNDERSTANDING CULTURAL RELATIVISM ACADEMIC PRINCIPLES IS ESSENTIAL FOR ANYONE ENGAGING WITH GLOBAL STUDIES,
ANTHROPOLOGY, SOCIOLOGY, AND BEYOND.
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THEe PHILOSoPHICAL RooTs oF CULTURAL RELATIVISM

THE INTELLECTUAL JOURNEY TOWARD UNDERSTANDING CULTURAL RELATIVISM CAN BE TRACED BACK TO ENLIGHTENMENT
THINKERS WHO BEGAN QUESTIONING UNIVERSAL TRUTHS AND EMBRACING A MORE EMPIRICAL APPROACH TO UNDERSTANDING THE
\WORLD. PHILOSOPHERS LIKE DAVID HUME, WITH HIS EMPHASIS ON EMPIRICAL OBSERVATION AND SKEPTICISM TOW ARDS
ABSOLUTE MORAL PRINCIPLES, LAID SOME OF THE GROUND\X ORK. LATER, THINKERS LIKE FRANZ BOAS, OFTEN CONSIDERED THE
FATHER OF AMERICAN ANTHROPOLOGY, CHAMPIONED THE IDEA THAT CULTURES ARE UNIQUE AND MUST BE STUDIED ON THEIR
OWN TERMS. BOAS ARGUED VEHEMENTLY AGAINST THE PREVAILING EVOLUTIONARY THEORIES OF HIS TIME, WHICH OFTEN RANKED
CULTURES IN A HIERARCHICAL ORDER, WITH \WESTERN SOCIETIES AT THE APEX. HIS ETHNOGRAPHIC WORK UNDERSCORED THE
IMPORTANCE OF UNDERSTANDING INDIGENOUS CULTURES FROM AN INSIDER'S PERSPECTIVE, FREE FROM PRECONCEIVED W/ESTERN



BIASES. THIS SHIFT IN PERSPECTIVE WAS REVOLUTIONARY, MOVING AWAY FROM JUDGING OTHER CULTURES AS “PRIMITIVE” OR
"BACKWARD” TO APPRECIATING THEIR INTERNAL LOGIC AND COHERENCE.

THE INTELLECTUAL CLIMATE OF THE LATE 19TH AND EARLY 20TH CENTURIES WAS RIPE FOR A MORE NUANCED UNDERSTANDING
OF HUMAN DIVERSITY. AS GLOBAL EXPLORATION AND COLONIAL EXPANSION INCREASED, SO DID ENCOUNTERS WITH VASTLY
DIFFERENT WAYS OF LIFE. ACADEMICS GRAPPLED WITH HOW TO RECONCILE THESE DIFFERENCES. THE PREVAILING PARADIGMS
OFTEN IMPOSED W/ESTERN FRAMEW ORKS ONTO NON-\W/ESTERN SOCIETIES, LEADING TO MISINTERPRETATIONS AND THE
PATHOLOGIZING OF DIVERSE PRACTICES. CULTURAL RELATIVISM EMERGED AS A CRITICAL CORRECTIVE, ADVOCATING FOR A
SUSPENSION OF JUDGMENT AND AN EMBRACE OF CONTEXTUAL UNDERSTANDING. |T WAS NOT MERELY AN ACADEMIC EXERCISE, IT
WAS A PROFOUND ETHICAL AND EPISTEMOLOGICAL STANCE THAT AIMED TO DECENTER W/ESTERN PERSPECTIVES AND RECOGNIZE
THE VALIDITY OF DIVERSE CULTURAL EXPRESSIONS. THIS PHILOSOPHICAL AW AKENING SPURRED SIGNIFICANT METHODOLOGICAL
AND THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENTS ACROSS THE SOCIAL SCIENCES.

DerINING CULTURAL ReLATIVISM: KEY TENETS

ATITS CORE, CULTURAL RELATIVISM IS THE PRINCIPLE THAT AN INDIVIDUAL'S BELIEFS AND ACTIVITIES SHOULD BE UNDERSTOOD
BY OTHERS IN TERMS OF THAT INDIVIDUAL'S OWN CULTURE. |T POSITS THAT THERE ARE NO UNIVERSAL STANDARDS OF
MORALITY, TRUTH, OR BEAUTY THAT APPLY TO ALL CULTURES AT ALL TIMES. |NSTEAD, EACH CULTURE POSSESSES ITS OWN
UNIQUE SET OF VALUES, NORMS, AND PRACTICES THAT ARE RELATIVE TO ITS SPECIFIC HISTORICAL, SOCIAL, AND
ENVIRONMENTAL CONTEXT. THIS MEANS THAT WHAT MIGHT BE CONSIDERED RIGHT OR WRONG, GOOD OR BAD, NORMAL OR
ABNORMAL IN ONE CULTURE COULD BE ENTIRELY DIFFERENT IN ANOTHER. THIS PERSPECTIVE ENCOURAGES RESEARCHERS AND
OBSERVERS TO MOVE BEYOND THEIR OWN CULTURAL ASSUMPTIONS AND TO STRIVE FOR AN EMIC PERSPECTIVE — UNDERSTANDING
A CULTURE FROM THE INSIDE, AS ITS MEMBERS PERCEIVE IT.

SEVERAL KEY TENETS UNDERPIN THE CONCEPT OF CULTURAL RELATIVISM. FIRSTLY, THERE IS THE IDEA OF CULTURAL
PARTICULARITY, WHICH HIGHLIGHTS THE UNIQUE HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT AND SPECIFIC CHARACTERISTICS OF EACH CULTURE.
SECONDLY, THE PRINCIPLE OF INTERDEPENDENCE OF CULTURAL TRAITS SUGGESTS THAT VARIOUS ASPECTS OF A
CULTURE—SUCH AS ITS ECONOMY, RELIGION, AND SOCIAL STRUCTURE—ARE INTERCONNECTED AND INFLUENCE ONE ANOTHER.
FINALLY, AND PERHAPS MOST IMPORTANTLY FOR ACADEMIC STUDY, IS THE TENET OF METHODOLOGICAL NEUTRALITY. THIS
ENCOURAGES RESEARCHERS TO SUSPEND THEIR OWN VALUE JUDGMENTS AND BIASES WHEN STUDYING ANOTHER CULTURE, AIMING
FOR OBJECTIVITY AND UNDERSTANDING RATHER THAN CRITIQUE. THIS IS NOT TO SAY THAT ALL PRACTICES ARE MORALLY
EQUIVALENT, BUT RATHER THAT THEIR MORAL OR SOCIAL SIGNIFICANCE CAN ONLY BE GRASPED BY EXAMINING THEM WITHIN THEIR
SPECIFIC CULTURAL MATRIX. IT’S LIKE TRYING TO UNDERSTAND A CHESS MOVE WITHOUT KNOWING THE RULES OF CHESS — IT’S
IMPOSSIBLE TO GRASP ITS SIGNIFICANCE.

ETHICAL RELATIVISM VS. METHODOLOGICAL RELATIVISM

[T IS CRUCIAL TO DISTINGUISH BETWEEN ETHICAL RELATIVISM AND METHODOLOGICAL RELATIVISM, AS THESE ARE OFTEN
CONFLATED, LEADING TO SIGNIFICANT MISUNDERSTANDINGS OF CULTURAL RELATIVISM'S ACADEMIC APPLICATION. ETHICAL
RELATIVISM IS A PHILOSOPHICAL STANCE THAT ASSERTS THAT MORAL JUDGMENTS ARE TRUE OR FALSE ONLY RELATIVE TO SOME
PARTICULAR STANDPOINT (FOR INSTANCE, THAT OF A CULTURE OR A HISTORICAL PERIOD) AND THAT NO STANDPOINT IS
UNIQUELY PRIVILEGED OVER ALL OTHERS. IN ESSENCE, IT SUGGESTS THAT THERE ARE NO UNIVERSAL MORAL TRUTHS. THIS CAN
LEAD TO THE PROBLEMATIC CONCLUSION THAT ANY ACTION, NO MATTER HOW ABHORRENT FROM AN OUTSIDER'S PERSPECTIVE,
IS MORALLY ACCEPTABLE WITHIN ITS OWN CULTURAL CONTEXT.

METHODOLOGICAL RELATIVISM, ON THE OTHER HAND, IS A RESEARCH STRATEGY ADOPTED BY SCHOLARS, PARTICULARLY
ANTHROPOLOGISTS. |T IS NOT A STATEMENT ABOUT MORALITY BUT A TOOL FOR ACHIEVING A MORE ACCURATE AND
EMPATHETIC UNDERSTANDING OF OTHER CULTURES. METHODOLOGICAL RELATIVISM REQUIRES RESEARCHERS TO TEMPORARILY
SUSPEND THEIR O\WN MORAL JUDGMENTS AND ASSUMPTIONS TO UNDERSTAND A PRACTICE OR BELIEF FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF
THE PEOPLE WHO HOLD IT. THIS ALLOWS FOR A DEEPER, MORE OBJECTIVE ANALYSIS OF CULTURAL PHENOMENA WITHOUT
NECESSARILY CONDONING OR CONDEMNING THEM. FOR INSTANCE, AN ANTHROPOLOGIST STUDYING A RITUALISTIC SACRIFICE
WOULD USE METHODOLOGICAL RELATIVISM TO UNDERSTAND THE BELIEFS, SOCIAL FUNCTIONS, AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF



THAT PRACTICE, EVEN IF THEY PERSONALLY FIND IT DISTURBING. THE GOAL IS TO UNDERSTAND WHY IT IS PRACTICED, NOT
NECESSARILY TO AGREE THAT IT SHOULD BE PRACTICED.

CULTURAL RELATIVISM IN ANTHROPOLOGICAL RESEARCH

ANTHROPOLOGY, PERHAPS MORE THAN ANY OTHER DISCIPLINE, OWES A PROFOUND DEBT TO THE PRINCIPLES OF CULTURAL
RELATIVISM. FRANZ BOAS AND HIS STUDENTS, SUCH AS RUTH BENEDICT AND MARGARET MEADI WERE INSTRUMENTAL IN
ESTABLISHING CULTURAL RELATIVISM AS A FOUNDATIONAL CONCEPT IN THE FIELD. THEY ARGUED THAT TO TRULY UNDERSTAND
A CULTURE, ONE MUST IMMERSE ONESELF IN IT, OBSERVE ITS PRACTICES FIRSTHAND, AND INTERPRET THEM THROUGH THE LENS OF
THE PEOPLE WHO LIVE IT. THIS ETHNOGRAPHIC APPROACH, WHICH EMPHASIZES PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION AND IN-DEPTH
INTERVIEWS, IS DIRECTLY INFORMED BY THE RELATIVISTIC COMMITMENT TO CONTEXTUAL UNDERSTANDING.

THE APPLICATION OF CULTURAL RELATIVISM IN ANTHROPOLOGY HAS LED TO A RICH BODY OF RESEARCH THAT CHALLENGES
W/ESTERN ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT HUMAN NATURE, SOCIAL ORGANIZATION, AND PSYCHOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT. For EXAMPLE,
STUDIES ON KINSHIP SYSTEMS, MARRIAGE PRACTICES, AND GENDER ROLES ACROSS DIVERSE SOCIETIES HAVE REVEALED A FAR
GREATER VARIETY THAN PREVIOUSLY IMAGINED. RATHER THAN VIEWING DEVIATIONS FROM W/ESTERN NORMS AS DEFICIENCIES,
ANTHROPOLOGISTS USING A RELATIVISTIC APPROACH SEE THEM AS VARIATIONS THAT REFLECT DIFFERENT CULTURAL
SOLUTIONS TO UNIVERSAL HUMAN CHALLENGES. THIS HAS FOSTERED A MORE RESPECTFUL AND ACCURATE PORTRAYAL OF
GLOBAL CULTURES, MOVING AWAY FROM ETHNOCENTRIC DEPICTIONS TOW ARDS NUANCED AND HOLISTIC UNDERSTANDINGS. IT
ALLOWS US TO SEE THE BRILLIANCE AND LOGIC IN PRACTICES THAT MIGHT INITIALLY SEEM ALIEN OR EVEN ILLOGICAL.

SocloLoGICAL APPLICATIONS OF CULTURAL RELATIVISM

SOCIOLOGY ALSO BENEFITS IMMENSELY FROM THE INSIGHTS PROVIDED BY CULTURAL RELATIVISM, PARTICULARLY IN ITS STUDY
OF SOCIAL STRUCTURES, INSTITUTIONS, AND GROUP BEHAVIORS. SOCIOLOGISTS OFTEN ENCOUNTER DIVERSE SUBCULTURES
WITHIN A LARGER SOCIETY, EACH WITH ITS OWN UNIQUE NORMS, VALUES, AND BELIEFS. APPLYING A RELATIVISTIC PERSPECTIVE
ALLOWS SOCIOLOGISTS TO ANALYZE THESE GROUPS WITHOUT IMMEDIATE JUDGMENT, SEEKING TO UNDERSTAND THE SOCIAL
FORCES THAT HAVE SHAPED THEIR DISTINCT IDENTITIES AND PRACTICES. THIS IS CRUCIAL FOR UNDERSTANDING SOCIAL
COHESION, CONFLICT, AND CHANGE WITHIN COMPLEX SOCIETIES.

CONSIDER THE STUDY OF CRIME AND DEVIANCE, OR THE ANALYSIS OF DIFFERENT FAMILY STRUCTURES. A PURELY UNIVERSALISTIC
APPROACH MIGHT DEEM CERTAIN BEHAVIORS OR FAMILY ARRANGEMENTS AS INHERENTLY PROBLEMATIC. HO\WEVER, A
SOCIOLOGIST EMPLOYING CULTURAL RELATIVISM WOULD SEEK TO UNDERSTAND THE SOCIAL CONTEXTS, HISTORICAL
INFLUENCES, AND FUNCTIONAL ASPECTS OF THESE PHENOMENA WITHIN THEIR SPECIFIC CULTURAL SUBGROUPS. THIS LEADS TO
MORE SOPHISTICATED ANALYSES OF SOCIAL INEQUALITY, CULTURAL ADAPTATION, AND THE WAYS IN WHICH SOCIAL NORMS
ARE CONSTRUCTED AND CONTESTED. IT HELPS US APPRECIATE THAT WHAT CONSTITUTES A “NORMAL” FAMILY OR AN

“ ACCEPTABLE” BEHAVIOR IS OFTEN A SOCIAL CONSTRUCT, VARYING SIGNIFICANTLY FROM ONE GROUP TO ANOTHER, AND NOT A
FIXED, UNIVERSAL TRUTH.

CrRITIQUES AND CHALLENGES OF CULTURAL RELATIVISM

DESPITE ITS VITAL CONTRIBUTIONS TO ACADEMIC UNDERSTANDING, CULTURAL RELATIVISM IS NOT WITHOUT ITS CRITICS AND
INHERENT CHALLENGES. ONE OF THE MOST PERSISTENT CRITICISMS IS THE CONCERN THAT IT CAN LEAD TO A FORM OF MORAL
PARALYSIS, WHERE EGREGIOUS HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES ARE EXCUSED OR TOLERATED SIMPLY BECAUSE THEY ARE PART OF A
CULTURE'S TRADITIONS. IF ALL CULTURAL PRACTICES ARE DEEMED EQUALLY VALID WITHIN THEIR OWN CONTEXT, HOW CAN ONE
CONDEMN PRACTICES LIKE SLAVERY, FEMALE GENITAL MUTILATION, OR GENOCIDE? THIS TENSION BETWEEN RESPECTING CULTURAL
DIVERSITY AND UPHOLDING UNIVERSAL HUMAN RIGHTS IS PERHAPS THE MOST SIGNIFICANT ETHICAL HURDLE FOR CULTURAL
RELATIVISM.



ANOTHER CHALLENGE LIES IN THE DIFFICULTY OF DEFINING WHAT CONSTITUTES A DISTINCT “CULTURE.” IN AN INCREASINGLY
GLOBALIZED WORLD, CULTURES ARE NOT DISCRETE, STATIC ENTITIES BUT ARE FLUID, INTERCONNECTED, AND CONSTANTLY
EVOLVING. DRAWING CLEAR BOUNDARIES AROUND A CULTURE CAN BE ARBITRARY AND MAY OVERLOOK INTERNAL DISSENT OR THE
INFLUENCE OF EXTERNAL FACTORS. FURTHERMORE, THE NOTION OF “UNDERSTANDING” A CULTURE FROM THE INSIDE CAN BE
COMPLEX. WHOSE PERSPECTIVE WITHIN A CULTURE IS REPRESENTATIVE? |S IT THE DOMINANT NARRATIVE, OR THAT OF
MARGINALIZED GROUPS? THESE QUESTIONS HIGHLIGHT THE INHERENT COMPLEXITIES AND POTENTIAL PITFALLS OF APPLYING
CULTURAL RELATIVISM IN PRACTICE. THE RISK OF ESSENTIALIZING CULTURES AND IGNORING POWER DYNAMICS WITHIN THEM IS A
SERIOUS CONCERN THAT ACADEMICS MUST CONSTANTLY NAVIGATE.

THe UNIVERSAL DEcLARATION oF HUMAN RIGHTS AND CULTURAL
RELATIVISM

THE UNIVERSAL DECLARATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS (UDHR) STANDS AS A SIGNIFICANT POINT OF TENSION AND DIALOGUE WITH
THE PRINCIPLES OF CULTURAL RELATIVISM. ADOPTED BY THE UNITED NATIONS GENERAL ASSEMBLY IN 1948, THE UDHR
OUTLINES FUNDAMENTAL HUMAN RIGHTS THAT ARE INTENDED TO BE UNIVERSALLY APPLICABLE TO ALL INDIVIDUALS, REGARDLESS
OF THEIR NATIONALITY, RACE, RELIGION, OR ANY OTHER STATUS. THIS DECLARATION, WITH ITS EMPHASIS ON INHERENT DIGNITY
AND INALIENABLE RIGHTS, IMPLICITLY REJECTS EXTREME FORMS OF CULTURAL RELATIVISM THAT MIGHT SUGGEST A CULTURE CAN
OPT OUT OF BASIC HUMAN PROTECTIONS.

THE DEBATE HERE IS WHETHER THE UDHR REPRESENTS A W/ESTERN IMPOSITION OF VALUES OR A GENUINE ARTICULATION OF
FUNDAMENTAL HUMAN NEEDS AND ASPIRATIONS THAT TRANSCEND CULTURAL DIFFERENCES. PROPONENTS ARGUE THAT CERTAIN
RIGHTS, SUCH AS THE RIGHT TO LIFE, FREEDOM FROM TORTURE, AND FREEDOM FROM SLAVERY, ARE SO FOUNDATIONAL TO HUMAN
WELL-BEING THAT THEY SHOULD BE CONSIDERED UNIVERSAL. CRITICS, OFTEN DRAWING ON CULTURAL RELATIVIST ARGUMENTS,
QUESTION THE UNIVERSALITY OF THESE RIGHTS AND SUGGEST THAT THEIR INTERPRETATION AND IMPLEMENTATION MAY NEED TO
BE SENSITIVE TO LOCAL CUSTOMS AND TRADITIONS. FINDING A BALANCE BETWEEN RESPECTING CULTURAL DIVERSITY AND
ENSURING UNIVERSAL PROTECTION FOR HUMAN DIGNITY REMAINS AN ONGOING ETHICAL AND INTELLECTUAL CHALLENGE THAT
ACADEMIC DISCOURSE ON CULTURAL RELATIVISM CONTINUOUSLY GRAPPLES WITH.

CuULTURAL ReLATIVISM IN PrACTICE: CASE STUDIES

EXAMINING CASE STUDIES VIVIDLY ILLUSTRATES THE PRACTICAL APPLICATION AND COMPLEXITIES OF CULTURAL RELATIVISM IN
ACADEMIC RESEARCH. CONSIDER THE STUDY OF POLYGAMY. FROM A \X/ESTERN/ MONOGAMOUS PERSPECTIVE, POLYGAMY MIGHT
BE VIEWED AS INHERENTLY OPPRESSIVE OR UNNATURAL. HO\X/EVER, ANTHROPOLOGICAL AND SOCIOLOGICAL STUDIES EMPLOYING
CULTURAL RELATIVISM HAVE EXPLORED ITS VARIOUS FORMS (POLYGYNY — ONE MAN, MULTIPLE WIVES;, POLYANDRY — ONE
WOMAN, MULTIPLE HUSBANDS) AND REVEALED THAT IN CERTAIN SOCIETIES, IT CAN SERVE IMPORTANT SOCIAL, ECONOMIC, AND
KINSHIP FUNCTIONS, PROVIDING SOCIAL SECURITY, LABOR, AND ALLIANCES. (UNDERSTANDING THESE FUNCTIONS REQUIRES A
RELATIVISTIC APPROACH.

ANOTHER COMPELLING EXAMPLE IS THE PRACTICE OF ARRANGED MARRIAGES IN VARIOUS CULTURES. WHILE W/ESTERN SOCIETIES
OFTEN EMPHASIZE ROMANTIC LOVE AS THE BASIS FOR MARRIAGE, ARRANGED MARRIAGES IN MANY PARTS OF THE WORLD ARE SEEN
AS A PROCESS OF ALIGNING FAMILIES, SECURING SOCIAL STATUS, AND ENSURING THE STABILITY OF THE UNION. SOoCIOLOGISTS
AND ANTHROPOLOGISTS USING CULTURAL RELATIVISM WOULD INVESTIGATE THE INTRICATE SOCIAL NETWORKS, ECONOMIC
CONSIDERATIONS, AND COMMUNITY EXPECTATIONS THAT UNDERPIN THESE PRACTICES, RATHER THAN SIMPLY LABELING THEM AS A
VIOLATION OF INDIVIDUAL CHOICE. THESE CASE STUDIES HIGHLIGHT HOW A RELATIVISTIC LENS ALLOWS FOR A DEEPER, MORE
CONTEXTUALIZED UNDERSTANDING OF HUMAN BEHAVIOR AND SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS ACROSS THE GLOBE.

CONCLUSION

CULTURAL RELATIVISM ACADEMIC STUDY OFFERS AN INDISPENSABLE FRAMEWORK FOR UNDERSTANDING THE ASTONISHING



DIVERSITY OF HUMAN EXPERIENCE. BY URGING US TO SUSPEND ETHNOCENTRIC JUDGMENTS AND TO INTERPRET BELIEFS AND
PRACTICES WITHIN THEIR ORIGINATING CONTEXTS, IT FOSTERS EMPATHY, INTELLECTUAL HUMILITY, AND MORE ACCURATE
SCHOLARLY ANALYSIS. WHILE THE ETHICAL QUANDARIES IT PRESENTS ARE REAL AND NECESSITATE CAREFUL CONSIDERATION,
THE METHODOLOGICAL INSIGHTS IT PROVIDES ARE INVALUABLE FOR NAVIGATING AN INCREASINGLY INTERCONNECTED WORLD. |T
IS NOT ABOUT ENDORSING EVERY CULTURAL PRACTICE, BUT ABOUT UNDERSTANDING THE COMPLEX WEB OF FACTORS THAT GIVE
RISE TO THEM. THE ONGOING DIALOGUE SURROUNDING CULTURAL RELATIVISM ACADEMIC PRINCIPLES CONTINUES TO SHAPE OUR
UNDERSTANDING OF OURSELVES AND OTHERS, ENCOURAGING A MORE INCLUSIVE AND NUANCED GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE.

Q: WHAT IS THE PRIMARY GOAL OF ACADEMIC CULTURAL RELATIVISM?

A: THE PRIMARY GOAL OF ACADEMIC CULTURAL RELATIVISM IS TO UNDERSTAND BELIEFS, VALUES, AND PRACTICES OF A
CULTURE FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF THAT CULTURE ITSELF, RATHER THAN JUDGING THEM BY THE STANDARDS OF ANOTHER
CULTURE. |T EMPHASIZES CONTEXTUAL UNDERSTANDING AND SUSPENDING ONE'S OWN BIASES TO ACHIEVE A MORE OBJECTIVE AND
EMPATHETIC VIEW.

QZ How DOES CULTURAL RELATIVISM DIFFER FROM MORAL JUDGMENT?

A: CULTURAL RELATIVISM, PARTICULARLY IN ITS METHODOLOGICAL FORM, IS AN ANALYTICAL TOOL THAT SEEKS
UNDERSTANDING WITHOUT NECESSARILY MAKING MORAL JUDGMENTS. MORALJUDGMENTI ON THE OTHER HAND, INVOLVES
EVALUATING ACTIONS OR BELIEFS AS RIGHT OR WRONG. ACADEMIC CULTURAL RELATIVISM AIMS TO EXPLAIN WHY SOMETHING IS
DONE OR BELIEVED WITHIN A CULTURAL CONTEXT, NOT NECESSARILY TO ENDORSE IT MORALLY.

QI CAN CULTURAL RELATIVISM JUSTIFY HARMFUL PRACTICES?

A: THIS IS A MAJOR POINT OF CONTENTION. W/HILE CULTURAL RELATIVISM ENCOURAGES UNDERSTANDING THE CONTEXT OF
PRACTICES, EXTREME INTERPRETATIONS CAN LEAD TO EXCUSING HARMFUL ACTIONS. MOST ACADEMIC SCHOLARS DISTINGUISH
BETWEEN UNDERSTANDING A PRACTICE'S ORIGINS AND FUNCTIONS (METHODOLOGICAL RELATIVISM) AND ACCEPTING ITS MORAL
VALIDITY (ETHICAL RELATIVISM), THUS DRAWING A LINE AT UNIVERSALLY CONDEMNED HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS.

QI \WHO ARE SOME KEY FIGURES ASSOCIATED WITH THE DEVELOPMENT OF CULTURAL
RELATIVISM IN ACADEMIA?

A: KEY FIGURES INCLUDE ANTHROPOLOGISTS LIKE FRANZ BOAS, WHO IS OFTEN CREDITED WITH POPULARIZING THE CONCEPT IN
AMERICAN ANTHROPOLOGY, AND HIS STUDENTS RUTH BENEDICT AND MARGARET MEAD, WHO FURTHER EXPLORED ITS
IMPLICATIONS IN THEIR INFLUENTIAL WORKS ON CULTURE AND PERSONALITY.

Q: WHAT ARE SOME ACADEMIC DISCIPLINES THAT HEAVILY UTILIZE CULTURAL
RELATIVISM?

A: ANTHROPOLOGY IS THE DISCIPLINE MOST CLOSELY ASSOCIATED WITH CULTURAL RELATIVISM. HO\)VEVER, SOCIOLOGY,
CULTURAL STUDIES, LINGUISTICS, RELIGIOUS STUDIES, AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS ALSO FREQUENTLY EMPLOY
RELATIVISTIC APPROACHES TO UNDERSTAND GLOBAL DIVERSITY.

Q: WHAT IS THE MAIN CRITICISM LEVELED AGAINST CULTURAL RELATIVISM?

A: THE MOST SIGNIFICANT CRITICISM IS THAT IT CAN UNDERMINE THE CONCEPT OF UNIVERSAL HUMAN RIGHTS, POTENTIALLY
LEADING TO THE TOLERANCE OR JUSTIFICATION OF HARMFUL OR OPPRESSIVE PRACTICES BY CLAIMING THEY ARE SIMPLY PART OF
A CULTURE'S UNIQUE TRADITION.



QI How DOES METHODOLOGICAL RELATIVISM AID ANTHROPOLOGICAL RESEARCH?

A: METHODOLOGICAL RELATIVISM ALLOWS ANTHROPOLOGISTS TO GAIN TRUST AND RAPPORT WITHIN THE COMMUNITIES THEY
STUDY. BY SUSPENDING THEIR OWN JUDGMENTS, THEY CAN GATHER MORE ACCURATE AND COMPREHENSIVE DATA, LEADING TO A
DEEPER AND MORE NUANCED UNDERSTANDING OF THE CULTURE'S INTERNAL LOGIC AND SOCIAL DYNAMICS.

QZ IS CULTURAL RELATIVISM AN ARGUMENT FOR MORAL NIHILISM?

A: NO, NOT NECESSARILY. WHILE ETHICAL RELATIVISM CAN BE SEEN AS A FORM OF MORAL NIHILISM BY SOME, METHODOLOGICAL
RELATIVISM, AS USED IN ACADEMIA, IS PRIMARILY A RESEARCH STANCE. |T DOES NOT DENY THE EXISTENCE OF MORALITY BUT
ARGUES THAT MORAL FRAMEWORKS ARE CULTURALLY CONTINGENT AND CAN ONLY BE UNDERSTOOD WITHIN THEIR SPECIFIC
CONTEXTS.
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