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What is Cultural Relativism? Understanding Key Arguments

cultural relativism arguments are foundational to understanding how we perceive and evaluate

different societies and their practices. This exploration delves into the core tenets of cultural relativism,

examining its strengths and weaknesses, and the complex implications it holds for cross-cultural

understanding and ethical judgment. We will unpack the central ideas that drive this anthropological

perspective, considering how it encourages tolerance and challenges ethnocentric viewpoints.

Furthermore, we will dissect the arguments that support cultural relativism, alongside the significant

criticisms it faces, ultimately aiming to provide a comprehensive overview of this influential concept.
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Understanding the Core Tenets of Cultural Relativism

At its heart, cultural relativism posits that a person's beliefs, values, and practices should be

understood based on that person's own culture, rather than be judged against the criteria of another.

This anthropological principle, championed by scholars like Franz Boas, emerged as a crucial



counterpoint to the prevailing evolutionary theories of the 19th century, which often placed Western

cultures at the apex of human development. Instead of ranking cultures on a hierarchical scale, cultural

relativism urges us to see each cultural system as a coherent whole, with its own internal logic and

historical context.

The fundamental assumption here is that there is no universal standard of morality or truth that applies

to all cultures at all times. What might be considered right or wrong, good or bad, normal or abnormal,

is entirely dependent on the specific cultural framework within which these judgments are made. This

doesn't necessarily mean endorsing every practice, but rather striving for an objective understanding

before making any pronouncements. It's about suspending judgment, at least initially, to appreciate the

functioning of a culture from the inside out.

The Rejection of Ethnocentrism

One of the most significant arguments for cultural relativism is its direct challenge to ethnocentrism.

Ethnocentrism is the tendency to view one's own culture as superior and to use one's own cultural

standards to judge other cultures. This can lead to prejudice, discrimination, and a profound

misunderstanding of different ways of life. Cultural relativism, by advocating for understanding within

context, aims to dismantle these ethnocentric biases. It encourages us to recognize that our own

cultural norms are not necessarily the only, or the best, ways of living.

Think about it like this: if you've only ever eaten with forks and knives, seeing someone eat with

chopsticks might seem strange at first. But a cultural relativist would say, "Hold on a minute. In their

culture, chopsticks are perfectly functional and efficient for their cuisine. It's not 'wrong,' it's just

different." This open-mindedness is crucial for anthropologists and anyone seeking to engage with

diverse populations in a respectful and productive manner.



The Importance of Context

The emphasis on context is another cornerstone of cultural relativism. Practices that might seem

baffling or even abhorrent from an outsider's perspective often make sense when viewed within their

specific cultural and historical environment. For instance, certain initiation rites or burial customs might

appear harsh, but they could serve vital social functions like marking transitions, reinforcing group

identity, or providing spiritual comfort. Without understanding the underlying beliefs, social structures,

and historical trajectories, our judgments are likely to be superficial and inaccurate.

Consider the practice of polygamy in some societies. From a Western, monogamous perspective, it

might be seen as inherently unfair or oppressive. However, in certain cultural contexts, it can be a

system designed to ensure economic stability, provide for widows and orphans, or even equalize the

distribution of resources within a community. Cultural relativism prompts us to ask "why" before we ask

"should this be allowed?"

Arguments Supporting Cultural Relativism

The appeal of cultural relativism lies in its capacity to foster empathy and promote a more nuanced

understanding of human diversity. By encouraging us to step outside our own cultural bubble, it opens

doors to appreciating the richness and complexity of human experience across the globe. Several key

arguments underpin its value in fields ranging from anthropology to international relations.

Promoting Tolerance and Respect

Perhaps the most compelling argument for cultural relativism is its role in promoting tolerance and

respect for cultural differences. When we accept that different cultures have different valid ways of life,

we are less likely to demonize or condemn practices that deviate from our own norms. This is vital for



peaceful coexistence in an increasingly interconnected world. It suggests that instead of imposing our

own values, we should strive to understand and respect the values of others, even if we don't

personally agree with them.

This is not about endorsing harmful practices, but about creating a space for dialogue and mutual

understanding. If we immediately label something as "wrong" based solely on our own cultural lens, we

shut down the possibility of learning from other cultures and finding common ground. Tolerance, in this

sense, is a prerequisite for peace.

Understanding Human Diversity

Cultural relativism is an indispensable tool for understanding the vast spectrum of human diversity. It

allows us to move beyond simplistic categorizations and appreciate the myriad ways in which humans

have organized themselves, developed belief systems, and interacted with their environments. Each

culture represents a unique solution to the fundamental challenges of human existence, and by

studying them through a relativistic lens, we gain deeper insights into the adaptability and creativity of

our species.

Anthropologists, for example, use cultural relativism to conduct fieldwork. They live with communities,

learn their languages, and participate in their daily lives, all with the goal of understanding their

customs from an insider's perspective. This deep immersion wouldn't be possible if they approached

every observation with pre-conceived judgments about what is "right" or "wrong."

Challenging Universalistic Claims

Furthermore, cultural relativism serves as a powerful critique of claims to universal truth or morality.

Many historical and contemporary conflicts have stemmed from the belief that one particular set of

values or beliefs is universally applicable and should be imposed on others. By highlighting the cultural



specificity of values, cultural relativism suggests that such universalistic claims are often rooted in the

ethnocentric perspective of the claimant, rather than an objective reality.

This doesn't mean that nothing can be universally agreed upon. Instead, it cautions us against

assuming that our own cultural constructs of morality, reason, or beauty are inherently superior or

universally applicable. It encourages humility in our assertions about what is universally true or good.

Ethical Implications and Criticisms of Cultural Relativism

While cultural relativism offers valuable insights into understanding cultural differences, it is not without

its significant ethical dilemmas and criticisms. The very principle that guides us to understand without

judgment can, in its most extreme interpretations, lead to concerning conclusions about morality and

human rights.

The Moral Relativism Dilemma

The most persistent criticism of cultural relativism is its potential to devolve into moral relativism, where

any practice, no matter how harmful, is deemed acceptable as long as it is part of a particular culture.

If all cultural practices are equally valid within their own context, does that mean we cannot condemn

practices like slavery, genocide, or female genital mutilation? This is the core of the ethical challenge.

Critics argue that some actions are objectively wrong, irrespective of cultural norms.

This is where the line between understanding and condoning becomes incredibly blurry. While cultural

relativism encourages us to understand why a practice exists, it doesn't inherently provide a framework

for deciding whether that practice is morally justifiable on a broader human level. This is a crucial

distinction that often gets lost in discussions about cultural relativism.



The Problem of Intervention and Human Rights

Another significant criticism revolves around the implications for human rights and international

intervention. If cultural relativism is strictly adhered to, it can be used as an argument against

intervening in situations where a culture is committing egregious human rights violations. The

argument would be that external cultures have no right to impose their standards on another society,

even if those standards involve fundamental human protections. This can lead to a paralysis of action

in the face of suffering.

However, many argue that certain universal human rights transcend cultural boundaries. Concepts like

the right to life, freedom from torture, and freedom from slavery are often considered fundamental to all

human beings, regardless of their cultural background. The debate then becomes: where do cultural

norms end and universal human rights begin?

Internal Criticism and Reform

Critics also point out that strict cultural relativism can overlook the capacity for internal criticism and

reform within cultures themselves. Many societies have individuals and groups who challenge existing

norms and advocate for change from within. A rigid application of cultural relativism might dismiss

these internal voices as being influenced by external values, thereby undermining movements for

social justice and progress within those cultures.

For example, within a culture that practices child marriage, there are often young women and their

allies who are fighting against this practice. A purely relativistic stance might struggle to support these

internal reform efforts, seeing them as a deviation from the "norm." This highlights the need for a more

nuanced approach that acknowledges both cultural context and the universal desire for freedom and

well-being.



Navigating the Nuances of Cultural Relativism Arguments

Understanding cultural relativism arguments requires a sophisticated appreciation of its strengths and

limitations. It’s not a simple "yes" or "no" concept, but rather a lens through which we can better

interpret human behavior while remaining mindful of ethical considerations. The key lies in finding a

balance between respecting cultural diversity and upholding fundamental human dignity.

The Distinction Between Methodological and Moral Relativism

It is crucial to distinguish between methodological relativism and moral relativism. Methodological

relativism is a research tool used by anthropologists and social scientists to understand cultures

impartially, by setting aside their own biases. It's about suspending judgment during the research

process to gain accurate insights. Moral relativism, on the other hand, is a philosophical stance that

asserts there are no objective moral truths, and that morality is entirely relative to cultural or individual

perspectives.

Methodological relativism is widely accepted as essential for objective social science. Moral relativism,

however, is far more controversial due to its ethical implications. Most scholars who advocate for

cultural understanding do not endorse moral relativism, recognizing the need for a framework to

address universal ethical concerns.

Towards a Culturally Sensitive Universalism

Many scholars and ethicists advocate for a position that acknowledges the validity of cultural diversity

while still maintaining a commitment to universal ethical principles. This approach, sometimes referred

to as culturally sensitive universalism, seeks to find common ground in fundamental human needs and

rights that can be expressed in diverse ways across cultures. It involves engaging in dialogue with



different cultures to identify shared values that can form the basis of a global ethical framework.

Instead of imposing a Western model of human rights, for instance, this approach might involve

working with communities to define and implement rights that are meaningful and effective within their

specific cultural contexts, while still ensuring basic protections. It's about collaboration and mutual

respect, rather than dictate.

The Ongoing Dialogue

The debate surrounding cultural relativism arguments is ongoing and vital. It forces us to continually

re-examine our assumptions about culture, morality, and our place in the world. By engaging with

these complex arguments, we can develop a more informed, empathetic, and ethically grounded

approach to understanding and interacting with the incredibly diverse tapestry of human societies.

The goal is not to reach a definitive, static conclusion, but to foster a dynamic and critical engagement

with the concept. It's about learning to appreciate the "other" without losing sight of our shared

humanity and the imperative to protect fundamental dignity and well-being for all.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary goal of cultural relativism arguments?

A: The primary goal of cultural relativism arguments is to promote understanding and tolerance of

different cultures by emphasizing that beliefs, values, and practices should be judged within their own

cultural context, rather than against the standards of one's own culture.



Q: How does cultural relativism challenge ethnocentrism?

A: Cultural relativism challenges ethnocentrism by arguing against the idea that one's own culture is

inherently superior or the correct standard by which to judge others. It encourages a neutral, context-

specific evaluation of cultural practices.

Q: Can cultural relativism lead to accepting harmful practices?

A: Yes, a common criticism is that strict adherence to cultural relativism can lead to moral relativism,

where even harmful practices like slavery or torture might be deemed acceptable if they are part of a

culture's norms, making it difficult to condemn them.

Q: What is the difference between methodological and moral

relativism?

A: Methodological relativism is an anthropological tool used for objective research, suspending

judgment to understand a culture. Moral relativism is a philosophical stance that denies objective moral

truths, asserting that morality is entirely relative to culture or individual.

Q: Does cultural relativism mean we can't advocate for universal

human rights?

A: While cultural relativism can complicate the issue, many scholars argue for a "culturally sensitive

universalism" that seeks to identify and uphold fundamental human rights that transcend cultural

boundaries, while respecting diverse cultural expressions of those rights.

Q: How does cultural relativism help in cross-cultural communication?

A: By encouraging an understanding of different cultural perspectives and avoiding immediate

judgment, cultural relativism can significantly improve cross-cultural communication by fostering



empathy, reducing misunderstandings, and building trust between individuals from different

backgrounds.

Q: What are some common criticisms of cultural relativism arguments?

A: Common criticisms include its potential to endorse harmful practices, its challenges to universal

human rights, and its difficulty in accounting for internal cultural reform and criticism.

Q: Can cultural relativism be used as an excuse for inaction against

human rights abuses?

A: Critics argue that a rigid interpretation of cultural relativism can indeed be used as an excuse for

inaction, by claiming that external cultures have no right to interfere with the internal practices of

another, even when those practices violate fundamental human dignity.

Q: Is cultural relativism still relevant in today's world?

A: Yes, cultural relativism remains highly relevant as globalization increases intercultural contact. It

provides a crucial framework for navigating diverse societies, promoting respect, and fostering a

deeper understanding of the complexities of human behavior.
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