
cultural relativism criticism
The concept of cultural relativism, while aiming for understanding and tolerance, has faced
significant backlash and insightful criticism over the years. This article delves into the multifaceted
critiques leveled against cultural relativism, exploring its philosophical underpinnings, practical
implications, and the ethical dilemmas it often presents. We will examine how the insistence on
viewing all cultural practices as equally valid can lead to problematic conclusions, particularly when
confronted with universal human rights and the potential for moral stagnation. By dissecting these
criticisms, we aim to provide a comprehensive understanding of the limitations and challenges
inherent in a strictly relativistic worldview, considering its impact on inter-cultural dialogue and the
pursuit of justice.
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Core Tenets of Cultural Relativism

At its heart, cultural relativism proposes 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, pioneered by scholars like Franz Boas, emerged as a
reaction against ethnocentrism – the tendency to view one's own culture as superior and to judge
other cultures by its standards. The central idea is that there is no absolute, universal standard of
morality or truth that applies to all cultures at all times. Instead, what is considered right or wrong,
good or bad, is relative to the specific cultural context in which it occurs. This perspective
encourages empathy and open-mindedness, urging us to suspend our own cultural biases when
studying or interacting with different societies. It emphasizes the importance of historical and social
circumstances in shaping cultural norms and beliefs.

Proponents of cultural relativism argue that by adopting this stance, we can avoid imposing our own
cultural values on others, which can be a form of cultural imperialism. It suggests that each culture
has its own internal logic and its own system of meanings that are valid within its own framework.



Therefore, to truly understand a cultural practice, one must immerse oneself in that culture and see
the world through its members' eyes. This approach aims to foster a more respectful and nuanced
understanding of the diversity of human experience. It posits that differences in customs, beliefs,
and behaviors are not necessarily signs of backwardness or error, but rather reflections of different
historical trajectories, environmental adaptations, and social organizations.

Ethical and Moral Criticisms of Cultural Relativism

While cultural relativism champions tolerance, its critics argue that it can lead to severe ethical
quandaries, particularly when confronted with practices that cause significant harm. The
fundamental question arises: if all cultural practices are to be considered equally valid within their
own context, where do we draw the line? This can create a moral vacuum, making it difficult to
condemn actions that most people would universally consider abhorrent. The emphasis on cultural
autonomy, when taken to its extreme, risks sacrificing fundamental human dignity and well-being on
the altar of cultural non-interference. This is where the intellectual appeal of relativism often clashes
with our innate moral compass.

The Problem of Universal Morality

One of the most persistent criticisms of cultural relativism is its denial of the possibility of universal
moral truths. Critics contend that certain ethical principles, such as the prohibition against torture,
murder of innocents, or systematic oppression, transcend cultural boundaries and are inherently
wrong regardless of context. They argue that if morality is purely relative, then we lose the basis for
condemning atrocities committed by one group against another, even within the same society, if
those actions are deemed acceptable by a particular subculture. The existence of widespread
agreement on basic moral tenets across diverse cultures, such as the condemnation of gratuitous
cruelty, suggests the presence of a common human moral intuition that relativism struggles to
explain away. This commonality points towards a shared human experience and a foundational set of
ethical principles that are not merely cultural constructs.

The idea of universal morality is often rooted in concepts of inherent human dignity, natural rights,
or divine law, depending on one's philosophical or religious framework. If such universal principles
exist, then cultural relativism's assertion that "anything goes" as long as it's culturally sanctioned
becomes untenable. Critics would posit that rather than being merely different, some cultural
practices are objectively worse than others because they violate these fundamental ethical
standards. For example, the practice of female genital mutilation, while culturally significant in some
regions, is widely condemned by international bodies as a violation of human rights, highlighting the
tension between cultural acceptance and universal ethical norms.

Justification of Harmful Practices

A significant concern regarding cultural relativism is its potential to legitimize and even justify
practices that inflict suffering and violate human rights. If every cultural practice is accepted as



valid within its own context, then practices like slavery, honor killings, or severe forms of
discrimination become unassailable from a relativistic standpoint. Critics argue that this approach
paralyzes our ability to advocate for victims of oppression or to intervene in situations where
fundamental human dignity is being systematically violated. The very notion of human rights, which
is intended to be universal, is directly challenged by a strict adherence to cultural relativism. It
raises the uncomfortable question: if a culture believes it is morally right to subjugate a portion of its
population, does cultural relativism demand that we accept it?

The danger lies in the interpretation of "understanding" as "endorsement." While understanding the
historical, social, and economic factors that contribute to a practice is crucial for anthropological
insight, it should not be conflated with accepting that practice as morally permissible. For instance,
understanding the historical roots of caste systems in India does not equate to condoning the
discrimination and inequality they perpetuate. Relativism, in its extreme form, risks creating a moral
shield for those who wish to maintain oppressive traditions, by framing any external criticism as
ethnocentric interference rather than a legitimate concern for human well-being. This can stifle any
possibility of progress or reform from within or outside the culture.

Moral Paralysis and Inaction

Another critical outcome of strict cultural relativism is the potential for moral paralysis. If we are to
refrain from judging other cultures, then how can we ethically respond to gross injustices occurring
elsewhere? For example, if genocide is being practiced in a particular nation, a staunch cultural
relativist might argue that it is not our place to interfere or condemn, as it is a practice within their
cultural framework. This stance can lead to inaction in the face of immense human suffering, which
itself can be seen as a moral failing. Critics argue that an ethical framework that prevents us from
acting against clear human rights violations is fundamentally flawed. It can lead to a passive
acceptance of the status quo, even when that status quo is deeply unjust and harmful.

This paralysis is particularly problematic in a globalized world where cultures interact more
frequently than ever before. Issues like child marriage, forced labor, or the persecution of minority
groups cannot always be neatly contained within cultural borders. If our only response is to say "it's
their culture," we abdicate our responsibility to uphold basic human decency. This doesn't mean
imposing one's own values forcefully, but it does mean having the capacity to identify and speak out
against universally harmful practices, fostering dialogue and advocating for change based on shared
humanitarian principles. The ability to critique and strive for improvement, both within and across
cultures, is vital for human progress.

Logical and Epistemological Criticisms

Beyond its ethical implications, cultural relativism also faces substantial challenges on logical and
epistemological grounds. These criticisms question the coherence and the very possibility of a purely
relativistic worldview. They highlight internal contradictions and the difficulties in applying
relativistic principles consistently, suggesting that perhaps a complete abandonment of objective
judgment is neither feasible nor desirable.



The Self-Refuting Nature of Absolute Relativism

One of the most potent logical criticisms is that absolute cultural relativism is self-refuting. If the
statement "all moral truths are relative to culture" is itself presented as a universal truth, then it
contradicts its own premise. If morality is truly relative, then the claim that all morality is relative is
only true within a specific cultural context, and not universally binding. Conversely, if the claim is
intended to be universally true, then it asserts the existence of at least one objective moral truth,
thereby undermining the core tenet of relativism. This creates a paradox: to assert relativism as a
universal principle is to violate its own tenets.

Furthermore, if we are to take relativism to its extreme, then even the criticism of cultural relativism
itself becomes culturally relative. From this perspective, the very act of criticizing certain cultural
practices would be considered merely an expression of one's own cultural biases, rather than a valid
critique based on reason or evidence. This makes meaningful cross-cultural dialogue and the
establishment of shared understandings incredibly difficult, if not impossible. It leads to a situation
where no cultural practice can be deemed superior or inferior, and any attempt to advocate for
universal values is dismissed as ethnocentric imposition.

The Impossibility of Cross-Cultural Judgment

Critics argue that cultural relativism makes cross-cultural judgment impossible, which has
significant practical consequences. For instance, how can we condemn practices like the Holocaust
or apartheid if our only recourse is to understand them within their respective cultural contexts? If
all cultural norms are equally valid, then we are estopped from making any comparative judgments
between cultures or from advocating for human rights that transcend specific cultural traditions.
This can lead to an inability to learn from the mistakes of others or to build upon the successes of
different societies. The richness of human interaction often involves a degree of comparison and
evaluation, which relativism seems to forbid.

The very act of translation and communication between cultures involves interpretation and the
bridging of conceptual gaps. If cultures are entirely separate, self-contained moral universes, then
genuine understanding and meaningful dialogue become highly problematic. How can we translate
concepts like "justice," "freedom," or "well-being" if their meanings are so radically different and
incommensurable across cultures? This epistemological challenge suggests that a complete
separation of cultural frameworks might be an oversimplification, and that there are indeed common
human experiences and needs that allow for some degree of shared understanding and judgment.

The Role of Reason and Evidence

A significant criticism is that cultural relativism often neglects the role of reason and evidence in
evaluating beliefs and practices. While cultural context is important, many argue that certain beliefs
or practices are demonstrably false or harmful based on objective reasoning or empirical evidence.
For example, if a culture believes that illness is caused by evil spirits and eschews modern medicine,
a relativistic stance might dictate that this belief should be respected within its cultural context.
However, reason and evidence suggest that scientific and medical approaches are more effective in



treating illnesses. This raises the question of whether cultural relativism inappropriately prioritizes
cultural acceptance over demonstrable truth and well-being.

Moreover, reason itself can be seen as a potentially universal faculty that allows individuals to
critically evaluate their own cultural norms and those of others. If reason is indeed a shared human
capacity, then it provides a basis for cross-cultural critique and for identifying practices that are
illogical or harmful, regardless of their cultural origins. Dismissing all cross-cultural critique as
ethnocentric might be a way to avoid uncomfortable truths or to protect existing power structures
that benefit from unquestioned traditions. The pursuit of knowledge and the betterment of human
lives often rely on our ability to use reason to discern truth from falsehood and to identify practices
that promote flourishing versus those that cause harm.

Practical Criticisms and Real-World Implications

The abstract philosophical debates surrounding cultural relativism often translate into significant
real-world consequences, impacting everything from social reform movements to international
relations. The practical application of relativistic principles can create complex challenges in
navigating a diverse and interconnected world, sometimes leading to outcomes that are
counterproductive to human progress and welfare.

Hindering Social Reform and Progress

A substantial criticism is that cultural relativism can act as a significant impediment to social reform
and progress, both within and across cultures. When faced with oppressive or harmful traditions, a
strict relativist stance can lead to a reluctance to advocate for change. For instance, movements
seeking to end discriminatory practices, improve women's rights, or abolish child labor might be met
with the argument that these are deeply ingrained cultural traditions and should not be challenged
by outsiders. This can effectively silence dissenters within a culture and discourage external support
for positive social transformation. Instead of fostering progress, it can entrench outdated and
harmful norms, leading to stagnation.

Consider the historical struggle for civil rights in many societies. If cultural relativism had been
universally applied, the abolition of slavery or the fight against racial segregation might have been
dismissed as the imposition of external values on established cultural practices. While understanding
the historical and social context of these practices is crucial, their eventual dismantling was based
on appeals to universal moral principles of equality and justice. Cultural relativism, in this context,
could have been used to justify the perpetuation of injustice by framing opposition as ethnocentric
meddling rather than a legitimate pursuit of human dignity.

The Challenge to International Law and Human Rights

The principle of universal human rights, enshrined in international law, is often seen as directly
conflicting with the tenets of strict cultural relativism. International human rights declarations aim



to establish a baseline of protections that apply to all individuals, regardless of their culture,
nationality, or belief system. Critics argue that if cultural relativism were fully embraced, it would
undermine the very foundation of international law by suggesting that each culture has its own set
of "rights" or acceptable behaviors, which could vary wildly and often in ways that violate
fundamental human dignity. This would make it impossible to hold states accountable for human
rights abuses if they could simply claim their actions are in line with their cultural norms.

The development of international humanitarian law and the establishment of international courts to
prosecute war crimes and crimes against humanity are testaments to the belief that certain acts are
universally reprehensible and beyond cultural justification. For example, the Geneva Conventions
aim to protect individuals in times of armed conflict, irrespective of the cultural affiliations of the
parties involved. The universal condemnation of torture, genocide, and systematic oppression
suggests a shared understanding of what constitutes an unacceptable violation of human dignity.
Relativism, by questioning the universality of moral judgments, poses a significant challenge to the
ongoing efforts to protect human rights on a global scale.

Impact on Anthropological Research

While cultural relativism originated as a tool for anthropological research, its strict application has
also drawn criticism from within the discipline. Initially, it was a vital corrective to ethnocentric bias,
encouraging anthropologists to understand cultures on their own terms. However, some argue that
an uncritical embrace of relativism can lead to a passive acceptance of problematic practices,
hindering the ability to critically analyze power structures, social inequalities, and forms of
oppression within a studied culture. It can also make it difficult for anthropologists to report on or
engage with issues of human rights violations, as their professional ethics often require a degree of
impartiality that can be stretched to avoid making judgments.

Furthermore, the very act of conducting research involves making choices about what to study, how
to interpret findings, and how to present them. These choices are not entirely culture-neutral. The
critical turn in anthropology has increasingly acknowledged the importance of ethical considerations
and the responsibility anthropologists have to the communities they study, as well as to broader
societal well-being. This has led to a more nuanced understanding of relativism, where the goal is
not to suspend all judgment but to engage in informed, contextualized, and ethically responsible
analysis that acknowledges both cultural diversity and universal human needs and rights.

Reconciling Understanding with Ethical Standards

The debate surrounding cultural relativism is not necessarily an all-or-nothing proposition. Many
scholars and thinkers advocate for a balanced approach that embraces the valuable insights of
cultural relativism while maintaining a commitment to ethical principles and human rights. This
often involves distinguishing between understanding cultural practices and endorsing them. The
goal is to foster empathy and to avoid ethnocentric judgments, but without abandoning the capacity
for critical evaluation when faced with practices that cause harm or violate fundamental human
dignity. It suggests that a more productive path lies in seeking a synthesis – one that respects
cultural diversity while upholding universal ethical standards.



This reconciliation often involves recognizing that while specific expressions of morality might be
culturally varied, there are underlying human needs and values that are common across all societies.
For instance, the need for safety, belonging, and dignity are universal. Cultural practices can be
evaluated based on how well they serve these fundamental needs. This approach allows for an
appreciation of the rich tapestry of human cultures while providing a framework for identifying and
challenging those practices that demonstrably cause suffering or undermine basic human well-
being. It encourages us to ask not just "why do they do this?" but also "does this practice contribute
to a good life for the people involved?"

FAQ

Q: What is the primary criticism of cultural relativism
concerning ethics?
A: The primary ethical criticism of cultural relativism is that it can lead to the justification of harmful
or immoral practices by arguing that they are valid within their own cultural context, thereby
undermining the possibility of universal moral standards and human rights.

Q: How does cultural relativism challenge the concept of
universal human rights?
A: Cultural relativism challenges universal human rights by suggesting that moral principles are
culturally specific, implying that no single set of rights can be imposed universally. This can be used
to argue that international human rights standards are merely the product of Western cultural
values and are not applicable to all societies.

Q: Can cultural relativism lead to inaction in the face of
injustice?
A: Yes, a strict adherence to cultural relativism can lead to moral paralysis and inaction. If all
cultural practices are deemed equally valid, it becomes difficult to justify intervention or criticism of
injustices like genocide, slavery, or severe oppression occurring in other cultures, as such actions
might be framed as merely different cultural norms.

Q: Is it true that cultural relativism is self-refuting?
A: Many logicians argue that absolute cultural relativism is self-refuting. If the claim that "all moral
truths are relative" is presented as a universally true statement, it contradicts itself by asserting an
objective truth. If it's only true within a specific culture, then it's not a universal principle.



Q: How does cultural relativism impact the idea of cultural
progress or reform?
A: Cultural relativism can hinder cultural progress and reform by discouraging criticism of
established traditions, even those that are harmful or oppressive. The argument that practices
should be understood within their own context can be used to resist change and maintain the status
quo, making it difficult to advocate for social improvements.

Q: Does cultural relativism prevent us from learning from
other cultures?
A: While cultural relativism aims to promote understanding, an extreme interpretation can make
genuine cross-cultural learning difficult. If all cultural viewpoints are seen as equally valid and
incommensurable, it limits the ability to compare, evaluate, and draw lessons from the diverse ways
different societies address challenges and organize themselves.

Q: What is the difference between cultural relativism and
ethnocentrism?
A: Cultural relativism is the principle of understanding a culture's beliefs and practices from within
that culture's own framework, avoiding judgment based on one's own cultural standards.
Ethnocentrism, conversely, is the tendency to view one's own culture as superior and to judge other
cultures by its standards, often leading to prejudice and misunderstanding. Cultural relativism arose
as a reaction against ethnocentrism.

Q: Can a balance be struck between cultural understanding
and ethical judgment?
A: Many scholars argue that a balance can be struck. This involves understanding the context and
reasons behind cultural practices without necessarily endorsing them. It means recognizing
universal human needs and rights while appreciating the diverse ways cultures express values and
traditions. The focus shifts from judging to critically understanding and engaging ethically.
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