CULTURAL RELATIVISM FOR US PEOPLE

THE ARTICLE TITLE IS PROVIDED SEPARATELY.

CULTURAL RELATIVISM FOR US PEOPLE IS A FASCINATING AND OFTEN MISUNDERSTOOD CONCEPT THAT PROFOUNDLY IMPACTS
HOW WE VIEW THE WORLD AND OUR INTERACTIONS WITHIN IT. THIS PRINCIPLE, AT ITS CORE, SUGGESTS THAT UNDERSTANDING
A CULTURE REQUIRES EXAMINING IT WITHIN ITS OWN CONTEXT, FREE FROM THE BIASES OF OUR OWN CULTURAL BACKGROUND.
For US, NAVIGATING AN INCREASINGLY INTERCONNECTED GLOBE MEANS GRAPPLING WITH DIVERSE CUSTOMS, BELIEFS, AND MORAL
FRAMEWORKS. THIS ARTICLE WILL DELVE INTO THE NUANCES OF CULTURAL RELATIVISM, EXPLORING ITS ORIGINS, ITS PRACTICAL
IMPLICATIONS FOR EVERYDAY LIFE, ITS ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS, AND HOW IT CAN FOSTER GREATER EMPATHY AND
UNDERSTANDING. WE WILL UNPACK THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN DESCRIPTIVE AND NORMATIVE RELATIVISM AND DISCUSS ITS

RELEV ANCE IN FIELDS LIKE ANTHROPOLOGY AND SOCIOLOGY.
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WHAT IS CULTURAL RELATIVISM?

AT ITS HEART, CULTURAL RELATIVISM IS THE IDEA 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. IT’S A
POWERFUL LENS THROUGH WHICH WE CAN OBSERVE THE VAST TAPESTRY OF HUMAN EXPERIENCE. INSTEAD OF IMMEDIATELY
LABELING SOMETHING AS “RIGHT” OR “WRONG” BASED ON OUR OWN UPBRINGING OR SOCIETAL NORMS, CULTURAL RELATIVISM
ENCOURAGES US TO ASK “WHY?" |T PUSHES US TO CONSIDER THE HISTORICAL, SOCIAL, AND ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS THAT
HAVE SHAPED A PARTICULAR CULTURAL PRACTICE OR BELIEF SYSTEM. THIS DOESN'T MEAN WE HAVE TO AGREE WITH
EVERYTHING WE ENCOUNTER, BUT RATHER THAT WE APPROACH IT WITH AN OPEN MIND AND A COMMITMENT TO UNDERSTANDING.

THINK OF IT LIKE TRYING TO UNDERSTAND A FOREIGN FILM WITHOUT SUBTITLES. YOU MIGHT GRASP THE GENERAL PLOT, BUT
YOU'D MISS SO MANY OF THE SUBTLETIES, THE HUMOR, THE CULTURAL REFERENCES THAT GIVE IT ITS TRUE MEANING. CULTURAL
RELATIVISM IS LIKE GETTING THOSE SUBTITLES FOR HUMAN BEHAVIOR. |T°S ABOUT RECOGNIZING THAT WHAT SEEMS STRANGE OR
EVEN OBJECTIONABLE TO US MIGHT BE PERFECTLY LOGICAL AND FUNCTIONAL WITHIN A DIFFERENT CULTURAL FRAMEWORK. IT’S A
CALL TO SUSPEND OUR OWN ETHNOCENTRIC JUDGMENTS AND STEP INTO SOMEONE ELSE’S CULTURAL SHOES, EVEN IF JUST FOR A
MOMENT, TO GAIN A DEEPER APPRECIATION FOR THEIR PERSPECTIVE.

HisToricAL RooTs oF CULTURAL RELATIVISM

THE INTELLECTUAL GROUNDWORK FOR CULTURAL RELATIVISM WAS LARGELY LAID BY ANTHROPOLOGISTS IN THE LATE 19TH
AND EARLY 20TH CENTURIES. PRIOR TO THIS, MANY W/ESTERN SCHOLARS VIEWED OTHER CULTURES THROUGH A LENS OF
EVOLUTIONARY PROGRESSION, WITH \WESTERN CIVILIZATION OFTEN DEEMED THE PINNACLE. FIGURES LIKE FRANZ BOAS, OFTEN
CALLED THE “FATHER OF AMERICAN ANTHROPOLOGY/” WERE INSTRUMENTAL IN CHALLENGING THIS ETHNOCENTRIC VIEWPOINT.
BOAS AND HIS STUDENTS ARGUED VEHEMENTLY AGAINST THE IDEA OF A SINGLE, UNIVERSAL PATH OF CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT.
THEY EMPHASIZED THE IMPORTANCE OF FIELDWORK AND IMMERSIVE STUDY TO UNDERSTAND SOCIETIES ON THEIR OWN TERMS.

Boas’s WORK, PARTICULARLY HIS STUDIES OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES IN NORTH AMERICA, HIGHLIGHTED THE COMPLEXITY AND



RICHNESS OF CULTURES THAT WERE OFTEN DISMISSED BY PREVAILING WESTERN THOUGHT. HE ADVOCATED FOR HISTORICAL
PARTICULARISM, THE IDEA THAT EACH CULTURE HAS ITS OWN UNIQUE HISTORY AND THAT ITS PRESENT FORM IS A RESULT OF
THIS SPECIFIC TRAJECTORY. THIS WAS A RADICAL DEPARTURE FROM THE UNILINEAR EVOLUTIONARY MODELS THAT HAD
DOMINATED THE FIELD. THE AIM WASN'T TO SAY ALL CULTURES ARE EQUAL IN EVERY MEASURABLE WAY, BUT RATHER THAT
THEY ARE EQUALLY VALID AND WORTHY OF STUDY AND RESPECT WITHIN THEIR OWN CONTEXTS.

DescrIPTIVE vS. NORMATIVE CULTURAL RELATIVISM

IT'S CRUCIAL FOR US TO DISTINGUISH BETWEEN TWO MAIN FORMS OF CULTURAL RELATIVISM: DESCRIPTIVE AND NORMATIVE.
DESCRIPTIVE CULTURAL RELATIVISM IS SIMPLY THE OBSERVATION THAT CULTURES DO, IN FACT, DIFFER WIDELY IN THEIR BELIEFS,
VALUES, AND PRACTICES. THIS IS AN EMPIRICAL CLAIM, SUPPORTED BY THE VAST AMOUNT OF ETHNOGRAPHIC DATA GATHERED
BY ANTHROPOLOGISTS WORLDWIDE. |T°S THE RECOGNITION THAT THERE ISN'T ONE SINGLE WAY TO BE HUMAN, AND THAT
DIFFERENT SOCIETIES HAVE DEVELOPED DIVERSE SOLUTIONS TO COMMON HUMAN PROBLEMS.

NORMATIVE CULTURAL RELATIVISM, ON THE OTHER HAND, IS A PHILOSOPHICAL STANCE. IT SUGGESTS THAT THE MORAL
RIGHTNESS OR WRONGNESS OF AN ACTION IS DETERMINED BY THE CULTURAL STANDARDS OF THE SOCIETY IN WHICH IT OCCURS.
THIS IS WHERE THINGS GET MORE COMPLEX AND CONTROVERSIAL. PROPONENTS OF NORMATIVE RELATIVISM ARGUE THAT WE
SHOULD NOT JUDGE THE MORAL PRACTICES OF OTHER CULTURES, EVEN IF THEY SEEM ABHORRENT TO US, BECAUSE MORALITY
ITSELF IS CULTURALLY RELATIVE. CRITICS/ HOWEVER, ARGUE THAT THIS CAN LEAD TO AN INABILITY TO CONDEMN HARMFUL
PRACTICES LIKE GENOCIDE OR SLAVERY, AS THESE MIGHT BE DEEMED ACCEPTABLE WITHIN CERTAIN CULTURAL NORMS. THIS
DISTINCTION IS VITAL FOR UNDERSTANDING THE DEBATES SURROUNDING CULTURAL RELATIVISM AND ITS ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS.

CULTURAL RELATIVISM IN PRACTICE: EVERYDAY IMPLICATIONS

For US, LIVING IN A DIVERSE SOCIETY, UNDERSTANDING CULTURAL RELATIVISM CAN SIGNIFICANTLY IMPROVE OUR DAILY
INTERACTIONS. IMAGINE YOU'RE WORKING IN A MULTICULTURAL TEAM, OR YOU'RE TRAVELING TO A NEW COUNTRY. INSTEAD OF
ASSUMING EVERYONE OPERATES BY THE SAME UNSPOKEN RULES YOU DO, CULTURAL RELATIVISM PROMPTS YOU TO PAUSE AND
OBSERVE. ARE DIRECT QUESTIONS CONSIDERED RUDE IN THIS CULTURE? |S PUNCTUALITY AS RIGID AS YouU'Re USED To? DoEs
GIFT-GIVING HAVE SPECIFIC PROTOCOLS?

APPLYING CULTURAL RELATIVISM MEANS ACTIVELY SEEKING TO UNDERSTAND THESE DIFFERENCES RATHER THAN DISMISSING THEM.
[T MEANS REFRAINING FROM MAKING SNAP JUDGMENTS ABOUT WHY SOMEONE BEHAVES A CERTAIN WAY. FOR INSTANCE, A
CULTURE THAT VALUES INDIRECT COMMUNICATION MIGHT SEEM INEFFICIENT TO SOMEONE FROM A DIRECT CULTURE, BUT IT MIGHT
BE ESSENTIAL FOR MAINTAINING SOCIAL HARMONY AND AVOIDING CONFLICT WITHIN THAT PARTICULAR SOCIETY. BY RECOGNIZING
THIS, WE CAN ADAPT OUR COMMUNICATION STYLES, SHOW RESPECT, AND BUILD STRONGER RELATIONSHIPS. IT's ABOUT
FOSTERING A MINDSET OF CURIOSITY AND A WILLINGNESS TO LEARN, WHICH IS INVALUABLE IN OUR INTERCONNECTED WORLD.

ETHICAL CHALLENGES AND CRITICISMS OF CULTURAL RELATIVISM

W/HILE CULTURAL RELATIVISM OFFERS A VALUABLE PERSPECTIVE, IT’S NOT WITHOUT ITS SIGNIFICANT ETHICAL CHALLENGES AND
CRITICISMS. ONE OF THE MOST PROMINENT CONCERNS IS THAT AN EXTREME ADHERENCE TO NORMATIVE CULTURAL RELATIVISM
COULD PARALYZE OUR ABILITY TO CRITIQUE PRACTICES THAT ARE WIDELY CONSIDERED HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES. IF EVERY
CULTURE’S MORAL CODE IS CONSIDERED EQUALLY VALID, HOW CAN \WE CONDEMN PRACTICES LIKE FEMALE GENITAL MUTILATION,
CHILD LABOR, OR RELIGIOUS PERSECUTION? THIS IS A DIFFICULT TIGHTROPE TO WALK.

CRITICS OFTEN ARGUE THAT THERE MUST BE SOME UNIVERSAL MORAL STANDARDS THAT TRANSCEND CULTURAL DIFFERENCES.
THE IDEA OF INHERENT HUMAN DIGNITY, FOR EXAMPLE, SUGGESTS THAT CERTAIN RIGHTS AND PROTECTIONS SHOULD APPLY TO
ALL INDIVIDUALS, REGARDLESS OF THEIR CULTURAL BACKGROUND. FURTHERMORE, RELATIVISM CAN BE USED TO DEFEND
OPPRESSIVE PRACTICES BY CLAIMING THEY ARE SIMPLY “PART OF OUR CULTURE.” THIS CAN STIFLE INTERNAL REFORM



MOVEMENTS WITHIN CULTURES AND PROVIDE AN EXCUSE FOR INACTION BY THOSE OUTSIDE THE CULTURE WHO MIGHT WISH TO
SEE POSITIVE CHANGE. THE BALANCE LIES IN RESPECTING CULTURAL DIVERSITY WITHOUT ABANDONING FUNDAMENTAL ETHICAL
PRINCIPLES THAT PROTECT HUMAN WELL-BEING.

CuLTURAL ReLATIVISM AND THE UNIVERSAL HUMAN RIGHTS DEBATE

THE TENSION BETWEEN CULTURAL RELATIVISM AND UNIVERSAL HUMAN RIGHTS IS A CENTRAL DEBATE IN INTERNATIONAL
RELATIONS AND ETHICS. ON ONE HAND, ADVOCATES FOR UNIVERSAL HUMAN RIGHTS ARGUE THAT CERTAIN RIGHTS ARE INHERENT
TO ALL HUMAN BEINGS AND ARE NOT CONTINGENT UPON CULTURAL ACCEPTANCE. THEY BELIEVE THAT CONCEPTS LIKE FREEDOM
FROM TORTURE, THE RIGHT TO LIFE, AND FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION ARE NON-NEGOTIABLE, REGARDLESS OF THE CULTURAL
CONTEXT.

ON THE OTHER HAND, SOME ARGUE THAT THE CONCEPT OF UNIVERSAL HUMAN RIGHTS CAN BE A FORM OF CULTURAL IMPERIALISM,
IMPOSING \WESTERN VALUES ON NON-\W/ESTERN SOCIETIES. THEY CONTEND THAT DIFFERENT CULTURES MAY HAVE THEIR OWN
UNDERSTANDINGS OF HUMAN DIGNITY AND WELL-BEING THAT ARE NOT CAPTURED BY WESTERN-CENTRIC HUMAN RIGHTS
FRAMEWORKS. CULTURAL RELATIVISM, IN THIS VIEW, IS A NECESSARY CORRECTIVE, REMINDING US TO BE SENSITIVE TO LOCAL
CONTEXTS AND NOT TO ASSUME OUR OWN CULTURAL FRAMEWORK IS SUPERIOR OR UNIVERSALLY APPLICABLE. THE CHALLENGE
IS TO FIND A WAY TO UPHOLD FUNDAMENTAL HUMAN DIGNITY WHILE RESPECTING CULTURAL DIVERSITY, A DELICATE BALANCING
ACT THAT REQUIRES ONGOING DIALOGUE AND MUTUAL UNDERSTANDING.

APPLYING CULTURAL RELATIVISM FOR BETTER INTERCULTURAL
UNDERSTANDING

SO, HOW CAN WE, AS INDIVIDUALS, ACTIVELY APPLY THE PRINCIPLES OF CULTURAL RELATIVISM TO FOSTER BETTER
INTERCULTURAL UNDERSTANDING? |T BEGINS WITH A CONSCIOUS EFFORT TO BE LESS JUDGMENTAL. W/HEN YOU ENCOUNTER A
PRACTICE OR BELIEF THAT SEEMS UNUSUAL, RESIST THE IMMEDIATE URGE TO LABEL IT AS “WEIRD” OR “WRONG.” INSTEAD, TRY
TO ASK YOURSELF:

® \W/HAT MIGHT BE THE HISTORICAL REASONS FOR THIS PRACTICE?
e \W/HAT FUNCTION DOES IT SERVE WITHIN THIS SOCIETY?
e \W/HAT ARE THE UNDERLYING VALUES AND BELIEFS THAT SUPPORT THIS PRACTICE?

® How MIGHT SOMEONE FROM THIS CULTURE EXPLAIN THIS TO ME?

ENGAGING IN ACTIVE LISTENING AND ASKING OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS IS KEY. SEEK OUT DIVERSE PERSPECTIVES, READ LITERATURE
FROM DIFFERENT CULTURES, AND ENGAGE WITH PEOPLE FROM VARIOUS BACKGROUNDS. IT'S ABOUT MOVING BEYOND SURFACE-
LEVEL OBSERVATIONS TO A DEEPER APPRECIATION OF THE COMPLEXITIES AND MOTIVATIONS BEHIND DIFFERENT WAYS OF LIFE.
THIS DOESN'T MEAN ABANDONING YOUR OWN VALUES, BUT RATHER EXPANDING YOUR CAPACITY TO UNDERSTAND AND
EMPATHIZE WITH THOSE WHO HOLD DIFFERENT ONES. |T'S A CONTINUOUS PROCESS OF LEARNING AND GROWTH THAT ENRICHES
OUR OWN LIVES AND CONTRIBUTES TO A MORE PEACEFUL AND COOPERATIVE GLOBAL COMMUNITY.

ULTIMATELY, EMBRACING CULTURAL RELATIVISM AS A TOOL FOR UNDERSTANDING — RATHER THAN AS AN ABSOLUTE MORAL
GUIDE = ALLOWS US TO NAVIGATE OUR DIVERSE WORLD WITH GREATER WISDOM AND COMPASSION. |T ENCOURAGES HUMILITY,
RECOGNIZING THAT NO SINGLE CULTURE HAS A MONOPOLY ON TRUTH OR THE “RIGHT” WAY TO LIVE. BY PRACTICING THIS FORM
OF INTELLECTUAL EMPATHY, WE CAN BUILD BRIDGES, DISMANTLE STEREOTYPES, AND CELEBRATE THE INCREDIBLE DIVERSITY OF
HUMAN INGENUITY AND EXPRESSION.

FAQ



Q: WHAT IS THE MOST IMPORTANT TAKEAWAY ABOUT CULTURAL RELATIVISM FOR US
PEOPLE?

A: THE MOST IMPORTANT TAKEAWAY IS THAT UNDERSTANDING A CULTURE REQUIRES EXAMINING IT WITHIN ITS OWN CONTEXT,
FREE FROM THE BIASES OF OUR OWN CULTURAL BACKGROUND. IT'S ABOUT SEEKING TO UNDERSTAND “WHY” BEFORE JUDGING
" "

WHAT.

QZ How CAN CULTURAL RELATIVISM HELP ME IN MY DAILY LIFE?

A: |T CAN HELP YOU NAVIGATE INTERACTIONS IN DIVERSE SETTINGS BY ENCOURAGING YOU TO BE LESS JUDGMENTAL, MORE
EMPATHETIC, AND MORE OPEN TO UNDERSTANDING DIFFERENT COMMUNICATION STYLES, SOCIAL NORMS, AND VALUES, LEADING
TO STRONGER RELATIONSHIPS AND FEWER MISUNDERSTANDINGS.

QI IS CULTURAL RELATIVISM THE SAME AS SAYING ALL CULTURES ARE EQUAL?

A: NOT NECESSARILY. DESCRIPTIVE CULTURAL RELATIVISM STATES THAT CULTURES DIFFER, WHILE NORMATIVE CULTURAL
RELATIVISM SUGGESTS THAT MORAL JUDGMENTS ARE RELATIVE TO CULTURE. THE IDEA OF "EQUALITY” IN THIS CONTEXT IS
MORE ABOUT THE VALIDITY AND RIGHT TO EXIST OF DIFFERENT CULTURAL PRACTICES WITHIN THEIR OWN FRAMEW ORK, RATHER
THAN AN ENDORSEMENT OF ALL PRACTICES AS MORALLY EQUIVALENT.

QI \NWHAT ARE THE MAIN CRITICISMS OF NORMATIVE CULTURAL RELATIVISM?

A: THE PRIMARY CRITICISMS ARE THAT IT CAN MAKE IT DIFFICULT TO CONDEMN UNIVERSALLY HARMFUL PRACTICES (LIKE
GENOCIDE OR SLAVERY) AND THAT IT CAN BE USED TO DEFEND OPPRESSIVE TRADITIONS BY LABELING THEM AS MERELY
" "

CULTURAL.

Q: CAN CULTURAL RELATIVISM CLASH WITH UNIVERSAL HUMAN RIGHTS?

A: YES, IT CAN. THE DEBATE CENTERS ON WHETHER HUMAN RIGHTS ARE UNIVERSAL AND APPLY TO EVERYONE, OR IF THEY ARE
CULTURALLY CONSTRUCTED. CRITICS OF UNIVERSAL HUMAN RIGHTS SOMETIMES ARGUE THEY ARE A FORM OF W/ESTERN
IMPOSITION, WHILE PROPONENTS OF UNIVERSAL RIGHTS ARGUE THAT CERTAIN DIGNITIES AND FREEDOMS ARE NON-NEGOTIABLE.

QZ How CAN | AVOID ETHNOCENTRISM WHEN THINKING ABOUT OTHER CULTURES?

A: PRACTICE ACTIVE LISTENING, ASK OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS, SUSPEND IMMEDIATE JUDGMENT, RESEARCH THE HISTORY AND
CONTEXT OF PRACTICES, AND TRY TO IMAGINE YOURSELF IN THE SHOES OF SOMEONE FROM THAT CULTURE.

Q: DOES CULTURAL RELATIVISM MEAN | HAVE TO AGREE WITH EVERYTHING OTHER
CULTURES DO?

A: NO/ CULTURAL RELATIVISM IS PRIMARILY A TOOL FOR UNDERSTANDING. YOU DO NOT HAVE TO AGREE WITH OR CONDONE
PRACTICES THAT VIOLATE FUNDAMENTAL ETHICAL PRINCIPLES OR HUMAN RIGHTS. THE GOAL IS TO UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
AND REASONS BEHIND A PRACTICE BEFORE FORMING A JUDGMENT.

QI How DID ANTHROPOLOGY CONTRIBUTE TO THE IDEA OF CULTURAL RELATIVISMP

A: ANTHROPOLOGISTS LIKE FRANZ BOAS CHALLENGED ETHNOCENTRIC EVOLUTIONARY THEORIES AND PROMOTED FIELDWORK AND
HISTORICAL PARTICULARISM, EMPHASIZING THE NEED TO STUDY CULTURES ON THEIR OWN TERMS AND UNDERSTAND THEIR UNIQUE
HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT.



Q: WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN DESCRIPTIVE AND NORMATIVE CULTURAL
RELATIVISM?

A: DESCRIPTIVE CULTURAL RELATIVISM IS AN OBSERVATION THAT CULTURES VARY, WHILE NORMATIVE CULTURAL RELATIVISM
IS A PHILOSOPHICAL STANCE THAT MORALITY IS DETERMINED BY CULTURAL STANDARDS. ONE DESCRIBES THE WORLD, THE OTHER
PRESCRIBES HOW WE SHOULD VIEW IT MORALLY.
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