
cultural relativism history

The story of cultural relativism history is a fascinating journey through the evolution of how we

understand human societies and their diverse practices. From its nascent stages in early

anthropological thought to its complex and debated contemporary status, the concept of cultural

relativism has profoundly shaped our perspectives on morality, ethics, and intercultural understanding.

This article will delve into the origins of this idea, trace its development through key figures and

movements, explore its various interpretations, and discuss its enduring impact and ongoing criticisms.

Understanding the history of cultural relativism is crucial for appreciating its nuances and its vital role

in fostering a more inclusive and empathetic worldview.
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The Genesis of Cultural Relativism: Early Encounters and

Enlightenment Ideas

The seeds of cultural relativism history can be found much earlier than its formal articulation in

anthropology. Even in antiquity, thinkers began to notice the vast differences in customs and beliefs

across societies. Herodotus, the ancient Greek historian, famously observed the varied funeral rites

and social norms of different peoples, often noting how what one culture found abhorrent, another

considered customary. This early recognition of human diversity, while not yet framed as a theoretical

concept, laid a foundational awareness that there wasn't a single, universally "correct" way of living.



The Enlightenment era, with its emphasis on reason and universal human rights, also paradoxically

contributed to the intellectual groundwork. Philosophers like John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau,

while often universalistic in their own right, engaged with ideas about the "state of nature" and societal

development. Their explorations of different forms of social organization, even if through a Western

lens, implicitly acknowledged that human societies could and did manifest in profoundly different ways.

The burgeoning field of ethnography, driven by exploration and colonialism, started to amass a wealth

of information about non-Western cultures, providing the raw material for later theoretical

developments.

Franz Boas and the Rise of Cultural Relativism

It is impossible to discuss cultural relativism history without prominently featuring Franz Boas, often

hailed as the "father of American anthropology." Boas, through his extensive fieldwork and rigorous

academic training, championed a radical departure from the prevailing evolutionary theories of his time.

Nineteenth-century anthropology often operated under a unilinear evolutionary model, positing that all

societies progressed through similar stages, with Western civilization at its apex. Boas vehemently

rejected this ethnocentric viewpoint.

Boas argued that each culture had its own unique history and developmental trajectory, shaped by a

complex interplay of environmental, historical, and psychological factors. He advocated for the principle

of cultural relativism, asserting that a person's beliefs, values, and practices should be understood and

evaluated within the context of their own culture, rather than being judged by the standards of another.

This was not simply an academic exercise; it was a profound ethical stance that aimed to combat the

rampant racism and colonialist attitudes prevalent in his era.

Boas's Fieldwork and Empirical Approach

Boas’s commitment to cultural relativism was deeply rooted in his empirical methods. He spent years



living among Indigenous communities in North America, meticulously documenting their languages,

social structures, and belief systems. Unlike earlier ethnographers who might have collected artifacts

and observed rituals from a distance, Boas immersed himself in these societies, striving to understand

the world from their perspective. His ethnographic data provided powerful evidence against the

simplistic evolutionary models, showcasing the richness, complexity, and internal logic of cultures that

were often dismissed as "primitive."

The Rejection of Ethnocentrism

A cornerstone of Boasian anthropology was the explicit rejection of ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism is

the tendency to view one's own culture as superior and to judge other cultures by its standards. Boas

argued that this bias prevented genuine understanding and led to misinterpretations and prejudice. He

believed that to truly study other cultures, anthropologists must set aside their own cultural

assumptions and biases, striving for an objective and empathetic understanding. This intellectual and

moral imperative became a defining characteristic of modern anthropology.

Cultural Relativism as a Methodological Tool

While Boas articulated cultural relativism as a profound theoretical and ethical principle, its practical

application in anthropology often manifested as a methodological approach. This distinction is crucial

because it clarifies how anthropologists could study diverse cultures without necessarily endorsing

every practice they encountered.

As a methodology, cultural relativism encourages researchers to suspend judgment and to gather

information about a culture's beliefs, practices, and social organization in a neutral, descriptive manner.

The goal is to understand why people in a particular society behave as they do, to uncover the internal

logic and meanings that inform their actions. This involves exploring the social functions of practices,

the historical context that shaped them, and the worldview that sustains them. Without this



methodological commitment, objective ethnographic research would be virtually impossible.

Understanding Meaning and Function

The methodological application of cultural relativism aims to uncover the meaning and function of

cultural phenomena within their specific context. For instance, understanding a ritual might involve

exploring its role in social cohesion, its symbolic significance, or its connection to a community's

understanding of the cosmos. It's about asking: "What does this practice mean to the people who

engage in it?" and "What purpose does it serve within their society?" This approach allows for a much

deeper and more nuanced understanding than simply observing and comparing outward behaviors.

Cross-Cultural Comparison and Generalization

While advocating for understanding cultures on their own terms, methodological relativism does not

preclude cross-cultural comparison. In fact, by providing a framework for objective data collection and

analysis, it can enhance the quality of such comparisons. When researchers understand the unique

context of each cultural practice, they are better equipped to identify genuine similarities and

differences, leading to more robust generalizations about human behavior and cultural diversity. The

goal shifts from asserting universal stages of development to understanding the range of human

adaptation and innovation.

Ethical Relativism vs. Methodological Relativism

A common point of confusion and contention surrounding cultural relativism history is the conflation of

its methodological and ethical dimensions. It is vital to differentiate between the two to appreciate the

complexities and criticisms of the concept.



Methodological relativism, as discussed, is a tool for research and understanding. It is about

suspending judgment for the sake of objective inquiry. Ethical relativism, on the other hand, is a

philosophical stance that asserts that moral judgments are true or false only relative to a particular

culture or standard. This implies that there are no universal moral truths, and that whatever a culture

deems moral is, by definition, moral for its members. Many anthropologists, including Boas himself,

practiced methodological relativism but stopped short of embracing ethical relativism.

The "Is" vs. The "Ought"

Methodological relativism deals with the "is"—how things are in a particular culture. Ethical relativism

deals with the "ought"—what is considered right or wrong. An anthropologist practicing methodological

relativism might seek to understand the reasons behind a practice like female genital mutilation,

exploring its cultural significance and social context. However, this does not obligate them to morally

endorse the practice. They can describe and explain without condoning.

The Moral Dilemma of Intervention

The debate over ethical relativism often centers on difficult moral dilemmas, such as human rights

abuses or practices that cause immense suffering. If one strictly adheres to ethical relativism,

intervening in the practices of another culture, even to prevent harm, becomes problematic. This is

where many find the ethical implications of cultural relativism deeply troubling, as it can be interpreted

as a justification for inaction in the face of injustice. This tension remains a significant area of debate in

anthropology and ethics.

Critiques and Challenges to Cultural Relativism



Despite its profound influence and its role in promoting tolerance and understanding, cultural relativism

has faced significant critiques and challenges throughout its history. These critiques often stem from

the perceived implications of ethical relativism and the practical difficulties of absolute neutrality.

One of the most persistent criticisms is that radical cultural relativism can lead to a form of moral

paralysis. If all cultural practices are deemed equally valid within their own context, how can we

condemn actions like slavery, genocide, or torture? Critics argue that this stance undermines the very

idea of universal human rights, which are intended to transcend cultural boundaries. The idea that

"might makes right" within a cultural context is a dangerous implication that many find untenable.

The Problem of Universal Human Rights

The concept of universal human rights, as enshrined in international declarations, directly conflicts with

strict ethical relativism. Proponents of universal rights argue that certain fundamental dignities and

freedoms are inherent to all human beings, regardless of their cultural background. Cultural relativism,

in its most extreme interpretation, can be seen as undermining these universal claims, by suggesting

that a culture can simply opt out of widely accepted moral norms.

Internal Critiques and the Potential for Abuse

Even within anthropology, there have been internal critiques of cultural relativism. Some scholars

argue that a purely relativistic stance can prevent critical analysis and reinforce existing power

structures within a society. If we are always obligated to understand practices from the insider's

perspective, it can become difficult to challenge oppressive traditions or to advocate for marginalized

groups within a culture. There's also the concern that the concept can be misused by dominant groups

to deflect criticism of their own practices by appealing to cultural difference.



The Challenge of Defining "Culture"

Another challenge lies in the very definition of "culture" and the boundaries of cultural relativism.

Cultures are not monolithic entities; they are dynamic, contested, and often contain internal dissent.

Applying relativism to an entire "culture" can overlook the voices of those within that culture who

disagree with or are harmed by certain practices. Furthermore, in an increasingly globalized world,

cultures are constantly interacting and influencing one another, making it difficult to draw clear lines of

cultural autonomy.

The Enduring Legacy of Cultural Relativism

Despite the critiques, the legacy of cultural relativism is undeniable and profoundly important. It has

fundamentally reshaped how we approach the study of humanity and our interactions with people from

different backgrounds. The core insights of cultural relativism continue to inform fields far beyond

anthropology, influencing sociology, psychology, international relations, and even everyday

communication.

The principle of suspending judgment and seeking to understand different perspectives has fostered

greater tolerance, empathy, and a deeper appreciation for the diversity of human experience. It has

served as a powerful antidote to ethnocentrism and a vital tool in dismantling colonialist and racist

ideologies. While the debates surrounding its ethical implications continue, its role as a methodological

imperative for understanding remains robust and essential. It encourages us to ask better questions, to

listen more deeply, and to approach the unfamiliar with curiosity rather than condemnation.

Ultimately, the history of cultural relativism is a testament to the ongoing human endeavor to

understand ourselves and each other. It reminds us that the world is a vast tapestry of human

ingenuity and adaptation, and that true understanding begins with an open mind and a willingness to

see the world through multiple lenses. The journey from early observations of difference to



sophisticated theoretical frameworks has been long and complex, but its impact on fostering a more

inclusive and respectful global dialogue is undeniable.









Q: What is the primary difference between methodological and ethical

relativism?

A: Methodological relativism is an approach used in research, particularly in anthropology, that involves

suspending judgment and seeking to understand practices and beliefs within their cultural context.

Ethical relativism, on the other hand, is a philosophical stance that claims moral judgments are true or

false only relative to a particular culture, meaning there are no universal moral truths.

Q: Who is considered the most influential figure in the development of

cultural relativism?

A: Franz Boas is widely recognized as the most influential figure in the development and popularization

of cultural relativism, particularly within American anthropology.

Q: How did Enlightenment ideas contribute to the development of

cultural relativism?

A: Enlightenment thinkers' discussions on human nature, reason, and diverse forms of social

organization, while often universalistic, implicitly acknowledged the vast differences in human societies,

laying some groundwork for later relativistic thought.

Q: What was the main criticism of 19th-century anthropological

theories that cultural relativism challenged?

A: Cultural relativism challenged the prevailing unilinear evolutionary models that posited all societies

progressed through similar stages with Western civilization at its peak, arguing instead for the unique

historical trajectories of different cultures.



Q: Can cultural relativism be used to justify harmful practices?

A: Critics argue that a strict interpretation of ethical relativism can be used to justify harmful practices

by claiming they are morally acceptable within their specific cultural context. However, many

anthropologists distinguish between methodological and ethical relativism and do not endorse this

justification.

Q: What is ethnocentrism, and how does cultural relativism address it?

A: Ethnocentrism is the tendency to judge other cultures by the standards of one's own culture, often

viewing one's own as superior. Cultural relativism directly addresses ethnocentrism by advocating for

understanding other cultures on their own terms, free from external biases.

Q: What are some of the key critiques leveled against cultural

relativism?

A: Key critiques include its potential to undermine universal human rights, the difficulty of drawing clear

cultural boundaries, the risk of overlooking internal dissent within cultures, and the possibility of it being

used to justify inaction against human rights abuses.

Q: How has cultural relativism influenced modern anthropology?

A: Cultural relativism has fundamentally shaped modern anthropology by emphasizing fieldwork,

ethnographic detail, the rejection of ethnocentrism, and the importance of understanding cultures from

an insider's perspective.
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