
cultural relativism application in
anthropology
The cultural relativism application in anthropology is a cornerstone concept that profoundly
shapes how researchers understand and interpret human societies. This principle guides
anthropologists to suspend their own ethnocentric judgments and instead strive to
comprehend a culture's beliefs, values, and practices from within its own unique context.
It's not just an academic exercise; it’s a vital ethical and methodological tool that enables a
deeper, more nuanced understanding of human diversity. This article delves into the
intricate ways cultural relativism is applied in anthropological fieldwork, its theoretical
underpinnings, the ethical considerations it raises, and its ongoing relevance in a globalized
world. We will explore how this perspective fosters cross-cultural empathy and equips
anthropologists with the critical lens needed to deconstruct societal norms and power
structures.
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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.

This means that what might seem strange, illogical, or even immoral from one cultural
viewpoint might make perfect sense within the framework of another. It's about
acknowledging that there isn't a universal standard of morality or behavior that applies to
all humans everywhere. Instead, each culture develops its own unique way of navigating
the world, solving problems, and defining what is right and wrong. This perspective
encourages us to step outside our own ingrained assumptions and try to see things from a
different angle, fostering a more open and accepting view of human diversity.

The Theoretical Roots of Cultural Relativism in
Anthropology



The intellectual seeds of cultural relativism were sown in response to the prevalent
ethnocentrism of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Early anthropologists, often trained
in Western societies, frequently viewed other cultures through a lens of perceived
inferiority, labeling them as "primitive" or "backward." This ethnocentric bias skewed their
observations and led to biased interpretations of cultural phenomena. Thinkers like Franz
Boas, often called the "father of American anthropology," were instrumental in challenging
these prevailing attitudes.

Boas and his students advocated for a more empirical and contextual approach to studying
different societies. They argued that each culture had its own distinct history and
developed its own unique set of customs and beliefs as a rational response to its particular
environment and social circumstances. This shift in thinking was crucial. It moved
anthropology away from hierarchical evolutionary models of culture and towards a more
egalitarian understanding, recognizing the inherent validity of diverse cultural systems. This
intellectual revolution laid the groundwork for the rigorous application of cultural relativism
as a guiding principle in the discipline.

Boasian Anthropology and the Rejection of
Ethnocentrism

Franz Boas, a pivotal figure, spearheaded a movement to combat ethnocentrism within
anthropology. He championed the idea of "historical particularism," which emphasized that
each culture is the product of its own unique historical trajectory. This meant that instead of
trying to fit cultures into a universal evolutionary scheme, anthropologists should
meticulously document the specific historical factors that shaped each society. Boas trained
a generation of anthropologists, including figures like Alfred Kroeber, Ruth Benedict, and
Margaret Mead, who carried this relativist ethos into their fieldwork and writings, solidifying
its place in the discipline.

The Influence of Linguistics

The development of linguistic anthropology also played a significant role in fostering
cultural relativism. Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf, for instance, proposed the Sapir-
Whorf hypothesis, also known as linguistic relativity. This theory suggests that the structure
of a language influences its speakers' worldview or cognition. In simpler terms, the way we
talk about the world can actually shape how we perceive it. This idea reinforced the
concept that different cultures, with their distinct languages, might indeed possess
fundamentally different ways of understanding reality, further bolstering the argument for
understanding practices within their cultural context.

Methodological Applications of Cultural



Relativism

In practice, cultural relativism is not merely an abstract philosophical stance; it is a
powerful methodological tool that anthropologists employ in their research. When
conducting fieldwork, the primary goal is to achieve an "emic" perspective – that is, to
understand a culture from the inside, as its members perceive it. This stands in contrast to
the "etic" perspective, which is an outsider's analytical framework.

Applying cultural relativism means actively suspending judgment about the practices and
beliefs of the people being studied. Instead of immediately labeling a ritual as bizarre or a
social custom as unjust, the anthropologist asks: Why do people do this? What purpose
does it serve within their society? How does it fit into their worldview and their
understanding of the world? This rigorous questioning and empathetic observation allow for
a much richer and more accurate understanding of human behavior and cultural systems,
moving beyond superficial impressions to uncover underlying meanings and functions.

Participant Observation and Immersion

One of the most fundamental methods in anthropology is participant observation. This
involves the researcher immersing themselves in the daily lives of the people they are
studying, participating in their activities, and observing their interactions firsthand. Cultural
relativism is crucial here because it encourages the anthropologist to not just observe but
to try to understand the motivations, meanings, and social logic behind what they are
seeing and experiencing. For instance, an anthropologist studying a community that
practices communal living would aim to understand the values of cooperation and
interdependence that underpin this arrangement, rather than judging it based on Western
ideals of individual property ownership.

Holistic Approach to Culture

Cultural relativism underpins the holistic approach in anthropology, which emphasizes that
all aspects of a culture are interconnected. Social, economic, political, religious, and artistic
practices are not isolated phenomena but are woven together into a complex tapestry.
When an anthropologist encounters a specific practice, cultural relativism guides them to
examine how it relates to other aspects of the culture. For example, understanding a
complex initiation rite requires looking at its connection to kinship structures, spiritual
beliefs, and the transmission of knowledge within that society. This interconnectedness
means that a practice can only be fully understood by examining its place within the
broader cultural system.

Avoiding Ethnocentric Bias in Data Collection

Perhaps the most direct methodological application of cultural relativism is its role in



preventing ethnocentric bias during data collection. If an anthropologist enters a
community with preconceived notions about what is "normal" or "acceptable," they are
likely to miss important information or misinterpret what they observe. For example, if an
anthropologist from a highly individualistic society observes a culture where decisions are
made collectively, they might dismiss this as inefficient. However, applying cultural
relativism would prompt them to explore the values of consensus, community harmony,
and shared responsibility that make collective decision-making functional and desirable
within that context. This conscious effort to set aside personal biases ensures more
objective and valid ethnographic data.

Ethical Dimensions of Cultural Relativism in
Practice

While cultural relativism is a powerful analytical tool, its application also raises significant
ethical questions. The principle of understanding practices within their own context can
sometimes come into tension with universal human rights standards. This is a delicate
balancing act for anthropologists, who are tasked with both respecting cultural diversity
and upholding ethical principles.

The core ethical dilemma lies in deciding when and how to intervene, or if intervention is
ever appropriate, when faced with practices that cause harm. For example, what does
cultural relativism mean when confronting issues like female genital mutilation, child
marriage, or systemic violence? Anthropologists grapple with this by differentiating
between understanding a practice (methodological relativism) and condoning it (moral
relativism). The former is essential for ethnographic research, while the latter is ethically
problematic.

The Distinction Between Methodological and Moral
Relativism

It is crucial to distinguish between methodological relativism and moral relativism.
Methodological relativism is a research strategy that requires anthropologists to
temporarily suspend their own judgments to understand a culture from the inside. It is a
necessary tool for objective data collection and analysis. Moral relativism, on the other
hand, is the philosophical stance that there are no universal moral truths, and that all moral
judgments are relative to a particular culture. Anthropologists generally do not subscribe to
absolute moral relativism, especially when fundamental human rights are at stake.

The application of cultural relativism means striving to understand why certain practices
exist and what their function might be within a society, even if those practices are
abhorrent by outside standards. It does not mean agreeing with them or ceasing to
advocate for human rights. For instance, understanding the historical and social factors that
contribute to certain forms of social inequality does not equate to approving of that
inequality.



Navigating Human Rights and Cultural Practices

One of the most challenging aspects of applying cultural relativism is navigating situations
where cultural practices conflict with internationally recognized human rights.
Anthropologists often find themselves in a position where they must balance their
commitment to cultural understanding with their ethical obligations to individuals and
communities. This often involves engaging in nuanced advocacy, working with communities
to understand the potential harms of certain practices and supporting initiatives for change
that are locally driven and culturally sensitive.

The goal is rarely to impose external values but to facilitate dialogue and empower
individuals within cultures to question and potentially reform harmful traditions. This
requires a deep understanding of the cultural context, so that any proposed changes are
more likely to be accepted and sustainable. The ethical application of cultural relativism in
these situations demands careful consideration, empathy, and a commitment to human
dignity.

Challenges and Criticisms of Cultural Relativism

Despite its immense value, cultural relativism is not without its detractors and inherent
challenges. Critics often point to the potential for it to be misused as a justification for
harmful practices, leading to a paralysis in ethical judgment. This is where the line between
understanding and acceptance becomes blurred for some, raising significant concerns
about the practical implications of the concept.

One of the most significant criticisms is that extreme relativism can lead to a failure to
condemn universally recognized atrocities. If every cultural practice is seen as equally valid
within its own context, then how can one ever speak out against genocide, slavery, or
torture? This is a valid concern that forces a re-evaluation of the boundaries of relativism.
Furthermore, the very act of cross-cultural comparison, which is central to anthropological
analysis, can seem contradictory to a strict interpretation of relativism, as it implies some
form of shared evaluative criteria, however broad.

The Problem of Universal Ethics

A primary criticism leveled against cultural relativism is its apparent incompatibility with
the idea of universal ethics or human rights. If all moral codes are relative to culture, then it
becomes difficult, if not impossible, to argue for the inherent dignity and rights of every
individual, regardless of their cultural background. Critics argue that certain actions, such
as torture or genocide, are intrinsically wrong and should be condemned universally,
irrespective of cultural justifications. This tension highlights the need for anthropologists to
find a middle ground that respects cultural diversity while upholding fundamental human
values.



Potential for Justifying Harmful Practices

The most potent criticism is that cultural relativism can be co-opted to justify harmful or
oppressive practices. If the mantra is "when in Rome, do as the Romans do," or
"understand it within its context," it can inadvertently provide an excuse for inaction or
even tacit approval of behaviors that violate basic human dignity. For example, arguing
that female genital mutilation is a culturally significant rite of passage, and therefore must
be understood and respected, risks overlooking the severe physical and psychological harm
it inflicts. This is a profound ethical challenge that requires careful navigation and a strong
commitment to human rights principles.

The Paradox of Cross-Cultural Comparison

Anthropology, by its very nature, often involves comparing different cultures to identify
patterns, variations, and universal aspects of the human experience. However, strict
cultural relativism can seem to undermine this comparative enterprise. If each culture is
entirely unique and its practices are only meaningful within their own context, then how
can one meaningfully compare, for example, different forms of governance or family
structures across societies? This creates a conceptual paradox for the discipline, pushing
anthropologists to refine their approaches to comparison in ways that are sensitive to
cultural context while still allowing for the identification of broader human themes.

Cultural Relativism in Contemporary
Anthropological Research

In today's increasingly interconnected and globalized world, the application of cultural
relativism in anthropology remains as vital as ever, though it continues to evolve. The
challenges posed by globalization, mass migration, and the pervasive influence of global
media mean that cultures are no longer as isolated as they once were. This dynamic
environment necessitates a nuanced approach to cultural relativism, one that
acknowledges both the persistence of cultural distinctiveness and the increasing flow of
ideas and practices across borders.

Contemporary anthropologists use cultural relativism not just to understand isolated
communities but also to analyze the complex interactions between cultures. This includes
examining how global forces impact local traditions, how cultural identities are maintained
or transformed in response to external influences, and how people navigate multiple
cultural frameworks simultaneously. The principle continues to serve as a crucial safeguard
against ethnocentrism, encouraging critical self-reflection and a deep respect for the
diverse ways humans live and make meaning in the world.



Globalization and Cultural Hybridity

The era of globalization has brought about new dimensions to the application of cultural
relativism. As cultures increasingly interact and influence one another, phenomena like
cultural hybridity emerge, where elements from different cultures blend to create new
forms. Anthropologists use cultural relativism to understand these hybrid forms not as a
dilution of original cultures, but as innovative adaptations and expressions of identity. For
instance, understanding the spread of American fast-food chains in other countries, and
how these are often adapted to local tastes and cultural norms, requires a relativist lens to
appreciate the complex interplay of global and local forces.

Navigating Identity in a Multicultural World

In increasingly multicultural societies, the principles of cultural relativism are essential for
fostering social cohesion and mutual understanding. Anthropologists often work within
these diverse societies to help bridge cultural divides, mediate conflicts, and promote
policies that are sensitive to the needs of various cultural groups. Applying cultural
relativism in this context means recognizing the validity of multiple perspectives and
ensuring that social structures and institutions are inclusive and equitable, rather than
being imposed from a single dominant cultural viewpoint.

Advocacy and Applied Anthropology

While maintaining a critical distance, many anthropologists today engage in applied
anthropology, using their knowledge to address social problems. In this role, cultural
relativism is not abandoned but is integrated into advocacy efforts. It allows anthropologists
to work effectively with communities, understand the root causes of issues within their
specific contexts, and help facilitate culturally appropriate solutions. This might involve
working with indigenous groups to advocate for land rights, or assisting international
organizations in developing health programs that are sensitive to local beliefs and
practices. The goal is to empower communities and promote positive change without
resorting to ethnocentric prescriptions.

The Enduring Significance of Cultural Relativism

The concept of cultural relativism, despite its complexities and the critiques it has faced,
remains an indispensable tool in the anthropologist's arsenal. Its significance lies not only in
its methodological utility for objective research but also in its ethical imperative to
approach human diversity with humility, respect, and a genuine desire for understanding. It
compels us to recognize the inherent worth and logic of different ways of life, challenging
our own assumptions and fostering a more empathetic global outlook.



As we continue to navigate an increasingly diverse and interconnected world, the ability to
understand and appreciate different cultural perspectives is paramount. Cultural relativism,
when applied thoughtfully and ethically, provides the framework for this understanding. It
encourages us to see the world through the eyes of others, to appreciate the richness of
human ingenuity in adapting to diverse environments and circumstances, and to recognize
that our own cultural lens is just one among many. This ongoing commitment to
understanding, rather than judging, is what makes cultural relativism a timeless and
essential principle in the study of humanity.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary goal of applying cultural
relativism in anthropology?
A: The primary goal is to understand a culture's beliefs, values, and practices from the
perspective of its members, without imposing the observer's own cultural standards or
judgments. It aims for an "emic" understanding.

Q: How did Franz Boas contribute to the development
of cultural relativism?
A: Franz Boas is considered a key figure in establishing cultural relativism. He rejected
evolutionary theories of cultural superiority and championed "historical particularism,"
arguing that each culture develops its own unique path and logic based on its specific
historical and environmental context.

Q: What is the difference between methodological
relativism and moral relativism?
A: Methodological relativism is a research strategy to temporarily suspend judgment for
better understanding, whereas moral relativism is the belief that all moral judgments are
relative to culture, implying no universal morality. Anthropologists generally practice
methodological relativism but do not necessarily subscribe to absolute moral relativism.

Q: Can cultural relativism be used to justify harmful
practices?
A: Critics argue that cultural relativism can be misused to justify harmful practices by
appearing to condone them under the guise of cultural understanding. This raises ethical
concerns about the balance between respecting cultural diversity and upholding universal
human rights.



Q: How does cultural relativism inform anthropological
fieldwork?
A: It guides anthropologists in methods like participant observation and holistic analysis,
urging them to set aside ethnocentric biases and seek to comprehend the internal logic,
meaning, and function of a culture's practices and beliefs.

Q: Is cultural relativism still relevant in contemporary
anthropology?
A: Yes, cultural relativism remains highly relevant, especially in a globalized world. It helps
anthropologists understand cultural hybridity, navigate multicultural societies, and engage
in applied anthropology that is sensitive to local contexts.

Q: What are some common criticisms of cultural
relativism?
A: Common criticisms include its potential conflict with universal human rights, the risk of
justifying harmful practices, and the paradox it can create for cross-cultural comparison.

Q: How do anthropologists address the tension between
cultural relativism and human rights?
A: Anthropologists strive for a nuanced approach, distinguishing between understanding a
practice and condoning it. They often work to advocate for human rights in culturally
sensitive ways, empowering communities to drive their own change.
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