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Anthropology is the study of human societies and cultures, and it has been shaped by the concept of 

cultural relativism. Cultural relativism is the idea that a person's beliefs, values, and behaviors should be 

understood within the context of their own culture, rather than being judged by the standards of 

another culture. 

 

Cultural relativism is an essential concept in anthropology because it helps us to understand and 

appreciate the diversity of human cultures. By recognizing that there are no universal standards for what 

is "right" or "wrong," we can avoid ethnocentrism, which is the tendency to view one's own culture as 

superior to others. 

 

Anthropologists use cultural relativism to gain a better understanding of the beliefs, values, and 

behaviors of the people they study. For example, an anthropologist studying a society that practices 

female genital mutilation may initially find this practice repugnant. However, by using cultural relativism, 

the anthropologist can better understand the cultural and historical context of the practice and the 

beliefs that underlie it. 

 

Cultural relativism also has implications for ethical considerations in anthropology. Anthropologists must 

be aware of the potential harm that their research can cause to the communities they study. By 

recognizing the importance of cultural relativism, anthropologists can approach their research in a way 

that is respectful and sensitive to the cultural beliefs and practices of the people they study. 

 

Despite its many benefits, cultural relativism has also been criticized for being too permissive of harmful 

practices. Some argue that cultural relativism can be used to justify human rights violations and other 

harmful practices. However, proponents of cultural relativism argue that it is not an excuse for ignoring 

ethical concerns, but rather a tool for understanding and respecting cultural diversity. 

 

In conclusion, cultural relativism is an essential concept in anthropology that helps us to appreciate the 

diversity of human cultures and avoid ethnocentrism. By recognizing the importance of cultural 

relativism, anthropologists can approach their research in a way that is respectful and sensitive to the 

cultural beliefs and practices of the people they study. While there are criticisms of cultural relativism, it 

remains a valuable tool for gaining a deeper understanding of the complexities of human societies and 

cultures. 


