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Cultural relativistic theories date back to Herodotus and the sophistry of Ancient Greece, but the expression
‘cultural relativism’ should be reserved to a social-anthropological theory first implemented by Franz Boas
(1858-1942) and his disciples. Born in Germany, Boas studied geography at Kiel before embarking on
expeditions to the Arctic and British Columbia, which shifted his interest to the study of the indigenous
tribes and motivated his emigration to the USA in 1886. In 1899 he was appointed Professor at Columbia
and became a dominant figure in establishing modern anthropology in the USA. He and his school
established new and complex concepts of culture and race, as outlined in his writings. The theory of
cultural relativism is also known as CULTURAL DETERMINISM and sets forth the view that all morals,
rules and needs must be judged in the context of the society and culture which produce them and observed
from that society and culture's point of view. Judgement from the point of view of the observer may lead to
ETHNOCENTRISM.

Debates among anthropologists about cultural relativism have had two periods of vogue. The earlier
relativist position, as formulated by Boas and his school, was a response to Social Darwinism and was
largely a plea for tolerance. Cultural relativism emerged in reaction to CULTURAL EVOLUTIONISM, a
theory which affirmed that human societies progressed in stages from ‘primitive’ to ‘modern’, assuming that
European society was the furthest advanced (EUROCENTRISM). The current debate on cultural relativism
is largely influenced by postmodern philosophy. In its most extreme version, it embodies a form of cognitive
relativism assuming that it is impossible for anyone outside a CULTURE to understand any internal
element within that culture. A less extreme version states that outsiders may come to understand other
cultures, but that any attempt to judge diverse cultures is arbitrary. Some anthropologists have criticized
relativistic theories, affirming that it is possible to identify a number of different universals. Melford Spiro
(1986), for instance, claims that it is reasonable to assume the existence of a set of universal
psychobiological traits in the human species, such as pain avoidance, object constancy, attachment
behaviours, and others. Universals rooted in human neurobiology include the ‘formal’ deep structure of
language put forth by Noam Chomsky, and the processes involved in human bonding described by R.F.
Fox (1988). Cultural relativism can be criticized also from an ethical point of view: although cultural
relativism states that all cultures are equal and none is inferior or superior to the others - seemingly giving
an impression of openness and TOLERANCE - the concept often hides: (a) the risk that observers and
judges become mentally lazy and therefore merely compile personal types of catalogues; (b) any
hypothesis of interaction through a refusal to compare different cultures; (c) sophistic cowardice and
weakness in observers who avoid judging and are therefore unable to interact; (d) implicit RACISM deriving
from the indifference of anthropological theories. According to Reginald Bibby (1990), pluralism may lead to
cultural relativism with the result that there are no real shared values, no inviolable standards and little on
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which to construct a distinct nationality (MULTICULTURALISM). Such hypotheses are also pursued in the
work of Richard Gwynn (1990), who cites crime and the range of legal defences based on cultural
differences as examples of the threat to society posed by cultural pluralism. However, cultural relativism
can be seen as a positive phenomenon, when individuals are willing to look at things from the point of view
of the other.
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