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I. Definition of Cultural Relativism 

Cultural relativism is an ideology that suggests that individual's beliefs, 

values, and behaviors should be understood within the context of their 

own culture rather than judged against the criteria of another culture. In 

simpler terms, it's the idea that there is no universal standard for what 

is right or wrong, moral or immoral, across all cultures. Instead, cultural 

relativism acknowledges the diversity of human cultures and 

emphasizes the importance of understanding each culture on its own 

terms. 

II. Beliefs of Cultural Relativism 

Cultural relativism suggests that: 

Different societies have their own moral codes and practices. 

Norms, beliefs, and values must be judged and understood from 

the context of the culture where they originate. 

No culture is objectively better than others; cultures and their 

customs and beliefs are not objectively superior or inferior to any 

other culture. 

Practices and behaviors considered acceptable or unacceptable 

vary from one culture to the next. 

Cultural relativism aims to help promote acceptance, tolerance, 

and an appreciation for diverse cultural beliefs and practices. 

No universal ethical or moral truths apply to all people in all 

situations. 

What is considered right and wrong is determined by society’s 

moral codes. 

Researchers and observers should strive to observe behavior 

rather than pass judgments on it based on their own cultural 

perspective. 

III. Key Principles of Cultural Relativism 

1 Cultural Diversity: Cultural relativism recognizes that there is a wide 

variety of cultural practices and beliefs across the world. What may be 

considered normal or acceptable in one culture could be viewed quite 

differently in another culture. 

2 Non-Judgmental Attitude: Central to cultural relativism is the idea of 

suspending judgment about other cultures based on one's own 

cultural norms. Instead of labeling other cultures as inferior or superior, 

cultural relativism encourages empathy, understanding, and tolerance. 
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3 Cultural Context: Cultural relativism emphasizes the importance of 

understanding cultural practices and beliefs within their specific 

historical, social, and environmental contexts. What may seem 

irrational or illogical from an outside perspective often makes sense 

when viewed within the framework of that culture's history and values. 

4 Respect for Diversity: Cultural relativism promotes respect for 

cultural diversity and recognizes the value of different cultural 

perspectives. It encourages individuals to appreciate the richness and 

complexity of human cultures without imposing their own cultural 

standards onto others. 

IV. Implications of Cultural Relativism 

1 Ethical Considerations: Cultural relativism challenges ethnocentrism, 

the tendency to judge other cultures by the standards of one's own 

culture. Instead of imposing Western values or ideologies onto non-

Western cultures, cultural relativism prompts us to consider the ethical 

implications of our actions within specific cultural contexts. 

2 Cross-Cultural Understanding: By adopting a cultural relativist 

perspective, individuals can gain a deeper understanding of different 

cultural practices, beliefs, and worldviews. This understanding fosters 

empathy, tolerance, and effective communication across cultural 

boundaries. 

3 Cultural Sensitivity in Education: In educational settings, cultural 

relativism informs curriculum development, teaching practices, and 

intercultural interactions. Educators strive to incorporate diverse 

perspectives and representations in their teaching materials and to 

create inclusive learning environments that respect students' cultural 

backgrounds. 

4 Global Citizenship: Cultural relativism aligns with the principles of 

global citizenship, emphasizing the interconnectedness of the world 

and the importance of respecting cultural diversity. As global citizens, 

we recognize that our actions and decisions can impact people from 

different cultural backgrounds, and we strive to promote mutual 

understanding and cooperation. 

V. Types of Cultural Relativism 

There are two distinct types of cultural relativism: absolute cultural 

relativism and critical cultural relativism. 

1 Absolute Cultural Relativism 

According to this perspective, outsiders should not question or judge 

cultural events. Essentially, this point of view proposes that outsiders 
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should not criticize or question the cultural practices of other societies, 

no matter what they might involve. 

2 Critical Cultural Relativism 

Critical cultural relativism suggests that practices should be evaluated 

in terms of how and why they are adopted. This perspective suggests 

that cultural practices can be evaluated and understood by looking at 

factors such as the historical context and social influences. It also 

recognizes that all societies experience inequalities and power 

dynamics that influence how and why certain beliefs are adopted and 

who adopts them. 

VI. Strengths of Cultural Relativism 

Cultural relativism has a number of benefits that can help people gain 

greater insight into different cultures. This perspective can help: 

Promote cultural understanding: Because cultural relativism 

encourages seeing cultures with an open mind, it can 

foster greater empathy, understanding, and respect for cultures 

different from ours.  

Protect cultural respect and autonomy: Cultural relativism 

recognizes that no culture is superior to any other. Rather than 

attempting to change other cultures, this perspective encourages 

people to respect the autonomy and self-determinism of other 

cultures, which can play an important role in preserving the 

heritage and traditions of other cultures. 

Foster learning: By embracing cultural relativism, people from 

different backgrounds are able to communicate effectively and 

create an open dialogue to foster greater learning for other 

cultures of the world. 

Cultural relativism can also be important in helping mental health 

professionals deliver  culturally competent care  to clients of different 

backgrounds. 

VII. Examples that Illustrate Cultural Relativism in Action 

1 Dress Codes and Fashion: What is considered appropriate attire 

varies widely across cultures. For example, while Western cultures may 

view shorts and T-shirts as casual and acceptable clothing for 

everyday wear, other cultures may consider such attire inappropriate or 

immodest. Cultural relativism acknowledges that standards of dress 

are culturally constructed and may differ significantly from one society 

to another. 

2 Dietary Practices: Dietary preferences and restrictions vary greatly 

among cultures. For instance, while consuming beef is commonplace 
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in many Western societies, it is prohibited in Hinduism and considered 

taboo in some parts of India. Similarly, the consumption of insects is 

common in some cultures but may be viewed with disgust or aversion 

in others. Cultural relativism recognizes that dietary choices are 

influenced by cultural beliefs, traditions, and environmental factors. 

3 Family Structures and Gender Roles: Family structures and gender 

roles differ significantly across cultures. For example, while nuclear 

families consisting of parents and children are common in many 

Western societies, extended families living together under one roof are 

prevalent in other cultures. Additionally, gender roles regarding 

household responsibi l it ies, child-rearing, and employment 

opportunities vary widely. Cultural relativism acknowledges that family 

structures and gender roles are culturally constructed and may evolve 

over time. 

4 Social Customs and Etiquette: Social customs and etiquette vary 

from culture to culture, influencing interpersonal interactions and 

behavior. For instance, greetings such as handshakes, bows, or kisses 

may differ depending on cultural norms and expectations. Likewise, 

gestures, body language, and eye contact may have different 

meanings and interpretations across cultures. Cultural relativism 

recognizes that social norms and etiquette are shaped by cultural 

values and may differ significantly between societies. 

5 Religious Beliefs and Practices: Religious beliefs and practices 

exhibit considerable diversity across cultures and societies. For 

example, while Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Judaism 

are among the world's major religions, each encompasses a wide 

range of beliefs, rituals, and traditions. Cultural relativism 

acknowledges that religious beliefs and practices are deeply 

embedded in cultural contexts and may vary widely from one culture to 

another. 

VIII. Cultural Relativism in EFL Education 

Cultural relativism plays a crucial role in the field of English as a Foreign 

Language (EFL) education, especially in diverse classroom settings 

where students come from various cultural backgrounds. Here's how 

cultural relativism intersects with EFL education: 

Respect for Students' Cultural Backgrounds: In EFL classrooms, 

students bring with them their unique cultural perspectives, 

norms, and values. Cultural relativism encourages educators to 

respect and acknowledge these cultural backgrounds rather than 

imposing a single cultural standard. By doing so, teachers can 

Page � of �4 6 Dr. Hiouani S. 



Lecture 04: Cultural Relativism  M1: S2: 2023-24

create a more inclusive and supportive learning environment 

where students feel valued and respected for who they are. 

Understanding Language in Cultural Context: Language is deeply 

intertwined with culture, and cultural relativism emphasizes the 

importance of understanding language use within its cultural 

context. In EFL education, this means going beyond teaching 

grammar and vocabulary to exploring the cultural nuances and 

socio-cultural implications of language. For example, 

understanding the use of honorifics in Japanese or the 

importance of indirect communication in many Asian cultures can 

enhance students' language proficiency and intercultural 

competence. 

Incorporating Culturally Relevant Materials: Cultural relativism 

encourages EFL educators to incorporate culturally relevant 

materials and content into their teaching materials. This could 

include literature, media, and real-life examples that reflect the 

diversity of cultures where English is used as a foreign language. 

By exposing students to a variety of cultural perspectives, 

educators can broaden their understanding of the world and 

foster cross-cultural empathy and understanding. 

Promoting Intercultural Communication Skills: EFL education 

goes beyond language proficiency to develop students' 

intercultural communication skills. Cultural relativism provides a 

foundation for teaching students to navigate cultural differences 

respectfully and effectively. Through activities such as cross-

cultural discussions, role-plays, and collaborative projects, 

students learn to communicate across cultural boundaries with 

sensitivity and empathy. 

Addressing Language Bias and Stereotypes: Cultural relativism 

prompts EFL educators to critically examine language bias and 

stereotypes that may exist within teaching materials or classroom 

practices. By challenging stereotypes and promoting a more 

nuanced understanding of language and culture, educators can 

empower students to become critical thinkers and culturally 

competent communicators. 

In conclusion, cultural relativism offers a valuable framework for 

understanding, respecting, and celebrating cultural diversity. By 

recognizing the complexity and richness of human cultures and 

suspending judgment based on our own cultural biases, we can 

promote cross-cultural understanding, empathy, and tolerance. As we 

navigate an increasingly interconnected world, embracing cultural 
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relativism is essential for building harmonious relationships and 

fostering global cooperation. 
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