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The Hidden Dangers of Cultural Relativism

Cultural relativism is an important concept in anthropology and sociology that
emphasizes the understanding of cultural practices through their own cultural
context, rather than imposing external judgments based on one's own cultural
beliefs. While cultural relativism is intended to foster tolerance and respect for
diverse cultures, it can also be misused and abused – ultimately resulting in the
violation of human rights.

The Pennsylvania Studies in Human Rights

The Pennsylvania Studies in Human Rights is a renowned academic series that
delves into critical issues surrounding human rights violations and their
implications. One of the prominent topics discussed in this series is the abuse of
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cultural relativism – a phenomenon that warrants significant attention and
examination.
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Understanding Cultural Relativism

Cultural relativism suggests that every culture has its own unique values, beliefs,
and practices, which should be respected and understood in their specific cultural
context. It challenges the notion of universal moral or ethical standards and
promotes the idea that cultural diversity should be celebrated.

However, cultural relativism often encounters ethical dilemmas when cultural
practices clash with universally recognized human rights. The abuse of cultural
relativism occurs when oppressive practices, such as female genital mutilation,
child marriage, or discrimination based on sexual orientation, are justified and
defended solely on the grounds of cultural tradition.

The Dark Side of Cultural Relativism
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While cultural relativism initially aimed to promote tolerance and understanding, it
can inadvertently contribute to the perpetuation of human rights abuses. Certain
actions that may seem acceptable within a specific culture can pose severe harm
to individuals, violating their fundamental rights to life, liberty, and security.

The abuse of cultural relativism often leads to a lack of intervention and
condemnation of harmful practices, allowing them to persist without challenge. It
undermines the efforts of human rights advocates who strive to protect and
promote the well-being of individuals across cultures and societies.

The Role of Pennsylvania Studies in Human Rights

The Pennsylvania Studies in Human Rights provide an invaluable platform for
scholars, researchers, and activists to explore the abuse of cultural relativism and
its implications for human rights. Through rigorous analysis and thought-
provoking discussions, the series sheds light on the complexities of cultural
relativism and encourages critical thinking in this field.

Examining Case Studies

The series features numerous case studies from around the world, highlighting
the challenges faced by cultural relativism and the consequences of its misuse. It
explores instances where cultural relativism has been manipulated to justify
harmful practices, enabling human rights violations to go unchecked.

Fostering Dialogue and Solutions

Pennsylvania Studies in Human Rights goes beyond merely pointing out the
flaws in the abuse of cultural relativism. It spurs discussions and encourages
researchers to propose solutions that strike a balance between respecting
cultural diversity and protecting universal human rights.



The abuse of cultural relativism poses substantial challenges in the field of
human rights. While acknowledging the importance of cultural context, it is vital to
recognize the limits of cultural relativism when it comes to practices that violate
fundamental human rights. The Pennsylvania Studies in Human Rights play a
crucial role in raising awareness, fostering dialogue, and finding viable solutions
to prevent the abuse of cultural relativism and protect universally recognized
human rights.

Disclaimer: The information contained in this article is for educational purposes
only and does not constitute legal advice. Consult a legal professional for
personalized assistance with your specific situation.
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Selected by Choice magazine as an Outstanding Academic Title

Are the principles set forth in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights truly
universal? Or, as some have argued, are they derived exclusively from Western
philosophic traditions and therefore irrelevant to many non-Western cultures?
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Should a state's claims to indigenous traditions, and not international covenants,
determine the scope of rights granted to its citizens?

In his strong defense of the Declaration, Reza Afshari contends that the moral
vision embodied in this and other agreements is a proper response to the abuses
of the modern state. Asserting that the most serious violations of human rights by
state rulers are motivated by political and economic factors rather than the
purported concern for cultural authenticity, Afshari examines one particular state
that has claimed cultural exception to the universality of human rights, the Islamic
Republic of Iran.

In his revealing case study, Afshari investigates how Islamic culture and Iranian
politics since the fall of the Shah have affected human rights policy in that state.
He exposes the human rights violations committed by ruling clerics in Iran since
the Revolution, showing that Iran has behaved remarkably like other authoritarian
governments in its human rights abuses. For more than two decades, Iran has
systematically jailed, tortured, and executed dissidents without due process of
law and assassinated political opponents outside state borders. Furthermore, like
other oppressive states, Iran has regularly denied and countered the charges
made by United Nations human rights monitors, defending its acts as authentic
cultural practices.

Throughout his study, Afshari addresses Iran's claims of cultural relativism, a
controversial thesis in the intense ongoing debate over the universality of human
rights. In prison memoirs he uncovers the actual human rights abuses committed
by the Islamic Republic and the sociopolitical conditions that cause or permit
them. Finally, Afshari turns to little-read UN reports that reveal that the dynamics
of power between UN human rights monitors and Iranian leaders have proven
ineffective at enforcing human rights policy in Iran. Critically analyzing the state's



responses, Afshari shows that the Islamic Republic, like other oppressive states,
has regularly denied and countered the charges made by UN human rights
monitors, and when denials were patently implausible, it defended its acts as
authentic cultural practices. This defense is equally unconvincing, since it lacked
domestic cultural consensus.
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