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Applied Anthropology
and Human Rights

184 Discuss how applied anthropologists are engaged
in human rights research.

Cultural Relativism and
Human Rights

Arecent development that has had wide-ranging con-
sequences for applied anthropology and ethnographic
research involves the ways in which anthropologists assess
and respond to the values and norms of other societies.
Recall our discussion of cultural relativisnt, the method used
by anthropologists to understand another society E_H.ﬁm..r
theit own cultural values, beliefs, norms, and behaviors.
In order to understand an indigenous culture, the anthro-
pologist must strive to temporarily suspend mﬁ&mﬁﬁi_ __mm
that culture’s practices A?_m%_uﬁ_.w-rmé_.m.mccmu. b:m._..q%ﬂ._
0gists refer to this as methodological relativisit (BEOWR M_H.mv
While difficult, this procedure does help ﬁ._..w. w_.&.__nnm..a_wﬁ
gist gain insights into that culture. Em%mﬂmn.mﬂuﬁ_m: .Mo.
have charged that anthropologists (and @Eﬂ..ﬂmwﬁ_&. #M :
adopt this position cannot (ot will not) ammnmﬂm.—ﬂm._”um%..-
Ments concerning the values, nNorms, and _uu.mnﬂnﬁme .mM
Kty I this is the case, then how can anthIGPOIOg &
encourage any conception of human nmm_.._wm......m..i mno_.mww
be valig for all of humanity? Must mﬂwrhaﬁw_cmﬁﬁ._m:ﬁmw\
*Uch practices as infanticide; nmmﬁﬂmmimmmﬂmww fear of
m_mfﬂ.uﬁ torture, and female mﬂWDHEﬂwmﬁ_.ﬂﬂ..%... LA
SHE.:N their own values on other mumomw_mﬂ
i Ume anthropologists 0 ppevAilaE B
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Hatch recounted the historical acceptance of the cultural-
relativist view. As we saw in Chapter 13, this was the
approach of Franz Boas, who challenged the unilineal-
@.._aEma:Ew models of nineteenth-century anthropolo-
gists like E. B. Tylor, with their underlying assumptions
of Western cultural superiority. Boas’s approach, with its
m.__ﬁ_urmmmm on tolerance and equality, appealed to many
liberal-minded Western scholars. For example, the earlier
nineteenth-century ethnocentric and racist assumptions
held within anthropology were used at the 1904 World's
Fair in St. Louis to display other peoples as barbaric,
uncivilized, and savage people to the “civilized” citizens
who viewed them. These “pygmies” from Central Africa
were given machetes to show how they “beheaded” one
another in their local regions, and the Igorot tribal peo-
ple of the Philippines were given a dog to cook and eat
daily in front of the “civilized” citizens of the United
States in order to portray them as inferior races and cul-
tures (Breitbart 1997). Such displays of these peoples
during that period both distorted their cultural practices
and allowed anthropologists of the time to treat them in
an inhumane and unethical manner; they also resulted in
harmful practices toward these native peoples in differ-
ent regions. Thus, the criticisms of these racist and ethno-
centric views and the endorsement of cultural relativism
were important human rights innovations by twentieth-
century anthropologists. In addition, many Westerners
were stunned by the horrific events of World War T and
the devastation and massive casualties for people within
Western societies that were supposedly morally and cul-
turally superior to other, non-Western societies. Cultural
relativism appealed to many people in the West as a
corrective to the earlier racist and ethnocentric views
{Hatch 1983; Brown 2008).

Ethical Relativism However, belief in cultural relativ-
ism led to the acceptance by some early-twentieth-century
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anthropologists of moral or ethical relativism, the notion
that we cannot impose the values or morality of one soci-
ety on other societies. Ethical relativists argued that because
anthropologists had not discovered any universal moral
values, each society’s values were valid with respect to that
society’s circumstances and conditions. No society could
claim any superior position over another regarding ethics
and morality.

As many philosophers and anthropelogists have
noted, the argument of ethical relativism is a circular
one that itself assumes a particular moral position. It is,
in fact, a moral theory that encourages people to be tol-
erant toward all cultural values, norms, and practices.
Hatch notes that in the history of anthropology many
who accepted the premises of ethical relativism could
not maintain these assumptions in light of their data.
Ethical relativists would have to tolerate practices such as
homicide, child abuse, human sacrifice, torture, warfare,
racial discrimination, and even m_mﬁonim”_. In fact, even
anthropologists who held the ethical relativist position
in the early period of the twentieth century condemned
many cultural practices. For example, Ruth Benedict con-
demned the practice of the Plains Indians to cut off the
nose of an adulterous wife. Boas himself condemned rac-
ism, anti-Semitism, and other forms of bigotry. Thus, these
anthropologists did not consistently adhere to the ethical
relativist paradigm.

The horrors associated with World War II eventually
led most scholars to reject ethical relativism. The argu-
ment that Nazi Germany could not be condemned because
of its unique moral and ethical standards appeared ludi-
crous to most people. In the 1950s, some anthropologists
such as Robert Redfield suggested that general standards
of judgment could be applied to most societies. However,
these anthropologists were reluctant to impose Western
standards on pre-state indigenous societies. In essence,
they suggested a double standard in which they could criti-
cize large-scale, industrial state societies but not pre-state
indigenous societies.

This double standard of morality poses problems,
however. Can anthropologists make value judgments
about homicide, child abuse, warfare, torture, rape, and
other acts of violence in a small-scale saciety? Why should
they adopt different standards in evaluating such behav-
iors in pre-state indigenous societies as compared with
industrial state societies? In both fypes of societies, human
beings are harmed. Do not all humans in all societies have
equal value? ;

A Resolution to the Problem of Relativism 1s
there a resolution to these philosophical and moral dilem-
mas? First, we need to distinguish between cultural relatiy-
ism (or methodological relativism) and ethical relativism. In
other words, to understand the values, the reasoning and
logic, and the worldviews um&ﬁuﬁﬂmmn ple does not mean

to accept all of their practices and standards nmwwnob .Hmmq._.
Second, we need tO realize that ?n.n,EEB of a society is
not completely homogeneous or E.._.&mm. HJ hgﬁwﬁ.m. we
noted how culture was distributed differentially E_._EH._ any
society. All people do not chare the same culture within any
society. For example, men and women do not .mrmnm mummn.mg.
the same “culture” in a society. Ethnographic éxperience
tells anthropologists that there are always ﬁmcmwm who may
not agree with the content of the moral m:ﬁ.mﬁ_.:nmh values of
a society. Treating cultures as #yniform united wholes” isa
conceptual mistake. For one thing, it ignores ._.rm power rela-
tionships within a society. Elites within a society can main-
tain cultural hegemony oF dominance and can use harmful
practices against their own members to produce conform-
ity. In some cases, governments use the concept of relativ-
ism to justify their repressive policies and deflect criticism
of these practices by the international community. In Asia,
many political leaders argue that their specific culture does
not have the same notion of human rights that is accepted
in Western society. Therefore, in China or Singapore,
human rights may be restricted by political rulers ,.._..g
draw on their cultural tradition to maintain _.mwummmzﬁ.
and totalitarian political policies (Ong 2006; muoismmamv A
Those who impose these harmful practices upon others L__u.
may be the beneficiaries of those practices. - .._|..
To get beyond the problem of ethical relativism, we
ought to adopt a humanitarian standard that would be rec- -
ognized by all people throughout the world. This standa
would not be derived from any particular cultural

rather would involve the basic principle that every i
vidual is entitled to a certain standard of “well-being
individual ought to be subjected to bodily harm thro
violence or starvation. _

Of course, we recognize certain problems with i
solution. Perhaps, the key problem is that m.vmn.m...wﬂw_ .
societies accept—or at least appear to accept—beh
that Westerners would condemn as inhumane. Fore
ple, what about the Aztec practice of huma
The Aztecs firmly believed that they would be destr
if they did not sacrifice victims to Emmcb%
an outside group have been justified in conder i
abolishing this practice? A more recent case in

bring sickness and disaster to the tribe 3
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