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Cultural Relativism and Univer sal Human Rights:
ContributionsFrom Social Scienceof theMiddle East
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ABSTRACT Theauthorsdiscusscultural relativism and universal human rights asthese two concepts
clash in the practices of implementing international human rights accordsin countries of the Middle
East. They argue that anthropologists have erred on the side of relativism, thereby denying the
diversity of valuesand cultureswithin particular societiesand often lending legitimacy to despotisms.
Sociologists and economists tend to make the opposite error. Yet, the tolerance and openess that are
central to human rights require the discourse of universalism, even as that discourse itself impliesa
relativisminitslocal implementations.
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