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and respect for all ethnic and cultural formations, of which sought 
to establish equality. Finally, the regulation of experiments on the 
human body, while requiring the voluntary consent of the subject. The 
development of the second ideal in the form of cultural relativism, 
did not fail to clash with the first and third ideals.2,3 On the one hand 
the Universalist claims of ethics related to human rights, does not 
sit well with the cultural relativity of values. Moreover, respect for 
the human body and the person are often contradicted by numerous 
regional customs. Let’s try to understand what the historical and 
theoretical foundations of cultural relativism are. Then try to assess 
the conceptual content of ethical relativism. Finally, analyze the type 
of reports that anthropology has with bioethics.

It may be recalled that Kant describes anthropology from a 
pragmatic point of view, highlighting a double paradox. The first is 
that the human knowledge is always individualized, and endeavors 
to describe the concrete characteristics. However, it presupposes 
the same time a general knowledge without which the study is 
still only fragmentary, unable to claim the status of science. The 
second paradox concerns the necessarily interpretative nature of 
anthropological investigation, resulting from the fact that observation 
is never that of the man as he is, but only as it appears to the observer, 
and according the terms that the observed helping to bring.4 If this 
double paradox persisted well after Kant, however, then it seems to 
have moved somewhat to the epistemological axiological plane when 
the anthropologist sought to identify the cultural universe of each 
population studied and the consideration of values it conveys. Note 
the role has had in such a displacement, Herder, a contemporary of 
Kant, who in 1774 denounced the folly of European universalism 
involving contempt for other cultures.5

In fact, as recalled Dumont, this tension between universalism 
and particularism is consubstantial to anthropology itself. It defines 
two poles, the combination of which is the source of inextricable 
difficulties.6,7 These have arisen since the sixteenth century, with the 
beginning of colonization that prompted the Europeans to realize 
the strangeness body body-other non-Western, trying to locate 
the connection had a standard res of universal humanity. Until the 
eighteenth century, the body (of) alien is gauged based on the concept 
of “race”. First associated with the idea of purity, the concept was 
to preserve the lineage of the nobility and prevent mesalliances. It 
was then used to identify foreign bodies to classify non-European 
populations. In the nineteenth century, with Renan8 and Gobineau.9 

There is a semantic change in terms of race. It not only refers to the 
human body visible differences but, due to assimilation of language 
families from ethnic families, a biological indelible mark. It was then 
used to identify the body otherness in relation to a racial standard 
(the Aryan) to prove the inferiority of all “races” non-Aryan.10 In this 
transformation of the idea of race; social Darwinism played a key 
theoretical role. Thus, anthropogeny haeckel promoted a selectionist 
struggle between races to promote the elite of humanity.11 

Criticism of the West-centrism body

In response to the racist tendencies of German anthropology, 
Franz Boas founded in the late nineteenth century American cultural 
anthropology; by opposing evolutionism it dissociates the concept of 
culture from that of “race”.12 His students will seek to demonstrate 
the relativity of all cultural form. So Ruth Benedict has sought to 
uncover the “models” (patterns) that regulate specific behaviors 
each company.13 Similarly, Margaret Mead was able to show the 
irrelevance of the Western conception of male/female ratios for 
Pacific societies14 and Ralph Linton15 sought, with Abram Kardiner,16 

to analyze the differentiated cultural expressions apprehended through 
individualized forms of always consistencies. In all cases it was 
idiosyncratic elucidate the relationship of the individual to his culture, 
however striving to develop common anthropological models, but still 
studied regionally.17

The Nuremberg Trials have revealed the exact nature of the Nazi 
racial anthropology and its consequences regarding experiments on 
the human body. The reactions that these trials have driven on the 
one hand calling into almost total question of the concept of “race”,18 

and also promoted the strengthening of international institutions that 
guarantee the rights of man and those patients subject to biomedical 
practices. UNESCO and published in 1951 and 1952, the brochures 
of Michel Leiris and Claude Levi-Strauss, respectively entitled Race 
and Civilization and Race and History, where the notion of racism 
was related to the more general question of Western ethnocentrism. 
The latter is related to perceiving cultural differences, shocking 
Western values, through a pseudo-evolutionary scheme that sought 
to classify such differences under “stages or steps... a unique 
development which, from the same point, must make them converge 
towards the same goal”.19 Ethnic strangeness, as strong as it is, 
must be resolved through a cumulative and reductionist approach to 
human history. A picture of the scale, illustrating the idea of human 
progress, Levi-Strauss opposes that of failures for which rider made 
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Introduction
Cultural relativism is born historically called the American 

culturalist anthropology, between the two world wars, opposed mainly 
German. It clung to classify human “races” in order to emphasize 
the Aryan. The discovery of the Nazi genocide, after the Nuremberg 
Trials, presented deeply question the idea of “race”.1 The international 
committees and the various pronouncements that followed these trials 
have sought to promote three ideals. First, the universal nature of human 
rights that should apply to the whole of humanity. Then, consideration 
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the move represents only one possibility among others.20 the cultural 
condition of each company is in fact a unique combination of factors 
that can be neither privileged nor devalued relative to other possible 
combinations. The relativistic conception resulting from the post-
Nuremberg anthropology, and endorsed the idea of a total respect for 
all cultures, and the illegitimacy of wear on one of them that Levi-
Strauss would later call a “distant gaze”. 21

The fundamental question then arose anthropology concerned 
his hermeneutic dimension. Insofar ethnographic investigation is 
still mediated by the consciousness of the observer, its interpretation 
and its underlying motives criteria seem subjective to a large extent. 
Geertz saw fit to expand the own subjectivity to the anthropologist 
interpreted the content themselves and thus remove the idea of 
common sense all universal significance.22,23

Alongside this surreptitious passage of the relativity of 
interpretation process than its contents, anthropology has made 
a semantic shift of cultural relativism (for companies) to moral 
relativism (concerning the attitude of subjects) and ethics (concerning 
the nature of the acts). The so-called postmodernism has accentuated 
such a slip by proceeding from the 1980s, in a joint protest of cognitive 
objectivity and universality of values.24 Perceived as illusory and are 
potent instruments of domination of the body, populations25 and also 
of all ethnic and cultural diversity.26

Physical and cultural differentiation anthropology

Cultural differences on the perception of the body, its rights and 
obligations have been there a few years at the center of debates about 
“Asian values” that include poorly integrate the concept of human 
rights.27,28 For the Asian thought, this concept has a very different 
connotation to that proposed by Western culture. The evaluation of 
human actions, especially when they concern the body, presupposes 
what determined their place in the universe and the harmony they are 
likely to promote it, in secondarisant notions of need and individual 
right.29,30 In general, the Western conception of human rights derived 
from an unthought preeminence of the law on the duty, in fact, empty 
the notion of right of any effectiveness. As Haim Cohn points out, the 
rights established bythe Universal Declaration Human rights is a mere 
statement of principle (leges nudae) has not missed being flouted at 
every opportunity. Own Western culture, the concept of human rights, 
despite its necessity and its sublimity, concerns only abstract legal 
body and not the actual individual bodies, asking to be guided by 
ethical behavior.31

Research on bioethical implications of cultural diversity and their 
different perceptions of the body have increased, especially since the 
international conference organized on this theme by UNESCO from 
26 to 28 April 1995 in Sydney.32 However, the problems more difficult 
to manage than meets biomedicine, massively confronted with the 
globalization of modern pandemics, led anthropologists to question 
its traditional neutrality and to distinguish particular ethical relativism 
methodological relativism.33 Some bioethicists like Ruth Macklin, 
sought to bring to light a number of universal ethical principles based 
on human sensitivity. Thus, in line with Rousseau’s anthropology 
Macklin shows compassion for each other and with the recognition 
of the humanity of man is the achievements of the Nuremberg Code 
that no relativism cannot deny.34 While refusing the idea of absolute 
ethical standards, it seeks to identify ethical behavior and provisions 
present in all cultures as the interests of justice and non-maleficence 
free. The always different application of these skills refers, beyond 
their diversity, common principles capable of founding a “multilevel 

ethics” (multilevel view of ethics).35,36 To accomplish this task well, it 
should identify the differentiated role held every position on the body 
of another, through all the cultural behaviors considered. It is in fact 
to promote a multidimensional perspective that takes into account the 
special relationship still that each company establishes between men 
and with the world.

In line with research in cognitive anthropology, showing that the 
constraints of physical reality are common to all cultures.37,38 We 
also believe that the various forms of ethical and social constraints 
are common to all of humanity. Indeed, as we were able to uncover 
stable sets of cultural and linguistic representations converge despite 
ethnic diversity,39,40 and it seems possible to identify vis-à-vis the lines 
of another body, beyond their differences, define forms of competing 
reflection. Therefore, each culture should be seen as having a 
specific performance system whose total remains invariant, while the 
combination of each of the exchange elements and sets each culture 
own.

Such a multidimensional approach, which remains largely 
contextualist same time, seems particularly interesting for body 
anthropology. The anthropologist must take into account all the factors 
that determine each cultural phenomenon studied in its specificity. 
The Indian case of selective abortion based on sex carries a mixture of 
traditional philosophical-religious formations, combined with socio-
economic considerations that Western technological development 
allowed expressing in a gynocide perspective. Our analysis suggests 
that a contextual dimension, properly “anthropo-ex-centric” may 
help to clarify the various aspects of the issue of body-other. In fact, 
each company sets up its own integration criteria “very body” and 
individuality “normal,” while rejecting “other-body” and individuals 
“deviant”. Cultural differences on the perception of the body, its rights 
and obligations have been central to the debate on non-European 
values in general that such ill incorporate the concept of human 
rights41 this concept has a very different connotation to that proposed 
by Western culture. The evaluation of human actions, especially 
when they concern the body, presupposes déterùination space in the 
universe secondarisant the concepts of needs and individual duty.
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