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Abstract:  
This study explored reevaluating moral relativism in Nigerian cultural contexts: A philosophical inquiry. The 

resurgence of cultural relativism in Nigeria has sparked debates about the universality of moral principles. This 

study reexamined the implications of moral relativism in Nigerian cultural contexts, highlighting the need for a 

comprehensive understanding of cultural differences and universal moral principles. The purpose of this study is to 

investigate the philosophical underpinnings of moral relativism in Nigeria and its implications for moral decision-

making. Three vital issues were discussed in this research, including the tension between cultural relativism and 

universal moral principles, the role of tradition and cultural heritage in shaping moral values among Nigerians, and 

the implications of moral relativism for human rights and social justice. The researchers employed an analytical 

approach to analyze the issues raised in this research and found that moral relativism can be problematic when it 

compromises universal human rights and dignity. The researchers recommended that Nigerian philosophers and 

ethicists should engage in critical reflection on the limits of cultural relativism and promote a nuanced 

understanding of cultural differences. Additionally, the researchers suggested that moral decision-making in 

Nigeria should balance cultural sensitivity with universal moral principles. 

Keywords: Moral relativism, cultural relativism, universal moral principles, Nigerian philosophers, 

universal human rights. 

 

1.0 Introduction  
The concept of moral relativism has been a subject of intense debate in philosophical discourse, particularly in 

the Nigerian cultural context, where traditional values and modern influences intersect. Moral relativism in Nigeria 

is deeply rooted in the country's diverse cultural heritage, where moral judgments are often relative to the cultural, 

historical, or personal context. This perspective has sparked debates about the universality of moral principles, with 

some arguing that it undermines the notion of objective moral truth. The complexity of Nigerian cultures, with over 

250 ethnic groups and traditional values, presents a unique challenge for moral philosophers seeking to understand 

the nature of moral relativism in this context. Furthermore, the influence of globalization and modernization has led 

to a blending of cultural values, making it increasingly difficult to discern what constitutes moral truth in Nigeria. 

The cultural context of Nigeria, with its rich cultural heritage and diverse ethnic groups, presents a unique 

backdrop for exploring moral relativism. As Nwosu (2022) notes, Nigerian cultures place a strong emphasis on 

community and shared values, which can sometimes conflict with universal moral principles. This tension between 

cultural relativism and universal moral principles is a pressing concern, particularly in the face of globalization and 

cultural homogenization. The emphasis on community and shared values in Nigerian cultures often leads to a 

prioritization of communal interests over individual rights, which can result in moral dilemmas in situations where 

individual rights are compromised. Moreover, the diversity of cultural values in Nigeria makes it challenging to 

establish a unified moral framework that is applicable to all. 

The implications of moral relativism for human rights and social justice in Nigeria are far-reaching and 

multifaceted. According to Okonkwo (2021), an overemphasis on cultural relativism can lead to the justification of 

human rights abuses, particularly against vulnerable groups such as women and children. This underscores the need 

for a balanced approach that takes into account both cultural sensitivity and universal human rights standards. The 
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Nigerian government and human rights organizations have a critical role to play in promoting human rights and 

social justice, particularly in situations where cultural relativism is used to justify human rights abuses. Furthermore, 

Nigerian philosophers and ethicists must engage in critical reflection on the limits of cultural relativism and promote 

an understanding of cultural differences. 

Nigerian philosophers and ethicists have a crucial role to play in navigating these complex moral issues. As Eze 

(2022) argues, Nigerian philosophers should engage in critical reflection on the limits of cultural relativism and 

promote a good understanding of cultural differences. This requires a deep understanding of Nigerian cultures and 

values, as well as a commitment to promoting human dignity and well-being. Nigerian philosophers must also 

engage with global philosophical debates on moral relativism, critically evaluating the strengths and weaknesses of 

different perspectives. By doing so, they can contribute to a more nuanced understanding of moral relativism and its 

implications for human rights and social justice in Nigeria. 

The role of tradition and cultural heritage in shaping moral values in Nigeria cannot be overstated. According to 

Igbokwe (2019), traditional Nigerian values often prioritize community interests over individual rights, which can 

lead to moral dilemmas in situations where individual rights are compromised. This highlights the need for a critical 

examination of the role of tradition in shaping moral values in Nigeria. Nigerian philosophers and ethicists must 

critically evaluate traditional values and cultural heritage, identifying areas where they promote human dignity and 

well-being, and areas where they may be problematic. By doing so, they can promote a more nuanced understanding 

of moral relativism and its implications for human rights and social justice in Nigeria. 

Reevaluating moral relativism in Nigerian cultural contexts requires a comprehensive approach that balances 

cultural sensitivity with universal moral principles. This can be achieved through a process of critical dialogue and 

reflection, involving multiple stakeholders and perspectives. By engaging in this process, Nigerians can develop a 

more understanding of moral relativism and its implications for human rights and social justice. This requires a 

commitment to promoting human dignity and well-being, as well as a willingness to engage with complex moral 

issues and challenging cultural norms. By working together, Nigerians can develop a more just and equitable 

society, one that balances cultural sensitivity with universal moral principles. 

 

2.0 Moral Relativism 
Moral relativism is a complex phrasal word that has been debated by philosophers and scholars for centuries. At 

its core, moral relativists posit that moral judgments are relative to the cultural, historical, or personal context, and 

what is right or wrong varies accordingly. This perspective challenges the notion of objective moral truth, 

suggesting that moral principles are not absolute or universal, but rather are shaped by the cultural, social, and 

historical context in which they emerge. In the Nigerian context, moral relativism is particularly relevant, given the 

country's diverse cultural heritage and the tension between traditional values and modern influences. 

The implications of moral relativism are far-reaching, and can be seen in various aspects of Nigerian society. 

For instance, moral relativism can lead to a prioritization of communal interests over individual rights, which can 

result in moral dilemmas in situations where individual rights are compromised. Furthermore, moral relativism can 

also lead to a lack of clear moral guidelines, making it challenging for individuals to navigate complex moral issues. 

However, moral relativism can also be seen as a more contextual approach to morality, recognizing the complexity 

and diversity of human experience. By acknowledging the role of culture and context in shaping moral values, moral 

relativism can promote a more empathetic and inclusive approach to moral decision-making. 

Despite its potential benefits, moral relativism also raises important questions about the nature of moral truth 

and the basis for moral judgment. If moral principles are relative to the cultural context, does this mean that anything 

goes, and that there is no objective moral truth? Or can we still speak of moral progress and moral improvement, 

even in the face of cultural diversity and relativism? These questions highlight the need for a more nuanced 

understanding of moral relativism, one that acknowledges the complexity and diversity of human experience, while 

also recognizing the importance of moral principles and values. Ultimately, a deeper understanding of moral 

relativism can help us navigate the complexities of moral decision-making in a rapidly changing world. 

3.0 Nigerian Cultural Contexts 
Nigerian cultural contexts are characterized by a rich diversity of ethnic groups, languages, and traditions, 

which have been shaped by the country's complex history and geographical location. The Nigerian cultural 
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landscape is dominated by three major ethnic groups: the Hausa-Fulani in the north, the Yoruba in the southwest, 

and the Igbo in the southeast. Each of these groups has its own distinct cultural practices, values, and traditions, 

which have been influenced by factors such as Islam, Christianity, and Westernization. This cultural diversity has 

resulted in a complex Nigerian identity, which is characterized by a strong sense of community and shared values. 

Nigerian cultural contexts place a strong emphasis on community and social relationships, with individuals 

often prioritizing the needs of the community over personal interests. This emphasis on community is reflected in 

the concept of "ubuntu," which emphasizes the interconnectedness and interdependence of individuals within a 

community. Nigerian cultures also place a strong emphasis on respect for elders and tradition, with older individuals 

often holding positions of authority and respect within their communities. This emphasis on respect and tradition can 

sometimes lead to a more conservative approach to social change, with individuals often prioritizing the 

maintenance of social harmony over individual freedom and autonomy. 

Despite the challenges posed by cultural diversity and social change, Nigerian cultural contexts remain a source 

of strength and resilience for many Nigerians. Nigerian cultures have a strong tradition of storytelling, music, and 

dance, which are used to convey moral values and cultural traditions. Nigerian cuisine is also renowned for its 

diversity and richness, with popular dishes such as jollof rice, suya, and fufu reflecting the country's cultural 

diversity. Overall, Nigerian cultural contexts are characterized by a vibrant and dynamic cultural landscape, which is 

shaped by a complex interplay of traditional and modern influences. 

 

4.0 Philosophical Inquiry 
Philosophical inquiry is a systematic and critical examination of fundamental questions about existence, 

knowledge, values, and reality. It involves a rigorous and reflective approach to understanding the nature of things, 

often challenging assumptions and conventional wisdom. Philosophical inquiry encourages individuals to think 

creatively and critically, to question the status quo, and to explore new possibilities. Through philosophical inquiry, 

individuals can gain a deeper understanding of themselves, their place in the world, and their relationships with 

others. 

Philosophical inquiry is characterized by a number of key features, including a focus on fundamental questions, 

a commitment to critical thinking, and a willingness to challenge assumptions. Philosophers use a range of 

techniques, including logic, analysis, and argumentation, to explore complex questions and to develop well-reasoned 

arguments. Philosophical inquiry is not limited to abstract speculation, but rather is grounded in the everyday 

experiences and concerns of individuals. It seeks to shed light on issues that are relevant to human life, such as the 

nature of justice, the meaning of life, and the basis for moral judgment. 

Philosophical inquiry is an essential component of education and intellectual development, as it encourages 

individuals to think critically, to question assumptions, and to explore new ideas. Through philosophical inquiry, 

individuals can develop a range of skills, including critical thinking, problem-solving, and effective communication. 

Philosophical inquiry also promotes a deeper understanding of the world and our place in it, fostering a sense of 

curiosity, wonder, and awe. Ultimately, philosophical inquiry has the power to transform individuals and society, 

challenging us to think differently, to imagine new possibilities, and to create a better world. 

 

5.0  Tension Between Cultural Relativism and Universal Moral Principles 

The tension between cultural relativism and universal moral principles is a pressing concern in contemporary 

human rights discourse. According to An-Na'im (2020), cultural relativism emphasizes the diversity of moral and 

ethical systems, rejecting the idea of universal moral truths. This perspective argues that moral principles are 

culturally determined, and what is right or wrong varies across cultures. However, this approach raises concerns 

about the justification of human rights abuses under the guise of cultural tradition. 

The universalist perspective, on the other hand, asserts that certain moral principles are universal and apply to 

all humans, regardless of cultural context. As Donnelly (2019) notes, universal human rights are based on the 

inherent dignity and worth of all human beings. This approach emphasizes the importance of protecting fundamental 

human rights, such as the right to life, freedom from torture, and equality before the law. However, critics argue that 

universalism can be culturally imperialistic, imposing Western values on non-Western societies. 
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In Nigeria, the tension between cultural relativism and universal moral principles is particularly evident in 

debates around issues like female genital mutilation (FGM) and same-sex relationships. According to Okeke (2020), 

cultural relativism can be used to justify harmful practices, such as FGM, which are defended as cultural traditions. 

However, this approach can also undermine efforts to promote human rights and protect vulnerable groups. 

The challenge is to balance cultural sensitivity with the need to protect universal human rights. As Mutua 

(2021) argues, a nuanced approach is needed, one that recognizes the importance of cultural context while also 

upholding universal moral principles. This approach involves engaging in dialogue with local communities and 

promoting internal cultural reform processes. 

One potential solution is to adopt a "soft universalism" approach, which recognizes the importance of cultural 

context while also upholding core universal human rights principles. According to Kymlicka (2019), this approach 

involves identifying shared values across cultures and promoting cross-cultural dialogue on human rights. 

Resolving the tension between cultural relativism and universal moral principles requires a deeper 

understanding of the complex interplay between culture, morality, and human rights. As Sen (2020) notes, human 

rights are not a fixed or static concept, but rather an evolving and dynamic framework that requires ongoing 

dialogue and debate. 

 

6.0   Role of Traditional and Cultural Heritage in Shaping Moral Values of Nigerians  
Traditional and cultural heritage play a significant role in shaping the moral values of Nigerians, influencing 

their perceptions of right and wrong, good and bad. Nigerian cultures place a strong emphasis on community and 

social relationships, with individuals often prioritizing the needs of the community over personal interests. This 

emphasis on community is reflected in the concept of "ubuntu," which emphasizes the interconnectedness and 

interdependence of individuals within a community. As a result, Nigerians are often socialized to prioritize 

communal harmony and cohesion, which can shape their moral values and inform their decisions. 

The influence of traditional and cultural heritage on moral values is also evident in the importance placed on 

respect for elders and tradition. In Nigerian cultures, older individuals are often revered for their wisdom and 

experience, and are accorded respect and deference. This emphasis on respect for elders can shape moral values 

around obedience, loyalty, and responsibility, with individuals encouraged to prioritize the needs of their elders and 

community over personal desires. Additionally, traditional practices and rituals, such as initiation ceremonies and 

festivals, play a significant role in transmitting moral values and cultural norms to younger generations. 

Nigerian traditional and cultural heritage also shape moral values around issues like marriage, family, and social 

relationships. For example, polygamy is a common practice in some Nigerian cultures, and is often seen as a symbol 

of wealth and status. However, this practice can also raise concerns around issues like consent, equality, and 

fairness. Similarly, traditional practices around inheritance and property rights can be patriarchal, with women often 

excluded from inheriting property or decision-making processes. These cultural practices can shape moral values 

around gender roles, family relationships, and social justice. 

The impact of traditional and cultural heritage on moral values is not limited to individual attitudes and 

behaviors, but also influences broader social norms and institutions. For example, Nigerian laws and policies around 

issues like marriage, divorce, and inheritance are often influenced by cultural and traditional practices, which can 

perpetuate inequalities and injustices. However, there are also efforts underway to reform these laws and policies, 

and to promote greater equality and justice. Ultimately, the influence of traditional and cultural heritage on moral 

values is complex and multifaceted, reflecting both the richness and diversity of Nigerian cultures, as well as the 

challenges and complexities of promoting social justice and human rights. 

Despite the challenges, there are also opportunities for promoting positive change and transformation through 

cultural and traditional practices. For example, Nigerian cultures place a strong emphasis on storytelling and oral 

traditions, which can be used to promote moral values like empathy, compassion, and social justice. Additionally, 

traditional leaders and cultural institutions can play a significant role in promoting social change and challenging 

harmful cultural practices. By engaging with traditional and cultural heritage in a critical and reflective way, 

Nigerians can promote a more just and equitable society, one that balances cultural identity and tradition with 

universal human rights and dignity. 
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7.0  Implications of Moral Relativism For Human Rights and Social Justice  
The implications of moral relativism for human rights and social justice are far-reaching and complex, raising 

fundamental questions about the nature of morality and the basis for evaluating human behavior. Moral relativism 

suggests that moral judgments are relative to the cultural, historical, or personal context, and what is right or wrong 

varies accordingly. This perspective can lead to a lack of clear moral guidelines, making it challenging to evaluate 

and address human rights abuses and social injustices. In the context of human rights, moral relativism can be used 

to justify or relativize abuses, such as female genital mutilation, child labor, or discrimination against marginalized 

groups. 

The implication of moral relativism for human rights and social justice is to balance cultural sensitivity with the 

need to protect universal human rights and promote social justice. Moral relativism can lead to a form of cultural 

imperialism, where powerful groups impose their moral values on others, often under the guise of cultural 

relativism. However, it can also promote a clear understanding of cultural differences and encourage dialogue and 

cooperation. In the context of social justice, moral relativism can lead to contextual understanding, rather than 

universal principles, which can undermine efforts to address systemic injustices and promote equality. 

One of the key implications of moral relativism for human rights and social justice is the need for a more 

contextual approach to addressing cultural differences. Rather than relying on universal principles or cultural 

relativism, a more effective approach may be to engage in dialogue and cooperation with local communities, 

promoting internal cultural reform processes and supporting local human rights initiatives. This approach recognizes 

the importance of cultural context, while also upholding universal human rights principles. It also acknowledges the 

agency and autonomy of local communities, rather than imposing external solutions or values. 

The implications of moral relativism for human rights and social justice also highlight the importance of 

promoting critical thinking and moral reflection. Rather than relying on cultural or traditional authority, individuals 

and communities must be empowered to critically evaluate moral issues and develop their own moral frameworks. 

This requires education, dialogue, and engagement, as well as a commitment to promoting critical thinking and 

moral reflection. By promoting critical thinking and moral reflection, individuals and communities can develop an 

indubitable knowledge of moral issues and make informed decisions that promote human rights and social justice. 

 

8.0 Conclusion 

This study explored the complex issue of moral relativism in Nigerian cultural contexts, highlighting the tension 

between cultural relativism and universal moral principles. As noted in the introduction, the resurgence of cultural 

relativism in Nigeria has sparked debates about the universality of moral principles, underscoring the need for a 

comprehensive understanding of cultural differences and universal moral principles. 

The study examined the philosophical underpinnings of moral relativism in Nigeria, highlighting the role of 

traditional and cultural heritage in shaping moral values among Nigerians. As discussed under the sub-heading "The 

Role of Traditional and Cultural Heritage in Shaping Moral Values of Nigerians," Nigerian cultures place a strong 

emphasis on community and social relationships, influencing moral values around issues like marriage, family, and 

social relationships. 

The study also explored the implications of moral relativism for human rights and social justice, highlighting 

the challenges of balancing cultural sensitivity with the need to protect universal human rights. As discussed under 

the sub-heading "The Implications of Moral Relativism For Human Rights and Social Justice," moral relativism can 

lead to a lack of clear moral guidelines, making it challenging to evaluate and address human rights abuses and 

social injustices. 

Furthermore, the study examined the tension between cultural relativism and universal moral principles, 

highlighting the need for a nuanced approach to addressing cultural differences. As discussed under the sub-heading 

"The Tension Between Cultural Relativism and Universal Moral Principles," a more effective approach may be to 

engage in dialogue and cooperation with local communities, promoting internal cultural reform processes and 

supporting local human rights initiatives. 
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