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Lesson Plan 
Cultural Relativism Lesson: Interpreting Artifacts  50 min lesson 

Essential Questions: 
• How do anthropologists use artifacts to make inferences about cultures? 
• What is cultural relativism and how can it shape our understanding of a culture? 

Objectives: 
• The learner will be able to examine cultural artifacts to make inferences about the values 

and beliefs of that society.  
• The learner will be able to identify the importance cultural relativism in interpreting other 

cultures. 

CDE Standards: 

History 1.b: Examine primary and secondary sources to identify points of view while 
formulating historical claims and questions. For example: art, eyewitness accounts, letters and 
diaries, artifacts, historical sites, charts, graphs, diagrams, and written texts. 

History 2.a: . Identify and explain the historical context of key people, regions, events, and ideas; 
including the roots of current issues. 

Lesson Set (10 minutes): 

Think-pair-share or data dump:  

What is history? Why do we study history? How do we study it?  

Lesson Steps: 
1. Students given “Body Ritual among the Nacirema” article (first 2 pages)  

a. Ask: what rituals did you find strange, unusual, or disturbing?  
b. Do we share any of these rituals? 
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2. Show Little Mermaid video clip on finding the fork  

a. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4tzs1gncsHM 
b. Tie in Live action remake  

 
3. Definition of cultural relativism:  

a. Cultural relativism is the idea that a person's beliefs, values, and practices should 
be understood based on that person's own culture, rather than be judged against 
the criteria of another.  

b. Define ethnocentrism – the idea that one’s own culture is superior; evaluation of 
other cultures according to preconceptions originating in the standards and 
customs of one’s own culture. 

c. Is the author being culturally relative in the article? Ethnocentric?  

 
4. Students look at artifacts in groups and answer: 

a. What is the object called and why?  
b. What is used for? Where do you find them? 
c. What does it say about what the society valued?  
d. Where do you think the society is headed?  

i. We don’t look at history just to learn about the past, but hopefully to guide 
the future 

e. Groups share information 
i. Student groups may be literal or imaginative in their interpretations. Make 

sure that students know that either interpretation is valid. 

Formative Assessment: 
5. Have students describe an American cultural tradition (Superbowl, Halloween, 

Christmas, Easter) from an outsider’s perspective.  

Materials: 

Copies of “Body Ritual among the Nacirema” article  

Suggested cultural artifacts: pencil, stud-finder, volt-tester, USB drive, combination lock  
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Questions to answer about the artifacts 

Name(s):         Date:         Period: 

Imagine you have been given these objects 100 years in the future. While examining the cultural 
artifacts, discuss with your group and answer the following questions: 

 
1. What is the object called and why?  

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What is the object used for?  

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

3. What  does the artifact say about what the society valued?  

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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4. Where do you think the society is headed? 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Describe an American cultural tradition from an outsider’s perspective. Possible topics could 

include: Superbowl, Christmas decorations, Halloween, Easter, etc..,  

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 



Cultural Relativism and Ethnocentrism 
 

Intro to World Geography/History 



Essential Questions: 
 

How do anthropologists use artifacts to make 
inferences about cultures?  

 
 

What is cultural relativism and how can it shape our 
understanding of a culture? 



Objective:  
Examine cultural artifacts to make inferences 
about the values and beliefs of that society 

 
CDE Social Studies Standard:  

History 1.b: Examine primary and secondary sources to identify points of view while formulating historical 
claims and questions 

History 2.a: Identify and explain the historical context of key people, regions, events and ideas, including 
the roots of current issues. 

 



 
Think-pair-share:  
 
What is history? 
Why do we study history? 
How do we study history?  
 



Nacirema study 

1. What did you find stange, unusual or disturbing? 
2. Do we share  any of these rituals with the 

Nacirema? 
 
 
 



Cultural Relativism  

Cultural relativism is the idea that a person's beliefs, values, 
and practices should be understood based on that person's 
own culture, rather than be judged against the criteria of 
another. 



Ethnocentrism  

Evaluation of other cultures according to 
preconceptions originating in the standards and 

customs of one's own culture. 





Discussion the following questions with your group members: 
 
 
 

1.  What is the object called and why?   

2.  What is it used for?  

3.  What  does it say about what the society valued?  

4.  Where do you think the society is headed? 





Body Ritual Among the Nacirema 

by Horace Miner 
 
from American Anthropologist, 1956, 58(3), 503-507 
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