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Reconciling Universal Ethics and Cultural Diversity: Parekh’s Minimal Universalism and Booth’s Critique of Moral Tyrannies
	In “Non-Ethnocentric Universalism,” Bhikhu Parekh seeks to reconcile universal moral values with deep cultural diversity. AI describes Parekh’s five universal values as “respect for human life, respect for human dignity, a baseline of well-being, agency and voice, and membership.” This description misrepresents Parekh’s argument and simplifies a complicated and nuanced framework. Instead, Parekh identifies five foundational moral conditions necessary for any society to function: human unity, human dignity, human worth, the promotion of human well-being (or fundamental human interests), and equality. These moral values are universal, not because they are expressed identically across cultures, but because they represent the minimal moral requirements for sustaining and organizing societies. 
	Parekh develops these values within his broader discussion of three responses to moral diversity: relativism, moral monism, and minimal universalism. Each approach offers a different way of understanding how societies should navigate moral disagreement. While relativism and monism represent two extreme positions, Parekh ultimately defends minimal universalism as the most balanced and sustainable approach.
	Relativism argues that there is no objective standard by which one culture can judge another. According to this view, moral values are entirely culture-specific. What is considered right or wrong depends on the traditions, beliefs, and social norms of a particular society. Because each culture is unique, relativism claims that cross-cultural moral criticism is not justified. While this view respects diversity and avoids ethnocentrism, it makes it nearly impossible to criticize harmful practices, such as oppression or injustice, if they are culturally accepted. If all moral systems are equally valid within their own contexts, then there is no foundation for universal human rights or moral accountability across cultures.
Moral monism, on the other hand, claims that there is one single, objective moral truth grounded in reason, human nature, divine will, or the structure of the universe. According to monism, societies can and should be judged based on how closely they conform to this universal moral truth. However, Parekh critiques monism because it often disguises the values of dominant cultures as universal truths. Instead of being truly neutral, moral monism can become ethnocentric by imposing one cultural framework onto others and justifying cultural or political dominance due to “objectivity.”
Parekh proposes minimal universalism as a middle ground between relativism and moral monism. Minimal universalism recognizes that while cultures differ significantly, there are certain basic moral principles shared across societies. These principles establish a foundational moral baseline, such as prohibitions against cruelty, injustice, or degrading treatment. Minimal universalism allows cross-cultural moral judgment without denying cultural diversity. It acknowledges that societies may interpret and apply moral principles differently, but it maintains that some core values must exist to protect human beings everywhere.
Parekh’s five universal values help clarify this framework.
First, human unity requires an ethical obligation to society and emphasizes social interconnectedness, which is important because individuals do not exist in isolation. Our actions simply affect others within our communities. Without some recognition of unity, societies fragment into competing groups with no shared moral reference point. Human unity, therefore, functions as the foundation for collective responsibility and cross-cultural dialogue.
Second, human dignity recognizes the intrinsic worth of every individual, demanding recognition, respect, and moral consideration regardless of social status, cultural background, or personal characteristics. This value is crucial in establishing a baseline ethical standard that no person should be treated as morally insignificant or inferior. Human dignity also reinforces the idea that all individuals merit fair treatment and protection under societal norms. Its universal importance becomes clear when considering harmful practices that might otherwise be excused, as it acts as a constraint on both state power and cultural authority.
Human worth, the third universal value, aligns with human dignity by emphasizing that every individual possesses inherent moral significance. While dignity establishes moral status, worth underscores that individuals cannot be reduced to pawns for collective goals. Recognizing human worth ensures that ethical and social systems treat all people as valuable, not merely as members of a group or as means to achieving collective goals. Without acknowledging human worth, societies risk normalizing exploitation, discrimination, and injustice.
The promotion of human well-being or fundamental human interests highlights the practical dimension of Parekh’s framework. Societies must actively create conditions in which individuals can thrive physically, mentally, and socially. This includes access to education, healthcare, economic opportunities, and the ability to exercise personal autonomy. Moral principles must translate into living conditions. By promoting well-being, societies uphold not only ethical ideals but also the material and social conditions necessary for humans to flourish, ensuring that moral values are grounded in actual present realities.
Finally, equality guarantees that moral consideration does not depend on social status, wealth, gender, or cultural background. Equality works with human dignity, human worth, human unity, and human well-being to establish fairness as a baseline for social interaction and institutional governance. 
Of the five values, human dignity stands out as particularly significant. It provides the ethical foundation for all the other values by guaranteeing that every individual is recognized as morally important, regardless of social status, background, or cultural norms. In context with minimal universalism, it allows dignity to be universally affirmed while respecting cultural interpretations, making it morally applicable. I strongly agree with this approach because it maintains the legitimacy of ethical standards without imposing various cultural norms. This helps societies navigate the challenges of cultural diversity responsibly.
While Parekh’s five universal values establish a moral foundation, their significance becomes even clearer when considered alongside Ken Booth’s discussion of the three tyrannies: the tyranny of the present tense (presentism), the tyranny of cultural essentialism (culturalism), and the tyranny of scientific objectivity (positivism). Booth argues that these tyrannies restrict moral imagination and prevent meaningful progress in human rights and global justice.
The tyranny of the present tense, or presentism, treats the current political and social order as fixed and stagnant. It assumes that the “here and now” defines the limits of what is possible. By focusing narrowly on present realities, this tyranny discourages historical awareness and future-oriented thinking. Parekh’s universal values resist this constraint. Human dignity and equality, for example, provide standards by which current institutions can be evaluated rather than accepted as permanent. The promotion of human well-being requires societies to improve existing conditions rather than normalize injustice. In this way, minimal universalism challenges the assumption that current arrangements are morally sufficient.
The tyranny of cultural essentialism, or culturalism, treats cultures as static and self-contained. It assumes that cultural traditions define moral truth internally and cannot be legitimately criticized from outside. This closely mirrors the relativism response. Parekh directly challenges this view, arguing that all cultures assume certain moral foundations necessary for sustaining social life. Human unity and human worth ensure that individuals belong to a shared moral community that transcends cultural boundaries. Minimal universalism, therefore, allows cross-cultural critique without collapsing into complete ethnocentrism.
The tyranny of scientific objectivity, or positivism, elevates value-neutral analysis as the only legitimate form of knowledge. It separates facts from values and treats moral judgment as subjective or secondary. Booth criticizes this approach because it limits political theory to a description rather than an evaluation. Parekh’s argument clearly rejects positivism. His framework emphasizes that societies must be judged according to their commitment to dignity, equality, and well-being. 
When examined together, Booth’s three tyrannies reveal how moral thinking can become constrained within societies. Presentism can make us accept current inequalities as normal, culturalism can make us hesitant to criticize harmful traditions, and positivism can push moral judgment out of political discussion altogether. Parekh’s minimal universalism challenges all three of these tendencies. While still respecting cultural differences, Parekh shows that universal moral principles do not have to erase diversity. Instead, they can create a starting point for moral progress in an interconnected world.
In conclusion, Parekh’s five universal values, human unity, human dignity, human worth, promotion of human well-being, and equality, offer a comprehensive ethical framework that combines universal moral principles with cultural diversity. These values correctly respond to the extremes of relativism and monism through a theory of minimal universalism. When considered alongside Booth’s critique of presentism, positivism, and culturalism, Parekh’s framework demonstrates how universal moral reasoning can resist cultural restraints while still respecting diversity.
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