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Notes on Ethnocentrism

By Donald Gerz, BA
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What is ethnocentrism?
· Ethnocentrism (eth-nO-sen-tri-z&m / noun) is "an attitude regarding the culture of other groups characterized by or based on the feeling that one's own group is superior to another group or other groups."  (Merriam-Webster Dictionary.  http://www.m-w.com/cgi-bin/dictionary.  2003.)
Is ethnocentrism a conscious or an unconscious phenomenon?
· Ethnocentrism is usually an unconscious phenomenon, but it can be conscious as well.
What are the dangers of ethnocentrism to those who allow themselves to be influenced by it?
· Whether it is conscious or unconscious, ethnocentrism seriously impairs our understanding of the art, literature, society, religions, education, political structures, perceptions, and the many other elements of what is important and meaningful in any given culture.

Do we have to believe in a group's values to avoid ethnocentrism?
· Most definitely, we do not have to believe in a group's values in order to understand it.  However, we have to know about and respect those values to understand and appreciate what people from groups and times other than our own are trying to get across to us.
Are technologically driven cultures superior to cultures where technology does not play a major role?
· Technologically driven cultures (such as our own) are not necessarily superior to those cultures where technology does not play a major role.  In many important ways, technologically driven societies may be alarmingly inferior to "primitive" societies in various critical respects.
What are the effects of ethnocentrism when trying to understand and benefit from the literatures of different cultures and times?

· In trying to understand literature (especially when considering cultures which flourished a long time ago and were far different in form than our own), reading that culture’s literature ethnocentristically will usually result in: not understanding it; not profiting from it; thinking it abnormal, disturbing, and perhaps even deviant; and misperceiving it as uncivilized.
Why are the selections from our literature textbook particularly universal and significantly meaningful compared to popular literature?  How do these selections help us to understand what it means to be human?  How can these literary selections inspire us to be human in our own times, places, and lives?
· The literature in our textbook reveals to a much greater extent than popular literature what it actually means to be fully human, regardless of the time and place in which we live and who we may happen to be.  The study of serious literature from cultures and times other than our own provides the objective context, focus, and background we as educated persons must have in order to live fully human lives today and tomorrow.  This is why serious literature is much more universally significant in respect to time, place, and the individual than is popular literature.
The degree to which a person is not ethnocentristic is one of the signs of being truly educated.  Why is this so?
· The most telling quality of an educated person is the ability to step outside of one's perceptual "box" and briefly visit other perceptual "boxes."  Essentially, this is what the non-ethnocentristic person does.  He or she is mature enough to objectively consider and learn from the artistic, literary, religious, political, social, spiritual, and philosophical aspects of any culture to apply what is universally and intrinsically significant in that culture to his or her culture and personal life.

