Lecture 03: Ethnocentrism, Essentialism, and Culturalism

I. Ethnocentrism

Ethnocentrism is an ideology that involves looking at the world
primarily from the perspective of one’s own culture. Part of
ethnocentrism is the belief that one’s own race, ethnic or cultural group
is the most important or that some or all aspects of its culture are
superior to those of other groups. Some people will simply call it

cultural ignorance.

Ethnocentrism often leads to incorrect assumptions about
others’ behavior based on your own norms, values, and beliefs. In
extreme cases, a group of individuals may see another culture as
wrong or immoral and because of this may try to convert, sometimes
forcibly, the group to their own ways of living. War and genocide could
be the devastating result if a group is unwilling to change their ways of

living or cultural practices.

1 Manifestations of Ethnocentrism

e  Cultural Superiority: Ethnocentrism often leads individuals to
believe that their own cultural beliefs, practices, and values are
superior to those of other cultures. This mindset can result in
prejudice, stereotypes, and discrimination against people from

different cultural backgrounds.
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e Cultural Misinterpretation: Ethnocentrism can lead to
misunderstandings and misinterpretations of other cultures.
When individuals view other cultures through the lens of their
own cultural norms and values, they may fail to appreciate or
understand the cultural context in which certain behaviors or

practices occur.

e Cultural Insensitivity: Ethnocentrism may manifest as a lack
of sensitivity or empathy towards people from other cultures.
This can lead to insensitive remarks, behaviors, or attitudes that
marginalize or alienate individuals who do not conform to one's

own cultural norms.

e Cultural Stereotyping: Ethnocentrism often reinforces
stereotypes about other cultures, perpetuating simplistic and
often inaccurate portrayals of cultural groups. These
stereotypes can influence how individuals perceive and interact
with people from other cultures, leading to biased judgments

and behaviors.
2 Implications of Ethnocentrism

e Interpersonal Conflict: Ethnocentrism can contribute to
interpersonal conflict and misunderstanding between individuals

from different cultural backgrounds. When individuals hold rigid
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ethnocentric attitudes, it can hinder effective communication

and collaboration across cultural boundaries.

Cultural Bias: Ethnocentrism can result in cultural bias in
various contexts, including education, employment, and the
media. When decision-makers prioritize one cultural group over
others based on ethnocentric beliefs, it can perpetuate

inequality and marginalization.

Barriers to Intercultural Understanding: Ethnocentrism
creates barriers to intercultural understanding and cooperation
by reinforcing a sense of cultural superiority and divisiveness.
Overcoming ethnocentrism requires openness, empathy, and a

willingness to engage with diverse perspectives.

Impact on Global Relations: Ethnocentrism can have
significant implications for global relations and diplomacy. When

nations or cultural groups perceive themselves as superior to
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A person from a Western culture might view their cultural
practices, such as individualism and democracy, as
inherently superior to collectivist cultures with different

political systems.

A tourist visiting a foreign country might criticize local
customs, such as traditional clothing or cuisine, as
primitive or inferior compared to their own cultural

norms.

2. Language and Communication: Ethnocentrism can influence

perceptions of language and communication styles. For example:

A native English speaker might consider their language
as superior to others and expect non-native English

speakers to conform to English pronunciation norms.

Individuals from certain cultures may perceive direct

communication styles as honest and assertive, while

others, it can lead to tension, conflict, and geopolitical instability. viewing indirect communication styles as deceptive or

3 Examples of Ethnocentrism evasive.

1. Cultural Superiority: Ethnocentrism often manifests as a belief in 3. Cultural Traditions and Practices: Ethnocentrism can result in
the superiority of one's own culture over others. For example: the dismissal or denigration of cultural traditions and practices

perceived as different or unfamiliar. For example:
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A person might ridicule or belittle cultural ceremonies,
rituals, or festivals from another culture because they do

not align with their own cultural customs.

Traditional healing practices, such as herbal remedies or
spiritual rituals, may be dismissed as superstitious or
primitive by individuals from cultures with modern

medical systems.

4. Cultural Artifacts and Symbols: Ethnocentrism can influence

perceptions of cultural artifacts and symbols. For example:

People might view art, music, and literature from their
own culture as superior to those from other cultures,
failing to appreciate the cultural significance and artistic

value of diverse expressions.

Cultural symbols, such as clothing, hairstyles, or religious
symbols, may be judged as inappropriate or offensive
when worn or displayed by individuals from different

cultural backgrounds.

4 Ethnocentrism in EFL Education

Ethnocentrism can have significant implications in the field of English

as a Foreign Language (EFL) education, particularly in diverse
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classroom settings where students come from various cultural
backgrounds. Here's how ethnocentrism intersects with EFL

education:

1. Language Standards and Norms: Ethnocentrism can influence
perceptions of language standards and norms in EFL education.

For example:

e Educators and learners from native English-speaking
countries may unconsciously privilege their own variety
of English (e.g., American or British English) as the
standard to which all learners should aspire,
marginalizing other varieties of English spoken by non-

native speakers.

« Non-native English-speaking learners may feel pressure
to conform to native-speaker norms of pronunciation,
grammar, and vocabulary, leading to linguistic insecurity

and cultural assimilation.

2. Cultural Content and Representation: Ethnocentrism can affect
the selection and representation of cultural content in EFL materials

and curriculum. For example:
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o EFL textbooks and resources may prioritize cultural 4. Language Policy and Planning: Ethnocentrism can influence
content from English-speaking countries, such as the language policy and planning decisions in EFL education. For
United States or the United Kingdom, while marginalizing example:

or omitting cultural perspectives from other regions. « English language policies and assessments may be

o Cultural stereotypes and biases may be perpetuated in based on ethnocentric assumptions about language
EFL materials, reinforcing ethnocentric attitudes and proficiency and competence, disadvantaging learners
limiting students' exposure to diverse cultural from non-English-speaking backgrounds.
perspectives. . Language planning initiatives may prioritize the
3. Intercultural Communication Skills: Ethnocentrism can present promotion of native-speaker norms of English at the
challenges to the development of intercultural communication skills expense of linguistic diversity and multilingualism,
in EFL learners. For example: perpetuating linguistic inequality and marginalization.
o Ethnocentric attitudes may hinder students' ability to Il. Essentialism

engage empathetically and respectfully with speakers of o , , , ,
Essentialism is an ideology that posits the existence of inherent

English from different cultural backgrounds, leading to . N o .
and unchanging qualities or characteristics that define the essence or

misunderstandings and communication breakdowns. , o .
nature of a particular individual. In other words, essentialism suggests

«  Educators may need to address ethnocentric biases and that there are fundamental attributes that are intrinsic to the identity of
stereotypes in the classroom to promote intercultural people, and these attributes remain constant across time and
competence and foster an inclusive learning contexts. It often involves categorizing individuals or groups based on
environment. perceived inherent traits, such as gender, race, nationality, or social

class. Essentialist beliefs may lead to the oversimplification and
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stereotyping of individuals or groups, as well as the marginalization of

those who do not conform to essentialist norms.

For example, gender essentialism is the belief that there are
inherent and immutable differences between men and women, leading

to the reinforcement of gender stereotypes and the expectation that
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Homogeneity and Inflexibility: Essentialism tends to
homogenize diverse individuals or groups into a single category,
overlooking variations and complexities within the group. This
homogenization can lead to the neglect of individual differences

and the imposition of rigid, inflexible identities.

individuals should conform to traditional gender roles. Similarly, racial 2 Implications of Essentialism

essentialism is the belief that certain racial groups possess inherent
qualities or characteristics, leading to the perpetuation of racial

stereotypes and discrimination.

1 Manifestations of Essentialism

o Fixed Characteristics: Essentialism posits that certain
qualities or characteristics are essential to the identity of a
group and remain constant across time and contexts. These
characteristics are seen as defining features that distinguish one

group from others.

« Stereotyping and Simplification: Essentialist perspectives
often lead to the oversimplification and stereotyping of
individuals or groups based on perceived essential qualities.
This can result in the reinforcement of stereotypes and the
marginalization of individuals who do not conform to these
essentialist categories.
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Stereotyping and Discrimination: Essentialism can
contribute to the perpetuation of stereotypes and discrimination
against individuals or groups perceived as deviating from
essentialist norms. This can lead to prejudice, bias, and unequal

treatment based on essentialist categorizations.

Marginalization and Exclusion: Essentialism can marginalize
and exclude individuals who do not fit into essentialist
categories or who challenge essentialist norms. This
marginalization can limit opportunities and perpetuate inequality

by privileging certain groups over others.

Resistance to Change and Progress: Essentialism can
inhibit social change and progress by maintaining rigid, fixed
categories and identities. This resistance to change can hinder
efforts to promote diversity, inclusion, and social justice in

various contexts.
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3 Examples of Essentialism

1. Gender Essentialism: Gender essentialism is the belief that

certain qualities or characteristics are inherent to masculinity and

femininity. For example:

o Traditional gender roles, such as the expectation that
women should be nurturing and caregiving while men
should be assertive and competitive, reflect gender

essentialist norms.

o Gender stereotypes, such as the notion that women are
emotionally sensitive and men are rational and logical,

perpetuate essentialist beliefs about gender differences.

2. Racial Essentialism: Racial essentialism is the belief that certain
qualities or characteristics are inherent to racial groups. For

example:

o« Racial stereotypes, such as the assumption that
individuals of a certain race are more prone to criminal
behavior or intellectual inferiority, reflect racial essentialist

beliefs.

o Racial segregation and discrimination, such as the

historical practice of racial segregation in housing,
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education, and employment, are rooted in essentialist

notions of racial superiority and inferiority.

3. National Essentialism: National essentialism is the belief that
certain qualities or characteristics are inherent to national or

cultural identities. For example:

o National stereotypes, such as the idea that individuals
from a particular country are more polite or industrious
than others, reflect essentialist beliefs about national

characteristics.

o Nationalism and xenophobia, such as the promotion of
nationalistic ideologies and the exclusion of immigrants
or refugees, are fueled by essentialist notions of national

identity and belonging.
4 Relation to EFL Education

Essentialism intersects with EFL (English as a Foreign Language)
education in various ways, influencing how language learners and
educators perceive and categorize linguistic diversity. Here's how

essentialism relates to EFL education:

« Language Standardization: Essentialist perspectives may

privilege certain varieties of English, such as British or American
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English, as the standard to which all learners should aspire. This lll. Culturalism

can marginalize non-native varieties of English and perpetuate . . ,
The ideology of culturalism upholds the belief that culture plays

linguistic hierarchies in EFL education. o , . _ ,
a central and determining role in shaping human behavior, attitudes,

o  Cultural Assimilation: Essentialism can lead to the promotion and social structures. It emphasizes the importance of cultural factors

of cultural assimilation in EFL education, where learners are in explaining individual and collective phenomena, often at the expense

expected to conform to essentialist norms of language and of other social, economic, or political influences.
culture. This can stifle linguistic and cultural diversity and inhibit ) . .
1 Manifestations of Culturalism

students' linguistic and cultural autonomy.

e  Cultural Determinism: Culturalism posits that culture is the
o Linguistic Stereotyping: Essentialist beliefs about language
primary determinant of human behavior and society. It suggests
and culture can contribute to linguistic stereotyping in EFL
that cultural factors, such as values, beliefs, and norms, exert
education. Learners may be stereotyped based on their native
significant influence over individual actions and societal
language or cultural background, leading to biases and
structures.
inequalities in language learning opportunities.

o Simplification of Complex Phenomena: Culturalism tends to

« Representation of Cultural Diversity: Essentialism can
oversimplify complex social phenomena by reducing them to

influence the representation of cultural diversity in EFL materials
cultural explanations. This can lead to the neglect of other

and curriculum. Essentialist stereotypes and biases may be
important factors, such as economic disparities, political power

perpetuated in teaching materials, limiting students' exposure

dynamics, or historical legacies.
to diverse cultural perspectives and reinforcing ethnocentric

attitudes. « Emphasis on Cultural Identity: Culturalism places a strong

emphasis on cultural identity and belonging, highlighting the
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significance of cultural heritage, traditions, and customs in

shaping individual and collective identities.

2 Implications of Culturalism

Cultural Stereotyping: Culturalism can contribute to the
perpetuation of cultural stereotypes and biases. By attributing
behavior primarily to cultural factors, culturalism may reinforce
simplistic and often inaccurate portrayals of cultural groups,

leading to misunderstandings and prejudice.

Neglect of Structural Factors: Culturalism may overlook the
role of structural factors, such as socioeconomic inequalities or
institutional discrimination, in shaping human behavior and
social outcomes. This can hinder efforts to address systemic

injustices and promote social change.

Essentialization of Culture: Culturalism may essentialize
culture, treating it as a fixed and static entity that defines
individuals or groups. This essentialization can lead to the
neglect of cultural diversity and the perpetuation of

monocultural narratives that marginalize minority cultures.
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3 Examples of Culturalism

1. Cultural Explanations for Behavior: Culturalism may attribute
individual behavior to cultural factors without considering other

influences. For example:

o Explaining differences in work ethic or communication
styles solely in terms of cultural norms, overlooking other
factors such as socioeconomic background or

organizational culture.

o« Stereotyping individuals from certain cultural
pbackgrounds as inherently more or less assertive,
expressive, or punctual based on culturalist

assumptions.

2. Cultural Identity Politics: Culturalism may prioritize cultural

identity over other forms of social identity. For example:

e Emphasizing cultural heritage and traditions in
discussions about identity politics, while neglecting other

dimensions of identity such as gender or class.

e Promoting cultural nationalism or cultural separatism as

responses to globalization and cultural homogenization.
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3.

Representation in EFL Materials: Culturalism can influence the

representation of culture in EFL materials and curriculum. For

example:

EFL textbooks and resources may present cultural
information in a simplistic or stereotypical manner,
reinforcing culturalist assumptions about cultural norms

and practices.

Cultural diversity may be tokenized or exoticized in EFL
materials, perpetuating culturalist narratives that prioritize

certain cultures over others.

4 Relation to EFL Education

Culturalism intersects with EFL (English as a Foreign Language)

education in various ways, influencing how language learners and

educators perceive and engage with cultural diversity. Here's how

culturalism relates to EFL education:

1.

Cultural Content and Language Teaching: Culturalism may

influence the selection and representation of cultural content in EFL

materials and curriculum. For example:

EFL educators may prioritize teaching about the cultures

of English-speaking countries, such as the United States
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or the United Kingdom, while neglecting the cultural

diversity of English-speaking communities worldwide.

Culturalist assumptions about language and culture may
shape language teaching methods and approaches,
leading to the privileging of certain cultural norms and

values in language instruction.

2. Intercultural Communication Skills: Culturalism can affect the

development of intercultural communication skills in EFL learners.

For example:

Culturalist perspectives may lead to the essentialization
of cultural differences, reinforcing stereotypes and

hindering effective cross-cultural communication.

EFL educators may need to address culturalist biases
and stereotypes in the classroom to promote critical
awareness and intercultural competence among

learners.

3. Representation of Cultural Diversity: Culturalism can influence

how cultural diversity is represented and valued in EFL education.

For example:
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o EFL materials and resources may perpetuate culturalist
narratives that prioritize certain cultures over others,
marginalizing minority cultures and reinforcing cultural

hierarchies.

o EFL educators can challenge culturalist assumptions and
promote a more nuanced understanding of cultural
diversity by incorporating diverse perspectives and

voices into language teaching materials and activities.
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