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Report from the Institute for Philosophy & Public Policy 

Ethnocentrism and 
Education in Judgment 

Co unto this people, and say, Hearing ye shall hem, and shall 
not underst<lnd; and seeing ye sha ll sec, <lnd not perceive: 
For the heart of this people is waxed gross, and their ears are 
dull of hearing, and th..-j r eyes have they closed; lest they 
should see with their eyes, and heM with their eMS, ilnd 
understand with their heart, and should be converted. 

Acts 28:26-27 

Our human condition ... is <llways that of spiritua l bondage 
within a cave-like horizon of moral, religious, and political 
presuppositions so deeply rooted they are almost impercepti­
ble to the inhabitilnts of each cave-like ilge and culture. We 
all begin with our minds ordered and predisposed by tenn i­
noJogies, categorizations, beliefs, and prejudices tlmt we mis­
take for the natural or l1ecessilry ordering of human existence. 

How can we even begin to step outside our own sou ls, 
our own upbringings, our own deepest moral presupposi­
tions? 

Thomas Pangle 

That we cOlnmonl~ he~r and do l1?t understan~,.see 
and do not perceIve, IS a pervasIve human fatlm g. 

We manifest it towa rd people and customs in our 
immediate neighborhood and, even more so, toward 
people and customs that are distant and unfamiliar. 
One form of this failing - ethnocentrislI1 - p reoccu­
pies theorists of multicultural educa tion. For them, the 
ethnocentrism that permeates tex tbooks, cu rriculum 
plans, teachers' assumptions, and students' interac­
tions cons titutes the main impedilnent to successful 
cultural pluralism and cross-cultural understanding. 

But what is ethnocentrism? At least two definitions 
turn up in the literature. For Christine Bennett, author 
of a leading text on multicultural education, ethnocen­
trism is the habit of thought that prompts us to make 
judgnlents from "our own culturally biased view­
point." This way of putting the matter tracks a cmu­
lTIOn social science characterization of ethnocentrism 
as "the practice of judging another cul ture by the stan­
dards of our own cul ture." For Donna Gollnick and 
Philip Chinn, authors of another leading text, th e 
essence of ethnocentrism li es in a n asslllnption we 
111ake in judging from our viewpoint: tha t our culture 

6 

is superior to others. Ethnocentric judgment falls into 
error because this assumption of superiority is unwar­
ranted. Avoiding ethnocentrism, Gollnick and Chilm 
explain, means recognizing "other cultures as equally 
viable means for organizing reality." 

Several deep problems await these luulticulturalist 
approaches to ethnocentrism. The first account sug­
gests that the remedy for ethnocentrism is to judge 
matters not from our own viewpoint, but from some­
one else's. But it is not easy to make sense of this idea; 
are we required simply to understand another view­
point, or to endorse any and a ll opinions and actions 
associated w ith it? The second account does not 
explain how we come by the conclusion that all cul­
tures "are equally viable alternatives for organizing 
reality." If standards of appraisal lie withil1 cu ltures, 
from where do we get the exlemnl yardstick along 
which we place our culture and others to discover 
their equality? The prospect of finding a neutral met­
ric seems all the more doubtfu I g iven Gollnick and 
Chinn's assert~on that our va lu es "a re d e termined 
lolnillf by our culture." If this determinism is true, then 
how can any judgment of ours ~ any application of 
va lues - issue from a cultural perspective not our 
own? And how can this determinism be reconciled 
with the multiculturalists' claim that etlmocentrism is 
an avoidable bias - one remediable by a proper multi­
cultural ed ucation? 

For tlteOl'ists of multicultural education, 
ethnocentrism cOllstitutes the main impediment 

to successflll clllhiral pluralism and 
cross-cuiturallt11del'standing. 

There are two further difficulties with the multicul­
turali sts' argument. We know that individuals, 
groups, and institutions within cultures vary enor­
mously in their ability to "organize reality." N ot all 
individua ls or groups succeed equally by any 111eans. 
Yet the Cll Itufa I equality thesis asserts tha t this ubiqui-
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tous feature of life is somehow cancelled out when we 
move to yet larger groupings of persons, that is, to 
whole cultures. Moreover, the idea that a ll cultures 
are equal does not prove as 111uch as its advocates 
might wish. The fact that one culture overall "orga­
nizes reality" as well as another by no 1l1eanS implies 
that it "organizes reality" as well in each particular. For 
this reason, judging a particular practice or clIstarn ill 
another culture as inferior to our own isn't actually 
foreclosed by the cultural equality thesis. 

That their analysis of ethnocentrism begins to CflUTI­

ble at a touch doesn' t mean we can't understand what 
the multiculturalists arc getting at. Their wa rning us 
awa y from assuming our ways are superior makes 
plain, I believe, that they mean to identify and correct 
a moral failing. They want students to avoid smug, 
arrogant judgments of others. They want them to 
avoid the obtJlseness of those who hear and do not 
understand, see and do not perceive, and who, in their 
obtuseness, unfairly denigrate or disparage other peo­
ple's accomplishments and traditions. 

What multiculturalists need, then, is an appropriate 
lTIorai language within which to s tate their essentially 
moral ailTIS . . Recourse to the qua si-anthropological 

notion of ethnocentrism leads multiculturahsts astray. 
It prompts them to reconu11end an uncritical attitude 
toward cultura l d iffe rence w hen th ey should be 
describing instead the virtues of an open mind. 

Form and Value 

Crucial to und erstanding sympa thetica lly any other 
culture is the distinction between form and vn/lle. The 
same value can be manifested or realized in many dif­
ferent fonns. For example, the valued goal of safe and 
efficient driving is achieved in both the United States 
and Great Britain by their respective rules of the road, 
though those rules have us driving on the right side of 
the highwa y and th e Briti sh driving on th e left . 
Similarly, basic values having to do with personal inti­
macy, shared fate, and care of children give rise in var­
ious societies to' different fonns and conventions of 
famil y life. And so on for a range of basic values. 

Sensitivity to the form /value distinction is impor­
tant because it allows us to gauge how, and in what 
way, another society differs from our own. In some 
cases, it may well be that another culture differs from 
ours in the values it serves and promotes. For the 
most part, however, charitable interpretation of another 

Chuck Asay/Reprinted witll 1Jerll7i5sion of 
The Colorado Springs Gazelle Telegraph 
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culture proceeds on the assumption that it tries to 
rea lize the same deepest values we do, and that its 
outwa rd diHerences are simply differences in form . A 
similar situation exists when we attempt to translate a 
strange language; we must assume that its speakers 
are making intelligible claims, and we modify and 
adjust our translations until we have rend ered them 
intelligible in our language. If we took the strange lan­
guage (and its speakers) not to abey the basic princi­
ples of log iC, we wouJd be at an utter loss how to 
translate it (a nd them). 

Charitable illtapretatioll of anotha clI/tllre 
proceeds 011 tile assumption tllat it tries to 
realize tile same deepest values we do, a"d 

tllnt its olltward di/fereuces are simply 
dittaences ill for/ll . 

This point complicates the multiculturalists' admoni­
tion tha t we shouldn' t judge others by "our stan ­
dards." If the phrase "our standa rds" refers to our 
fO rllls - our conventions, customs, rules, and routines 
- then th e multiculturalist admonition is basically 
sound. But if "our standard s" means ali I' basic values, 
then the admonition is problematic. 

Of course, we can easily fall into the error of conflat­
ing our forms with our values. We may think that, 
say, our particular fanlily arrangements are the only 
possible means to rea lizing the values of intirnacy, 
shared fate, and care of children. We may think that 
other forms must be signs of backwardness, ignorance, 
a r even depra vity. This suggests tha t our ability to 
judge other peoples charitably and accurately depends 
not so much on how extensively we know their culture 
but an how deeply we know our a wn. In order not ta 
s ta ck th e deck again s t an alie n g roup , we mu s t 
describe putatively shared values in a way th at 
abstracts from the details of our own practices. It is 
typically our failure to da so, and thu s our failure to 
appreciate the meaning of our own basic va lues, that 
makes LI S uncritical of our social arrangements and 
hypercritical of other societies. 

There is still the possibility that our abstract descrip­
tions of our va lues w ilJ remain loaded, even though 
we think we ha ve succeeded in Inaking them neutral. 
For exa mple, w hat if our most basic descri pti on of 
ra tionality - an attribute we ascribe to human nature 
as well as a va lu e we prize in ourselves - actually 
incorporates features dis tinctive of our own social 
organization of goal-seeking and information-ga ther­
ing? Then we will observe how mu ch less rational 
than ourselves the ahen group is; and the partiality of 
our judgin g - done with scrupu lous care, we ma y 
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suppose - will remain wholly invisible to us. We will 
misjudge the other group while congra tulating our­
selves on our open-mindedness. 

According to some culture critics, just this sort of 
problem generally characterizes the th ought of the 
"West" as it perceives and acts towa rd c01nmunities in 
the non-Western world. The West projects its loaded 
descriptions onto the rest of the world as "uni versals" 
of hU1nan nature. It imposes its particularity as uni­
versality. Indeed, the critics loca te the flaw in Western 
thinking in its very penchant to universa lize, to offer 
abstract descripti ons of va lu e, to search for a true 
description of human nature. It is this penchant, the 
critics say, that is mos t deepl y e thnocentric and 
oppressive. We Westerners must therefore stop (at 
least for a while) interpreting o thers by reference to 
general "truths" about human be ings because our 
frarnework invariably distorts the reality of other ways 
of life. 

The corrosive self-doubt this indictment of the West 
supports feed s off our contemporary general revulsion 
toward several centuries of Western imperialism and 
colonialism. We have too often in the past plainly and 
egregiously dismissed other ways of life as inferior to 
our own, and busily promoted the substitution of our 
superior cus tom s for th e indige nous ways of the 
"backward " peoples we took und er our tutelage, 
assuming all the while a mantle of self-satisfaction at 
our objectivity and rationali ty. Looking at this unlovely 
picture in retrospect, we may succumb to doubt about 
our current ability to judge others fairl y, seeing our 
present conceptions of uni versal human nature as just 
further pretenses for promoting our own disparage­
ment and domination of others. And from our doubt 
may flow the resolve to defer or suspend judgment, or 
take our guidance from the authentic voices of cultur­
ally different communities. We may decide simply to 
shut up and listen. 

0111' abilitl) to judge otlrer peoples 
charitably alld acclIrately depends not 
so mucll 011 Itow extensively we know 

their clIltllre bllt on how deeply 
we kuow Ollr own. 

It is difficult to adjudicate between this extreme self­
denial and other, less diffid ent views about when and 
how we should evaluate others. Certainly, though, we 
may believe that our abstract descriptions of values are 
not nearly so loaded as some culture critics suppose. 
Or w e n1ay believe that Ollr sll spicion s of loaded 
descriptions should prompt us to yet further efforts to 
frame purely neutraJ ones. On either view , we would 
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want to press distinctions between proper hUlnility in 
judgment and disabling self-doubt, between the avoid­
ance of dogmatism in judgment and capitulation to the 
dogmatism of others. And on either view, we would 
retain some (greater or lesser) degree of confidence in 
our ability to be open-minded, w hile seeking the addi­
tion of new, previously d0111ina ted or silenced voices 
to the conversation about cu lture and hU111an nature. 
The point is that the quarrel I've described here moves 
within the ambit of the concept of open-mind ed ness. 
The different parties divide on how deeply the imped­
iments to open-nlindedness go. 

The Grounds of Tolerance and Generosity 
"Instilling an open mind" is how multicultural edu­

cation should cha racterize its basic project. An open 
mind is not the same as an uncritical mind, nor does it 
rest on or require dubious propositions of equality. 
Open-mindedness s imply doesn't raise the issue of 
rankin g persons or groups by some metric. I don't 
have to think my neighbor's taste in art or wine is as 
good as other people's, or even as good as mine, to 
exhibit toward him generosity, sensitivity, and curios­
ity. I don't have to think his children are as smart as 
all others, his occupation as challenging, his mamlers 
as engaging, his jokes as entertaining, his knowledge 
as penetrating, his accomplishlllents as edifying. I cer­
tainly don't have to believe he "organizes reality" as 
well as everyone else. I can be open-minded toward 
him and toward everyone else, from the low liest to the 
Inos t exalted , from the meanest to the most angelic, 
because open-mindedness doesn't force the issue of 
equality onto the table. 

The multicultural educator's embrace of the culttual 
equality thesis is well-motivated: she wants to instill 
open-mindedness in stud ents, and the generosity and 
tolerance that goes with it. Nevertheless, the embrace 
is unwise. Tolerance and generosity aren't functions 
of some equality of accomplishmen t, as Paul the 
Apostle's admonition to the Romans aptly illustrates. 
Paul reminds the Romans of the variability in people's 
beliefs and custOlns and advises against judgmentalism: 

For one Ipersonl believeth that he m<ly Cilt (111 things: another, 
who is wCilk, cilteth hcrbs. Let not him tllilt e<tteth despise 
him that eateth not; and let not h im which eateth not judge 
him thilt cilteth, One lll(ln esteemcth one d<ly ilbove 
another: another esteemeth every dily alike. Let every l1l(ln 
be fully pcrsuilded in his own mind . 

The advice not to despise alien beliefs or customs is 
not predicated on the assumption that all beliefs or 
.customs are true: 

I know, and am persuaded by the Lord Jesus, that there is 
nothing unclean of itself: but to him that esteemeth <lny thing 
to be unclean, to him it is unclean, 

Being persuaded by th e Lord that nothing is 
unclean, Paul couldn't have greater certainty or assuI­
ance on this Inatter, yet he counsels forbearance and 
noninterference toward the person who believes a 
thing unclean. "To hin1 it is unclean" means that the 
believer has as much invested in her belief as we have 
in ours - and that alone, not the truth of her belief (for it 
isn't tnle), is enough to require Ollr caution about chal­
lenging or overriding it; that alone, lIot tire IIl1tmth of 
ollr belief (for it is true), suffices to forbid our address­
ing her belief in a manner that "puts a stumbling­
block" in her way. 

When Paul counsels the Romans against judging 
one another, he is not recomlnending to them an 
uncritical attitude toward conduct and belief; he is 
warning them against certain moral failings attached to 
judging. He urges on his fellow Christians this policy: 
"Him that is weak in the faith receive ye, but not to 
doubtful disputations." Even in a matter as important 
as shoring up another's faith, we must not be disputa­
tiOIlS. In your c0111mitment to the truth, Paul advises, 
avoid being cOlltentious, quarrelsome, argulI1el1tative, 
bickering, querulolls, fnult-fiuding. 

Restoring the Public Trust: 
A Fresh Vision for Progressive 

Government in America 

Peter G. BrowlI 

"Peter Brown offers a devastating analysis of the limits 
inherent in the free market approach to public policy, 
but he is not only a pungent critic. His concept of gov­
ernment rooted in trusteeship offers rich insights into 
the obligations of both leaders and citizens. His book is 
an important star ting point for Americans thinking 
seriously about the 21st century." 

- Ned Cabot, Common Cause 

"Peter Brown goes right to the gre<ltest problem our peo­
p le have with govenunent - a pervaSive lack of trust. 
His analysis of the reasons for this situation is astu te, his 
solutions provocative and sensible. A valuable book." 

- Daniel CaJiahan, The Hastings Center 

176 pages, $25.00 

Beacon Press 
25 Beacon Street 

Bos ton, MA 02108 
(617) 742-2110 x596 

Credit cards accepted 
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The fault in d ispu ta tiousness lies not in the fact tha t 
the disputatious person wants to be right in what he 
believes but in the fact tha t he wa n ts al ways to be 
acknowledged to be right. He wants error openly to 
yield to his rightness. H e cannot tolerate uncorrected 
error; he cannot abide weak fa ith. He is always pick­
ing a fight; he p ushes too far; he lacks sensitivity to 
dimensions beyond the litera l truth or falSity of the 
belief a t issue; he lacks even the p rudence to be canny 
and subtle in p romo ting that very belief he d esires to 
be acknowled ged by others. His adamancy reveals the 
self-importance he ga in s from d efea ting o the rs in 
argumen t. 

Tile antidote to dispu tatio1lsness is 
moral sensitiv it1) to the less savory 
projects to ,"hic1, promoting belief 

and con-eeting error can be put. 

The corrective, h ere, is no t to s top beli eving in 
things. The antidote to disputatiousness is not critical 
flabbiness or intellectual indiscrimina teness. The anti­
d ote is moral sensitivity to the less savory projects to 
w hich promoting belie f and correcting error can be 
put. The antidote is the mora l generosity enjoined by 
Paul. 

Beyond the Numbers: 
A Reader on Population, Consumption, 

and the Environment 

Laurie Alln Mazur, editor 

The essays in th is comprehensive reader explore each 
of the broad top ics w hich will be add ressed next fall at 
t he Uni ted Na ti o ns In te rn atio na l Co nfere nce on 
Pop ulation and Development. Three of the essays orig­
inally appeared in "Ethics and Globa l Popu lati.on," t~le 
Fall] 993 issu e o f th e Report f rom the JIIst ltlfte for 
Pli i/osophy Ol/ci Plfblic Policy. 

444 pages 
$40.00 cloth, $19.95 paper 
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Against J udgmentalism 
The same is tru e for a vice akin to disputatiousness, 

namely jlldglllentniism. The antidote to judgm entalism 
isn ' t to abandon jud gment but to und ers ta nd the 
mora l compli ca tions and nuances associa ted with 
judging. In the case of cross-cul tural judging, in par­
ticular, th ese mora l complica tions and nuances are 
not clarified by the quasi-anthropologica l notion of 
ethnocentrism . On the contrary, invoking the notion 
of ethnocentrislTI Inisleadingly dra ws attention to the 
cu ltuxal contellt rather than the m oral llla rt l1er of judg­
in g. It prompts us to think that a certain content 
(" their culture") is an inappropriate object of judg­
m ent. But manner ra the r than content is the real 
object of multicultural education's concerns, properly 
understood. Just as Paul warns the Romans away not 
from believing the truth of theu· faith but from being 
disputatious about it, multicultural educa tion properly 
warns students away not from judging but from being 
judgmental about culture. 

Judgmentalism, according to Caroline Simonis felici­
tous characteriza tion, "is the disposition to derive sat­
isfaction from making negative Inoral assessments of 
others because one believes one' s own moral worth is 
enhanced by the failures of others." Jud gm entalism, 
then, fron ts for an attitude of moral superiority . The 
judgmental person is quick to judge, draws blanket 
conclusions from s lender evidence , a lw ays find s 
others less perfect than herself. No wonder that she 
inv ites be ing labeled as smu g and sanctilnonious. 
Professor Simon id entifies the moral failin g a t the 
heart of judgmentalism: 

The judgmental person . . misconstrues the whole poin t of 
moral assessment. Moral worth docs not work on a competi­
tive poin t system, and the point of moral assessment is not 
the relative ranking of ind ividuals. The ultima te poin t of 
thi nking about ethics is practical. Th is suggests th"t the pri­
mary point of my making mora l assessmen ts is so that I can 
act well and do wh(lt I can toward being a better sort of per­
son. Pirs t-person-assessments arc p ri mary; th ird-person 
assessments are "ppropriate only to the exten t they con­
tribute to each person acting wel l. 

Where assessing (silently, in our hearts) the faults of 
others doesn' t bear upon or con tribute to our ow n self­
improvem ent, be tter to desis t from judging others 
badly. Ye t, as the nineteenth-century ethicis t Francis 
Wayland observed, we commonly "dissect" other peo­
p le's characters as if to demonstra te our "power of 
ma lignan t acumen," as thoug h "another's reputation 
were made for no other pu rpose than the gratification 
of the m eanest and most unlovely a ttributes of the 
human heart!" 

Such dissection is the stuff of our daily conversa­
tions, fill ed as they arc w ith gossip and backbiting. 
We delight in tearing down others. Much of the eth­
nocentrism that multiculturalists worry about simply 
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extends the circle 'of ou r judg mcnta lism, from those 
fam iliar and nearby to those cultura lly d ifferent and 
dis tant. The proper antido te to this ethnocentrism lies 
not in some specia l cultural studies but i.n freeing our­
selves from thc genera l d isposition to look for and pro­
nounce upon faults in others. The proper antidote is 
sensitivity to the moral meanings of judgment. 

Wlte,'e assessillg (silently, in our hearts) 
tire fall Its of otl,ers doesll't bear IIpon 

or contribute to our own self-improvement, 
better to desist fro III judgillg otlrers badly. 

Dimensions of Moral Judgment 

These meanings are com plex and many-layered 
because judg ment has at least two dimensions. One 
dimension has to do w ith grouHdedness: is a negative 
(or positive) judg m ent o f some thing's worth well­
founded in the facts? Does it interpret the thing in its 
best rather than its worst light? 

A second dimension has to do with effects: publicly 
made judgments encourage, rebuke, chastise l honor, 
and vindicate; they ca n resolve disputes or they can 
perpel1.1ate hostilities. Thus, the moral propriety of a 
judgment derives not only from its well-grounded ness 
but also from the s trength of the case for bringing 
about such effects. 

An effective lesson in the moral meanings of judg­
ment, thus, is a complex affair. It is not reducible to a 
simple formula or mechaniCal rule (e.g., "don' t judge 
other cultures"). It means acquiring sensitivity to the 
way the dimensions of jud gment interact in different 
cases. It means acquiring a vocabulary that enables 
discriminating the nosy from the properly concerned, 
the moralis tic from the moral, the preachy from the 
instructive. It mea ns learning when to judge, whom to 
judge, and how to judge; and it means rea lizing that 
the answers to the when l whom, and how don't auto­
matically track cultural boundaries - boundaries 
which are l in any case, less determinate than multicul­
turalists generally suppose. 

The elemen ts of open-mindedness certa inly seem 
teachable in school. We can rehearse stud ents a t wait­
ing to make up their mind s until they've heard the dif­
ferent sides of a case and we can train them how to fol ­
low and evaluate arguments and evid ence. We can 
habituate them to inquire, ask questions, follow leads, 
seek more information l invite commcnt, aJld welcofilc 
different perspectives. We can impress upon them 
cautionary tales of the wrongs that flow from hasty, 
ca reless, reckless, and ill-consid ered judgments. 

Of course, s tudents will vary in how well they pick 
up and practice the at tributes of open-mindedness . 

Moreover, even when teachers and curriculum prove 
os good as we could expect, schooling won' t by itself 
produce uni for ml y a nd successfull y o pen-minded 
g raduates. Still, schooling can plant the seed tha t fur­
ther education may nourish. In many p ractical con­
tex ts, telling the difference between open and closed 
minds is not difficult, nor is there anything mysterious 
about the school routines needed to inculcate the 
habits that constitute open-mindedness. 

Learning the when and the how - that is the task of a 
moral education in judgment, a task that be longs in 
the schools. Best that the schools begin the task with 
the right vocabulary and the right a ims. Multicultural 
ed uca tion is most uscfully conceived as an extension 
and special application of the general moral ed ucation 
all s tudents should have. For this reason, nllllticultural 
educators need a moral, not anthropological, language 
to make plain to themselves and to others the aims 
and means of muiticuJi:ural education . Then we have 
some prospect that students really will become people 
who hear with their ears, and see with their eyesl and 
llJ1derstand with their heart. 

- Robert K Fullinwider 
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