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My Ongoing Battle with Ethnocentricity 

 

 

When I was five years old, my 

Korean American parents and I 

lived in a quaint townhome 

apartment in Mountain View. I 

attended a pre-school named Los 

Altos Christian School alongside 

my best friend Minsang, who was 

half Chinese and half Korean 

American. I loved going to school 

because the teachers were friendly, 

and Minsang and I would have so 

much fun during recess and lunch. 

Our mothers were very close 

friends, so we would typically go 

somewhere fun and exciting after 

school, like a museum or a local 

park. At the townhome complex, I 

had a lot of outdoor fun playing 

and swimming with other 

neighboring children, most of 

whom were Asian. Life was 

comfortable, seamless, and free of 

worry and anxiety. However, the summer before elementary school (first grade), my parents 

decided to move to Los Gatos, an affluent city with predominantly Caucasian residents. I vividly 

remember my first school day at Louise Van Meter Elementary School. Already nervous because 

I didn’t know anyone, I reluctantly entered my classroom and saw a sea of blond hair and blue-

eyed boys and girls sitting at their desks and noticeably staring at me as I walked to my assigned 

seat towards the back of the classroom. As I passed each student, I could see and feel in the 

periphery that their heads and eyes moved simultaneously and awkwardly as I passed them. It 

must have been a culture shock for them to see an Asian student in their classroom as it was for 

me.  

 

After I sat at my cramped desk, I did my best to keep my eyes glued on the teacher, and I 

attempted to ignore all the periodic backward stares and the side whispers by most of the 

students. However, in my mind, I knew that I was different than everyone for the first time in my 

life and that I didn’t belong. I had different colored hair and facial features, wore different 

clothes and shoes, and was quiet and shy at the time. Later in the day, all my classmates were 
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eating lunch at a long table next to our classroom. I sheepishly sat at the end of the table next to a 

boy and across from a girl. As they were eating their nicely packaged sandwiches and finely cut 

fruit, I could hear them talking each other what they did the past weekend. The boy said that he 

and his father went to a Giants baseball game, and the girl said she went to Carmel and stayed at 

their vacation home. I felt uncomfortably invisible until I opened my Spiderman adorned 

lunchbox. My mother had packed me a traditional Korean meal in a compartmentalized tray with 

white rice sprinkled with black sesame in the central area, kimchee (spicy cabbage) in the top left 

area, shredded beef in the top middle area, and mackerel fish in the top right area. Once opened, 

there was absolute silence, and the two people sitting next to me gasped and held their noses 

shut. The silence broke with a boy saying, “What are you eating? It smells awful.” The rest of 

the day was more of the same, and when I got home, I cried and told my mother that I needed to 

go shopping and that I wanted a sandwich and fruits for lunch tomorrow.  

 

Although many external and internal variables contributed to my experiences, like general 

adolescent behavior and typical challenges with meeting people for the first time, I would like to 

take this opportunity to analyze myself, my situation, and my experience from an 

anthropological standpoint. However, I recognize that any reputable anthropologist would 

collect more observations and data points over an extended period. Therefore, I am knowingly 

providing an analysis while defying the scientific method (of data collection, hypothesis 

generation, empirical evidence, supported conclusion) and many other best practices. But, to a 

certain extent, the situation is very pure, given that individuals and society tends to alter their 

viewpoints over time and/or learn to hide their underlying perspectives with increased maturity 

and social experiences.  

 

The above story highlights an example of 

ethnocentrism that appears to be a pervasive 

concept that we do every day in our personal lives 

yet is a dangerous concept amongst anthropologists 

and those looking to conduct authentic and 

statistically relevant research. Ethnocentrism is 

defined as the “tendency to view one’s own culture 

as most important and correct and as the stick by 

which to measure all other cultures.” (Brown, Pg. 

25). Each of us has different cultures and life 

circumstances, grew up in different environments, and was exposed to different experiences and 

people, all of which influence what we consider normal, how we interact with society, and how 

we make sense and our judgments of events. These perspectives clearly change over time given 

that our culture continues to change, as do our experiences, interactions, and mental maturity.  

 

Culture plays a big part in what we consider normal. Anthropologist Eric Lassiter defines 

culture as “a shared and negotiated system of meaning informed by the knowledge that people 

learn and put into practice by interpreting experience and generating behavior.” At five to six 

years old, I learned initially from my parents and relatives who would often visit, my Korean 

American church (Christian religion), and my pre-school and first-grade experiences. My 

practice of interpreting and my behaviors were influenced ongoing by constant feedback from 

those around me like my parents and teachers. Over time, I learned how to act in certain 
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situations and interact with peers and adults. The culture and race of my Korean American 

parents differed from the Mountain View community and from the Los Gatos community. The 

intersectionality of being a Korean American, residing in various locations (Mountain View, 

Los Gatos), having Christian faith, and interacting with different races (Asian, Caucasian, Black, 

etc.) has created experiences that invariably make me unique, but at the same time, I am 

normalized through my environment into social groups in which I actively participate.  

 

At the time of my first-grade experience, I thought I was being discriminated against due to my 

ethnic and cultural differences relative to my immediate peers. Fellow students potentially 

judged me based on their own ethnocentric lens. Did I look, dress, eat, and behave like them? 

Why was I different than other students? But at the same time, I have come to realize that I also 

exhibited ethnocentric behaviors in that I unintentionally observed and interacted with them 

based on how I understood the world and what was considered normal and right, noting the 

differences as foreign or weird instead of understanding them within their context (relativism) 

with openness and objectiveness. It was a culture shock for both sets of people, leading to 

subjectiveness, fear of what is different, and heightened anxiety about being in a new 

environment with different people.  

 

Now, as a seventeen-year-old 

Korean American male living in 

Palo Alto, attending a public high 

school and community college, 

and rowing competitively, my 

viewpoints of this experience as 

an adolescent have changed as 

one would expect because we 

natural evolve and change, 

including culture, our 

perspectives of race, etc. 

Intentionally with new 

opportunities and broader 

experiences over the last twelve years, I find my mind and viewpoints aligning closer to the 

anthropological perspectives of holism (considering many variables like gender, religion, and 

race), comparitivism (asking why variation and similarities exist), and relativism. However, it 

is challenging to do so because factoring in these perspectives requires an inordinate amount of 

time, patience, and thoughtful consideration. In a heightened competitive world due to increased 

and continuous globalization (“worldwide changes that increasingly integrate and remold the 

lives of people around us”), we need to make faster and more confident decisions, necessitating 

the reliance on what we know to be right or natural, which fuels ethnocentricity. If I had one 

wish for this world, it would be for everyone to realize their own ethnocentricities, join groups 

that have wide and varying perspectives, and remind themselves constantly to use relativism 

and empathy. As a result, we would all be better off as individuals and as a society! 


