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Thinking Sociologically
What strikes you about the map? What is your reac-
tion? How would you see this map through ethnocen-
tric eyes and through the eyes of a cultural relativist?

U.S. foreign relations illustrate how ethnocentrism 
can produce hostility. Many U.S. citizens are surprised to 
learn that the United States—a great democracy, world 
power, and disseminator of food, medicine, and techno-
logical assistance to developing nations—is despised in 
many countries. Anti-U.S. demonstrations in South 
America, the Middle East, and Asia have brought this real-
ity to life through television. The countries with the most 
negative feelings, over 50% of the population with an 
unfavorable opinion of the United States, according to 
polls, are Jordan (83%), Russia (81% unfavorable, up 
from 33% in 2010), Palestinian territories (70%), 
Pakistan (62%), Lebanon (60%), and Turkey (58%) (Wike, 
Stokes, and Poushter 2015). One cause for the unfavor-
able feelings in these countries is the political dominance 

of the United States and the threat it poses to other peo-
ple’s way of life. In many places of the world, people 
believe the U.S. government and its citizens think only 
about their own welfare as their country exploits weaker 
nations. U.S. tourists are sometimes seen as loud-
mouthed ignoramuses whose ethnocentric attitudes pre-
vent them from seeing value in other cultures or from 
learning other languages.

Note that even referring to citizens of the United States 
as “Americans”—as though people from Canada, Mexico, 
Central America, and South America do not really count as 
Americans—is seen as ethnocentric by many people from 
these other countries. America and the United States of 
America are not the same thing, but many people in the 
U.S., including some presidents, fail to make the distinc-
tion. If you visit the United Mexican States (Mexico’s offi-
cial name), people might ask you where you are from. Say 
“America,” and they, too, will say they are from America. 
Say “North America,” and Mexicans will say, “From 
Canada or the United States of America?”
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FIGURE 3.2  “Southside Up” Global Map

Source: Map by Anna Versluis.

Note: This map illustrates geographic ethnocentrism. U.S. citizens tend to assume it is natural that north should always be “on top.” The fact that this map 
of the world is upside down, where south is “up,” seems incorrect or disturbing to some people. Most people think of their countries or regions as occu-
pying a central and larger part of the world.


