
examples of othering in society
Examples of othering in society are pervasive, shaping how we perceive and interact with
individuals and groups who are perceived as different from ourselves. This fundamental
human tendency, while sometimes rooted in self-preservation, often manifests in harmful
ways, leading to prejudice, discrimination, and social stratification. Understanding these
mechanisms is crucial for fostering a more inclusive and equitable world. This article will
delve into various manifestations of othering, exploring its historical context,
psychological underpinnings, and societal impacts across different domains, from race and
religion to socioeconomic status and gender. We will examine how these processes create
"us versus them" mentalities and the strategies employed to dismantle them.

Understanding the Concept of Othering

Othering is a deeply ingrained social and psychological process by which individuals or
groups are perceived as fundamentally different and alien from an established norm or
ingroup. This perceived difference, often exaggerated or fabricated, serves to define and
reinforce the identity and perceived superiority of the dominant group. It's not simply
about recognizing diversity; it's about creating a hierarchy where one group is positioned
as the standard and others are deviations. This process is often unconscious, driven by
ingrained biases and societal narratives, making it a persistent challenge in building
inclusive communities.

The Psychological Roots of Othering

At its core, othering is linked to fundamental aspects of human cognition. Our brains are
wired to categorize information, including people, as a means of simplifying the world and
making quick judgments. This cognitive shortcut, known as social categorization, can
easily lead to ingroup favoritism and outgroup derogation. The need for belonging and a
positive social identity also plays a significant role. By defining ourselves in opposition to
an "other," we can bolster our sense of self and group cohesion. This can involve
projecting undesirable traits onto the outgroup, thereby distancing the ingroup from those
characteristics.

The Social Construction of Difference

It's important to recognize that the "differences" that fuel othering are often socially
constructed rather than inherent biological realities. Societies create norms and
expectations, and those who deviate from these norms are often rendered "other." This
can be seen in how societal power structures define what is considered normal, desirable,
or acceptable. These constructed differences are then imbued with meaning, often
negative, through cultural narratives, media portrayals, and historical accounts. This
makes the concept of "otherness" a fluid and dynamic one, shifting with societal power



dynamics and prevailing ideologies.

Historical Manifestations of Othering

Throughout history, othering has been a primary mechanism for justifying oppression,
exploitation, and violence. From ancient tribal conflicts to modern geopolitical tensions,
the process of dehumanizing an outgroup has been a consistent thread. Understanding
these historical examples provides critical context for contemporary issues and helps us
identify patterns of exclusion.

Colonialism and Racial Othering

Colonialism is a prime example of pervasive othering, particularly through racial lenses.
European colonizers frequently depicted indigenous populations as uncivilized, primitive,
and inferior to justify their subjugation and exploitation of lands and resources. Racial
categories were invented and solidified to create a clear hierarchy, with Europeans at the
apex. This created a stark "us" (civilized Europeans) versus "them" (savage natives)
dynamic that permeated all aspects of colonial administration and social interaction,
leading to immense suffering and lasting intergenerational trauma.

Religious Persecution and Othering

Religion has also been a significant driver of othering throughout history. Throughout the
ages, individuals and groups adhering to different faiths or interpretations of faith have
been branded as heretics, infidels, or apostates, making them targets for persecution. This
often involves attributing malevolent intentions or beliefs to the outgroup, fueling fear and
animosity. Examples include the persecution of early Christians in the Roman Empire, the
Inquisition, and sectarian violence in various parts of the world. The demonization of
religious minorities has often paved the way for discrimination and violence.

Nationalism and Xenophobia

The rise of nationalism, particularly in the 19th and 20th centuries, often relied heavily on
othering. The creation of national identities frequently involved defining who belonged
and, by extension, who did not. Foreigners, immigrants, and minority groups within a
nation were often portrayed as threats to national purity, culture, or economic stability.
This xenophobic othering has been a precursor to exclusionary immigration policies,
ethnic cleansing, and even genocide, as seen in various conflicts and historical events.



Contemporary Examples of Othering in Society

While the historical roots are deep, othering continues to manifest in various forms in
contemporary society, often reflecting and perpetuating existing power imbalances.

Socioeconomic Othering and Classism

Individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are frequently othered, viewed as lazy,
uneducated, or responsible for their own poverty. This classism creates a divide between
the affluent and the poor, often ignoring systemic factors that contribute to economic
inequality. Media portrayals, political rhetoric, and everyday interactions can reinforce
stereotypes, leading to prejudice and discrimination in areas like employment, housing,
and access to justice. The "undeserving poor" narrative is a common manifestation of this
type of othering.

Gender and Sexual Orientation Othering

Gender and sexual orientation are significant arenas for othering. Traditional gender roles
and heteronormativity create an "in-group" of cisgender, heterosexual individuals, while
those who deviate from these norms are often marginalized. This can involve stereotypes,
discrimination, and violence against LGBTQ+ individuals and gender-nonconforming
people. The constant need to police gender and sexuality reinforces rigid boundaries and
can lead to the exclusion and invalidation of diverse identities and experiences.

Racial and Ethnic Othering in Modern Contexts

Despite progress in some areas, racial and ethnic othering persists. Subtle biases,
microaggressions, and systemic discrimination continue to affect people of color. Profiling,
disproportionate policing, and disparities in areas like healthcare and education are all
manifestations of this ongoing othering. The media's role in perpetuating racial
stereotypes remains a significant factor, contributing to public perceptions and policy
decisions that can disadvantage marginalized racial and ethnic groups.

Othering Based on Disability

Individuals with disabilities are frequently othered, often viewed through a lens of pity,
burden, or as objects of inspiration rather than as full members of society. Ableism, the
discrimination against and social prejudice toward people with disabilities, manifests in
physical barriers, inaccessible information, and societal attitudes that exclude them from
full participation. This can lead to social isolation and limit opportunities for education,
employment, and personal fulfillment.



Immigration and National Othering

In many countries, immigrants and refugees are subjected to othering, often framed as
outsiders who pose a threat to national identity, economic stability, or cultural cohesion.
This can lead to discriminatory policies, hostile public discourse, and increased prejudice.
The "othering" of immigrants often involves dehumanizing language and the exaggeration
of perceived differences, ignoring their contributions and the complex reasons for their
migration.

The Mechanisms and Impacts of Othering

Understanding how othering works and its profound consequences is essential for
addressing its prevalence.

Dehumanization as a Key Tool

A critical mechanism of othering is dehumanization, where the outgroup is stripped of
their human qualities. This can involve comparing them to animals, insects, or diseases,
thereby reducing their moral standing and making it easier to justify mistreatment. When
a group is perceived as less than human, ethical considerations about their well-being are
often discarded, opening the door to extreme forms of violence and oppression.

Stereotyping and Prejudice

Othering relies heavily on the creation and perpetuation of stereotypes. These
oversimplified and often negative generalizations about a group serve to reinforce the
perceived differences and justify prejudice. Once a stereotype is established, it can be
difficult to dislodge, influencing how individuals are perceived and treated even when
individual members of the group contradict the stereotype. Prejudice, the pre-judging of
individuals based on these stereotypes, is a direct consequence of othering.

Discrimination and Exclusion

The ultimate outcome of othering is often discrimination and exclusion. This can manifest
in various forms, from subtle microaggressions and exclusion from social groups to overt
acts of bias in employment, housing, legal systems, and public services. When groups are
systematically excluded, they are denied opportunities and face significant barriers to
social, economic, and political participation, perpetuating cycles of disadvantage.



Impact on Mental Health and Well-being

The experience of being othered has profound negative impacts on the mental health and
well-being of individuals. Constant exposure to prejudice, discrimination, and the feeling
of not belonging can lead to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and trauma. The
psychological toll of navigating a world that constantly marks you as "different" can be
immense, affecting an individual's ability to thrive and reach their full potential.

Challenging and Dismantling Othering

Recognizing the pervasiveness and harm of othering is the first step towards dismantling
it. Intentional efforts are required to foster inclusion and understanding.

Promoting Empathy and Intergroup Contact

Building empathy is crucial for overcoming othering. Encouraging genuine, positive
interactions between different groups, known as intergroup contact, can break down
stereotypes and foster understanding. When individuals have opportunities to connect on
a human level, they are more likely to see shared humanity and recognize the individuality
within groups they may have previously othered.

Education and Awareness Campaigns

Education plays a vital role in challenging othering. Raising awareness about the
mechanisms of prejudice, the social construction of difference, and the history of
discrimination can help individuals recognize and unlearn their own biases. Inclusive
curricula, public awareness campaigns, and media literacy initiatives can all contribute to
a more informed and critical public discourse.

Policy and Legal Reforms

Addressing systemic othering often requires policy and legal reforms. Anti-discrimination
laws, affirmative action policies, and legislation aimed at promoting equality can help level
the playing field and protect marginalized groups. Critically examining and reforming
institutions that perpetuate othering, such as the justice system or educational
institutions, is essential for creating lasting change.



Media Representation and Narrative Change

The media has a powerful influence on societal perceptions. Promoting diverse and
accurate representation in media, and actively challenging stereotypes, can significantly
impact how different groups are viewed. By telling nuanced stories that humanize
marginalized communities and highlight their contributions, the media can play a crucial
role in shifting narratives away from othering and towards inclusion.

The ongoing struggle to recognize and overcome examples of othering in society is a
testament to its deep-seated nature. By fostering empathy, challenging stereotypes,
enacting inclusive policies, and promoting diverse narratives, we can move towards a
world where perceived differences are celebrated rather than used as a basis for division
and exclusion.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some common contemporary examples of
racial othering in media?
Media often perpetuates racial othering through stereotypical portrayals,
underrepresentation of diverse groups, or by framing minority communities as inherently
'different' or 'outsiders' in news coverage and fictional narratives. This can range from
depicting certain ethnic groups as perpetual villains to focusing disproportionately on
negative stories about specific communities.

How does socioeconomic status contribute to othering
in urban environments?
In urban settings, socioeconomic status can lead to othering through the creation of
'ghettos' or 'affluent enclaves,' spatial segregation, and the stigmatization of lower-income
neighborhoods. This can manifest in differential access to resources, public services, and
even how residents are perceived and treated by authorities.

What are some subtle ways gender identity can be
othered?
Subtle gender othering can occur through misgendering (intentionally or unintentionally),
the exclusion of non-binary pronouns in language, or by treating gender-nonconforming
individuals as curiosities rather than people with valid identities. It can also involve
assuming a binary gender for everyone or imposing rigid gender roles.

How has nationalism contributed to othering in recent



global events?
Nationalism often fosters othering by emphasizing national 'purity' and viewing external
groups or immigrants as threats to national identity or resources. This can lead to
xenophobia, discriminatory policies, and the dehumanization of those perceived as
'foreign' or 'undesirable' within national borders.

Can 'inclusion' efforts unintentionally create new forms
of othering?
Yes, inclusion efforts can sometimes create new forms of othering if they are superficial or
tokenistic. For example, mandating quotas without genuine systemic change can lead to
tokenized representation where individuals are included but still feel marginalized or are
seen as representatives of their group rather than as individuals.

What role does language play in perpetuating othering?
Language is a powerful tool for othering. The use of derogatory terms, the appropriation
of group-specific language by outsiders without understanding, or the creation of 'us vs.
them' narratives through loaded terminology can all contribute to making certain groups
feel alien or inferior.

How does the concept of 'ableism' manifest as othering
for people with disabilities?
Ableism contributes to othering by viewing people with disabilities as inherently less
capable, less valuable, or fundamentally different from non-disabled individuals. This can
result in social exclusion, assumptions about their needs and desires, and the design of
environments and systems that are not accessible or inclusive.

What are some examples of religious othering in
political discourse?
Religious othering in political discourse often involves portraying members of minority
religions as disloyal, extremist, or incompatible with the dominant national culture. This
can lead to suspicion, discrimination, and the justification of policies that marginalize
religious communities.

How can the 'digital divide' create new forms of
othering in the modern age?
The digital divide, referring to unequal access to technology and the internet, can create
othering by excluding individuals from essential services, educational opportunities, and
social participation that are increasingly conducted online. Those without reliable internet
or digital literacy can be effectively 'othered' from mainstream society.



Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to examples of othering in society, formatted as requested:

1. The Color of Water: A Black Man's Tribute to His White Mother
This powerful memoir by James McBride explores the complexities of race and identity
through his upbringing with his white Jewish mother in a predominantly Black community.
It delves into how his mother navigated racial boundaries and the societal pressures
placed upon her and her children. The book examines the constant negotiation of
"otherness" experienced by both McBride and his mother as they existed between
different worlds.

2. The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness
Michelle Alexander argues that the U.S. criminal justice system functions as a
contemporary system of racial control, akin to the Jim Crow laws of the past. The book
meticulously details how policies and practices disproportionately target and criminalize
Black communities, effectively creating a permanent undercaste. It highlights how "felon"
status becomes a new form of racialized othering, limiting opportunities and perpetuating
systemic disadvantage.

3. Orientalism
Edward Said's seminal work analyzes how the West has constructed the "Orient"
(primarily the Middle East, North Africa, and Asia) as its inferior and exotic "other." He
explains how Western scholarship, art, and literature created stereotypes and biases that
justified colonial expansion and domination. The book reveals the deep-seated power
dynamics inherent in defining and representing those deemed different.

4. Disability Studies: Enabling the Humanities
This collection of essays offers foundational readings in disability studies, challenging
traditional views of disability as solely a medical problem. The contributors explore how
society constructs disability through social, cultural, and political lenses, often creating
barriers for individuals. It examines how "ableism" operates as a system of othering,
marginalizing those with disabilities and reinforcing dominant norms.

5. Between the World and Me
Ta-Nehisi Coates writes this deeply personal and profound letter to his teenage son about
the realities of being Black in America. He confronts the historical legacy of slavery and
white supremacy, explaining how these forces continue to shape the American experience
and create a profound sense of "otherness" for Black bodies. The book is a powerful
meditation on systemic racism and the struggle for liberation.

6. The Wretched of the Earth
Frantz Fanon's influential work examines the psychological and social effects of
colonialism and oppression on colonized peoples. He analyzes the dehumanizing process
of colonization, where colonizers cast the colonized as inherently inferior and savage. The
book advocates for decolonization and explores the role of violence as a means of
reclaiming agency and dignity against oppressive systems of othering.

7. The Handmaid's Tale
Margaret Atwood's dystopian novel depicts a totalitarian society where fertile women,
known as Handmaids, are reduced to reproductive vessels and stripped of their



individuality. This society systematically devalues and controls women based on their
reproductive capabilities, creating a stark division between the powerful and the
subjugated. The story powerfully illustrates how social and political systems can create
extreme forms of othering.

8. Brave New World
Aldous Huxley's classic science fiction novel presents a future society where genetic
engineering, social conditioning, and recreational drugs ensure conformity and stability.
While seemingly utopian, the society actively suppresses individuality and critical
thinking, effectively "othering" anyone who deviates from the norm. The novel explores
how engineered contentment can lead to a loss of authentic human experience and create
a subtly oppressive order.

9. Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood
Marjane Satrapi's graphic memoir recounts her childhood in Iran during and after the
Islamic Revolution. She vividly portrays the experience of growing up in a country
undergoing radical political and social change, often facing scrutiny and misunderstanding
from the West. The book highlights how national identity and cultural differences can lead
to feelings of being "othered" on a global scale.
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