
Constructing Racial Stereotypes 

What is a ‘stereotype’ and how does one come into existence? A stereotype is a social construction. It 

occurs when a group of people – consciously or unconsciously – determines how an individual is to be 

perceived. Stereotyping, in other words, is the act of putting individuals into imaginary boxes or 

classifications. It is the oversimplification of a person or thing. 

The study of stereotyping is essentially a field of psychology, where one studies patterns of individual and 

group behaviour. The problem of stereotyping occurs when one person’s behaviour is ascribed to a group’s 

tendencies instead of the causes of an immediate situation. 

The media play a large role in the construction of stereotypes. Editors, directors, journalists and actors 

make decisions about what to leave in and take out of an image, film or story. While the process of 

stereotyping is complicated, here are a few tools to help you quickly identify this act of reducing 

individuals to a few simple qualities. This page includes examples of racial stereotyping specifically: 

The	'us'	and	'them'	dichotomy	

Generally speaking, the first step in constructing a stereotype is to deny an 

individual the sense of being unique. Convincing others that a group of people are 

‘all the same’ creates a kind of ‘us’ and ‘them’ division. This division can be seen in 

World War II propaganda posters where the Germans were portrayed as brutish 

Huns, ape-like in nature and uncivilised. It gave Allied Forces reason to see the 

enemies as different and therefore inferior. 

	

Caricature	

Caricatures are drawings that oversimplify the features of a person in order to ridicule or construct a 

stereotype. While caricatures may be intended for humour, they often cause harm. People who are 

caricatured are not given a choice over their appearance.  

Non-standardised	English	

There are many ways to speak and be understood in the Anglophone world. Some varieties of English, 

however, have a higher social status than others. When racial stereotypes are constructed, it is often 

through depicting a person or character that cannot speak a standardised variety of English well. This gives 

the audience the impression that this character is not as intelligent as them and therefore inferior. 



Metonymy	

Metonymy is the phenomenon of associating one small thing with a larger 

concept. The fez, for example, is head-covering that is associated with the 

Ottoman Empire (and its fall). If one sees a fez on a waiter, serving wealthy 

Western patrons in a restaurant, as on the cover of this novel then the stereotype 

of the subservient Turk is created through metonymy. The way people dress is 

often used to typify their ideals and lifestyle. Depicting characters in a particular 

dress style on a TV show or in an advertisement can reinforce a particular 

stereotype that people may already have.  
 

Name-calling	

Creating an ‘us’ and ‘them’ dichotomy is easier when one has labels and derogatory names. Name-calling 

is a method of simplifying complicated matters. For example, calling someone a ‘squaw’ does not show 

sensitivity toward the diversity of Native Americans. While the word is technically a loan word from the 

Algonquian languages for ‘woman’, it has been used inaccurately in derogatory contexts to refer to all 

Native American women.  

Ad	hominem	

As you learn more about rhetoric, you will discover argumentation fallacies. An ad hominem argument is 

one of such fallacies. Ad hominem arguments are made against ‘the person’ instead of the person’s 

reasons, words or actions. “You would say that” is an example of an ‘ad hominem’ argument. (Note: ‘ad 

hominem’ is Latin for ‘against the man’.) Ad hominem arguments reinforce stereotypes. 

Sweeping	generalisations	

 
Sweeping generalisations are another form of argumentation fallacies. The 

cover of Newsweek from 12 September 2012, is a good example of a sweeping 

generalisation. The phrase ‘Muslim rage’ is not clearly defined. Certainly not 

all Muslims are as angry as the ones portrayed on the cover of this magazine.  

	

 


