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The Toxicity of Otherness
Humans have a natural tendency to catego-

rize information, so they can better process the 
world around them. This can become dangerous 
when applied to groups of people. Othering oc-
curs once a group is categorized and socially 
seen as outsiders, deviations from the norm. This 
eventually leads to the discrimination and eventu-
al displacement of the group, in an attempt to re-
store social normality.

What is Otherness?

Who has been Othered?

	 Following the attack on Pearl Harbor, an exec-
utive order from President Roosevelt was signed, 
giving military officials the right to forcibly evac-
uate any person deemed a “residential enemy”. 
The order specifically avoided the mention of any 
defining traits of people to be targeted. However, 
it was used for the exclusive purpose of interning 
Japanese-American citizens all across the West-
ern coast of America. This is just one notable ex-
ample of Otherness. Many other groups have 
fallen victim to Othering, including the Native 
American population and Midwestern farmers 
during the Great Depression.

A group of Japanese-American citizens, shortly after their forced evac-
uation. Dorothea Lange, San Francisco, California, April 25, 1942.

A family of Saulk Native Americans. Frank Rinehart, 1899

The future of Otherness
	 It is difficult to say where the future of Amer-
ican culture will lead, especially considering its 
past. However, everything seems to be pointing 
towards a more positive, more inclusive America. 
Studies have shown that the youth of today are 
the best-behaved generation by several metrics.

One probably reason for this is how much 
children and young 
adults have free and 
easy access to infor-
mation. With the ad-
vent of platforms like 
YouTube and Wikipe-
dia, and technology 
such as laptops, tab-
lets and smartphones, 
people can find out 
all they want about 
differing cultures in 
only a few seconds 
of searching. Humans 
are becoming more 
connected in every 
conceivable way, and 

this new era of connection is leading us towards 
an elimination of mass Othering.
	 The first step in eliminating Otherness is iden-
tifying when it begins. Once a group is discussed 
in a way that states unifying similarities between 
all of its members, one should recognize the po-
tential for Othering. It can be hard to call out 
those who speak in homogenizing language to-
wards those they do not understand, but is neces-
sary to defend those whose voices are being ig-
nored. The hope is that one day, stories from the 
victims of societal Otherness will no longer need 
to be told.

A sample of two studies performed by the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, released in May 2014

How can we prevent 
Othering?

 The primary way to break the cycle of Other-
ing is to share the stories of those who have been 
through it. In telling these stories, one can breach 
the gap between different cultural upbringings. 
Barry Lopez, author of Crossing Open Ground, 
writes of the differences between a person’s inter-
nal and external landscapes. The external land-
scape consists of the physical objects and entities 
in an environment, and the objective connections 
between them. The internal landscape is how a 
person experiences those connections.
 Othering starts when someone fails to see how 
another culture forms their internal landscape dif-
ferently from themselves. Well-written stories, like 
Neihardt’s Black Elk Speaks or Steinbeck’s The 
Grapes of Wrath, can break down an experience 
back into base entities and reconstruct those con-
nections. The author creates an empathetic bond 
with the reader, allowing one to gain a new per-
spective on the world around them. Forming this 
connection with the reader transcends any demo-
graphic differences. 
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