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CHALLENGING THE 'US VS THEM' PARADIGM: 

INSIGHTS FROM OTHERING THEORY 
 

AUTHORED BY - SOUMITRA TAMBE1 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

This article explores the complex world of Othering Theory, a theoretical framework that has 

drawn interest from researchers in sociology, psychology, anthropology, and political science. 

The goal of this article is to present a thorough examination of the idea, showing its applicability 

in modern society while tracking its development throughout history. Moreover, this abstract 

elucidates the historical and modern expressions of "Us vs. Them" dynamics, illuminating their 

pervasive effect over settings, communities, and cultures. 

 

The idea of "othering" is centred on the duality of self and other, in which certain people or groups 

are labelled as outcasts or different from the accepted norm. The numerous features of othering, 

including its cognitive, emotional, and behavioural facets, are explained in this article, along with 

how it leads to the upkeep of stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination. To shed insight into the 

complexities of identity, social hierarchies, and inequality, we study how othering theory interacts 

with intersectionality, colonialism, and power relations. 

 

This paper looks at how Othering Theory provides an important analytical framework for 

comprehending how group identities are formed and then 'otherness' is constructed. This paper 

analyses the ways in which narratives, power dynamics, and societal norms help to define in-

groups and out-groups, which frequently results in discrimination, marginalization, and 

systematic inequality. 

 

Furthermore, the paper also examines case studies and examples from actual situations to 

highlight the practical applications of the othering theory, highlighting its importance in 

comprehending current problems including immigration, nationalism, racism, and social 

exclusions. 

                                                      
1LLM STUDENT NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF SECURITIES MARKET- MAHARASHTRA NATIONAL LAW 

UNIVERSITY, MUMBAI. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The idea of "Othering" has emerged as a crucial paradigm for comprehending how cultures create 

and maintain conceptions of difference in a world marked by variety and interconnectivity. 

Through the process of "othering," which frequently results in exclusion, discrimination, and the 

reinforcement of power dynamics, people or groups are identified and marginalised as 

fundamentally different from the dominant or in-group. This article examines the idea of 

"othering," its importance, and how it manifests itself in diverse circumstances, illuminating the 

processes by which communities create and deal with identity and difference. The act of othering 

entails the construction of binary oppositions that set "Us" against "Them." By emphasising the 

apparent disparities between the groups, this delineation strengthens the borders between them. 

These variations may result from several things, including race, ethnicity, religion, nationality, 

gender, and socioeconomic status. Importantly, Othering is not a passive act; it is a dynamic 

process that is often influenced by historical, cultural, and political factors.2 

 

Othering was introduced as a post-colonial theoretical concept by Gayathri Spivak in one of her 

works  even though it has an orderly lineage in Western philosophy, according to Spivak,  

othering are all those discursive material and legal and other practices enacted by the colonisers 

in order to create the natives as this category of the other, which goes on to and suggest other 

with small or is absolutely necessary for the colonisers in the colonial system to stabilise itself 

because by defining the natives as these others who are then categorised and assigned certain 

attributes to the colonial masters themselves to colonial nations themselves then can stabilise their 

own self’s because it can be compare to this other who has been subjugated and controlled so for 

quite a few personal colonial scholars and the other is not just unnecessary thing that the 

colonisers must do to control the native populations it also in a way constitutes the self of Europe 

because the Europeans colonisers need this other, a group individuals nations spaces to solidify 

their own idea of self and that’s why this concept and speed is also deeply connected to the 

concept of world stage of forwarding is a process in which the space of the colonised the colonised 

space is recorded, and reported on assigned attributes to whites so while it creates a sense of that 

space for the native stems, the same kind of collection of data reporting and logical reporting also 

                                                      
2 How Othering Contributes to Discrimination and Prejudice, https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-othering-

5084425 (last visited Nov. 20. 2023). 
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then so let ease for the chain of command in the colonial structure of the sense of the space that 

is either an exotic other, or just an inferior other, and that that other is necessary for Europe to 

consolidate its self, whatever it may be disbelief and super other such things so other has been 

used in so many different ways not just in the colonial context.3 

 

Significance of Othering Theory 

In the disciplines of sociology, anthropology, psychology, and cultural studies, the idea of 

"Othering" has become a potent and enlightening framework. It acts as a prism through which we 

may examine societal divides, identity development, and the dynamics of human interaction. The 

importance of the Othering theory resides in its capacity to illuminate how cultures create and 

maintain ideas of difference, which frequently result in exclusion, discrimination, and power 

disparities. The practice of "othering" designates people or groups as essentially separate from 

the dominant or ingroup, highlighting the differences between "Us" and "Them." Various criteria, 

such as race, ethnicity, religion, nationality, gender, and socioeconomic level, may be used to 

make these distinctions. Othering is an active, socially created process that is impacted by 

political, cultural, and historical settings; it is not a passive or incidental phenomenon. 

4Stereotyping and prejudice are frequently the results of othering. Complex people or groups are 

reduced to simple, frequently negative, traits. Understanding this process is essential for 

eradicating prejudice and advancing social fairness. Stereotyping and prejudice are frequently the 

results of othering. Complex people or groups are reduced to simple, frequently negative, traits. 

Understanding this process is essential for eradicating prejudice and advancing social fairness. 

Othering frequently leads to prejudice and social marginalisation.5 It can be employed to defend 

laws, customs, and conduct that hurt or marginalise particular communities. For these injustices 

to be corrected, understanding Othering is necessary. To resolve conflicts and promote peace, it 

is essential to recognise the processes of Othering. Targeted actions to encourage rapprochement 

and understanding are made possible by an awareness of how groups regard one another as 

distinct and frequently threatening.6 The importance of the Othering hypothesis is found in its 

ability to reveal the mechanisms by which societies create ideas of difference and separation. 

Understanding the mechanics of Othering will help us create a society that is more inclusive and 

                                                      
3 https://www.otheringandbelonging.org/the-problem-of-othering/ (Last visited Nov. 20. 2023). 
4 How Othering Contributes to Discrimination and Prejudice, https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-othering-

5084425 (last visited Nov. 20. 2023). 
5 Ibid 
6 Ibid 
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egalitarian. This notion is a plea to embrace variety, see the humanity in all people, and work 

towards a society where "Us vs. Them" narratives are replaced by a shared appreciation of how 

intertwined we are as people. 7The value of the Othering theory ultimately resides in its potential 

to encourage empathy, combat prejudice, and create a world that is more equitable and peaceful. 

Othering theory is a critical concept in sociology and social psychology that explores the 

dynamics of identity, power, and exclusion in society. It refers to the process of defining and 

categorizing individuals or groups as different or "other" based on characteristics such as race, 

ethnicity, religion, gender, or any perceived differences. This essay delves into the core ideas of 

othering theory, its implications, and its enduring relevance in understanding contemporary social 

issues. The fundamental focus of othering theory is how cultures construct and sustain identities 

based on differences, frequently leading to the labelling of particular people or groups as "Others" 

or "Outsiders." Power dynamics play a significant role in this process because they create norms, 

beliefs, and images that cast the Other as different, subpar, or even dangerous. Othering has severe 

repercussions, including systematic prejudice, social isolation, and, in the worst situations, 

violence against the marginalised group. The idea of "othering" has become a potent paradigm 

for comprehending and challenging the mechanisms of marginalisation, prejudice, and exclusion 

in modern society. The othering theory, which has its roots in the writings of academics like 

Edward Said, Frantz Fanon, and Gayatri Chakravarty, Spivak, offers important insights. 8We also 

employ in everyday work situations in our dealings with others or in strategies that people use in 

group groups to order a certain person by assigning them certain negative attributes or by other 

whole groups of people by stereotyping them or by assigning them certain negative traits in all 

these cases to purposes always to reduce someone either to a character or to a stereotype to assign 

them certain negative attributes and in a psychological sense points back to solid, find the self-

collective individual of the person who cursive material, legal or other forms is a group or an 

individual now please bear in mind that this drama ordering also has its roots in is in the discussion 

of the big other in the small another right in the colonial situation. The big other becomes the 

coloniser and his or her assistance instead of one parent or one son, one looks up to that was the 

divide that people had talked about writing in black skin, white mask, that in resolving the 

complex, the native doesn’t see his father, the law of the father is the European father right hand, 

black skin white masks so to sum up is a practice theorised by Gayathri Spivak within the post-

                                                      
7 Us vs them: the sinister techniques of ‘Othering’ – and how to avoid them by John A Powell, 

https://www.theguardian.com/inequality/2017/nov/08/us-vs-them-the-sinister-techniques-of-othering-and-how-to-

avoid-them ( Last visited on Nov.22.2023). 
8 https://humanrights.ca/story/us-vs-them-process-othering 
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colonial context that involved, cursive practices, legal practices and others in which the native’s 

colony natives were assigned negative attributes, certain qualities or certain collectively reduce 

identities so that they could be seen in a certain way and have controlled this entire process of 

other deeply was connected to clarifying and stabilising the Europeans sense of themselves. 

 

The Essence of Othering Theory 

1. Defining the "Other": At the heart of othering theory lies the creation of an "us" versus 

"them" binary. It involves categorizing individuals or groups as outsiders, emphasizing their 

differences, and often stigmatizing or dehumanizing them. The idea of "the Other" is crucial 

to understanding how dominant groups characterise individuals they see as different, alien, 

or outside of their own social or cultural standards, according to othering theory. In essence, 

the term "Other" refers to people or groups that are seen as different from or distinct from the 

dominant group. Here is the common definition and understanding of the "Other" in othering 

theory. 

2. Power Dynamics: Othering is closely intertwined with power dynamics. It frequently serves 

as a tool for those in positions of power to maintain dominance and control over marginalized 

groups. By positioning others as inferior or threatening, the dominant group can justify 

discrimination, oppression, or exclusion. The power hierarchy is a key concept in the othering 

theory because it helps us understand how dominating groups create and preserve hierarchies 

that label some people or groups as "the Other." The dynamics of othering are influenced by 

the divide of power, which is frequently characterised by uneven access to resources, rights, 

and opportunities. Here is how the othering theory divides power. 

3. Cultural and Social Construct: Othering is not inherent but rather a social and cultural 

construct. It is shaped by historical narratives, societal norms, and the perpetuation of 

stereotypes. These constructs are deeply ingrained and can lead to prejudiced attitudes and 

behaviours. 

 

Implications of Othering 

1. Marginalisation: One of the most significant implications of othering is the 

marginalisation of individuals or groups. When "others" are consistently portrayed as 

different or undesirable, they often face discrimination in various aspects of life, including 

education, employment, housing, and social interactions. 
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2. Social Exclusion: Othering can lead to social exclusion, as individuals or groups are 

systematically denied access to resources, opportunities, and participation in society. 

3. This exclusion reinforces existing inequalities and hinders social cohesion. 

4. Conflict and Violence: In extreme cases, the process of othering can contribute to 

intergroup conflict and violence. By dehumanizing and vilifying certain groups, it 

becomes easier to justify acts of aggression or oppression. According to the othering 

hypothesis, social and cultural conceptions have a big impact on how people and groups 

are labelled, seen, and treated in a particular culture. These constructions are socially and 

culturally produced, frequently impacted by power relations and historical circumstances, 

rather than being permanent or innate. Here is how othering theory influences social and 

cultural constructions.9 

 

Relevance in Contemporary Society 

1. Racial and Ethnic Discrimination: Othering theory remains highly relevant in discussions 

of racial and ethnic discrimination. It helps us understand how racial stereotypes and biases 

perpetuate systemic racism and contribute to disparities in education, healthcare, and criminal 

justice. Social and cultural studies' othering theory offers crucial insights into how cultures 

create and maintain the identities of particular groups as "the Other." The effects of this 

process on racial and ethnic communities are significant. In this article, we examine how 

othering theory affects race and ethnicity, emphasising the processes through which dominant 

groups establish and maintain hierarchies, stereotypes, and inequalities. 

2. Gender and Sexuality: Othering also plays a significant role in gender and sexuality studies. 

It sheds light on how societies have historically marginalized individuals based on their 

gender identity or sexual orientation, reinforcing harmful stereotypes and prejudices. The 

social production of distinctions and hierarchies may be examined effectively using the 

othering theory as a lens. The processes of othering have a significant impact on gender and 

sexuality, which are important components of human identity. This article investigates how 

the othering hypothesis affects how people are perceived and treated based on their gender 

                                                      
9 Us vs them: the sinister techniques of ‘Othering’ – and how to avoid them by John A Powell, 

https://www.theguardian.com/inequality/2017/nov/08/us-vs-them-the-sinister-techniques-of-othering-and-how-to-

avoid-them ( Last visited on Nov.22.2023). 
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and sex. It draws attention to the moral issues raised by gender-based othering, such as 

stereotypes, discrimination, and the need for more fairness and inclusiveness. 

3. Refugees and Immigration: As global migration continues to be a pressing issue, othering 

theory helps us analyse how refugees and immigrants are often depicted as threats or burdens, 

leading to policies and attitudes that perpetuate their exclusion. Refugees and immigrants are 

frequently at the forefront of society discussions and policies, confronting discrimination, 

exclusion, and marginalisation. Understanding how these vulnerable populations are 

impacted can be facilitated by using the "othering theory" perspective. This article examines 

how othering theory affects refugees and immigrants, focusing on how it affects their 

experiences, social integration, and public perception. 

4. Racism: It is still a major problem in modern society, and othering theory continues to offer 

important explanations for why it persists. Racism perpetuates prejudices and inequities by 

creating identities based on racial and ethnic disparities. Racist discrimination in employment 

and housing, inequities in criminal justice verdicts, and racial profiling are a few examples. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the exploration of Othering Theory and its implications in challenging the 'Us vs 

Them' paradigm illuminates the complex interplay between societal constructs and individual 

perceptions. This analysis has underscored the pervasive nature of social division, driven by the 

construction of 'otherness' and the subsequent marginalization of out-groups. 

 

Finally, the othering theory offers a strong framework for comprehending the intricate 

interactions between identity, power, and exclusion in society. We may endeavour to eliminate 

stereotypes and encourage inclusivity by realising how people and groups are frequently 

stigmatised and marginalised through the act of "othering." The applicability of othering theory 

extends to all aspects of social, political, and cultural life in today's more varied globe, making it 

a key idea for promoting empathy and social justice. By cultivating empathy and understanding, 

societies can forge paths toward a future where unity and mutual respect prevail, paving the way 

for a more harmonious and equitable world. 
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