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Stereotypical representations and identity formation of and about  

the indigenous peoples 

 

In 1648, the Westphalian peace has created a state system which is firmly rooted in the 

universally accepted belief of embracing difference and the right of self-determination. It is 

crucial to acknowledge that these convictions are limited inasmuch as they hold to the extent 

that the Western world wants to abide to them. To substantiate this point, let us recall the 

encounters of the West with the New World and the indigenous populations who were 

domiciled there. Those communities who could not identify themselves with the Western canon 

and thus questioned its universal applicability became subject to a Western vigorous political 

strategy known as stereotyping.  

Therefore, this short essay will explore the role images play when constructing the 

identity of indigenous peoples and will unfold encounters of epistemic violence in International 

Relations (IR) scholarship. To illustrate how identity is being shaped, maintained and 

assimilated we will elaborate on indigenous peoples identity by employing the means of 

qualitative research. It will be done by firstly, defining the notion of indigenous people. 

Secondly, by providing a brief explanation on stereotyping has a power to re-enact the and 

promote the othering. To address this predicament, we have conducted a survey which aims at 

providing an insight at general attitudes about the indigenous peoples to see if the Western 

public opinion confirms or falsifies the dominant narrative provided by the Western media.  

 

“Indigenous peoples are inheritors and practitioners of unique cultures and ways of 

relating to people and the environment. They have retained social, cultural, economic and 

political characteristics that are distinct from those of the dominant societies in which they live.” 

(United Nations definition). The necessity to protect these rights result in a common issue – the 

West paving the path for an indigenous cultural preservation. That is often being done by 

employing the means of language and imagery to continuously shape a narrative, hence a 

stereotype of and for the indigenous communities. Consequently, the digital media commonly 

flaunts the images that portray the fragility or irrationality of indigenous identity. Meaning that 

the indigenous peoples are being perceived as uneducated, primitive or possessing different 

features that have to be maintained and preserved. Here the stereotype result in a formation of 

epistemic knowledge about indigenous peoples. 
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The act of stereotyping serves the objective of neglecting to understand foreign cultures 

and therefore withholds these cultures from a possibility of contributing to or eroding the 

philosophy and understanding of the self-identity.   

What is more, stereotyping is at work through several channels of communication, 

including visual imagery and language. In the context of visualizing indigenous peoples, the 

West popularly relies on the linguistic ‘us/them binary’ to create a sense of difference. For 

instance, indigenous peoples are commonly portrayed as having a primitive appearance and 

living in backward and disadvantaged living spaces and as being a security threat to the 

dominant society which is tied to the notion of maintaining a retarded educational system. In 

contrast, peoples of the Western World represent themselves in a very different light as the very 

antithesis of indigenous peoples by stressing their modern look, their establishment of ever 

more urban living spaces and their relative peaceful nature as a result of an exemplary, 

progressive educational system. Given the totalitarian nature of the us/them binary, fusions of 

the traditional with the modern are precluded and so is the progress of humankind. 

 

This outlook is still valid in contemporary times in which the Western academia 

commonly prides itself for setting an example and being the visual embodiment of values such 

as plurality and diversity but, in fact, strongly silences discourses of indigenous peoples. As 

mentioned above the practice of silencing of indigenous communities is highly problematic 

inasmuch as it has the powerful effect of making certain knowledge dominant. Especially since 

such knowledge can be easily communicated through the means of globally far reaching media.  
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Content and Limitations of the Survey 

 

The survey was directed at the target group of students aged 15 to 26 from the Western 

world since the young generation is said to be one of greatest, if not the greatest, consumer of 

transmedia storytelling in the new era of media convergence. In the context of this survey, we 

have relied on the modern political definition of the West according to which both, Western 

countries (as labeled in the Cold War period) as well as European Union member states from 

Central and Southeastern Europe can be considered to constitute the Western world based on 

the rationale that they share certain fundamental political ideologies, encompassing those of 

liberal democracy, the rule of law, and gender equality, despite there are remarkable exceptions, 

particularly in foreign policy (Mitchell 1). 

 

To understand the background of the selected survey participants, we have asked them 

to share with us some general information about themselves as well as their stance on three 

specific questions related to their understanding of indigenous peoples. 

More specifically, the scope of the provision of general information encompassed the 

categories of ‘01 the country of origin’, ‘02 the country of residence’, ‘03 age’, ‘04 gender’ and 

‘05 level of education’. The examination revealing information about their vision of indigenous 

communities included the scale question of ‘06 Do you personally have encounters with 

indigenous peoples?’ with the given response options of a) often, b) occasionally, c) rarely, and 

d) never.  

Secondly, it comprised of the multiple choice question of ‘Who or what shaped your 

understanding of indigenous peoples significantly?’ which allowed for multiple responses 

drawn from the following sources: a) have indigenous acquaintances/friends/co-workers, b) 

social media, c) newspapers, d) television, e) books, f) cultural performances/dance/music/art 

exhibits, g) school/university/other educational facilities, h) accounts from friends and family, 

i) other with the option to specify the source.  

Thirdly, the examination shed a light on participants’ media consumption habits in 

association with indigenous communities by asking  the scale question of 08 How much 

attention do you usually pay to news and issues about indigenous peoples? with the given 

response options of a) a great deal of attention, b) some, c) little, and d) not at all. 
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To capture the perception of indigenous peoples by our target audience we provided it 

with a selection of visual representations, each of which intended to tell a unique narrative in 

the realms of personal characteristics, living spaces, security affairs and education from which 

only two visuals could be chosen. It is crucial to stress that the value of the representations of 

indigenous peoples resides less in what they depict per se, but more in what associations of 

ideas they elicit (Skladaitytė, Schumann 30). What is more, the dilemma with choosing is not 

rendering visible certain imagery but, at the same time, rendering invisible a wide range of 

alternative narratives that seemingly deserve less representation (Shim 13). The interplay of 

these mechanisms gives disclosures about the pattern of how people come to know and react to 

themes associated with indigenous communities (Shim 13). That having been said, it is of 

utmost importance to recognize the potential or actual power of the visual to inspire change or 

to prompt stasis in socio-cultural or political affairs. 

 

Finally, on a different note, it is relevant to note that there are limitations to this study, 

the foremost of which is the representativeness of the sample. Faced with temporal and financial 

constraints, we were not able to randomize our sample frame which might have resulted in a 

lower diversity of survey responses nor could we built a highly representative sample size.  

Nevertheless, we resorted to opportunistic sampling and tried to achieve a wide variety in the 

participants’ country of origin and, therefore, could collect data which is emblematic of the 

mostly stereotypical perceptions on indigenous peoples worldwide held by students across the 

Western world. (Please see table 1 for a more detailed view) 

 

Furthermore, it should be pointed out that the image captions had been removed and 

substituted by a hashtag expressing the hegemonic narrative they intend to tell as a means to 

categorize the data for our survey participants and the analysis itself. It must be taken into 

account that survey participants of different ages have differing levels of knowledge about and 

exposure to the news and general issues on indigenous peoples. In this vein, the hashtag 

simplifies the pristine context of the images and encourages a common understanding towards 

them while, at the same time, possibly allowing for interpretations of the imagery which were 

not foreseen by the original photographical arrangement. 
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Country of Origin  Number of participants 

DE 
 

8 

NL 
 

4 

ES 
 

3 

US  2 

RO 
 

2 

UA 
 

2 

IE 
 

1 

GB 
 

1 

GR 
 

1 

BG 
 

1 

LV  1 

FR 
 

1 

SK 
 

1 

  total: 28 

 

Table 1: Country of Origin of Survey Participants 
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Evaluation of Survey Findings 

 

Part I 

Indigenous Peoples and their Physical Characteristics 

 

We asked participants to choose two images which correspond most with their 

perception on indigenous peoples and their physical characteristics from this pool of imagery 

and gathered the following data: 

 

# 01 ahistorical 

 

 

# 02 

 modern 

 

 

# 03  

veiled 

 

 

# 04 traditional 

 

 

# 05  

modern 

 

 

19,6
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8,9
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7,1
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41,1

0 20 40 60 80 100

1,8

0 20 40 60 80 100

(figures in per cent) 
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# 06 

 naked b/w 

 

 

# 07 

malnourished 

 

 

# 08  

modern school 

clothing 

 

 

# 09  

naked color 

  

# 10  

modern 

 

 

 

In line with the hegemonic narrative of indigenous peoples being the antithesis of 

modernity, a large proportion of the students surveyed (41, 1 per cent) believe that indigenous 

communities have a traditional look. On the basis of this finding, it would seem that students 

associate tradition with the notion of ‘the old days’ referring to something static. In that sense, 

the traditional facial ornamentation and costume can only look one single way to the Western 

eye. It is unimaginable to add something to their way of dressing which is not traditional (Cocq 

83).  
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(figures in per cent) 
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Closely related to the idea of traditionalism, a significant percentage of the survey 

participants (19,6 per cent) felt that indigenous communities are ahistorical.  This suggests that 

agency has been wrongfully attributed to solely human beings, thereby discrediting non-human 

agency. This has been achieved by “mythologizing Indigenous origin stories and separating out 

communication, treaty-making, and historical agreements that human beings held with the 

animal world, the sky world, the spirit world, etc.” (Watts 1). What results from this distinction 

is that the notions of place and thought underwent a colonialized reinterpretation where ‘[…] 

land is simply dirt and thought is only possessed by humans’, thus, defaming indigenous 

cosmologies. Alleged historylessness functions here as a justification of the West to limit the 

influence of indigenous thought when it comes to policy making on local, national and 

international stage which is highly problematic.  

 

 

Part II 

Indigenous Peoples and their Living Spaces 

We asked participants to choose two images which correspond most with their -

perception on indigenous peoples and their living spaces from this pool of imagery and 

gathered the following data: 

 

# 11 

indigenous 

peoples 

belong 

everywhere 
 

 

# 12 

yurt/tents 

 
 

# 13  

city - 

woman 

 

 

33,9

0 20 40 60 80 100

12,5

0 20 40 60 80 100

3,6
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(figures in per cent) 
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#14 

 at the 

margin of 

society 

 
 

# 15 

 in the 

countryside 

 
 

# 16  

city - man 

 
 

# 17 

refugee 

tents 

 

 

#18 

deserted 

land 

 

 

# 19 

 jungle 

 

 

# 20  

in the 

streets 

 

 

8,9
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3,6

0 20 40 60 80 100

1,8

0 20 40 60 80 100

17,9

0 20 40 60 80 100

1,8

0 20 40 60 80 100

(figures in per cent) 
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Although more than a third of survey respondents deemed indigenous peoples to belong 

everywhere they nevertheless located indigenous communities in natural habitats, such as the 

jungle (17,9 per cent) and the countryside (12,5 per cent), opposed to other living spaces.  This 

demonstrates the dominance of romantic myths and stereotypes of noble savages and pristine 

wilderness to the present day. The ‘other’ is exclusively imagined to live in conjunction with 

mother nature as if he has never moved forward from this allegedly primitive state of evolution 

(Nambikwara Land 95). At the same time, the ’self’ lacks sufficient awareness of a wide array 

of alternative narratives, such as indigenous peoples living at the margin of society (8,9 per 

cent), inhabiting refugee camps (3,6 per cent) and living in the streets (1,8 per cent). In this 

way, problems with global reaching consequences such as those presented clearly belong to the 

same world but get discarded as marginal issues not worthy of the same attention dedicated to 

pivotal Western concerns.  

What the West has forgotten, however, is that the strongest is only as strong as the 

weakest of all of us (African proverb). To this end, the international society should 

acknowledge that the indigenous peoples form the backbone of this earth.  

 

 

Part III 

Indigenous Peoples and their Security Affairs 

We asked participants to choose two images which correspond most with their 

perception on indigenous peoples in the context of its security affairs with the rest of the 

world from this pool of imagery and gathered the following data: 

 

# 21 

genocide 

 
 

# 22  

child soldier 
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# 23  

coca 

production/ 

war on terror 

 
 

# 24  

protest - 

defense 

 

 

# 25  

protest - 

attack 

 

 

# 26 

deforestation  

 

 

# 27  

killing of 

animals at 

national park 

 

 

#28  

healing 

powers 

 

 

# 29  

peace pipe 
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The Western media typically reinforces the stereotype of indigenous peoples being a 

security threat to the rest of the world, for instance, by means of conducting violent 

demonstrations, recruiting child soldiers or advocating the war on terror by aiding the coca 

production. Contrary to this belief, on the whole, our survey participants have perceived the 

indigenous community either as peaceful beings having endearing intentions when interacting 

with the rest of the world or having to defend themselves vis-à-vis others.  Particularly striking 

was the students’  deep understanding of indigenous peoples falling victim to the deforestation 

of their habitats (19, 6 per cent) and genocide (12, 5 per cent). This might be explained by the 

fact that these issues are commonly anchored in the curriculum of most Western educational 

facilities. It is hoped that this progressive way of thinking will translate into more political 

action in the future. 

 

 

Part IV 

Indigenous Peoples and Education 

We asked participants to choose two images which correspond most with their 

perception on how indigenous peoples should approach education from this pool of imagery 

and gathered the following data: 

 

# 30 

 storytelling 

 

 

# 31 

 learning 

through 

books 

 

 

# 32  

indigenous 

education 
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# 33  

Western 

education 

 

 

# 34  

Western 

education 

meets 

indigenous 

education 

 

 

 

A large proportion of those surveyed (30,4 per cent) believed in the necessity to 

approach education from both, a Western and an indigenous perspective. It is generally felt that 

books provide the better means of instruction relative to the oral tradition of storytelling. 

Although this finding might be understood as common sense by many, it has a harmful effect 

of fortifying Western cultural hegemony ‘[…] by educating indigenous peoples and turning 

them into new subjects of modernization.” (Skladaitytė, Schumann 22). Western cultural 

hegemony is based upon a firm literacy bias that vindicates the political objective of boosting 

alphabetization worldwide. In that sense, it has been proven that the West puts at work a twofold 

mechanism of othering and assimilation. From a Western perspective, the place of indigenous 

peoples within the international community is controversial as they cannot be included nor left 

out.  

 
Concluding Remarks 

 

The irony of visual representations is that the stories being told about distant people are 

commonly not reviewed by those being subjects of the stories despite the fast growing influence 

of the internet to hitherto unconnected places in this world. In a similar way, the survey 

participants on average rarely or never encountered indigenous peoples personally, know about 

them predominantly through passive mediums, such as books and television, and have either 

always resided in their country of origin or moved to another country which was in all but one 

cases part of the Western world. For this reason, we see a clear need to bridge this knowledge 

gap and recommend to promote exchanges between indigenous peoples and non-indigenous 

peoples. 
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