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White House Press Secretary Sarah Huckabee Sanders stands in front of gang related photos 

from the MS-13 gang during a daily briefing at the White House July 27, 2017 in Washington, 

DC. Photograph by Win McNamee/Getty Images. 

 

 

It isn’t easy for a man to rip a screaming child away from his mother,” wrote journalist Radley 

Balko on Twitter, when the American policy of separating families at the border was coming to 

light. “Most of us couldn’t do it. This is where ‘animals’ comes in. Declare he isn’t really a 

child; she isn’t a woman. Now it’s like pulling a piglet from a sow. This has always been how 

states enable savagery.” 

Balko was referring to the U.S. government’s newest bad habit: actively dehumanizing people. 

The White House released an official statement calling MS-13 gang members “violent 

https://twitter.com/radleybalko/status/1000181860817829888?lang=en
https://www.whitehouse.gov/articles/need-know-violent-animals-ms-13/


 
 
 
 
 
 

animals,”while President Donald Trump has said immigrants are “infesting” the United States. 

Writer Anand Giridharadas calls this language an overt “animalization” agenda of hated groups. 

The American government’s language may seem uniquely horrific, but the White House is 

following an age-old formula: deny people’s humanity to send a message. Put up a sign saying, 

“No Negro Or Ape Allowed In Building,” as someone did in Jim Crow’s America. Get on the 

state radio and call the enemies “cockroaches,” as many Hutu leaders did in Rwanda. Train 

soldiers to use slurs like “gooks” or “slants,” as the U.S. military did during the Vietnam War, to 

“make it easy to see any Vietnamese — all Vietnamese — as the enemy." 

 

Not everybody dehumanizes equally, research finds. Studies correlate the act, in part, with 

people who believe in right-wing authoritarianism, which is “defined by a strong respect for 

authority figures and established traditions, as well as enthusiasm for punishing rule breakers and 

those who refuse to conform.” 

In any case, the strategy often works. Reducing people to sub-human status makes it a lot easier 

to control them, to commit violent acts against them, to isolate them in concentration camps, to 

“exterminate” them if need be. In one study, people who read dehumanizing content about 

http://time.com/5316087/donald-trump-immigration-infest/
https://twitter.com/anandwrites/status/1013891998904963072
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/4433299613591188/
https://www.hrw.org/reports/1999/rwanda/Geno1-3-10.htm
https://www.npr.org/2013/01/28/.../anything-that-moves-civilians-and-the-vietnam-war
https://insight.kellogg.northwestern.edu/article/the-danger-of-dehumanizing-others
https://insight.kellogg.northwestern.edu/article/the-danger-of-dehumanizing-others
https://theconversation.com/the-slippery-slope-of-dehumanizing-language-97512


 
 
 
 
 
 

“predatory” women became more likely to display hostile sexist attitudes; in another, people 

primed to associate black people with apes became more likely to support violence against them. 

Simply put, there is something hardwired in our biology to care less about people when they are 

presented as less self-actualized than we are. 

Language matters. It shapes how we see people, particularly those who are different from us. It 

shapes how policies are constructed (can you imagine the White House adopting a non-punitive 

approach to deal with MS-13 gang members?). And language isn’t restricted to words; think 

about the barrage of visual language we consume, the volume of Instagram photos, and cable 

news, and YouTube videos. 

The first step in stopping dehumanization is to recognize and name it. Here is some of the 

language I’ve noticed — including in history, our best teacher — which I hope will serve as a 

guide for those of you who are also concerned about this grave trend. 

1. Animalization. Needless to say, this is the most overt form of dehumanization. This is when 

someone likens a person — or more likely, a group of people — directly to an animal. Monkeys. 

Insects. Baboons. Pigs. Cockroaches. Wolves. Dogs. Cows. When crowds make monkey noises 

at African sports players and throw bananas at them. When actress Roseanne Barr calls Valerie 

Jarret an ape. When a police officer deems Black Lives Matters protesters “a pack of rabid 

animals.” 

This trend transcends race. Women are often turned into animals, especially sexualized ones. 

Kittens. Cougars. Vixens. Chicks. (Men, too, to a lesser degree, are likened to animals like dogs 

and pigs.) Homeless people are sometimes referred to as street urchins or rats. 

2. Animalizing verbs. Obviously related to the above, but often feels a bit more sly. Trump 

saying immigrants are “infesting” the United States. Former U.K. prime minister David Cameron 

referring to the “swarm of people coming across the Mediterranean.” Food writer Gillian Duffy 

talking about “flocking eastern Europeans.” 

3. Defining a person by a temporary state. Homeless. Convict. Inmate. Illegal (i.e., to define a 

person, not an activity). Migrant. Addict. These terms are often accompanied by unsavory 

descriptions. Journalist Krista Tippett issued this reminder on Twitter: 

As another example, reporter Katia Savchuk shared with me this story about homeless people in 

San Francisco, and commented, “The neighbors in the story are treated as three-dimensional 

humans, while the few homeless people [the writer] talked to are just surface descriptions (“teeth 

seemed to be disintegrating”), with no depth or past.” 

4. Purposely avoiding people-first language. Related to the above, many activists have worked 

hard to champion “people-first language” instead of “identity-first language” — that is, saying “a 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09589236.2017.1411790
http://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2F0022-3514.94.2.292
https://theconversation.com/the-slippery-slope-of-dehumanizing-language-97512
https://www.bet.com/news/sports/2017/05/01/soccer-player-walked-off-field-due-to-racist-crowd.html
https://variety.com/2018/politics/news/roseanne-valerie-jarrett-1202823816/
https://www.nbcphiladelphia.com/news/local/Police-Union-President-Calls-Black-Lives-Matter-Protesters-Outside-Philadelphia-Officers-House-a-Pack-of-Rabid-Animals-Report-442452063.html
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/aug/10/migration-debate-metaphors-swarms-floods-marauders-migrants
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/apr/29/gillian-duffy-eastern-european
https://twitter.com/katiasav?lang=en
https://www.sfchronicle.com/news/article/Neighbors-disgusted-over-despair-on-block-hit-13015964.php


 
 
 
 
 
 

person with a disability” instead of “disabled person.” People-first language has now been 

adopted by many minority rights movements, to remind the audience that a person has many 

characteristics. There are times when this language gets clunky, and some activists reject the 

framing outright, but changing the emphasis has a noticeable impact. 

5. Otherworldly creatures. Fox News commentators arguing about “illegal aliens” (the Library 

of Congress has banned the phrase, saying it’s taken on a pejorative tone). Police officer Darren 

Wilson of Ferguson, Missouri killing Michael Brown because “it looks like a demon.” A 

National Review writer comparing trans actress Laverne Cox to an “effigy” and a “voodoo doll.” 

6. “It.” Why refer to a person by their proper name? Call a human an “it,” as we would a coffee 

table or a wild animal. In addition to Michael Brown, this practice is sometimes done to mock 

trans individuals, particularly trans people of color. 

17 Development Clichés I’ll Be Avoiding in 2017 
Goodbye “empowerment,” “capacity building,” and “silver bullet.”brightthemag.com 

7. Actors. After the mass shooting at a high school in Parkland, Florida, many students came 

forward with heartbreaking stories and ideas to fix the United States’ gun laws. In response, 

conservative commentator Ann Coulter claimed that the teenagers were “child actors.” She’s 

since repeated the claim regarding migrant children. This form of dehumanization turns a real-

life situation into a play, and genuine tears into scripted emotions. 

8. Numbers. Calling a person a number, like how Nelson Mandela was known as “Prisoner 

46664.” During the Holocaust, this idea went even further, with Nazi soldiers at concentration 

camps tattooing numbers on the arms of inmates. 

(There are less egregious forms of this— notably, doctors referring to their patients by their case 

numbers. This is done, to an extent, to protect patient privacy. But does it subconsciously affect 

how doctors see their patients?) 

Like some of the examples on this list, tattooing numbers seems tucked safely in the gory past. 

But we must remain vigilant; who expected us to be calling people insects again? 

9. Focusing on specific physical attributes. Calling a woman a “set of legs.” Defining a person 

by a trait common for one’s ethnicity, such as nose or eye shape. Asking how many “eyeballs” 

read a story. In general, turning a full human being into a pile of body parts. 

Related, some sports announcers talk about a player’s “physical prowess” over skill. “It’s not 

that black players can’t be fast and powerful,” wrote Zito Madu in SB Nation, “it’s that in soccer, 

too often, it is the only thing they can be.” 

https://www.thinkinclusive.us/why-person-first-language-doesnt-always-put-the-person-first/
http://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-library-congress-alien-20160403-story.html
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/11/25/darren-wilson-testimony_n_6216620.html
http://www.slate.com/blogs/outward/2014/06/03/kevin_williamson_shows_us_to_dehumanize_a_trans_person_in_three_simple_steps.html
http://www.slate.com/blogs/outward/2014/06/03/kevin_williamson_shows_us_to_dehumanize_a_trans_person_in_three_simple_steps.html
http://www.slate.com/blogs/outward/2014/06/03/kevin_williamson_shows_us_to_dehumanize_a_trans_person_in_three_simple_steps.html
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1852904/
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Comedians Key & Peele created a skit based on this, and on Twitter, somebody built a bingo 

card out of racially coded language in the World Cup. (H/T Michael Onyiego) 

10. Barbarian (or savage). The ancient Greek created the term to describe all non-Greek-

speaking peoples, including Persians, Egyptians, Medes, and Phoenicians), whose languages 

they understood as “bar… bar… bar….” Even Aristotle, the famed philosopher, considered non-

Greeks barbarians who needed to be civilized. Today, this word today connotes a primitive, 

uncivilized monster. 

11. Bodies (instead of people). Reducing full humans to their physical shells — i.e., talking 

about how many migrants’ “bodies” are sitting in cages, instead of how many humans. “Why do 

we detach the body from the person?” asked Tanya Steele in Indie Wire. “No one attacks, solely, 

a Black body.” 

12. Women vs. females. You wouldn’t call a doe a woman deer; no, it’s clearly a female deer. 

Why reduce women to their physical biology? (H/T Jess McCabe) 

On that note, I found this tweet curious in the way the writer — perhaps subconsciously — puts 

black and white women on different pedestals: 

I also found this response illuminating: 

13. Trophy wife. A trophy is an object to be won. A person is not. Related, taking someone “off 

the market” sounds a bit like purchasing a loaf of bread. 

14. Turning bodies into objects. I’ve noticed this in advertising — particularly with women and 

people of color. Below, a mainstream brand turns a naked woman’s body into a table to display 

products (H/T Tlaleng Mofokeng). Separately, in the Japanese practice of nyotaimori, a nude 

woman serves as a food plate for sushi or sashimi. 

https://www.dailymotion.com/video/x2n6ctn
https://twitter.com/MOnyiego
https://www.npr.org/templates/transcript/transcript.php?storyId=623662992
https://www.indiewire.com/2015/10/i-am-not-a-black-body-springvalleyhigh-139087/
https://twitter.com/jester
https://twitter.com/drtlaleng


 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Credit: Sexual Assault Justice Now. 

15. Photos of headless pregnant bellies. This is a visual trope I’ve noticed in literature about 

maternal health: shots of pregnant torsos, with the identity of the fetus-carrier erased. To me, this 

heightens the role of the woman as a “vessel,” or as Allison Yarrow described in a recent TED 

Talk, as a candy wrapper to be discarded. 

16. Photos of body parts more generally. For instance, White House press secretary Sarah 

Huckabee Sanders displayed images of MS-13 gang tattoos (see cover image above), visually 

reinforcing the idea that they’re but the sum of their parts. 

https://www.facebook.com/sajusticenow/photos/pcb.1090824744317788/1090823980984531/?type=3&theater
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XW9h7k73FcQ&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XW9h7k73FcQ&feature=youtu.be


 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

I hope this list will help you begin to catch the patterns, tones, and imagery that cause an ugly 

part of our brains to stop seeing other people as people. Because after we think of people as sub-

human, we begin to treat them as such. 

That said, this isn’t a complete list by any means. What do you think? What’s the worst of these? 

What did I get wrong? And did I miss any tropes? 
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