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Abstract: This paper deals with the principles of cooperative cross-cultural communication and theories of racial 

inequality. The study suggests definitions of race, ethnic group and minority group.  We focus on the analysis of 

semantics and functioning of names denoting ethnic groups in present-day English. Language means of ethnic 

groups’ identification are revealed. Concerning the type of designation we single out internal and external 

ethnic names, and according to the sphere of usage we differentiate official ethnic names and unofficial ethnic 

nicknames or ethnophobisms. The study considers functioning and usage of ethnic names and the influence of 

ethnic stereotypes, political correctness and tolerance on cross-cultural communication. 
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Introduction 

Development and acquiring skills of effective cross-cultural communication becomes 

crucial in modern multinational communities of the global world. In this regard it is essential to 

avoid possible cross-cultural communication failures concerned with the fact that one speaker 

subconsciously perceives and evaluates (inadequately as a rule) the communicative behavior 

of the partner through the conventional categories of the native culture. 

Successful interaction and adaptation to foreign environment and culture are achieved by 

applying cognitive approach to cross-cultural communication with the focus of attention on 

culture and personality. Special consideration is given to changes in cognitive activity of a 

person interacting with other cultures, cooperation, ‘dialogue’ of cultures; formation of 

positive attitude to other languages and cultures. In cross-cultural language contacts 

communicators reveal different degree of involvement, as one speaker may know the 

stereotypes of both languages and cultures whereas the other speaker may know the 

stereotypes only of the native community and be unfamiliar with the peculiarities and 

stereotypes of the foreign nation. 

Considerations of political correctness and xenophobia, together with ethnic stereotypes 

and prejudices, which are present in the semantic structure of ethnophobisms and derogatory 

ethnic names, heavily influence cross-cultural communication. Cooperative cross-cultural 
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communication should be built on the principles of cultural language objectivity, tolerance, 

good will, loyalty to culture and language of the interlocutor. 

 

1. Race Relations and Inequality 

The definitions of race, ethnic group, and minority group are not as straightforward as one 

might expect, but reflect changing social perceptions. Race is defined as a category of people 

who are considered different because of inherited physical traits. To outsiders, the classifi-

cation of individuals into distinct social groups because of height or skin color may seem 

arbitrary. But such classifications have definite social consequences. 

An ethnic group is a category of people who are considered different because of their 

cultural heritage. The same people may be viewed as a race at one time and place, an ethnic 

group at another. The defining characteristics of a minority group are that members are 

disadvantaged; they are held in low esteem; their membership in the group is involuntary; and 

they are conscious of being ‘people apart’ (Lippmann, 1954: 190-194). Note that members of a 

minority group may constitute a numerical majority in a society. Blacks in South Africa and 

women in the United States are examples. 

Relations among races and ethnic groups may take many different forms, ranging from 

peaceful coexistence (as in Switzerland), to ethnic conflicts (as in Great Britain, Northern 

Ireland) or even genocide (as in Nazi Germany). The patterns of relations in the United States 

for example, which has drawn peoples from around the world, are especially complex.  

Several theories of racial inequality have been advanced. One emphasizes biological 

differences; another prejudice and discrimination; and a third institutionalized racism (Crystal, 

1992: 230). 

Echoing Social Darwinists, a small number of scientists have argued that racial inequality is 

the result of hereditary differences. One area of controversy is IQ test scores. The average 

score for blacks is lower than that for ‘whites’. But is this the result of hereditary differences or 

bias in the tests? A study that found that black children adopted into white families scored 

above the national average indicates it is the latter. 

A third theory holds that once inequality has become part of the social structure, it 

develops a life of its own and persists even though prejudice and deliberate discrimination 

decline. This is the theory of institutionalized racism. Racial inequality in the United States, for 
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example, today is an unintended consequence of accepted practices that seem to have no 

relationship to discrimination. The banking practice of red lining neighborhoods that are high 

risks for housing loans, for example, has the unintended consequence of denying mortgages to 

minorities. 

Others attribute racial inequality to continuing prejudice and discrimination. Prejudice is 

an unfavorable attitude toward members of a group, based on stereotypes of that group. 

Discrimination is the denial of rights and respect to individuals because they are members of a 

group. It may take the form of laws designed to isolate members of a group, informal 

agreements to exclude them, or avoidance of personal relationships. Whether or not 

discrimination continues depends in large part on whether it is profitable or costly. Prejudice 

can function as a programmed and fixed attitude. If people are seen as inferior, they may be 

denied education and employment, and the fact that they therefore lack skills and jobs may 

then be cited as evidence of their alleged inferiority. 

Experts argue that the significance of race identification is declining and that the problems 

ethnic minorities encounter today result from social status, not the color of their skin or other 

physical characteristics. The debate over the current state of race relations carries over into 

society and various scientific fields including sociology, anthropology, linguistics, theory of 

communication. 

 

2. Ethnic Stereotypes 

Prejudice as negative or unfavorable attitude toward members of other ethnic group is 

based on stereotypes of that group. Ethnic stereotypes play an important role in 

communication as they organize and regulate cross-cultural communication (van Dijk, 1984: 

63). It should be noted that the ethnic stereotypes often cause misunderstanding and 

contradictions of the communicators.  

Stereotypes reflect perception and vision of the world of a particular national community. 

Stereotypes can be defined as a specific mindset, attitude, background assumption concerning 

some objects or phenomena of objective reality. Ethnic stereotypes include specific 

assumptions and attitudes towards other ethnic groups and communities. Alongside they 

perform definite functions including first of all cognitive function (Quasthoff, 1988: 40) which is 

understood as a kind of generalization in arranging and structuring knowledge. In intercultural 
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interaction the special attention can receive some striking feature, appearance or physical 

features of the representatives of other nation. Singling out and emphasizing some 

characteristic feature or impression concerning a group of other people results in 

differentiating them as opposite to our own group or national community. To identify the 

nation or ethnic group we can use official ethnic name or just mention the characteristic 

feature (often stereotype, subjective) associated with this nation, e.g. I wonder if Dessous 

themed all his meals, so that if we’d eaten Chinese we’d have been surrounded by pigtailed 

Chinamen, while an Italian dinner would have been served by dark, slim-hipped young men 

called Luigi (Banks, 2001: 129). 

Stereotype is never neutral, it always contains emotional and evaluative components. 

Hence, ethnic stereotypes perform evaluative function which reflects certain extent of 

ethnocentric focus of cross-cultural communication. As all stereotypes ethnic prejudices 

demonstrate preferences, likes and dislikes. Thus, they are overloaded with emotions and 

feelings people ascribe them (Lippmann, 1954: 119). For example, proper name Paddy (from 

Patrick) can designate typical Irishmen, and is used by the Irish people with positive attitude 

(internal usage). On the contrary, proper name Mick and Mike (fr. Michael) identifies Irishmen 

with the negative semantic component from the external position. 

In everyday, individual consciousness there is a strong tendency to associate ‘ourselves’ 

with the neutral norm or evaluate ourselves positively. The ‘others’ as representatives of 

different ethnic groups, however, are perceived in a negative way, e.g. ‘Merlin will not repeat 

not add to his report on the repression of Georgian nationalism and the rioting in Tbilisi. Not 

being himself a Georgian, he takes the traditional Russian view that all Georgians are thieves 

and vagabonds, and better behind bars…’ (le Carré, 1991: 175). 

Mental stereotypes which exist in our consciousness, on the one hand, assist and simplify 

the process of communication, they provide and support mutual understanding. On the other 

hand, they can hinder communication and lead to misunderstanding if the speakers don’t 

share some associations, assumptions or stereotypes. Successful categorization and 

differentiation of definite social structures provide effective orientation in everyday life. This 

differentiation and separation of internal and external ethnic groups constitutes social function 

of ethnic stereotypes. Thus, through so called social function ethnic stereotypes can regulate 

and adjust behavior, perception and the process of communication in means of evaluating the 
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object and providing possibility to act according to definite circumstances and on the basis of 

previous experience. In the following example stereotype perception of white people makes 

Vietnamese soldiers behave in an appropriate manner: I was glad that the colour of my skin 

and the shape of my eyes were a passport – they (the Vietnamese) wouldn’t shoot now even 

from fear (Green, 1986: 117).  

Appearance, existence and development of the ethnic stereotypes and prejudices may 

result from the long historical coexistence and contacts with definite communities and is 

based on emphasizing non-typical features and characteristics (racial, physical, cultural, social, 

historical etc.). 

 

3. Official and Unofficial Ethnic Names in English 

On the lexical level ethnic stereotypes reveal themselves in language means of ethnic 

groups’ identification.  Names denoting ethnic groups in present-day English may be classified 

by the type of designation (internal and external ethnic names) and the sphere of usage 

(official ethnic names, ethnophobisms, ethnic nicknames).  

Ethnic names present the logical opposition which exists in any community or group of 

people. This mental binary opposition lies in differentiation of the notions “I/we – 

they/others” or “native – foreign” (Lotman, 1992: 142; Stepanov, 1997: 472). This opposition 

together with such oppositions as “internal – external” or “close – distant” constitute the basic 

notions of human consciousness.  

The above mentioned opposition “I/we – they/others” can be illustrated by the official 

ethnic name Chinese and unofficial ethnic names little people, ricer which are used to identify 

the representatives of the East as “strangers/others”. Official ethnic names (e.g. Gypsy, Irish, 

Dane) are neutral and acceptable designations of other nations, whereas  unofficial derived 

ethnic names (e.g. Aussie – someone from Australia, chink(ie) – representatives of Asian 

people (referring to ‘chink’ – a very small space in a wall or between two things)), unofficial 

ethnic nicknames (wop – an extremely offensive word for an Italian person) and 

ethnophobisms with figurative meaning (kraut – an insulting word for a German, spade – a 

very offensive word for a black person) have axiological evaluative semantic component. 

Unofficial ethnic names including ethnophobisms and ethnic nicknames are used to 

demonstrate negative attitude and attribute critical and derogatory characteristics based on 
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existing stereotypes concerning the representatives of other ethnic communities or ethnic 

minorities. The stereotyped image of different nations is created on the basis of associations, 

beliefs and characteristic features. Nomination of people by their ethnic descend is widely 

performed by metaphors. The ground of such metaphoric transposition, which evaluates the 

ethnic group, is usually vivid. Unofficial ethnic names may single out and be based on odd or 

unusual feature, trait. The ground for nomination can be:  

• typical appearance (moustache Pete – Italians, raghead – an Arab or other Eastern or 

Middle Eastern person, little people, slant-eyed – Chinese)  

• subjective characteristics of some ethnic group (bogtrotter, green nigger  – Irish),  

• cuisine or gastronomic preferences (spaghetty bender – Italian, pepper-belly – a person of 

Spanish-American background, kraut-eater, krauthead – a German, herring-choker – a 

Norwegian person/a Scandinavian),  

• life-style (wetback – Mexicans; an illegal immigrant to the USA from Mexico who usually 

had to swim the Rio Grande),  

• social or political characteristics (commie, red – Russians). 

Often ethnic groups are named by endemic fauna and flora species of different regions: 

Kiwi – New Zealander, Kangaroo, the pure merinos – representatives of Australia, herring-

snapper – the Swiss, leek – the Welsh. 

Most of the unofficial ethnic names have vivid historical background, e.g. kike – offensive 

slang, used as a disparaging term for a Jew; said to be an alteration of -ki (-ky), a common 

ending of the personal names of Eastern European Jews who emigrated to the US in the late 

19th and early 20th centuries. Another example present taboo offensive nicknames spic, spick 

– for a person from a community that speaks Spanish. This pejorative term for Spanish-

speaking people sounds like a contraction of ‘Spanish-speaking’ or ‘Hispanic’. The journal 

American English suggests rather that the word comes from spiggoty, an abusive term for 

Spanish-speakers in Central and South America starting from 1900. When the Panama Canal 

was being constructed (1901 – 1904) Panamanians would say: ‘No spikee de English’ and 

‘spikee de’ became ‘spiggoty’. In the US ‘spic’ has also been applied to Italians or Italian-

Americans and derives from ‘spaghetti’ reinforced by the traditional expression ‘No spika da 

English’ (Rees, 1991: 304). Nowadays illegal immigrant to the USA from Mexico can be 

unofficially called wetbacks. The term originates in the fact that such interlopers usually had to 
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swim the Rio Grande, but now it designates any person who goes to live in the US from 

Mexico. 

The origin of some ethnic nicknames may be not quite transparent and vivid, or even 

ambiguous as it is the case with pommie, pommy, pom – slang, mildly offensive word; 

Australian and New Zealand term for an Englishman, used both affectionately and 

disparagingly. Of uncertain origin, it may derive ultimately from pomme (apple) or 

pomegranate, possibly in allusion to the pink and white complexions of the English in contrast 

to their tanned countenances. Another possible suggestion is that it arose in the days when 

English convicts were transported to Australia and it was formed from the initials P.O.M.E. – 

Prisoner of Mother England (Evans, 1991: 869). 

Alongside the external (official or unofficial) nominations are used so called internal ethnic 

names as e.g. brothers, homeboy, black 360
0
, all-original which are used by Afro-Americans 

to identify themselves as members of one community. 

Some ethnic unofficial nicknames are used to designate the representatives of several 

nations collectively, e.g. PIGS – Poles, Italians, Greeks, Slavs: US ‘ethnics’ (Green, 1986: 112); 

chopstick, little people, ricer – derogatory name for Orientals; bato, bean, bean bandit, bean 

eater – a person of Mexican or Spanish-American background; half-breed, half-caste – an 

offensive word for a person who has parents of two different races, especially someone with 

one white parent and one native American or black parent. 

The semantic structure of ethnic nicknames and ethnophobisms contains emotive and 

subjective evaluation of our own ethnic group and of other ethnic group or minority. They may 

function as symbols or parts of ethnic images which exist in certain community or in definite 

historic period. For example such nominative units as firsts, Jackie Robinson, fat cat – 

designate Afro-Americans who achieved success; ocker – unsophisticated Australian (slang 

name of a character in a series of Australian television sketches by Ron Frazer used earlier as a 

colloquial variant of names like Oscar and O’Connor); rough, uncultivated, or aggressively 

boorish Australian; apple (red on the outside, white inside), Uncle Tomahawk – is used by 

Indians of the South America as internal ethnic term, and characterizes Indians as dependent, 

subordinate.  Usage of ethnic nicknames and ethnophobisms contributes to xenophobia and 

racial intolerance which are caused by misunderstanding and dislike of people from other 

countries and cultures. 
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Conclusion 

In cross-cultural communication to bridge the gap between representatives of different 

national communities it is essential to consider ethnic semantic language potential – ability of 

a particular national language to form, accumulate, store and pass in the process of 

communication all possible communicative meanings, beliefs and stereotypes cultivated 

during centuries by the representatives of a particular national community. Communicative 

analysis of the lexis denoting ethnic groups demonstrates how ethnic stereotypes and 

associations affect the process of cross-cultural communication. 

The principles of political correctness and tolerance demand that the influence of ethnic 

stereotypes exposed in language through ethnic nicknames and offensive unofficial ethnic 

units should be minimized. Ethnic names and ethnophobisms are by all means derogatory, 

offensive, insulting and better avoided in cross-ethnic communication and contacts. They are 

marked as slang, taboo or derogatory in dictionaries. Effective cross-cultural communication in 

modern multinational communities should be built on the principles of tolerance and loyalty 

to culture and language of the interlocutor.  
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