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Ethnic stereotypes -
How are Slavic people perceived?

SteEFAN UHRINAK
Field of study: PhD in linguistic sciences, ELTE BTK (Budapest)

Abstract: The purpose of this article is to collect and analyze representative stereo-
typic Slavic character traits based on the content of memes presented at the web-
site Slavorum.org, which focuses on an international English-speaking audience
and currently has more than 986,000 followers. The website’s content is updated
on a daily basis, presents political and socio-cultural events affecting Slavic life
represented by a humor category that demonstrates stereotypic Slavic character
traits. National stereotypes found at Slavorum.org represent a mocking glass
of today’s Slavic society. Stereotypical assumptions are greatly simplified, but
still reflect a certain social experience and also refer to the social and religious
attitudes of people. The memes of Slavorum.org generally imply that despite
their stereotypical nature, the portrayal of Slavic people is rather humorous, not
meaning to offend.

Keywords: stereotype, ethnic stereotypes, Slavorum.org

1. Introduction
According to Gordon W. Allport (1999: 285), stereotypes are asso-
ciated exaggerations that persist in society despite all available evi-
dence of their falsehood. The term is derived from the Greek word
stereds meaning hard. As stated by Lippmann (1922), stereotyping is
a perception of a phenomenon, object, or person before it is actually
known or understood. Putnam’s work (1975) refers to the concept
of stereotype concerning not only groups of humans or objects, but
also different social situations, behaviors, products made by hu-
mans, elements of the human environment, animals and plants, and
objects of nature.

The main feature of stereotype is generalization, which produces
a highly subjective result. Baficzerowski (2007: 76) points out that,
according to the cognitive interpretation, stereotypes are general-
izations that occur as a result of human categorization of objective
reality due to sorting and classification of the information obtained.
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According to Szab6 (2004), stereotype is a tool used to recreate our
memories, a set of assumptions that one projects on a group of
people based on an individual’s personality or distinctive physical
characteristics.

Baniczerowski (2007: 76) highlights that stereotyping encompass-
es what one knows and acquires, and creates a world model based
on it and a scenario that defines one’s place and behavior in this cre-
ated world. The social significance of the phenomenon of stereotype
stems from its linguistic role in shaping our vision and behavior.
Although stereotyping is closely related to language and the spoken
word, it can also be communicated by nonverbal means. A great
example is the creation of so-called memes, which will be discussed
in more detail later.

As a result of external influences and experiences, stereotypes may
be modified in the course of human cognition, but their complete
elimination is impossible. However, cognition can contribute to
a significant change in stereotypical attitude. According to Baricze-
rowski (2007: 76), external, objectively motivated changes occur
as a result of historical transformations. Internal change involves
changing the perspective from which we see and assess others. In
this case, we need to be aware of the above-mentioned regularities,
and that human cognition and knowledge acquired, subject to sub-
jective and objective factors, is naturally limited, fragmentary, in-
accurate and selective, so it can never be complete and entirely au-
thentic. However, the main prerequisite for this is to become aware
of the psychological and cultural societal mechanisms that act as
filters to influence human perceptions.

As stated by Hebickova and Graaf (2018: 87-99), national stere-
otypes are exaggerations and do not reflect reality. Bariczerowski
(2007: 76) claims that stereotypes are formations that allow identity
to be retained and at the same time form an integral part of identity.
According to Csepeli (1990: 73-74), stereotypes can be distinguished
regarding visibility and spirituality. In addition, stereotypes, which
refer to externalities, are gross clichés and provide distinctive fea-
tures for perception (e.g. clothing). Csepeli established five theoret-
ical categories regarding stereotypes:
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Name, nationality

Religion and religious beliefs

National symbols

Language

Thematization, in which human, spatial and temporal dimen-
sions symbolize the existence of an ethnic group.

ukhwn e

The aforementioned categories were used in our analysis and com-
plemented by additional subcategories. However, in order to be able
to interpret and analyze the information available on the Slavorum
web portal, we need to clarify another basic concept besides stereo-
typing: we have to provide the definition of memes.

2. Memes

According to the Oxford Dictionary, a meme is a humorous image,
video, or piece of text that is quickly copied, distributed, and often
slightly modified by Internet users. (W1)

The expression meme is an abbreviated version of the Greek
word mimema (‘imitation’). However, the formation of the word can
be linked to another term already existing in the theory of social
evolution, the word mneme, also of Greek origin that means ‘memo-
ry’. The term meme was coined by Richard Dawkins (1976) and first
used in his book The Selfish Gene. Dawkins, in his 1976 book, ex-
plains the mechanisms of evolution and natural selection with the
‘meme theory’. (W2)

3. Stereotypical representations of Slavs in memes

As mentioned earlier, we have analysed the memes according to
the selected chategories presented by Csepeli, which we have
complemented by additional subcategories.

1. Name, Nationality

The following meme from the Slavorum web portal represents the
aforementioned category. The picture shows a Polish soccer player’s
jersey with the name of the player so complicated as if a cat walked
randomly on a computer keyboard typing the name. According to
the stereotype, Polish surnames are extremely complicated and do
not make much sense.
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Image 1: Jedrzejczyk-cat meme

2. Religion and religious beliefs

This category is perfectly symbolized by the following meme.
The painstakingly detailed nail art design reflects the Slavs’ deep
religious beliefs, mocking the fact that religion is extremely
important to Slavs and appearing in a place one would not expect.

Image 2: Slavic fashion nails

3. National symbols

The colors of the Slovak flag are represented by bryndza (sheep’s
cheese), plums (most of which are used to make slivovica, plum
brandy) and a commonly preserved fruit. According to the
stereotype, Slovaks are focused mainly on food and drinks.

Image 3: Slovak flag

4. Language

In the following category of Slavorum, we see an example of how
Polish-speaking people communicate compared to those speaking
other European languages. Those speaking other European
languages are represented as being somewhat normal by the
portrayal of a mother asking her child (Polish language): Why can’t
you behave normally? In contrast, the Polish-speaker responds
by simply screaming like a bad kid in the back of the car. Again,
according to the stereotype, we can see that Polish-speaking people,
and the way they communicate, are perceived as somewhat odd
and complicated.

Image 4: European languages vs Polish language
5. Thematization - Human, spatial and temporal dimensions that
symbolize the existence of a nationality group appear in this

category. The aforementioned themes are also relevant for the
examination of stereotypic Slavic character traits.
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a., Thematization — Nature

Nature can be viewed as the geographical and natural framework of
a given ethnic group. The following map shows three geographical
areas that are distinguished by the meme’s author based on the
alcoholic beverages preferred by a specific area. Surprisingly, the
three areas meet in the Czech Republic. Also noteworthy is the
,Rakia Empire” highlighted in red on the map, which highlights
territories of former Yugoslavia and Bulgaria. According to the
stereotype, alcohol consumption is probably more important to
Slavic people than it should be, especially the Czechs.

Image 5: Beer-wine-vodka triangle

b., Thematization — Psychology

According to the meme, a Russian man hired an entire film crew
(screenwriter, director, stuntman and makeup artist) to make his
marriage proposal memorable. He invited his girlfriend to join him
on a date, however, when she arrived at the destination, she found
herself at an accident scene where she witnessed her boyfriend die
in a brutal car accident. The man then jumped up and proposed
to his girlfriend. The frightened woman said yes, but admitted she
was exremely angry with her fiancé. Apparently, the man wanted to
make his girlfriend feel how empty her life would be without him.

Image 6: Crazy Russian man fakes death in order to propose to
girlfriend

c., Thematization — Financial status: living standards and the economic
situation of a given nationality group. ,Here in the Balkans, the
saying goes: ,The woman can come from a village, but the car must
be from Germany.” According to the stereotype, less demanding
and less elegant women are perfect candidates for wives, but if
a man wishes to do really well, he should purchase a reliable car
made in Germany.

Image 7: Wife can come from a village, but the car must be from
Germany.
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According to the previous stereotype, looks are far more important
to Slavic people than real values, and the perception of the outside
world is perhaps more important than reliability. In contrast, the
following meme depicting the taste in automobiles contradicts the
previous statement: The evolution of the BMW 5-series - Lada is
perfect from the beginning.

Image 8: The evolution of the BMW 5-series - Lada is perfect from
the beginning

d., Thematization - Society

Nowadays we can frequently encounter the state-of-the-art wireless
headsets called airpods. The memes below depict the stereotypic
Slavic character who cannot afford these costly headphones and
creates look-alike fake earbuds to maintain a trendy image.

Image 9: Cigarette airpod

Image 10: Onion airpod

Thematization — Sociology

According to the stereotypic meme, choice of partners can be
influenced by cartoons watched in childhood.Hence Hence, Slavic
women, who are attracted to rather corpulent and hairy men,
obviously did not grow up watching Disney cartoons, but rather
were following Slavic animated films.

Image 11: I don’t blame Disney for my expectations when it comes
tomen. ..

"Like country like Rambo.” - In response to Slovak and Czech
political events, we see the President of the Slovak Republic and
the President of the Czech Republic. In both Slovakia and the Czech
Republic, the President of the Republic is also the commander-in-
chief of the country’s military. We see the President of the Slovak
Republic, Zuzana Caputové, in camouflage clothes, and the
President of the Czech Republic, Milo§ Zeman, in swimwear. One
time, Zeman went boating and, allegedly due to excessive alcohol
consumption, required assistance because he was not able to get out
of the boat. The meme shows Zeman being supported while leaning
on oars.

Image 12: Like country like Rambo
e., Thematization — History
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The meme shows the abbreviation of the famous American fast
food chain, Kentucky Fried Chicken, in Cyrillic alongside Lenin’s
picture on a field of red replacing Harland David Sander’s picture
found on the original poster. The meme mocks the fact that in
Slavic countries during the Communist regime, only Communist
politicans and propaganda could be displayed on posters with
bright-red backgrounds.

Image 13: Lenin KFC

f., The personality cult of Babushka - The role of the stereotypical
Slavic grandmother is to always provide food. Babushkas do not
favor small or light meals; the importance of food is paramount. As
shown in the picture, Babushka frowns upon commercially-made
french fries, but highly approves of and favors home-made fried
potatoes covered with cheese. The meme creates the stereotype of
Slavic people prefering traditional home-made food over fast food.

Image 14: Babushka vs french fries

g., Slavic science — Based on the stereotype, Slavic thinking revolves
around food. Slavic people are less interested in environmental
awareness than their diet, so they even associate solar panels with
sausage fermentation.

Image 15: Slavic solar panels

h., Hollywood - This collection mocks Slavic people that look like
Hollywood celebrities. Thanks to these characters, Hollywood stars
are taken out of the glitter of Hollywood and placed in completely
grotesque settings. According to the stereotype, Slavic people live in
environments that lack any luxury.

Image 16: The Bulgarian “George Clooney”

Image 17: Slav wolverine
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Image 18: DiCaprio in Eastern-Europe

i., Fashion - The glorification of sports brands, especially the leading
German sports brand, is reflected in the following stereotypic
memes. The proudly worn Adidas suit and sports shoes as bridal
footwear are a representation of the longing for the luxuries of the
‘Western world’, which have been considered nearly impossible to
afford.

Image 19: Adidas suit
Image 20: Adidas wedding shoes

j., “Sandalistics - It exists somewhere. That's why we are around”.
According to the picture, the insurance company bases its
advertising campaign on the fact that Czech tourists tend to wear
the socks-sandals combination, since numerous times, they found
themselves in unpleasant, sometimes bizarre situations abroad,
typically in the mountains. The next meme testifies to this, showing
the shop window of a mountaineering store in Prague, Czech
Republic, where, besides the standard equipment, a pair of sandals
is also displayed. All in all, in terms of the stereotype, Czechs seem
to be unable to choose the right footwear.

Image 21: “Sandalistics - It exists somewhere. That's why we are
around”.

Image 22: ‘Sandalistics” - Store selling mountain gear in Prague

k., Architecture - “Balcony, where are you? I'm here!” The following
meme shows a failed architectural situation. The picture implies
that the Slavs are sloppy and inattentive, and therefore their work
produces illogical, often absurd results.

Image 23: Balcony, where are you? I'm here!

L., Tourism - Many people choose to spend their vacation in the
Balkans. The following stereotypic meme shows the difference
between going to the Balkans for a holiday and staying in the
Balkans for a long time. Even if the Balkans seem to be a nice place
to live at first glance, according to the meme, reality is completely
different.
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Image 24: Holiday vs living there?

m., Food - According to the stereotype, in Slavic culture, everything
is closely connected to food. Whether it be fashion, social events, or
relationships, everything revolves around food.

Image 25: Food and fashion

Image 26: Food and religion

Image 27: Food and relationships

4. Conclusion

Various national stereotypes regarding neighboring nations
have evolved over centuries. National stereotypes found on the
Slavorum website represent a mocking glass of today’s Slavic
society. Stereotypical assumptions are greatly simplified, but still
reflect a certain social experience and also refer to the social and
religious attitudes of people.

Stereotypic memes of the website Slavorum target Slavic people
who are uniquely integrated into the globalized world and who
strive to meet certain expectations through strong prioritization of
branded clothing, expensive cars, exteriors and food. Stereotypes
clearly show the desire for material goods and state-of-the-art
products according to which certain Slavic people, because of
their limited financial resources, cannot afford, and must therefore
settle for older, obsolete, almost useless products. As a result, their
appearance also becomes distinctive.

According to Bariczerowski (2007: 84), stereotypic depictions are
usually negative, hostile, and offensive, but sometimes humorous.
Slavorum'’s stereotypes dealing with politics - in this case, memes

- are usually overly exaggerated, as they sometimes reflect a cer-
tain tension, even antipathy towards political figures. However, the
memes of Slavorum.org generally imply that despite their stereo-
typical nature, the portrayal of Slavic people is rather humorous,
not meaning to offend. It is most likely due to the fact that most of
the humorous content on Slavorum is a collection created by con-
tributors of Slavic origin. It can be concluded from the site’s attend-
ance that it not only presents interesting content for Slavic viewers,
but is attractive for users from abroad as well.

Stereotypes, while providing a subjective picture of a certain
phenomenon, also provide information about their creators. The
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importance of memes presented on Slavorum.org is expressed by
the fact that views of anonymous people on Slavic people are pre-
sented in a humorous manner. The collection of memes on this site
may seem unusual, sometimes even difficult to understand for peo-
ple who have never been to a Slavic country and are not familiar
with the particular culture (such as people from Asia or America). It
would be highly beneficial, as a next step of our research, to exam-
ine the impact of Slavorum’s stereotypic memes on visitors coming
from different cultural backgrounds. Comparing the socio-cultur-
al phenomena presented on the Slavorum Internet portal with the
opinions and reactions of foreigners who do not know Slavic people
could be an interesting task for the future.
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