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The pragmatic function of stereotypes

ADAM SCHAFF

Human action is usually based on motivation of some kind.Thisclaim applies
to all human action, but what we are here interested in makes us disregard ac
tions in a pathological state (in the broad sense of the word) of the agent. We
accordingly disregard not only actions undertaken by people who are ill in
the strict sense of the term (e.g. those suffering from mental illness) but also
by those whose consciousness has been disturbed by the abuse of alcoholor
drugs, by those in a hypnotic state, etc.

Motivation may, of course, vary in character and may be marked by a
varying share of the underlying cognitive factor (the truth value of which
does not interest us here) andthe emotional factor, whichusually co-occur in
the structure of such motivation. Such structures are very intricate because
they are based on one's consciously orunconsciously adoptedsystemof values
and the resulting system of norms of behavior, the lattercovering obligations
and prohibitions of societally accepted human behavior. We can disregard
here all these details and subtleties (which are interesting from the point of
view of the theory of action) and confine ourselves to the general statement
that the motivation of human actions, even if it takes on the form of a delib
erate and consciously made decision,is conditioned by a number of cognitive
and emotional factors. The acting individual usually does not^ealizeall those
factors, ranging from the system of values internalized by him" to societally
transmitted mental schemata and stereotypes, which affect liis emotional
prejudices, phobias, and predilections. The less a given individual realizes
them and the more they admit rationalizations and aredisguised aselements
with an objective cognitive value, the stronger their impact upon that individ
ual. That is exactly the source of the pragmatic function of stereotypes and

- their particular strength in that respect.
A stereotype is a specific cognitive structure, but just because of that

specificity, which consists inter alia in its combining the cognitive and the
emotional factor, it is also a specific pragmatic structure,i.e. the element that
underlies human action and hence is covered by the theory of human action.
The same can be worded thus: stereotypes have their cognitive, emotional,
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and pragmatic aspects. But we are concerned here not with such or other
formulation, but with stating the fact that stereotypeshave a certain function
in human action, which fact sheds additional light on the problem of their
origin. There is a mutual connection between the societal function of stereo
types and their origin: their societal function affects their origin, but con
versely their societal origin determines their function in social actions of
human beings. The analysis to be offered below will begin with the problem
of the function of stereotypes, that function being given priority in the
mutual connections mentioned above.

It is common knowledge that stereotypes aic transmitted to the individual
by society, primarily through the influence of the family and the nearest
milieu in one's childhood, and later by the school, schoolmates, workmates,
etc.The special significance of that influence in one'searly childhood consists
in the fact that it is parallel to the development of the faculty of speech in
thechild. Together withspeech the child assimilates the societally transmitted
set of concepts and the related set of emotional responses which have the
nature of stereotypes. It must be emphasized in this connection that in the
consciousness of the young individual whose mentality is being shaped these
stereotypes merge with the said concepts into an indivisible whole, which
enormously strengthens the working of the stereotypes by blurring their true
nature. This fact determines the formative influence of stereotypes upon

man's social character.

We use the formulation social character in the sense given to it by Erich
Fromm,' even though that idea is also to be found in other authors under
other labels. In my opinion that idea has beengiven its most mature form by
Erich Fromm, who interprets man's social character as the totality of those
attitudes which have been societally transmitted to him and which quasi-
automatically control his responses to external stimuli. The idea is based on
the following reasoning. The mechanism which controls animal responses to
external stimuli in a way which makes it possible for animals to survive in
their struggle for existence is that of instincts. At the level of the develop
ment of the genus Homo sapiens the role of the instincts is weakened and
even totally vanishes in certain spheres of human life to give place to actions
based on appropriate decisions. Thiscarries the danger of annihilation because
situations which human beings have to face do not allow enough time for
long reflections and require quick responses. The mechanism which replaces
the vanishing instinctive responses is that of quasi-instinctive responses, but
ones dictated not by the genetic code but the superimposed culture code.'
The attitudes based on that mechanism, including the readiness to act, make
it possible for human beings to respond without reflection, and hence to act
quasi-instinctively. Such quasi-instinctive responses are more flexible than the
purely instinctive ones, since they have a margin of variability adjusted to a
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given situation. That set of attitudes with their characteristic features com
bines to form the social character of man.

It is obvious, although not everything has beenclarified so far, that stereo
types play a not-insignificant role in shaping the social character of human
beings. Ashas been said, stereotypes are not identical withattitudes, but they
play an important role in the structure of the latter as the basisof convictions
that is a prerequisite of readiness to act. The relative rigidity and invariability
of stereotypes, and hence in a sense their a priori nature, as it were pre,n-
destinate them to play the role of the basis of convictions of man's sociu,
character, the basis which has both quasi-cognitive and emotional properties-
Man's social character is to guarantee that his responses would be possibly
automatic, relatively stable, and independent of experience, and yet somehow
adjusted to reality. Stereotypes meet those requirements perfectly well as
they enable one to act quasi-instinctively but in awaywhich isvariable under
certain conditions and within certain limits, without which social actions
would also be in danger. The mechanisms and forms of that combination of
automatism and flexibdity require further investigation, above all inthesphere
of social psychology.

One of the open issues is also that of the connection, within that mechan
ism, between the stereotypes and the system of values on which the corre
sponding evaluations and norms are based. On the one hand, a given system
of values underlies both readiness to act, which is the essence of man's social
character, and the convictions which condition that readiness and which are
provided by societally transmitted stereotypes. On the other, however, the
process of formation of a social system of values (one of the most intricate
and least known social processes) requires a share of convictionswhose nature
is that of stereotypes. Does it mean interaction? Butwhat, then,are the dom
inant, factors of that interaction? The issue, as has been said, is an open one
and requires further research. The problem of stereotypes is still too newto
allow ready answers to all the questionsit raises.

As has been mentioned earlier, the origin of stereotypes is socially con
ditioned, but at the same time stereotypes perform, on the feedback basis,
the social function of shaping and modifying that conditioning, being thus an
important element of social integration, motivation of social actions, struc
ture of ideologies, forms of political activities and political propaganda, prej
udices, social character of human beings, etc. They thus have an important
function in the sphere of social actions, a function which isusually overlooked
in analysis, which must be ascribed to the working of the cognitive dissonance:
researchers overlook- that function principally because they do not want to
notice it. It is true thatdemonstrating the working of that function of stereo
types in the attitudes of one's adversary is asharp toolof criticism, but such
criticism may turn against the user of that tool because no one is immune
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against the impact of stereotypes. But a certain role in the fact that the func
tion of stereotypes is often overlooked is also certainly due to a relative
recency of the theory of stereotypes. Let us, therefore, review —be it even
quite cursorily —the various forms of the function of stereotypes in social
life.

First of all, we must pay attention to the socially integrating function of
stereotypes. The division into 'our people' and 'aliens', which goes back to
prehistoric times, is based on the cohesion of the group of'our people'. That
pDhcsion in turn is ensured by a given society primarily as a result of the
internalizing by its members of the norms of conduct binding in that society
and of the underlying system of values.

Such a division may be —and in ccitain conditions is —based on religion.
'Our people' arc, according to circumstances, Christians, Muslims, Jews, etc.,
and those who do not profess a given faith arc 'aliens'. Language can also
function as the discriminating factor. Those who do not speak 'our' language
are 'aliens' because in a sense they are mute (the Polish word Niemcy used to
denote Germans is etymologically derived from niemy 'mute'). But such and
similar criteria are usually too broad since they cover various communities
which arc internally no less differentiated in other respects than they are from
those who differ from them in the light of that primary criterion (religion,
language,etc.).

When narrower boundaries are to be drawn a number of additional criteria

must be taken into consideration. Some of them are mentioned with pride,
for instance the mother country, others are discreetly passed over in silence
or even repressed in the psychoanalytic sense of the term. This applies for
instance to the use of such formulations as 'our people', 'our folk', etc., to
denote those who are fond of strong drinks, which plays an important role in
the case of certain communities and is incorporated by the social character of
such groups. It is at this point that stereotypes begin to function: being
marked by a mixture of cognitive and emotional elements, lackof precision,
and a specific mechanism of psychological influence, they arc extremely
suitable to attain the social goal assigned to them.

An individual internalizes the sociallyaccepted system of values,manners,
and norms of behaviorand/or conduct binding in a givensociety primarily in
the period of his early childhood. Of course, that process of social education
takes place duringhis whole lifetime; he is influenced by hismilieu,stimulated
by his group and personal interests, etc., but it is obvious that he is most
flexible in that respect in his childhood. The child assimilates the spiritual
heritage of his society by learning its language, without beingable to sort out
what in that heritage is objectively cognitive and what is subjectively emo
tional. The child's brain is still developing during that period and together
with speech it fixes the corresponding emotional responses. Finally, the child
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is naturally an uncritical receiver of ideas, and this iswhyhuman personality,
which has the social character of man as its integral and very important
element, can be treated as a product of society in its autogenesis or phylo
genesis.

In one's mature age one can learn a foreign language, but there isalways a
remainder which marks the difference between the acquired knowledge of a
foreign language, even if that knowledge is formally perfect, and the knowl
edge of one's native language acquired in one's early childhood. It is often
said, and not without reason, that the alien character of(foreign) language is
betrayed by its excessive correctness. But while a person can learn a foreign
language in his mature age, he cannot at that age acquire the social character
of an alien group and cannot truly internalize asocially alien system of values,
manners, and norms of behavior and/or conduct. One can, of course, assimilate
them intellectually and try, sometimes quite successfully, to apply them in
one's life, but the difference will usually be quite visible. A neophyte usually
shocks others by his excessive religious fervor; a person who has acquired a
perfect knowledge of a foreign language inhis mature age betrays himself by
excessive correctness in his speech; hewho has - usually deliberately and for
utilitarian purposes - assimilated the social character, norms of behavior and
conduct, and manners of another social group, and is a neophyte in that re
spect, not only irritates others by his exaggeration but is simply ridiculous.
Those things cannot be learned, primarily because aneophyte lacks an essen
tial element, namely stereotypes, which are acquired societally by a genuine
participation in the life of a given society, especially in one's childhood.
Stereotypes are hard to discard, but in no case can they be learned. One can,
of course, pretend better or worse to be someone else, on the principle of
acting, which is often observed in everyday life, but brilliant actors are rare,
even on the stage. And if they even happen in real life they are mere actors,
and not the persons whose parts they perform. \

In the literature of the subject, that socially integrating role ofstereotypes
has often been emphasized.3 It is a quasi-religious function, a function of
the cohesive factor of a given group, which is realized spontaneously in the
process of the child's learning his native language, and later consolidated by
the usually conscious (though sometimes unconscious) desire to become in
tegrated with one's society orsome social group. Empirical studies concerned
with the content of such concepts as 'mother country' and 'patriotism', and
a fortiori research into the foundations of chauvinism, would reveal stereo
types (together with related phobias, complexes, etc.) which underlie such
concepts and attitudes. The study of stereotypes and the analysis of their
cognitive, and especially emotional, aspects is dangerous to many seemingly
noble and proud cliches. This is why defensive mechanisms are set in motion
to prevent such researches; such mechanisms work as psychological smoke-
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screens which conceal unpleasant realities. This applies in the first place to
the mechanism of cognitive dissonance. While it serves to protect stereotypes
against inquisitive and trouble-making analyses, stereotypes in turn play an
immense role in making that mechanism effective. The problem was pointed
out by Emory S. Bogardus in his paper cited above.

Leon Festingcr in his theory of cognitive dissonance4 formulated an idea
of great importance for the comprehension of social life, an idea which still -
and probably not by coincidence - is passed over in silence in relevant analy
ses. I mean the experimentally verified fact that in conflict situations, if the
opinions and attitudes (in the sense of readiness toact) ofahuman being con
cerning certain issues, primarily social ones, are at variance with the realities
of life and if neither those realities can be brouglit into agreement with the
said opinions nor those opinions modified without ruining the ideology of
their carrier, then a psychological defensive mechanism is put in operation to
make one's mind immune against inconvenient information. This leads to
paradoxical situations, which, however, do occur often in practice, in which
certain knowledge that has apparently been assimilated intellectually is
emotionally blocked and practically erased from one's consciousness because
it is inconvenient. Such situations arc in a sense schizophrenic because a given
person at the same time knows something and does not know it, which, while
it must appear strange, often does occur in practice. This in turn breeds spe
cific forms of dogmatism and the phenomenon of 'closed mind', deaf to all
arguments, as described by Milton Rokeach.s

All this forms amost suitable substratum for the formation and preservation
of stereotypes understood in thesense explained above. But at the same time
stereotypes are an excellent instrument for performing various operations
conducive to cognitive dissonance and maintaining 'closed minds'. This is so
because the human mind must have recourse to something when it shuns
embarrassing information about the hard realities of life. In such cases there
can hardly be anything more convenient than the defensive attitude based on
quasi a priori knowledge, fairly invariant and independent of interfering
experience, knowledge provided by stereotypes.

Such precisely is the the defensive function of stereotypes, which in a
sense is a prolongation of their integrative function mentioned previously.
The singling out of these two functions is in a sense an abstract procedure
because they are in fact very closely intertwined, but it ismade here to bring
out the two different aspects of the functioning of stereotypes, which makes
it possible better to grasp their role in ideologies and politics.

An ideology, in one of the meanings of that word, is thesum of opinions
and related attitudes which, being based on a given system of values, outline
the optimum structure of society and indicate the paths leading to theattain
ment of such a social structure. In this sense an ideology is always an expres-
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sion ofdefinite class interests and the resulting struggle for the implementation
of the tasks defined by those interests. Hence any ideology inevitably leads to
astruggle for positive goals (in the sense of the attainment ofcertain ideals)
but also to astruggle for negative goals (in the sense of opposing rival ideals
and preventing their implementation).

Any ideology has, and must have, its offensive and its defensive aspect.
This is why any ideology must include an element of faith, be it religious in
character if it appeals primarily to human emotions and extraempirical
inspiration, be it scientific in character if it appeals primarily to arguments
and motivations resulting from experience supported by the rigor ofscientific
methods, But even in the latter case, if bonds arc to develop among repre
sentatives of a definite opinion, which fact enables effective action intended
to attain given social goals, the emotional factor cannot be missing. Hence
resistance which has the nature of cognitive dissonance comes into play if
acceptance of the arguments advanced by the adversaries could weaken one's
ideological stand. This provides a base for dogmatism in the sense of'closed
mind', and then, even contrary to the principles of the doctrine held by a
given group, bonds ofaquasi-religious nature (in Durkheim's sense) develop
among the members of the groups although these continue to believe that
they are radically 'scientifically minded'. This has occurred many atime and
continues to occur today, not only in the case of religious and conservative
ideologies but also in the case of revolutionary ideologies, including those
which are theoretically based on Marxism. As examples we can mention the
various dogmatic Marxist groups in Western Europe. The same phenomenon
was observable on alarge scale in theclassical communist movement some 50
or 40 years ago, but it does occur today too, either in entire political parties
or in so-called orthodox (i.e. dogmatically conservative) groups within the
various parties. We have then to do with typically schizophrenic symptoms,
when cognitive dissonance, working very powerfully, makes some people at
the same time know something and ignore it.

Elements of irrationalism and emotional voluntarism are in varying pro
portions inherent in every ideology because without such bonds among their
followers ideologies would be ineffective in their operation. It is exactly at
this point that we have to do with bonds between an ideology and certain
stereotypes. The working is bidirectional: thinking in terms of stereotypes
reinforces the defensive function of ideologies, and thinking in terms of an
ideology is conducive to the emergence and consolidation ofstereotypes in
thinking. This is so because nothing else makes one's mind more immune
against arguments of an alien ideology than does thinking interms of stereo
types. Stereotypes are so much independent of empirical data and so stable
that one's mind becomes closed to the arguments advanced by the opponents
and one's ideology easily carries the day. On the other hand, any ideology
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strengthens one's tendency to think in terms of stereotypes by setting the
mechanism of cognitive dissonance in motion. If we consider those mutual
bonds between ideologies and stereotypes we realize immediately that stereo
types arc indispensable instruments in political conflicts. Their political func
tion is their next important characteristic.

Research on the language of politics is still to be done. What is the role
played bystereotypes in that language? The growing literature concerned with
political science and in particular with the language of politics6 handles in
principle only surface phenomena in that field and is oriented rather toward
speculative theoretical reflections than toward empirical studies.7 What should
be done is to study empirically the language of political propaganda of great
contemporary political movements in search of the function of stereotypes in
that language. An unimaginable wealth of data in that respect can be found in
the writings of Nazi leaders, of whom Hitler wrote even in Mein Kampf a
theoretical chapter on the working of the language of political propaganda. It
is a cynical chapter, but it strikes one with its author's penetrating psycho
logical knowledge of the methods and effects of mass propaganda using
chauvinist and racialist stereotypes (of course, Hitler did not call stereo
types by their name, but referred to them in a very clear manner). At the
other end of the political scale we find the wealth of data in the propaganda
materials of the communist movement, ranging from the writings of political
leaders to political pamphlets abounding in stereotypes from the sphere of
class struggle, images of class enemies, etc.Very much content is also to be
found in national stereotypes, especially whenwe have to do with historically
conditioned feelings of hostility.

Empirical studies, in the form of bothan analysis of the sources of thelan
guage of politics and responses of the various populations to stimuli in the
form of stereotypes current in a given milieu, would certainly contribute
many new elements to our knowledge of the subject, but the essentials of the
problem can be presented clearly on the basis of a theoretical reflection on
the essence and the pragmatic goals of politics. If by politics we mean human
activity intended appropriately to shape social life primarily by influencing
the functioning of the State, then it is understandable that politics implies
struggle for such influence and that inagiven society there are various politi
cal conceptions which reflect the various interests and aspirations of classes,
groups, and strata. On the surface such astruggle takes on the form ofacon
flict between individuals or political parties that struggle for power (parlia
ment seats, jobs in public administration, the right to form the cabinet, etc.).
But at a deeper level - and that is the most important thing - thestruggle is
for the victory of definite conceptions and ideas because it isthey only which.
byproviding political motivations ofhuman options, are decisive for the polit
ical victory of this or that trend. Self-evidently, it is not a struggle in the
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sphere of'pure' ideas because interfering practical considerations can always
verify or falsify certain ideas, but those ideas nevertheless play an important
role which in certain situations becomes decisive. This occurs especially when
their advocates have succeeded in making them immune against rational
arguments and possible falsification by expanding a psychological apparatus
that favors irrational beliefs and opinions. It is at this neuralgic point that
stereotypes start working.

A politician (whether an individual or a political party) who does not
understand that is doomed to defeat if his adversary succeeds in assimilating
that truth whether he docs that deliberately or spontaneously. When one
engages in apolitical struggle, then, inorder to convince the masses about the
correctness of one's ideas, one must, first, make people believe that one de
fends ajust cause in whose victory they are interested, and second, guarantee
for oneself stability ofthat favorable attitude, which means immunizing those
people against the impact of an alien ideology. In order to achieve that and
extend one's political influence over the masses, and not merely over the elitist
circles of professionals and intellectuals, one has to find one's way not only
to human minds but to human hearts as well and to control human emotions;
the road to popular convictions often leads through popular emotions. From
the intellectual point of view it is not amodel procedure, but it is the most
effective one if we approach politics from the pragmatic point ofview. What
can be achieved in this way was shown by Fascism, in particular by Nazism,
when chauvinism and racialism were being manipulated cleverly in an atmos
phere of ageneral frustration of the masses. What can be lost, when one does
not comprehend those things, was shown by the communist movement, which
failed to win over the masses in pre-Nazi Germany. To use aspecifically tech
nical terminology, the point is to handle stereotypes cleverly, namely to
formulate (or construct) them, to transfer them to the masses by propaganda
means, and then to exploit them, by creating among the followers bonds of
apeculiar kind, as it were religious in nature, and by closing thereby their
minds to the arguments of the opponents. All this is neither elegant nor
attractive, but one has to realize all that in order at least to be able skillfully
to use preventive and counteractive measures in one's counter-propaganda. In
any case, propaganda and counter-propaganda acquire in such situations
characteristics ofdeliberate actions involving scientific reflection on the issue
This is also one of the elements of the implementation ofthe requirement
that politics should be based on scientific foundations and in that sense made
scientific.

We have so far singled out four pragmatic functions of stereotypes: socially
integrative, defensive, ideology-making, and political. They are mutually in
terconnected, but retain their distinctive features. The screening offofsocial
facts is that common denominator to which these functions can be brought.
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A discussion of that problem will conclude our reflections on the pragmatic
function of stereotypes.

The problem reduces to the following question: are motivationsof human
actions, especially those in the sphere of social policy, always rational? By
'rational' we mean here such motivations which result from reflection that
takes the sequence of causes and effects in the striving for a given goal into
account, with the proviso that facts are established on an empirical basis. By
'irrational' we mean motivations which are due to emotional factors, do not
take the logical sequences of causes and effects in thestriving fora given goal
into account, and draw the knowledge of facts not from experience but from
cxtra-cmplrlcal sources, which may be even totally at variance with empirical
data. Such sources include religious faith and mystic revelation, and also the
dogmatism of the 'closed mind' of'true believers' of all kinds,deaf and blind
to facts and enclosed in their imaginary ideological world by the defensive
mechanism of cognitive dissonance.

It suffices to reflect for a moment to realize that- contrary to the pre
vailing mythologization of those problems - motivations of human actions,
especially in the case of mass movements which have social goals inview, are
not only not always rational, but often irrational, be it alone in the sense that
they originate from a specific mixture of rational and irrational elements.
This is clearly proved not only bycrowd psychology, butalso byobservation
of deliberately aroused and then controlled mass movements, especially polit
ical in character. We thus mean not only manifestations of mass hysteria
based on irrational motivations originating from religious beliefs, decomposi
tion of society in periods of natural disasters with the resulting psychosis of
fear, such as the mass hysteria in the period ofwitch hunts, the psychosis of
the children's crusade, the ruthless breaking of moral principles during the
plagues, Muslim religious fanaticism in present-day Iran, etc. We mean also
mass movements, clearly amoral in character, deliberately andoftencynically
aroused, incited, and controlled, such as Hitler's national socialism, based on
a chauvinist and racialist ideology. Unfortunately, such phenomena are ob
servable even in those mass movements which have originated from rational
scientific thinking: I mean here contemporary ultra-leftist movements, which
sometimes refer to Marxism, and even the classical communist movement with
its enclaves of sectarianism and dogmatism and, even worse, of chauvinism
and racialism, which just mock the formally accepted ideology byintroducing
irrationalism into the motivational basis in the functioning of those move
ments. We thus have to do with a widely spread phenomenon, which is also
dangerous in view of its connections with social actions.

Out of the examples mentioned above we concentrateon those whicharc
not religious in character (because then the situation is clear) but aspire to the
status of political movements, guided in principle by rational thinking and

m.*'ji4in>**Hirvwi*i*n>mjhi
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programs based on scientific foundations. What in their case is the cause of
deviations and adoption of irrational motivations? What mechanism is at
work there and what are itscognitive and psychological instruments?

In analyzing this problem we can be helped by an analogy to the problem
of what is objective and what is subjective in cognition. People think, espe
cially when they aspire to scientific thinking, that their cognition is purely
objective, and they are ready not only to reject but to anathematize outright
subjectivism in cognition. Yet a more penetrating analysis of the problem
shows that, when the nature ofman's cognitive apparatus, and in particular
the social conditioning of the process ofcognition, is taken into account, all
cognition is both objective and subjective and that progress toward eliminat
ing the subjective factor can be made only if we realize the actual state of
things.

It is likewise in the case of irrational elements of rational motivations of
human actions. Their sources vary from case to case but they are always
linked to the emotional aspect of human life: from individual psychology
including the issue ofsubconsciousness (complexes ofvarious kinds, individual
traumas with related phobias, etc.) to social psychology, and in particular
such manifestations of the latter as prejudices (racial, national, religious, etc.)
and thinking in terms of stereotypes.

I have mentioned separately prejudices and stereotypes since I share
AUport's opinion that the two are interconnected but nevertheless different
phenomena.8 Stereotypes are always present in the structure of prejudices,
but they are not always negative in character and hence not always result in
prejudices. But is would be difficult to overestimate the role ofstereotypes in
motivations of human actions: the less people realize that stereotypes exist
and affect human actions, the greater the role ofsuch stereotypes. People say,
for instance, 'love ofone's country', 'patriotism', 'the eternal enemy ofour
nation', 'class enemies', 'the highest values of our sacred cause', etc.fbut they
not only use such formulations, but - much more important still - they act
accordingly. In the belief that their cause is just, they are ready to sacrifice
their lives, destroy and kill their enemies. What underlies the motivations of
such actions? There isno doubt that each of these formulations refers to im
portant and fully rational concepts, but at the same time there is also no
doubt each ofthem refers.to stereotypes with all the negative properties of
the latter: beliefs based on emotions, often at variance with the real state of
things, or at least distorting such states ofthings, unchanging and inflexible as
a result of their origin, and at the same time having apowerful impact on
human mentality owing to their emotional charge. They are aterrible weapon
in the hand ofapolitician who is an advocate ofan evil cause. Much harm has
been done by arousing the fanaticism ofthe mob and often making itcommit
crimes. That has been and still iseasy because every such formulation includes
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both objective cognitive elements and emotional elements which arc con
sciously or unconsciously subjective in character, and because such aformula
tion is a name of both a concept and a stereotype which merge into asingle
whole, intertwine and permeate one another so that it is difficult to draw a
demarcation line between the two. And this is why a stereotype can thrive
parasitically on aconcept and disguise itself as one. That is the danger, but
that is also the key to overcoming that danger on asocietal scale.

European Coordination Centre for Research
and Documentation in Social Sciences
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The decade ahead for applied sociolinguistics

ROGER W.SHUY

Unlike other academic disciplines or subdisciplincs, sociolinguistics has not
often placed the labels of 'theoretical' vs. 'applied' on itself. Because of this,
it may not seem obvious that such a thing as applied sociolinguistics is in any
way distinct from theoretical sociolinguistics. Perhaps it isnot and, if not, so
much the better, for the distinction between theory and application is, at
best, a blurry one which is frequently misperceived as linear, i.e. from theory
to application. That is, many theoretical linguists view their work as primary,
an end in itself. That which is not viewed as theoretical is of less significance
academically, is much lesshighly valued, and is seen as 'derivative'.

\ Theory and application

The development of sociolinguistics, with origins throughout history, but
with great leaps of visibility in the 1970s, occurred outside thislinear 'theory
to application' model. For one thing, the beginning point of sociolinguistic
work was not the development and honing of theory in and for itself.Quite
the contrary; sociolinguists began with a real problem of society. Many were
concerned about educational issues that grew out of minority language or
dialect use. Others were concerned about human problems of power, equality,
Jnd justice. Still others focused oncommunication problems of amore general
nature, whether or not these problems concerned social or linguistic minori
ties. As it turned out, the linear 'theory -^ application' model had no real
place in such concerns, partly because the theories had notyetbeen developed
(e.g. a theory which would account for linguistic variability or a theory that
would account for communicative competence, not just linguistic compe
tence) and partly because theoverriding concern of sociolinguists was on solv
ing the social oreducational problem rather than on perfecting their theories.
Replacing the old linear 'theory—•application' model was one which
night be best represented as aniterative, triangular one:
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