Qualifiers and stereotypes

What follows could be used as the basis of a discussion aimed at developing students’ skills to identify those statements that lack well-chosen qualifiers. Instead, writers often resort to the use of stereotypes as a short cut to create their argument in the confident expectation that readers will understand what they mean, if not endorse it. The following examples are taken from the coverage of the student protests over education cuts and the increase in the cap on tuition fees in 2010. The article, which contains other interesting discussion points about qualifiers and stereotypes, can be found at the following web address: 

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2010/nov/28/student-fees-protest-police-kettling 

Example: Student protests over education cuts

In this article the writer resorts to the use of broad stereotypes to deal with certain groups of people that were involved. He refers to ‘The few anarchists and professional agitators in balaclavas’ and later, using another stereotype, he describes the police: ‘the face of the Met was ugly, provocative and hostile’.

Choosing the right qualifier

What we have to ask ourselves is whether these are reliable generalisations of the influence of the individuals, or the majority of them, who made up these groups. If they are not, then they are likely to be statements of bias or prejudice designed to stimulate similar bias and prejudice in the reader. Was every face of a metropolitan police officer ‘ugly, provocative and hostile’? Were there none that showed kindness and understanding to protestors, many of whom were very young? Is he talking about the majority of police officers? If so, he should qualify his categorical claim and let us know how large a majority he thinks this was.

Using stereotypes

Students could then discuss why we use stereotypes and how they work in our arguments. The type of stereotype used in this and similar articles gives the writer a short cut to avoid the difficult task of assessing the evidence thoughtfully, crafting a carefully qualified generalisation and then drawing from it inferences that reflect accurately the strength of the evidence. It’s much easier to point readers in the direction you want them to think by using words, like ‘anarchist’ and ‘professional agitator’ that conjure up certain patterns of ideas. The writer doesn’t have to justify these ideas: he doesn’t have to reveal the evidence and arguments on which his decision to use them is based. 

What does he mean by ‘anarchist’? He probably doesn’t mean what philosophers and political scientists mean by it as someone who is not opposed to all forms of law, but just to that which is not self-imposed. And what does he mean by ‘professional agitator’? Someone who is paid to agitate? Again, probably not. He assumes we hold the same set of unexamined assumptions that he does, so that when he uses these terms he can activate them without having to justify their use. 

As short cuts stereotypes like these stimulate emotional reactions and attitudes without the need for a carefully reasoned argument. So a writer gets where he wants to go without doing the work that he needs to do if the inference is to be reliable. Consequently, as readers we often find ourselves opposed to something without having a reason to be: we have been manipulated into a position by a tactic that has sidestepped reason. The irony of this situation is too difficult to ignore: this is exactly what the anarchist is opposed to, because we have been denied our freedom to choose and reason for ourselves.  

