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“HAVING HISTORY”: A SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL
EXPLORATION OF ANGLO-BRITISH AUTOSTEREOTYPES

SUSAN CONDOR

Social psychological perspectives on stereotyping

Social psychologists usually trace their interest in stereotypes to three
seminal texts.! The first is Walter Lippmann’s Public Opinion, published
in 1922, In this oft-quoted (but, one suspects, now seldom read) treatise,
Lippmann, a radical journalist, expressed concern over the extent 10
which the public could act as informed citizens in complex modern
societies. Lippmann argued that, with the advent of mass society, the
social world had become

altogether too big, too complex, and too f{leeting for direct
acquaintance. We are not equipped to deal with so much subtlety,
so much variety, so many permutations and combinations. And
although we have to act in that [real] environment, we have to
reconstruct it on a simpler mode! before we can manage with it.

He used the term “stereotypes” 1o refer to these simplified “pictures in
our heads” which he regarded as essentially second-hand images, fed to
the public through the media.

The second influential text, published a decade later, took the form of
a report of an empirical study. Whereas Lippmann had been concerned
with the ways in which the advent of mass society had necessarily limited
the possibility of a democratic politics based on an authentic public
opinion, in this article the term “stereotype” was deployed 1o address a
more specific phenomenon of contemporary anxiety: the puzziing issue
of the continued existence of prejudice within democratic society. In a
paper entitled “Racial sterectypes of 100 college students”, two

1. I should like to thank Alan Collins, Mark Levine, Rosemary McKechnie,
Graham Park and John Soyland for their hetp with this article.

2. Walter Lippmann, Public Opinion, New York, 1922, 16.
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