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“The most incomprehensible thing about
the world is that it's comprehensible.”

—Albert Einstein



Preface

In my textbook The Social Animal, Fourth Edition, I attempted to paint a clear
picture of the current state of our social-psychological knowledge and how such
knowledge might be applied to alleviate some problems plaguing us in the world
today. The Social Animal was intended to be concise, brisk, and lively. It was
almost totally unencumbered by graphs, charts, tables, statistical analysis, or de-
tailed methodological discussions. Although that kind of presentation provided an
easy and even enjoyable introduction to the world of social psychology, many readers
expressed a need to delve more deeply into the details of the research that formed
the backbone of The Social Animal. To meet that need, I have edited this book,
Readings About the Social Animal, Fourth Edition.

I have selected the readings that appear in this book in such a way that they
both complement and supplement the material contained in The Social Animal.
Not only are the sections organized so as to coincide with chapters in The Social
Animal, but the specific readings also represent an attempt to amplify and elabo-
rate on the major themes covered in that book. Moreover, I have been especially
careful to choose readings that provide a mixture of classic and contemporary re-
search. Some of the articles were already classics when 1 first read them as a stu-
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dent. At the other end of the continuum are articles that I recently encountered in
the form of prepublication reports. This combination will provide the reader with
a historical sweep as well as with the most contemporary ideas in the field. In the
third edition I have retained such classics as Solomon Asch’s studies of conform-
ity and Stanley Milgram’s research on obedience. But some relatively recent stud-
ies have been replaced by works that are even more current, in an attempt to keep
the collection up to date. These newer additions are more than simply new. In my
judgment they will stand the test of time and will eventually become classics in
their own right.

There is another way of classifying the articles in this collection. Most of the
articles are reports of specific research as originally published in technical jour-
nals; others are more general pieces summarizing several studies on a given topic
written by one of the major contributors to that area. A specific report, though not
always easy to read, has the advantage of providing the detail necessary for ena-
bling the reader to gain some understanding of exactly what goes into a piece of
research. The summary article is usually less technical and, therefore, easier to
read, offering a more panoramic overview of the area by the people who know it
best. In effect, it enables the reader to look over an investigator’s shoulder and see
how he or she views an array of research on a given topic.

For the third edition, my research assistant, Neal Osherow, was an extremely
helpful consultant in the selection of new articles. Patti Fox once more helped put
the whole thing together, and Julie Sweedler did the indexing.

For the fourth edition, I am pleased to acknowledge the excellent assistance of
Martha Hope Gonzales, who made many valuable suggestions.

October 1983 Elliot Aronson



An Open Letter to the Reader

Welcome backstage. As mentioned in the Preface, there are two kinds of articles
contained in this volume. Some selections are descriptions of research programs.
These make exciting reading in that they describe in some detail a series of ex-
periments aimed at explicating or extending a single idea. Other selections are re-
ports of individual pieces of empirical research. These are equally exciting but
sometimes get rather technical. I'm sure some of you (teachers, graduate students,
statisticians, and other dedicated types) will want to understand thoroughly every
sentence of every article on the following pages, perhaps in the hope of planning
some research of your own. Bon voyage! For your benefit, [ have not abridged or
changed a line of the original.

My guess is that most of you do not require that amount of detail. Chances are,
what you would like to get out of these articles is an understanding of what the
investigator was trying to find out, how he or she went about his or her task, and
how successful the outcome was. There is no better way to understand the re-
search process than to read original reports. The adventure of reading an original
report lies in your ability as the reader to put yourself in the shoes of the investi-
gator as he or she transforms an idea into a viable set of research operations and
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tries to make sense of the results, which occasionally do not conform precisely to
the predictions. Each of the original research reports contains four principal sec-
tions: (1) First there is an introduction, in which the author states the idea, where
it came from, and why it’s important, and distills the idea down to a hypothesis
or series of hypotheses. (2) This is followed by a procedure section, in which the
author tests the hypothesis by translating the idea into a concrete set of operations.
In social psychology this frequently becomes a full-blown scenario designed to
provide the participant (or subject) with a reasonable justification for responding
to events without being allowed to know the true purpose of the procedure. The
procedure section of a good piece of research is often the most interesting part,
because it requires a great deal of ingenuity for the investigator to achieve preci-
sion without sacrificing realism or impact. (3) In the results section the investi-
gator states as clearly and succinctly as possible what the findings were. The in-
vestigator uses various statistical procedures to ascertain the extent to which the
data are reliable. (4) Finally there is a discussion section, in which the researcher
evaluates and interprets the data presented in the preceding section and tries to
make sense of them in the context of previous research. The creative researcher
can also use this section to speculate about the implications of the data and to
point the way toward future research.

To those of you who do not yet have much experience in reading research re-
ports, I offer a few suggestions about which parts of the study to read carefully
and which parts to skim. If the article contains a summary (either at the beginning
or at the end), I would read that first in order to familiarize myself with the gen-
eral idea behind the piece of research and to learn quickly what the results were.
Next, I would read the introduction carefully in order to learn the history of the
idea and to understand the hypothesis thoroughly. I would then read the procedure
section pretty carefully. I would skim the results section just to see the extent to
which the findings agreed with the predictions. If the findings did not fit the pre-
dictions, I would look closely at the discussion section to see how the author had
made sense of the results he or she did get and whether or not the explanation
seemed plausible to me. Unless you are adept at and/or intrigued by statistical
analyses, I would advise you to skim that section. For those of you who have little
or no knowledge of statistical procedures, it would be terribly frustrating and would
serve no useful purpose to bog yourself down in some of the details of the statis-
tical analyses. These articles were selected because they were well done. It is
probably safe for you to accept on faith that the analysis was performed compe-
tently.
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