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Rebels in Groups



To Helen and Sophie — rebellion at its best (J])
To my little deviants Rosa and Sophie (MJH)
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The Many Faces of Rebels

Jolanda Jetten and Matthew ]. Hornsey

To illustrate a principle you must exaggerate much and you must omit much
(Walter Bagehot)

Serge Moscovici started his 1976 book, Social Influence and Social Change,
with the above quote. Even though it is not immediately clear for the naive
reader how this quote relates to the content of the book, it quickly becomes
apparent that Moscovici is not referring to processes relating to under-
standing conformity, dependence and minority influence. Instead, he is
commenting on our practices when conducting research in this field. What
is the exaggeration that Moscovici is referring to?

Before answering this question, it is important to assess what Moscovici’s
book was trying to achieve. One of the main aims of his book was to examine
the tension between the pressure of conforming versus the forces pushing
for innovation and change. Of course, no one will dispute the omnipresence
of these two opposing forces that guide our individual and group behaviour
on a daily basis. Given this, why is it that social scientists have been more
interested in what makes people conform than in what makes them defy
authority and group pressure? Or as Moscovici put it: why do we exaggerate
conformity and downplay processes relating to rebellion?

We do not have to look far to understand what Moscovici is referring to.
For example, why is it that we are more interested in understanding why 12
per cent of participants in the classic Asch line study conformed on all trials
than in the 24 per cent of participants who never conformed at all
(Asch, 1951)? Why do we focus on explaining the 63 per cent of participants
taking part in Milgram’s study in 1963 who delivered what they thought was
the maximum shock of 450 volts to a learner, and not on the 37 per cent of
participants who insisted at some stage in the study that they did not want to

Rebels in Groups: Dissent, Deviance, Difference and Defiance Jolanda Jetten and Matthew J. Hornsey
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2 Jolanda Jetten and Matthew J. Hornsey

continue shocking the learner? Finally, why is our theorising geared towards
understanding why groups do not appreciate ‘black sheep’ and the con-
ditions under which such ‘black sheep’ are evaluated most negatively?
Why do we not instead focus on our liking for rebels and mavericks who
challenge group norms and do not appear to be afraid of standing out
(Bellah et al., 1985; Hornsey & Jetten, 2004)?

Many of the most famous figures in psychology (e.g., Asch, Milgram,
Zimbardo) spent their careers examining conformity and obedience pres-
sures within groups. It is true that these studies have captured the attention
of a generation of researchers for a good reason. These researchers tried to
understand how obedience and conformity could lead to the destructive
consequences witnessed during World War II. Coming to terms with the
Holocaust, these studies reveal many important insights in the psychology
of dissent, deviance, difference and defiance within groups and have clearly
enhanced our understanding of the consequences of conformity
(Farr, 1996).

However, some of the conclusions from these classic studies have been
taken out of context; they have been interpreted as showing that conformity
is the default in groups and that rebellion is generally not welcomed, is
suppressed, and at times is actively punished by others in the groups. This
has led to a psychology that has focused on the positive value that groups
place on loyalty and uniformity and it paints a rather dark picture of groups’
perceptions of dissent, deviance, difference and defiance: as detrimental
forces within groups, as reflections of a lack of group loyalty, as a sign of
disengagement, or as delinquent behaviour.

Still, this general message would not be a problem if it was accurate. But is
that the case? Or is it, as Moscovici suggests, that we may have exaggerated
the extent to which individuals and group members conform, are obedient,
and are intolerant of difference and deviance of others? In Moscovici’s
words: ‘It is difficult to explain why social psychology has been so obsessed
with dependence’ (Moscovici, 1976, p.18). Or on a lighter note: ‘The French
say “cherchez la femme”; social psychologists say “look for the dependence,
and everything will be explained” (Moscovici, 1976, p.19).

The main objective of this edited book is to provide a counterforce to the
dominant message emerging from social psychological research that groups
strive for conformity, homogeneity and sameness, with little respect for
deviance, dissent, difference or defiance. Even though the pressure for
conformity is without doubt a dominant force in group life, we have
perhaps exaggerated the extent to which it affects group processes. That
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is, in our desire to understand conformity, we have perhaps unavoidably
neglected and downplayed the important role played by those who are
dissenting, deviant, different or defiant in group life. These individuals are
not just a nuisance and trouble-makers. In many cases they are just as
important for the functioning of the group as members who are trying hard
to fit in and work for the group — indeed, they are often the same person. But
why is it that we have been so captured by conformity in groups and why
have we developed a dogma that deviance is detrimental for groups?

Do Social Psychologists have a Problem with Rebels?

Compared to other social scientists, it appears that social psychologists
appear to be especially concerned about the negative effects of rebels in
groups. For example, sociologists often point to the important function that
deviance plays in group life and the beneficial effects of deviance. Emile
Durkheim (1958) highlighted that deviance and crime are important
activities within any healthy society. He argued that, in the process of
responding to deviance, group members come together and bonds become
tighter. It also enhances an understanding of the collective consciousness of
a community, demarcates group boundaries, provides structure to groups,
and clarifies important rules and norms that guide collective behaviour. In
responding to deviance, groups’ perceptions of being in control and being in
charge of the way social change manifests itself are enhanced. It is therefore
not surprising that sociologists like Erikson (1966) emphasise that groups
need deviants. What is more, he argues that societies often develop
institutions to sustain some level of deviance in society. At times, societies
even ‘recruit’ deviants because they fulfil an important function. Rather
than perceiving deviants as threats to the social order, deviants are part and
parcel of the society and their presence stabilises society because it keeps
these societies vibrant. If one takes this as a starting point, societies’
behaviour is aimed at keeping deviance within bounds, rather than eroding
it completely. Erikson (1966) quotes Aldous Huxley to make this point:

Now tidiness is undeniably good — but a good of which it is easily possible to
have too much and at too high a price. . . The good life can only be lived in a
society in which tidiness is preached and practised, but not too fanatically,
and where efficiency is always haloed, as it were, by a tolerated margin of mess
(Erikson, 1966, p.13).



