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1
What Is Social Psychology?

As far as I know, Aristotle was the first serious thinker to call our 
species “the social animal.” Of course he was right, but what does 
that mean? A host of other creatures are “social,” from ants and 
bees to monkeys and apes. What is unique about the human social 
 animal? And what is unique about the field of social psychology, 
which studies our puzzling, creative, and infuriating species? 

I have been a social psychologist all of my professional life — and 
before I entered this field or even knew what it was, I was an ama-
teur social psychologist, eager to understand the mysteries of human 
behavior. As a Jewish boy growing up in the 1940s in the blue-collar 
town of Revere, Massachusetts, I wondered why some Catholic 
kids taunted me with anti-Semitic slogans and occasionally roughed 
me up. My son Joshua, who struggled in elementary school in the 
1960s, wondered why some kids thrive in the classroom and others 
are suffocated by its competitiveness and regimentation. These early 
experiences, which caused both of us great pain, are also what drew 
us to the exciting field you are going to study in this book: a field 
that offers a scientific understanding of human social life and, more 
important, ways to improve it.

There are many definitions of social psychology, but before I get 
to the one I prefer, let me offer some concrete examples of the human 
social animal in action:

A college student named Sam and four of his acquaintances are 
watching a senatorial candidate make a speech on television.  
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2  The Social Animal

Sam is favorably impressed; he likes the female candidate better 
than the opposing male candidate because he thinks she is sincere. 
After the speech, one of the other students asserts that she was 
turned off by the female candidate and considered her to be a 
hypocrite. All of the others are quick to agree with this student. 
Sam feels puzzled and a trifle distressed. Finally, he mumbles to 
his acquaintances, “I guess she didn’t come across as sincere as  
I would have hoped.”

A 10-year-old girl avidly consumes two bowls of Wheaties 
each morning because Michael Phelps, the Olympic swimming 
 champion, is pictured on the box, implying that he owes his 
 athletic prowess, in part, to eating that brand of cereal. 

A shopkeeper who has lived his entire life in a small town in 
Montana has never had any contact with real, live Muslims, but he 
“knows” they are un-American, disloyal, and likely to be terrorists.

Charlie, a high-school senior, has recently moved to a new city. 
He used to be popular, but not anymore. Although the kids at 
school are civil, they have not been particularly friendly. He feels 
lonely, insecure, and unattractive. One day during lunch period, he 
finds himself at a table with two female classmates. One is warm, 
intelligent, and vivacious; he has been daydreaming about her  
for weeks, longing for an opportunity to talk to her. The other 
young woman is not nearly as appealing. Charlie ignores the viva-
cious woman of his dreams and begins an earnest conversation 
with her companion.

On December 4, 2016, Edgar Welch, a 28-year-old man from 
North Carolina, went into Comet Ping Pong, a wildly successful 
pizza restaurant in Washington, D.C., and fired three shots with a 
rifle. No one was injured. Welch told police that he had read online 
that the restaurant was harboring child sex slaves and that he 
wanted to see for himself if they were there. He surrendered after 
he found no evidence for his belief, which had been generated by 
a conspiracy theory that went viral during the presidential election 
season. A white supremacist Twitter account had claimed that 
the New York City Police had discovered a pedophilia ring linked 
to members of the Democratic Party, and that somehow Comet 
Ping Pong was at the center of it. The story was widely circulated 
by fake news websites. Welch later said that he regretted what he 
did but that he continued to believe the conspiracy theory. 
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Chapter 1 What Is Social Psychology?  3

Kaya was asked in second grade to name her favorite subject. 
“Math,” she wrote on the questionnaire. One year later, her 
third-grade class was assigned a similar exercise. This time the 
 questionnaire asked, “What is your least favorite subject?” She 
wrote, “Math.” In one year, Kaya had gone from a confident, 
excited student of mathematics to someone who dreaded it. 

On April 20, 1999, the corridors of a sparkling suburban high 
school in Littleton, Colorado, reverberated with the sound of 
 gunshots. Two Columbine High School students armed with 
assault weapons and explosives went on a rampage, killing a 
teacher and several of their fellow students. They then turned their 
guns on themselves. After the smoke had cleared, fifteen people 
were dead (including the shooters) and twenty-three were hospi-
talized, many with severe wounds. In the nearly twenty years since 
the Columbine High School massacre, hundreds of American 
 adolescent boys have committed equally horrifying mass shootings 
at schools. What was once unthinkable has become commonplace.

Steve, a college senior, is a cautious, even conservative, driver; he 
could be the star of a safe-driving video — when he is alone in the 
car. However, whenever two or three of his buddies are with him, 
Steve’s behavior gets riskier: When he sees the light turn yellow 
a half block away, he often hits the accelerator, hoping he can get 
through the intersection before the cross traffic moves. 

In 1939, Oskar Schindler, a greedy German businessman, joined 
the Nazi party and set out to profit from the destruction of Jews 
during the barbaric reign of Hitler’s Third Reich. After exploiting 
the labor of Jewish inmates at Auschwitz for several years, Schin-
dler had a change of heart and began to use his factory as a way 
to save more than one thousand Jews from death. In doing so, he 
risked his life and spent all of his wealth to save others, a story told 
in the book and Oscar-winning movie, Schindler’s List. Emerging 
from the theater after watching this movie, my son Joshua was 
approached by a panhandler asking for spare change. Contrary to 
his habit of ignoring people looking for handouts, Joshua, still a 
financially strapped student, reached into his pocket, pulled out 
all the bills, and without counting or examining them, gave them 
to the panhandler.

Douglas McCain grew up in Minnesota, played basketball in 
high school, and wanted to be a rapper. Friends remember him 
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4  The Social Animal

as a “goofball,” a “really nice guy,” and a “good person.” So they 
were shocked when, at age thirty-three, McCain joined ISIS, 
the militant terrorist group, and died in the Middle East, wag-
ing war against his own country. Thousands of other apparently 
ordinary young men and women from Western countries have 
also left their homes to fight and die in Syria and Iraq as Islamic 
jihadists.  

In the 1940s, when I was in elementary school, I had a close 
 African American friend named George Woods. At the time, 
George referred to himself as a “colored boy” and confided to 
me that he, like many black children at the time, felt inferior to 
his white friends.1 He had many reasons for this feeling, starting 
with the direct experiences of prejudice that the dominant white 
community inflicted on him. But George’s feelings of inferiority 
also came from indirect sources, such as the  portrayal of African 
American adults in radio and television as naïve  children — lazy, 
illiterate, but rather cute. If films had black male actors at all, they 
were portrayed only as a stereotypical “colored man,” usually a 
chauffeur or menial worker, who was often made the butt of ugly 
jokes. Imagine what George felt while watching these racist films 
in the company of his white friends. He never told me how he 
felt, though.

Things change. George Wood’s grandchildren, growing up in 
the twenty-first century, live in a different world than he did. He 
would never have envisioned that one day black actors would be 
cast in serious roles and win Academy Awards; that segregation 
and  discrimination would be illegal; or that black people would 
be able to enter all professions, including the presidency of the 
United States. Yet we should not be complacent in the belief that 
changes move in a linear, humanistic direction. George Wood’s 
 grandchildren may not face the same degree and flavor of bigotry 
endured by their grandfather, but racial prejudice continues. Most 
African Americans know the experience of “shopping while black,” 
which means being followed by salespeople who question their 
credit, suspect they will steal something, or even deny them service. 
Young black males in particular continue to be victims of “driving 
while black” — being stopped for trivial reasons or even for no rea-
son — and “walking while black,” as when sixteen-year-old Trayvon 
Martin was stalked and killed by a neighborhood watch captain 
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Chapter 1 What Is Social Psychology?  5

named George  Zimmerman.2 When Zimmerman noticed a tall black 
 teenager wearing a hoodie, he saw a possibly armed-and-dangerous  
criminal, not what Trayvon actually was: a normal high school 
 student walking home from a convenience store with an iced tea 
and a bag of Skittles. 

Defining Social Psychology
The examples all illustrate social psychological situations. As 
diverse as they seem to be, they contain a common factor: social 
influence. 

The opinion of Sam’s friends on the merits of the senatorial 
 candidate influenced Sam’s judgment (or at least his public state-
ment regarding that judgment). The Olympic champion’s influence 
on our Wheaties-eating youngster was intentionally designed to 
get her to convince her parents to buy Wheaties. The Montana 
shopkeeper was not born with an unflattering stereotype of Muslim 
people in his head; somebody, somehow, put it there. Steve’s riskier 
driving was certainly influenced by the presence of his friends, but 
how? Kaya’s transformation from math lover to math hater is not 
 uncommon, particularly for girls in America, where math has been 
traditionally seen as both an endowed talent and a “boy thing.” 
Charlie’s ignoring the woman of his dreams has something to do 
with how he was feeling about himself and his assumption about 
which woman was less likely to reject him. Rejection is among the 
most painful experiences for human beings, and it can cause all 
kinds of self-defeating and destructive behaviors, from overeating 
to violence — as it did in the school shooting at Columbine. The 
presence and example of other people, in the f lesh or in movies 
like Schindler’s List, can inspire positive emotions and generosity, as 
when it led my normally frugal son to give all of his precious cash 
to a panhandler.

 Social psychology also tackles some of the most disturbing ques-
tions that plague society, from racism and other forms of prejudice to 
the success of terrorist groups like ISIS in recruiting young people, 
many who have no spiritual or family connection to Islam. What 
forces persuade them to leave their homes and families and become 
suicide bombers? The answers involve age, personality dynamics, 
social identity, persuasion tactics, and other powerful factors you will 
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6  The Social Animal

learn about as this book unfolds. You will see that ISIS takes advan-
tage of many of the same influence strategies used by great coaches 
to create winning sports teams and by successful  elementary-school 
principals to lift the achievement of their students. Understanding 
people’s social motivations can be used for good, for evil, for winning 
reality TV competitions — for anything in which social influence 
matters, which is pretty much everything.  

Our definition of social psychology, therefore, is the scientific 
study of the influence of the real, imagined, or implied presence of 
others upon our thoughts, emotions, beliefs, and behavior — and of 
how we influence others.  

How are we influenced? Why do we accept inf luence or, put 
another way, what’s in it for us? What are the social motives that 
make us susceptible to what others think, say, and do? What 
factors increase or decrease the effectiveness of social inf luence? 
Which ones increase or decrease the permanence of the effects 
of social inf luence? Can the same principles be applied equally  
to our  opinion of a senatorial candidate as to the school subjects  
that young children prefer? How does one person come to like 
another? Is it through these same processes that we choose Wheaties 
over granola? How does a person develop prejudices against an 
ethnic, religious, or racial group? Is prejudice akin to liking but in 
reverse, or does it involve an entirely different set of psychological 
processes?

Many people are interested in questions like these. Because we all 
spend a good deal of our time interacting with other people — being 
influenced by them; influencing them; being delighted, amused, 
saddened, disgusted, frustrated, and angered by them — it is in our 
nature to develop hypotheses about why people do what they do. 
In that sense, everyone is an amateur social psychologist. Although 
most amateurs test these hypotheses to their own satisfaction as they 
interact with others, these casual “tests” lack the rigor and impartial-
ity of careful scientific investigation.

To be sure, sometimes the results of scientific research corre-
spond with what most people already believe to be true. This is not 
remarkable; conventional wisdom is usually derived from shrewd 
observations that have stood the test of time. But sometimes that 
conventional wisdom leads us astray. Indeed, when you are read-
ing the results of the research discussed in this volume, you may 
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Chapter 1 What Is Social Psychology?  7

occasionally find yourself thinking, “That’s obvious — why did they 
spend time and money to ‘discover’ that one? My grandmother could 
have told me that.” Maybe she could have, but it’s also likely that 
you are acting on the hindsight bias, which refers to our tendency 
to overestimate our powers of prediction once we know the outcome 
of a given event. This is precisely why it is so easy to be a Monday 
morning quarterback and why we say “Hindsight is twenty–twenty.” 
Numerous studies have demonstrated this bias, from predicting the 
outcomes of elections (“I always knew he’d win, even if the polls 
didn’t say so”) to predicting how a given social psychology exper-
iment will turn out (“Oh, please, it was obvious the participants 
would obey those cruel instructions”). In fact, social psychological 
findings seem far more obvious to college students who’ve been told 
what happened in a study than to students asked to predict what will 
happen.3 Everything is clearer in hindsight.

Social psychologists conduct research because many of the things 
we think we know to be true turn out to be false, or more nuanced 
than we originally thought, when subjected to investigation. For 
example, it seems reasonable that people who are threatened with 
punishment for doing something forbidden, illegal, self-defeating, 
or fattening might eventually stop, and the more severe the punish-
ment, the more likely they will be to comply. After all, they would 
now associate the activity with fear or pain. But when tested empir-
ically, this assumption turns out to be dead wrong. It is those who 
are threatened with mild punishment who develop a dislike for the 
forbidden activity; people who are severely threatened, if anything, 
are even more drawn to the forbidden activity. Likewise, most of 
us, from our own experience, would guess that, if we overheard 
 someone saying nice things about us (behind our backs), we would 
tend to like that person — all other things being equal. This turns 
out to be true. But what is equally true is that we tend to like that 
person even more if some of the remarks we overhear are anything 
but nice. We will explain more about these phenomena in later 
chapters.

In the goal of understanding the social animal, professional 
social psychologists have an advantage over most amateur social 
psychologists. Although, like the amateurs, we usually begin with 
an observation, we do not stop there. We do not need to wait for 
things to happen so that we can observe how people respond; we 
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8  The Social Animal

can make things happen. We can conduct an experiment in which 
we subject scores of people to particular events (for example, a 
severe threat or a mild threat; overhearing nice things or overhear-
ing a combination of nice and nasty things). Moreover, we can do 
this in situations in which everything can be held constant, except 
the particular factors being investigated. We can then draw conclu-
sions based on data that are more precise and numerous than those 
available to the amateur, who must depend on observing events that 
occur randomly and under circumstances in which many things are 
happening at once.

Nearly all the data presented in this book are based upon exper-
imental evidence. That’s why we want you to understand what 
constitutes an experiment in social psychology, along with the advan-
tages, disadvantages, ethical problems, excitements, headaches, and 
 heartaches that are associated with the adventure of research. The 
final chapter in this book, “Social Psychology as a Science,” will give 
you that understanding. You can read it first, or last, or at any point 
on your journey through the book — whenever your interest in how 
social psychologists do their work is piqued.

People Who Do Crazy Things Are Not 
Necessarily Crazy
Social psychologists examine the way people make sense of and 
behave in social situations. Occasionally, these situations create 
pressures that can cause people to behave in ways that you could 
classify as abnormal, even crazy. When I say “people,” I mean very 
large numbers of people. To my mind, these labels are often just 
name-calling; they do little to increase our understanding of human 
behavior. It is much more useful to try to understand the nature of 
the situation, the often complex processes operating to produce the 
behavior we observe. This brings me to Aronson’s first law:

People who do crazy things are not necessarily crazy.

Let us take, as an illustration, the man who went into Comet 
Ping Pong with a rif le, intending, as he said, to “self-investigate” 
the presence of kidnapped children. Was he crazy? If he really 
wanted the truth, why not accept the investigations of the police 
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Chapter 1 What Is Social Psychology?  9

departments, FBI, and other reliable sources that had thoroughly 
debunked the allegations? If he were crazy, so were the thousands 
of others who bought into the conspiracy belief, many of whom sent 
Comet Ping Pong and other restaurants they thought were part of 
“the ring” vicious threats, harassing owners and customers. The 
owner of Comet Ping Pong told the New York Times that “From 
this insane, fabricated conspiracy theory, we’ve come under constant 
assault. I’ve done nothing for days but try to clean this up and pro-
tect my staff and friends from being terrorized.” What draws people 
to believe “insane” conspiracy theories — and why do they cling to 
that belief despite solid evidence to the contrary? Later in this book, 
we will examine the processes that produce these attitudes and the 
tendency to stick by them no matter what. We’ll also see how we 
might counteract them. 

One central discovery of social psychology is that people are 
prone to explain unpleasant behavior by assigning personality traits 
to the perpetrator, such as “psychotic,” “sadistic,” or “evil.” Most 
people — particularly those of us from Western cultures — do this 
spontaneously, without intention or conscious awareness, as a way 
of organizing and categorizing information and satisfying a need 
to feel in control of events. This dispositional view of human actions 
refers to the assumptions that people who do crazy things have a 
personality disposition to be crazy, people who do stupid things 
must be stupid, only evil people do evil things, people who do nice 
things are nice, and so on. It’s appealing to think this way because it 
helps us mentally separate those bad people who do bad things from 
the rest of us “nice people.” This belief may comfort us when we 
think about unpleasant behavior, because, as nice people, we would 
never do such a thing. 

Yet that assumption is often a mistake, an oversimplification, and 
we pay a price for it, as you will see in Chapter 2.  Dispositionalism 
can make us smug about our own invulnerability to pressures that 
could induce us to behave stupidly, crazily, or cruelly. It moves the 
focus off of improving situations and onto a narrow approach to  fixing 
people: Is a manager worried about employees who steal? Let’s give 
everyone a personality test to try to diagnose who will steal in the 
future, and never mind whether our employees are stealing because 
they feel overworked, resentful, and underpaid. Are we worried 
about students who might become violent? Let’s give everyone a 
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10  The Social Animal

 personality test and try to predict which of the unhappy or bullied 
kids we identify might erupt one day, and let’s not ask questions 
about the world in which those kids struggle every day. 

Of course, I am not saying that psychosis doesn’t exist. Some 
personality traits and mental illnesses do affect people’s behavior. 
Nor am I saying that all people are the same and respond exactly as 
crazily to the same social pressures. What I am saying is that some 
situations can cause a surprisingly large proportion of us  “normal” 
adults to behave in unexpected, unappetizing, and  sometimes 
 abnormal ways. It is of paramount importance to understand what is 
going on in those situations that can produce unpleasant or destruc-
tive behavior. 

An illustration may be useful. What kind of person murders 
their own child? Crazy? Desperate? Evil? Surely there must be 
something psychologically wrong with the brain or character of 
such a person. In 1977, the Reverend Jim Jones, a charismatic leader 
of the People’s Temple in San Francisco, convinced his followers to 
uproot their lives and move to Guyana in South America to estab-
lish a humanistic paradise — a utopian community where people 
of different racial backgrounds could live in harmony. When, in 
1978, the existence of the group was threatened by a congressional 
investigation, Jones decided to end the crisis by asking the group to 
perform a “revolutionary act”: killing their children and then them-
selves. Vats of poison were prepared, and amid only scattered shouts 
of protest or acts of resistance, mothers and fathers administered the 
fatal mixture to their infants and children, drank it themselves, and 
laid down to die. 

When one person kills their own child, it’s reasonable to ask if 
they are mentally ill. When 613 parents murder their children in one 
place, we are forced to look beyond mental conditions and  personality 
traits and consider the nature of the situation that caused them to do 
this. Of course, we could call them crazy and feel  complacent that we 
would never do what they did. However, before these people moved 
to Guyana, none of their neighbors, friends, or relatives would have 
thought of them as anything other than ordinary, sensible  people 
who belonged to a supportive, tightly knit church community.  
The “Jonestown massacre,” as it became known, is a reminder of 
the often powerful yet frequently hidden role of social influence in 
 determining what human beings think, feel, and do. 
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Chapter 1 What Is Social Psychology?  11

Helping us appreciate this more complex situational view of 
human behavior — the many ways social context influences what 
we do — is the central contribution of social psychology, one whose 
value I hope will become apparent in the pages that follow.
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