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How much do individuals conform to their peers? How much
do individuals conform to the desires of total strangers? What
affects the degree of conformity? In this classic essay, Solomon
Asch examines these questions using experimental methods.
His study has become the backbone of social psychology and
research into peer pressure and conformity.

(Zhat social influences shape every person’s practices, judgments
and beliefs is a truism to which anyone will readily assent. A
child masters his “native” dialect down to the finest nuances; a mem-
ber of a tribe of cannibals accepts cannibalism as altogether fitting
and proper. All the social sciences take their departure from the
observation of the profound effects that groups exert on their mem-
bers. For psychologists, group pressure upon the minds of individu-
als raises a host of questions they would like to investigate in detail.

How, and to what extent, do social forces constrain people’s opin-
ions and attitudes? This question is especially pertinent in our day.
The same epoch that has witnessed the unprecedented technical
extension of communication has also brought into existence the
deliberate manipulation of opinion and the “engineering of consent.”
There are many good reasons why, as citizens and as scientists, we
should be concerned with studying the ways in which human beings
form their opinions and the role that social conditions play.
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