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would eat a person. A full set of teeth makes a man look like a don-
kev.” The toothless look has other aesthetic advantages: “We like the
’ ak.” And adults reassure fright-

hissing sound it creates when we spe
ened children by saying, «This ritual is a sign of maturity.”” The
original medical justification for the practice is long gone. The psy-

chological self-justification remains.
People want to believe that, as smart and rational individuals,
they know why they made the choices they did, so they are not al-
them the actual reason for their actions.

ways happy when you tell

Elliot learned this firsthand after that initiation experiment. “After

each participant had finished,” he recalls, “I explained the study in

detail and went over the theory carefully. Although everyone who
on said that they found the hypoth-

went through the severe initiati
esis intriguing and that they could see how most people would be af-

fected in the way I predicted, they all took pains to assure me that
their preference for the group had nothing to do with the severity of
the initiation. They each claimed that they liked the group because
that’s the way they really felt. Yet almost all of them liked the group
more than any of the people in the mild-initiation condition did.”
No one is immune to the need to reduce dissonance, even those
who know the theory inside out. Elliot tells this story: “When I was
a young professor at the University of Minnesota, my wife and I
tired of renting apartments; so, in December, we set out to buy our
first home. We could find only two reasonable houses in our price
range. One was older, charming, and within walking distance from
the campus. I liked it a lot, primarily because it meant that I could
have my students over for research meetings, serve beer, and play the
role of the hip professor. But that house was in an industrial area,
withour a lot of space for our children to play. The other choice was
a tract house, newer but totally without distinction. It was in the
suburbs, a thirty-minute drive from campus but only a mile from a
lake. After going back and forth on that decision for a few weeks, we

decided on the house in the suburbs.






Knowing how dissonance works won't make any of us automatically
immune to the allure of self-justification, as Elliot learned when he

that his own side made a mistake is something that few are prepared
to share. Instead, people will bend over backward to reduce disso-
nance in a way that is favorable to them and their team. The specific
ways vary, but our efforts at self-justification are all designed to serve

our need to feel good about what we have done, what we believe,
and who we are.



