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Solomon E. Asch (1907-1996)


Solomon E. Asch, Gestalt psychologist, left his imprint on mid-century academic psychology, by combining the fundamental tenets of Gestalt psychology with his own belief in the basic rationality and decency of the social human being.  The mix that emerged was much more than the sum of its parts and was an important stimulus for much of the scientific social psychology of the next 50 years.  In a series of classic, simple, and direct experiments on social influence, impressions of personality, and suggestion, he formulated and advanced the study of many problems of central importance to the understanding of our human social nature. In his classic text and synthesis, Social Psychology (1952; New York: Prentice-Hall), he created a conception of humans and the human condition that is, on the one side, humane, common sensical, and culturally informed, and, on the other, critical, analytical, and experimental.     

     Much of what is special about Asch can be traced directly to his Gestalt background, particularly to his contact with Max Wertheimer, who introduced Asch to the fundamental tenets 

of this approach and also inspired his lifelong focus on understanding thinking and memory in these terms.  As with most psychologists of that school, Asch generally started by observing real-life 

phenomena.  This held for his work in memory and thinking, in which he consistently argued against the notion of blind associative forces.  But the gestalt orientation was especially pronounced in his views of social processes and how they ought to be studied:

"If there must be principles of scientific method, then surely the first to claim our attention is  that one should describe phenomena faithfully and allow them to guide the choice of problems and procedures.  If social psychology is to make a contribution to human knowledge, if it is to do more than add footnotes to ideas developed in other fields, it must look freely at its phenomena and examine its foundations" (Asch, 1952, P. xv).    

     As opposed to  the then dominant behaviorists, Asch, in common with all other Gestalt psychologists, held that we must examine not what is but what it is understood to be.  Order and understanding come from focusing not on the stimulus situation as such but rather on how it is perceived.  This point emerges most clearly in Asch's work on what was then called "prestige suggestion."  In a classic study, Asch discussed Lorge's finding that a quotation attributed to a respected figure (e.g, Jefferson) is readily endorsed by subjects,while the same quotation attributed to a condemned figure (e.g., Lenin) is rejected.  While Lorge and many others interpreted this result as a demonstration that political attitudes are swayed by blind, brute, and 

irrational suggestion, Asch argued that the subjects' interpretations of the very meaning of the quotations were affected by what the subjects knew about the authors. For it turned out that when the subjects were asked to paraphrase these quotations their responses were quite different depending upon whom they believed had uttered them. Asch claimed that people are basically rational, a view that was in sharp contrast to those held by then dominant schools of behaviorism and psychoanalysis. People are recognized to be rational once their construal of the world around them is understood.      

     Central to Asch's approach, and opposed to the elementism of most behaviorists of the time, was the idea that social perception, like "ordinary" perception, is relational.  This is illustrated most clearly in his classic studies on impression formation.  In that work, Asch tried to demonstrate that our impressions of other people are structured wholes.  To support this claim, Asch read lists of trait names to subjects and asked for their impression of the person described by these traits. He discovered, among other things, a primacy effect ... the first traits one hears have a bigger effect on overall evaluation than do later traits.  He also showed how individual traits influence the interpretation of others.  Along the way, he developed an  experimental technique that allowed the assessment of the effect of individual traits in relation to the whole, by comparing impressions formed from lists of traits that were identical except for one.  Asch discovered an inferential structure to our organization of traits.  While still the subject of vigorous debate, these ideas are certainly prominent in the literature today, and they are often encountered in the context of implicit personality and schema theory.     

     Perhaps the most celebrated of Asch studies were his studies on persuasion and social pressure. Ironically, his initial aim was to demonstrate that people are ultimately independent and see and judge  what is objectively there to see and judge.  This  position ran against the temper of the times, which held that people are easily swayed by the views of others, a view that seemed to be buttressed by some influential studies of Muzafer Sherif on the autokinetic effect. Asch was convinced, however, that such yielding only occurred when the situation was ill-structured and ambiguous, as in the autokinetic effect.  So, Asch confronted subjects with

exceedingly unambiguous stimuli (lines of different lengths) and a set of confederates who gave patently wrong answers.  To his surprise (and indeed, dismay), there was a considerable degree of yielding .. some 35% of all judgments were in error, and only 29% of his subjects remained completely independent. What Asch found most important was the fact that whether the subjects yielded or remained independent, for the most part, they were deeply disturbed by this

discrepancy between what they saw and what they believed others saw.  To him, it was clear that our sense of reality is partly social, and that when others do not share our sense of reality, the very foundations of our world are shaken.  These findings became an instant classic and had a lasting impact on the field.  Milgram's studies of obedience to authority were inspired directly by Asch's studies and by the postdoctoral year Milgram spent with Asch. There is also a thriving, mostly European, research tradition examining minority influence* that clearly descends from Asch's studies of independence and conformity.    

     In common with behaviorists and psychoanalysts, Asch believed that at bottom all human beings are akin.  But, unlike most of them, he recognized that important differences are introduced by culture.  Time spent, with his wife Florence, on a Hopi Indian reservation may have fostered this respect for the influence of culture: "In short, we start with the assumption that individual men possess authentic properties distinctive of Homo Sapiens and that their actions in society alter them in authentically distinctive ways" (Asch, 1952, p. 119).        


Asch's overall view, as well as an account of his own experiments, is lucidly presented in his Social Psychology (1952, reprinted by the Oxford University Press in 1987). In that book he persuasively presented the human person as a complex but studiable whole, both socially situated and independent. That text shaped the minds of many in the next generation of social psychologists.  Asch's aim was very much that of the phenomenologically oriented Gestalt psychologist: "My intention was to produce, in contrast to the prevalent non-cognitive versions, a phenomenological psychology in which social facts and processes held central place. By the same token facts of culture were inseparable from this aim...Not to sound too grandiloquent, I aimed for a treatise on human nature, informed by recent Gestalt

strivings...a psychology with a human face" (Asch, 1987, p. ix).    


In Social Psychology, Asch enlightens the reader about many fundamental aspects of human social life, providing a framing and perspective that we have much to learn from today.  For example, a problem to which Asch devoted an entire chapter is the question of how we know other minds.  Whether a psychologist should..or can..investigate an issue that has perplexed generations of philosophers from Leibnitz to Husserl and Wittgenstein is debatable.  But, one may well argue that a social psychologist should at least admit that the issue exists and is central to any discussion of social interaction.  Asch argued that it is not possible to infer the presence of other minds purely from our experience with others, as suggested by most behaviorists and such of their philosophical allies as Ayer.  In line with the Gestalt leanings toward innate predispositions, he held that our notion that others exist and have minds, more or less like ours, is a vital part of our human built-in make-up.    

     Solomon Asch was born in Warsaw, Poland, on September 14, 1907.  He came to the United States in 1920 with his mother and brother, joining with his father who arrived earlier.  He received a BS from City College of New York in 1928, and a PhD from Columbia University in 1932.  At Columbia, he had contacts with Ruth Benedict, Otto Klineberg, and Robert S. Woodworth.  His principal faculty appointments were at Brooklyn College, the New School of Social Research, Swarthmore College, the Institute for Cognitive Studies at Rutgers University, and the University of Pennsylvania.   He retired at the University of Pennsylvania in 1979, and became an emeritus professor there.  Asch's formative contacts with Wertheimer occurred while he was at Columbia and Brooklyn College, during which time he did some teaching at the New School, the home institution of Wertheimer.  He succeeded Wertheimer at the New School, after Wertheimer's death.  Asch's most significant academic affiliation was with Swarthmore College, where he stayed for 19 years.  There, he participated in a remarkable period in the history of psychology in America, during which an undergraduate college became one of the major centers for the Gestalt movement in American psychology.  Among his colleagues there were Wolfgang Kohler, Hans Wallach, Richard Crutchfield, Henry Gleitman, David Krech, Jacob Nachmias, and William Prentice.    

     It is remarkable that Asch's major and influential intellectual contribution to social psychology took place in a rather narrow segment of his career, dating from 1946 to 1956.  Most of his other work, also within the Gestalt tradition, concerned associations, framing effects, thinking, memory, and metaphor (see Ceraso, Rock, & Gruber, 1990, for more details).   Asch contributed to the literature in quality rather than quantity; his major contribution to psychology was contained in only one book and 35 papers!  

     Solomon Asch died on February 20, 1996, at the age of 88, in Haverford, Pennsylvania, and is survived by his beloved lifetime companion, Florence Miller Asch, a brother, three grand children, and a great grandson.  His son Peter, a professor of economics at Rutgers, died in 1990.    

     Asch received the Nicholas Murray Butler award from Columbia University in 1962, the Distinguished Contribution Award from the American Psychological Association in 1967,  and was a Guggenheim fellow and a fellow at the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton and at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences at Stanford.    

     For a fuller appreciation of Solomon Asch, we recommend the volume titled "The legacy of Solomon Asch: Essays in cognition and social psychology" (Rock, 1990).  In the introductory chapter of that volume, John Ceraso, Irvin Rock, and Howard Gruber provide rich biographical details and a full appreciation of Asch's work in thinking and cognition.  The chapters in the book testify to the range of scholars and enterprises that he stimulated.    

     We close, with an appreciation of Solomon Asch, a man who lived and breathed the life of the mind.  He was a humane man, cultured, clever, sane, lucid, deep, and remarkably balanced. Asch wrote in his 1968 American Psychologist obituary of Wolfgang Kohler that "There are few in any generation of his stature." The same holds for Solomon E. Asch.    
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