Session 5: Text Chapter 3 “Commitment and Consistency”


This chapter of the text delves into sex, commitment, relationships, and sadistic hazing.  Perhaps the greatest freeride yet was actually reading this chapter and writing this summary.

People have an inherent desire to be consistent with their words, beliefs, and actions.  Committing to something publicly, in the presence of peers, is one of the strongest motivators in human nature to follow through with that action (for example, giving your word, signing a contract,  getting married).  Driven by this strong social pressure as well as personal pride, people strive for this consistency because: 

1. Consistency is highly valued as a sign of intellect, logic, rationality, stability, and honesty.  Contrast this with the person who is perceived as an inconsistent, two-faced, backstabbing, incompetent, cheating liar.

2. Consistent decision-making shields us from ever questioning our choices.  By going along with the automatic, mechanical reaction, we avoid unnecessary evaluation of past choices.  The train of thought is, “I’ll just put off making any changes for now, its easier than dealing with this issue.”  This is the case in many relationships, where a couple may not overcome the inertia that is keeping them in an undesirable arrangement.  

The Click-Whirr mnemonic shows how easy it is to click on that automatic response and then let the pre-recorded tape whirr along with our canned responses.  This is definitely a way of taking the easy way out of decision processes, tapping into past choices to immediately know what to do, or believe, or say next.  (“I’ve always voted republican”; “I wanted to be married by the time I was 25”)  As long as the current answer is consistent with the past, we can continue to evade the rigors of original thought.   

A perverse aspect of the Click-Whirr phenomenon is how effectively it keeps us from realizing things that could cause trouble in our lives.  This automatic, almost defeated, acceptance of decisions or events can shield us from unwelcome realizations.  When we would rather not confront a decision, such as breaking up a comfortable, though not fulfilling, long term relationship, the Click-Whirr response acts as a sop, providing us with a pre-programmed response and safe hiding place in the corners of our minds.  By convincing ourselves that we are happy with the way things are, there is no need to rock the boat and change, not even for the better.  

Gaining an initial commitment to anything is the key in turning (verbal or written) agreement into compliance.  This has been illustrated in many volunteer effort solicitations.  If a person publicly says that they support the Red Cross, or Safe Driving, then they are significantly more likely to actually volunteer their time and effort to that cause when someone comes knocking on their door.  Why?  They have to live up to their word.

Consistency is a powerful friend of commitment; the book illustrates what happens once a person makes a commitment as follows: “What may occur is a change in the person’s feelings about getting involved or taking action.  Once he has agreed to a request, his attitude may change, he may become, in his own eyes, the kind of person who does this sort of thing, who cooperates with good causes.”  Basically, committing to a decision (i.e., to volunteer or conserve energy) can be a self-fulfilling prophecy and often results in future decisions with even higher commitment costs.

The need to uphold prior commitments is a powerful one, and the harder it is to achieve, the greater the  perceived social rewards.  This brings us to a realm of  hazing: willfully submitting to painful, embarrassing, and dangerous rituals to gain acceptance to a group.  For example, the Thonga tribe submits their adolescent males to circumcision school when they reach age 10-16.  The initiation begins when each boy runs the gauntlet between rows of men who beat him with clubs.  After this, he is stripped and his hair is cut off.  He is then met by a man dressed in lion skins and mane, and is seated on a stone facing this lion man.  Someone clubs the boy on the back of the head and when he turns around to see who struck him, his foreskin is seized and cut off in two movements by the lion man.  Afterward, the boy is secluded for three months where he only has contact with other initiated members.

During these months, he endures six trials: beatings, exposure to cold, thirst, eating unsavory foods, punishment, and the threat of death.  He is beaten by older members for the slightest misstep, and sleeps outdoors in the winter without covering.  He is forbidden to drink a drop of water for all three months, and half digested grass from antelopes’ stomachs are poured over his food to make it nauseating.  Any broken rule results in severe punishment such as crushing the boy’s fingers.  The boy is frightened into submission by threats of death by hanging.

While this may seem harsh in modern American society, the underlying features of the initiation ritual actually parallel Fraternity Hell Week on college campuses.  Clear echoes exist between Fraternities and the Thonga trib, with vivid examples of each of the six trials.  From beatings (a three week hospitalization ensued) to being forced to eat raw liver soaked in oil (the pledge choked to death) to digging a grave (which subsequently collapsed and buried the pledge alive), it is clear that these hazing practices actually make membership more precious to their societies.  

Why would any group want to undergo degrading and perilous initiation rites? Perhaps the people who willingly submit to this sort of humiliation are psychological or social miscreants whose twisted needs demand that others (and themselves) be harmed and humiliated.  Or, perhaps these ceremonies simply elicit harsh group behavior from otherwise psychologically stable individuals. 

In either case, the ceremony itself is to blame.  The perceived harshness of the ritual validates the pledge’s opinion of the group and the selectivity of its membership.  For example, when young college women were subjected to a severely embarrassing initiation ceremony or electric shocks in order to gain access to a sex discussion, they convinced themselves that their new group was profoundly bonded and valuable, and considered their peers interesting, intelligent, and desirable.  Those who were not hazed, who also joined the sex discussion, found it to be ‘worthless’; with no hazing, there was no forced group cohesion or survival camaraderie. Clearly, in the case of fraternities, sororities,  and military boot camp, the hardship of initiation activities will foster a sense of solidarity and distinction; this will be effective as long as the group members convince themselves that commitment to this group will validate their self image.

The commitment focus continues, with the notion that we accept inner responsibility for a behavior when we think we have chosen to perform it of our own volition.  This is evident in POW camps in Communist China, where American soldiers were encouraged to submit (often pro-Communist) prose in prison essay contests.  By actually writing it down in their own hand, whether or not they believed in the Communist regime, prisoners began to insidiously accept Communist viewpoints. This behavior actually shares some characteristics of fraternity hazing; as there was no tangible prize, no sizeable reward, at the end of the hazing or at the end of the essay contest, the participants owned only the satisfaction of what they had done.  There were no excuses, no charitable causes, no actual benefits to enduring the hazing or submitting the prison essay; all that was left in the end is a sense of accomplishment borne out of free will.

The commitment and consistency topic closes with a discussion of  gut instincts.  To resist the external consistency pressures on our compliance decisions, the author encourages us to listen to our stomachs and our hearts.  Stomach signs, basically your gut feeling, let you know when you are being pushed by these outside factors into a commitment that you did not want to make.  (Imagine getting talked into a magazine subscription after being complimented by the salesperson).  Heart signals are much harder to isolate, and can often be identified by the hindsight question: “Knowing what I know now, if I could go back in time, would I make the same commitment?”.  This question results in a flash of impulse, and that first, fleeting response is what your heart is telling you.  While the stomach response can indicate when we are being pressured into something, the fleeting heart of heart response should be engaged when the initial commitment was made with honest but perhaps misguided intention.

In the case of the expected engagement that has settled into stagnation, neither party has the motivation to commit to a change.  This couple might benefit from a heart of hearts conversation such as: How much of your current satisfaction is real, and how much is foolish consistency?  Are you comfortable with your situation, only because you are too apathetic to seek something higher? Are you convincing yourself with newly formed reasons that you made the right choice?  Why are you convincing yourself in the first place?  In your heart of hearts, where rationalization cannot penetrate, are you fooling yourself?

