
Those Who Know The Least Obey The Best
In the tapestry of human behavior, conformity stands out as a curious and
often perplexing phenomenon. Why do people so readily abandon their
own beliefs and adopt the views of the majority, even when those views are
demonstrably false or harmful? This perplexing question has long intrigued
psychologists and sociologists, with various theories attempting to unravel
the enigmatic nature of conformity.

One such theory, known as the "Unfamiliarity Hypothesis," suggests that
individuals are more likely to conform when they feel uncertain or lack
knowledge about a given situation. This hypothesis posits that when people
encounter ambiguous or unfamiliar stimuli, they tend to rely on the opinions
and behaviors of others as a guide for their own actions.
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The Unfamiliarity Hypothesis is supported by numerous empirical studies.
For instance, a classic experiment conducted by Solomon Asch
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demonstrated that participants were significantly more likely to conform to
the judgments of a group when the task involved perceptual ambiguity. In
this study, participants were presented with a series of lines of varying
lengths and asked to identify the line that matched a target line. When the
participants were alone, they were highly accurate in their judgments.
However, when they were placed in a group where the majority of
participants gave incorrect answers, they were surprisingly willing to
conform to the group's judgment, even to the extent of denying their own
senses.

The Role of Ignorance

The Asch experiment and other similar studies suggest that ignorance
plays a crucial role in conformity. When people lack knowledge or
experience in a particular domain, they are more likely to defer to the
opinions of others, even when those opinions are highly questionable. This
is because ignorance creates a sense of uncertainty and doubt, which
makes individuals more susceptible to the influence of others.

Ignorance can manifest itself in various forms. It can be a lack of
knowledge about the facts or evidence relevant to a particular issue.
Alternatively, it can be a lack of awareness of one's own biases and
limitations. Both forms of ignorance can lead to a diminished ability to think
independently and make rational decisions.

In the context of conformity, ignorance can have particularly insidious
effects. When people are ignorant of the facts or evidence relevant to a
particular issue, they are more likely to be swayed by emotional appeals or
simplistic narratives. They may also be more susceptible to misinformation
and propaganda, which can further reinforce their conformity to the group.



Implications for Society

The relationship between ignorance and conformity has profound
implications for society. It suggests that societies that value critical thinking
and informed decision-making must prioritize education and the
dissemination of knowledge. It also highlights the importance of fostering a
culture of intellectual humility, where individuals are aware of their own
limitations and are willing to listen to alternative viewpoints.

Conversely, societies that tolerate or even encourage ignorance can
become breeding grounds for conformity and blind obedience. In such
societies, citizens are more likely to fall prey to demagogues and
charlatans who exploit their ignorance for political or financial gain. This
can lead to the erosion of democratic values and the suppression of
dissent.

The adage "Those who know the least obey the best" encapsulates the
pernicious link between ignorance and conformity. When people lack
knowledge and experience, they are more likely to defer to the opinions of
others, even when those opinions are demonstrably false or harmful. This
can have dire consequences for individuals and society as a whole.

To combat the negative effects of ignorance and conformity, it is essential
to promote critical thinking, education, and intellectual humility. By fostering
a society where citizens are informed, engaged, and willing to challenge
authority, we can create a more open, democratic, and just world.
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