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ANTHROPOLOGY

A Cross-Cultural Evaluation of Festinger’'s Theory
of Cognitive Dissonance

HAROLD E. NELSON
University of Minnesota. Minneapolis

Festinger’s Dissonance Theory: The purpose of this
paper is to attempt an evaluation, in cross-cultural
terms, of Leon Festinger’s Theory of Cognitive Disso-
nance, as a research tool. The specific problem to be
treated is a consideration of the extent to which dis-
sonance theory can be made applicable in varying sit-
uations in diverse cultural settings. Prior to an exposition
of methodology, a short abstract of the hypothesis and
some of its ramifications is appropriate.

Festinger (1957:3) has used the term, “cognition”
or “cognitive element”, to categorize “knowledge, opin-
ion, or belief” held in regard to the nature of one’s uni-
verse, observable or otherwise, and to man’s relations
within that universe. Cognitive dissonance refers to a
state of inconsistency between two or more of these cog-
nitions, and its counterpart, consonance, refers to con-
sistency between those cognitive elements which bear
any relevance to one another. The essence of Festinger’s
basic hypothesis is that dissonance by nature generates
psychological discomfort and will produce in those af-
fected: (1) efforts or pressure to achieve consonance
through reduction or elimination of dissonance; and, (2)
a tendency to avoid any cognitions which might cause
or increase dissonance (Festinger, 1957:3).

A dissonance situation can serve to illustrate the theo-
retical working of these processes. For this purpose, an
application of a dilemma of the contemporary American
taxpayer will suffice. The theory states that dissonance
exists when two or more cognitions are not consistent
with one another. Assuming this to be the case, the
taxpayer experiences dissonance when: (1) he believes
that additional governmental services are necessary; and,
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(2) he recognizes that such services will cause increased
expenditures by the government, and he believes that
taxes are already too high. According to the theory, the
taxpayer will try to reduce dissonance. Here alternatives
are present. He may press for reduction in administra-
tive costs to allow a reallocation of funds to favor serv-
ices, or he may favor increased expenditures with no tax
increase by increasing indebtedness. Furthermore, the
taxpayer will try to avoid additional dissonance. If he
chose the first alternative course above, he might ignore
warnings that reductions in administrative costs may
contribute to unemployment. If he chose the latter al-
ternative, he might ignore warnings that a heavy insol-
vency is inflationary and injurious to international credit.
In either case, the taxpayer could be considered as avoid-
ing dissonance—increasing cognitions. As other ramifi-
cations of the theory are discussed below, they will like-
wise be applied to our hypothetical example of the tax-
payer.

Festinger’s theory provides for a theoretically calcul-
able means of deriving the amount of dissonance which
might arise out of any given relation. Factors here in con-
sideration would include, first of all, the degree of rele-
vance between cognitions (Festinger, 1957:13). For in-
stance, to the average taxpayer, not being of high eco-
nomic sophistication, the amounts of taxes paid and gov-
ernmental services received are more relevant to one
another than is either to the current Dow-Jones Indus-
trial Averages. A second factor for measuring dissonance
is the magnitude of dissonance between cognitions, as
a function of their importance (Festinger, 1957:16). To
the taxpayer, the amount of taxes paid is likely to be
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